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Introduction
Cinema Comparat/ive Cinema is a biannual publication founded in 2012. It is edited by Colectivo de
Investigación Estética de los Medios Audiovisuales (CINEMA) at the Universitat Pompeu Fabra (UPF), and focuses
on comparative cinema and the reception and interpretation of film in different social and political contexts. Each
issue investigates the conceptual and formal relationships between films, material processes and production and
exhibition practices, the history of ideas and film criticism.
Cinema Comparat/ive Cinema addresses an original area of research, developing a series of methodologies for
a comparative study of cinema. With this aim, it also explores the relationship between cinema and comparative
literature as well as other contemporary arts such as painting, photography, music or dance, and audio-visual media.
Cinema Comparat/ive Cinema is published in three languages: Catalan, Spanish and English. The journal is
biannual and the numbers are published in summer and winter. Over 75% of the articles published will be original
and, likewise, over 75% will be by authors external to the publishing institution. The journal is peer-reviewed and
uses internal and external evaluation committees.
Finally, each issue of the journal is complemented by documentary materials and texts published online,
which facilitate and enrich the topics studied in each volume, thus establishing links between longer research
projects and monographic focuses throughout this process.
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Manny Farber: Systems of Movement
Gonzalo de Lucas
For José Luis Guarner, 1937-1993
I always consider myself a political person because
I always present a program against and for something.
Manny Farber (FARBER, 1998: 354)

Critical ideas are not necessarily related to
either good or bad judgment and in fact they don’t
have anything to do with good taste. Many film
critics, however, are focused in causing a good
impression by demonstrating the quality of their
judgment and taste. Therefore, their work tends to
be predictable and redundant.
Farber’s ideas, on the other hand, come
from what we see and the movement between the
image and the language. His ideas come from that
in-between space in which artistic contradictions
and the provisional opinions that they create are
reflected: the eye is considered a sensitive slate which
is always moving and that changes emotionally by
the chemical reaction with a specific place —for
instance, the theatre in which a film is watched— or
with our own body —depending on our mood or
the moment in our lives. —. It is from this process
of revelation that the visual ideas com about. So that
these visual ideas can be produced and sustained
with words, they have to be organized at the same
level: there cannot be any hierarchical relationship
between the observation of an image from the
center or from the border of the frame, between
what apparently is big and important and what
seems small or trivial.
Farber’s writing, thus, connects us to every
instant in cinema ‘in which the Director (and, of
course, the actors) has chosen to personally suppress
himself, and instead of making the film to deliver

a message (from himself or from Money), he has
decided to let himself go with the game created by
the “movement of writing”, so to express something
that would make our hearts beat and that would
help our reason penetrate the impossibility of Time’
(GARCÍA CALVO, 1995: 105).
While reading Farber, we can see how,
in the same way that Bresson imposed his
Cinematographer to Cinema, his writing is
different from other critics’s work. Comparing
both kinds of writing, we can see how they come
from completely different approaches or, even,
professions. Like his paintings, Farber’s articles are
part of a creative process: they mysteriously develop
a concealed rhythm and produce a precise form.
His articles use the cinematographic
process to develop a thought about the rhythm
of language. The last phrase of the last article he
wrote, together with Patricia Patterson, is dedicated
to Jeanne Dielman, 23 quai du Commerce, 1080
Bruxelles (Chantal Akerman, 1975) and it begins:
‘Watching the luminously magical space of a
washing-smoothing-cooking-slicing-kneading
near-peasant….’ (FARBER, 2009: 769). Akerman’s
three hour display of household chores and Jeanne
Dielman’s space is reassembled in a single phrase.
Farber transforms the film’s stretched and sustained
time into an energetic glimpse, through a change of
velocity, which also is able to compress the original
sense of duration: mystery, impossibility of time. •
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The Law of the Frame
Jean-Pierre Gorin & Kent Jones

ABSTRACT
In this conversation, Jean Pierre Gorin and Kent Jones evoke and comment on the working methods and some of the main ideas
of Manny Farber’s work, in contrast with the usual methods of film criticism: Farber’s writing accepts its own contradiction,
staying away from categorization and aggressive classification, avoiding to depart form the synopsis. Farber searched for the
DNA of his time in the movies, he conceived the cinematographic work as action, the images as plural, to focus most of his
observations on the body of the actor, the set or the musicality of the film.

KEYWORDS
Cinematographic work, style and function of the writing, ADN of the time, the body of the actor, American critical thinking,
James Agee, plurality of the images, creative procedures, painting.
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Kent Jones: Let’s start by talking about
Manny in a contemporary context. I’m thinking
of the Cahiers interview in the early 80s with
Daney and Olivier and Bill Krohn, where he
said, ‘I’m not interested in what The Man Who
Shot Liberty Valance (John Ford, 1962) meant
to Andrew Sarris in 1962, I’m interested in
what it means in contemporary terms.’ So let’s
pose the same question in relation to Manny’s
writing. I don’t want to know how it felt to read
it in 1970 when Negative Space was published
– what does it mean now? And what is it in
relation to the paintings?

KJ: In his class notes, he writes that he’s
interested in what a work of art carries of the
DNA of its time.

Jean-Pierre Gorin: Well, one way to get the
ball rolling is to start with this tagging that he got
all his life – this ‘film critic’ that abandoned film
criticism and became a painter. I remember him
exploding about that. He said, ‘You think I’m a
film critic? I’m a writer!’ He was full of venom.

JPG: Yeah, at all levels, every time he looks at
something. He’s the guy who looks at Big Business
(James W.Horne y Leo McCarey, 1929), Hal
Roach and Laurel and Hardy, and starts talking
to me about ‘that door handle’ or ‘that plant’ that
was ‘so prevalent at that moment, and it was a
sign of wealth or middle class access.’ And part
of the power of that film is in these sacrilegious
gestures. So there’s always this effort to see
where the fault lines are, the fault line being the
definition of the DNA. He does a lot of carbon
dating in his criticism. Which is kind of strange,
because generally critics don’t do that.

KJ: He said that?
JPG: He said that.
KJ: That’s interesting – that he articulated it
that way.
JPG: And he said that the style of the writing,
the function of the writing, was not simply the
nailing of the film now, in the same way that Sarris
or Kael or all those people did or continue doing.
He constantly affirmed that he had been a painter
before he had been a film critic. But I think that
this before-and-after in terms of Manny and his
work misconstrues what’s really at stake—this
kind of diagonal or transversal mode of thought.
This guy was fluent in all sorts of idioms, and was
constantly contaminating one with another. So
that effectively, his saying ‘I’m not interested in
what Liberty Valance means to Andrew Sarris,’ and
this exigency of finding an anchorage in… he’s not
interested in Toonerville Trolley as much as he’s
interested in the speed of the hand or the line, and
he’s interested in putting that in a relationship with
certain types of writing or certain types of music. I
don’t know what to call it.
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JPG: Yeah, that’s it.
KJ: Which goes against the dominant strain
in film criticism, which is all about the person
behind the camera and their themes and how they
arrange light and space. So what he’s saying is that
there’s that, but that artists are also a conduit for
what’s happening beyond and around them—the
impersonal. The unsayable.

KJ: Actually, they do the opposite. They
remove the object in question from its time, because
to do otherwise would muddy the water in relation
to the question of a coherent body of work.
JPG: Yeah, and when it is rooted in the time
it’s generally to establish a relationship of cause
and effect. It’s all illustrative – ‘This equals that
and that is there because of this.’
KJ: There’s also the psychoanalytic side of
Manny. When I think of what he wrote about
Hawks, he seems to me to be unmistakably the
brother of two psychoanalysts. He’s painting a
portrait of this guy and why he makes the choices
that he does, calling him a mother hen type on
the one hand and a general sticking pins in a map
on the other. That’s a universe away from all the
standard stuff about Hawks.

JEAN-PIERRE GORIN & KENT JONES

JPG: He pushes it to a level of originality.
But when you think about his lineage, there’s
some of that, but…
KJ: I didn’t mean to imply that it’s a
straight derivation, like, ‘Oh, my brother’s a
psychoanalyst so I’ll write accordingly.’ It’s more
of a temperamental thing.
JPG: I think that this kind of transversal
reading, this establishing of the bridges between
various high and low elements of the culture—it’s
Warshow, it’s Otis Ferguson. There’s a certain
strain of American writing and American critical
thinking that is about that.
KJ: Well, it’s all those guys, the Trotskyite
anti-Communist left people, the mixture of
painters and writers—Isaac Rosenfeld, David
Bazelon, the notorious Poster brothers, Milton
Klopstein, Seymour Krim, Weldon Kees for a
while, Alfred Kazin, Bob De Niro, Sr. and Virginia
Admiral, who Manny had his moment with. The
writers were all focused on multiple areas, but
in a way that was much more freewheeling than
Warshow, who seems very buttoned down.
JPG: Manny’s writing is both completely
compacted and at the same time loose and fast.
I’ve never known exactly how to assess it. I think
that the problem with a text like White Elephant
Art vs. Termite Art, when I read it now, is the “vs.”
It’s a natural path to be, at times, white elephant.
The problem is when you stay there and you
don’t become termite. When the scene or any
given element of the film doesn’t present itself as
a problem that you see as having to be solved.
And the thing about his writing that is quite
modern—not just in terms of writing, but in terms
of thinking about film—is this idea of getting you
to that point where he shows you very clearly why
the scene can’t work, and why that specific director
made it work. Chihuahua is berating Wyatt Earp
in My Darling Clementine (John Ford, 1946): it’s
a horrible scene, she’s playing it like every cliché
of hot-blooded Mexican women and whores
with hearts of gold, and it would all come down

