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INTRODUCTION
Things are . . . what you see; we work with images not with words.
So I think it's important for cinema to turn toward . . . ways of expression
that are absolutely free, as free as painting which has reached abstraction.
Michelangelo Antonioni.

ART AND ABSTRACTION

Michelangelo Antonioni demonstrated a pronounced and distinctive vi-
sual style in his recollection of a drowning he witnessed on a beach in Nice.
He described a drowned man in graphic and gruesome detail yet concluded
the story with the remarkably detached statement that if he were to represent
the event on film he would exclude its details, in short, the drama of the mo-
ment, which were a “distraction” from the tension of the scene. Rather, he
would reduce the incident to the abstracted image which was his first visual
impression of the site, the white expanse of the empty beach occupied only by
a black lifeguard, which he graphically depicted as “that whiteness, that noth-
ingness, which took shape around a black point.”!

This is the visual language of a filmmaker who speaks as a painter rather
than narrator. He states his bias in favor of a visual cinema when he says of
the gestation of his films, “an idea comes to me through images . . . What is
ordinarily called the ‘dramatic line’ does not interest me.” As he remarked to
the novelist Alberto Moravia, “To see or not to see is the question.”’ His pun
on Hamlet’s soliloquy exchanges seeing for being and signifies the critical role
of vision for this director. It also defines the themes of his mature films
where conventional dramatic situations evolve into investigations of the vi-
sual perceptions of the characters and interrogations of the imagery of the
films. Moreover, Antonioni recalled the drowning in the terms of a non-rep-
resentational painter who rejects the anecdote and cultivates abstraction as
his customary mode of expression.* His non-figurative tendency is evident in
his image of the physical space of the occasion abstracted to “nothingness,”
which approximates his statement that Mark Rothko’s abstractions are “about
nothing . . . with precision.”® The formalism of Antonioni’s description con-
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forms with his global statement on his cinema, “I wish to recreate reality in
an abstract form.”*

Born in 1913 in Ferrara, Italy, Antonioni’s early visual aptitude is con-
firmed by biographical evidence external to his films. His enthusiasm for the
visual arts is documented by the fact that as a child and adolescent he built
miniature towns, sketched architectural settings for puppets which he fash-
ioned himself, and painted in oils, usually portraits’ His sustained dedica-
tion to art was demonstrated as recently as 1986 by his public exhibition, Le
montagne incantate (“The Magic Mountains”) (fig. 1), a series of landscapes
executed in watercolor and photographically enlarged into abstract images
reminiscent of the Chinese landscape of his documentary, Chung Kuo Cina,
1972 (fig. 2).

Antonioni’s devotion to the visual arts is also stated in his frequent refer-
ences to favorite painters, Jackson Pollock, Alberto Morandi, Giorgio de
Chirico, Georges Braque, Henri Matisse,® and, in particular, Mark Rothko,
whose forms uniquely suggest “that whiteness, that nothingness” of Anton-
ioni’s tale of the beach at Nice (fig. 3). The filmmaker routinely comments on
the significance of art in his personal life:

I have a great love for painting. For me, it is the one art, along with

architecture, that comes immediately after filmmaking.’

He remarks ubiquitously on art and vision in relation to his film practice,
as in the following comments:

So I think it's important for cinema to turn toward . . . ways of expression

that are absolutely free, as free as painting which has reached abstrac-

tion."”

Things are what they are, they are what you see, we work with images

not with words." (fig. 4)

A director is naturally a man like everyone else. Yet his life isn’t normal.

For us, seeing is a necessity.”

It is apparent from Antonioni’s statements that he is not only intensely
committed to the visual aspects of cinema but is passionately engaged with
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modern art as well. However, a cursory review of the literature on the direc-
tor reveals an anomaly: in spite of the general recognition of his artistic incli-
nations and the artistry of his films, there have been only occasional and
marginal critiques of Antonioni’s films from the perspective of 20th century
art movements. The conviction advanced here is that Antonioni’s cinema is
transparently indebted to the modern visual arts and can be illuminated by an
analysis informed by modern art history. Therefore, this study will examine
correspondences between Antonioni’s film practice and the history of mod-
ern art and also will demonstrate his commitment to a theme of vision.
Antonioni’s theme of vision occurs when the image becomes the central con-
cern of the narrative, a modern cinema which breaks with the unitary classi-
cal cinema in which the image is dedicated to the narrative tale. To accom-
modate this division between image and narrative, the art historical perspec-
tive will be supplemented by recent theories of the disparities of image and
discourse. A sketch of the analysis will be introduced here to illustrate the
method of the approach.

Besides the external testimony of Antonioni’s statements, the internal evi-
dence of his films--their iconography, narrative and style--exhibits the film-
maker’s perennial interest in art. Art is evident in his iconography, such as
the modern art gallery and the sites of Baroque architecture in L'avventura,
1959, the prominence of paintings and sculpture in The Eclipse, 1962, the in-
dustrial architecture in primary colors of The Red Desert, 1964, abstract paint-
ing and abstracted photographs in Blow-Up, the architecture of Gaudi in The
Passenger, 1975, and other instances. Numerous images of his films appear to
refer to specific modern art works, as if visual quotations of paintings, echo-
ing the urban landscapes of the Futurist painters Giacomo Balla and Umberto
Boccioni, the proto-Surrealist piazzas of Giorgio de Chirico, the color fields of
Mark Rothko, among others. The series of enlargements in Blow-Up results
in an abstracted image (fig. 5) which could be a detail from an Impressionist
canvas such as Monet's Spring Trees by a Lake (fig. 6).

These iconic references are matched by Antonioni’s narratives which sim-



ilarly reflect a preoccupation with the visual arts. The fine and applied arts
are represented by the professions of the characters of the films: Sandro, the
lapsed architect in L’avventura; Thomas, the photographer, and Bill, the
painter in Blow-Up; the architecture student and Locke, the documentary
filmmaker of The Passenger; Nicoll6, the film director in Identification of a
Woman, 1982. Moreover, these characters become progressively more con-
cerned with questions of vision as Antonioni’s cinema proceeds, and, in par-
alle] fashion, the director is increasingly occupied with inspections of their
perceptions. In Blow-Up, when the photographer examines the pictures of
the apparent murder, the enlargements dissolve into illegible abstractions
which defy interpretation and defeat the character’s confidence in his percep-
tions. The drama of the character is linked to the dissolution of the image, an
abstraction of the image which is a modernist tactic of Antonioni’s pursuit of
the theme of vision.

Antonioni’s first overt statement of the theme of vision occurs in The
Red Desert when Giuliana asks, “What should I do with my eyes? What
should I watch?” Corrado responds, “You ask what you should watch. I ask
how I'should live. It’s the same thing.” This equivalence of living with look-
ing is an evolution in Antonioni’s cinema from the alienation of the charac-
ter in the middle period of his films to the alienation of vision in the later
films. Giuliana's crippling anxiety arises from her fear of the toxic industrial
environment around her and results in her withdrawal and isolation from
the characters and physical properties of her surroundings. Her isolation is
represented in the narrative action of the film, but most significantly present-
ed by her alienated vision of things, a distanced vision of blurred abstract
forms and deathly white objects.

From the equivalence of living and looking in The Red Desert, looking
displaces living in the next film, Blow-Up, a decisive switch from how to live
to how to look. In Blow-Up the questioning of vision is narrativized when
the mystery of a murder evolves into the mystery of a photo image which has
disintegrated into random spots. Also, the degraded photographic image is a
reminder that the very photography of the film is a fragile representation. In
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the succeeding film, The Passenger, the practice of photography is rejected al-
together when the cinema journalist abandons his career of image-making,
an iconoclastic move.

Nonetheless, the pursuit of the image is taken up again in Antonioni’s
last film in general distribution, Identification of a Woman,”in which the
film director Nicoll6 seeks for a face to match a photograph of Louise Brooks.
Thus, in the final episode of Antonioni’s work, a director is motivated to con-
struct a film around the image of an actress, an image inspiring the produc-
tion of still more images. The search to find an actress to replace the photo
fails and the film project is still-born. This is a film of the modernist au-
tonomous image absent a ground in reality, lacking an actress to stand in for
the photograph of Louise Brooks. The search for a person to give substance to
the picture, to arrive at a reality to supplant the appearance of the photograph,
is Nicoll6’s vocation as a director and his desire as a man. His efforts are un-
fulfilled and he is left with the image of Louise Brooks, a mere simulacrum as
the only evidence of his failed enterprise.

