REALISM OF THE SENSES
A TENDENCY IN CONTEMPORARY WORLD CINEMA

Tiago Magalhaes de Luca

Submitted in accordance with the requirements for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy
University of Leeds
School of Modern Languages and Cultures
Centre for World Cinemas

June 2011



The candidate confirms that the work submitted is his own and that appropriate credit has
been given where reference has been made to the work of others.

This copy has been supplied on the understanding that it is copyright material and that no
quotation from the thesis may be published without proper acknowledgment.

© June 2011
The University of Leeds
Tiago Magalhides de Luca



To my dear parents,
Roney de Luca and Angela Maria Magalhdes de Luca,
with all my love and affection



Acknowledgements

The seeds of this project began germinating back in 2006, during my MA degree in Film
Studies at UCL (University College London). At that time, I attended classes and
seminars that were fundamental to the development of the ideas which would become the
central focus of this thesis. My heartfelt thanks go in particular to Claire Thomson, who
was the tutor and coordinator of the brilliant module on Nordic Cinema and supervised
my MA dissertation. Her intellectual generosity, encouragement and personal support
were crucial in my decision to embark on a PhD.

In 2007, I was offered a place at the Centre for World Cinemas (CWC), University
of Leeds, and granted an Overseas Research Student Award (ORSAS) scholarship, which
fully supported my doctorate. During my period at Leeds, CWC offered me the
opportunity to attend and participate in numerous workshops, conferences and seminars
with world-renowned scholars, which made it a vibrant and exciting research
environment.

I thank the group Abbey Santander, which in 2009 provided me with funding for a
trip to Mexico where I carried out research on the work of Carlos Reygadas. I am grateful
to Fiorella Moretti and all staff at Mantarraya Produciones, who made my research at the
company’s archives a truly enjoyable experience. Special thanks go to Reygadas, who
generously provided me with the complete storyboards of his films and other precious
materials. Thanks are also due to Tsai Ming-liang who took time to give me a long
interview during his busy visit to the University of Leeds in November 2010.

Many friends helped me along the way. Thanks go to Cecilia Lara for putting me in
touch with Mantarraya Produciones; to Victor Antonio Ledo, for his unfailing support on
technical matters; to Cecilia Mello, who always had the best advices; to Harry James
Attwell, Maina Cardoso, Robson Barreto, as well as many other friends in Brazil, for
putting up with my interminable rants.

Paul Cooke, my co-supervisor, was a great reader and I am thankful for his
insightful comments. In particular, my deepest thanks go to my supervisor Lucia Nagib,
who could not have read my drafts more attentively and whose unparalleled expertise in
cinematic realism continuously challenged and inspired me. No less importantly, Liicia
became a dear friend. Thanks are finally due to my precious parents, whose unrestricted
devotion to their sons never fails to touch me. With all my gratitude, I dedicate this thesis
to them.



ABSTRACT

This thesis proposes to examine the production of sensory realism in world cinema by
using as case studies the cinemas of Carlos Reygadas (Mexico), Tsai Ming-liang
(Taiwan) and Gus Van Sant (US). These cinemas are bound together through the
hyperbolic application of the long take, which promotes a sensory viewing experience
anchored in duration and the pure phenomenological presence of animate and inanimate
matter. The theoretical underpinnings of the project are laid out in the Introduction,
which addresses the alleged demise of realism in light of the emergence of digital
technology and provides an overview of the ways the realist style has been historically
theorised as connected to the sensory character of the cinematic experience. It further
investigates the main aesthetic principles governing contemporary realist cinema and
proposes a theorisation of its distinctive sensory mode of address. The thesis is divided
into three different parts, which focus separately on each of the aforementioned
filmmakers and their distinct realist projects, with emphasis given on their political
impact and social significance. Part I is dedicated to Carlos Reygadas’s oeuvre, which,
indebted to the transcendental cinemas of Tarkovsky, Bresson and Dreyer, complicates
spirituality through a quasi-scientific take on materiality and carnality. Tsai Ming-liang is
the subject of Part II, which examines his cinema’s auteurist, ultra-reflexive realist
approach as recycling an aesthetics of the everyday in film through a focus on the sheer
physicality of domestic spaces and the physiology of a grotesque body. Part III
investigates Gus Van Sant’s recent incursion into an experimental-realist style as
producing sensory explorations of mental processes of perception in line with the
American avant-garde cinema ‘visionary’ tradition. The Conclusion contextualises and
evaluates the aesthetic and political contribution of these cinemas as perpetuating, and
reconfiguring, cinematic realism.
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INTRODUCTION

There is not one realism, but several realisms. Each period looks for its own, the
technique and the aesthetics that will capture, retain, and render best what one wants
from reality.

André Bazin

This thesis proposes to examine the production of sensory realism in contemporary world
cinema by using as case studies the cinemas of Carlos Reygadas (Mexico), Tsai Ming-
liang (Taiwan) and Gus Van Sant (US). I will argue that these are cinemas highly
representative of a tendency across the globe that purports to restore the traditional tenets
of cinematic realism, such as location shooting, non-professional acting and depth of
field. More remarkably, this new realist aesthetics is steeped in the hyperbolic application
of the long take, which promotes a contemplative viewing experience anchored in
phenomenological presence and duration. In other words, these are cinemas characterised
by a sensory mode of address based on the protracted inspection of physical reality.

I will delineate in more detail the aesthetic features of this tendency below, as
well as the rationale of my choice of directors; for now some words on ‘realism’ is in
order. My use of the term has nothing to do with the ‘transparent’ style of narrative
realism as allegedly produced by Hollywood cinema, which conceals its discursive

features and material conditions so as to produce an ‘impression of reality’ (Baudry



1974) and, consequently, a bourgeois and phallocentric view of the world, as theorised by
semiotic and psychoanalytic film theories of the 1970s. Rather, my take on realism as a
methodological and theoretical tool accords to an arguably more basic definition: films
that make full use of the camera’s recording ability, derived from its photographic
foundations, so as to foreground the materiality of the cinematic event and, as a result,
that of the medium itself. And yet, realism understood in this light has been under the
threat of extinction due to the emergence of digital technology, which has caused a step-

change in film practice as well as theory, asking for some elaboration.

The Real and the Digital

Debates concerning the demise of realism in cinema have proliferated in film studies in
the last two decades. Due to digital’s ability to elicit simulation, what is today largely
known as the indexicality of photography was deemed lost. As is well known, the term
indexicality gained currency in film studies through Peter Wollen’s assessment of André
Bazin’s concept of the ‘ontology of the photographic image’ (more of which shortly) in
the light of Peirce’s theory of signs (Wollen 1976: ch. 3). Wollen translated Bazin’s
ontology into Peirce’s definition of the index, that is, the sign that connects to its object
through an existential link, as observed in the photographic image. With the emergence
of digital technology, indexicality, it appeared, was no longer inherent to the
photographic image, prompting theorisations that either celebrated or lamented the digital
turn.

In 1996, for instance, Stephen Prince observed that the ‘perceptual realism’ of
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films such as Jurassic Park (Steven Spielberg, 1993) and Forrest Gump (Robert
Zemeckis, 1994) were ‘referentially fictional’, that is to say, created entirely through
digital processes while conserving an isomorphic correspondence to the physical
properties and Cartesian coordinates of the real world. Digitisation, Prince argued, gave a
new flexibility to the cinematic image which in turn invalidated the application of
classical film theories to contemporary cinematic phenomena (Prince 1996). This idea
was later reinforced by Lev Manovich, who contended that cinema was ‘no longer an
indexical media technology, but, rather, a subgenre of painting’ (Manovich 2001: 295),
due to the fact that cinematic images could be digitally manipulated. More recently,
Daniel Frampton has struck a similar note, arguing that the increase of virtual images in
film or, in his words, the fluidity of ‘this new digitally manipulatable film image’
prompts a reconceptualisation of film away from notions of ‘automatic photography’ and
direct ‘reproduction of reality’ (Frampton 2006: 4-5).

The idea that realist theories were no longer adequate to account for current film
phenomena also took nostalgic overtones. In the introduction to the new edition of
Siegfried Kracauer’s Theory of Film: the Redemption of Physical Reality, Miriam Bratu
Hansen argued that Kracauer’s realist theory elucidated an indexically grounded cinema
which belonged to ‘a period that may well be past’, helping us ‘understand the experience
that cinema once was’ (Hansen1997: xxxv, my emphasis). Subsequently, Mary Ann
Doane observed that Hansen’s nostalgic take on indexicality resonated with Paul
Willemen (Doane 2002: 227), for whom cinephilia, or ‘cinephiliac moments’ are
intrinsically linked to the film’s indexical dimension. As Willemen explains, the surfeit of

details recorded by the camera enables the unprogrammed contingent to ‘shine through’
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the image, allowing the spectator ‘to glimpse something else that you are not meant to
see’ (Willemen 1994: 241). In this way, ‘the less the image has a Bazinian ontological
relation to the real...the less appropriate cinephilia becomes’ (Willemen 1994: 243).

Both in the celebratory and nostalgic keys, indexicality is seen as a thing of ‘the
past’. Closer inspection of contemporary audiovisual practices, however, suggests that
this may not be entirely true. In fact, the digital often makes the recording of the real, as
well as its dissemination, much easier and cheaper. Our ‘obsession with realism’ (Bazin
2005a: 12), as Bazin put it some fifty years ago, rather than diminished by the digital,
seems greater than ever. Consider for instance the boom of reality shows and
documentary-style programmes in television in recent years (as pointed out by Nagib and
Mello 2009: xv). Take also video websites such as YouTube, which have prompted the
massive circulation of domestic videos on the Internet and whose emblematic slogan is
‘Broadcast Yourself’. Concerning cinema, it is symptomatic that the documentary genre
has seen its levels of popularity and critical acclaim soar in the last years.

Frampton argues that ‘it is hard to find a film that does not include some images
or people that were never in front of the camera’ nowadays (Frampton 2006: 5). But what
kind of cinema are we talking about? Dudley Andrew, for example, disagrees with this
view, arguing that ‘amidst digital confections tempting filmmakers and audiences to
escape to the land of the virtual, world cinema brings us back...to Earth, on which many
worlds are lived and perceived concurrently’ (Andrew 2006: 28). Of course, this does not
mean that world cinema is immune to simulation. On the contrary, digital manipulation
of the plastic qualities of the image have become widespread thanks to the digital, an

example being Alexander Sokurov’s Russian Ark (Russkiy kovcheg, 2003), the first
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feature-length film shot in a single long take thanks to digital technology, which, on the
other hand, also allowed its images to be retouched in post-production.

As Licia Nagib and Cecilia Mello note, ‘the digital has been more often than not
resorted to as a facilitator of the recording of real locations and characters, as well as a
means to expand the application of techniques traditionally identified with realism’
(Nagib & Mello 2009: xv). As has historically been the case, such techniques are
primarily used to express social concerns, as exemplified by contemporary realisms. An
unscripted film such as Abbas Kiarostami’s Ten (2002), for example, easily proves this
point, as it was entirely shot on two portable cameras mounted on the dashboard of a car
in movement, without directorial intervention, a method only made possible by the
unobtrusive digital equipment. Drawing on observational time and averse to all
didacticism, this method allowed non-professional actors to behave naturally and
provided the director with plenty of footage for the editing work, aimed at producing a
powerful plea for women’s rights. The work of Jia Zhangke is another telling example of
social concern expressed through digital technology, and indeed an evidence of the
revolution caused by this format in Chinese filmmaking over the last decade, as
filmmakers have turned to it in order to sidestep censorship and document the
environmental transformation effected by the country’s economic boom. Portuguese
Pedro Costa also opts for the digital as a means to closely document social inequality, in
his case, the slum inhabitants on the periphery of Lisbon, as seen in two of his films, In
Vanda’s Room (No quarto de Vanda, 2000) and Colossal Youth (Juventude em marcha,
2006), which he shot entirely by himself with a portable Panasonic DV.

And yet, though the digital and the indexical are not antithetical terms, a digital
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camera does not capture information in the same way a non-digital does. The defining
feature of a photograph is the reflection of rays of light which cause a chemical reaction
on the film emulsion through the camera lens. Hence Bazin’s famous metaphor of the
photograph as a death mask. In digital capture, however, this physical link is less evident
given that the light that passes through the lens is encoded into numerical data. To a film
theorist such as D.W. Rodowick, indexicality is therefore ‘weakened’ in digital capture
when compared to analogical photography, because in the latter ‘the process of
transcription is continuous in space and time, producing an isomorphic record that is
indivisible and counterfactually dependent on its source’ (Rodowick 2007: 113). This
means that photography captures actual blocs of space and time which are dissipated into
immaterial algorithms in the digital image. Other theorists, such as Tom Gunning,

however, question the notion of a watershed introduced by the digital technology:

The translation of photographic information into a number-based system certainly
represents a revolutionary moment in photography, but one not unlike the
replacement of wet collodion process by the dry plate, or the conquering of
exposure time with instantaneous photography, or the introduction of the hand
camera. Like these earlier transformations in photographic history, the digital
revolution will change the way photographs are made, who makes them, and how

they are used - but they will still be photographs (Gunning 2004: 48).

Philip Rosen has used the term ‘digital utopia’ to refer to the perception that the

emergence of digital technology marks a watershed in audiovisual practices. For him, this
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wrongly ‘defines its novelty in opposition to precedent media, identifies precedent media
with indexicality, and makes indexicality into a monolithic unity characterized by fixity
of world, of representation, of subject’ (Rosen 2001: 348). Moreover, Rosen suggests,
indexicality i1s more flexible than recent arguments hinging on its disappearance imply,
and for this reason the novelty introduced by the digital as a simulation tool is only in
degree, not in kind. And indeed the digital’s transformative power has many precedents.
Cinematographers, as well as photographers, have always had at their disposal a plethora
of formal devices so as to mould the image according to their whims, such as filters,
lenses, exposure time, multiple printing, chemicals, etc. No doubt, digital technology
intensifies, accelerates and facilitates simulation and manipulation to an unprecedented
degree, but this gives continuation to the natural evolution of photography, rather than
entailing its end. Foregrounding reality in film has always been a matter of choice, that is

to say, the result of deliberate strategies, and this long before the emergence of the digital.

Sensory Realism

As stated earlier, I would contend that this new realist peak in world cinema is defined
above all by a sensory mode of address. Realist styles, and related theories, have always
relied on the world’s sensory and phenomenological dimensions. Bazin’s pioneering
realist theory, launched in the 1950s, stated that photography, and consequently film, had
an ‘ontological’ relation with the real derived from its automatic nature. Therefore, in his
defence of realism, he praised those directors who, rather than manipulating objective

reality, as in the Soviet montage tradition or in German expressionism, highlighted it
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through choices such as location shooting, deep-focus cinematography and non-
professional acting. Indebted to a phenomenological approach to the real, Bazin revelled
in those moments in which the profilmic contingent disrupted the narrative flow,
enhancing instead the materiality of the image and thereby triggering a sensual response
on the part of the viewer. His writings are freighted with celebrations of the tactile,
physical reality of objects. Take for instance his analysis of the final scene of Jean

Renoir’s Boudu Saved from Drowning (Boudu sauvé des eaux, 1932):

The water is no longer ‘water’ but more specifically the water of the Marne in
August, yellow and glaucous. Michel Simon floats on it, turns over, sprays like a
seal; and as he plays we begin to perceive the depth, the quality, even the tepid
warmth of that water. When he comes up on the bank, an extraordinarily slow
360-degree pan shows us the countryside before him...At the end of the pan, the
camera picks up a bit of grass where, in close-up, one can see distinctly the white
dust that the heat and wind have lifted from the past. One can almost feel it

between one’s fingers (Bazin 1974: 85-86).