with a thud but for this strange little dance that
long-legged Mr. Fonda, aka/Wyatt Earp, is doing
against the post. So Manny has a certain type of
sensitivity about the crazy redeeming gesture. I
think this is also his sensibility as a painter, and
his disdain for anything that would try to lock
itself into perception.
KJ: I think there are two sides to that. One
of the first articles he ever wrote is this riposte
to some idiotic screed by Elmer Rice, the old
saw that cinema can’t be an art form because it’s
a creation of mass production which leaves no
room for originality, etc., etc. And Manny says
that of course cinema has its boundaries and
limits, just like every other art form—which is
exactly where the excitement starts, when people
test themselves against those limits. That’s what
we’re talking about here. In this particular case,
the limits of studio production and melodrama.
JPG: Yeah. Painting yourself into a corner
and then getting yourself out of the corner by
cliché-busting, intelligence, fleetness, a devilmay-care approach to the problem. I think that
part of his love for Preston Sturges had to do
with that. ‘Okay, I’ve got two heroes—the Rudy
Vallee and Joel McCrea characters, plus the two
women played by Claudette Colbert and Mary
Astor—who are equally sympathetic, so how do
I get out of that? Well, I’ll invent a set of twins
and marry everybody.’ That particular case is
especially nutty, but I think there’s a very strong
sense of getting the moment where something
could go wrong and seeing how it gets saved in an
exciting way. The thing that’s interesting is that he
doesn’t really analyze these things—he reproduces
them at another level, and what comes out is this
kind of pleasure in writing. Manny’s writing was
a war machine against critical writing. You can’t
read Manny without exploding with laughter at
one out of two lines.
KJ: What we’re talking about here, a
corollary between the writing and the films
he was looking at, is that he was approaching
filmmaking as an action, as opposed to the
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realization of a plan or a theme. Same with
his writing and his painting, where it’s all
about preserving the action, the movement,
and never arriving at a final destination. Or,
to be more precise, creating the impression of
doing so. But I also want to look at the white
elephant vs./and termite art question from
another angle. I think he backed himself into
a corner there, because that’s a very seductive
position from which to operate: the little guy
vs. the big powerful guy, David vs. Goliath,
and so on. I think he got himself into a bit of a
knot in the 70s with the pieces on Taxi Driver
(Martin Scorsese, 1975), Herzog, Fassbinder.
He once told Leah Ollmann that when he was
a kid he would always place himself in the most
advantageous spot in the classroom—near the
back, with a friend, where he could casually
observe the room and score points. It’s almost
exactly like the way he describes John Wayne in
The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance. I think that
this reflexive desire to always move away from
the center, as I look back on some of those
pieces now, doesn’t always work out so well. In
the case of the Taxi Driver piece, it has to do
with a certain moralism—couching things in
moral and political terms.
JPG: It’s interesting because those were the
articles of the City Magazine period.
KJ: And Film Comment.
JPG: Right. Manny was at his best when he
wasn’t tethered by the exigencies of responding to
something new. Of course, all that early writing
is in that ballpark, but he tends to get nervous
or irritated having to talk about something. In
some ways, these articles put him in an unnatural
position…for him. What do you think he and
Patricia missed in Taxi Driver?
KJ: Well, you and I were talking the other
day, and we both agreed that on re-viewing, Taxi
Driver is a hell of a movie.
JPG: Yes.
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KJ: I used to see the movie when I read the
piece. Now I don’t. At least I don’t see it as vividly as
I see Only Angels Have Wings (1939) in their Hawks
piece. I think they get reductive with Taxi Driver.
They reduce it to a series of opportunistic moves.
JPG: Their endorsement of Marty at the
moment of Mean Streets (1973)…between
Delacroix’s sketches and his great paintings,
Manny will always go for the sketches. There’s
something in the guy that is so profoundly
interested in the incipient, the beginning of
a gesture, the suddenness, the eruption of it,
that in some ways he resents a certain level of
achievement. It’s a strange position: he’s pointing
back at an energy, and he accuses the follow-up
product of having lost some of it.
KJ: Pauline Kael did that, too.
JPG: The entire path of Godard is littered
with people who liked the film before the last
one. (laughter) You know? ‘If you had only…’
They forgot that they had absolutely demolished
the film before. “If he had only remained the
one who gave us Contempt (Le mèpris, 1963) or
Pierrot le fou (1965), etc., we would still love
him.’ There’s a little bit of that with Manny.
KJ: It’s a sentimental thing, you know?
JPG: I think it’s the sentimentality of
radicalism. There’s something romantic for
Manny about going against the grain. But it’s
on of the things that drove him over such a long
period of time. If you look at the historical arc
of Manny’s life, really, you’re talking about the
American century.
KJ: I know, it’s incredible.
JPG: And as he advances, the energy is
going down. Retrospectively, the 70s are a
glorious period compared to the 80s or the 90s
and beyond. But Manny’s always in this kind
of moment of ‘couldn’t-it-be’ – couldn’t it be as
radical, or more radical.

JEAN-PIERRE GORIN & KENT JONES

KJ: That’s it. But then, there’s so much in
those later pieces that’s great.
JPG: What I love in Manny’s criticism,
which really speaks to today, is his embracing of
his own contradictions. First, you never know
when you read his criticism if he likes or dislikes
something. Riffing about something with energy
is interesting to him, and efficient. He’ll suddenly
turn around and say, ‘We could say the opposite’
or ‘What an idiot I am,’ and there’s this kind
of absolute disdain for the idea that he should
achieve a position.
KJ: Which is otherwise unheard of in film
criticism, the idea of: ‘What you’re reading is
the way that I feel right now, and tomorrow you
might get something different, and I’m recalling
my experience of the movie, my perception of it,
as acutely as I can.’
JPG: Manny should have been given the
title of First Deleuzian of France – rhizomatic
writing, rhizomatic painting, a premium put on
energy at all costs, a refusal of the territoriality
of genres. And there is not one piece of criticism
by Manny, after a certain point, in which there’s
even a smidgen of a re-telling of the tale. He’s the
only critic I know of who doesn’t, in one way or
another, pay homage to the synopsis.
KJ: Because he assumes that you know
it already.
JPG: Yeah – ‘I’m not going to bother with
that, I’m going to tell you how it riffs, if you’re
interested in the music of the film you should
check it out – maybe you won’t hear it, but this
is what I hear.’
KJ: I’m also amazed by…when he’s writing
about the ‘dead air’ in…what is it, Thunderball
(Terence Young, 1965)? When he writes that
the dead air in Thunderball is like the dead air in
a Richard Lester movie. That has nothing to do
with any kind of value judgment, it doesn’t really
have to do with aesthetics. Rather, he’s catching

something, which is: a habitually practiced special
effect of that moment—in this case, the sodium
vapor process—which has its own poetic frisson,
intended or not. On another level, the way that
filmmakers of the early 30s kept returning to the
same settings and styles of living – the tenements,
the little apartments, the staircases. In other
words, what the film catches of the time, which
is also in the body language, the style of dress. So
he’s charting the terrain of how people want to,
or are in the habit of, seeing themselves and their
common life pictured on a movie screen. It’s unlike
anything that anyone else was doing, including
Barbara Deming with her sociological studies.
JPG: He’s the only critic I know who
talked to such a great extent about set design,
environments, planes of space. His love of things
outside American cinema is based on that - his
nailing of Ozu, for instance. And then there’s this
extraordinary emphasis on an area into which very
few film critics want to wander, which is: what is
an actor? Not as an expression of the shimmering
depth of the human soul, but what does an actor
effectuate in the constitution of a narrative? And
the relationship between the description of set
design and the way in which bodies function,
and what it gives you of the DNA, the flavor, the
political valence of the time – that’s Manny. For
that reason, he is quite at ease in the 30s. That’s
his terrain. His great classes on the 30s were based
on his extraordinary perception of that era – the
contradictions and the complexities of the time.
KJ: When it comes to acting, many film critics
proudly throw up their hands and say, ‘I don’t know
anything about acting, all I care about is mise-enscène.’ Meaning: cinema is not about acting and
any real director could make a great film out of the
phone book and use Play-Doh figurines just as well
as actors, one of whom is as good as another. On
the other hand, you get people who are claiming
that they’re talking about acting when what they’re
really talking about is iconography. Or, and this is
extremely common, a lot of people talk about acting
as if it’s over here while the movie itself is way over
there, an ocean away. With Manny, it’s all integrated.