As well as his iconography and narrative, Antonioni’s style reflects an in-
creasing engagement with visual matters as his career advances. Late in his
career an emphasis on vision and the image occurs with the seismic shift
from the perspective of third person to first person, a move from the point of
view of characters to that of the director. Significant moments appear when
the camera strays from the gaze of the character and the plot to pursue a di-
version which is an unmotivated digression. In the conclusion of The
Passenger, the camera unaccountably deserts the scene just before the protag-
onist’s murder, abandoning the character and abdicating its responsibility to
advance the high drama of the moment, only to circle the marginal space of
the plaza in an extremely lengthy and inconsequential movement. The shot
is detached from the dramatic action, draining it of anecdotal meaning and re-
ducing it to a formal operation, an abstraction in narrative terms. This divi-
sion of image and narrative is a stylistic device which forces attention to the
image itself and to the considerable exclusion of its narrative functions, sug-
gesting associations with modern art movements in which the image is au-
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tonomous and exempt from narrative anecdote.

Though Antonioni frequently favors the image over narrative, yet he
readily eradicates the image in a movement from iconolatry to iconoclasm.
He gives priority to an iconography which usurps traditional narrative func-
tions when images of places and things are assigned uncommonly conspicu-
ous roles, advanced to the foreground, while obscuring characters who are re-
moved to the background or are forsaken altogether. Setting alternates roles
with characters who become object-like when they are choreographed with
spaces and objects of greater visual weight than they and then the setting itself
is erased. An example of this practice appears in his first film, the documen-
tary Gente del Po, 1943. The setting, Antonioni’s region of birth on the Po
River, is the major actor in a film in which things are enveloped in fog and
dissolved in mist, figures swallowed in the setting and annihilated.

The above motif is retained in most of Antonioni’s films as a technique of
abstracting the image, where distinct forms are engulfed in an atmosphere
which reduces them to abstract shapes which fade and disappear, an iconoclas-
tic effacing of the image. The device is extended to include the abstracting of
the image from its context and its meaning in the continuity of the film,
“iconic moments”'* where the image is foregrounded, excerpted as it were,
from the matrix of narrative events. This accent on the image accomplishes a
cinema which is partitioned into image and text, a division of image and dis-
course. (The effacement of the image exemplifies the process of all film im-
ages which serially appear and disappear, images displaced by ever new im-
ages which fade in turn, a metaphor for the cinematic process.) The dissolu-
tion of the image is also reminiscent of the progression of the image in mod-
ern art which ends in abstraction. Antonioni’s strategy with the image is to
produce a cinema which is eminently visual and ultimately self immolating,
at the same time an iconolatry and an iconoclasm.

The most acclaimed visual device of Antonioni’s cinema is the iconic
moment referred to as temps mort, the narrative “dead time” of Antonioni’s
cinema and a summation of all the filmmaker’s visual techniques. These
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caesuras in the narrative are shots in excess of classical economy and consist
of the sustained silent gaze of characters or the camera. They are digressions
from the plot, images which are held for the examination of the gaze. These
images are not transparent ciphers, invisible because lost amid the plethora of
signs which compose the film text. Rather, they emerge in high relief from
the ground of the narrative, radically apart and other to the text, producing
the effect of a decidedly graphic cinema. The images arrest attention by jam-
ming the narrative flow, yet are obstinately laconic, conspicuous in their si-
lence, “undecidable” according to Pelligrino d’Acierno.”

The images of temps mort are excessive to the needs of the plot and tan-
gential to it, pointing in a direction away from the story. At a remove from
the text of the film, the images are sterile, barren of meaning, if evaluated in
terms of their anecdotal function, their utility to advance the narrative.
However, this interpretation may coexist with another: the divergent images
are allusions to another narrative exterior to the film, the narrative of mod-
ern art history. The latter interpretation of Antonioni’s imagery is compelling
because of the similarities between his iconography and that of modern art
and the correlations between his film practices and the styles of modern art.
This study, then, is a proposal that Antonioni’s cinema inscribes, adjacent to
its obvious stories, a parallel drama of the image, an adventure of the image
which is an iconic narrative with correspondences to modern art since

Impressionism.

Peter Blirger defines modern art as the historical period when “art wants
to be nothing other than art. This stage is reached at the end of the nineteenth
century, in Aestheticism.” Biirger traces aestheticism from the theories of
Kant and Schiller at the end of the 18th century. Aestheticism is a formalism
which is “detached from the praxis of life,”"” and in which “the form-content
dialectic of artistic structures has increasingly shifted in favor of form.”"
With the emergence of the 20th century avant-garde occurs still another cru-
cial feature of aestheticism, “the self-criticism of art”® to complete the trinity
of an art autonomous from life, formalist, and reflexive. The preceding intro-
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ductory critique of Antonioni’s cinema illustrates that his films display these
three signal traits of modernism with their resistances to the anecdote of the
film plot, their tendency to abstraction, and their reflexive examination of the
photographic image.

Though Antonioni’s films are progressively self-referential when their
characters become engaged with questions of vision and their imagery comes
under scrutiny, they do not simplistically deteriorate into reductive mod-
ernist formalisms. Rather, form and content operate in concert when the in-
vestigation of .the image also serves as a conventional narrative, as in Blow-
Up. The photographer’s inspection of the enlarged prints leads to the discov-
ery of a murder when a prostrate figure is revealed in the photos. The film is
therefore simultaneously a detective story and an investigation of the im-
agery of photographic prints. This duel narrative advances on two levels,
each a variant on death. The murder mystery is a vision of death which
emerges with the photo of a corpse. The companion story of the developing
of the enlargements is the dissolving of the image into abstraction, the
“death” of the image.

Though this study of Antonioni’s cinema was initially inspired by the re-
markable resemblance of his iconography to specific works of modern art, a
closer examination of the films revealed the twin narratives of the type por-
trayed in Blow-Up: the adventures of characters who are preoccupied with
questions of vision, and a corollary formal investigation of images which ren-
ders them unstable and uncertain. With the enlargements in Blow-Up, im-
ages take on lives of their own, emerging as image-events distinct from the
action-events of the plot, and then decay into their formal material, the black-
on-white grain of exposed silver oxide of photographic prints. The films chal-
lenge traditional realism with a modernism which favors images over anec-
dote while probing those images to the point of extinction.

Antonioni’s cinema is both a traditional narrative and a modernist aes-
thetic exercise, the films demonstrating the parallel careers of standard fic-
tional narratives and iconic narratives, the latter stories of the image as re-
counted in the narrative of 20th century art.® The iconic narrative is the per-
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formance of the imagery, in Antonioni’s cinema singularly dislocated from
the events of the characters, which rehearses the plot of contemporary art his-
tory. This dramatization of the image is ancillary in the earlier films, prima-
ry in Blow-Up and films subsequent to it.

In sum, Antonioni’s cinema is as much a drama of imagery as a drama of
characters and often obsessed with visual events to the exclusion of narrative
events. This becomes evident beginning with The Red Desert, when the
theme of vision becomes explicit and the style of the film is dedicated to inter-
rogations and innovations of the image. These stylistic and thematic concerns
are pursued in subsequent films, including Blow-Up, The Passenger, Identi-
fication of A Woman, which, including L’avventura, are the crucial films for
this study and will be granted preference over the rest of Antonioni’s cinema.
The films tell of the primacy and equivocations of visual moments and their
resistances to the advance of the plots, the inertia of the images against the
momentum and linear direction of the narrative. This cinema is about the
manner in which the image both constitutes the tale and works against the
telling, at once revealing and concealing the story. Finally, the direction chart-
ed in the films concludes with abstract images in the tradition of modern art,
an epiphany of the image and an extinguishing of it.

NARRATIVE CINEMA AND ART

A suggestive precedent for the critical approach of this dissertation is “The
Two Avant-Gardes”* by Peter Wollen, a sustained critical statement on affini-
ties between film and other advanced arts of the 20th century. Wollen estab-
lishes a history of the avant-garde film from its origins in the silent era to the
present, proposing linkages between film and art on the one hand, and film
and literature on the other, to account for differences between two types of art
films. According to Wollen’s binary scheme, a more radical film tradition was
inspired by painting, a more traditional one indebted to literature, a division
along the lines of image/text.

Wollen attributes to painting, specifically cubism, the major stimulus for
modernism in the other arts, describing the advent of modernism as “a
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change of emphasis from the problem of the signified and reference, the clas-
sic problem of realism, to that of signifier and signified within the sign
itself.”” This change will progress to abstraction, reaching its apotheosis in
“the suppression of the signified altogether, an art of pure signifiers detached
from meaning as much as from reference.”? Wollen notes that abstraction is
a marked exclusion of verbal language and narrative, a divestment of the
Renaissance legacy of the pregnant moment, the peak moment which is a
summary of a narrative. At the stage when the evolution of art reaches the
reflexive concern of the work with itself and with its own material support,
the history of cinema must diverge from art history because of their material
differences. Film must part company with art when it is reduced to film as
film, a tautological identification of film with its material base and unique
techniques.

