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n 1920 the Bolshevik filmmaker Dziga Vertov said, contemptuously, that “film drama is 
the opium of the masses.”1  It has become a truism that “Art” and “entertainment” are 
mutually exclusive. Indeed, as Janet Bergstrom points out,  in film, avant-garde tends to 

mean apart from the commercial cinema, rather than - to use the true sense of the term - 
in advance of it. 2  In 1979 Sitney described this as  “radical otherness:”  the way that the 
avant-garde and the Hollywood commercial film have “next to no significant influence on 
each other.”3 However, I would argue that experimental film has achieved a certain 
potential for coexistence with commercial  film via the music video and advertising 
industries, and the three – mainstream cinema, radical cinema and commercial moving 
image - feed into each other in a continuum. Radical or avant-garde cinema has always 
run parallel to, and bene aware of, Hollywood and other mainstream cinemas. The whole 
point of the avant garde however, is to be critical.

I

It is the case that avant-garde filmmakers work outside of the mainstream for a 
reason, and this reason often, though not always  implies a conscious rejection of 
commercial cinema. For this reason, avant-garde films are usually held  to be “radical” and 
to deal with themes - psychology, sexuality, gender, politics - in a way which is markedly 
different from the way commercial filmmakers, “art” directors included, approach them.4 

For example, if the standard film-drama “opiate” has a narrative which is linear and 
progressive, featuring development of plot, conflict and outcome, then avant-garde film 
may distort, pervert or even ignore narrative.  But the dichotomy is not only between 
“mainstream” and/or commercial film. In 1975 Peter Wollen advanced the notion that 
within the avant-garde itself lay a dichotomy, that of “two avant-gardes.”5 The first, the 
“classic” avant-garde may also be termed formalist, as it is concerned primarily with 
experimental film form  and often explores ideas of vision, ways of seeing/experiencing the 
film, and with psychology, selfness. Abstract films, and films influenced by modernist 
trends in painting or sculpture, “trance” 6 films and so on, fit more or less into this category. 
“Analytic” films of the avant-garde tend to, using experiments in form, explore and analyse 
political situations, “film-form understood as the ideological site for the mediation of social 
and political concerns.”7

In this paper I want to explore - and test -  the notion of how the “two avant-gardes” 
works, with relation to the history of the avant-garde, by looking at several representative 
1 Dziga Vertov, quoted in Arts Council of Great Britain, Film as Film: formal experiment in film, 1910 - 
1975, London: 1979, p. 114.
2 Bergstrom, “The Avant Garde: history and theories” in Bill Nichols, ed. Movies and Methods vol. 2. 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985, p. 293. 
3 P. Adams Sitney, Visionary Film: the American avant-garde, 1943 - 1978. Oxford University Press, 1974, 
1979. p. viii.
4 For instance, Ken Loach, a self-confessed radical left-wing director, tries to achieve total realism in his films. 
He does this in a variety of ways, for example, not giving the actors complete scripts, forcing them to 
improvise. He keeps a physical distance between the camera crew and the actors, so that the actors can 
”live” the film.  Leonard Quart remarks that Loach’s films “are rarely interesting on a formal level,” but in terms 
of plot and theme, are absorbing. (Quart, review of Ladybird, Ladybird in Cineaste xxi 1-2 1995 p. 85. Also, 
the Late Show programme on Loach and his new film Land and Freedom, Monday 15 May 1995, BBC2.
5 Peter Wollen, “The Notion of the Two Avant-Gardes,” in Studio International 190/978, Nov/Dec 1975, and 
discussed by Philip Drummond, “Notions of Avant-Garde Cinema,” Film as Film, p. 13.
6 Sitney’s term to  categorise the films, dominant in the early American avant-garde of the 1940’s and 50’s, 
which seek to create an “interior quest” using dreamlike imagery etc. Exemplified by the early work of Maya 
Deren, these films are psychological though not necessarily psychoanalytical. Sitney, Visionary Film, p. 11.
7 Drummond, as above, p. 13.