Cinema Comparat/ive Cinema · Vol. II · No. 4 · Autumn 2014

13

THE LAW OF THE FRAME

JPG: When he talks and writes about
actors, he’s like Daumier. He’s a thumbnail
sketch artist who picks up a line that defines a
type. He talked about the extraordinary stuff
that the American actor produced for a very
long time, which was tied to underplaying.
On that level, he’s a great cineaste. This is one
of the things that’s completely missing from
criticism right now, and it’s missing because it’s
not in the movies. There’s this kind of massive
centralization of the figure: you’re looking at
people at a unique distance, and they occupy the
center of the screen, and the screen is this kind
of matrix of distortions. You don’t see the body
of the actor as you saw them in the films of the
30s. I remember him telling me that he trained
himself as a young man at pulling off a Spencer
Tracy before the mirror.
KJ: He wanted to be an actor. That was a real
ambition of his when he was younger.
JPG: You could see that, and he put a lot of
energy into his gestures.
KJ: Anyone who knew him will remember
him sitting at the table in his black workshirt—
either the t-shirt with the pocket or the black
buttoned-down shirt—and he would have
his wrist resting on the table and his fingers
poised, and as he talked he’d use his fingers for
gestures, to emphasize a point or counterpoint
something that someone else was saying, to
mesmerizing effect.
JPG: Yeah, that was stuff that he picked up
from people like Cary Grant. Manny was capable
of being angular in the most extraordinary way.
He brought it into a profound comprehension of
the mechanisms of filmmaking.
KJ: There was also the hand-behind-thehead gesture, the worrying…
JPG: The hand on top of the head saying
‘Brutal…,’ the way the head cocked, the way he’d
poke the air…
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KJ: That’s right – the emphatic gestures.
JPG: Yeah. And he was tall – not as tall as
you, but compared to me, a midget of French
extraction, he was a tall guy. That stuff is so
completely original. And for someone who
makes films, it is absolutely and completely
and endlessly practical. It’s very different
from the writing at Cahiers during the grand
period, where what you were given was the
philosophical substratum of the filmmaking
gesture. Filmmaking was redeemed with grand
metaphysical pomp and circumstance. In
comparison, Manny is a fucking mechanic. I
showed him my films. The twins film, Poto and
Cabengo (1979), wouldn’t have been what it is
without him. He would come religiously and
look at it, over and over, and one day he said to
me, ‘Wouldn’t it be great if it was like a ribbon?’
I mean…what? But my relationship with him
was such that I said, ‘Okay, we’re gonna go
with that. ‘ So the letters start running at the
bottom of the frame, like you were on Times
Square looking at the electronic ticker-tape. He
had this kind of practicality. There’s something
that you get in the writing that you never get
from anyone else. All the writing of the critics
now is, in one fashion or another, addled by an
antiquated idea of narrative—synopsis-bound,
marred by adjectives…
KJ: And adverbs…
JPG: And adverbs, to the nth degree. With
Manny’s writing, it’s all about energy. It’s feral.
KJ: In that City piece on new American
cinema, when he and Patricia are talking about
Badlands (Terrence Malick, 1973) and Mean
Streets, and they say that the directors of the 70s
are ‘impatient Prousts’ who were formed in the
50s, the drabbest era in the history of mankind
where the big color was charcoal grey…who else
figured that out? Or the fact that the scenes in
De Niro’s room in Taxi Driver were made by
people who know what it’s like to be poor…no
one else was even getting into that area of the
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movie. Everything else was about the neon, the
film noir nightmare, Vietnam, Marty’s and De
Niro’s virtuosity, etc.
JPG: It’s the same with what they wrote
on Bresson. They understood Bresson’s
immediacy and centralness and ability to
make something present.
KJ: The bartender in Mouchette (1967)
pinning up her apron…
JPG: Or lining up five empty bowls and
pouring out the coffee for every member of her
wretched family, every day. It’s a type of writing
that’s obsessed with the décor, the environment,
the fashion, all as signs of a historical DNA. And
it’s obsessed with the small. The problem is that
when he says “vs.,” he negates the productive role
of the big in the creation of the small. He makes
people believe something that he really didn’t
believe himself. That’s why he hated that article.
KJ: And that’s why it’s so great that Robert
Polito put together the collected film writings.
Negative Space is Manny refracted through
a particular era. When you look at the whole
span of the writing, you see something quite
different, less worried about being hip. For
instance, his initial reaction to The Best Years
of Our Lives (William Wyler, 1946), where
he’s extremely moved by the film and zeroing
in on the rightness of the décor and Frederic
March’s depiction of middle class dissatisfaction.
Later, he takes up the Warshow line on the
film – “a horse-drawn carriage load of liberal
schmaltz.” That’s the kind of thing that got
him singularized and tagged in the Times obit
as the naysayer who deflated Kazan and George
Stevens and Orson Welles. Meanwhile, I can’t
even count the number of times I heard, from so
many people, ‘Why didn’t Manny like Welles?
What did he have against him?” The fact that
he devoted about three or four pages to Touch
of Evil (1958) in the introduction to Negative
Space is forgotten. There’s only, “He panned
The Magnificent Ambersons (1942).’ But the

point is that sometimes he’s coming at someone
or something from a negative viewpoint and
sometimes it’s positive, but almost all the time,
no matter how he’s slicing into it, he arrives at
something other than a value judgment. In the
review of Ambersons, after he’s dismissed it, he
suddenly turns on a dime and talks about the
psychological acuity of the movie, the fact that
no one else but Welles was going there. Same
with his pan of Rio Bravo (1958) – it ends with
this beautiful evocation of Hawks’s sense of fluid
movement with actors.
JPG: Yeah, what interests me is: you think
you’re headed towards some all-encompassing
judgment, and then you suddenly get something
that hits the object in question from a completely
different angle.
KJ: Yeah – you think you’re on a train ride
with a one-way ticket and suddenly you find
yourself in a prop plane getting an aerial view.
JPG: A lot of that is also in his painting.
This kind of complete shift in perspective and
directions of look within the same painting or the
same object.
KJ: In fact, everything in the composition
seems to have its own perspective.
JPG: His writing reads like that, a kind of
tabletop with all different kinds of objects seen
from very different perspectives. At the end, the
idea isn’t to nail down a film critically, but to
multiply, to say: ‘This is great because there are at
least that many entrances into it and exits from it.’
And, always implicit: ‘I’m sure if I went at it again
tomorrow I’d find more.’ There’s a recognition
that great work has a kind of plurality.
KJ: Yeah. Saying that the writing is anticonclusive in an interview is one thing. The
actual fact of the writing is something else again.
Really, you can’t even pin it down by calling it
anti-conclusive. It’s all about the action and the
practice of writing.
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JPG: I think that something happened in
his reading of cinema that had an effect on his
painting practice.
KJ: And visa-versa.
JPG: And visa-versa. There’s an idea that
it’s not right to think of an image as a celibate
construct: all images are plural.
KJ: Right – no image exists on its own, every
image exists in relation to other images.
JPG: Right, and they’re plural in and of
themselves. Their valence, their nexus of paths…
you can look at them, and you can create
conversations. He’s a great conversationalist in
his painting—one thing is always responding to
another. I think it’s the same with his approach
to film. I mean, he’s an essayist. He’s a very
peculiar kind of critic. It’s funny. There’s a kind
of position paper aspect to his criticism. There’s
the destruction of any position, and at the same
time there’s a concern with formulating not an
aesthetic theory, but a larger aesthetic concern.
That’s very rare, and that’s why when he’s talking
about a film he can talk at the same time about a
painting or a piece of writing in a newspaper or
a novel. With other critics, it’s a straight highway
to signification, importance, whatever. Manny is
a guy who puts a big black hole at the center of
his criticism. There’s something in there that has
so much concentrated energy that you have to
spin away from it to be able to approach it, to
construct a metaphor that allows you to begin to
speak about it.
KJ: It’s the idea that pinning something
down and arriving at a final judgment is a
violation of the work. It’s a violation of what art
is. On the other hand you could say that in the
act of writing you have to settle on some kind of
final form and judgment because that’s life, right?
That’s consciousness. It’s the same in painting.
But this pressure to arrive at a definitive ranking
in film criticism, the nervousness and anxiety…
it’s as if the writer were taking an SAT test in high
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school in 1967. You know, beat the clock. ‘What’s
my interpretation? I’ve gotta get my points made!
I’ve gotta get my position on this film figured out
before the proctor comes and takes my paper and
pencil away from me!’ There’s an authoritarianism
looming over a lot of writing, including that of
certain critics who write for certain supposedly
major publications.
JPG: At the same time, with Manny, there’s
this extraordinary revindication of his authorial
status. He’s imposing his gesture, it’s unique.
Again—he’s a writer.
KJ: Have you read that 2nd piece with the
title Nearer My Agee to Thee? The first one is in
Negative Space, but Nearer My Agee Mach II
is really poignant and incredibly bitter. It’s an
attack on Andrew Sarris and Susan Sontag, and
he’s saying that they’ve come along and turned
film criticism into a matter of showboating,
categorizing, ranking, with only a roughly
approximate relationship to the movie in
question, and that in the process they’ve
marginalized the 40s critics by claiming that
they were too high-minded and sociologically
oriented. By 40s critics, he means Agee,
Warshow, Ferguson and, implicitly, himself.
The 40s critic was panning and sifting for
truths about the American male that were to
be found in the movies—March in Best Years,
for instance—and he says that the panning and
sifting, which relates to the life outside the movie
and the documentary aspect of cinema, has
been sidelined and displaced by this aggressive
categorizing and ranking. Everything he and his
friends and comrades stood for has been trashed
and forgotten. That’s interesting to me. It gets
back to the DNA question. What does the movie
catch? What of ourselves does it give back to us,
that we’re not able to name? I remember when
he and I were walking through the museum
looking at his retrospective on the last day—I’ve
told this story many times now—and he said, ‘I
try to get myself out of it as much as possible so
that the object itself takes on a kind of religious
awe.’ It’s the same with the writing.
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JPG: Because of his reading of energies,
he’s able to pass on the genres in fashion and he’s
more favorable to the lowbrow, the experimental
stuff, the European stuff. His paper on Godard
is amazing, this idea of going at it as if it was
Godard’s bestiary, starting with an intuition that
Godard’s aesthetic is on the one hand Matisse,
and on the other hand has the effect of beautiful
butterflies pinned against a monochrome
background. Nobody in France would have dared
to do such a thing.