The other avant-garde is a literary movement engaged with the narrative
and consequently a realist art in Wollen’s order of things. Sergei Eisenstein is
his exemplary figure for the realist branch of art film by virtue of the direc-
tor’s aversion to the formalist “abstraction” of Dziga Vertov. Jean-Luc Godard
is in the lineage of Eisenstein’s Russian montage film, practicing a style of
rupture, a pastiche of quotations and allusions. Neither Eisenstein nor
Godard disposes of signifieds, but Godard, unlike his predecessor, places them
in question and works within a space opened up by a gap between the signifi-
er and the signified. To clarify this point, Wollen suggests an analogy with the
Picasso of Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, the painting illustrating the primacy
of the signifier without eliminating the signified, neither abstract nor realist.
It is here that Wollen perceives a breakdown in a clear distinction between
the avant-gardes: “The battle between realism/illusion/ literature’ in art, and
abstraction/reflexiveness/Greenberg-modernism, is not so simple.”*

Wollen sees virtues in both the abstract/non-narrative and realist/narra-
tive film movements, but considers it utopian to expect a convergence of
them. Nonetheless, he reflects hopefully on the possibility of such a cross-fer-
tilization. A propos such reflections, it is evident that Antonioni is an abstrac-
tionist, even to the limit of reductive tautology, and yet narrativizes the ad-
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venture of the image as it proceeds from mimesis to the empty frame. A
proposition of this dissertation is that the work of Antonioni is precisely the
realization of Wollen’s vision of the integration of the two traditions.

IMAGE AND WORD

Antonioni’s biographical statements reflect his dedication to art and his
films and writings disclose his disposition to privilege the image over lan-
guage. The legacy he inherits from the theoretical and practical disputes of
neorealism leaves him with a preference for the icon to the text, a conflictual
art in opposition to the classical tradition of the unitary work. So, by inclina-
tion and influence, the director is engaged in a contradictory film practice of
the image in competition with language, his films internally divided against
themselves. A survey of theories on the dialectics (the dependent yet conflict-
ual relationships) of image and discourse will provide a framework within
which the conflicted relationship between word and image in his work may
be located.

A current of contemporary theory of film and art is committed to the
theme of dissonances of image and text. Theories which envision divisions
between icons and words, they supplement the art historical approach of this
study of Antonioni’s cinema. They share the burden of the basic argument of
this study that his film icons both sustain and jeopardize his film texts. They
are discourses which have been appropriated to furnish a language to articu-
late Antonioni’s films, and will run as a refrain throughout the dissertation.
Moreover, the fact that a lively literature of art theory is developing to ad-
dress the relationships of figure and discourse validates such an approach to
Antonioni’s cinema. These theories are a loosely related collectivity, ill-de-
fined and unnamed (W. J. T. Mitchell proposes the name “Iconology”®),
which have their origins in aesthetics under the rubric ut pictura poesis (as in
painting so in poetry). The history of aesthetics is a chronicle of shifting posi-
tions, beginning with a theory of absolute division between figure and dis-
course and recently revised into a theory of interdependence between icon
and text.
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The recent emergence of language theory has challenged the discipline of
aesthetics, initiating a reassessment of the image/language relationship. The
image is no longer a purely perceptual phenomenon, but has become a sign,
sharing some of the traits of language. Therefore, the linguistic sign theory of
semiotics rivals perceptual theories as a productive direction for art historical
studies, as in the work of Norman Bryson. On the other hand, linguistic the-
ory has been supplemented by the psychoanalytic theory of Christian Metz,
which concentrates on the image of the imaginary and elevates the image to a
parity with lahguage. These linguistic and iconic theories concerned with the
discord and accord of word and image will serve to examine the disparities of
narrative and image in Antonioni’s films. Thus, this study is an alternative
to the hegemony of linguistic film theory of the recent past (e.g. the early
Christian Metz) and will follow the precedent of the films, concentrating on
their images and the ways they subvert the narrative. Yet the study will be
only a partial shift from a linguistic approach, as language is an inevitable ele-
ment of the image/word hybrid.

W. J. T. Mitchell examines the classical debates on the relationship of the
icon to the word beginning with ut pictura poesis, the Renaissance criticism
which viewed poetry and painting as “sister arts,”* a parallel of poetic figure
and painted image. Mitchell traces the history of the analogy between “mute
painting and blind poetry”? to the present. He notes that subsequent theo-
ries arose in opposition to the original sister arts notion. The opposition was
on grounds of essential and generic differences between the word and the
image, and established distinct boundaries between the arts. A familiar exam-
ple is the 18th century Loacoon, in which G. E. Lessing decreed that the tem-
poral nature of poetry and the spatial nature of painting are antithetical and
irreconcilable. Recent theory has annealed (@annulled,according to Tom
Conley) the gap between image and discourse, refusing the opposition of lan-
guage as learned convention and imagery as natural, unlearned perception.
The divide between them no longer holds for Mitchell, both of which he con-
siders learned and conventional, in agreement with the philosopher Nelson
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Goodman and the art historian E. H. Gombrich (though Gombrich has recent-
ly equivocated on the position he presented in Art and Illusion™).

Mitchell denies essentialist differences, inherent and fixed, between text
and icon. Rather, he historicizes them, observing how they are differently per-
ceived in various periods. Most importantly he sees them in combination, an
inextricable complex of image and word, exemplified by the “impure” image
of the movies, an image which also constitutes the narrative text.? In fact, he
is of the opinion that the pure text undefiled by figurative metaphor, on the
one hand, or the pristine image uncontaminated by words, on the other, is
most uncommon. Therefore, the problem for criticism is the commonplace
mix of “imagistic elements in texts [and] textual elements in images”* which
is so familiar that it escapes critical notice.

Mitchell says that analyses of such works could proceed by a process of de-
familiarization, a forced and artificial separation of the spatial image and the
temporal text to demonstrate that the split is a “transgression, an act of . . . vi-
olence.” Another method to accomplish the critical distance of defamiliar-
ization would be to examine works which are already divided and display
“the battle of text and image [as] a consciously articulated theme . . .”®
Antonioni’s films are works of this kind, where the elements are detached
from one another, the imagery aloof and only partially integrated into the
text. His iconography both supports the narrative and sometimes under-
mines it, at the same time defining it and defeating it. His is an iconography
which often depicts the tale while withholding meaning, a “graphic uncon-
scious” in Conley’s terminology,® which defies conscious meaning.

Norman Bryson has adapted sign theory to art history to examine the role
of narrative discourse in art.* Bryson argues against the Renaissance tradition
of perceptualism, that is, the innocent eye which has unmediated access to re-
ality. According to the perceptual thesis of the quattrocento, prior knowledge
is suspended to allow a virgin vision to reveal the unsullied reality of direct
perception. The metaphor of painting as a window onto the world follows
from the perceptualist view, which Bryson refutes in favor of a sign theory
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wherein the image is founded on previous imagery, a sign which derives
from previous signs.

Joel Snyder’s research nicely supports Bryson’s thesis by reversing the
conventional notion that painting is based on perceptions of things, citing
De Pictura as evidence that Alberti founded his theory of perception on paint-
ing and not on observations of the world.® For Bryson, the image is not a
pristine vision of an original state of things, but is corrupted by antecedent
imagery. He also denies the bracketing of knowledge, asserting that language
accompanies the image, intervenes and tells what is to be seen and how it is
to be seen; language names the seen world and orders it according to the con-
ventions of discourse. However, vision is not absolutely determined by the
conventions of language. In practice, there is latitude for invention,* illus-
trated by historic moments when an unaccountable break occurs in the lin-
eage of the image, as in the Cubist destruction of Renaissance perspectival
space.”

Bryson chronicles the apostasy of Western art which departs from the
scriptural discourse of Church doctrine to adopt secular imagery, the tendency
of modern art since the Late Medieval period. He describes an evolution
from a Medieval art strictly coded by Scripture to an increasingly autonomous
art no longer devoted to the doxa of the Word. Modern iconography is coded
by secular and quotidian discourse, but less rigorously than was the Medieval
iconography of Christian discourse, modernism reaching the extreme of 20th
century abstraction, independent of traditional modes of representation and
discursive texts.® Such a chronology is traced by Julia Kristeva as well, from
symbol to sign, a path of progressively arbitrary signifiers which are increas-
ingly remote from sacred imagery and text.”