Bazin’s rhetoric - the ‘tepid warmth of the water’, the grass which ‘one can almost feel
between one’s fingers’ - emphasises the image’s sensory effects on the spectator (as
noted by Keathley 2006: 66). As Rosen has recently noted, Bazin’s theorisation of
objective reality as conveyed by film presupposes a subjective investment in the
phenomenological real onscreen (Rosen 2003: 41), a subjectivity which I believe has an

embodied character.
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The notion that the realist style ‘affect[s] primarily the spectator’s senses’ was
also put forward in 1960 by Siegfried Kracauer (1997: 158), who, like Bazin, theorised

realism as a property intrinsic to the film medium thanks to its photographic foundations:

[Film] records physical reality for its own sake. Struck by the reality character of
the resultant image, the spectator cannot help reacting to them as he would to the
material aspects of nature in the raw which these photographic images reproduce.
Hence their appeal to his sensitivity. It is as if they urged him through their sheer
presence unthinkingly to assimilate their indeterminate and often amorphous

patterns (Kracauer 1997: 158).

Kracauer argued that film’s ‘affinity’ with the material world elicits a corporeal mode of
spectatorship: ‘The material elements that present themselves in film directly stimulate
the material layers of the human being: his nerves, his senses, his entire physiological
substance’ (Kracauer apud Hansen 1997: xxi). In her assessment of Kracauer’s theory of
realism, Hansen would argue that this corporeal approach could not be further away
‘from cognitivist conceptions of film viewing as an operation of “scanning”, of
processing hypotheses relevant for the construction of a story from the film’s
representational materials’ (Hansen 1997: xxi).

It is interesting to examine how this resonates (or not) with ‘body’ theories of
cinema, which started to emerge in the early 1990s with reference to modes of reception
and spectatorship. This was kick-started by Linda Williams, who focused on the physical

responses elicited by the ‘bodily excess’ on display in ““gross” genres’ such as the
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melodrama, pornography and horror films (Williams 1991: 4). In 1993 Steven Shaviro
argued for a film theory based on ‘the bodily agitations, the movements of fascination,
the reactions of attraction and repulsion, of which they are the extension and the
elaboration’ (Shaviro 1993: 9). Several theoretical approaches hinging on the ‘sensuous’,
‘tactile’ and visceral’ dimensions of film viewing followed in his footsteps. Laura U.
Marks, for example, has theorised on the ways in which materiality can impact the viewer
in a tactile manner. This she calls ‘haptic visuality’, that is, images which foreground
‘material presence’ through extreme close-ups and unusual framings, strategies identified
in the cinema of Reygadas, as will be analysed in Part I. To Marks, haptic images
engender a mode of spectatorship in which ‘the eyes themselves function like organs of
touch’ (Marks 2000: 163).

Under the influence of Gilles Deleuze’s philosophical approach to cinema, which
will be discussed later, these new takes on spectatorship have, by and large, proposed to
replace the ideal, transcendental spectator of psychoanalytic and semiotic approaches
with a corporeal one, and the concomitant recognition of the bodily pleasures intrinsic to
film viewing. In 2000 Vivian Sobchack, drawing on Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s
phenomenology, attributed this theoretical turn to a dissatisfaction with the way the
‘spectator’s identification with the cinema has been constituted almost exclusively as a
specular and psychical process abstracted from the body and mediated through language’
(Sobchack 2000).

Parallel to this, new theories drawing on Bazin’s foundational views on realism
continued to thrive. Onscreen death and sex, events whose re-presentation Bazin deemed

an ‘ontological obscenity’ (Bazin 2003: 30), as well as physical exertion and animal
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cruelty, offered new grounds for theorisations on the physicality of the cinematic
experience. Ivone Margulies, for example, expounded on what she called ‘corporeal
cinema’, which she defines as films that reproduce the ‘original urgency’ of an event
through ‘their close association with the carnality of the body and decay...realities such
as possession rituals, animal sacrifice, torture, or physical disability’ (Margulies 2003: 1),
some of which comprise the bulk of Reygadas’s films (Part I). Sobchack also elaborated
from a spectatorial perspective on this physical excess, which in her view ruptures the
spectator’s investment in the diegesis. This she calls ‘the charge of the real’, which she
illustrates with the famous scene of the killing of a rabbit in Renoir’s The Rules of the
Game (La Regle du jeu, 1939). She compares the physical quality of this scene with that
of the death of a fiction character in Renoir’s film, arguing that the latter cannot ‘elicit the
same level of subjective and physical shiver we feel as our very bodies “know” the
existential difference between the character’s and the rabbit’s...death’ (Sobchack 2004:
271). In tune with this focus on physicality but moving away from modes of reception
and into those of production and address, Nagib has theorised on the notion of ‘bodily
enactment’ performed by cast and crew in the recording of the real in the fiction film. She
discusses those films which ‘give evidence of an actor’s physical engagement with the
cinematic event’ (Nagib 2011: 19), an aspect which, as we will see, is prevalent, in
different measures, in the cinemas of Tsai (Part II) and Van Sant (Part III). Nagib cites,
among others, Glauber Rocha’s Black God, White Devil (Deus e o diabo na terra do sol,
1964), in which Manuel’s race at the end of the film, performed in reality by actor
Geraldo Del Rey in the arid backlands of the Brazilian Northeast, entails for the actor a

‘painful, bodily experience’ of ‘a harsh, cruel soil, under an unrelenting sun’ (Nagib
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2011: 64).

In common with, and indebted to, many aspects of these theories, my take on
sensory realism presupposes an embodied spectator ‘with skin and hair’, to cite
Kracauer’s famous expression, that is, the spectator’s phenomenological investment in
the onscreen reality. However, my approach claims no position in the debates on modes
of cinematic reception. Rather, my purpose is to identify and analyse sensory modes of

production and address in contemporary realist cinema, to which I will now turn.

A Cinema of Contemplation

In a sparsely furnished room, a white, young woman is having real sex with an obese,
Mexican Indian man. At first static, the camera turns away from the event and pulls out
of the room through an open window to perform a slow 360° pan, capturing in the process
two men fixing a house aerial, a busy street, kids playing in the garden of another house,
storeys of a luxurious building, a dripping tap, until it makes its way back into the room
and find the couple resting, after no less than five minutes. Cut. A limping woman, with a
broom in hands, walks into an empty cinema’s auditorium framed in a static long shot.
She enters the frame from the right, walks up the stairs while sweeping the floor, crosses
the upper part of the auditorium, then climbs down the stairs and leaves the auditorium
from the left, an action which she takes over three minutes to perform. The camera
remains imperturbably immobile recording the now empty auditorium for nearly three
minutes. Cut. Outside a stately home the camera, seemingly static, focuses on a room

whose half-open window reveals several music instruments. On the upper half of this
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window, the glass reflects the branches of a robust tree whose leaves flutter with the
heavy wind. A blond, frail man enters the room, and consequently the frame, and starts
playing, one by one, these musical instruments: the bass, the guitar, the drums and so on.
The camera unhurriedly starts to recede, taking no less than five minutes to unveil the
house’s fagade, its front area and the tree in front of it.

These three sequence shots, drawn respectively from Reygadas’s Battle in Heaven
(Batalla en el cielo, 2005), Tsai’s Goodbye Dragon Inn (Bu san,2003) and Van Sant’s
Last Days (2005), epitomise the similar kind of realism embraced by these cinemas.
Despite their widely differing settings and objects of attention, they proceed through a
similarly protracted and mute contemplation of reality as enabled by the long take. In
them, the narrative is not only rarefied through unbroken shots which quickly exhaust
diegetic motivation, if ever there was one, but is blatantly averted. Whether through a
camera which literally turns away from the main event to record chance occurrences in
the city; or a stubbornly stationary camera that remains firmly in place after a character
has left the screen; or a slow-moving camera which ostensibly recedes from the main
event while framing a much wider visual field, these are cinemas in which the act of
recording takes the upper hand over narrative progression thanks to a camera which
seems in awe of its own ability to capture overstretched blocs of space and time.

If, as the quote from Bazin which opens this thesis states, each realism ‘looks for
the technique and the aesthetics that will capture, retain, and render best what one wants
from reality’ (Bazin 1997: 6), the contemporary realist tendency as represented by these
three filmmakers has to be defined above all by its hyperbolic use of the long take. It is

my contention that these cinemas foreground reality primarily as a perceptual, sensible
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and experiential phenomenon. Their phenomenological irreducibility can only be
perceived and conveyed through sensory experience. At first glance, this superabundant
materiality as enabled by the long take might seem to accord with the kind of realism
championed by Bazin’s phenomenology (see, in this respect, Flanagan 2008). If that may
be the case in many respects, there is also a crucial difference, relating to the way these
realisms far extrapolate the representational imperatives informing Bazin’s view of realist
cinema. A brief sample of his writings will help me substantiate this claim.

Bazin’s thought is traditionally associated with the long take, and yet his defence
of this technique is only tangential to it. More than an end in itself, as is often the case in
the cinemas of Reygadas, Tsai and Van Sant, the sequence shot in Bazinian terms is the
direct consequence of another technique, namely depth of field, which, as Wollen notes,
is in turn subordinated to dramaturgic efficiency (Wollen 2004: 252). For example,
expounding on William Wyler’s The Best Year of Our Lives (1948), Bazin justifies its
lengthy shots with the fact that they are ‘necessary to convey the narrative clearly’ (Bazin
1997: 11). Similar justifications are given in his analyses of Citizen Kane (Orson Welles,
1942) and Renoir’s films, whose use of deep focus is examined on the basis of their
ability to conflate simultaneous events. Even when praising Umberto D (1952) for its
focus on a character’s eventless life, Bazin would speak, as Wollen notes, ‘of a
“dramaturgy of everyday life”” (Wollen 2004: 253). His analysis of this film also gives
him the opportunity to expound on the Bergsonian tenets of his realist theory. In his
famous analysis of the scene in which the maid gets up and potters about in the kitchen,
he identifies glimpses ‘of what a truly realist cinema of time could be, a cinema of

“duration”’, or durée, in Bergson’s term (Bazin 2005b: 77). However, this scene does not
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unfold in a single shot, which prompts one to conclude, as does Margulies, that for Bazin
‘what matters is no longer the actual physical integrity of representation - its lack of cuts -
but that it appears to be physically integral” (Margulies 1996: 39). But nowhere is this
representational prescription more overtly formulated than in his appraisal of Luchino
Visconti’s La Terra Trema (1948), whose ‘unusually long’ and aestheticised shots ‘must
be applicable to dramatic ends if it is to be of service in the evolution of cinema’ (Bazin
2005b: 45). Quite explicitly, Bazin argues that Visconti’s ‘disinclination to sacrifice
anything to drama has one obvious and serious consequence: La Terra Trema bores the
public. A film with a limited action, it lasts longer than three hours’ (Bazin 2005b: 45).
In fact, if Bazin was impressed with the fact that The Best Years of Our Lives does
not have ‘more than 190 shots per hour’ with ‘shots of more than two minutes in
duration’ (Bazin 1997: 11), he may have been underwhelmed by a 100-minute film such
as Gerry (2002) which, as investigated in Part III (Chapter 10), is composed of
approximately 100 shots, a large portion of which simply limited to following characters
as they traverse desert landscapes, sometimes for nearly five minutes. Or Tsai’s What
Time Is It There? (Ni na bian ji dian, 2001), a two-hour film made up of 106 shots
foregrounding private and absurdist situations often devoid of dramatic significance, as
examined in Part II. Or indeed a film such as Reygadas’s Japon (2002), analysed in Part
I: shot entirely on location in a small rural village in Mexico, the film devotes most of its
time to following an unnamed man as he perambulates across rugged landscapes and
considers committing suicide for unexplained reasons. The scenes of his solitary
wanderings undermine narrative momentum, inviting the viewer to contemplate, in silent,

overstretched long takes, images of the empty landscapes he traverses. In this kind of
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realism, spatial and temporal integrity is preserved to hyperbolic extremes. As a result, in
spectatorial terms, narrative interaction is dissipated in favour of contemplation and
sensory experience. We as viewers are invited to adopt the point of view of the camera
and protractedly study images as they appear on the screen in their unexplained
literalness. This frontally contradicts the Bazinian rules, as the temporal elongation of the
shot surpasses by far the demands of the story, leaving the spectator unguided as to how
to read that particular scene hermeneutically.

Now, as mentioned earlier, this hyperbolic and protracted stress on materiality is
not restricted to the cinemas of Reygadas, Tsai and Van Sant. On the contrary, sensory
realism is currently found in all corners of the globe, as exemplified, among others, by
the aforementioned cinemas of Abbas Kiarostami, Pedro Costa, Jia Zhangke, as well as
those of Apichatpong Weerasethakul (Thailand), Béla Tarr (Hungary), Lisandro Alonso
(Argentina), Nuri Bilge Ceylan (Turkey), José Luis Guerin (Spain), to cite a few more -
cinemas equally interested in foregrounding material phenomena as enabled by the long
take. And yet, this is not a structured film movement. While it is not my intention to
locate the reasons behind this aesthetic phenomenon, some speculative commentary can
be offered. It is revealing, for example, that this cinematic tendency has emerged, as
mentioned earlier, at the moment digital technology has the potential to obliterate film’s
indexical support, which suggests a reaction to simulation processes. Similarly, these are
cinemas whose contemplative-sensory mode of address is strictly premised on the
viewing conditions of the theatrical experience - a larger-than-life screen, silence,
darkness, an enveloping sound system - which seems to respond to the revolution which

the video and, more recently, the digital, have introduced into film viewing habits,
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increasingly displaced onto the private sphere of home and ever-smaller screens. As if to
confirm this, the theatrical experience itself has been reflexively explored by some of
these cinemas, an obvious example being Tsai’s Goodbye Dragon Inn, entirely shot in a
crumbling cinema in Taipei, as examined in Part II."

It is also telling that these directors are all habitués of international film festivals
whose ‘global proliferation...during the 1980s and 1990s resulted in the creation of a
worldwide alternative film circuit’ (Valck 2005: 101) that enabled a direct aesthetic
interchange in the formal and narrative economy of films. Likewise, these are films
whose aesthetics of ‘slowness’, as suggested by Song Hwee Lim, chime with ‘slow
movements’ currently gathering momentum worldwide and which champion the slowing
down of life in the context of a world in frantic speed”. In fact, in the process of writing
this thesis, the slow tempo of this trend has been continually stressed in film criticism
(see, for example, Flanagan 2008; James 2009; Romney 2010; James 2010). My
approach certainly takes into account slowness, as crystallised in these films’ de-
dramatised mise-en-scene, slow and/or static camerawork and protracted shot length.
However, my aim here is to analyse these perceptual and durational strategies through the
prism of cinematic realism, an aspect which in my view is in need of theorising.

I would also stop short of adhering to a binary model which sees this tendency as
‘a way of saying No to mainstream Hollywood’s current fast-edit...style’, as suggested

by Steven Shaviro (2010) and others (see James 2010). To my mind, these discussions

! The theatrical experience has also been the focus of Alonso’s Fantasma (2006), filmed in the Cinemateca
Argentina, as well as Kiarostami’s Shirin (2008), a 90-minutes film entirely made up of protracted close-
ups of over one hundred Iranian actresses (with the exception of French Juliette Binoche) while they watch,
enraptured, the film of the title.