JPG: You know, the title Routine Pleasures
(1986) comes from Jonathan Crary. He gave it
to me.

KJ: It didn’t seem to occur to anyone else in
America, either.

KJ: That’s the part that certain admirers of
Manny’s miss completely.

JPG: You read other critics and there’s a lot
of ego. With Manny, it’s the Id at work.

JPG: Completely. They don’t know that.
He was very good in his painting and in his
writing at procedure: setting up a terrain, and
then a procedure that allowed him to work
within that terrain.

KJ: Well, there’s ego alright, but it’s ego
manifested in an unusual manner. Sontag is
saying, in so many words, over and over again,
‘Don’t pay attention to this, pay attention to
that because that’s where art is at right now, and
if you want to be on top of what’s happening in
culture you need to see Einstein on the Beach.’
With Manny, it’s the ego of the artist. That’s
something else.
JPG: Yeah, and it’s a series of operations
that gets the Id of the moment to express itself.
If Manny was persuaded of anything, it was that
America is not a road movie, it’s a garage sale. The
imagination of the garage sale animates Manny
in his writing and in his painting. You know, ‘It’s
been used, we’re selling it again, I’ll give it to you
for a dollar.’ (laughter)
KJ: True – nothing on a silver platter or giltframed. Remember what Jonathan Crary said at
the tribute you organized? He said that Manny’s
paintings evoked the spectre, the looming
possibility, of small-scale ruin, which is of course
linked to growing up during the depression.
But he finished by saying that all that stuff,
the crowded tapletop of objects, the disorder,
suggested the possibility of ‘other and perhaps
better worlds.’ I’ll buy that.

KJ: Really?
JPG: Yeah. And it’s completely in line with
Manny. On the one hand, there’s the baseline of
the job and its rituals, and then there are the little
sidesteps that you put in, this energy, so that you
don’t bore yourself to death.

KJ: That’s why he always wanted to be
working with somebody, bouncing off of you,
Patricia, Willy Poster.
JPG: Another guy who does that is Raymond
Carver. There’s a kind of Carver short story aspect
to Manny’s stuff. He’s not necessarily interested in
the little man, but in people who find themselves
in situations where they have to work, to earn
their keep. In the films of the 30s, for instance,
he’s looking at people who were defined by work.
KJ: ‘I am my job.’ That’s one of the 30s notes.
JPG: And the job defines the guy, which
means that the job has to be described, and the
job engages a world, whether it’s the world of the
train engineers in Other Men’s Women (William
A.Wellman, 1931) or the airport guys in Only
Angels Have Wings. And in a way, he was kind of
at a loss to understand a cinema where the idea of
the job had disappeared.
KJ: I think you’re right. But it’s not so much
the job that disappeared from movies as the
importance of the job. It kind of went away.
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JPG: People exist and the film unfurls
itself in a space of leisure, even if that leisure is
anguished. But you don’t see much of how that
leisure is won.
KJ: The implication being that jobs are
just a distraction from what’s really important
in existence.
JPG: Right. And that’s a huge inversion for
him, who saw America as this land of working
stiffs. And he has something else: a profound sense
of the necessary stylistic revindication of poverty.
The way people dress, the necessity of affirming a
stylistic distinction. Not something coming from
the outside. It’s the aesthetic individuality of the
gesture, and the gesture is the relationship of the
hand to the suit that wraps the wrist.
KJ: That’s one of the things that’s so
bittersweet and beautiful about the notes on the
30s. He’s saying, ‘In the 30s, it’s all about covering
ground’ – Russell Lee photographs, the beginning
of The Sound and the Fury, Toni (Jean Renoir,
1934), Other Men’s Women. And within that
ground covered, it was ‘My body right or wrong,’
and ‘I am my job and my job is me.’ There’s the
Dick Tracy style of visualization of action, as in
Night Nurse. There’s the drinking – it’s a harddrinking era. There’s the fact that everyone is in
loose-fitting clothes, very comfortable, and you
have George Bancroft in Blood Money (Rowland
Brown, 1933) looking like a turnip, Toni looking
like a dumpling, a pudgy Spencer Tracy in Man’s
Castle (Frank Borzage, 1933), and they all think
of themselves as gods. And all this kind of lays
the groundwork for, where he’s concerned, things
going sour and pinched and tightened in the 40s.
On the one hand, evil and distrust creeping in
around the edges of Rules of the Game (La règle
du jeu, Jean Renoir, 1939), or Christmas in July
(Preston Sturges, 1940) or Midnight (Mitchell
Leisen, 1939). And then—and this relates back to
your point about the gesture—there’s the clothing.
Suddenly, everyone is corseted, the women are
dressed in clothes that make them look like they’re
armored, everyone is evened out, cosmeticized,
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looking like they all have the same body. So in a
way, what he’s doing is saying goodbye to his own
era. He’s describing how it went away, dissolved.
JPG: Or how it standardized itself, how the
industry dictates. Manny really wasn’t someone
who was apt to write about erotic moments, but
that’s what he’s doing when he’s talking about
the bodies of the 30s—their distinctions, their
differences, what forms the attraction of one sex
to the other, through the differences as opposed to
the conformity. So…all that. I guess the question
isn’t what can Manny’s criticism do for today but
what did it describe.
KJ: To my eyes, right now, his writing looks
like…writing. Not criticism, but writing. You can
say that of very few film critics. You can say it of
Bazin and Godard, but they were very different
as writers.
JPG: It’s writing but it’s also a kind of…it’s
not nostalgia, but a shaping of what the movies
have left of the world. You get the sense that
Manny’s a climber finding all kinds of nooks
and crannies so that he’s able to hoist himself
toward the summit: the now of the moment of
the generation of the movie or the painting or the
book in question, which is somewhat gone.
KJ: He’s charting how the world changed and
how he changed in relation to the world. Me, I don’t
feel as at home in this moment as I did in the 70s,
because I was born in 1960 and that’s the nature
of what it is to be human. When I read Deleuze’s
history of cinema, I thought, ‘Manny did the same
thing’—I mean the break between the movementimage and the time-image—’only he did it in real
time, review by review.’ When you read The Gimp
or Blame the Audience or Ugly Spotting, those pieces
from the late 40s and early 50s, you could say
they’re negative, but on another more important
level he was describing and charting what he was
seeing. He has to do the work from the standpoint
of being against it all, but he’s registering a shift in
syntax, and in the relationship between the human
figure and the emotions being represented.
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JPG: He’s a very good mapper, seismographer.
You know, I’m not sure anybody else could write
like Manny.
KJ: Well, some people have tried. Not
advisable. It’s him, it’s not a how-to manual.
JPG: No, it’s not. It’s a kind of writing
that absolutely induces re-readings. And in
those re-readings, you always find something
strangely different.
KJ: How many film critics can you say
that about?
JPG: You can’t. And in a way it’s like his
paintings. They’re like strange pinball machine
systems and you can’t get out.
KJ: When I think of his paintings, I always
think of Ingenious Zeus, one of the later ones.
During that time, Patricia would choose the
background color, in this case a vibrant blue,
and then he’d take plants from her garden and
lay them out on the table and take out his paint
knife and do his thing. So in that one, you have
this visual pattern that looks like the eye of a
hurricane. But when you try to track it with your
eye and pin down the definitive visual form, you
can’t. It doesn’t work. Your eye is drawn in that
direction, that’s the rhythm, but whenever you
try to follow it all the way, complete it, you wind
up where you started.
JPG: As long as we’re talking jobs, reading
his texts is an amazing pedagogical experience for
students. They’ve read so much writing that gets
right on the highway and goes in one direction
and kind of includes its own Cliff Notes, and
suddenly they’re reading this guy who cannot be
synopsized, this guy who tells them: ‘I’m all about
method, and you’re gonna have to find another
kind of discourse to talk about me.’
KJ: Yeah. It does leave him peculiarly unable
to cope with the alleged ‘white elephant’ part
of film, meaning narrative, theme, aesthetic

