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FOREWORD

SCOTT BUKATMAN

That special effects need to be studied hardly needs defending at this point, and surely not to anyone reading this book. The turn to the digital in the world of ‘film’ production (to say nothing of the world of console games) has seen a proliferation of effects-based entertainment. To the hardy genres of science fiction and fantasy we can now add the superhero film and the action blockbuster as havens of special effects, and there is hardly an aspect of film production that hasn’t been affected by the affordances of digital production and manipulation. Effects that were once painstakingly human-labour-intensive, such as animation and work with miniatures, are now at least somewhat achievable by anyone with the right software and processing power. The American blockbuster is increasingly a showcase for ever more realistic effects, whether in the service of reshaping bodies or levelling major metropolitan centres.

Scholarly attention to special effects in all its guises has already generated useful interventions in the world of film theory. That the cinema’s central claim to medium-specific profundity rested upon its indexical relation to the real is no longer a given: Stephen Prince has pointed to all the myriad ways that film footage has been manipulated from the medium’s inception, while Tom Gunning has argued that we need to reconsider the cinema – the movies, if you will – as primarily a medium of movement rather than a privileged vehicle for truth.1 (This is not to claim that cinema has lost its referential, indexical power, but it is to refute the idea that this is common to all films or modes of production). The ever more pervasive pervasiveness of digital effects (what we might call CGI-tis) lends support to Lev Manovich’s contention that cinema was always something of a subset of animation. And the ‘special’ aspect of the special effect directs viewers’ attention to the constructed nature of the image in ways that have little to do with a passive spectator absorbing ostensibly invisible structures. As I’ve noted before,2 the cinema itself is, at its core, a special effect, but after the novelty of recorded movement had worn off, new effects needed to be pressed into service, redirecting spectatorial attention to the pleasure of seeing what had never before been so compellingly visualised.

As often seems to be the case within healthy scholarly discourses, an attention to the new has generated an interest in the historical, an interest well documented in this volume. Our engagement with digital effects redirects our attention to effects of all kinds: whether in-camera or optical, mechanical or animated. Bringing Laura Mulvey’s concept of the ‘clumsy sublime’ to bear upon a swath of ‘outmoded’, and hence no longer ‘convincing’, effects work, Bob Rehak has demonstrated that even digitial effects have been around long enough to have a history.3 Continuities, ruptures and hidden histories abound.

But, of course, the rubric of the special effect is increasingly a misnomer in the realm of digital pre-production-post. When I wrote about the work of Douglas Trumbull, whose most significant work occurred on the cusp of the development of CGI, I could concentrate on the special-effects sequence – a space that existed apart from human activity (other than cutaways to reaction shots), that returned us to the direct address and spectacular exhibitionism of the cinema of attractions.4 The limitations of existing technologies made the seamless integration of live action and effects work a nearly insurmountable challenge, although this was not without its benefits. But digital effects, almost from their first deployment, delivered the means of integrating filmed footage with generated effects within a single, often dizzyingly kinetic, shot. The special-effects sequence was absorbed into the diegetic reality of the film; or if you want to look at it another way, entire films became extended special-effects sequences.

It’s a truism that the success of the superhero film (beyond the ones about Superman and Batman) had to wait until the world of film technology was adequate to the task of presenting the morphing bodies and alternative physics of the comics, but I can’t help but wonder whether the extraordinary, digitally enhanced superhero body represents some kind of acknowledgment of the prevalence of digital technology in our everyday experience. Where, once, a film like Tron (1982) needed to insert the human body into those mysterious new data spaces that we engaged with via the new technologies of home computers and ATMs, now technological engagement is played out upon the body in ways that are less abject than in the body-horror films of the 1980s (more films made on the cusp of the digital). Virtual reality, though always, it seems, poised on the edge of a comeback, has been superseded by the augmented reality granted us by the iPhone and its brethren. We don’t enter the computer any more, we just bring it with us. We carry it around like *ahem* a secret identity. (Superhero films have yet to make extensive use of the kind of mo-capped performances that marked such films as Avatar (2009) and everything that Andy Serkis has appeared in, and so, for me, the integration of human and effect remains, as of this writing, somewhat incomplete and unsatisfying.)

I remain most interested in spectacular effects, effects that revel in their own capabilities and that remake our perceptual limits, and still welcome evocations of the sublime, with its literally awesome commingling of the sensations of wonder and anxiety. The technological sublime, so fundamental to the special-effects worlds created by Douglas Trumbull, still finds voice in the age of the digital, although the rhetoric may differ.