avant-garde films from different peiods in film history. In addition, I will look at the current 
condition of the “radical” film and ask whether film is any longer an appropriate medium for 
avant-garde encounter. I shall discuss the historical avant-garde with reference to 
(continuing the pattern of dichotomy) Sergei Eisenstein’s October (1926) and Jean 
Cocteau’s Sang d’un Poete (1930); Jean-Luc Godard’s Deux ou trois choses que je sais  
d’elle (1966)and Kenneth Anger’s Inauguration of the Pleasure Dome (1954, 1966). I shall 
then look at some lesser-known British films of the 1990s: Alison Murray’s Kissy Suzuki  
Suck (1992), St John Walker’s TO.KYO.ZO.IC (1993) and William Raban’s A13 (1994).

Sergei Eisenstein shared with fellow-Communist playwright and director Berthold 
Brecht the idea that it was not enough to” discuss radical or revolutionary ideas - they 
must be discussed in a new format.” 8.  October, begun in 1926, is representative of 
Eisenstein’s style, a style best known for its development of what Eisenstein called 
“dialectical montage.”  A descendant of Hegelian dialectic, the rhetoric of  filmic dialectical 
montage is “a means of speech, a method of unfolding language and of filmic 
expression.”9 In other words, Eisenstein’s dialectic is achieved through juxtaposition, using 
fast edits and a specific, dramatic rhythm.  His reason for this is that, firstly his films are 
about conflict - political and social conflict -  and, in true dialectical style, “montage is 
conflict. At the base of every art is conflict.”10

But October’s powerful style does not lie only in the use of montage; indeed, the 
force of  Eisenstein’s own pronouncements on the importance of montage11 (which derive 
frm Kuleshov)12 can sometimes obscure Eisenstein’s camera techniques, use of lighting 
etc. He uses interesting camera angles, shooting form far above or below his subjects. 
Close-ups, especially of faces, and extreme close ups work as synecdoche: parts of 
machinery, guns, body parts and so on. He often spot-lights the centre of an interior shot, 
leaving the surrounding areas in mysterious, murky darkness. Eisenstein does not eschew 
narrative, indeed his films have a strong linear narrative, that is, they tell a “story.” But it is 
an impersonal story, the characters are types and symbols.

Through his use of fast edits, camera angles and close ups, Eisenstein creates a 
style which commands constant stimulation of the attention. As Brian Henderson says, 
“Eisenstein is concerned, indeed obsessed with the closest possible control of the viewer’s 
emotions.”13 This style of close control has its direct descendants in advertising and MTV-
video,  which equally seek to captivate and persuade.

A very different filmmaker of the early avant-garde is Jean Cocteau. Cocteau was 
not only a film-maker, but also a poet and stage director. His films are strongly influenced 
by poetry, the literary tradition and theatre.14 But his films had a particular inspiration and 
strong influence on avant-garde film-makers, especially in the USA.15 His first film,  Le 
Sang d’un poete (1930) can be described as a “poem on film.” The central character, a 

8 Martin Walsh, The Brechtian Aspect of Radical Cinema. London: BFI, 1981, p.6.
9 Quoted in Peter Weibel, “Eisenstein, Vertov and the Formal Film,” Film as Film, p. 47.
10 G. Mast, M. Cohen and L. Braudy, eds. Film Theory and Criticism. 4th Edition. Oxford University Press, 
1992, p.134.
11 Eisenstein described unedited film as “pieces of reality” : “Pieces of unedited films are no more than 
mechanical reproductions of reality; as such they cannot in themselves be art. Only when these pieces are 
arranged in montage patterns does film become art.” quoted in Brian Henderson, A Critique of Film Theory. 
New York: EP Dutton and Sons, 1980, p. 18,19.
12 Christie, Ian. “The Extraordinary Adventures of Mr West in the Land of the Bolsheviks” in The Cinema of 
Russia and the Former Soviet Union London:Wallflower 2007 p.28.
13 Henderson, p. 26.
14 Cocteau’s work falls into the artistic literary tradition first articulated in 1830 by Theophile Gauthier as “art 
for art’s sake” where formal experiment and aesthetic are ends in themselves, taken up in the Art Nouveau 
movement. Cocteau’s link to surrealism has roots in the literary work of Lautreaumont rather than the Andre 
Breton-led Surrealist clique, which allied itself to socialism.
15 Sitney, Visible Fictions, p.14.