ambition. That’s his particular limit. Everybody
has one. He once wrote that all art forms have
their limit points, and by the same token so do
artists. Temperamentally, he couldn’t go there.
JPG: It makes me think…Jean-Luc used
to tell me all the time, ‘You’re obsessed with
production, and you don’t know anything
about the importance of distribution.’ I think
Manny’s like that in some way. There was all
his life a kind of bitterness or rage about not
having been recognized for what he was and
what he had brought.
KJ: That’s true. To the point where it was
comical. To him.
JPG: Yeah, to him. And yet he was absolutely
and radically incapable of doing the gesture that
would have…you know, paid the tribute to the
white elephant that would have enabled people to
see the termite. As he once said, ‘There’s not one
gallery I didn’t close.’
KJ: Yeah, but then the world of galleries is so
fucking brutal.
JPG: So’s the world of film criticism.
KJ: Maybe, but on a much smaller scale. I
was listening to the radio this morning, and Jeff
Koons was on. He’s closing down the Whitney
before the move downtown, and he just sold his
inflatable puppy for $54 million. But really, the
commentator said, Jeff is basically a down-toearth guy, and he always shakes everyone’s hand.
What does that kind of thing have to do with
Manny’s painting? It reminds me of the time
that Richard Price introduced Manny to Julian
Schnabel, who tried to give Manny a few pointers.
He told Schnabel to fuck off. Like, ‘Where do
you get off telling me how to paint?’ They’re from
two different planets.
JPG: Well…we both miss him, tremendously.
KJ: It’s been six years, right?
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JPG: It’s been six years. He’s as
uncategorizable today, for me, as he was then. I
know that if I hadn’t met him, I wouldn’t have
stayed where I stayed for so long. He had a
very, very profound effect on the way I film, the
way I write, the way I think. Of course, it also
put me in a situation where, instead of doing
a hundred films, I’ve done, maybe, two and
a half. The stuff you’ve tackled, which is kind
of difficult, is the notes. The notes are really
Manny in the cauldron. They’re both visually
and intellectually…it’s impossible to organize
them into an acceptable continuity. And yet,
you see the amount of work, the amount of
care, you see the surprising connections, you see
the rewriting, the scratches, the spaces between
things. You see the classes. They were fantastic.
In the classroom, there was a kind of two-bit
magician quality about him. The slides that
weren’t quite right, putting up a reel and running
it backwards, bringing the last reel of The LineUp (1958) by Don Siegel into the middle of a
Michael Snow movie, and then bringing it into
the middle of a Bresson movie—this kind of
mish-mash, nothing proper, nothing ordained.
KJ: And he ruined several dozen reels of film
in the process.
JPG: I remember lending him a whole box
set of Mingus, and after two or three months I
said, ‘Manny, I’d kind of like to get those CDs
back.’ So he brings back the Mingus completely
spattered with paint. I looked at them and said,
‘Can I frame these?’ But you know, the writing
has a kind of magma feeling to it.
KJ: The notes or the writing?
JPG: Both. With the notes, first you have to
learn how to decipher them. It’s like the Rosetta
Stone.
KJ: You’ve got to figure out the handwriting.
If you’ve read enough of his writing then you
know where he’s at and what direction he’s
probably going.
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JPG: Yeah, he’s always playing Chinese
checkers. He’s always writing one word and then
you understand that it links to that other word.
He always told me, ‘You write, you do the first
thing, and then you add words because they’re
good sounding.’ But it’s not just that. It’s very
much the way a carpenter works.
KJ: Yeah, because there are sometimes
repetitions in the prose, ‘mistakes’ as he called
them, but it doesn’t matter because it’s so tautly
constructed. You know, if you look closely at any
film, any work of art, you’re going to start getting
into the imperfections, and the imperfections
are going to reveal themselves as actions, and the
actions are going to reveal themselves as responses
to the moment of making art, making sense of
the world, doing something. You know, you pick
up your paint knife and your hand’s going to be
magnetized by the board, and you’re going to
wind up doing something immediate with it. If
you look closely enough at anything, it’s always
going to be imperfect and it’s always going to
be exciting. There’s the Emersonian side of it,
which is that any work of art is going to fall short
and exist in the shadow of what it’s trying to
reproduce in nature. But Manny completes the
thought by insisting on the reality of the action
itself and the artist. Of course, he’s not alone, but
it’s so excitingly embodied in his writing and his
painting.
JPG: He’s pointing out the fact that there’s
the practice, and there’s the work, which gels
as work for reasons that are both internal and
external. Somebody calls you and says, ‘Mr.
Jones, we need 2000 words by tomorrow.’ There
are the elements that internally make that stuff
gel, but the important thing is the practice, which
is far more scattered and rhizomatic. And I think
that the modernity and the contemporaneity
of Manny is just that: the idea of the primacy
of the practice. It’s the artist in his studio as
opposed to the construction of the Parthenon.
So the notes are extraordinary, not because they’re
notes, secondary artifacts, but because of their
embodiment of a note-taking imagination at
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work. Instead of selling it to Stanford for six
figures and locking it away in an archive for
scholars to consult, he puts it all out there, like
the Pompidou with the infrastructure on the
outside. Whatever happened, whether he would
be celebrated or not—and God knows, he wanted
to be celebrated—he would never stop. He was
always taking notes. I remember in the last weeks
of his life, he wasn’t painting anymore but he was
in the garden, doing this series of drawings that
looked like Anthony Mann compositions.
KJ: With the paint pens…
JPG: Yeah. It’s the idea of the imagination
and the aesthetic of note-taking.
KJ: If he were around now, reacting to what’s
happening… I mean, forget about the art world.
But in film, what Coppola predicted has pretty
much come to pass: the tools of filmmaking
have more or less become as affordable as canvas
and brushes and paints or notebook and pen.
The exceptions are production design and the
time question. Otherwise, it’s happened. But
of course, the downside is that it’s led to a lot
of instant moviemaking. It reminds me of what
Manny wrote about Pollock in the 40s – ‘Look
ma, no hands!’ Now, everywhere you go, you
meet people who say, ‘Oh yeah, I’ve made a
film. I’ll send you a link.’ And you watch it
and it turns out that they haven’t made a film,
they’ve assembled some images and sounds into
some kind of acceptable pattern. It reminds me

of the story that Marty told me about the Dalai
Lama speaking in LA. He took questions and
someone raised his hand and asked, ‘What’s
the quickest way to enlightenment?’ The Dalai
Lama was silent, and then tears came to his eyes
and he walked off the stage. That about sums it
up. If Manny were still around, he’d be focused
on the illusion of the short cut. More likely,
though, he’d be thinking about something that
neither you nor I could predict. He always
surprised me.
JPG: He was always extremely current. He
kept himself abreast in one fashion or another.
KJ: Right. And the default position was: I’m
against it. But we all have default settings, really.
And beyond that was where the real thought
began.
JPG: You’re right about the default setting.
But it wasn’t so much ‘I’m against it’ as ‘I beg to
differ.’ There was a lot of the boxer in him. If you
threw a punch, he’d hit back in a way that you
never anticipated, and land in a place where you
never thought you could be countered.
KJ: It’s funny, because I’ve been thinking a
lot about just that: how much do you need that
to think, to exist? How much do you need to have
something to react against?
JPG: I think it’s the law of the frame. You’ve
gotta bounce off the edge of it. •
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The Gimp1
Manny Farber

Somebody once told me, no doubt
inaccurately, that lady golfers in the Victorian
era used a certain gimmick that went by the
name of “Gimp.” It was a cord running from
hem of skirt to waistband; when preparing to
hit the ball, you flicked it with your little finger
and up came the hem. Thus suddenly, for a
brief instant, it revealed Kro-Flite, high-button
shoes, and greensward, but left everything else
carefully concealed behind yards of eyeleted
cambric. Something like this device has now
been developed in Hollywood. Whenever
the modern film-maker feels that his movie
has taken too conventional a direction and is
neglecting “art,” he need only jerk the Gimpstring, and—behold!—curious and exotic but
“psychic” images are flashed before the audience,
pepping things up at the crucial moment,
making you think such thoughts as “The hero
has a mother complex,” or “He slapped that girl
out of ambivalent rage at his father image which
he says he carries around in his stomach,” or “He
chomps angrily on unlit cigarettes to show he
comes from a Puritan environment and has a
will of iron.”
Over the past couple of years one movie
after another has been filled with low-key
photography, shallow perspectives, screwy
pantomime, ominously timed action, hollow1. This article was originally published in Commentary,
June 1952 (as “Movies Aren’t Movies Anymore”) and
collected in: FARBER, Manny (1998). Negative Space.
Manny Farber on the Movies. Expanded Edition. New
York. Da Capo Press; FARBER, Manny (2009). Farber
on Film. The Complete Film Writings of Manny Farber.