*I thank Song Hwee Lim for bringing this to my attention during a symposium on Tsai Ming-liang at the
University of Leeds, October 2010.
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have often incurred the lumping together of these different cinemas as producing an
ossified and formulaic style that allegedly purports to oppose the Hollywood model - and
this is why in-depth and contextual analyses is here of the essence. In fact, this is my first
reason for restricting my focus to the cinemas of Reygadas, Tsai and Van Sant. Theirs are
realist projects that, despite their formal similarities, are indebted to entirely dissimilar
traditions, enabling us to see different facets of this cinematic phenomenon.

This includes breaking with the Hollywood model, as exemplified, for instance,
by Van Sant’s cinema, whose ‘visionary realism’, as Part III examines, stemmed from a
rupture with narrative film as materialised, in the director’s view, in Tarr’s contemplative
cinema. He further conflates traditional realist devices, such as non-professional acting
and improvisational modes of production, with strategies associated with the American
avant-garde cinema, and even the horror film, producing sensory explorations of altered
modes of perception. Reygadas, in his turn, owes nothing to Hollywood, giving a new
dimension to the ‘transcendental realism’ of directors such as Tarkovsky, Bresson,
Rossellini and Dreyer, whose revelation of physical reality, as discussed in Part I, aimed
at the disclosure of metaphysics. Recycling and expanding upon tropes and devices
associated with these filmmakers, his realism consists, among other things, in
complicating metaphysics through a quasi-scientific take on carnality and materiality. As
for Tsai’s realist project, it is avowedly indebted to auteurist cinemas typical of the 1960s
and 1970s, as well as Brechtian precepts, mobilising an ultra-reflexive style grounded in
the exaggeration of depth of field, duration and camera fixity. Not to mention his solid
theatrical background, resonant with performance theory and practice (Bao 2007), and

translated in his ‘cinema of bodies’ into a physical acting style embedded in serialised
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and exaggerated movements, as investigated in Part II.

But there is another reason for choosing these cinemas, which is their political
impact and social significance. In line with the realist tradition, they are in constant and
overt dialogue with their own local realities, despite their being in most cases
transnational productions. Indeed, their focus on the class and ethnic divide of Mexico
(Reygadas), marginalised populations in rapidly urbanising, late-capitalist cities such as
Taipei and Kuala Lumpur (Tsai), and traumatic events in the US such as the Columbine
massacre (Van Sant), among others, are cogent cinematic expressions of some of the
most pressing social issues of our time. As I will argue, in these three cases these social
realities are not only unveiled in revelatory fashion but, even more so, reframed and
restructured through sensory audiovisual experiences that, averse to normative
representational logic, acknowledge the overwhelming complexity of these realities and,

in so doing, enable us to look at them anew.

Time and Image

Binding together these distinct realist programmes is a desire to convey existing,
contextual and material realities through sensory experience. One could say that this is a
cinema on the frontier between storytelling and sheer recording, the latter constantly
undermining the former. By being delayed, the cut ceases to serve dramatic purposes. In
their turn, characters, often played by amateur actors, are devoid of psychological traits:
they are laconic, listless, impassive. More than their psychology, it is their physical

characteristics and physiology which is on display. Narratives are elusive, sometimes
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mysterious, often deprived of causal logic, its smooth progression truncated by
overstretched images depleted of dramaticity. Time ceases to serve the demands of the
story: the duration of each shot, diegetically unjustified, makes itself felt. And here we
are compelled to revisit Gilles Deleuze’s notion of modern cinema, which he defines as
the time-image regime.

Deleuze published Cinema 1: The Movement-Image in 1983 and Cinema 2: The
Time Image in 1985, before the emergence of the realist trend addressed in this thesis.
And yet, as one reads the philosopher’s description of a cinema in which action and
narrative causality are weakened; and in which the act of seeing takes on the greatest
importance for characters and, consequently, spectators, one has the uncanny impression
that, more than referring to the dozens of filmmakers of his own pantheon (many of
whom are entirely reliant on montage and storytelling, such as Ozu and Rossellini),
Deleuze is prophesying a cinema which would take a few years to fully materialise. For
him, the time-image cinema requires a new type of character that no longer acts in
perpetual motion and according to a causal logic, as was the case in classical cinema. The
actions carried out within the diegesis tend not to have an aim. They are those of walking,
strolling, wandering, eliciting a contemplative stance which is perfectly illustrated by the
cinemas of Reygadas, Tsai and Van Sant, as will be examined in the following chapters.
For Deleuze, in the time-image, the character ‘has become a kind of viewer...the
situation he is in outstrips his motor capacities on all sides, and makes him see and hear
what is no longer subject to the rule of a response or an action’ (Deleuze 2005b: 3). This
‘cinema of the seer and no longer of the agent’ (Deleuze 2005b: 2) decentres the

representational dimension of the image, now appearing as ‘pure optical and sound
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situations’, which Deleuze explains thus:

These are pure optical and sound situations, in which the character does not know
how to respond, abandoned spaces in which he ceases to experience and to act so
that he enters into flight, goes on a trip, comes and goes, vaguely indifferent to
what happens to him, undecided as to what must be done. But he has gained in an
ability to see what he has lost in action or reaction: he SEES so that the viewer’s
problem becomes ‘What is there to see in the image?’ (and not now ‘What are we

going to see in the next image?’) (Deleuze 2005b: 261).

Granted, Deleuze emphasises that his is not a realist film theory, arguing that the special
power of the time-image is not its ontological force, as defended by Bazin apropos of
Italian Neorealism, but its ability to ‘prevent perception being extended into action in
order to put it in contact with thought’ (Deleuze 2005b: 1). Rather than with realism, he is
concerned with the way time is rendered non-chronologically within the diegesis in
modern cinema. And yet, underlying his approach, it is easy to identify a realist
foundation, given its stress on the objectivity of recording. Elaborating on the ‘cinema of
delay’ of Kiarostami, Laura Mulvey notes its conformity to the tenets of the time-image,

as a film aesthetic which starts by

deriving images from whatever the camera observed rather than a narrative

aspiration to order and organization. With the decline of action, an evacuated

cinematic space fills the gap, registering the empty images of landscape and
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cityscape...This cinema of record, observation and delay tends to work with
elongated shots, enabling the presence of time to appear on the screen (Mulvey

2006: 129).

As well as the autonomy of time, this de-dramatised cinema conveys a sense of pure
material and sensible presence which translates, at least in principle, into a sensory mode

of spectatorship.

Pure Presence

Taking up Roland Barthes’ essay “The Third Meaning’, Kristin Thompson has examined
the conflict arising from ‘the materiality of a film and the unifying structures within it’
(Thompson 1986: 132), that is, those moments when the material dimension of the image
escapes and exceeds narrative motivation and structural patterns, calling attention to its
own perceptual fabric as such. Though not mentioning the long take, Thompson
concludes that material excess is particularly prone to irrupt when a device remains

onscreen for too long, which exhausts its functional purpose within the narrative:

Motivation is insufficient to determine how long a device needs to be on the
screen in order to serve its purpose...We may notice a device immediately and
understand its function, but it may then continue to be visible or audible for some
time past this recognition. In this case, we may be inclined to study or

contemplate it apart from its narrative or compositional function; such
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contemplation necessarily distracts from narrative progression (Thompson 1986:

135).

This material surplus has also been analysed from a spectatorial perspective. Christian
Keathley, for instance, argues that the cinephiliac practice stems from a particular way of
watching films which involves scanning the image through what he calls ‘panoramic
perception’. Looking for every detail, the cinephile studies the image beyond their
narrative functionality, thereby reanimating ‘the repressed materiality of the film’
(Keathley 2006: 53). The sequence shot, for Keathley, is the device ideally placed to
elicit this kind of perception (Keathley 2006: 47).

But how can we theorise cinemas in which materiality is not in excess of a
causally chained narrative but quite simply what there is? The above formulations are
only in part applicable to the cinemas addressed in this thesis insofar as these theorists
characterise materiality as a diegetic surplus: the superabundance of details which, locked
in a dominant dramatic structure, posit the danger of calling attention to themselves rather
than advancing the plot. Here, on the contrary, materiality is not ‘repressed’ by the film’s
structure and subsequently perceived as the epiphanic, fragmentary moments theorised by
cinephiliac discourses, as described by Keathley (2006) and Willemen (1994). On the
contrary, through the hyperbolic application of the long take and other time-stretching
devices, materiality is primarily conveyed as non-conceptual, sensual phenomena.

Before Deleuze, Pier Paolo Pasolini had already attempted to establish a
connection between cinema’s empirical and temporal dimensions as achieved by the long

take. For Pasolini, the long take is by definition ‘in the present tense’ (Pasolini 1980: 3).
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Reality as it is lived, he argues, is always from a single vantage point and
unrepresentable: it ‘makes no sense, or if it does, it does so only subjectively, in an
incomplete, uncertain, mysterious way’ (Pasolini 1980: 4). For him, only the long take is

able to convey the sensuous indeterminacy of lived reality:

The substance of cinema is...an endless long take, as is reality to our senses for as
long as we are able to see and feel (a long take that ends with the end of our
lives); and this long take is nothing but the reproduction of the language of reality.

In other words it is the reproduction of the present (Pasolini 1980: 5).

Only when montage intervenes is this present tense transformed into past, for it
systematises what is otherwise non-symbolic, purely experiential, indeterminate; it gives
a meaningful trajectory to that which essentially lacks signification, namely reality. In
this way, Pasolini concludes, the cut in cinema is the embodiment of death, because it
organises one’s life according to sense-making patterns, retroactively providing it with a
definite and irrevocable meaning.

Now it is obvious, as Pasolini himself stresses, that no film escapes montage, as
no life escapes death. Moreover, if we take montage in a broader sense, it also includes
the manipulation and arrangement of elements onscreen, camera movements which
change frames in time without the need of editing, lighting, mise-en-scene, etc., all of
which are intended to produce meaning. In filmmaking practice, however, the long take is
understood as far less authoritative in making meaning. More than any representational

function it may serve, ‘its fundamental and dominant proposition...is: “All this
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1s”’(Pasolini 2005: 240). In other words, the long take highlights the sheer expressiveness
of the sensible, as it presentifies the material world. This is best exemplified by the
opening of Reygadas’s Silent Light (Stellet Licht,2007), a seven-minute shot of a dawn
which shows, through imperceptible time-lapse, the gradual rise of the sun in the horizon.
At first pitch-black, the screen gradually lightens, revealing the countryside and the
immense sky above. As the sun rises up, a myriad of changing colours appear in the sky,
evoking brushstrokes of an abstract painting which has seemingly come into life. Here,
an image of the world appears as phenomenological and aesthetic presence, that is to say,

as realism of the senses.

Part I looks at the ‘cinema of the impossible’ of Carlos Reygadas. A self-taught
filmmaker and avowed cinephile, his work offers a fascinating case study of a
transcendental film aesthetics. Indebted to directors such as Tarkovsky, Bresson and
Dreyer, Reygadas complicates spirituality through a naturalist approach, as exemplified
by his focus on onscreen death, animal cruelty and graphic sex. His is a realism
concerned with the pure materiality of urban and rural environments, as well as the
carnality and facticity of bodies, producing a rich mosaic of ‘fleshly’ and ‘earthly’
geographies. His work is further characterised by implausible fictional constructions
which are, on the other hand, authenticated by realist modes of production, as observed in
the unlikely couples of his two first films: a septuagenarian Indian woman and a middle-
aged white man in Japon, and an obese Indian man and a white young girl in Battle in

Heaven. Played by non-professional actors engaged in real sexual encounters, these are
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couples whose unlikely and improbable formation contravenes not only regulatory
cultural codes such as age and physical appearance but, more importantly, the rigid social
norms animating the socio-ethnic divide of Mexico. While these are ‘impossible’ fictions,
I argue that Reygadas makes them possible in reality.

Part IT examines Taiwan-based filmmaker Tsai Ming-liang, whose ‘cinema of
bodies’, impresses for its formal and thematic uniformity. Featuring the same actors,
episodic structure and formal style, his films intermingle with one another into one
intricate corpus, comprising a limit-case of auteurist filmmaking. In symmetry with that,
realism is here also stretched to its limits through the exaggeration of Bazinian
spatiotemporal unity, which, decentring representation, highlights instead the
concreteness of domestic spaces and the physicality of the human body. In my analysis, I
argue that Tsai perpetuates a cinematic tradition of the everyday while opening the doors
of domestic privacy wide open. Here, characters are constantly depicted in physiological
situations, not to mention their voracious sexual appetite, unorthodox physical
movements and idiosyncratic behaviour. Drawing on grotesque repertoire, Tsai
challenges prevailing models of normality, gender expectations and discourses on
sexuality, affirming instead an undisciplined body that is flexible, inventive and open.

In Part I11, T investigate Gus Van Sant’s move into an experimental-realist cinema.
In contrast with Tsai’s work, Van Sant’s oeuvre is devoid of formal unity, oscillating
between the aesthetics of realism and postmodernism. In 2002 the director embarked on
the ‘trilogy of death’ - Gerry, Elephant and Last Days (2005) - films based on real life
young deaths on the basis of improvisational scripts and modes of production and

anchored in the application of the long take. Yet, Van Sant’s realist project is hardly
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straightforward. As will be argued in this part, these three films complicate their focus on
the objective real through experimental strategies that evoke, through their form, mental
processes of perception and cognition, that is to say, altered states of mind. While Gerry
seems to convey desert mirages in the modes of a ‘visionary’ cinematic tradition,
Elephant frames the Columbine killings through what I call ‘the reality of trauma’,
unveiling its social complexity and shedding a new light on current American youth. In
its turn, Last Days emulates a drug-induced state of mind in its rendition of Kurt Cobain’s
death, incorporating strategies from the American avant-garde cinema, as well as
surrealism and minimal art. In these three films, altered states are conveyed through a
hyperbolic assertion of the film medium’s recording ability, which, coupled with
traditional realist devices as well as conceptual strategies, yields sensory cinematic
experiences that testify to the continuous reinvention of cinematic realism.

In the Conclusion, I spell out the aesthetic and political contribution of these

cinemas in the context of our stimuli-saturated and technologically-mediated era.
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PART I

CARLOS REYGADAS: CINEMA OF THE IMPOSSIBLE

With only three feature-length films in his oeuvre, Carlos Reygadas has arguably become
one of the most prominent directors in contemporary world cinema. Born in 1971 in
Mexico City, Reygadas dropped a promising career in law and became an entirely self-
taught filmmaker. At the age of 28, he completed his debut feature-length Japdn (2002),
which, premiered at the Rotterdam Film Festival, wowed audiences for its
uncompromising realism and formal flair. This was followed by Battle in Heaven
(Batalla en el cielo,2005) and Silent Light (Stellet Licht,2007), films which cemented
the director on the world cinema map and confirmed his interest in distinct yet coexistent
Mexican realities. As will be my contention here, what immediately stands out in his
oeuvre is the implausibility of fictions, which, paradoxically, are wholly authenticated by
realist modes of production. This is best exemplified by his first two films, at the centre
of which stand couples - a septuagenarian Indian woman and a middle-aged white man in
Japon; an obese Indian man and a white, sculptural young girl in Battle in Heaven -
whose unlikely, improbable formation glaringly contravenes the wide social segregation
of Mexico. Hence, they are what I call ‘the impossible’. And yet, their audiovisual

materialisation eschews representational artifice, played as they are by amateur actors
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engaged in real sex onscreen. I will argue that Reygadas appropriates the film medium so
as to indeed produce the impossible in reality.