Bryson’s thesis is applicable to an assessment of the development of
Antonioni’s films. The divorce of the image from the word in modern art
since the Renaissance corresponds to the increasing isolation of the image
from the narrative text of the films, an imagery which falls silent and fails to
serve the “scripture” of the film.

14



Another analysis of the disparities and commonalities of the image and
discourse is the figure/discourse theory of Jean-Francois Lyotard.® Lyotard
founds his theory on the divided psyche of Freudian psychoanalytic theory,
the iconic figure identified with the unconscious processes and discursive
language associated with the conscious. Central to this view is the dream,
graphic evidence of the figural processes of the unconscious, and notorious
for its hermetic imagery. The imagery of the dream does not operate accord-
ing to the logic of language, which is the logic of thought, of the conscious.
Therefore, “the dream-work does not think.”* In fact, the dream imagery re-
sists the meanings of language, so it is necessary to impose the logic of lan-
guage on the images by organizing them into a narrative, which is the work
of dream interpretation, of psychoanalysis.

Lyotard’s topography of the psyche does not envision a simple dichotomy
between the unconscious and the conscious, the image and language, the fig-
ural and the discursive; rather, he sees them coexisting in a dialectical ex-
change where sometimes the figural is dominant, sometimes the discursive,
depending on context. Lyotard states this dependent relationship in the felici-
tous phrase, “the figure in the discourse and the discourse in the figure.”? In
fact, “figural,” in his lexicon, implies discourse in the form of the poetic figure
as well as the literal image. Certainly, the image is privileged in this psycho-
analytic account which is dedicated to the interpretation of the irrational
image, but without denying language, recognizing it as an irreducible aspect
of the image. This mélange is suggestive of Conley’s metaphor of the hiero-
glyph, embracing both the pictographic and the textual, always in tandem but
disjunct, and sometimes at cross-purposes, the “graphic unconscious” obscur-
ing the legibility of the text.®

An alternative psychoanalytic approach is the later film theory of
Christian Metz, a corrective of his earlier structuralist language theory which
was a critique limited to the classical narrative film. Metz takes a new posi-
tion and advances beyond a theory of the highly scripted classical film to ad-
dress the iconicity of film. In The Imaginary Signifier, Metz adopts Jacques La-
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can’s formula on infant psychological development, positing the Mirror Stage
as a metaphor for the film viewing experience in which the spectator identi-
fies with the screen image as the child mistakes its mirror image for the reali-
ty of its body. The child and the film viewer alike are deceived by the fiction
of the mirror/screen, mesmerized by the Imaginary image. In Lacan’s con-
struct the child’s belief in the reality of the mirror reflection is broken by the
acquisition of language, access to the Symbolic which allows detachment from
the hallucination of the Imaginary.

The title of Metz’ thesis, The Imaginary Signifier, derives from the postu-
late that the Imaginary and the Symbolic are analogous to the signifier and
the signified, respectively, of his earlier structuralist theory. The Imaginary
image is the signifier, the Symbolic equated with the language of the film
script which lends meaning to the images. Metz’s importance for a study of
Antonioni is that he has supplemented his exclusively linguistic theory,
which sufficed for a criticism of rigorously narrative film, with a theory
which accommodates less narrative films where the image rivals the authori-
ty of the script.

Metz introduces the notion that different film genres necessitate different
critical methods and that the grammatical model appropriate to the classical
narrative film is inappropriate to the early experimental film and the mod-
ernist film. In the essay, “Psychoanalysis of the Cinema-Signifier,”* Metz pro-
poses a film analysis modeled on psychoanalytic interpretation of dream im-
agery, observing that certain cryptic film genres require this method, such as
“films without scripts, ‘abstract’ films, the ‘avant-garde’ films of the 1920s, cur-
rent experimental films, etc.”“ The films he specifies are principally graphic
and non-narrative, less linguistic and therefore less legible and more in need
of a hermeneutic to facilitate their interpretation.

However, Metz does not propose psychoanalytic interpretation only for
non-narrative films but also for narrative films which, on a continuum of
greater or less dependence on a script, include “every possible intermediate
case”* between narrative and non-narrative. This includes the narrative art
film in which the iconic signifier is paramount and tends “to take over a
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more and more important part of the overall signification of the film, thus
more and more invalidating studies of scripts, to the point of making them
impossible.”? Metz is alert to a broader and more subtle range of films along
the narrative/non-narrative axis, inclusive of modernist films which are nei-
ther thoroughly transparent in their service to a script nor wholly opaque and
abstract. In his later view of cinema, Metz is attentive to the very body of the
film, its cinematic specificity consisting of the perceptual aspects of the film
which distinguish it from literature. The cinematic signifier is the image and
it takes precedence over the literary signified, the script.

In addition, Metz’s psychoanalytic theory is an advance over his earlier
language theory on the relation of the signifier and the signified, and also ad-
vances beyond his phenomenology of that period of his work. His early view
assumed the presence of the signifier to the signified (referent); he is latterly
more sensitive to the absence of the signifier from the signified. Thereby, he
mounts a critique against representation or mimesis, a stand which is sympa-
thetic to an art film such as Antonioni’s, wherein identities and meanings are
frequently in question. Metz’s criticism is congenial to a director who says of
his cinema:

The principle behind the cinema, like that behind all the other arts is, in

Camus’ words, ‘the revolt of the artist against the real.” What counts is the

way he isolates it, stylizes it, makes it his own.*

Wendy Steiner’s analysis of the 19th century literary genre of the Romance
in Pictures of Romance revives Lessing’s divisions between the spatial and
temporal, the pictorial and the narrative. The characteristic theme of the
Romantic novel is a love which is driven by the perception of beauty, an aes-
thetic compulsion in which the lover is enthralled by the visual object of af-
fection. This state of enchantment is one of fixity, a frozen state which resem-
bles death and inhibits growth. There are two allegorical figures for this static
condition. First, Narcissus (the inventor of painting according to Alberti),
whose love of his own image was a sterile affection which lead to his death by
drowning in his own reflection. The second figure is the static art of painting,
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which, since the Renaissance, represents the truth of the world in the spatial
imagery of the suspended moment, neglecting the truth of temporal flux. To
advance from voyeur to visionary, from the world of appearances to insight,
the temporality of narrative is necessary; the image must be informed by lan-
guage.

The temps mort of Antonioni’s films may appear to be the fixed image of
the romance, as if the filmmaker had inherited the Renaissance fascination
with arrested iconography. However, Antonioni is quite conscious of narra-
tive rhythms in film:

But while the painter has to discover a static reality, or even a rhythm per-

haps, but a rhythm stopped in mid-air, the problem for a director is to

catch reality an instant before it manifests itself and to propound that
movement . . .*

Thus, the image in Antonioni’s films is not fixed, but is narratively tran-
sient. Indeed, the narrative of the films is the process of vision in which im-
ages alternately emerge and disappear. Therefore, though Antonioni’s films
display the narrative movement of language, they nonetheless enact an en-
thrallment with the image, a voyeurism which is a fascination with the pro-
cess of vision and which often mystifies rather than enlightens. Contrary to
the Renaissance function of the image, the films, though narrative, do not
achieve the visionary insight of language.

Furthermore, stasis and time are not contraries in Antonioni’s cinema,
but are functions of one another. Marie-Claire Ropars perceives a “new di-
alectic” of time and space in Antonioni’s films, where “time is destroyed by
space,” and spatial “characters are consumed, annihilated and devoured” by
time.” The films both confirm and deny the Renaissance convention of ar-
rested action; the temps mort are suspended moments outside of time, yet are
dissolved by time.

Steiner also sees an interdependence between time and space in modern
art that Renaissance art lacked. She reiterates the familiar critique of cubism,
that it introduces the element of time into its spatial composition of multiple
perspectives, challenging the fixed focus perspective dominant since the
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quattrocento. Also, she finds a spatial fixity in the temporal dimension of the
high modern literature of Gertrude Stein. Stein’s narrative, inspired by atem-
poral painting, is a narrative of repetitions so minimally different (“one and
one and one and one and one”® ) they retard narrative progression and ap-
proach immobility. This could be a metaphor for Antonioni’s films which
have been described as circular because the characters repeat the same gestures
and end where they began. The films exhibit the “continuous present” of
what Roger Shattuck calls an “art of stillness,”* which is “a juxtaposition of
homogeneous, nearly identical parts . . . [a] structure that produces the effect
of monotony and reiteration . . . movement without advance.”*

Gilles Deleuze has constructed a film theory in which he declares that the
modern film “replaces the traditional drama with a kind of optical drama
lived by the character.”* According to the theory, the classical film represents
physical reality in terms of functional motor relationships with a tactile
world. In the modern cinema, on the other hand, the world has become a vi-
sual abstraction, concrete things transformed into optical signs. The tangible
world is at a remove in the modern film, which no longer depicts instru-
mental relations to things. The world of the “use value of things” has be-
come the “society of the spectacle” which Guy Debord describes, a purely spec-
ular situation involving the exchange and consumption of images.*
Deleuze’s theory of the modern film as optical drama is an insightful critique
of Antonioni’s cinema. Antonioni’s cinema is the world as spectacle, in
which the characters “don’t do anything,” as so often remarked, except ob-
serve things. They do not so much act on a world as react to it, in visual re-
sponse to a purely visual world of optical signs.