poet, enters a dreamscape where time is skewed - through cinematic devices such as 
reverse shots (the firing squad sequence), historical costumes worn in juxtaposition to one 
another - there is no linear narrative and “realism” is not attempted. Cocteau uses 
montage, though sparingly (the revolving masks, the hand-mouth held against a statue 
head). His effect is created largely through mise en scene, using long takes,  and lighting, 
in keeping with Cocteau’s theatrical experience. Indeed, it is Cocteau’s themes, involving 
dreamscapes, myth, psychology and the creative journey, which made such an impact on 
successive artists. In Le Sang d’un poete he uses the mirror to create the idea of the 
“opposition of self to self”16 and the horror image of the mouth/wound. The mouth is an 
interesting image, as it is female, sexual, and threatening. Transferred to the statue, it is 
Venus, muse and mother, gently urging the poet on (“essaye! essaye!”) - and in the end it 
must be destroyed for the poet to get his self back. 17

The early avant- garde of political or analytic avant- garde as exemplified in 
Eisenstein, and formalist avant- garde as represented by Cocteau shows that in fact there 
is no consensus on what is “avant-garde” or how it is to be expressed. For Eisenstein, 
“abstract imagery was used only in the service of the narrative, not as an end in itself,” but 
this was not so for later artists.18

Exploration of the possibilities of the medium was, in avant-garde film, put on at least 
equal plane with meaning. For some artists, and I would place Cocteau here, specific 
meanings in the work itself are discounted.

In the 1960s, emerging political awareness and radicalism had  an effect on avant-
garde filmmaking. One the one hand lie the formal experiments of Andy Warhol’s factory 
films, based around  the New York art scene, and Kenneth Anger’s Californian proto-
psychedelic work. On the other hand is the specifically political work of Jean-Luc Godard, 
probably the most influential avant-garde film-maker since Eisenstein.19 In this section I 
want to explore the cool analytic drama of Godard’s film 2 or 3 Things I Know About Her  
and the hectic overheated sensation drama of Anger’s Inauguration of the Pleasure  
Dome.

In France, the avant-garde maintained the anti-bourgeois radicalism of Breton, but 
a rediscovery of  American film following the Second World War inspired European - 
especially French - filmmakers with a fascination for Hollywood techniques, types and 
images which were decontextualised once transferred to the Continental setting.  Godard, 
following films like Breathless and Alphaville, which played with alienated Hollywood 
motifs, became interested in ideology and its thought processes as part of his political 
radicalisation. Taking up the ideas of Berthold Brecht, who died in 1957, Godard 
developed the idea of what has been called the “dialectical film.”20 Dismissing the 
temptation to create an illusion-world of “reality,” supplying entertainment and catharsis, 
Godard set about to use film to deconstruct “traditional” values and ways of seeing, 
demanding an interaction, or conversation, between viewer and film. 
16 Sitney in “Autobiography in Avant-Garde Film” The Avant-Garde Film: A Reader of Theory and 
Criticism. New York: Anthology Film Archives 1978, p. 204.
17 This threatening female image is part of the myth-woman of cinematic tradition described by Claire 
Johnston which is present in both commercial and avant-garde film, and which is under challenge today.
18 Standish Lawder, The Cubist Cinema, quoted in Bergstrom, p. 294
19 An assumption based on the sheer number and diversity of people involved in film who cite Godard as an 
influence and inspiration - Warhol, for example, is rarely mentioned - no matter what sort of films they 
themselves make. The Lettrist-Situationist movement produced films also, notably by Guy Debord; 
unfortunately these cannot now be seen, though scripts are available in, Situationist International An 
Anthology, Ken Knabb, ed. Bureau of Public Secrets, 1981.pp.29-37.
20 James Monaco, How to Read a Film. Oxford University Press, 1981, p. 234.



