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NOTES

This article emerged from a course taught by the author at the University of
Wisconsin, Summer, 1978; thanks to David Bordwell and Janet Staiger for their
comments on the manuscript.
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10. Machines of the Visible

Jean-Louis Comolli

INTRODUCTION

One of the hypotheses tried out in some of the fragments here
gathered together would be on the one hand that the cinema—the
historically constitutable cinematic statements—functions with and
in the set of apparatuses of representation at work in a society. There
are not only the representations produced by the representative
apparatuses as such (painting, theatre, cinema, etc.); there are also,
participating in the movement of the whole, the systems of the
delegation of power (political representation), the ceaseless
working-up of social imaginaries (historical, ideological rep-
resentations) and a large part, even, of the modes of relational
behaviour (balances of power, confrontations, manoeuvres of
seduction, strategies of defense, marking of differences or affili-
ations). On the other hand, but at the same time, the hypothesis
would be that a society is only such in that it is driven by representation.

< If the social machine manufactures representations, it also manu-

factures itself from representations—the latter operative at once as
means, matter and condition of sociality, 7

Thus the historical variation of cinematic techniques, their
appearance-disappearance, their phases of convergence, their
periods of dominance and decline seem to me to depend not on a
rational-linear order of technological perfectibility nor an auto-
nomous instance of scientific ‘progress’, but much rather on the
offsettings, adjustments, arrangements carried out by a social
configuration in order to represent itself, that is, at once to grasp
itself, identify itself and itself produce itself in its representation.

What happened with the invention of cinema? It was not suf-
ficient that it be technically feasible, it was not sufficient that a
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camera, a projector, a strip of images be technically ready.!
Moreover, they were already there, more or less read y, more or less
invented, a long time already before the formal invention of cinema,
50 years before Edison and the Lumiére brothers. It was necessary
that something else be constituted, that something else be formed:
the cinema machine, which is not essentially the camera, the film, the
projector, which is not merely a combination of instruments,
apparatuses, techniques. Which is a machine: a dispositif articulat-
ing between one another different sets — technological certainly, but
also economic and ideological. A dispositif was required which
implicate its motivations, which be the arrangement of demands,
desires, fantasies, speculations (in the two senses of commerce and
the imaginary): an arrangement which give apparatus and tech-
niques a social status and function.

The cinema is born immediately as a social machine, and thus not
from the sole invention of its equipment but rather from the
experimental supposit i
and confirmation of its social profitability; e g
symbolic. One could justas wellpfopose that it is the spectators who
inventcinema: the chain that knots together the waiting queued, the

oney paid and the spectators’ looks filled with admiration.
‘Never’, say Gilles Deleuze and Claire Parnet, ‘is an arrangement-
combination technological, indeed it is always the contrary. The
tools always presuppose a machine, and the machine is always social
before it is technical. There is always a social machine which selects
or assigns the technical elements used. A tool, an instrument,
remains marginal or little used for as long as the social machine or
the collective arrangement-combination capable of taking it in its
phylum does not exist.”? The hundreds of little machines in the
nineteenth century destined for a more or less clumsy reproduction
of the image and the movement of life are picked upin this ‘phylum’
of the great representative machine, in that zone of attraction,
lineage, influences that is created by the displacement of the social
co-ordinates of analogical representation.

The second half of the nineteenth century lives in a sort of frenzy
of the visible. It is, of course, the effect of the social multiplication of
images: ever wider distribution ofillustrated papers, waves of prints,
caricatures, etc. The effect also, however, of something of a

geographical extension of the field of the visible a e-represent-
able: by journies, explcwmaﬁﬂﬁfﬁ:ﬁhole world
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‘becames visible at the same time that it becomes appropriatable.
Similarly, thereisa visibility of the expansion of industrialism, of the
transformations gf«the landscape, of the production of towns a_l.nd
melropolise;ﬂ"]ﬁi: is, again, the development of the mechanical
manufacture of objects which determines by a faultless 'fc_)rcc of
repetition their ever identical reproduction, thus 'sLandall'dlsmg the
idea of the (artisanal) copy into that of the (mdus(n:cll:) Rnﬂiy,
Thanks to the same principles of mechanical repetition, the
movements of men and animals become in some sort more visible

than they had been: movement becomes a Ymble mechanics. The
mechanical opens out and multiplies the visible and between them &' |