In the cinema of Antonioni, it is not movement, the action of classical cin-
ema, which drives the narration, rather it is vision which busies the charac-
ters and occupies the time of the narrative. Vision, then, is no longer simply
spatial as traditionally claimed, but temporal as well in a cinema which traces
the time of vision and in which time becomes perceptible as the duration of
vision. Furthermore, when the optical sign is a function of the time of vision
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and no longer movement in space, the continuity of the film ceases to be de-
termined by causal actions, and proceeds by “irrational cuts.”¥ Irrational edit-
ing dispenses with the obligation of dlassical editing to maintain physical con-
tinuity and connections between things in space, and thus can leap in time to
“any space whatever”* with impunity. Antonioni’s films repeatedly demon-
strate this errancy when the camera strays from the action of a scene to regis-
ter an image within the locale of the action but irrelevant to it.

Deleuze’s theory of the cinema ranges from the classical period of the
movement-image which mimes physical action to the modernism of the
time-image which erratically defies spatial order. His is a theory of film histo-
ry in which time takes on a palpability formerly reserved for space and space
is reduced to the abstraction of images, where the imitation of action in the
world is disavowed and the substance of things has become a visual construct.
It is significant that Deleuze illustrates many of the principles of his imagist
theory with examples from Antonioni’s cinema.

The common thread which unites this congeries of theories is their contri-
bution to the critical discourse on the discontinuities of images and words
which typify the contemporary text, including the cinema of Antonioni. They
have defined the problematic relations of images and text as a significant topic
of critical inquiry and justify this study of the dislocations of Antonioni’s cin-

ema.

Part | of the dissertation is a survey of the critical history of Antonioni’s
films. The choices of sources are not exhaustive because of the enormity of
the material, but are representative of the most protracted appraisals, and
range from early criticism to the most current, and include Italian, French,
American, and British critical literatures.

Part 1l will concentrate on Antonioni’s writings on and in film which pre-
sent his adversarial position on literature in cinema, and assess how he prac-
tices a narrative cinema while maintaining an oppositional posture to it. His
work will be considered within the historical context of Italian Neorealism.

Part 1ll of the study situates the films within the framework of modernist
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and avant-garde art. This section will follow the chronology of the art move-
ments with which Antonioni’s films can be associated. Its design is calculated
to identify visual homologies between the film imagery and paintings, and to
trace iconographic, formal and thematic motifs which the films and the art
works share. The section will also follow an itinerary of the mature films of
Antonioni--L'avventura, La Notte, Eclipse, The Red Desert, Blow-Up, Zabris-
kie Point, Chung Kuo Cina, The Passenger, Identification of a Woman--in or-
der to compare the trajectory of his cinema against an historical narrative of
20th century visual arts.

Part IV is an analysis of Antonioni’s position on realism, establishing him
as a bridge from the past of an unexamined realism to the recent present of
high modernist views on the equivocal image and distant reality. The films
which are most directly engaged with the question of vision in style and
theme--The Red Desert, Blow-Up, The Passenger, Identification of a Wo-
man--will receive the most attention in this section and generally elsewhere
in the text .

The Conclusion will suggest a direction for future study of minimalist art
films comparable to those of Antonioni by introducing several theories cur-
rently available for such study.

A note should be appended here on terminology. The photograph in
Identification of a Woman, the image of an only theoretical reality of a
woman who is perpetually sought but unattained, may be seen as an exempli-
fication of the word “icon” as applied in this thesis. The usage is not unrelat-
ed to the ecclesiastical history of the word, denoting an image which is the in-
carnation of the reality to which it refers, as with the devotional images of the
Eastern Church, provided that reality is understood to remain irrevocably dis-
tant and unknown. The word is also related to the nominalism of the
Scholastics who refuted the existence of the referent, or, according to Anton-
ioni, “what is beyond the image cannot be known.” As here, the director con-
sistently uses the denomination “image” which will therefore be synony-
mous with “icon,” though it lacks the intended historical associations.
“Icon” and “image” will additionally imply the visual image as distinguished
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from the narrative text and may be considered the “other” which escapes the
strictures of the text. “Text” and “narrative” will be generally equivalent and
will suggest the linguistic or the literary as against the iconic. “Iconography”
is taken from the critical categories of Erwin Panofsky, denoting his descrip-
tive and analytical level of viewing a work of art which involves recognition
and identification of images.”

22



PART I. CRITICAL TEXTS

Very often these images have no explanation, no raison d‘étre beyond
themselves.

Michelangelo Antonioni.

Antonioni’s films do not stand alone to speak for themselves. The films
are intertwined with the critical literature which speaks of them, forming in-
tertexts which are intersections of film texts and critical discourse. At the cur-
rent stage of the literature on Antonioni, the large body of criticism has estab-
lished ways to think and even to see the films. The critical discourse ad-
dressed to them is woven into them, forming a texture from which it may be
impossible to unravel the films from their commentaries. Thus an analysis
of the films will be a criticism of former criticisms as well.

Conventions of criticism have changed radically in the period from the
early to the late analyses of Antonioni’s cinema, altering the “reality” of the
films. Those changes in criticism are the subject of this section. Generally,
early commentaries on Antonioni’s cinema treat the visual dimension of his
films with less urgency than textual aspects, later criticism ceding greater at-
tention to the visual, granting its hegemony in both form and content. This
tendency follows the lead of the films, but also reflects a shift in critical dis-
course. Earlier criticism tends to force the integration of the imagery and text,
where the graphics disappear into the narrative to conform to the tradition of
the unitary nature of the work of art. Recent analysis emphasizes the dispari-
ty of the image and the text, placing them in opposition, unintegrated in
works which display the disunities currently supposed to be the condition of
art of the film.

CAMERON AND WOOD

The early critique of Ian Cameron, co-author with Robin Wood,” acknowl-
edges the prominence of Antonioni’s iconography by asserting the signifi-
cance of the visual settings of the films, albeit with reservations. To cite a
statement which is symptomatic of his approach, Cameron recognizes the im-
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portance of the architectural landscape in the narrative of L'avventura when
he observes, “The relevance of the background [of the architecture of Noto] to
the foreground becomes crucial. We learn from Sandro’s monologue on the
bell tower that he is an architect who has given up his creative ambitions.”*
However, despite the critic’s attention to the iconic background, it is Sandro’s
narrative monologue which is advanced to the foreground and which ex-
plains the significance of the scene. The very description of the bell tower as
the background to the foreground of Sandro’s monologue is a partial reading
of the scene because the bells and towers and general architectural setting
“speak” for the scene at least as eloquently as the monologue. Cameron'’s bias
in favor of narrative over environment is further disclosed in his extremely
broad definition of the environment which includes the sexuality of the char-
acters: “In L'avventura there are two main elements which provide the envi-
ronment for the action: the sexual looseness of the secondary characters and
the barrenness and/or solitude of the locations . .

Cameron’s critical practice is unremarkable in its traditional approach, and
is appropriate to classical film, but quite inadequate to Antonioni’s art film in
which the imagery of the film, represented in the setting, objects, and charac-
ters as visual figures--the entire array of the mise-en-scéne—is frequently in-
vested with more significance than the narrative events of the plot.
Nonetheless, Cameron rightly questions the sovereignty of the story when he
refers to “Antonioni’s concern with behavior rather than story-telling,”® and
remarks the irresolute plot: “The story of L’avventura is . . . remarkable for
its almost complete lack of resolution . . .”* Yet he does not follow the impli-
cations of his insight and is capable of simplistic interpretations of images,
denying their indeterminacies, reducing them to facile metaphors. Thus the
train which thrusts through the frame during the embrace of Claudia and
Sandro becomes a sexual symbol in a startling incidence of vulgar
Freudianism. Likewise, the film is diminished to a moral tale on the prob-
lem of “the integration of sexual behavior with the rest of the personality,”® a
resolute conclusion for an irresolute film.