The technological sublime was manifest in those memorable large-screen optical effects that almost casually redefined notions of scale. The spaceship that fills the screen at the beginning of Star Wars (1977), and which keeps on filling the screen as it moves above us, has its analogue in the appearance of the mothership at the end of Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977), dwarfing Devil’s Tower and the small group of humans gathered at its base. The digitally produced Pacific Rim (2013) similarly plays with scale, as a giant ‘Jaeger’, a human-controlled giant robot (I know that’s an oxymoron but that’s what it looks like), rises behind its human operators in an all-too-brief, but still thrilling, shot that owes something, I think, to Jack Kirby’s comic book Celestials. While I miss the contemplative mode that Trumbull’s work permitted (I miss it a lot, actually), in this case IMAX and 3D effectively give us an experience of the technological sublime. But in some ways, that shift away from normative scale seemed more appropriate to the industrial age: the building of Everytown 2036 in Things to Come (1936), for example, or the future Los Angeles, reminiscent of a giant oil refinery, that stretches beyond the screen at the beginning of Blade Runner (1982). The technological sublime of the industrial and late-industrial age as presented in Things to Come, Star Wars and Close Encounters was evoked through the presentation of an object or environment with an affective impact familiar to anyone versed in Edmund Burke’s writings on sublimity and aesthetics: obscurity, vastness, magnificence and power. And, indeed, despite its digital provenance, Pacific Rim is something of a backward looking film: not only did del Toro dedicate the film to monster-masters Ray Harryhausen and Ishirô Honda, but its rusted, mechanical, borderline steampunk environment speaks to an earlier era of industrial might.

Other films evoke the technological sublime differently, and here I’m thinking of what Kristin Whissel has memorably referred to as the ‘digital multitude’. The digital multitude is a radically homogeneous mass of digitally generated beings that might take the form of invading armies (be they human-ish, robot-ish, or Orc-ish).5 They extend to the limits of the frame and presumably beyond, each identical form like all the rest, though there may be some minuscule, randomly generated differences that, Whissel notes, only serve to underscore their overall multitudinous similarity. These figures, this mass, is inevitably set against a far smaller group, a hardy band of rather more heterogeneous humans, who have learned to set aside their differences just enough to beat the digital horde.

The digital multitude shares much with the massive objects of earlier modes of production. The limits of the frame, and by analogy our conceptual frames, are exceeded by a new technological power. The human is dwarfed, if not invisible. Obscurity, vastness, magnificence and power are all in play. But here it would be useful to remember (or learn) that Burke’s catalogue also includes the concepts of succession and uniformity. In its evocation of an infinite number of infinitely repeatable forms, characters and film spectators alike are brought up against new, invasive powers, of whose limits we can scarcely guess. It’s digital technology that now overwhelms human scale and sensibility. But it also needs saying that, in its perfect synchronicity and amassed might, the digital multitude is indisputably alluring.

It’s been my contention that effects have a pedagogical function, acclimatising us to ideas of technological power, and this remains true here as well. But it’s equally true, and I’ve argued this as well, that effects have an equally important ludic function. Following the static (or slowly moving) shot of massed warriors, digital horde and virtual camera both charge into action. Contemplation yields to participation, giddy kinesis puts us in motion. We ride the effects, often first-person-shooter style, but – should we be in the opening-weekend audience – at a scale no big-screen TV can match. Now we feel the technologies, and in feeling them we come to understand them both sensorially and sensually. This remains a signal pleasure of these blockbuster movies; perhaps the last remaining one. Even the morphing bodies of the superhero movie, which I like more than I once did, may be helping instantiate a phenomenology of the digital, in which nothing is immutable, nothing is essential. And here mention should be made of the ecstatically plasmatic kaiju of Pacific Rim, instantly recognisable as the creations of comic artist Guy Davis, which begin the film as rubberoid homages to Honda but which give way to more sublimely metamorphosing forms that could only be the product of either alternate-dimensional biology or digital effects.

But there is more to effects than pedagogy and playfulness, and this marvellous (to be pithy about it) anthology amply demonstrates the range of ways that scholars have found to engage with effects technologies; the essays here theorise issues of production, representation, reception and history, teasing out the implications not only for the medium of cinema, but also for the corporeal and spatio-temporal imaginaries at work. What was so striking for me in wending my way through its contents was the thoroughgoing and complex hybridity that the essays map so effectively. While the cinema may not ultimately depend for its definition on the indexical relation to the real, rare, it seems, are the works that exist entirely in the immaterial realm of the digital. Digital production techniques coexist rather happily with the ethos and materiality of the handcrafted. The real abides.