Far from restricted to the above, however, this singular realist project
encompasses many facets, as the following chapters will hopefully illustrate. Chapter 1
analyses Reygadas’s avowed debt to the ‘transcendental-realist’ cinemas of Dreyer,
Bresson and Tarkovsky, directors whose focus on physical reality envisaged the
transcendence of the material world. Complicating transcendentalism in his work,
however, is a quasi-scientific scrutiny of carnality and materiality, which, anchored in the
application of extreme close-ups and the interplay of scale, generates sensory cinematic
geographies, as examined in Chapter 2. Chapter 3 investigates the tension between
formalism and authenticity informing Reygadas’s oeuvre, the combination of which also
accounts for its sensory realism. Displaying a rigorous and predetermined concern with
form, his films privilege, on the other hand, the pure presence of the sensible and
contingent real as enabled by long takes, location shooting and untrained non-
professional acting. Entirely averse to representational logic and moral didacticism, his is
a cinema that mobilises the impossible in the real world and right before the camera lens.

This, I conclude in Chapter 4, is political.
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Chapter 1

Transcendental Realism

Spiritual Supremacy

The critical understanding of Reygadas’s work seems to be unanimous at least in one
respect: that it is informed by a metaphysical impulse, in its turn the consequence of
specific cinematic influences, namely Robert Bresson, Carl Theodor Dreyer, Andrei
Tarkovsky, and to a lesser extent, Roberto Rossellini (see, for example: Dargis 2003;
Butcher 2005; James 2005; Romney 2005; Teodoro 2009). In fact Reygadas himself

acknowledges these influences:

I like Roberto Rossellini very much, and the conditions in which he had to shoot
with whatever was there. Rossellini was a master at using the world as it is to
create everything he needed for his stories. For me, Dreyer is also great. Ordet
[1955] is one of the most moving films I’ve ever seen in my life, a miracle of
film. Bresson is also a master, especially in the way he works with non-actors and
uses sound. A Man Escaped (1956) is a personal favourite. Tarkovsky was the one
to really open my eyes. When I saw his films I realized that emotion could come
directly out of the sound and the image, and not necessarily from the story-telling

(Reygadas apud Wood 2006: 117-8).
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The realist techniques adopted by these directors are, furthermore, easily found in
Reygadas’s films. His use of real locations and events, for example, can be viewed as
reminiscent of Rossellini’s. One needs only consider the scenes of a real religious
procession in Rossellini’s Journey to Italy (Viaggio in Italia, 1953), which is evoked in
Reygadas’s Battle in Heaven. The undramatic acting style of his work, reliant as it is on
non-professional actors and averse to psychology, is reminiscent of the work of Bresson
and his ‘models’. His adherence to slow-moving long takes, open landscapes and
religious music evokes the hallmarks of Tarkovsky’s cinema. No less importantly,
Reygadas dialogues with the aforementioned filmmakers through citations, an obvious
example being the way he replays Ordet’s ending in Silent Light, as will be later
analysed.

Like most of their work, Reygadas’s three films focus on religion, faith and
spirituality. Above all, the contemplative vein of films such as Japon, Battle in Heaven
and Silent Light, displaying as they do a certain reverence to the material world through
lingering long takes, would seem to replicate the metaphysical thrust of Dreyer, Bresson,
Rossellini and Tarkovsky. Yet, exactly how close is Reygadas to these directors? Despite
their huge differences, their work has often been grouped together under the rubric of
‘transcendental cinema’. Their focus on the physical world aimed at reaching into a
spiritual realm and, in so doing, disclosing ‘the essence’ of things through their material
surface. In other words, they subscribed to the notion that the film medium’s recording
ability could open up a gateway to the metaphysical dimension lurking underneath
material reality. This was in fact openly voiced by these directors. For example, Dreyer

maintained that ‘it is not the things in reality that the director should be interested in but,
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rather, the spirit in and behind the things’ (Dreyer apud Carney 1989: 65). Similarly,
Bresson postulated that ‘your film’s beauty will not be in the images (postcardism) but in
the ineffable that they will disengage’ (Bresson 1986: 109). In his turn, Tarkovsky argued
that ‘[t]he image is tied to the concrete and the material, yet reaches out along mysterious
paths to regions beyond the spirit’ (Tarkovsky 2005: 116).

Rossellini holds crucial importance in the emergence of Italian Neorealism
thanks, among other things, to his transcendental discourse. As Millicent Marcus tells us,
the realist programme mobilised by Italian Neorealism, of which the director was a
foundational figure, was the fruit of amalgamated realist tendencies. Though inflected
with the scientific drive of nineteenth-century French Naturalism, and I will return to this
in due course, it retained the ‘Aristotelian belief in a permanent, ideal order inherent in
the world of matter and men’ (Marcus 1986: 14). Hence, the neorealist project ‘lives in
the simultaneous claims of absolute, scientific objectivity on the one hand, and a quest for
underlying patterns of significance on the other’ (Marcus 1986: 14). With a view to
combining these opposing traditions, Neorealism rejected the anti-metaphysical stance of
naturalism so as to invest the material world with a higher, morally significant, order. It is
this moral impetus that compels Rossellini to say, in order to define ‘the realist film’, that
it ‘does not stop at surface appearances, but seeks out the most subtle strands of the soul’
(Rossellini apud Forgacs et al 2000: 150).

This moral thrust in film would find in Bazin its most eloquent defender. His
well-known praise of neorealist films stemmed from the fact that they materialised his
philosophical and spiritual beliefs. As Peter Wollen notes, the critic ‘was deeply

influenced by [Roger] Mounier’s insistence that the interior and the exterior, the spiritual
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and the physical, the ideal and the material were indissolubly linked” (Wollen 1976: 132).
Therefore, expounding on Dreyer’s The Passion of Joan of Arc (Le Passion de Jeanne
d’Arc, 1928), Bazin’s praise of this ‘documentary of faces’ was justified on the grounds
of ‘the extreme spiritual purification’ such ‘scrupulous realism of the camera as
microscope’ offers (Bazin 1982: 20). In the films of Rossellini he saw ‘a world of pure
acts, unimportant in themselves but preparing the way (as if unbeknownst to God
himself) for the sudden dazzling revelation of their meaning’ (Bazin 2005b: 100); in
those of Bresson ‘the outward revelation of an interior destiny’ (Bazin 2005a: 133).

Yet, Bazin’s interest in film remained primarily within the realm of aesthetics.
But his belief in the metaphysical qualities of film, informed by a phenomenological
approach, was expanded in the work of his disciple, the Catholic priest Amédée Ayfre,
who goes on to equate a phenomenological apprehension of the world through film with
religious experience. As Jim Hillier contends, ‘Ayfre draws heavily on Bazin’s
significant insights...while trying to draw out some of the underlying assumptions which
Bazin does not make explicit’ (Hillier 1985: 176). For Ayfre, neorealist films’ focus on
material reality discloses ‘the human face of the transcendent Mystery of God’ (Ayfre
1985: 190); Rossellini’s ‘concrete attitude’ takes the viewer to the realm of ‘metaphysics’
and proposes ‘the mystery of existence’ (Ayfre 1985: 184); in the work of Bresson
‘[bleyond the surface...one can glimpse another dimension: that of the soul’ (Ayfre 1969:
11). Phenomenological and religious experience were further conflated by Henri Agel,
who also expanded on many ideas pioneered by Bazin. For example, elaborating on
Dreyer’s Jeanne D’Arc, Agel goes on to state that ‘it is because Dreyer is concerned with

this “physicality” of his characters...that the transfiguration of a tormented human
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substance can become a Christ-substance’ (Agel apud Bird 2007: 394).

Cinematic transcendentalism also gained theoretical currency in Anglo-Saxon
film studies in the 1970s through Paul Schrader’s Transcendental Style in Film, in which
Bresson and Dreyer (as well as Yasujiro Ozu) were deemed representative of an
aesthetics that draws ‘the viewer from the familiar world to the other world’ (Schrader
1972: 159). More recently, Michael Bird has theorised the metaphysical in film as
‘hierophany’. Borrowing this term from Mircea Eliade - ‘the disclosure of the
transcendent or sacred precisely through the material of reality’ - Bird, following the
steps of Ayfre and Agel, coins the term ‘spiritual realism’ for films ‘in which cinema’s
technical properties become the vehicle of meditation” and ‘the sacred is sought at the
depth in reality itself” (Bird 2007: 393-4).

Does Reygadas attempt to replicate the spiritual thrust of this cohort of directors?
For, though entirely averse to parochialism, the fact remains that a Christian morality is
arguably discernable in the work of these filmmakers, the physical being their means to
arrive at metaphysics. As far as Reygadas is concerned, his oeuvre seems to pose a
different problem: though the idea of transcendence is certainly in evidence in his work,
there is here what I call a ‘surplus of physicality’ that cannot point to the ineffable insofar
as it cannot but affirm a purely material and carnal world. Here the material often ceases
to be the means for the attainment of a spiritual dimension to become itself the centre of
attention, a physical excess encapsulated in the notion of flesh. It is this extreme carnality
that complicates his transcendentalism and sets him apart from his cinematic influences,

as will now be examined in each of his films.
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Metaphysical Obscenity

Japon

Reygadas’s cinematic debut, Japon, was shot entirely on location in Ayacatzintla, a small
village peopled by less than 170 inhabitants in the Mexican state of Hidalgo. It tells the
story of a white, middle-aged, unnamed man (Alejandro Ferretis), presumably an artist,
who leaves Mexico City in order to end his life in this remote village. There he seeks
lodging and encounters Ascen (Magdalena Flores), a septuagenarian Indian widow who
agrees to shelter him in the hut attached to her ramshackle house overlooking the Canyon
landscapes. Devoid of narrative momentum, the film unfolds episodically, showing its
two protagonists in mundane activities: the man having his breakfast in Ascen’s house,
sitting in the sun observing the vast mountains, climbing up and down the hillsides;
Ascen washing her clothes on the edge of a river, cleaning up the house, etc. In fact
Japon devotes most of its time to simply following the man’s wanderings across the
rugged landscapes. These are prolonged shots taking in the immensity of the Canyons,
which, accompanied by religious scores such as Johan Sebastian Bach’s ‘Mattheus
Passion’, underline the man’s spiritual dilemma and lends the film metaphysical
overtones. However, as the man seems to settle in the arid region, spirituality becomes
inextricably conflated with carnality, as he finds himself with a strong sexual desire in
need of satiation.

Sexual impulses are highlighted, for example, when we see the man observing
two horses copulating in a vast field. This three-minute long scene, remarkable for its

documentary quality, alternates shots of the two animals, one mounting over the other,
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with a group of giggly children observing the act. The horses are then framed in extreme
close-ups that emphasise the penetrative act, as well as their tactile texture, calling to
mind what George Bataille, speaking of the lack of subjectivity in animal sex, calls an

‘unashamed sexuality’ (Bataille 2001: 31).

Unashamed sex in Japon

The man’s sexual desires are further underlined through subjective shots that
convey his staring at Ascen’s buttocks and breast. In one particular scene, he is shown
masturbating and picturing in his mind Ascen kissing a younger woman in a deserted
beach (the film leaves unexplained who this woman is). While these occurrences would
seem to disclose a desire directed exclusively towards Ascen, this proves not to be the
case. In another scene we see him in a bar transfixed by the attendant’s buttocks, as well
as by a picture of a naked woman in a newspaper. Towards the end of the film, the man
asks Ascen whether she would be willing to have sexual intercourse with him, stressing
the need of such an act as a means to obtain the spiritual appeasement he longs for.
Inexplicably, Ascen complies with the man and the two of them have sex the following

day.
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The man’s uncontrollable sexual desires

In her turn, Ascen is characterised as incarnating the man’s salvation, being
moreover constantly associated with Christ. When she first appears, for example, Ascen
emphatically instructs the man that her name is not ‘Asuncion’, as he mistakenly calls
her, but ‘Ascension’, which means, she stresses, ‘Christ ascending into heaven with
nobody’s help’. She is further shown in a series of events that underline her bond with
Jesus: pictures of Christ abound in her house; she tells the man she collects Catholic
comic books; she goes to the church with a friend as the scene proceeds by interweaving
close-ups of her face and the statue of the crucified Jesus. In one particular shot, she is
framed in a close-up whose composition even resembles that of a picture of Jesus shown

earlier in the house, as the pictures below illustrate.
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Ascen and Jesus

Ascen also embodies saintly attributes: she is humble, good and generous. We
repeatedly see her taking care of her guest: she washes his clothes, cleans his room and
waits for him outside her house holding a tray with iced tea and fruits. In a telling scene,
she inexplicably holds her hands out to then grip those of the man without uttering a
word, a gesture that connotes her desire to appease him. Her accepting to have sex with
him, moreover, confirms her willingness to sacrifice herself for him. At first, the man
responds to this friendly subservience with asperity. However, as he spends more time
with her, he is gradually won over by her kindness, changing his cold attitude as they
become closer. In any case, the film continuously emphasises their differences, such as
her religious fervour, which frontally clashes with his scepticism. For example, Ascen
learns with surprise about the man’s disbelief in Jesus or the Virgin of Guadalupe (he

disdainfully claims ‘they’re all the same thing’), assuring him she will pray on his behalf.
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The parallelism between Ascen and Jesus Christ comes to a head in Japon’s
ending, with her mysterious death while in the back of her nephew’s truck, an accident
which follows up on her sexual encounter with the man. The film does not show the
accident but only its aftermath: this remarkable scene, a six-minute tracking shot taken
from a camera carrying out continual 360° movements and timed to Arvo Part’s ‘Cantus
in Memory of Benjamin Britten’, gradually reveals the vestiges of the accident and
Ascen’s dead body. The film leaves in suspension whether the man, still living in her
house, will commit his planned suicide as he sobs upon learning of the accident. We
could thus say that there is a biblical parable running through Japdn as her death seems to
evoke the foundation myth of Christianity: like Jesus, Ascen dies in order to save the
man’s soul. But what should be noted is that the man’s spiritual regeneration is effected
through a (simulated) sexual intercourse, the physicality of which is emphasised in Japon
by the atypical sight of a septuagenarian peasant woman and a middle-aged man in their
unglamourised nakedness. Indeed, this scene is remarkable for its documentary quality
and unrehearsed nature, as both non-professional actors are visibly ill at ease and
uncertain as to how to proceed, where to put their hands and which position to go for.

This conflation of sexual encounter with spiritual salvation seems to have been
lifted from Tarkovsky’s The Sacrifice (Offret, 1986). Japon’s textual dialogue with this
film is in fact evident in its featuring the same extract of Johan Sebastian Bach’s
‘Mattheus Passion’, played at the end of The Sacrifice. Similarly, one of Japdn’s first
scenes, in which the man is framed with a child by an enormous tree, evokes the opening
of Tarkovsky’s film, as the pictures below illustrate. In The Sacrifice we follow the story

of Alexander (Erland Josephson), a Professor of aesthetics who, faced with an imminent
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nuclear war, implores God to avert the catastrophe and promises that, should He realise
his wish, he will sacrifice all that is dearest to him. Later, informed by his friend Otto
(Allan Edwall) that his servant Maria (Gudrin Gisladéttir) is a ‘good witch’, Alexander
goes to her house and sleeps with her as a means to rediscover his spirituality as their
attached bodies inexplicably float up in the room. This scene introduces an ambiguous
element into the film as its intimations of witchcraft complicate its otherwise
straightforward Christian parable of self-sacrifice. It is unclear, later in the film, whether

the restored normality resulted from the sexual act or from Alexander’s prayer, or from

both, or whether it was all a dream.