Cameron declares himself unsympathetic to Antonioni’s color films and
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extends the chore of criticizing them to his co-author, Robin Wood, who is
hardly less appreciative of Antonioni’s themes, but is much more responsive
to the nuances of the iconic elements. Rather than impose hasty and narrow
interpretations on the images of the films, Wood reserves judgment, remark-
ing on The Red Desert, “all that is best in the film is almost beyond verbal de-
scription or analysis,”“ commending “this ability to think in film, as opposed
to translating ideas into images. . .”¥ However, the critic is finally most con-
flicted about the visual ambiguities which are a signature trait of the films.

On the one hand, Wood applauds the uncertain status of “open” images
which admit of multiple meanings; he arrives at five plausible motivations
for Giuliana’s purchase of the partly eaten sandwich from the worker. He
finds the density of such marginal events laudable: “in its ‘instinctive ambi-
guity,” [it is] a far richer and more complex work than Antonioni’s statements
about it would lead one to expect.”® On the other hand, Wood rejects the vi-
sual conundrum of Giuliana’s fantasy of the deserted beach, where the rocks
resemble comforting human forms but nonetheless remain hard and stony.
Wood claims the contradictions and instabilities of the film are symptoms of
the debilitating neurosis of the protagonist and are perilous to the spectator
who is offered only the options of identification with a neurotically hypersen-
sitive and alienated protagonist or desensitized and “dead” peripheral charac-
ters.” In an about-face to his praise of the rich ambiguities of the film, he fi-
nally suspects that Antonioni’s ambiguities are “confused,” resulting in a film
of “spiritual deadlock.”™

The Red Desert is spiritually flawed for Wood, but its visual enchantment
is difficult for him to refuse. For example, he is perturbed by the basic contra-
diction of the film, the logical impasse posed by the technological decor which
at the same time is toxic and visually ravishing. It appears he can only deal
with Antonioni’s ambiguities by dismissing the seductive imagery as an
empty aestheticism which becomes a trivial “refuge”” for the spectator con-
fronted by the themes of “defeat.”” He repairs to a moralistic inverse correla-
tion between form and content with the observation that “as content dwin-
dles and shrivels, Aestheticism and Style become more and more obtru-
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sive.”” Wood completes his analysis with the verdict that the cinema of
Antonioni has become a dehumanized formalist exercise, a beautiful work
which has foreclosed exploration of the human situation in favor of a retreat
into a mannered aestheticism.

Thus, Wood has vigorously identified himself as a humanist critic in op-
position to the formalist style of Antonioni, in which humanity has been dis-
placed by the enchantment of the image and by the objecthood of a world in
which man is no longer the measure of things. He concludes with a rejec-
tion of the 20th century arts, viewing modern art as a fallen version of early
19th century Romanticism, a “new barbarism,””an indictment of Antonion-
i's artistic legacy which effectively disqualifies the critic from an adequate re-
sponse to the work. In the end, Wood refuses the irreconcilable images of
The Red Desert in favor of humanist concerns, sacrificing his impressive per-
ceptual acuity to the imperative of a polemically traditional position.”

RIFKIN

Ned Rifkin, in Antonioni’s Visual Language, also directs his attentjon to
the perceptual features of the films, finding the basis of Antonioni’s visual
language in the filmmaker’s statement, “One could tell a story by images
alone, without words.”” Rifkin reviews Antonioni’s apprenticeship under
the influence of neorealism, noting that its exteriority was congenial to the
documentary impulse of the early Antonioni. In addition to neorealist film
practice, neorealist criticism is fundamental to Rifkin’s assessment of Anton-
loni’s early emergence. His critical method is inspired by André Bazin’s famil-
lar mise-en-scene criticism, devoted to spatial dimensions of the films, for
which Rifkin establishes his own categories, “Place,” “Placement,” “Move-
ment,” and so forth. Nonetheless, once Antonioni’s roots in neorealism are
established, Rifkin’s enterprise is to distinguish him from neorealism by at-
tributing to him a defection from the tenets of the realist doctrine with a
more detached style, at the extreme his characters becoming objects and his
settings becoming abstracted, “fictional.”” In a seeming contradiction, interi-
ority of character is a staple of Antonioni’s films, but presented in an exterior

26



manner, represented by the exemplary image of a figure equivalent to other
objects of the setting, and a displacement of figure and ground, the ground
often standing for the figure. Rifkin also notes that the social concerns of
Antonioni are distinct from neorealism, less dedicated to immediate post-war
physical survival and more committed to the personal alienation of the indi-
vidual.

In remarking the disparity between neorealism and the realism of Anton-
ioni’s visual language, Rifkin quotes the director on reality: “Reality is some-
thing intrinsically amorphous, defying definition,”™ and, “I never ask expla-
nations from what I see in real life.”” Realism, to the contrary, is a searching
among images “to create a personal reality.”® Therefore, in his statement, “I
feel the need to express reality in terms not completely realistic,”® Antonioni
confirms that his realism is not the traditional mimesis of neorealism, but
the affirmation of a modernist practice of the construction of reality. Rifkin
also describes Antonioni’s films as modernist according to Clement Green-
berg’s definition of an art which employs “the characteristic methods of a dis-
cipline to criticize the discipline itself.”®

Rifkin devotes much of his criticism to a metaphorical reading of Anton-
ioni’s film, an approach which can only seem misplaced when applied to a
cinema which resists interpretation. The critic reasons that when Antonioni
abandoned the documentaries of his nascent career and adopted fiction film,
he moved from fact to art, from the literal to the metaphorical. In Rifkin’s
scheme, art is equivalent to metaphor, thus, Antonioni’s art film is meta-
phorical, compelling interpretation. An initial difficulty with this position is
that it excludes the literal style of neorealism from the category of art film, a
difficult argument to sustain. A more grave objection is that Antonioni’s
films are so literal in their minimalist style they preclude figurative analysis,
Antonioni himself insisting that “very often these images have no explana-
tion, no raison d’étre beyond themselves.”® Antonioni’s films are rather
more metonymic than metaphorical, less given to interpretation and more
often indeterminate.

An example of Rifkin's problematic metaphorical reading is his con-
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tention that photography is a metaphor for vision in Blow-Up and therefore
lends itself to interpretation. Thus he concludes that photography deceives
Thomas by distracting his attention to surfaces of reflected light and away
from the substance of things available to direct vision. Yet it is only by the sec-
ond order vision of his photographs that Thomas is enabled to see the gun
and the body which he missed when he was present at the scene (the absence
which the photographs represent corrects the presence of his personal percep-
tion), a contradiction of Rifkin’s argument. There are two revealing aspects to
the critic’s interpretation. First, his prejudice in favor of a direct, unmediated
(by the camera) vision of the empirical scene in the park illustrates the critic’s
greater commitment to the referent than to the image, surprising in view of
his sympathy with Antonioni’s modernism a Iz Greenberg. Secondly, he is so
disposed to detect a metaphor that he does not sufficiently interrogate the
image, a congenital hazard of his approach. These objections are not intended
to dismiss Rifkin’s thesis of the central importance of vision as both the
method and theme of Antonioni’s later films, but to question the consistency
of his position, and to dispute the precipitous and premature conclusions of
his interpretations.

CHATMAN

In Antonioni, or the Surface of the World, Seymour Chatman shares Rif-
kin’s enthusiasm for the emphatically visual style of the films, but radically
differs on how it should be interpreted. Their difference is already stated in
the title of Chatman’s book, which celebrates the surfaces of the world as they
appear in Antonioni’s images, whereas, for Rifkin, the surfaces reflected in
Thomas’ photographs in Blow-Up are seen as illusory and deceptive simu-
lacra of the substance of the world. Thus, Rifkin’s is a qualified endorsement
of a visual approach to the world; he requires that vision be direct perception
without mediation of the camera, in fidelity with a referential reality. Chat-
man approaches the extreme of accepting the image without the sanction of a
reality beyond the image. He quotes Antonioni, “And what is beyond the
image cannot be known,”* and adds his own gloss: “Antonioni, as we have
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seen . . . always treated surfaces as the only reality.”*

Chatman pursues his thesis of Antonioni’s imagery of surfaces by describ-
ing it as “visual minimalism,” the image accompanied by a minimum of ex-
planatory dialogue.* This is an exceptional statement, coming from a literary
scholar whose allegiance to language is demonstrated in the narrative theory
of Story and Discourse.” But Chatman capitalizes on his literary scholarship
by applying a linguistic analogy to Antonioni’s images in the form of the
rhetorical categories of metaphor and metonymy, again in opposition to Rif-
kin. Chatman baldly argues against Rifkin’s metaphorical reading of Anton-
ioni in his chapter segment entitled “The Rejection of Symbolism,” where he
states that “the appropriate rhetorical figure is not metaphor or symbol but
metonymy, the figure of association or contiguity.”® He concludes, “It is a
mistake for interpretation to reduce them [images] to mere symbols,”* which
doubtless in his view would deny them their unique and irreducible proper-
ties.