In 2 or 3 Things I Know About Her (1966) Godard follows a day in the life of 
Juliette, suburban bourgeoise, wife and mother. The camera follows her as she washes 
the dishes at home, looks after her child, goes shopping, meets a friend, has her hair 
done and - this is the surprise - goes to work at her day-job as a prostitute. Godard does 
not sensationalise this not uncommon metaphor of woman-as-prostitute; indeed, it is not 
the central concern of the film, merely its reference point.21 Godard employs a number of 
Brechtian devices: he introduces the actress playing Juliette at the beginning as an 
actress, Marina Vlady; throughout the film she and a number of other characters speak 
directly to the camera/viewer, acknowledging that they are being filmed, observed. Godard 
also uses titles inserted at different points, creating segments in the sense of time. 
Cinematographically, he uses long tracking shots, and rejects the “depth of field” so 
celebrated by Bazin. The action of the characters is intercut with the narrator’s musings - 
which cannot in any way be called a narrative - about meaning, the city, social relations, 
personal responsibility. Images of the war in Vietnam are intercut with images of the 
suburban landscape in which the film is set: long takes of roads and building sites; cranes; 
petrol stations and car parks; the vast white modern buildings in which Juliette and the 
other characters live. This links the personal world of the character, Juliette, with the 
political world of capitalist-industrial development, war, politics. Juliette’s own political 
situation as wife mother and whore is linked into this. 

Godard’s film is not an easy one to watch, even now. But his insistence that it is 
possible to make interesting, meaningful films outside of the consumer culture is made 
clear, and so at the end we can appreciate the joke: boxes of products and miniature 
appliances arranged on a lawn, with at the centrepiece, an advertisement for a product (a 
drink?) called “Hollywood.” Yes, Hollywood is a consumer product and is not the definition 
of film.

American Kenneth Anger grew up in the Hollywood milieu and reportedly acted in 
films as a child. He also uses a form of dialectical cinema in Inauguration of the Pleasure  
Dome, but his is a spiritual rather than political relationship. He made two versions of 
Inauguration, the 1966 version is the most commonly seen. The Art Nouveau titles at the 
beginning place Anger firmly within the decadent tradition, as does his occult imagery and 
explicit links to the  ideas of  Aleister Crowley. Anger’s film is an exuberant mess of colour, 
made unnatural by makeup and lighting; sexual imagery, including transvestism and 
homoeroticism. He  nods in the direction of surrealism and Cocteau (the image in the 
mirror; the eating of the necklace). Cinematically he is not afraid to experiment with fast 
edits, superimposure and long takes, all jumbled together. The absence of dialogue 
makes the visuals more prominent.22  Admittedly, the film looks much like a bunch of off 
duty actors from historical epics (The Ten Commandments, Catherine the Great, etc.) 
getting very drunk on a Hollywood back lot. Still, a party is a party, and Anger invites the 
viewer in to this heady, hectic environment, but does not in any way attempt to create an 
impression of the “real.”  Anger’s subject matter makes it a difficult film for most people to 
relate to in terms of its meaning, if it can indeed be deciphered. Formally though, it is 
worth consideration. The film is more dated than any of the others I am discussing, 
because of its psychedelic (and drug-inspired) imagery and scenes of drug use (not to 
mention the false eyelashes) but its celebratory exploration of sexual themes has 
relevance as a precursor of contemporary gay avant-garde film.

Unlike the films I have been discussing, most avant-garde films are short, between 
two minutes and an hour long, fifteen minutes being the commonest length.23 These short 
21 Several other important films have used the woman-as-prostitute idea: Chantal Akermann’s Jeanne 
Dielemann, 23 Quai de Commerce - 1080 Bruxelles (1975) and Luis Bunuel’s Belle du Jour (1966) in 
exceptionally different ways.
22 A point made by Rudolf Arnhem in Film as Art. London: Faber and Faber, 1958, p.96.
23 For example, the films described in A Perspective of English Avant-Garde Film, The Arts Council of 
Great Britain, 1978. Or the films shown at the London Filmmaker’s Co-op.