The Sacrifice

Japon

Whatever the case, Tarkovsky is careful to tone down the sexual act in the scene
S0 as to stress its symbolic aspect: not only is this scene devoid of real sex but it also
highlights a maternal bond between the two characters, as Maria cuddles Alexander’s

head and reassures him that ‘everything is going to be alright’. Tarkovsky’s words on this
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scene are elucidating for, according to him, it was the need to represent a superior kind of
love that prompted him to refrain from focusing on the sexual act itself. As he puts it:
‘Love for me is the supreme demonstration of mutual understanding, something that the
representation of the sexual act can’t express...The sexual act is for every one, for every
couple something unique. When it is put into films, it’s the inverse’ (Tarkovsky apud de
Brantes 2006: 183), a statement which, as we will shortly see, strongly resonates with
Bazin’s views on real sex onscreen. By comparison, in Japon the viewer is, firstly, unable
to ascertain that there is love between Ascen and the man: we need only remember the
aforementioned occurrences which indicate that the man’s sexual drive is not directed
exclusively at Ascen but a purely physiological impulse. Secondly, by means of its
graphic frankness the sexual event on display here calls attention to its indexical

carnality, which overrides its metaphorical dimension.
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The relationship between Christianity and sexuality is an intricate one. On the one
hand, we could say that aversion to the flesh lies at the core of Christian discourses. Brian
Turner, for example, contends that while the notion of the flesh as ‘the vehicle or vessel
of unruly, ungovernable, and irrational passions, desires and emotions’ goes back to
classical Greek culture, Christianity ‘gave this view of the body a darker meaning’,
viewing the flesh as the source of evil and ‘the Christian’s duty to master this threatening
nature (this wilderness within order) to maintain the life of the soul and of the mind’
(Turner 1997: 21-2). In this perspective, by likening the sexual act with spiritual
salvation, Japon transgresses Christian codes, according to which sexual abstinence or
indeed celibacy is a basic prerogative for spiritual purification. Yet, on the other hand, the
flesh is in fact an indispensable element of Christian metaphors, especially in
Catholicism. As Donna Haraway points out, Catholic signifiers are so powerful due to
their indissolubility with the physicality of the human flesh, as seen, for example, in the
doctrines of incarnation and transubstantiation (Haraway 2000: 86). The so-called
‘religious ecstasy’ in Christianity, characterised as a state of spiritual rapture, also carries
sexual connotations. Japon’s spiritual-sexual act resonates with a tradition within
Christianity in which the perfect communion with a male-gendered God, or Jesus Christ,
is rendered in terms reminiscent of an orgasm. One of the most notable examples is that
of Santa Teresa of Avila who in the sixteenth century described her spiritual encounter
with Jesus Christ in strictly bodily terms. Around a century later, Baroque sculptor Gian
Lorenzo Bernini translated her sensual description into a marble sculpture which

conveyed her spiritual ecstasy as one of sexual fulfilment. Another example is the erotic
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poems of San Juan de la Cruz, St. Teresa’s confrere, which describe his encounters with
God as one of intense physical pleasures.

Conflation of carnality and spirituality is not only restricted to the sexual
encounter between Ascen and the man but a recurring motif in Japon, as the gendered
and personified symbols of Catholicism are further depicted as sexually arousing. In one
ambiguous scene, for example, we see Ascen, standing before a small altar in her house,
unhurriedly kissing a Jesus Christ painting on his mouth. Even more significant is the
scene in which she nonchalantly tells the man that in the village men tend to like more
Virgin Mary while women prefer Jesus. She concludes by citing a story of an imprisoned
nephew who was caught masturbating on a picture of the Virgin that she had given him.

Overall, the world portrayed in Japon is one in which impulses of the flesh reigns
supreme. The carnality of beings is ultimately emphasised through the foregrounding of
real animal death. We have seen that the man’s sexual awakening is crystallised in the
film by two copulating horses that leave him transfixed, mirroring his own ungovernable
animality. In addition, events involving animal death reflect his suicidal thoughts and
underline the film’s central themes: life, death and rebirth. Yet, more than conveying
metaphysics, these scenes emphasise the fragility and finitude of physical life. An
eloquent example is the scene, at the film’s beginning, in which the man helps a boy
pluck a bird’s head off. The bird’s decapitated head, shot in close-up, is kept in full view
while it gulps for breath for a few seconds until it ceases to twitch. Elaborating on the
visual taboos informing the re-presentation of death onscreen, Sobchack notes how it
challenges ‘both the unity and security of the subject’ through ‘particular bodily signs

that indexically point to and foreground the essential mystery of bodily being and
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nonbeing’ (Sobchack 2004: 232). She cites, for example, how ‘the inanimate human
corpse serve as [a] radical sign of the “matter” of human being’, what Lawrence L.
Langer calls one’s “creatureliness”’ (Sobchack 2004: 233). Though Sobchack’s remarks
are not entirely applicable here, given the less shocking sight of a bird’s death, this scene
brings into central view the tension between physical being and nonbeing by focusing on
the animal’s transformation from animate to inanimate ‘matter’.

Physical fragility and animal death recur in other scenes. We see the man inside a
butcher shop as the camera hovers over the raw meat on display; his encounter with a
horse’s half-eaten carcass atop a hill; a beetle, in close-up, struggling to survive as it
starts to rain; a spider, also in close-up, pinched and crushed to death by Ascen. In a
particularly disorienting scene, we hear the agonising groans of a pig being slaughtered
while the screen remains pitch-black. The camera pans out of the dark room, reaches the

daylight and tilts down, revealing the pig’s blood spreading over the floor.
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The undisguised flesh

In her review of Japon, Manohla Dargis concludes that its realism would have
pleased Bazin: ‘For Bazin, Rossellini’s films were a way of seeing the world’s glory. I
think he would have thought the same of “Japén™’ (Dargis 2003). However, from the
onset Japon is in discordance with a Bazinian realism at least in two respects. In more
than one occasion, Bazin, informed by his moral and spiritual convictions, articulated
what for him constituted an ‘ontological obscenity’, namely, the re-presentation of sex
and death onscreen. Indebted to the Bergsonian notion of durée, according to which time
is qualitative, immeasurable and experiential, Bazin saw these events as the ‘absolute

negation of the objectivity of time, the qualitative instant in its purest form’, hence:

Like death, love must be experienced and cannot be represented (it is not called
little death for nothing) without violating its nature. This violation is called
obscenity. The representation of a real death is also an obscenity, no longer a

moral one, as in love, but metaphysical. We do not die twice (Bazin 2003: 30).

Reygadas’s realist project thus extrapolates Bazin’s moral imperatives on the re-

presentational limits of the film medium. In Japdn, metaphysics is constantly thwarted by
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events whose supreme carnality affirms an excessively physical, crude and, not least,
amoral world. This obscene metaphysics would gain equally visible contours in

Reygadas’s second feature-length film.

Battle in Heaven

Battle in Heaven furthers Reygadas’s explorations of flesh and spirit, as epitomised by its
shocking opening: a fellatio scene between its main protagonists, Ana (Anapola
Mushkadiz) and Marcos (Marcos Hernéndez), accompanied by a solemn score of strong
religious overtones, an original composition by Sir John Tavener. Like Japdn, the film
has a male protagonist who seems unable to contain his sexual desires while in search of
spiritual purification. We follow the story of Marcos, an obese, native Mexican Indian in
his mid-30s who works as a driver to a general in Mexico City. He has been involved in
the kidnap of his friend’s child and the baby has died (the reasons for the death, as well as
the kidnap, are left unexplained). He now faces the dilemma of turning himself in to the
police and confides the whole story to Ana, his employer’s daughter and with whom he
has occasional sexual encounters. As the film unfolds against the backdrop of the Virgin
of Guadalupe week in Mexico City, Marcos falls into a downward spiral. After
inexplicably stabbing Ana to death, he embarks on a flagellation ritual in a religious
procession, ultimately collapsing dead inside the Basilica of Guadalupe.

In her turn, Ana is a wealthy, young and beautiful girl who prostitutes herself
apparently for the sake of pleasure, a situation thus evocative of Luis Bufiuel’s surrealist

landmark Belle de Jour (1967). In fact, Reygadas bears some interesting analogies with
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the Spanish iconoclast. Bufiuel worked in Mexico from 1946 to 1965, making nearly 20
films in the country. It is interesting to note some coincidences between Reygadas’s films
and those of Bufiuel’s Mexican phase. Like Simon of the Desert (Simon del desierto,
1965), Buiiuel’s last Mexican film, Japon was shot in the state of Hidalgo. Battle in
Heaven’s title, in Spanish Batalla en el cielo, evokes Buiiuel’s Ascent to Heaven (1951),
originally titled Subida al cielo. More significantly, Bufiuel’s obsessive focus on Catholic
symbols and rituals, and their transfiguration into sexual iconography in his work, would
seem to resonate with the work of Reygadas - albeit without the corrosive humour. In
Viridiana (1961), for example, the female protagonist is raped to the sound of ‘Hallelujah
Chorus’ (as noted by Stam 1995: 175), an audiovisual dissonance which can be found in
the work of Reygadas, for instance in Battle in Heaven’s aforementioned opening. Yet,
while Buiiuel’s thrust is, arguably, blatantly iconoclastic and ironic, being moreover
informed by a love for fetish, this is not entirely applicable to Reygadas.

In any case, there are some important similarities between these two filmmakers.
Elaborating on the ‘transcendental pornography’ of Bufiuel’s work, Robert Stam, for
example, notes how ‘saint meets voluptuary in a world which celebrates all that
introduces a note of “excess” into the orderly round of respectable activity’ (Stam 1995:
175), going on to argue that, in his films, ‘[s]exual pleasure...exists only in a religious
context’, as ‘religion becomes the trampoline for desire’ (Stam 1995: 177). Deleuze, in
his turn, contends that ‘in Bufiuel, the discovery of impulses proper to the soul - as strong
as hunger and sexuality and made up of them - was to give perversion a spiritual role’
(Deleuze 2005a: 135). Something along these lines happens in Battle in Heaven, in

which, as with the man in Japdn, Marcos’s spiritual and sexual impulses go hand in hand.
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Marcos changes his sceptical attitude towards religion while becoming more sexually
attached to Ana. At first, he lacks spiritual convictions, as observed in the scene in which
he chances upon a large religious procession and comments to the gas station attendant
that ‘they’re all sheep’. This is further underscored by his reluctance to partake in the
Sunday’s pilgrimage with his wife, who repeatedly asks him to accompany her. However,
as the film progresses, the weight of his criminal deed, it appears, compels him to rethink
this anti-spiritual stance.

Spiritual growth is particularly emphasised in the sequence in which he is away in
the countryside for the day. After complying with his wife that he will attend the
Sunday’s procession, Marcos makes his way into the woods. With his back to the screen,
he recedes from the camera as fog starts rapidly drifting in until the sight of the woods
farther away becomes no longer visible. As with many occurrences in this film, the
sudden setting of the fog is left unexplained, lending itself to a metaphysical reading: as
Marcos becomes the only discernable figure in the frame and walks into the mist, one
cannot but infer an allusion to the Heaven of the film’s title. This is then reinforced when,
a few shots later, we see Marcos climbing up a high hill, atop of which a wooden cross
stands facing the countryside. Marcos stops and looks pensively into the horizon in the
manner of a Romantic hero, in a visual composition emulating Caspar David Friedrich’s
Wanderer above the Sea of Fog (Der Wanderer iiber dem Nebelmeer, 1818), a painting

famously informed by a metaphysical thrust (see pictures below).
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Towards the transcendent

And yet, if anything, Battle in Heaven brings to the fore Reygadas’s interest in the
human flesh while again likening it to the ritualistic arena of religion. This is what
happens when Marcos, presumably wishing to purify himself of his sins, embarks on the
Guadalupe procession and falls into a self-flagellation trance: on his knees, topless and
hooded, he makes his way to the Basilica and there he collapses dead. A constitutive
element of Christian religions and in particular Catholicism, the act of flagellation, whose

physical suffering is meant to replicate that of Christ, is still common practice during
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religious festivities in Latin American countries such as Mexico and Brazil. And like the
equation of sex with religious rapture seen in Japon, the carnality intrinsic to this practice

reveals the profound reliance of Catholic metaphors upon bodily experiences.

Carnal sacrifice

Battle in Heaven’s emphasis on carnality is further mobilised through the pivotal
role played by sexual desires in Marcos’s life. He is seen not only having sex with Ana
and with his wife but also masturbating, and all these events are depicted in graphic
detail. In fact we could say that the film’s carnal impulse is literally materialised in the
corpulent figures of Marcos Hernandez and Berta Ruiz, who plays his wife in the film. It
could be argued, moreover, that the decision to use these real, obese people aimed at
unveiling a prominent aspect of Mexico’s reality. Marcos’s obesity, as well as his wife’s,
attests to a growing and large-scale disease in Mexico, the second most obese country in
the world, behind only the US. While malnutrition has always plagued the poorest in
Mexico, this surge in obesity, growing mainly among the deprived in the big cities,
reflects radical changes in the country’s diet where the consumption of cheap junk food
has risen considerably and obesity, once a mark of health and wealth, becomes a sign of

poverty.
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Yet, while this may explain one aspect of the presence of Hernandez and Ruiz in
the film, it does not fully account for the way their bodies are foregrounded. When
Marcos and his wife are having sex, for example, the film employs extreme close-ups that
scrutinise and magnify their excess of flesh, and I will return to this in the next chapter.
Additionally, this scene encapsulates the theme at the heart of Reygadas’s oeuvre as it
proceeds by juxtaposing the sexual act with shots of a semi-naked Jesus Christ painting
hung on the bedroom’s wall, which yet again reveals the carnality constituent of
Catholicism bloody, fleshly imagery. By alternating extreme close-ups of the flesh of
Christ’s wounded body, from which blood gushes out, with those of Marcos’s and his
wife’s rotund figures, moreover, this scene establishes an interesting analogy between the
pious and the grotesque. Indeed, the obese figures of Marcos and his wife conform to
Mikhail Bakhtin’s definition of the grotesque body as a corporeal mass in constant
outgrowth, hyperbolic, excessive; ‘the body enlarged to gigantic dimensions’ (1984:

328).
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The body of Christ, the grotesque body

This surplus of carnality also brings to mind what Jean-Paul Sartre once defined
as ‘the obscene body’, which he opposes to the ‘graceful body’. ‘In grace’, Sartre argues,
the body appears as a psychic being in situation. It reveals above all its transcendence’
(Sartre 2003: 422). In its turn, the obscene appears when the body discloses ‘the inertia of
its flesh... either by some sort of flabbiness...or by a deformity in its structure (for
example the proliferation of the fat cells) which exhibits a super-abundant facticity’
(Sartre 2003: 423). What is so interesting about these two types of corporeal obscenity
described by Sartre - the flabby and the obese - is that these are the very bodies
respectively foregrounded in Japon and Battle in Heaven. Whether through the
septuagenarian body of the peasant Magdalena Flores, defined as it is by muscular
flabbiness, or the hyperbolic bodies of Hernandez and Ruiz, these films foreground

bodies made pure flesh, an extreme carnality devoid of transcendence.
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‘The Obscene’

Yet it could be argued that transcendental directors such as Dreyer and Bresson
were also interested in exploring the human flesh. And this is doubtless true, not least if
we consider Dreyer’s Jeanne D’arc, whose obsession with Falconetti’s epidermis is well
documented, and even more so the work of Bresson, whose corporeal fragmentation
through close-ups is also well known, and I will come back to this. However, not only
Reygadas’s casting choices are obviously more shocking and unusual, but the frontal
nudity and real sex we find in his films extrapolate the moral imperatives animating the
work of these other directors.