This anthology is a testament to the vitality and variegated nature of current scholarship around special effects. Susan Sontag once wrote that, in place of a hermeneutics we need an erotics of art, but this volume provides both a hermeneutics and an erotics of special effects – no small feat for any area of film studies.
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INTRODUCTION

DAN NORTH, BOB REHAK, MICHAEL S. DUFFY

The very existence of the anthology you are now reading suggests that special effects are ‘things’ specific enough to serve as objects of academic study. They are as concrete as any industrial or technological practice, tied to their times like any historical subject and as conceptually layered as any other theoretical focus in film and media studies, such as genre, authorship or narrative form. Indeed, special effects – broadly defined as artificially produced illusions within moving-image media, predominantly cinema – manifest all of these qualities, constituting one of the most energetic and actively discussed areas of film production, marketing and reception since the dawn of the medium. Moreover, special effects have received plentiful attention over the years in popular culture, journalism and fandom, in everything from hostile critiques of story’s displacement by empty spectacle to ‘behind-the-scenes’ materials that pull aside the curtain to reveal the making of ‘movie magic’ in loving, even fetishistic detail. In popular discourse, then, those who talk about film know what special effects are.

At the same time, special effects present a problem to investigation through their very lack of specificity. We might recall Christian Metz’s assertion in 1977 that all of cinema could be considered an act of trucage or trickery, so no techniques could be singled out as inherently illusory.1 Especially now, in an era where every image can be retouched if not created from wholly digital cloth, what is not, at least potentially, a special effect?2We know instinctively how to understand the spectacular illusions at the centre of King Kong (1933) or Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977), because marvelling at them is invited by the narrative structures of both of those films. But what of ‘invisible’ special effects that hide their manipulations, working quietly in the background to stitch together an apparently seamless screen reality? Finally, what about special effects that might have ‘fooled’ audiences in their time, but became obsolete and all-too-discernible in the years that followed – or, conversely, special effects that once entertained viewers who understood them as pure spectacle, but which current audiences are less likely to recognise because the effects have been subsumed into the larger ‘falseness’ of black-and-white, silent or early cinema?

The category of special effects, then, is paradoxically slippery and perpetually in prismatic flux, ranging from the ‘I know it when I see it’ experience of spectators to the ‘here’s how it was done’ of the technical/entertainment insider (or the ‘here’s how much it cost’ of the studio bottom-liner). To study special effects in a scholarly context means first choosing how we should define the concept: are there any essential characteristics common to all special effects, or is the term defined by the very diversity of techniques it covers? Second, it means carefully noting where these very definitions – like the illusory play of special effects themselves – might ‘trick’ the investigative eye into accepting a stark division between ‘special’ effects and the rest of cinema, neglecting important aspects of a complicated mix of process, practice and perception.

Consider one of the long-standing distinctions within the special-effects industry: the difference between ‘practical’ or ‘mechanical’ effects performed ‘live’ before the camera while shooting, and ‘optical’ or ‘post-production’ effects accomplished, as their name suggests, after shooting has been completed. The latter are also referred to as ‘visual’ effects, and recent books such as those by Stephen Prince and Shilo T. McClean adopt the premise that everything we once thought of as ‘special effects’ can now be understood primarily as digital phenomena, fully integrated with the storytelling apparatus of mainstream film-making.3 This perceived erasure of boundaries between techniques surely attracts scholarship because it gives the impression that studying ‘the digital’ or ‘digitality’ can provide an essential understanding of all effects processes. The erasure also brings special-effects studies cosily inside the remit of postmodernist concerns with film’s simulationist abilities, because the ease with which images can be manipulated – and the availability of manipulation tools even to amateur users – implies an unregulated proliferation of synthetic imagery, with cinematic visual effects the industrial enclosure for such deceptions. While there are undoubtedly good reasons to study the ‘digital turn’ (the period when analogue processes were taken over by digital remediations of the same techniques and visual tropes), it should not be at the expense of historically grounded analyses of the multiple, complex and varied ways in which films fabricate and frame their representational terrain. Even though, in many cases, miniatures, puppets, glass paintings and other ‘traditional’ effects processes have been supplanted by digital animation, this should not be seen as an endpoint for cinema’s reliance upon and use for the tools of illusion, but one stage in a long historical continuum of adaptation, appropriation (of crafts and techniques) and change.