sounding voices. All this pseudo-undershot stuff,
swiped from any and every “highbrow” work of
films, painting, literature, has gone into ultraserious movies that express enough discontent
with capitalist society to please any progressive.
In these beautifully controlled Freud-Marx
epics, the only things that really move are the
tricks and symbols designed to make you think,
“God, this is sensitive!”
Somehow the nature of this new mannerist
nicker has been misinterpreted by critics, by the
good ones as well as the merely earnest publicists.
With their preconceptions, their ennui, and
their formularized responses to stimuli, the
critics go their complacent (or disgruntled)
ways, finding movies better (or worse) than ever,
but never noticing that movies aren’t movies any
more. Not so long ago, the movies, whatever
their over-simplifications and distortions, still
rested on the assumption that their function was
to present some intelligible, structured image of
reality—on the simplest level, to tell a story and
to entertain, but, more generally, to extend the
spectator’s meaningful experience, to offer him a
window on the real world. What are they now?
Well, icebergs of a sort, one-tenth image,
action, plot, nine-tenths submerged popular
“insights” a la Freud or Jung, Marx or Lerner,
POLITO, Robert (Ed.). New York. The Library of
America. To preserve the original text we don’t regularize
or otherwise standardize the conventions used in the
article. Copyright © 2009 by The Estate of Manny
Farber. Deep thanks to Patricia Patterson for permission
to reproduce this article.
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Sartre or Saroyan, Frost, Dewey, Au-den, Mann,
or whomever else the producer’s been reading;
or they are Dali paintings, surrealist fun-houses
with endless doors leading the spectator to
inward “awareness” and self-consciousness,
and far away from a simple ninety-cent seat
in a simple mansion of leisure-time art and
entertainment; or they are expressionistic
shotguns peppering the brain of that deplored
“escapist” with millions of equally important
yet completely unrelated pellets of message—
messages about the human personality and its
relations to politics, anthropology, furniture,
success, Mom, etc., etc. The trick consists
in taking things that don’t belong together,
charging them up with hidden meanings, and
then uniting them in an uneasy juxtaposition
that is bound to shock the spectator into a
lubricated state of mind where he is forced to
think seriously about the phony implications
of what he is seeing.
Most readers will remember the calculated
moment in Sunset Boulevard —the kept man
in the fashionable men’s shop, ashamed of
buying the camel’s-hair coat with the ex-star’s
money. Up to a certain point, this scene was
unfolded in a straight narrative line, and then
director Wilder pulled his Gimp-string. The
camera moved in for a very close close-up, the
atmosphere became molecular and as though
diseased-and there was a sleek clerk whispering
to the slightly ill gigolo: “After all, if the lady
is paying. . . .” Thus Wilder registered spiritual
sickness and business-world corruption in an
ad-libbed shot that had all the freshness of an
old tire patch, consisting as it did, under the
circumstances, of naive moral gibberish that
no adult in his right mind would mouth. This
indirect shot, with its leaden overpantomiming
going back to and beyond Theda Bara, offers
a classic example of what the Gimp can do
for a director, helping him avoid monotony
(by switching from storytelling to symbolic
“pseudo-action”), explaining hidden content,
and insuring his position in movies as a brave,
intransigent artist.
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One of the most confusing films of all time,
People Will Talk, dealt with an unflaggingly
urbane gynecologist, a liberal-minded doctor
who cured patients with friendliness, played
with electric trains, scoffed at radio programs
and packaged food, and generally behaved like
a Lubitsch portrait of an enlightened college
professor. One scene showed him making
vague epigrams and looking down his nose at
overconscientious note-takers in an anatomy
class. Obviously all this suavity needed some
excitement, and so Director Mankiewicz jerked
his string and provided the well-analyzed doctor
with a weird trick that you’ll never see again in
a movie. The doctor undrapes the corpse on the
slab before him, and-surprise!- you are looking
at a naked brunette, not only the most ravishing
person in the movie but the whitest and least
dead-looking. While the doctor talked on about
heartless people and gracefully did things with
the corpse’s Godivalike tresses, the audience was
so shocked by the beauty and lifelikeness of the
corpse that it started thinking all sorts of things
about how society nags the individual, even unto
death. (Visually, in the best Gimp tradition, this
scene was bewitching for its pure unusualness;
Cary Grant’s classy erotic playing with the dead
girl evokes a compound of evil, new kinds of sex,
and terrific grace.)
The Gimp is the technique, in effect,
of enhancing the ordinary with a different
dimension, sensational and yet seemingly
credible. Camera set-ups, bits of business, lines
(“They don’t make faces like that any more”) are
contrived into saying too much. Every moment
of a movie is provided with comment about
American society. “Original” characters are
sought, the amount of illogical and implausible
material is increased, to such a point that movies
which try to be semi-documentary actually seem
stranger than the Tarzan-Dracula-King Kong
fantasy.
We are getting such characters as the
abortionist in Detective Story, a close-mouthed
Dutchman dressed like a low-paid, respectable
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clerk from an early Sinclair Lewis story about
department store life in the Midwest. To make
him look as though he has emerged from the
bowels of common life in America, he is given a
pinched, deathly pallor and a sickly personality
that hardly allows him to breathe, much less
talk. The apparent intention was to set up a
significantly ordinary, true-to-life, entirely evil,
grass-roots American; the result was a surrealistic
creature who seemed ready at any moment to
throw up. Thanks to the canny acting of George
Macready, possibly Hollywood’s most impressive
character actor, this sour figure provided the film
with its only good moments.
Two recent pictures have made especially
adroit and unrelenting use of the Gimp. In A
Place in the Sun, Director George Stevens, not
content with letting a climax of violence follow
naturally upon an inevitable train of events,
treats us constantly to macabre darkenings of the
landscape, metronome-timed hootings of a loon,
and about six other sensational effects reeking
with recondite significance. The story is about
a not quite bright social climber, and Stevens so
buries him in symbols of money, dominance, and
sex that every last member of the audience must
become involved with the vague meanings of
the boy’s daydreams. Wherever he walks, there is
sex or wealth—usually both together—written
out so big that no one can miss it: billboards
that out-Petty Petty, languid and sophisticated
aristocrats, a Gus Kahn love lyric coming from a
midget radio. And of course his dingy furnished
room in a depressed urban area must have
a window facing on a huge neon factory sign
standing for wealth and achievement.
In one protracted example of contrivance,
a luscious babe in a Cadillac flashes by the boy
as he hitchhikes on some spacious highway,
and then comes a broken-down truck chugging
straight out of The Graces of Wrath to pick up the
disappointed hiker. Immediately, the audience
was saving to itself one or all of these things:
“This is about the unfair distribution of wealth
in the United States,” or “His spirit is crying out

for joy, ease, and love,” or “He has a complex
about being raised in a poor, harsh, confined
neighborhood.” Whenever any particularly
delectable symbol crossed the boy’s line of vision,
he would freeze up with yearning, refusing to
act, not answering questions for minutes on
end, his wispy shoulders almost but not quite
jerking, and occasionally one dead word straying
out of his twisted mouth. There were eccentric
scenes in which the boy met up with a deputy
cop or a suspicious boatman, who—with the
help of acting that was probably coached by
Emily Brontë, and camera angles that gave the
actors height and took away width-looked like
ominous scoundrels from the Dark Ages, and
showed you Society intimidating the Outcast,
American Justice breaking the Common Man
on the wheel.
Symbols are a dime a dozen in Hollywood’s
storehouse, and Stevens bought up the stock;
police sirens, train whistles, double-shots of a
boy’s face and a remembered kiss, the lame leg
of the sadistic district attorney (which makes
him more formidable), a shadow going over a
face to indicate an evil thought. Such things may
seem to come from real life, but actually they are
the products of medieval imaginations capable
of grasping glaring features of contemporary
life only in cliché terms. These creators have
entrenched themselves within a vicious circle
of decay: having helped to create and foster the
world of lurid wealth, romantic love, and Big
City glamour, they now express despair and
chaos by exaggerating the same corny symbols
they originally invented.
It has always been obvious that the movie
camera not only reflects reality but interprets
it. This fact used to imply the deepening and
enrichment of an intelligible structure of plot
and character. What is happening now is the
complete disappearance of reality in the fog of
interpretation: the underground “meaning” of
every shot displaces the actual content, and the
movie-goer is confronted with a whole crowd of
undefined symbolic “meanings” floating entirely
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free. Shove the camera up against the pimple on
an actor’s face, and you automatically produce
an image of immense importance: it will
mean something—no matter if you don’t know
exactly what, and no matter if you have made it
impossible to tell your story. Just as comedians
now manufacture their humor out of immense
card indexes of gags, so movie directors dip
into their mental gag file of disconnected bits
of social significance, amateur psychiatry, and
visual shock effects.
In A Streetcar Named Desire, Elia Kazan
pulls the Gimp-string so mercilessly that you
never have one plain character or situation,
but vast bundles of the most complicated
sociological phenomena. For example, the
hero, a sharp-witted Polish mechanic, conveys
heavy passion by stuttering the first syllables of
his sentences and mumbling the rest as though
through a mouthful of mashed potatoes, a device
that naturally forces the spectator to sociological
speculation; disgusted with the fact that the
hero has apparently been raised in a pigpen, the
spectator is impelled to think about the relation
of environment to individual development. This
hero of Kazan’s is getting ahead in his work, is
a loving husband, makes “those colored lights”
with his sexual genius, and is possessed of a
delicate moral sensitivity. But all these bourgeois
attributes have to be matched with their opposites
for the sake of excitement, and so Kazan pulls his
string and you see the Polack slobbering, licking
his paws, howling like a troglodyte, hitting his
wife so hard that he sends her to the maternity
hospital, playing poker like an ape-man, exuding
an atmosphere of wild screams, rape, crashing
china, and drunkenness. And to make sure every
two-year-old will understand how bad life is in
this Grimm’s fairy tale hovel, Kazan hammers
his point home with continual sinister lights,
dancing shadows, gaseous oozings.
With its freakish acting, nightmare sets,
and dreamy pace, Streetcar may seem like
traditional Hollywood poeticism, but looked at
closer, it becomes very different from movies of
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the past, and in the same odd, calculated way
as A Place in the Sun, People Will Talk, etc. For
one thing, the drama is played completely in
the foreground. There is nothing new about
shallow perspectives, figures gazing into mirrors
with the camera smack up against the surface,
or low intimate views that expand facial features
and pry into skin-pores, weaves of cloth, and
sweaty undershirts. But there is something new
in having the whole movie thrown at you in
shallow dimension. Under this arrangement,
with the actor and spectator practically nose to
nose, any extreme movement in space would lead
to utter visual chaos, so the characters, camera,
and story are kept at a standstill, with the action
affecting only minor details, e.g., Stanley’s backscratching or his wife’s lusty projection with eyes
and lips. On the screen these grimly controlled
gestures appear huge, florid, eccentric, and
somewhat sinister. Again, there is nothing new
about shooting into incandescent lights and
nebulous darks, but there is something new
in having every shot snotted up with silvery
foam, black smoke, and flaky patterns to convey
decay and squalor. Never before has there been
such a use of darkness in masses as we find in
the new films (at least not since the Russians,
who probably didn’t have any lights). All this
to jazz up a pseudo-drama in which nothing
really happens on the screen except dialogue in
which you see two faces talking, then a close-up
of the right speaker asking, then a close-up of
left speaker answering, then back to the two, etc.
The spectator is aware that a story is being told,
but mostly he feels caught in the middle of a
psychological wrestling match.
Though there has never been so massive
a concentration on technique, the fact is these
films actually fail to exploit the resources of
the medium in any real sense. Kazan, Stevens,
and their colleagues have been shrinking films
down to an almost babyish level in situation and
grouping. With slumbrous camera movement,
slow choreographies of action, sustained closeups of enigmatic faces surrounded by areas of
gloom, and drifting dialogue that seemed to
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come out of the walls, Stevens in A Place in the
Sun had time only to unreel in grandiose terms
a kiss, a seduction, and a drowning that would
have taken him all of five minutes to examine
with the straight story-telling technique he
used in Penny Serenade and Alice Adams, both
of which he made in the 30’s. Streetcar, for
dramatic action, shows one big character—a
neurotic Southern girl on the last lap to the
mental ward—in one main situation: talk, talk,
talk with an uninhibited couple in a two-room
apartment. The African Queen was shot entirely
in the Belgian Congo, but the characters do
almost nothing that couldn’t have been done on
one studio set with the aid of some library shots.
Movies have seldom, if ever, been so
physically overbearing in their effect. The
scenarios are set up so that the story can be
told with a small cast, little movement, and few
settings. The camera fastens itself on the actors
with such obsessive closeness that every moment
becomes of overwhelming importance and
threatens to disclose some terrifying psychic or
emotional fact. The effect becomes even stronger
and more curious when the actors occasionally
move across the room and this all-revealing eye
just barely moves to keep them in focus-as in
Something to Live For, when a worried advertising
ace paces his office, while the camera seems to
move back and forth no more than a fraction of
an inch. One has the feeling that nothing is any
longer of importance except a magnification of
face, gesture, and dress, and that these can tell
you all you need to know about life in our time.
All this seems to have started in an exciting.
if hammy 1941 picture called Citizen Kane.
This grim mixture of suspense thriller and
tabloid obituary, in which most of the surface
facts paralleled events in the career of William
Randolph Hearst, combined the thunderous
theatrical trickery of Orson Welles with a reckless
use of darkish photography and funny angles by
a top cameraman named Gregg Toland. Toland
threw into the film every device ever written
into the accomplished cameraman’s handbook-