In keeping with their moral code, Bresson and Dreyer foregrounded human
carnality as the vehicle for transcendence. Bazin is one, for example, who repeatedly
highlighted this aspect in their films, a notable example being his aforementioned
appraisal of Dreyer’s Jeanne D’arc, in his words ‘a documentary of faces’ which offers
an ‘extreme spiritual purification” (Bazin 1982: 20), an idea recently reworded by
Deleuze, who sees Falconetti close-ups as the ultimate expression of his concept of
‘affect’, with the image opening itself onto a fourth and fifth dimension, ‘Time’ and
‘Spirit’ respectively (Deleuze 2005a: 11). Elaborating on Bresson’s Diary of a Country
Priest (Journal d’un cure de campagne, 1951), Bazin had also struck the same note:

‘Naturally, Bresson, like Dreyer, is only concerned with the countenance as flesh, which
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when not involved in playing a role, is a man’s true imprint, the most visible mark of his
soul. It is then that the countenance takes on the dignity of a sign’ (Bazin 2005a: 133).
Taking up Bazin’s insights, Raymond Durgnat once said of Bresson’s The Diary of
Country Priest: ‘the spiritual has devoured the flesh” (Durgnat 1969: 48). In Reygadas,

on the contrary, it is the flesh that devours the spiritual.

Silent Light

Reygadas’s third feature-length film, Silent Light, rather than provoking the divided
critical reception of its predecessors, was hailed as a more mature work (see, for example,
Bradshaw 2007; Romney 2008) and, in particular, one in which a transcendental
aesthetics was taken to a more earnest level in the director’s career. Freighted with
overextended shots of beautiful pastoral landscapes, such as its much-commented
opening shot of a dawn in the countryside, the film was viewed as gesturing more firmly
towards metaphysics. This was epitomised, for example, by José Teodoro, who argued
that the film ‘brings the transcendental metaphysics of Mexican provocateur Carlos
Reygadas out into the open’ through his ‘renunciation of shock value’ (Teodoro 2009:
49). At stake here was the fact that Silent Light refrained from the crude physical excess
of his previous films, such as animal death, real sex and bodily obesity. In addition, the
film’s dialogue with Dreyer’s Ordet (1955), as observed in its depiction of a traditional
rural religious sect and miraculous finale, came to congeal the idea that Reygadas was

now exploring the transcendental with a hitherto unseen forthrightness. Yet, as I will now
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endeavour to demonstrate, this metaphysical shift is not so clear-cut or resolute as it
appears. On the contrary, it remains ambiguous and inextricably fused with carnality.

In terms of storyline, Silent Light reiterates the thematic unity of Reygadas’s
oeuvre: once again, we are offered a mature man faced with a carnal dilemma which in
turn leads him to rethink his spirituality. The film tells the story of Johan (Cornelio Wall
Fehr), the head of a family in a Mennonite community, who falls in love with another
woman, Marianne (Maria Pankratz), finding himself in the middle of a moral conflict.
Though Johan is honest about the romance with his wife, Esther (Miriam Toews), who
suffers in silence and waits for her husband to make his own decision, he has also to
confront his religious community, which condemns adultery. This leads Johan and
Marianne to end the romance. But the grief set in motion by this affair causes Esther to
unexpectedly die under torrential rain. It is then that, with Esther in the coffin and her
funeral under way, the miracle happens: upon being kissed by Marianne, she inexplicably
awakes from death.

That this story is set in a Mennonite community means that it eschews, in
principle, themes related to a specific Mexican context, which is in contrast with
Reygadas’s previous films, at the heart of which lies the ethnic and social divide of the
country, as will be later analysed. The director acknowledges that, in his quest to depict a
perennial love story, he searched for ‘something as timeless and placeless as possible’ as
well as a ‘uniform society’, in which issues of social scale, appearance and class would
be inexistent (Reygadas apud Romney 2008: 43). However, this community indeed exists
in the state of Chihuahua in Mexico. Threatened by the loss of their German language

with the approval of a new law that mandated the use of English in all schools in
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Manitoba, Mennonite groups living in Canada left for Mexico from 1922 to 1926, settling
in Chihuahua as farmers (Dyck 1993: 322). Silent Light features real Mennonites from
the community, as well as from outside, an example being the Canadian novelist Miriam
Toews, who plays Esther.

It is certainly telling, in the context of Reygadas’s oeuvre, that this adultery tale is
set in a religious community characterised by rigorous asceticism and whose ethics of
marriage vehemently condemns divorce, let alone adultery. Named after the leader
Menno Simons, the Mennonites’ origin goes back to the emergence of Christian
Anabaptism during the Protestant Reformation in the sixteenth century. Although
generally linked with Protestantism in that it shared ‘the more revolutionary aspects of a
“Protestant” Reformation, including the break with papal primacy, traditional
ecclesiastical authority, and the scholastically defined sacramental-sacerdotal system’,
Anabaptism, as Kenneth Ronald Davis clarifies, was part of a dissenting faction of the
Reformation, holding an essentially distinct project grounded in the principles of an
‘ascetically-orientated’ religious reform (Davis 1974: 294). Rather than a ‘spiritually
passive’ ideology, legitimised by ‘institutionalized rites and submission to ecclesiastical
authority’, Anabaptism put forward an active, perfectionist theology, based on ‘the
practical, daily, outward struggle for the mortification of sin and the flesh’ (Davis 1974:
130-1).

In Silent Light, Johan finds himself torn apart between the duties his religion
entails, the asceticism to which he must obey if he is to be a spiritually purified man, and
the carnal temptations that have suddenly erupted in his life in the figure of a new

woman, Marianne, and which are equated with evil as his father warns him that it ‘is the

64



work of the enemy’. Asceticism and carnality are further opposed in the contrast between
the relationships of Johan and Esther, and Johan and Marianne. Johan and Esther are
depicted in familial situations indicative of a wedlock consumed by a rigorous routine
and work ethics, prescribed by the Anabaptist doctrines. We see them praying and having
breakfast with their children in the early hours of the day, as the whole family gets ready
to go out for work; washing their children in the margins of a lake; picking up the corn
harvest with their oldest daughter and son; coming back home in the car after a long day
of work.

The encounters of Johan and Marianne, conversely, are characterised by intense
physical contact. In the scene in which they furtively meet in an open field, for example,
no word is exchanged between the two as the non-professional actors clumsily embrace
and kiss each other. In particular, the sound of their kiss is remarkable for its raw,
heightened physical quality. Entirely shot with direct sound, Silent Light preserves the
sounds that are usually eliminated in the mainstream film’. The actors’ mouths pressing
against each other, as well as their breathing, is so limpidly heard that it highlights the
physiological aspect of the act, undermining its romantic connotations. This scene also
holds a crucial importance in the film as it is later echoed by that of Esther’s death. As
Marianne and Johan kiss each other against the sun, the sunlight creates ‘lens flares’ in
the image, with the light, instead of refracting and helping form the image, producing

hexagonal-shaped patterns across it. This normally undesirable effect, caused by an

} Reygadas himself provided me with this information. As he puts it: ‘I tend to do all direct sound, being it
direct proper or some wild tracks. Very, very little in post synchro [sic]. In Silent Light, nothing at all...Our
ear is so used to the processed sound in cinema so whenever it is very raw, thus natural, it may seem
unnaturally enhanced’ (De Luca 2009).
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excessively bright source, can of course be prevented and the decision to maintain it
seems deliberate. To begin with, these flares directly refer to the film’s title, being as they
are nothing but indices of pure light, that is, light that is not transformed into image. On a
symbolic level, they further highlight such encounter as one of sheer joy. Interestingly,
this scene lends itself to an analogy with that of Esther’s death, as she leans on to a trunk
and sobs under torrential rain. Her burst of tears (convincingly conjured by Toews), the
physical culmination of her repressed pain, is therefore doubled and magnified in the
pouring rain under which she sobs. At the same time, the camera lens is gradually
covered by drops of water, which, as well as exposing the physicality of the camera itself,
echoes the flares that highlighted the passionate encounter. True enough, this unoriginal
use of sunlight and rain as signifiers of joy and pain could risk being taken as formulaic.
What prevents this from being the case is the phenomenological density inscribed in

these scenes, which attenuates the blatancy of its signifying gestures and authenticates it

with a superabundant material quality.

Joy and Pain in Silent Light

The carnal relationship of Johan and Marianne is further underlined when they

have their last sexual encounter. Though this is not graphically depicted, it is certainly
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charged with physicality. To start with, it is evident that Pankratz and Fehr are not
entirely at ease to perform, being noticeably conscious about their half-uncovered bodies
while embracing each other. The scene proceeds with a high angle shot over Marianne
lying in bed, which provides the viewer with Johan’s point-of-view. As the camera
erratically moves back and forth, simulating a penetration, Pankratz looks into the camera
and grunts. What is remarkable here is not only the audacity contained in Pankratz, a
Mennonite non-professional actress, simulating an orgasm directly to the ‘viewer’, put in
the position of the man who is penetrating her. It is also the proximity of her flesh
enabled by the camera, which closely reveals her skin bathed in sweat. The scene ends by
alternating facial close-ups of both characters, drops of sweat exuding through the

magnified pores of Fehr’s reddened skin. No doubt, Silent Light shuns away from frontal

nudity and sexual explicitness. The flesh however remains.
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The flesh remains

We are now equipped to turn to Silent Light’s citation of Ordet. As stated earlier,
this intertextual gesture was largely viewed as an attempt to endow the film with the
spiritual credibility lacking in Japdn and Battle in Heaven. And, indeed, Dreyer’s film -
the screen adaptation of a 1932 play by Danish priest Kaj Munk - is a strong, and serious,
exercise in cinematic metaphysics. In every subplot of Ordet we encounter the theme of
religious faith: we follow the classical tale of two families with opposing religious views
- Inner Mission and Grundtvigism - and whose respective youngest children, Anne
Skraedder (Gerda Nielsen) and Anders Borgen (Cay Kristiansen), fall in love with each
other, bringing out their parents’ deep-seated rivalry. Centred on Borgen’s patriarchal
figure, Morten (Henrik Malberg), religion is thematised through all familial links:
Morten’s oldest son, Mikkel (Emil Hass Christensen), is an agnostic, to his father’s
disappointment; Johannes (Preben Lerdorff Rye), the mentally ill middle son, believes he
is the reincarnation of Jesus Christ; Inger (Brigitte Federspiel), Mikkel’s wife, holds
religious views in accordance with those of Morten. More remarkably, Ordet embraces
spirituality through its exploration of the Christian idea of resurrection. As Inger dies
from a miscarriage, Johannes, inexplicably cured of his insanity, accuses everyone on

lacking faith in God’s power to bring Inger back to life. Upon the insistence of Maren
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(Ann Elisabeth Rud), Inger’s daughter, Johannes pleads to God to perform the miracle, as
Inger subsequently rises up in the coffin.

Silent Light dialogues with Ordet throughout: Johan’s name alludes to the
character of Johannes in Dreyer’s film; we see Johan’s father stopping a ticking clock,
which echoes the exact same gesture performed by Anders in Ordet’s final scene; the
sequence of Esther’s funeral, in which the community mourns her death singing religious
songs, evokes the same occurrence in Ordet. However, these similarities acquire full
visibility in retrospect, for it is the image of Esther’s dead body in the coffin, and the
ensuing miracle, that unmistakably reveals this intertextuality. The visual composition is
almost identical to that of Ordet’s most famous shot: at the centre of the screen, the coffin
is positioned between two tall candle sticks in a fully white room, emulating Ordet’s

celebrated ‘milky whiteness’, as once described by Francois Truffaut (1971: 310).
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Silent Light’s citation of Ordet

But if this citation is indisputable, one must also note the differences between
these films. Ordet’s fundamentally religious plot, its emphasis on the power of faith, in
short, its endorsement of a Christian theology, are entirely absent in Silent Light. While
religion is present in Reygadas’s film, it figures as the backdrop against which an
adultery tale unfolds. Unlike Ordet, nowhere in Silent Light the characters’ belief in God
or their faith in religion will be put to test or brought to the fore. Consider also the
miraculous ending in both films. In Ordet it is the logical culmination of the theme of
religious faith. In Silent Light this is not only de-contextualised as the film also
introduces new, and telling, elements. Esther’s resurrection inexplicably takes place upon
Marianne’s kissing her on her mouth. This means that the obviousness of Ordet’s
ultimate Christian allusion is thwarted in favour of a gesture that connotes a twisted

version of this miracle. Indeed, more than the idea of resurrection, this scene evokes a
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fairy tale trope - the prince who awakens the sleeping beauty with a kiss - which is itself

twisted, tinged as it is with homosexual connotations.

The miraculous Kiss

Like Reygadas’s previous films, Silent Light is thus filled with Christian signifiers
that are either twisted or else presented with an indifference to their moral codes. It
appropriates the ending of a film in which, as David Bordwell puts it, ‘virtually every
gesture...1s freighted with Christian significance’ (Bordwell 1981: 146) so as to render it
elusive and ambiguous. Metaphysical obscenity is here materialised in the homosexual
kiss between these two women, as it enters into dissonance with the Christian symbolism
in which it is steeped. It certainly is a milder version of Reygadas’s previously more
explicit and shocking choices. But rather than representing a more earnest move towards
the metaphysical, Silent Light reiterates a transcendentalism always already tainted with

carnality.
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Chapter 2

Material Surfaces

On the one hand, the work of Reygadas is indebted to a cinematic realist tradition that
envisaged the transcendence of physical reality. On the other, its metaphysical impetus is
contradicted through an excessive carnality that draws forth a purely physical world. Is it
thus not the case that this metaphysical obscenity results from the coalescence of two
very different, often opposing, but nonetheless long-established aesthetics of realism?
One that aspires to transcendental, ideal forms while the other negates metaphysics
through a firmly empirical approach? One that is, in effect, Aristotelian, because
‘unwilling to remain at the level of surface appearances’ while the other, naturalist,
comprises ‘a strictly materialistic approach to the human condition’ (Marcus 1986: 7-8)?
As I will argue in this chapter, naturalism provides, at least in principle, a useful
framework upon which to grasp Reygadas’s carnal metaphysics. To this end, I begin with
an overview of the main tenets governing the naturalist school of thought, moving on to
examine its translation, as well as its aesthetic extrapolation, in Reygadas’s ‘fleshly’ and
‘earthly’ cinematic geographies.