The concept of the “open text,”®introduced in Story and Discourse, is one
of Chatman’s most original contributions to the criticism of Antonioni’s
films. An open text is one in which narrative events are not causally related,
rather they are “contingent” on “something not yet certain.”* The logic of the
conventional narrative in which one event causes another in a teleological
progression toward a resolution is denied for a situation in which events co-
exist, not so much linked as displayed to reveal a general state of affairs, in a
synchronic rather than diachronic fashion. The events are inconsequential,
not only in the sense that they do not lead to consequences, but in the other
sense as well; they are of little moment, insignificant details which do not ad-
vance the plot, “dedramatized” in their lack of import, “denarrativized” in
their loose and tenuous continuity.? These small moments contribute to a
general context in which “not temporal succession but spatial coexistence be-
comes the guiding principle,”” notably in Antonioni’s temps mort where the
camera holds on a space which would conventionally be neglected or dis-
missed as only background.

Although Chatman places much emphasis on the function of the image at
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the expense of the narrative in the tetralogy (the four films of Antonioni’s
middle period, L'avventura, La Notte, The Eclipse, The Red Desert ), he is sur-
prisingly reticent in his treatment of formal aspects of the image such as fram-
ing and composition. Chatman does make a tentative gesture toward a for-
mal analysis in his comment on the “abstract” qualities of Antonioni’s image,
which he defines as a self-conscious and explicit composing of the shot in a
“designlike” way to juxtapose figures and their settings.* The critic draws on
Wilhelm Worringer’s theory of abstraction, according to which historical pe-
riods of social unrest promote a taste for flat, geometric forms in art rather
than organic forms.”

As with his treatment of Antonioni’s surfaces, Chatman is particularly in-
terested in the filmmaker’s space, observing that he often flattens his charac-
ters against plane surfaces, to the extreme in The Red Desert, where he unac-
customedly abstracts space and the figure by reducing them to two dimen-
sions, enhancing the visual effect by diminishing the tactile sense of three-di-
mensional space and figure in the round. The technique, however, does not
become repetitively mannered, as it is alternated with shots in perspective,
giving way in later films to only occasional use in the context of generally
deep space photography. Chatman’s concern with surfaces is no doubt an ex-
pression of his reservations about depth analysis of the films. Confronted
with under-determined imagery, the film spectator must assume the burden
of interpretation, raising questions which can only be answered provisionally
and probably with yet another question.

Another formal element of interest to Chatman is color. He considers it an
abstract property further abstracted by appearing in flat uniform planes in
The Red Desert, and most pronounced in the geometric shapes of the indus-
trial architecture. He perceives these constructionist forms as more strikingly
beautiful than natural landscapes, in agreement with Antonioni’s observa-
tion that nature has become prosaic by overexposure, a cliché for beauty.*
Chatman cites the director’s taste for abstract color, when he refers to the “ab-
stract white line” of the cropped and illegible image of Corrado’s car in The
Red Desert .”
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Finally Chatman is concerned with how Antonioni’s image functions in
the narrative, often momentarily independent of the film discourse and rup-
turing the progression of the fiction. This conspicuous feature of Antonioni’s
image is described in the critic’s commentary on the filmmaker’s “wandering

camera,”®

which, after the freedom from narrative constraint he enjoyed in
the documentary Chung Kuo Cina, 1972, turns to spaces only tangentially re-
lated to the story, as if in search of something, “alert . . . even to the possibili-

ties of a completely different story.”*

ROHDIE

Sam Rohdie is explicitly inspired by Roland Barthes’ homage to Anton-
ioni in a letter entitled “Dear Antonioni . . .,” and Rohdie credits Barthes
with providing him a new critical language which avoids “the theoretical
mania to define” and thereby to “possess” the films of Antonioni’® This
fresh critical language is praised by Rohdie as a lighter, less aggressive treat-
ment of Antonioni which describes the affects of the films with terms such as
“fragility,” “tenuousness,” “attentiveness,” a vocabulary as oblique and deli-
cate as the qualities of the films Barthes wishes to respect. This statement re-
flects Rohdie’s sympathy with Barthes’ criticism:

Barthes has remarked that Antonioni’s interests are always with what is

unstable and at the ‘interstices’ of things, where things quiver and risk

losing their identity . . . that moment when things threaten to disappear,
to lose shape, and that equally wonderful moment when they come to
take shape.””
Rohdie’s critique obsessively returns to this theme; he detects in Antonioni’s
cinema a state of suspension in which images emerge for a brief, tenuous life
and then decay, constituting less a duration of event or action than the dur-
ée of the image in process.

The critical task of determining what Antonioni’s films mean is rejected
by Rohdie; instead he devotes his criticism to how the films mean, how they
function, permitting them their specificity, unencumbered by theoretical con-
structs which he considers inadequate to their particularity. The films func-
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tion in two ways in Rohdie’s view, as journeys and as investigations, where
style and subject are corollaries of one another, and which are unique in hav-
ing “no goals,” “nothing in particular to find,”'® where anything becomes
possible and the films proceed as if by digression. There are disappearances--of
characters, settings, of the narrative itself-displacements which are supplant-
ed by new appearances only to be displaced in turn, indefinitely. This perpet-
ual metamorphosis is the trajectory of the journeys and investigations within
and across Antonioni’s films without end. Every film contains within it other
films, beginning with the divided text, the split between script and image
which lead in different directions, sometimes one emerging to the fore-
ground, sometimes the other, with continuous permutations of both. This
view is reminiscent of Chatman’s wandering camera and open text.

The concerns of Antonioni are relatively constant across his cinema ac-
cording to Rohdie, but are played out variously in each of the films. The critic
intimates that the films follow a structure of theme and variation and he
traces a parallel course in his critical writing, finding a significant motif in a
particular film and tracking its reemergence in other films in a movement of
displacement, the same motif and yet different in ever new contexts, recapitu-
lating Antonioni’s succession by digression. The erratic trajectory from one
story to another, inside a film and between films, is interminable because
meaning is never fixed, principally because of the marked reserve of the mute
imagery.

For Rohdie as for Chatman, the image plays a singularly independent role
in the films, not entirely integrated into the fiction of the narrative, not fully
invested with meaning by its context, escaping to the margin of the story to
suggest peripheral and even contradictory stories. Hence, the narrative does
not arrive at a state of rest, the impenetrable image productive of a mystery
rather than a solution. It remains unresolved, an open text. Its most impor-
tant trait for Rohdie is that it does not foreclose narrative options, rather, it is
ceaselessly productive, of other images, other stories.

One of the stories produced by Antonioni’s film is Rohdie’s critical com-
mentary which, he is anxious to explain, is not a hermeneutic substitute for
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the film, does not eclipse it with an interpretive gloss of what it “really”
means, but is inscribed alongside it, parallel with it. In this manner Rohdie
writes a narrative of Antonioni’s narratives which is unique in treating the
spectrum of the films as a single extended project, minimizing an historical
periodicity which would divide the films into different stages of the director’s
development. Nor are the films considered singly and exhaustively as if they
were self-sufficient; to the contrary, they are episodes of an indefinitely ex-
panding work. Rohdie’s approach is a practice of the return of the same which
becomes an other when the recurrent motifs are manifested in always new
and different ways in the series of films. Although he is sensitive to the nu-
ances of difference in the motifs, there is an inevitable redundancy in the rep-
etitions he stalks in his traverse of the films. This redundancy is relieved by
his frequent references to other traditions of criticism marshaled to evaluate
Antonioni’s cinema, such as the Crocean idealism of Luigi Chiarini and the
Marxism of Guido Aristarco. Because of his thorough intimacy with the films
and their critical context, Rohdie’s criticism is convincing in its sensitivity to
the operations of Antonioni’s obscure imagery (empty of meaning, therefore
full of potential for meaning, and sites of other stories) and voids (occasioned
by disappearances, spaces where new appearances will occur).

