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A Note to the Reader

This print version of Light Thoughts contains one illustrative image heading each chapter, in black and white. In the e-version, and also on a dedicated web page available for you, at bloomsbury.pub/light-thoughts, are to be found copious illustrations, chapter by chapter, in full color or black and white, as appropriate.





Prelude

… as in pre-lude: before play. And suggesting, therefore, that the book itself is play, or playful, or a playroom. Thought is playful, and in being playful illuminating. Not only that play is illuminating, which, of course, it is, but that illumination is playful. Cinema is surely playful and illuminating. Thought and cinema can belong together.

It will be easy enough for vexed souls to point to the title of this book and sneer, “Thoughts not only light, but worse than light!” I don’t mean the word “light” in the sense of low-gravity or gravity-free. I mean it more as a pianist might mean the word light—I experienced being a pianist—if she or he saw the instruction leggermente, indicating the need for a very supple and light application of the fingertips. Maurice Ravel’s “La vallée des cloches” (“Valley of the Bells”) calls for this. And I mean irony, too, as though to hint, There is indeed gravity here.

But principally, I am referring to that essence I hesitate even to call a substance, light. The first thing we find created in Genesis. After all, it was necessary to see what One was doing! In The Origin of Consciousness, Julian Jaynes has a marvelous take on “understanding” as, essentially “under-standing,” as when an ancient king figure (Marduk, say) was shown standing and looking up to an informative and commanding god and could be thought, therefore, to be “under-standing.” I think many of us think that light comes from above; it does in the theater and in cinema (largely). Although even this idea, like all ideas, is riddling and can be turned. Say, in Sidney Lumet’s chilling film, Murder on the Orient Express (1974), we have a stunning moment when Poirot (Albert Finney) deftly places a partially destroyed note on top of a little grill and lights a flame beneath it so that the illumination will flood upwards to initiate the burning. Right there—the reading must be done swiftly!—is light from below. And the swiftness is a clue to the viewer of the film that here as always we do see swiftly even if we think we are seeing otherwise.

Light thoughts, at any rate.

Clearly, I want here to demonstrate a number of different avenues for thinking about film, as it were avenues conjoined. There is the touching and riddling mystery of the image; there is the reverie in which we lose our rational hold on the everyday; there is memory, which, like film, always looks backward. Most crucially, as I see it, the book is trying to make assured for the reader that film is something worth thinking about, and that, to go further, one might reasonably take a very small filmic item and go very deeply into thought about it; put plenty of light. There are no a priori regulations about how much, how far, how deeply, how superficially, how casually, how earnestly, how anxiously, how calmly to think. And I have tried, too, to pick up on aspects of the film experience as we know it, that haven’t yet, as it were, “caught the eye.”

The “closeness” of my close readings is informed by my teachers and friends, Stanley Cavell, Alex Clayton, Andrew Klevan, V. F. Perkins, and William Rothman, who have written expressly about film, but is inspired by numerous other meditators and scribes in a history so replete with richness there is no terse way to describe it. We all, who write anything, surely who write of cinema, stand, as Robert K. Merton once put it, “on the shoulders of giants.” Although to come very close to images, one must say as a disclaimer, one must sometimes jump down from shoulder height! I must in all good faith say that there is one thing about close reading I feel must be made openly clear. Close reading is a way of watching, re-watching, again re-watching, studying, thinking about, and phrasing about aesthetic objects, mostly here films. It is not a way of writing about one’s reactions to other people’s theorizing as a substitute for looking and listening, most especially when that theorizing was never directed to the experience of seeing images. Close reading begins with the imagery and not with discourse. We are all looking at imagery. That there may be a discourse in circulation is extrinsic to images, to looking, to experience.

And, before stepping aside, this:

I am perplexed, as it feels endlessly, by certain walls I cannot climb over as regards the project of putting my thoughts and feelings about film into words, and these walls have to do with, exactly, the language I can use and its horrible limitations. I never feel sure enough about the words I use, what they draw up in your mind, reader. And I cannot be sure to find something adequate to the description of—the pointing exactly to—colors, tones, phrasings, rhythms, nuances of illumination, shapes, relative positions, and so much more. I think the great lesson here is that when we watch film, there is so much happening both onscreen and with us, that we cannot speak of at all, and in such a case we have no recourse but to rely upon Wittgenstein who taught us that “of what we cannot speak, of that we must be silent.” But, perplexingly, this was not the only thing Wittgenstein said about the riddles of language. “The limits of my language,” he wrote, “mean the limits of my world,” and this thought causes me a special kind of trouble, because it is true for me that all of what is in cinema that races past my language, that is, as he had it, outside “the limits of my world,” is not, for me, outside those limits and much to the contrary. Colors, tones, phrasings, and so on, are at the heart of my world as, very intensively present, I watch—think of tones of voice!—yet these are beyond my speech in the sense that I can only agonize to approach them. There is more to experience than what we can speak of. Yet, as in the pages that follow, I do keep on trying to speak.