everything from under-cranking (to make the
people in “newsreel” clips jerk and scuttle) to
crane-shots, two-shots, floor-shots, and his
favorite perspective shot in which figures widely
spaced and moving far off down long rooms
were kept as clearly in focus as the figure closest
to the audience. This stuff helped make an
exciting film, though marred by obvious items
of shopworn inspiration: camera angles that
had been thoroughly exploited by experimental
films, and the platitudinous characterization of
Kane as a lonely man who wanted love from the
world but didn’t get it because he had no love
of his own to give. This unpeeling of a tycoon
was clearly the most iconoclastic stroke in major
studio production since the days when D. W.
Griffith and his cameraman, Billy Bitzer, were
freeing movies from imitation of the stage.
Orson Welles’s bold jumbling of techniques
from theater, radio, and film led inevitably to
a shock-happy work that anticipated everything
that has since become fashionable in American
films.
Oddly enough, this film, which had the
biggest cultural build-up before release since
Eisenstein’s Mexican film, made little impression
at the time on Hollywood’s veterans. Only a few
years ago did the ghost of Citizen Kane start
haunting every “A” picture out of Hollywood.
Before the advent of Orson Welles, the most
important thing in motion picture technique
had been the story, the devising, spacing, and
arranging of shots into a plot line that moved
easily from one thing to another. Welles,
more concerned with exhibiting his impudent
showmanship and his deep thoughts about graft,
trusts, yellow journalism, love, hate, and the
like, fractured his story all along the line, until
his film became an endless chain of stop effects.
At every instant, the customer was encouraged
to pause over some Kubla Khan setting, some
portentously lit floor-shot of an actor, or some
symbol (the falling-snow toy, the bird screaming
in escape), and think in the terms of what it had
to tell about a publisher’s immoral pursuit of
love-power-respect. The plot was simple enough:

Cinema Comparat/ive Cinema · Vol. II · No. 4 · Autumn 2014

27

THE GIMP

a famous man said something (“rosebud”) just
before dying in his castle on a mountain, and
“March of Time” sent out an inquiring reporter
to make a story out of it. Eventually we did
get the answer, not through the flash-backed
memories of those interviewed—Kane’s oldest
friend, his newspaper manager, the girl, the
butler in the castle—but in a final nerve-tingling
shot, privy to the director and audience, of the
“Rosebud” sled of Kane’s lost, barren childhood.
The story was presented in such complicated
ways and made so portentous with the shadows
of meaning cast off by a hundred symbols
that you could read almost anything into it,
including what Welles had put there. There were
certain dramatic high points like the rough-cut
in the “March of Time” projection room, the
kid outside the window in the legacy scene, and
the lurid presentation of an electioneering stage.
But in between these was a great deal of talk,
much less action, and almost no story.
Welles bequeathed to Hollywood, which
had grown fat and famous on hurtling action
films, a movie that broke up into a succession
of fragments, each one popping with aggressive
technique and loud, biased slanting of the
materials of actual life. He told his story
backward—which was nothing new—and slowed
it even more by breaking it into four situations
that didn’t flow together but settled stiffly and
ambiguously into a sort of parallel construction.
He also complicated and immobilized each shot
with mismated shock effects that had never been
seen before in Hollywood. For example, the
ominous figure of Kane was shown in the dark
alongside a clearly lit pseudo-Grecian statue and
a vast undone jigsaw puzzle that the cameraman
had cleverly shot so that it seemed strewn over a
marble floor. The spectator had trouble arranging
these disparate items into a convincing visual
whole, but his brain was mobilized into all sorts
of ruminations about avarice, monomania,
and other compulsions. Even the devices for
moving the story along were complicating and
interrupting: again and again, you went from
the first part of a sentence spoken at one time
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and place to the last part of the same sentence
spoken years later; this made one less conscious
of time passing than of a director stopping time
to play a trick on reality.
Welles also showed the Hollywood
craftsmen how to inject trite philosophy,
“liberalism,” psychoanalysis, etc., into the very
mechanics of movie-making, so that what the
spectator saw on the screen was not only a fat,
contrived actor screaming down a staircase,
but also some exotically rendered editorializing
contributed by everyone from the actor to the
set designer. The movie opened and closed on
the iron fence around Kane’s castle. In between
this repetition, which spelled out the loneliness
and baronial character of a tycoon, were similarly
meaningful images: Kane in his castle among the
boxed accumulations of his collecting; hopeful
and innocent Kane gesticulating in front of a
huge electioneering poster that showed him as
a sinister demagogue. And always, practically
on top of the cameraman, his unreal figure
suggesting a blown-up cue ball adorned with
the facial features of Fu Manchu, with nothing
inside him but a Freudian memory giggling
around in the fumes cast off by Welles’s ideas
about how an American big shot goes wrong.
The hidden meanings and the segmented
narration were the two most obvious innovations
of this film. Toland’s camera provided the third,
and it was anything but what you’d expect from
a film that was advertised as using an unbound
camera. Toland’s chief contribution was a shallow
concept of movie space. His camera loved craneshots and floor-shots, but contracted the threedimensional aspect by making distant figures as
clear to the spectator as those in the foreground.
To accomplish this, Toland had to arrange his
actors in widely spaced, parallel arrays across
the screen. He also had to immobilize them and
cut them off from the natural obscurations of
scenery and atmosphere. His powerful lens did
the rest. The spectator was faced with an image
that exaggerated the importance of the figures
it showed to a point where the deep space
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between them seemed to have been negated.
The chief visual effect was the microscopically
viewed countenance, one into which you could
read almost anything. Almost as important was
the static grouping of figures, amounting to a
reversal of everything Hollywood had previously
perfected in the creation of fluid groupings in
unbounded space.

The entire physical structure of movies has been
slowed down and simplified and brought closer
to the front plane of the screen so that eccentric
effects can be deeply felt. Hollywood has in
effect developed a new medium which plays
odd tricks with space and human behavior in
order to project a content of popular “insights”
beneath a meager surface.