films are made primarily to be shown at film society screenings, to a rarefied audience or, 
less commonly, as shorts before a feature at an “art house” screening (e.g. Graham 
Higgins’s Borborygmus). This is because the costs of film making are high, and funding, 
outside of the commercial mainstream, is difficult. Because of the costs of film-making, 
many avant-garde artists are turning to video, which is cheaper and has the advantage of 
being immediately accessible, with no developing time, no wasted film and so on. Godard 
turned to video by the late 1970s, and many others combine film with video. It is open to 
question whether film alone holds any more possibilities for the avant-garde artist.  In the 
following section I shall look at the work of three artists of the 90s.

Many experimental films are worthy in intent but just too inaccessible to watch. 
They may be useful as experiments, but are not fruitful experiences for the audience. To 
dismiss detractors by saying that “they are just opiated by Hollywood, let them eat 
cake/tom cruise” is missing the point. There is experimentation for the benefit of the artist 
– like a sketchbook - and this is not necessarily for an audience. But if it is for an 
audience, following the logic and example of Dziga Vertov,  alternatives to film drama 
should not be pretentious or dull. 

By the mid 90s, there were two established forms available: video (usually termed “video 
art”) and film. If we stay with the medium of single-channel work (as opposed to 
installation or performance), we can see that while the mainstream was hungrily 
incorporating the newest technology to continue to serve aesthetics set down in the early 
20thC, the radical avant garde was having a hard time working out how to be radical in the 
face of rapidly changing technology. Hence we see a continuation of many of the same 
formalist approaches, by artists using film. That is, experimentation without the need to 
further experiment in this way. Film-mkaers working with video were taking bolder 
approaches formally and often, also critically.

In the following section I will look at three avant-garde short films from the mid-1990s. 

 Alison Murray's 1992 film Kissy Suzuki Suck combines the two avant-gardes with a 
work that is both formally interesting and critically focused. It was shot on black and white 
film, then transferred to video where colour was added later to the end sequence. This is a 
truly experimental film for its time. In nineteen minutes Murray manages to combine formal 
experiment with social analysis and produce a film which is interesting and watchable. The 
film has a non-specific setting: the women have American accents, but  the car has a 
right-hand drive. The film is shot, by camerawoman Anne Hashimi,  in slightly slow-motion, 
interspersed with faster  segments shot in single-frame. At one dramatic point both the 
visual and sound tracks are slowed drastically, making a pattern of light and a sound like 
an animal’s roar. The lighting makes luminous the blond, pale women’s heads, showing 
their thick lipstick and eyeliner in dramatic relief. Both women are prostitutes, visually 
beautiful with deliberate reference to Marilyn Monroe in their style. Ironic, because few if 
any whores look like this, and the soundtrack, featuring monologues by actual prostitutes, 
has one describing her appearance as dark haired and dark skinned.

So these are fantasy women, both victims and goddesses of power.24 We see them 
in the dreary grinding repetitiveness of their lives, as they recite a chant describing a cold 
idle Tuesday night on the streets. Repetition is used in movement as well as speech: they 
do a dance which alludes to the sexual act; there is a sense of  ritual. Though living the 
most wretched of lives, the women are defiant, vibrant,  daubing their faces and bodies 
24 It would certainly be possible here, were there room, to analyse this film in terms of feminist criticism.  I do 
believe however, that Murray’s film takes up many of the ideas Claire Johnston presents in “Women’s 
Cinema as Counter Cinema”, op cit., but it challenges them too. However, I am concerned with exploration of 
the notion of avant-garde more generally.



with scarlet lipstick, parodying the talk of their punters and appropriating the language of 
sexual aggression and throwing it at the viewer with disturbing  forcefulness. Murray asks 
us many questions, and forces us to think about them, but gives us no answers - an object 
lesson in dialectical film-making.25