Toronto

July 2025





1

The Lonely Nobody


[image: ]
Charlton Heston in The Ten Commandments (Cecil B. DeMille, Paramount, 1956). Digital frame enlargement.

Sometime between the fall of 1964, when we graduated from high school, and the end of 1997, when he died, and in circumstances I no longer remember, my friend Robbie Gooblar showed me a photograph made in Sarajevo, June 28, 1914 at the precise moment when the Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife were assassinated. The photograph had historical value because of that assassination, generally thought the trigger that began the First World War. He pointed out, my pal did, a huge crowd hungry to see the parade, a pressing of people around the carriage, a hubbub of consternation in and around the couple as Princip urged forward to shoot. All in glorious black and white, all of the complex moment frozen. And also, far off in a corner, a man who had turned away, as though nothing of this present could be concerning him in the least; he was checking his wristwatch. Just a bloke going through an urban space on regular business, perhaps late for a meeting, taking stock of himself in his own frame of reference. My memory of this lone figure, or rather my memory of the narrated idea of this figure, this hypothesis, or rather, my thought of remembering this narration and this figure has resided with me, not to haunt but to tease. The Definitive Moment, the Historical Turn of the Page, right here, right in front of us, and as it’s happening a man has wheeled away to his own devices. It is as though the photograph warns us, through this bloke, “Why bother with the Archduke Franz Ferdinand? Look at me.”1 Even, perhaps, “Look at me not looking.”

Whatever his project of the moment could possibly have been, this man positioned on a corner has moved me to a particular thought:

Crowd Comptrol
To begin, a telltale moment in Cecil B. DeMille’s The Ten Commandments (1956), from which we will shortly be turning away. Moses (Charlton Heston) has been on Sinai where the flames of God have burned the text of the commandments into stone. Tablets in his hands, he has come down into the midst of … an orgy (straight out of Bosch). He stands on a ledge demanding allegiance to God while the frenzied Israelites spread themselves around him. DeMille gives several compositions, all of them right out of Veronese:

If we did not know already, the heightened illumination upon him, his centrality in the frame, his arm-extended gesture of command or direction of gaze—all these guarantee that Moses is the central figure not only of this dramatic moment on Sinai but of the image itself. Everyone we can see has a relation to him, defined very largely by body position, head cant, and direction of gaze. Every movement enacted by each person, here caught by interruption, is oriented toward Moses and his speaking; everyone around him is oriented for listening or for denial—orientationally both the same, since by the convention of the form dissent, like assent, is expressed toward the center that inspires it. This cinematic frame has a center and all of what is outside the center is positioned in relation to it. We could say the construction is atomic.

Implicit here, and, I think, interpreted swiftly and without reflection by the viewer, is a tight social organization involving interactional relations, principal singularity and the crowd, moral assuasion, group membership. We tend to assume organization of this sort whenever we see dramatized scenes involving crowds or gatherings—that everyone present is sharing not only a state of affairs but a conscious devotion to the instant similar to that of all the others; all such representations are atomic. The scene seems to dictate behavior, and the composition of the shot is arranged to show it—at the expense, one should add, of considerable labor on the part of the assistant director(s), whose job it is to handle the crowd for the framing.

With these considerations in mind, we move now to another artistic dimension altogether, and then, as T. S. Eliot advised, we may come back to where we started.

The Lonely Nobody
A late fifteenth-century missal from Nuremberg is in the collection at the J. Paul Getty Museum in Los Angeles. “Crucifixion” by the Pleydenwurff-Wolgemut Workshop is reproduced (without measurements) on page 179 of Imperial Splendor: The Art of the Book in the Holy Roman Empire, 800–1500 by Jeffrey F. Hamburger and Joshua O’Driscoll (and will be found, like all the other images included or mentioned in this book, reproduced in color, at bloomsbury.pub/light-thoughts). This “Crucifixion” is one of a number of such items from this selfsame workshop dating to around 1480, in this case showing a rather emaciated Christ with his loincloth fluttering in a breeze created by three hovering angels who linger to catch his blood in their chalices. In the background, downhill from Golgotha where we are positioned to see, is the city, caught within a wall: this time, as was very typical of such illustrations, the city in the picture is posing as Jerusalem, but it is Nuremberg, home base of the artists. “Portraying one’s native city as the New Jerusalem was a common motif in late Medieval art” (Hamburger and O’Driscoll 177), especially in Germany. Manifold buildings and churches are evident, narrow streets, the unending stone wall, the fields running beyond, a covered fifteenth-century bridge spanning the river by a meat market. Immediately to the left of the Cross, one can detect in the far distance a dirt road curling around a low hillock toward a distant city gate. On this road a solitary figure is walking away. Beneath Jesus are Mary Magdalene at left and St. John the Apostle at right, looking up with a mixture of sadness and anticipation, one might say.2 They, the Cross, and Christ are all prominent in the picture, quite large. And the city behind recedes into the vague distance. The man walking on the road is very small indeed, only a fraction larger than Mary Magdalene’s thumb.