Perhaps, then, studying special effects in the second decade of the twenty-first century also provides a way of reflecting on the distinctive properties of the digital and how they are remaking cinema in more global terms. In her book Digital Imaging in Popular Cinema, Lisa Purse urges spectators to improve their literacy for, and their alertness to, the digital.4 She presents a series of case studies to demonstrate that viewing and interpreting films is affected in ways both subtle and profound by the digital image’s fluid malleability. Most importantly, she focuses on the distinct properties and affordances of digital images, rather than on the ways they replay, accelerate or rectify extant imaging techniques.

These are not merely academic questions – film scholars arguing by simulated candlelight how many analogue ‘angels’ can dance on the head of a digital ‘pin’. The Hollywood visual-effects industry is, at the time of writing, undergoing a very real economic crisis as ‘the wonder years of CGI’ (as Michele Pierson termed the first years of Hollywood’s exploration/exploitation of computer-generated imagery) draw to an end and the pragmatics of wonderment’s production line kick in.5 A number of companies, including Pixomondo and Rhythm and Hues, have found themselves in dire financial trouble, even while, in the case of Rhythm and Hues, producing Oscar-winning work on an international blockbuster, Life of Pi (2012); even the makers of otherworldly spectacle have found they are not immune to the mundane challenges of globalisation. In the Classical Hollywood era, special-effects departments, with contracted staff, were held in-house at the studios and allotted work on the studio’s own productions. Today, effects houses, which may specialise in very specific types of visual effects (for example, particle systems, virtual actors, matte painting), must bid competitively for the chance to complete certain scenes or even individual shots for films – and they are increasingly likely to be outbid by companies working out of Asia, where labour costs and taxes are significantly lower than in Los Angeles.6 This need not be an apocalyptic prediction as far as film production is concerned. It may even lead to a democratisation (or internationalisation) of the means of production via the increased availability of visual-effects software. But it is a reminder that special effects, whose greatest moments we tend to remember as sublime bursts of technological exhibitionism, are rooted in the realities of artisanal labour, and however much we might think of mainstream cinema as dependent upon the sugar-coating of visual spectacle, the frangibility of the effects houses that deliver it speaks of the essential separateness of special effects from the central authorities that control studio film-making.

This industrial crisis is mirrored in debates around blockbuster franchises and their seemingly unavoidable ‘transmedia’ extensions. Within the world of ramifying tie-in texts and product engineering, special effects provide a rhetorical arena for combat between two terms ever more frequently bandied about in public/critical/industry conversation: the distinction between the ‘human element’ and ‘world building’. What do these signify, and why does this distinguishing discussion keep recurring? At what point does the presence of visual effects annihilate the human qualities that have made a mechanical medium so fascinating to audiences for so long, and how might effects creators reinscribe their practice with the markers of human affect and artistry (if it is even desirable to do so)? What does this debate say about how both the industry and the public view effects, spectacle, storytelling, industry/studio mandates and the contemporary Hollywood production process itself? Effects and their creative processes are, like cinema, enveloped in a constant stream of change, and one of the major goals of this collection of essays is to engage with and clarify those changes.

Returning to definitions of special effects, we might think of them as solutions to problems: if a screenplay contains an action or event that cannot be performed on set without specialist assistance, the workaround that enables the scene’s completion could be defined as a special effect. Contemporary Hollywood tentpole/blockbuster philosophy privileges a mantra of ‘design spectacle sequences first’, frequently selecting subject matter, such as superheroes or space travel, for which visual effects will be essential, making the film’s actual narrative the workaround to its visual storytelling. These solutions to production problems might include ‘practical’ or ‘physical’ effects such as pyrotechnics, stunt wires, rigged vehicles, explosives, animatronic puppetry and miniatures. We might also refer to these as profilmic techniques, since they are achieved live on set in front of the cameras instead of manufactured in post-production. Traditionally, the term ‘visual effects’ was used to differentiate practical effects from post-production processes that must now include digital animation. Special effects might include in-camera set-design augmentations such as hanging miniatures, glass shots, Schüfftan shots or matte shots, all of which can expand and alter an existing location, fabricate the illusion of a fantastic environment or composite live-action and miniature models in the same frame. Then there are in-camera manipulations such as stop-motion substitutions, dissolves, double exposures, all of which can also be achieved in post-production, and compositing effects such as those achieved with an optical printer that can create screen wipes, on-screen text and composite images. The definitional problem arises not only from the sheer range and diversity of techniques covered under the banner term ‘special effects’, but from a paradox created by such taxonomies: to define some aspects of film production as ‘special’, is to assume that the apparatus of the medium of film has some baseline technical properties that are somehow not illusionist, not extrinsic to reality, not special.

Whether at the scale of individual elements and shots or longer segments of film, special effects require specialist knowledge and equipment for their achievement
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