Rohdie’s critical viewpoint does not require the unity and resolution of
the film text prescribed by Cameron and Wood. Nor is he anti-modernist in
matters of style and theme; rather, he is receptive to disjunctions of continu-
ity, divisions of word and image, and inconclusive meanings. Rohdie is as
self-conscious as Rifkin, with frequent asides on his critical methodology, but
less theoretical in his practical criticism, less disposed to a theory of metaphor,
more responsive to the singularities of the films. There are convergencies of
the criticisms of Chatman and Rohdie, especially on the image as referent,
both critics renouncing Rifkin’s concrete referent. Regarding the function of
the image, Chatman sees the photographic image as a reflection of the skin of
the world and Rohdie perceives in the image the potential of ever more im-
ages. Rohdie is most responsive to the movement of Antonioni’s films, their
peripatetic meander (“There is much walking in Antonioni’s films.”'®),which
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he does not so much observe as mimic in the perambulations of his critical
discourse. He reproduces rather than represents the course of the films, nei-
ther inside nor outside but alongside, imitating their manner of operation.
Rhodie’s narrative has the ambition of being postmodern if that means for-
saking the grand narrative, the metanarrative,™ which claims the absolute
authority of the objective view, and the coming into play of a narrative which
is not more authoritative but more faithful to the journeys and investiga-
tions of Antonioni’s films.

CUCCU

Rohdie recognizes a special indebtedness to the criticism of Lorenzo Cuccu
in which Antonioni’s cinema is characterized as“the problem of the image.”'®
Cuccu views Antonioni’s late films as elaborations on vision, and less the
psychological vision of the protagonist as in The Red Desert, than the exteri-
orized vision of Blow-Up, where the question of vision has become the plot,
“an interrogation of reality or of Antonioni’s own experience of reality.”'™®
This phrasing is equivocal on whether Antonioni’s cinema addresses the
world as object or the image as object, the leading question of Chatman’s criti-
cism and a tension which runs through the criticism of Cuccu and is con-
fronted and resolved only provisionally, as will be seen later.

Cuccu’s analysis divides the process of Antonioni’s film construction into
two stages: the first is the visual moment, “impressionist,” “a purely aesthet-
ic moment,” “pure intuition,” an “immediate given of consciousness;”'” the
second stage is that of “analogy,”™ “invention,”"® where the initial visual
image takes on meaning as it is sutured into the narrative composition. The
visual moments are potentially disruptive of narrative continuity and Cuccu
does not pretend that the visual stage becomes entirely integrated into the in-
vention of the plot; rather, he sees a state of suspension between an auton-
omous image and an image in process of coming into meaning in the story, a
persistently unstable relation between the two stages in continual oscillation.

Antonioni’s problem of the image changes with the evolution of the films
in Cuccu’s view. Accordingly, Blow-Up is a watershed film, a radical move
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from what Pasolini called the “free indirect subjective” perspective in The
Red Desert " to an objective and independent perspective in Blow-Up."™ In
the earlier film the point of view of the narrator/director is seen through the
eyes of a surrogate, a character, whereas in the later film the metteur-en-
scéne begins to see for himself with a camera somewhat independent of the
alibi of the character. This autonomous camera corresponds to the greater in-
dependence of the theme of vision in Blow-Up, which becomes overt, liberat-
ed from the genre of the mystery when the probe into a possible murder be-
comes the pursuit of a fleeting image, Cuccu’s vision in process. (To digress a
moment, it should be observed that the “blow-up” of the title is a double en-
tendre, signifying, of course, the successive enlargements of the photograph,
but also graphically depicting the explosion of a coherent image into inchoate
particles, and, as well, exploding the realist convention that the photographic
image reveals reality.) In Cuccu’s terms, the enlargements become “aesthetic
fragments,”" fragmented images with nothing behind them, no resemblance
to reality in their disintegrated state, the perspective of the aesthete which the
critic claims is rejected by the moral of the film.

Cuccu understands the film as a kind of moral allegory, a cautionary tale of
the inhumanity of the “mod sensibility” of the aesthete, Thomas, the fashion
photographer who is more engaged with the evidence of his photographs
than with the reality of a murder. Thomas reverses the classic relation of the
image with reality, choosing the image and refusing reality, a choice which is
“the death of human sensibility,” associated with the death the camera finds
behind the sylvan setting of the park." Thomas’ commitment to the image
anticipates his own “death,” his disappearance from the green field of the last
shot of the film. Thomas is so closely identified with the photographic image
that he suffers a fate which is a convention of film photography; having been
reduced to a mere image, he becomes a dissolve, “condemned to nothing-
ness.” Cuccu’s critique is in opposition to Thomas'’ “pure aesthetic sensibility”
for which “there is nothing behind the image except another image,”"* pre-
sumptively in favor of some sort reality behind the image.

The notion of a reality beyond the image is a moral imperative for Cuccu
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which would be anathema to Antonioni, who remarked of the film, “In
(Blow-Up] I said that I do not know what reality is,”"™ and, in another context,
“... what is beyond an image cannot be known.”" Antonioni has reflected at
greater length on the conundrum of the image in relation to the real:

We know that beneath the represented image there is another image

more true to reality, and that beneath that one, still one more, and again

a further image beneath that one, until you get to the true image of reality,

absolute, mysterious, that no one shall ever see. Or, perhaps, one will

arrive at the decomposition of any image whatsoever, of any reality what-
soever."”
There is an apparent divergence between the positions of Antonioni and
Cuccu on the problem of the image raised in Blow-U p.

It is tempting to see Thomas as an alter ego of Antonioni, the photogra-
pher engaged in decrypting opaque photographic images which appear only to
disappear like the director’s obscure and fleeting film imagery, but Cuccu re-
sists the temptation by dissociating Thomas’ camera from Antonioni’s
camera. In an exercise of extremely close analysis, a number of shots in the
park are cited as evidence of a divergent point of view of the author of the
film from his fictional character, which confirms the critic’s position that in
this film the director is emerging from behind his characters, emancipated
from their perspective to pursue his own in his next film, The Passenger.

Antonioni’s problem of vision in Cuccu’s view becomes the question of
the subject of the gaze when it is nobody’s gaze, absent the film character who
resides elsewhere. The gaze which has its locus outside the character makes
its definitive appearance in Blow-Up, but is limited to the margins of the text,
a slight parallel presence “like a lizard, thin and disquieting.”"® The marginal
presence is the adventure of the director as distinct from the project of the
characters, the director emerging more assertively in the next film, The Pas-
senger. In The Passenger, the action of the camera is the “gaze for itself”'
which breaks away from its source in a character. The progressive dissociation
of the camera from the actions and point of view of the characters to a point
of view of the film itself is the principal development of the later films for
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the critic who traces this itinerary to a provisional conclusion in The Passen-
ger. Reluctant to accept the aestheticism of a film practice which surrenders
its fiction and goes it own way in an exercise of its own mechanisms, Cuccu
discovers a new theme in The Passenger, beyond the problem of vision.

The critic has followed the evolution of characters from those who are oc-
cupied with living to those who are preoccupied with looking and perceives
another development in The Passenger. He observes the attempt of a charac-
ter to advance beyond the fixity, the paralysis, the waiting of the gaze, to a
mode of action, a movement from the aestheticism of the image to the reality
of action in the world. Locke’s failure in this quixotic venture is described as
“death in the eyes,” wherein “the gaze kills reality,”'® a reiteration of the re-
buke of Thomas’ aestheticism in Blow-U p. Thomas, of course, accepts the il-
lusory realm of the image, in fact becoming an image at the instant of his loss
of being, his dissolve. Locke, however, rejects the condition of becoming an
image when the shaman turns the camera on him, fleeing to Robertson’s
world of action, an exchange of a traffic in images (as a film journalist) for a
traffic in arms, from the fragility of the image to the certitude of “something
to believe in.” The iconoclastic argument of the film is supported by the para-
ble of the blind man who regains his sight only to commit suicide when faced
with the ugliness of the world: again, the despair of the aesthete. The antidote
to this despair is to go from seeing to believing, from the image to being in
the real world.

But Cuccu’s view is troubled by the ambiguities of the of the film, which,
on the one hand, has Locke reject the faculty of sight with his tale of the blind
man’s revulsion for the visible world, and, on the other, has him refuse the
life of action by submitting to his own assassination. This ambivalence is
compounded by another contradiction: Locke’s demise is foreshadowed by the
documentary footage of the political execution, but its documentary truth is
compromised by the grain of the film clip which recalls the abstract faches of
Thomas’ blow-ups and Bill’s paintings in which the order of reality dissolves
into random disorder. Cuccu acknowledges the ambivalence of the film when
he remarks the notoriously long shot near the conclusion. The camera deserts
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