William Raban has been a member of the avant-garde film community in Britain 
since 1970, and has been concerned primarily with formalist explorations of space.26 In 
A13 (16mm 1994, 12 mins),  Raban looks at the stretch of motorway which runs from 
Southend to London, and focuses on the building sites of the Docklands area. Among his 
images are: cars on the motorway, Billingsgate Fish Market, a traffic monitoring room, an 
old-fashioned funeral cortege , an anti-racist demonstration. All common images, but 
Raban makes us look a these things we accept as everyday, in a different way. He is 
interested in angles, parts of wholes, planes. He finds beauty in the arrangement of non-
beautiful things: cranes on building sites, the smooth speed of the printing press. The unity 
here is the unity of place; he juxtaposes old and new. Aside from the use of split screen, 
he uses few effects, letting the camera take over. This film has very strong echoes of 
Godard’s 2 or 3 Things in its treatment of architecture and building sites.27

If Murray’s analytical filmmaking offers the viewer an dialectic filmic debate, and 
Raban’s formalism offers a way of seeing the everyday in a new way, St. John Walker’s 
TO.KYO.ZO.IC (1993, 10 mins) begins the movement from film avant garde to digital, as it 
combines live action and animation using  computer technology. It is a creation myth, 
beginning with primordial blobs segueing into fish into monkey into human, juxtaposed 
against the inside of a video recorder as it hums at high speed. It is a feast of colour and 
movement, the imagery distorted through digitisation.  This is formalism that wants to 
explore multiplicity of forms, as Walker crams as much as possible into his piece. Its use 
of technology and imagery is appealing, and it resembles Anger’s work in its attempt to tap 
into a spiritual sphere not often explored in film.28

TO.KYO.ZO.IC resembles a music video, and would not be out of place playing at 
a night-club. There arose in the late 1980's-early 1990's  new possibilities for avant-garde 
filmmakers to access commercial rewards by making short, non -”realist” experimental 
films as music videos.  This is a route taken by some contemporary US innovators such 
as Spike Jonze and Michel Gondry, though it is driven by the music artist (in this case the 
avant-garde musician Bjork) not the film maker. However the whole point of the avant-
garde, having something to say – about the world, about film-making -  asking questions, 
making us think, is not really the point of music video, and the creative segue of the avant-
garde from music video to feature film is less apparent today.  

Yet the avant garde does continue to emerge from the shadows. Murray moved into 
feature film (Mouth to Mouth 2005) through documentary (Train on the Brain 2003). Raban 

25 One could argue that feminist and gay film-making today explores the idea of political/dialectical film-
making more deeply and creatively than other film makers. But that is another debate.
26 William Raban discussing his oeuvre, in Film as Film, p. 145.
27 When I screened it, some viewers felt it resembled Koyannisquatsi too closely to be considered original.
28 The entry in the London Electronic Arts catalogue lays claim to being inspired by a  study of the Qabalah 
through “ten visual stanzas or spheres of energy.”  LEA Catalogue Update 1994 LEA Publications, 1994, p. 
43.



continues to inhabit festivals and galleries and occasional forays into television's art 
strands. Walker is an important educator and developer of animation and compositing.

Interestingly one of the most avant-garde films of recent years was made for mainstream 
cinema by the 1970s “brat pack” film maker Brian De Palma. At 68, de Palma produced is 
Redacted, an angry, technically and aesthetically innovative work that not only references, 
but materially uses, in a fomral sense, the contemporary digital culture we live in, to 
excoriate the Iraq war. The film failed in a mainstream sense, at the box office, but 
deserves to be re-considered as a work of the avant garde.29 

Today the formal worlds of 'film' and 'video' have disappeared, subsumed into the totality 
of the digital. New digital aesthetics and formal structures need to be developed, and 
these will have to be developed by the avant-garde. The mainstream is using the 
technology to maintain a continuum with cinema history. But the future of the avant-garde 
is as open as it was in the 1930s, through new areas of technology. But the most crucial 
ingredients, as ever, are imagination and having something to say.

©GILLIAN MCIVER 2013 ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

29Based on a true story,  and using real footage gleaned from the internet,  Redacted is essentially an 
experimental remake of his earlier film Casualties Of War (1989)
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