The term ‘naturalism’, like ‘realism’, encompasses divergent meanings, having
coined from philosophical schools, through fine arts to literary movements (see Furst &
Skrine 1971). My usage of the term refers to the nineteenth-century French literary

movement and, more specifically, to the notions formulated by its leading figure, Emile
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Zola, who championed a rationalist, empirical and scientific mode of thought. Man and
nature were to be studied according to observational methods, in turn deemed sufficient
to explain the laws of the universe. As Lilian R. Furst and Peter N. Skrine explain, a
naturalist world in a philosophical sense is essentially ‘a world devoid of transcendental,
metaphysical or divine forces’ (Furst & Skrine 1971: 2). In the preface to the second
edition of Thérése Raquin, the founding novel of the movement, Zola stressed its
eminently physical world in which ‘there is a total absence of the soul’ (Zola 1992: 2). Of
course, Reygadas does not strictly reproduce a naturalist aesthetics, given that
metaphysics also plays a part in his films. Further, naturalism was itself the fruit of a
particular historical conjecture: the Industrial Revolution, the emergence of positivism in
philosophy, Darwin’s evolutionist theories, etc. Still, his work shows some affinities with
the movement that begs elaboration.

In line with a naturalist aesthetics, for example, Reygadas’s work is centred on
‘individuals existing under the sovereign dominion of their nerves and blood, devoid of
free will and drawn into every act of their lives by the inescapable promptings of the
flesh’ (Zola 1992: 1). At the core of his three films, as previously analysed, there stands a
man unable to tame his lust. Not to mention the character of Ana in Battle in Heaven who
seems equally driven by sexual desires, as observed in her sensual demeanour and,
notably, the fact that she prostitutes herself seemingly for pleasure. Adherence to
naturalism can also be found in the formal techniques of Reygadas’s films. Indeed, their
style lends itself to an interesting case of analogy with naturalist literary techniques
which were, in effect, photographic. As Furst & Skrine point out, in their materialist

quest, the naturalists employed a rhetoric aimed at conveying ‘photographic details’ of
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the physical world (Furst & Skrine 1971: 7). To this end, they resorted to descriptive
expression and language that scrutinised the microscopic nuances of things and beings so
as to reveal their purely material reality. Himself an amateur photographer, Zola would
declare in 1901 that ‘you cannot claim to have really seen something until you have
photographed it” (Zola apud Sontag 2002: 87). A surface observation maxim is fully
materialised in Reygadas’s work through what I call its ‘fleshly’ and ‘earthly’

geographies. Let us turn to the former.

Fleshly Geographies

Reygadas’s cinematography, operated by Diego Martinez Vignatti in Japdn and Battle in
Heaven and Alexis Zabe in Silent Light, seems in principle to realise the scientific
character of a naturalist aesthetics by emulating an inquisitive microscope, fragmenting,
scrutinising and magnifying parts of the human body. In this respect, a name such as
Bresson immediately springs to mind, in view of his well-documented aesthetics of
fragmentation as achieved by close-ups. Yet, in Bresson, not only the fragmented body
fully conserves its legibility, as we clearly recognise its members, but corporeal
fragmentation is predominantly restricted to human limbs, especially hands. Moreover, as
Jacques Ranciere has recently suggested, fragmentation in Bresson serves an important
narrative purpose, ‘intensifying the coordination between the visual and the dramatic: we
seize with our hands, no need to represent the whole body’. This brings ‘into sharp focus
what is essential in the action, what classical theories of painting used to call the pregnant

moment of the story’ (Ranciere 2006: 122). By contrast, in Reygadas not only body
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fragmentation involves the foregrounding of intimate human parts such as genitalia and
buttocks, but these entirely exceed narrative motivation and, as a result, take on a purely
aesthetic quality. Here, moreover, close-ups are characterised by an excessive proximity
to the human flesh, which more often than not threatens to disfigure the legibility of the
image. Unlike Bresson’s, these shots mutilate the flesh into unexpected and unusual
shapes and forms, playing on the geography and movement of the body.

Consider for instance the (real) sex scene between Ana and Marcos in Battle in
Heaven, which opens with an extreme close-up of Mushkadiz’s dreadlocked hair. At first
glance, the viewer is unable to identify the object of attention, given that the actress’s
hair, seen at such close range, mutates itself into an entangled web of gigantic and tactile
strands. As they finish the sexual act, the viewer is subsequently offered a series of
extreme close-ups whose microscopic and geometric fragmentation of the actors’ bodies,
framed moreover in idiosyncratic positions, discloses a malleable geography of fleshy
forms. We see, for example, Mushkadiz, naked and mounted on top of Hernandez, from a
high angle which, focused on her buttocks and back, slices her body off into an
unfamiliar, new shape. We are then offered their hands, feet and even their genitalia, all
magnified by close-ups. This is followed by an extreme close-up of the actress’s vagina,
which, occupying the entire screen, threatens to overflow the borders of the figurative,
her skin porosity and the texture of her pubic hair taking on an excessively tactile quality,
as the pictures bellow illustrate. In this respect, these images resonate with what Laura U.
Marks has recently theorised as ‘haptic visuality’, as mentioned in the Introduction,
which she defines as images that emphasise ‘material presence’ through the tactility of

beings. While ‘optical’ images, Marks claims, frame a given object at a certain range so

75



as to preserve its recognisability, a haptic framing abolishes such distance and, in so
doing, foreground a purely material reality. This, she concludes, promotes a sensuous
mode of spectatorship, as ‘the eyes themselves function like organs of touch’ (Marks

2000: 163).

Camera as microscope: dissecting the body

Long before Marks, Kracauer had already attempted to elaborate on the sensory
dimension of the extreme close-up. To the German film theorist, ‘any huge close-up
reveals new and unsuspected formations of matter; skin textures are reminiscent of aerial

photographs, eyes turn into lakes or volcanic craters’ (Kracauer 1997: 48). These
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‘unknown shapes [the viewer] encounters involve not so much his power of reasoning as
his visceral faculties. Arousing his innate curiosity, they lure him into dimensions where
sense impressions are all important’ (Kracauer 1997: 159). More recently, Doane has
elaborated on the notion of cinematic scale and its relation to realism. She notes the

‘hyperbolic affects’ of the close-up in early cinema:

The close-up presented two threats to the norm of the mimetic body: first, it was
perceived as aesthetically offensive in extreme ways - as monstrous or grotesque,
an excessive display of disproportion in scale; and second, as an untenable

fragmentation of the human body (Doane 2009: 64).

With the emergence of narrative cinema, the close-up, though still ‘carrying the threat of
a certain monstrosity’, becomes primarily associated with the human face, being
systematised into, and rationalised by, ‘continuity editing, which struggles to preserve the
logic of a space that must be kept intact, homogenous and continuous’ (Doane 2009: 73).
Doane goes on to analyse a film such as Wong Kar-wai’s In the Mood for Love (Fa
yeung nin wa, 2000), in which such logic is disrupted through ‘an excessive and sustained
proximity to bodies’, which in turn undermines ‘the expectation that the face is the
privileged content of the close-up. The possibility of expressivity and of legibility is
shifted from the face to the other parts of the body, resituating affect’ (Doane 2009: 79).
What is so interesting about Reygadas’s work, and Battle in Heaven in particular, is that
such disruption is even more radical, for in it the proximity to bodies is indeed much

more extreme than that of Wong’s film, in which, as Doane herself points out, the body
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still preserves its ‘legibility’. Through hyperbolisation, Battle in Heaven unveils and
highlights the fragmental impulse and, even more so, the sense of monstrosity inherent in
the close-up, overblown as it is by the voluptuous bodies of Hernandez and Ruiz,
themselves disproportionate in scale and representative of the grotesque. Framed in
extreme close-ups whose proximity threatens to preclude legibility, their carnality

inundates the screen.

The monstrosity of the close-up

Now, this use of close-up as a tool to play on the scale, proportion and
fragmentation of the body, and the creative geographies of the flesh it produces,
extrapolates the scientific and empirical imperatives of a naturalist stance. More than
naturalism, they are indeed exemplary of aesthetic modernism, displaying the
photographic sensibility of someone such as Edward Weston, who in the 1920s and
1930s understood photography in its ability to reveal an unseen reality. Imbued with the
modernist spirit of these decades, Weston resorted to techniques such as arbitrary
croppings and microscopic framings in his vanguardist work with nudes, disclosing
unfamiliar shapes out of the human body. In the late 1940s, fashion photographer Irving

Penn, in what became known as his ‘Earthly Bodies’ series, employed similar techniques
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when photographing voluptuous women, with which Battle in Heaven’s obese bodies

resonate even more strongly, as the pictures below illustrate.

-

Weston’s nudes Penn’s ‘Earthly Bodies’

However, gigantism of scale through close-ups is not restricted to body
fragmentation in Reygadas’s films. Even when framing faces - the institutionalised object
of this technique - the close-up is also appropriated for hyperbolic ends, calling attention
to its microscopic and fragmental effect. This is what happens in Silent Light when the
faces of Pankratz and Fehr are framed at such close range that it is their porous and
reddened epidermis that stand out, as mentioned in the previous chapter. Taking up the
whole screen, their gigantic profiles, like the bodies of Hernandez and Ruiz, evoke the
form and geography of rocks. Even more emblematic are the extremely tight shots

employed in Japon on the faces of Ferretis and Flores. Such is the proximity of the
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camera here that, occasionally (as in the scene in which they have sexual intercourse),
their eyes occupy the entire widescreen, a visual composition echoed in Battle in
Heaven’s opening, in which the camera steadfastly closes in on Mushkadiz’s face in a

movement which seems to disclose an urge to penetrate her flesh.

Tactile faces (in clockwise order): Ascen and the man in Japor; the man in Japon; Marcos in Battle
in Heaven; Johan’s father in Silent Light

In particular, the tactile shots of Flores’s wrinkled epidermis, when set against the
recurring establishing shots of the rugged Canyons in Japon, establishes a beautiful
connection between the topography of her face and that of her environment: Flores’ skin
reproduces in its very flesh the physical features of the landscape which she inhabits.
Both herself and the Canyons, subjected to a castigating sun, attest, through their
changing forms, to a transient materiality. And while these forms vary in size and could
go unnoticed to the bare human eye, the film medium, by ignoring the natural scale of
things and peoples, brings micro and macro together, revealing the remarkable similarity

of their material surfaces.
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Rough Canyon, rough skin

This in turn resonates with what Deleuze defines as ‘deterritorialisation’, namely

the film medium’s ability to play on the scale of material reality. He writes:

[T]he screen, as the frame of frames, gives a common standard of measurement to
things which do not have one - long shots of countryside and close-ups of the
face, an astronomical system and a single drop of water - parts which do not have
the same denominator or distance, relief or light. In all these senses the frame

ensures a deterrorialisation of the image (Deleuze 2005a: 16).

This interplay of scale and distance is a crucial feature of Reygadas’s work, as further
epitomised by a particular shot in Silent Light. As Marianne embraces Johan, the sunlight
hits her eyes and she raises her arm so as to block the light hindering her vision. Her hand
and forearm, framed in extreme close-up, diagonally take up the entire screen, as if
‘enveloping’ the sun, whose light gives her hand a radiant contour. The resulting image
has supernatural overtones as it evokes an eclipse, with her human limb standing for a
celestial body of gigantic proportions. In a similar vein, we find in Reygadas’s films long
distance shots that transform the natural shape of landscapes, an eloquent example being

the bird’s-eye view shot of a confluence of highways in Mexico City in Battle in Heaven.
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By alternating close-ups of the human flesh with establishing shots of vast landscapes,
Reygadas accords to both the same significance: all is geography, all is materiality.
Reygadas is a topographical filmmaker for what we have here are geographies of the
earth and geographies of the flesh, and the crossroads at which these geographies overlap.

Let us now turn to his work’s environmental focus.

al

Deterrorialisation in Silent Light (left) and Battle in Heaven

Earthly Geographies

We have seen that the microscopic attention to the human flesh one encounters in
Reygadas’s work connects it, in principle, to a naturalist aesthetics. This is also
corroborated by the materiality of environments insistently on show here. In this respect,
moreover, the places displayed in Japon and Battle in Heaven - Ayacatzintla and Mexico
City respectively - are not depicted romantically or idealistically but, rather, in true
naturalist fashion, as places whose social and environmental determinism is indeed
discernable on the actors’ physique. One could indeed argue that Flores’s wrinkled and
dried-out skin, as well as Hernandez and Ruiz’s obesity, are the direct result of their

habitats, in the former a scorching sun and miserable living conditions, in the latter bad
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eating habits which become the cultural norm in the megalopolis. As far as fiction is
concerned, one could equally argue that Marcos’s criminal deed in Battle in Heaven also
stems from the social inequality animating his place of living: like obesity, kidnapping is
currently a very pressing issue in Mexico.

More remarkably, as will be now analysed, the extremely dissimilar geographies
on display in each Reygadas film disclose the coexistence of very distinct Mexican
realities. In Japon, for example, contrast between urban and rural milieus is established in
the film’s opening. We are offered a series of shots, taken from the front window of a car
in movement, showing in succession the car-stricken streets and tunnels of Mexico City,
empty and asphalted highways and, then, precarious, unpaved roads cutting across vast
and deserted landscapes. The shots of Mexico City’s highways and tunnels, in particular,
evoke the famous ‘city of the future’ sequence of Tarkovsky’s Solaris (Solyaris, 1972),
which, interestingly, was shot on the Tokyo Metropolitan Highway. Is the enigmatic title
of Reygadas’s film - in English, ‘Japan’ - a citation of this particular sequence? Or does it
refer instead to the enormous divide between the industrialised Mexico City and the
rudimentary, rural Ayacatzintla, a place only a few hours away from the capital, and yet
an entirely different world?* For, indeed, this move from the city into the countryside, as
well as reflecting the man’s desire to escape the urban chaos in search of a place to
commit suicide, reveals the contrasting realities of a country in which geography stands

as one of the markers of ethnic and socio-economical disparities.

* Reygadas has later confessed to me that this was indeed the main reasoning behind the film’s title. This
interview remains unpublished (De Luca 2009).

K3



From the city to the countryside

The city-countryside opposition is in fact a recurring theme in the cinematic
history of Mexico. As Miriam Haddu points out, arid, cactus-filled, vast landscapes,
alongside depictions of urban spaces (notably Mexico City), in ‘Mexican cinematic
geographies’, have acquired throughout the last century the status of ‘visual signifiers of
Mexican national identity’ (Haddu 2007: 206). These rural settings, she goes on, often
appear masked as an idyllic backdrop against which the Indian is romanticised as a
mythical figure living in ‘a long lost paradise location’ (Haddu 2007: 209). By contrast,
in Japon Ayacatzintla is portrayed naturalistically, that is, as a poor, harsh and hostile
milieu. The village’s isolation, both in geographical and economic terms, is underlined
right at the beginning, when the man, upon running into a group of men shooting birds in

the area, is told that ‘it is very difficult to go down by foot’ and that ‘not even cats make
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it by night’. When he arrives at the village, he is further told that he should go to
Metztitlan if he wants a hotel to stay, as he will not find any in the area. When asking
Ascen if he could stay in her barn, he is then forewarned that her house, high up on the
hill, has no running water, which must be brought up with a donkey. Throughout the film
Ascen and the man only eat fruit, which seems to be the only food available. In one
suggestive scene, Ascen mechanically stirs a pan with nothing inside (the reasons for this
are not explained), which further underscores the state of deep poverty in which she lives,
already apparent in the sordid conditions of her house.