This man now: given that although he walks through unadorned space performing an action common to all, and that no one is there to attend to him in any way, we may think of him as a lonely nobody. What can be said about this Lonely Nobody figure? Surely that:


	in walking away from Golgotha, he is also, in effect, walking away from the crucifixion, perhaps without knowing it has taken place; or

	he knows a crucifixion has taken place, and he did observe it, and now it is done, as far as anything can ever be thought “done,” and he is leaving the scene; or

	he is dancing out a statement of denial, either of the ceremony on the mount or of the figure who centers it, but denial that is firm and expressive, as we see in his stooping forward; and

	we know nothing of where he is headed, or even whether he has a destination in mind rather than just wanting to walk for walking’s own sake; yet

	in that he has attracted no attention, he can be thought to be either so normal for the everyday of the moment that he passes notice, or expressly identifiable as a social outcast, close to whom nobody in his right mind should stray.



Whatever our diagnostic theory, one principal fact cannot be denied. From the painter’s point of view, thus as regards the painting as itself and not as a window, this lonely nobody is the most minor of minor figures, a mere touch of existence by contrast with the closely seen figures, alive and dead, on the hill before us. This picture is about them, and he is merely in it. Perhaps he was painted in order to suggest the fact of a “real world” where this New Jerusalem is set; in order to announce, “None of this is imaginary.” If the drops of blood falling out of Christ’s body into the angels’ chalices do not betoken the real, if the wall around the city is nothing but an indicator, at least this figure proclaims its own existence as existence, as plain existence, as everydayness, in the same time and place.

Yet, since the picture is about the figure on the Cross, even if the pathway needed inclusion because it formed part of Nuremberg/Jerusalem, surely there was no call to have somebody marching there, let alone marching away? To generalize this point is, perhaps, to show its crucial importance: that, when we have a picture of a central presence or group of presences, and when the picture is replete with detail to assail and fascinate the eye, the minor figure can be seen only for what it is, a minor figure. Background fill, yes, but so is the city background fill, and there is a great deal of detail in the rendition of the city. Just as the body on the Cross proclaims, “I am the attraction of your eye,” the man on the road whispers, “and I am merely here.”

Invoked, then, are two forms of presence, what we might think of as notable being and being in itself.

Roughly thirty years later, Titian painted “Noli me tangere” (which hangs in the National Gallery, London) and here, too, with an alluring (and “notable”) Christ in the immediate foreground and a natural scene behind him, including a town, we find a pathway and, walking upon it, a (“merely present”) lonely nobody. This one is also unconcerned with “the action,” as we normally regard the Christ figure pulling away from the woman who is reaching to touch him.3 She, notably being, will certainly not touch the sanctity; but the figure on the path, who is walking a dog, and being in himself, cannot be thought of in the same terms as the woman. This path-bound figure will also not be touching, but the “not-touching” will be of what we would today call a more alienated kind. The woman wishes to touch and is being cautioned against it by Christ’s gesture. The figure on the road neither wishes to touch nor seems aware of the Presence Whom one could wish to touch (as the woman does apparently wish).

Simply, then, around 1480 and again around 1510 we find this walker, occupying a path no one else occupies or thinks of occupying.

There are many such pictures in the Middle Ages.

In 1496/7, Albrecht Dürer made a woodcut, “The Men’s Bath,” in which we find a sextet of quite muscular types, two of them staring taciturnly into each other’s faces, two working to play music, one quaffing from a beer stein, one stolidly meditating. The picture is a study of the male form, to be sure. A plane tree and a castle are in the background, and part of a town with a spiked steeple, but not to be missed on a roadway that runs into the distance is a man stepping across from left to right, carrying a pole and what might be a creel for fishing. Very diminutive is this one, not as long as the supple fingers of the meditator at left. There are other, smaller background figures but they are engaged in specific actions appropriate to the moment and the place, whereas this one, this “fisher of men” is just moving from one spot not-here to another spot not-here, on his way somewhere else, and with no care in the world for the bath that is our main concern, for the bathers, for the artist, or even for the road space through which he moves.