7

is established a complicity all the stronger in that the codes of
analogical figuration slip irreiislt_ib;l)-' from painting to photog'rapl}y
d then from the latter t :
anAt the very same time that it is thus fasFinated and gratified b}: th
multiplicity of scopic instruments which lay a _thous_ai:ld views
beneath its gaze, the human eye loses its immemorial prl_wl?gc; the \
mechanical eye of the photographic machine now sees in its place,
and in certain aspects with more sureness. The photograph stands as
at once the triumph and the grave of the eye. There 1s a violent
decentring of the place ol mastery in which since the Renaissance
the look had come to reign; to which testifies, in my opinion, the
return, synchronous with the rise of photography, of'everytl}lng tl:lal
the legislation of the classic optics—that geometrical ratio which
made of the éye the point of convergence and centring of the
perspective rays of the visible — had long repressed and which hardly
remained other than in the controlled form of anamorphoses: the
massive return to the front of the stage of the optical abe::ratnons,
illusions, dissolutions. Light becomes less ob\"ious, sets itself as
problem and challenge tosight. A whole host c!fu'wentors, lecturers
and image showmen expcrimenl.anq exploit in every way the
optical phenomena which appear 1rra_t10nal from the standpoint of
the established science (refraction, mirages, spectrum, dlffracuf}n,
interferences, retinal persistence, etc.). Precisely, a new conception
of light is put together, in which the notion r:)f.wave replaces .lhat f’f
ray and puts an end to the schema of recnllnes{r propagation, in
which optics thus overturned is now coupled with a chemistry of
light. ' ' '
Decentred, in panic, thrown into confusion by all this new magic
of the visible, the human eye finds itself affected with a series of
limits and doubts. The mechanical eye, the photographic lens,
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while it intrigues and fascinates, functions also as a guarantor of the.
identity of the visible with the normality of vision. If the photo-
«< graphic illusion, as later the cinematographic illusion, fully gratifies
the spectator’s taste for delusion, it also reassures him or her in‘that
the delusiﬁ%/iis"in conformity with the norm of visual perception.
The mechanical magic of the analogical representation of the
visible is accomplished and articulated from a doubt as to the
fidelity of human vision, and more widely as to the truth of sensory
_impressions.
~ I'wonderifitis not from this, from this lack to be filled, that could
 have come the extreme eagerness of the first spectators to recognise in
~ the images of the first films —devoid of colour, nuance, fluidity — the
| identical image, the double of life itself. If there is not, in the very
| principle of representation, a force of disavowal which gives free
' rein to an analogical illusion that is yet only weakly manifested by
the iconic signifiers themselves? If it was not necessary at these first
shows to forcefully deny the manifest difference between the filmic
image and the retinal image in order to be assured of a new hold on

the visible, subject in turn to_the law of mechanical repro-
duction . . .

I. THE CAMERA SEEN

The camera, then.

For it is here indeed, on this camera-site, that a confrontation
occurs between two discourses: one which locates cinematic
technology in ideology, the other which locates it in science. Note
that whether we are told that what is essential in the technical
equipment which serves to produce a film has its founding origin in
a network of scientific knowledges or whether we are told that that
equipment is governed by the ideological representations and
demands dominant at the time it was perfected, in both cases—
discourse of technicians on the one hand, attempts to elaborate a
materialist theory of the cinema on the other — the example given is
always that which produces the cinematic image, and it alone,
considered from the sole point of view of optics.?

Thus what is in question is a certain image of the camera:
metonymically, it represents the whole of cinema technology, it is
the part for the whole. It is brought forward as the visible part for the
whole of the technics. This symptomatic displacement must be

i 3
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examined in the very manner of posing the articulation of the
chnology/Ideology. _
001._111‘::11{; the caﬁira as “:g?lcgatcd’ representative of the wholi}?f
cinematic equipment is not merely synecdon_:hlcal (the part for thc
whole). Itis above all an operation of reduction goflhe whole to ;
part), to be questioned in that, theoretically, 1t .rcproduccls; a_xnal
confirms the split which is ceaselessly mz}rkcd in the technmic -
practice of cinema (not only in the practice of ﬁlm-ma.k_ers. al.Jn
technicians and in the spontaneous ideology of that practice; but
also in the ‘idea’; the ideological representation that spectators havlc
of work in cinema: concentration on shooting and studio, c:vr:c:;l -
tation of laboratory and editing) between the ms.tbft part of de
technology of cinema (camera, shooting, crew,.hgh ting, sc.recn%anh
its “invisible’ part (black between frames, Chel‘l‘!l(‘:al processing, bat ds
and laboratory work, negative film, cuts and joins of editing, sm;li;l
track, projector, etc.), the latter repressed by the fc:rmer, gener: };
relegated to the realm of the unthought, the unconscnou:d o
cinema. It is symptomatic, for example, that !..cbel, 50 concern ;o
assert the scientific regulation of cinema, thinks to.deduce it only
from geometrical optics, mentioning only once rr:tmlal persistence
which nevertheless is what brings into play the specific dlffcrcncs
between cinema and photography, th-e synthesis of movement (:eu;l
the scientific work which made it possible); at the same time that ;
quite simply forgets the other patron science of cinema cai.:;)
photography,,photochemistry, without which the camera woul g e~
no more precisely than a camera obscura. As for Pleynet’s rcmal;h 5,
they apply indiscriminately to the quattrocento camera obscura, the
seventeenth century magic lantern, the various projection ap-
paratus ancestors of the cinématographe _and the photogra;
apparatus. Their interest is evidently toindicate the links that rf:lau:I i
these diverse perspective mechanisms and the can::era,'but in so| |/ N
doing they risk not seeing exactly what the camera hlc!es (it do;s not i
hide its lens): the film and its feed systems, the emulsion, the frame
lines, things which are essential (r_aot just the lens) to cinema,
lwi ich there would be no cinema. ' .
j}“ul!-;c‘?—jrl-llrt:e"\ir:] ilscnot certain that what s habﬁf.lally the case in practice
should be reproduced in theory: the reduction of the hidden part of
technics to its visible part brings with it the rls:k_ of renewing th.c
domination of the visible, that ideology of the visible (and what.n
implies: masking, effacement of work) defined by Serge Daney:
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