As far as the film’s form is concerned, it also lends itself to the depiction of
Nature not as a bucolic realm but as a crude, cruel force. The merciless sun, the harsh
cactus-filled expanses and the rudimentary way of life of its inhabitants are all
emphasised. Shot on 16mm with anamorphic lens, which gives it a Cinemascope ratio - a
visual style the director claims to have borrowed from Gaspar Noé’s I Stand Alone (Seul
contre tous, 1998) - the film appropriates horizontality so as to highlight, in silent and
contemplative long takes, the immensity of the Canyons. The use of 16mm film stock
later blown up to 35mm, further gives the film a grainy, rough look, as well as dull,
washed-out and de-saturated colours, which sensuously convey the material harshness of
the environment, as does the use of natural lighting, through which the scorching sun is
translated into bleached photography. The erratic, handheld camera when following the
man’s wanderings on the steep hillsides also contributes to the naturalistic depiction of
the area, its jittery movements suggesting the physical exertion to which both actors and
film crew were subjected during the shoot. Finally, a cacophony of animal sounds such as

clucking, crowing and braying, usually accompanied by buzzing insects, reverberates in
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the film, underlining the wildness of the location. Not to mention the abundance of scenes
in which, as mentioned in Chapter 1, animal sex and death are shown with quasi-
scientific detachment.

By contrast, Battle in Heaven shuns away from nature, focusing instead on the
cityscapes of the biggest city in the world. In fact, Mexico City is a character in itself in
the film, its recognisable landmarks on constant display, including the Zocalo (the main
plaza in the historic centre of the city with a gigantic Mexican flag) and the Basilica of
Guadalupe, one of the largest churches in the world. Above all, the frenzied, chaotic and
awkward aspects of the city are emphasised here. This is primarily conveyed through
recurring images of the city’s busy expressways (including a bird’s-eye view shot that
effectively conveys its gigantic proportions, as mentioned earlier), as the character of
Marcos, a chauffer driving incessantly across the megalopolis, provides the cue for shots
of car-stricken streets filled with the capital’s recognisable green Volkswagen taxis. In
addition, the film highlights the mammoth population of Mexico City, such as in the
scene of an extremely packed subway train in which Marcos loses his spectacles; or in

the recurring shots of the thousands of pilgrims making their way to a crammed Basilica.

The gigantic city
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However, the film contrasts this overwhelming volume of people and cars in the
busiest parts of the city with its wealthy and comparatively peaceful quarters, underlining
the divide between rich and poor in the capital and, like Japon, stressing the geographical
line marking them out. Unlike recent Mexican films such as Sdlo con tu pareja (1991,
Alfonso Cuardn), Cilantro y Perejil (1996, Rafael Montero) and Sex, Shame and Tears
(Sexo, pudor y lagrimas, 1999, Antonio Serrano) which, as Armida de la Garza contends,
depict Mexico as a ‘developed metropolis’ through an emphasis on the ‘upmarket
neighbourhoods of Mexico City’ (De la Garza 2006: 147), here it is the case of a
geographical contextualisation of these neighbourhoods within the disorganised, chaotic
and sprawling megalopolis. This is what happens, for example, in the scene in which
Marcos, after picking up Ana at the airport, drives her home. In some ways reminiscent
of Japon’s aforementioned opening, the viewer is gradually transported, through a series
of shots taken from the front window of a car, from the busy areas of the city to its rich
and quiet areas, in reality the residential district of Las Lomas, home to the wealthiest
people in the capital.

But while in Japdn this transition mobilises a dichotomy between city and
countryside, here it discloses a geographical discrepancy within the city itself, made
evident through the juxtaposition of shots of ugly, dirty and jam-packed roads with quiet,
suburban, green avenues lined with nicely trimmed trees, stately houses and expensive
cars. This opposition is moreover emphasised through the use of sound. In contrast to the
concatenation of car engines and beeping horns heard throughout the film, this traffic-
free area is acoustically translated into an idyllic atmosphere. This is best demonstrated in

two prolonged shots, when Marcos stands outside Ana’s house and, through his point-of-
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view, the film shows trees against the backdrop of mansions in which the bucolic singing
of birds is the only audible sound. While Japon refrains from a bucolic depiction of
nature, focusing instead on its crudeness, Battle in Heaven underlines the existence of a
haven within the city itself, a world in which nature is meticulously trimmed,
domesticated and tamed. And this glaring opposition between the wealthy districts and
‘the rest’ of the city comments on the notion that Mexico, like many of its Latin
American neighbours, ‘is in effect a two-class system: the elite and everyone else, the

haves and varying gradations of have-nots’ (Berg 1992: 24).

The bucolic facade of the rich

In its turn, Silent Light witnessed Reygadas’s return to a rural setting. The film
was shot in the northern Mexican state of Chihuahua, famous for its desert landscapes
and semi-arid climate. At first, this region offered inappropriate conditions for the
Mennonites’ agricultural aspirations, when they settled in Mexico in 1920. But it
eventually proved a good spot thanks to its torrential summer rains, which, providing
irrigation to the soil, enabled the harvesting of staple crops, wheat and corn in the

mechanised farming process to be developed by the newly arrived settlers (see Sawatzky
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1971). This channelling of natural forces into economical profit changed the face of those
lands, which gradually acquired a distinctive, ‘healthier’ look in the midst of arid
landscapes. In Silent Light, this primarily agricultural form of subsistence of the
Mennonites, and the distinctive landscapes resulted from this process, is highlighted
through shots of flat, vast cornfields, as in the scene in which Esther drives a threshing
machine; or when she and Johan, along with their oldest children, stop working and have
lunch in the middle of the fields.

In many ways, furthermore, Silent Light puts forward a more sympathetic
depiction of nature, stopping short of employing the very techniques that contributed to
Japon’s raw naturalism, such as handheld camera, grainy image and washed-out colours.
The film has indeed a more austere tone, being without a doubt Reygadas’s most
restrained film thus far, in terms of camerawork, editing pace and use of sound.
Significantly, Reygadas worked with a new crew here: the cinematography and sound of
his previous films, in the hands of Diego Martinez Vignatti and Gilles Laurent
respectively, was operated by Alexis Zabé and Raul Locatelli, among other changes. In
addition, after the experience of Battle in Heaven’s sizeable crew, Reygadas opted for a
much smaller-scale production and a more intimate shooting style, with the crew
amounting to no more than 11 people.

In contrast to Japon and Battle in Heaven, which feature religious and grandiose
musical scores (often to surrealist effect, as will be later analysed), Silent Light opts for
diegetic sound only. In fact, as previously stated, the film was shot with direct sound,
which emphasises the physicality of noises normally edited out in the conventional

narrative film, such as that of the kissing between Fehr and Pankratz. In symmetry with
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that, the materiality of these landscapes is acoustically highlighted through a symphony
of animal sounds, such as crickets, cicadas and lowing cattle. As far as its
cinematography is concerned, the film opts mostly for overextended, stationary and
establishing shots, which, coupled with the film’s widescreen ratio, highlight the flat
landscapes characteristic of the state of Chihuahua, as well as the ‘weight’ of the

immense sky upon them (see pictures below), contributing to the film’s metaphysical

overtones.

The weight of the sky: metaphysical overtones in Silent Light

Indeed, closer inspection of Silent Light’s take on nature helps us understand its

critical reception, which, as mentioned in Chapter 1, highlighted its metaphysical
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assertion when compared to its cinematic predecessors. And, no doubt, Silent Light puts
forward a depiction of nature more akin to the commonly held notions of beauty in the
transcendental sense of the term. An eloquent example is its astonishing opening,
described in the Introduction, in which we are offered a time-lapsed dawn in the
countryside (the film’s ending, in its turn, features a time-lapsed dusk filmed in the same
spot). Overall, the recurring shots of flat, vast green fields under portentous blue skies,
framed in geometric and precise arrangements, evoke painterly compositions, doubtless a
hallmark of Reygadas’s work but one which is here pushed to new heights in terms of
formal perfectionism. In fact, some of these compositions are so visually striking that
they were thought to have been digitally manipulated. This is what happened, for
example, with the film’s aforementioned opening, which raised doubts as to whether
Zabe had resorted to CGI, which, according to Reygadas, was not the case (Romney

2008: 43).
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Painterly compositions in Silent Light

In short, the environmental sensibility of Reygadas’s work, as observed in their
focus on highly dissimilar geographies, reveals the Mexican topographical diversity,
granting audiovisual expression to what Lesley Simpson Byrd, in his book Many
Mexicos, defines as the country’s absence of ‘geographical unity’, ‘since any
generalization about [its topography and climate] is likely to break down locally’ (Byrd
1967: 11). More specifically, this laying bare of Mexico as a locus devoid of
topographical uniformity discloses the inextricability of geography and socio-
economic/ethnic disparities. And since Reygadas mainly works with people from the
environments in which his films are set, these in turn document the many faces
populating the country: from the predominantly Indian-descending inhabitants of
Ayacatzintla through the melting pot of Mexico City to the Mennonites of Chihuahua.
The relationship between fiction and document in Reygadas’s work is, however, far more

complex.
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Chapter 3

Formal Realism

An ethnographic quality is attained in Reygadas’s films through their location shooting
and use of local people. His three films indeed convey what Nagib, elaborating on the
Brazilian film City of God (Cidade de deus, Fernando Meirelles, 2003), defines as ‘the

999

revelatory quality of a “hidden reality”’ intrinsic to realist peaks in film history such as
Italian Neorealism or Brazilian Cinema Novo (Nagib 2007: 106). Nowhere is revelatory
realism more fully materialised than in Silent Light, unveiling with scientific curiosity the
hitherto unexplored Mennonite universe in Mexican territory (it is not without surprise
that most viewers learn that this film is actually set in Mexico). However, documentary
ethnography is here complicated by geometric formalism, a stylistic clash that produces
sensory realism and now asks for further elaboration.

On the one hand, Reygadas is a meticulous formalist, planning his films in minute
detail. This includes punctilious storyboards, drawn by the director himself, which details
the framing as well as the camerawork of each shot. This even compels him to claim, a la
Hitchcock, that ‘if you see my storyboard, you see the film’ (Reygadas apud Matheou

2003: 12), a statement indeed readily confirmed upon inspection of his drawings’. His

films, moreover, containing as they do acrobatic, sweeping camera movements, as well as

* Reygadas has provided me with the complete storyboards of his three films, for which I am thankful.
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geometric framing compositions, give further evidence of a studied and controlled
filmmaking process.

And yet, formal rigour is here thwarted by strategies that, on the other hand,
propitiate the unpredictable real to emerge. A comparison with the work of Alfred
Hitchcock and Yasujiro Ozu is helpful. These masters of cinema also made films derived
from minutely detailed storyboards. Writing on Ozu, Bordwell notes his ‘near-obsessive
concern with controlling every aspect of the image’, which prompted him to sketch
drawings of every shot (Bordwell 1988: 74). These directors’ obsession with control was
further extended into the shoot. Not only were they adept at studio filming, which
enabled greater control over mise-en-scene dynamics, but their rigour concerning the
gestures and expressions delivered by actors is well documented in film history. In both
cases, one identifies a consistency running from storyboard through to filming, all aimed
at preventing unprogrammed contingencies in the filmmaking process.

This would not apply to Reygadas in which formal control is thwarted by the
phenomenological presence of the spontaneous real. This is observed, first of all, in the
way he handles amateur actors, who are not at all trained. On the contrary, it is their
unprofessional quality and spontaneous response to the presence of the camera, in short,
the unpredictable ‘reality’ produced by such encounter, that is at stake here. Actually,
these non-professional actors are not even given the film scripts. Further, they are not told
how to deliver lines or pull particular facial expressions but simply instructed as to their
(often statuesque-like) posture, positioning and what to say only minutes prior to the
actual shoot, thereby enabling a scene dynamics which include elements beyond the

director’s control. One of the direct consequences of this, for example, is that these
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amateur actors more often than not look into the camera, breaking the self-sufficiency of
the diegesis and, in so doing, enabling the profilmic event to emerge. In fact, Reygadas
has declared in many interviews that, precisely because of its more spontaneous and

unpredictable quality, he often chooses the first take when editing his films.

Breaking the fourth wall: non-actors looking into the camera in Japon (above) and Silent Light
(below)

Reygadas articulates this aversion to rehearsal and dramatic performance as a
‘concern for the actual human presence’, equating himself to a portrait photographer, to
whom ‘it’s the [actual] person that means everything’ (Reygadas apud Marlow 2006). In
addition, he cites Bresson’s directorial approach to acting as influential on the way he
himself came to direct amateur actors in his films. However, it must be noted, Reygadas’s
method is in some important respects quite dissimilar to Bresson’s, which famously
consisted of a rigid and repetitious training of posture, gestures, speech and movements
with amateur actors - his ‘models’ as he describes them - with a view to rendering their

acts and lines automatic and purposeless (see Cunneen 2004: 60). Seeing standard acting
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as a gross simplification of human emotion, Bresson believed that by preventing dramatic
expressivity, the model could reveal, through physical presence, his or her true depth.

Admittedly, it is hard to articulate the difference between the results of Bresson’s
laborious method and that of Reygadas, since both privilege de-dramatisation as a means
to enhance the material presence of human beings. Yet, I would argue that Bresson’s
models are defined by a more robotic quality, as observed, for example, in their trained
monotone speech. The lack of acting training in Reygadas’s work, in its turn, allows each
non-professional actor to bring his or her singularity into play in a more spontaneous
fashion. (Re)acting before the camera each in their own way, they reinforce the
ethnographic quality of these films. While Alejandro Ferretis and Anapola Mushkadiz,
for example, seem more at ease before the camera, delivering performances more
tantamount to standard, if occasionally poor, acting, Marcos Hernandez and Magdalena
Flores, on the other hand, stand out for their highly impassive faces. In their turn, the
children featured in Silent Light are remarkable for their fresh spontaneity.

This rehearsal-free method thus results in an acting style that not only is uneven
but dramatically unconvincing, insufficient to give the narrative psychological depth. As
we watch these amateur actors uttering lines devoid of dramaticity, their speech takes on
a purely citational and, therefore, material, quality. This brings to mind Bertolt Brecht’s
call for a type of acting that defies spectatorial identification as the utterance of lines
reveals the actor’s process of constructing his or her character while performing that
character, ‘the tone of the subject [being] demonstrated with a certain reserve, with
detachment’ (Brecht 1964: 125). Add to this that dialogue is punctuated by inexplicably

lengthy pauses, as Reygadas is very meticulous with tempo. To this end, he even attaches
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strings to the actors’ legs, pulling them at the exact moment they are expected to deliver
their lines. As a result, the sense of physical presence of these actors, who are moreover
often static, is heightened, contributing to these films’ arresting quality, that is, their
production of sensory realism. Sontag has elaborated on how silence in speech is

sensuously translated into physicality:

Everyone has experienced how, when punctuated by long silences, words weigh
more; they become almost palpable. Or how, when one talks less, one begins
feeling more fully one’s physical presence in a given space. Silence undermines
‘bad speech’, by which I mean dissociated speech - speech dissociated from the
body (and, therefore, from feeling), speech not organically informed by the
sensuous presence and concrete particularity of the speaker and by the individual

occasion for using language (Sontag 2009: 20).

Here, speech has this concrete and autonomous quality, enhancing, as a result, the sheer
physical presence of actors rather than representational performance.

As well as by untrained acting, formalism is here contradicted by profilmic
contingency. To be perfectly accurate, we could say that with each new film, Reygadas
became formally more rigorous. In retrospect, Japon displays a more spontaneous style,
shot in part with handheld cameras and featuring scenes that could not have been s