Move forward four hundred years to an example from the late nineteenth century that has more dramatic value still. This would be Paul Cézanne’s “Mont Sainte-Victoire and the Viaduct of the Arc River Valley” from 1882–5, one of eleven paintings, each with idiosyncrasies of its own, this artist made of the mountain from a hilltop on the Chemin des Marguerites, several miles away (Cachin et al. 468). This particular canvas is 65.4 cm x 81.6 cm in size and hangs in New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art. We have a clearer and fuller view of the Roman viaduct, which is visible to some degree in almost all the canvases, of the lush little turquoise river, little farmhouses, copses of trees. A stand of trees is running off in the left foreground of the picture and dramatically placed just to left of the center line is a tall and majestic umbrella pine, its multi-hued green leaves springing upward at the top as though in a heartfelt attempt to reach heaven. There is a stillness that transcends the everyday stillness of oil paintings; a stillness in the stillness. And there is a little road curling off from the lower right, back and leftward almost disappearing around the entrance to the viaduct.

On this road there is a figure on the lower right, moving away. Perhaps attempting speed, as we can see by a bending forward and away from the painter’s view. A superbly solitary nobody, this one, with no other human life forms anywhere in the canvas except by implication: every painter—surely even a painter of landscape—knows he can imply human figures, and easily enough, without painting them. In one of the farmhouses, for example, we will “see without seeing” a certain hard-working woman stoking a wood stove. And so on. But the lonely nobody on the road is painted in; he is there in the most indisputable way. When he spoke to Gasquet about painting Sainte-Victoire, Cézanne rhapsodized repeatedly about volume, mass, and the experience of being near the mountain, at one point virtually exploding: “Colour, if I may say so, is biological. Colour is alive, and colour alone makes things come alive” (Gasquet 162). But, “I do not care about the Roman viaduct, or about the mountain, or about Cézanne,” the lonely nobody seems to say, “I am in a hurry to bring my eggs home.”

There is another lonely nobody in Paul Gauguin’s “The Yellow Christ” of 1889 (in the Albright-Knox Gallery, Buffalo), this one climbing over a fence behind the yellow Christ crucified on the yellow Cross in the left foreground. Is he a criminal fleeing? Is he afraid? Is he a person who has seen enough? Is he denying this painter, this painting, the viewer we have become, everything about the moment except the field he intends to enter and run away through? Is he being noted by a pair of nuns in the field, who are watching him and possibly watching us watching him?

If we look at Pierre-Auguste Renoir’s “Bal du moulin de la Galette” (1876; Musée d’Orsay), we see an arrangement of forms in space that is more cinematic. Perhaps there is something to be learned about cinema by examining how this can be so. Absent from Renoir’s scene, just as he is perpetually absent from cinema (except by way of his son!), is the lonely nobody: the one who is walking away; the one who isn’t interested in, and has no concern for, what is going on here; the one who rejects all this. In his painted presence, wherever we find him, this figure draws attention to not only the painter’s main subject at hand—the item our figure is resisting in his loneliness—but also the painter taking this item as his subject; and he rejects more or less equally (i) the painter, (ii) the painted subject, and (iii) the painting itself, in which he lives. By suggesting that we need not, even should not, attend to what we are attending to—just like him—the lonely nobody draws special, peculiar attention to it, brings a highlight. The Crucifixion, the men bathing, Jesus and his admirer, the impressive Mont Sainte-Victoire, the yellow Christ—all these are now emphatically interesting just because someone is carrying on a life banally in their presence; demonstrating how life goes on, no matter what









	crowds shuffling around an action core, at whatever distance, disconnected from, yet tightly married to, the action by virtue of filling out the space as quotidian and real (The Bourne Ultimatum [2007]);

	contradictors of the central action, who have clearly noted it and who direct their energies in negative relation to it (The Ten Commandments [1956]);

	bystanders observing, but helpless to participate (La Strada [1954]);

	marginals—doppelgängers, twins, ghosts—who float next to main characters and whose floating status is cardinal (A Stolen Life [1946]).












An Ambiguous Nobody





The Everyday





The “Nobody” Cameo

On the Road



	1 To note: as a subject for analysis here, this Sarajevo image is not essentially like the 1838–9 Louis Daguerre picture of the Boulevard du Temple, in which we see a man having his shoes shined. This man is essentially not only an early figure in photography, but the only figure in the picture, and he is included in the photograph because his solitude belongs.

	2 I am grateful to Catherine McFarland for help with the identifications.

	3 For a much fuller discussion of “Noli me tangere,” see my Edge of the Screen, ch. 14.

	4 And not by long. André Gaudreault suggests that we can think of cinema beginning in 1890.
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