Citizen Kane and its Gimp-effects
were generally laughed off by highbrows in
Hollywood and elsewhere. Their opinion of
the film was that it was too obviously theatrical
and exhibitionistic to be linked to the main
journalistic path of cinema. But one had the
feeling, during the war years, that as Hollywood
turned out dozens of progressively more realistic
action films—Western, war, detective—it was
more than a little concerned with what Welles
had done in the symbolic enriching of a movie
through florid mannerisms. For Hollywood
directors and actors couldn’t forget that Citizen
Kane was crazily three-dimensional in the manner
of a psychoanalytic hour and that it did start you
thinking at every moment of ambiguous drives
hidden inside each character. Citizen Kane seems
to have festered in the Hollywood unconscious
until after the Wylers and Hustons returned
from their government film chores; then it broke
out in full force.

Thus has a revolution taken place in
Hollywood, probably unbeknownst to the very
men—directors, actors, and critics-who have
led it. If the significance of the New Movie is
understood, it may well be that Hollywood will
never be able to go home again. Any attempt to
resurrect the old flowing naturalistic film that
unfolds logically and takes place in “reasonable”
space seems doomed to look as old-fashioned as
the hoop skirt. For better or worse, we seem stuck
with an absurdly controlled, highly mannered,
over-ambitious creation that feeds on everything
in modern art and swallows it so that what you
see is not actually on the screen but is partly in
your own mind, partly on the screen, and partly
behind it. You have to read these pictures in a
completely different way from the one you’ve
been accustomed to. They are no longer literally
stories or motion pictures, but a succession of
static hieroglyphs in which overtones of meaning
have replaced, in interest as well as in intent,
the old concern with narrative, character, and
action for their own sakes. These films must be
seen, not literally, but as X-rays of the pluralistic
modern mind. But the popular ideas deliberately
half-buried in them have the hard, crude ring
of Stone Age tools, though most of them come
out of psychoanalysis and the Popular Front
morality plays of the depression. The most
ambitious of the current film-makers got their
higher, and highest, education in the New York
of the latter 30’s and have never lost the obsessive
need to “improve” the world through art. They
are by now too sophisticated and weary really
to believe that this will work, but the hangover
of conscience, regret, guilt, and frustration still
produces in their movies the new Worried Look.
They have lost the spirit and convictions of the

In the acclaimed films of the early
postwar years (The Lost Weekend, The Best
Years of Our Lives, The Treasure of the Sierra
Madre, Champion), one began to see Welles’s
theatrical innovations effectively incorporated
into certain films that otherwise tried to look
like untouched records of reality. There still
had to be a long training in what is known as
“semi-documentary” technique (movies shot in
real streets with non-studio make-up, natural
lighting, spontaneous pantomime) before
Hollywood could link Welles’s florid symbolism
with enough of the appearance of actuality to
make it appear moderately reasonable. But by
now the lesson has been learned, and the ghost of
Citizen Kane stalks a monstrous-looking screen.
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radical 30’s, but the characteristic feelings of
those years remain, expressed vaguely in a bleak,
humorless, free-floating, and essentially pointless
misanthropy-social significance gone sour. There
may be nothing wrong with misanthropy as a
working viewpoint, but when, as in A Place
in the Sun, it takes its conception of workers,
tycoons, and debutantes from a world of ideas
fantastically unrelated to current American
experience, it is merely a negative sentimentality.
The emotional impact of a technique committed
to elegant, controlled, mismated power effects is
as modern as ammoniated toothpaste; but the
popular ideas to which this technique is wedded
seem almost as dated and provincial as those in
Damaged Goods or A Fool There Was. •
June 1952
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Ozu’s Films1
Manny Farber

One of the strongest images in Ozu’s The
End of Summer (1961) is the crematorium
smokestack at the top of a bland, inexpressive
landscape, symbolizing the end of an old rake,
who sneaked a day at the bicycle races with his
mistress and died of overexposure. The sinewy
sturdy old man (Ganjiro Nakamura, who looks
like Picasso himself with his cockiness and
golden sturdy vigor) is the onlv rambunctious
member of a very restrained, duty-conscious
family— the invariable cornerstone around
which Ozu constructs his pared down home
drama perfections. The tactics of the long lead-in
to the crematorium shot (besides the smokestack
aimed at heaven, some equally sobering, numb
landscapes shot nearly from sand level of two
peasants washing clothes in the river, and three
crows pacing very nervously, waiting for the old
man’s cremation, plus a few moments with the
querulous, self-concerned family, impatiently put
out) smacks a little of an over-obvious crossing of
t’s and dotting of i’s.
Ozu’s rigidly formalized, quaint hominess,
a blend of Calvin Coolidge, Blondie, and
Mies’s neo-plastic esthetic, is like coming into a
beautifully ordered home and being surrounded
by respectful manners. It doesn’t quite reach
the pedestal of being “utterly Japanese,” or “an
unusually profound presentation of character.”
Simply poised linearism is probably closer to

1. This article was originally published in Artforum, June
1975 (as “Ozu”) and collected in: FARBER, Manny
(2009). Farber on Film. The Complete Film Writings of
Manny Farber. POLITO, Robert (Ed.). New York. The
Library of America. To preserve the original text we don’t

the truth. The simple-minded Jane Austen script
(who’s going to marry whom) shows a Fifties
image of Japanese life in which there is often a
bland proper face with a spectacular keyboard of
gleaming white teeth. “Profound characterization”
seems to be a minor concern of the director
compared to that of creating a delicately poised
domestic panorama and in che process making
workable some of the oldest tools in movie
construction. Two people standing, sitting,
kneeling, always amazingly decorous, deciding
whether the family’s brewery will have to merge
with “big capital,” their conversation spaced out
in one-shots of each speaker. Ozu is much more
formalized than this 1930s early talkies technique
suggests. Where Hawks is matter-of-fact and eye
level at the two speakers, Ozu hieratically shuttles
one-two-shots, the camera always on speaker,
never on listener, and autocratically dismisses
anything (no dolly, fades, punctuation) that
smacks of movement or congestion. Ozu uses
big still-life shots— barrels outside a brewery—as
chapter divisions between the little heartaches of
the Kawamild family: should Number One sister
marry the owner of a small steel mill? Must father
embarrass his three grown daughters by renewing
an early infidelity with an innkeeper?
The whole story moves towards the serene,
ironic death of a lecherous father, unlike any
other movie, in a kind of Morse code une. You

regularize or otherwise standardize the conventions used
in the article. Copyright © 2009 by The Estate of Manny
Farber. Deep thanks to Patricia Patterson for permission
to reproduce this article.
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see a little segment of family drama, then silence,
followed by three shots of the brewery’s wide tubs
lined against a wall just outside the omnipresent
doorway, which is Ozu’s most consistent
compositional device, and then another piece
of middle-class soap opera. This scene-silencebridging routine (sometimes wildly emotional
music is played against the chapter division
landscapes) repeats until the last of the three shots
of black crows on a very blue-serene shore ends
the graceful dot-dash parade and leaves the Ozu
message: all is transitory, but the family remains.
Ozu’s shorthand syntax most resembles
Bresson’s in his attention to the beauty of
restricted movement, ritual-like repetitions, a
human emphasis that is either agonized (Bresson)
or sunnily benign (Ozu). This film, the September
song for a cheerful old rascal, makes any Bresson
seem the darkest dungeon of morbidity and
sexual obsession. Lighting, theme, acting: you’d
never find a row of white teeth fronting Bresson’s
graffiti-like shadowy imagery.
Ozu seems dedicated ro that three inch doll
whose head bobs up and down in the rear window
of a philistine’s automobile, but there’s something
likable, possibly profound, about these decorous,
doll-like people. A hypnotic goodness pours out
of restricted actors in coupled compositions.
Ozu’s long career, which started in Snub
Pollard-type silent comedies, never outgrows the
Hal Roach idea of a movie image being naive and
making you feel good. From start to finish, it’s
benevolence day with a family of short people
who are short of every possible neurosis except
an infinite capacity to sit still and grin happily
at each other. Funny compositions: the two
speakers are parallel rather than facing each other
and they’re boxed in by a vertical-horizontal order
that is more emphatic than the tranquil pair. A
person gets a little bored watching this family
worry over its future, but, despite all the linear
ploys, the use of up-down views in which there
is a sense of a person looking straight ahead
from a repose position on a mat, the movie
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stays light, airy and fresh because of its rigorous
abstraer style. As it travels across a nearly empty
landscape of precisely poised static compositions,
the film leaves no doubt of being in the hands of
a masterful housekeeper who has both sympathy
for his family and a deep belief in his Morse code
style of moviemaking.
“You haven’t got any real body, any dark
sensual body of life. What you want is pornography,
looking at yourself in mirrors.” This frothing
philosophizing causes Eleanor Bron, a fiercely selfconscious actress of smirks and mincing, to come
down on Alan Bates’s passionately yammering
head with a lapis lazuli paperweight. This blow to
kill an elephant produces the funniest response to
sadism. “Oh no you don’t Hermione, 1 don’t let
you,” and, instead of rushing for a doctor, Bates
runs straight through all kinds of Nature, thicketsturfs-clumps, pulling off his clothes, ending up
in a grass-squirming act where he tries to cleanse
himself of Hermione’s hothouse corruption and
culture mongering. Like Isadora and Charge of the
Light Brigade,Women In Love is a lush decorator’s
job split between spurts of steaming, whipped-up
acting and longer amorphous stuff where a whole
production crew immerses itself in scene setting:
a yearly picnic for mine workers jammed with
choreographies, cows moving like Rockettes, and
the double drowning of two young lovers—a
treat for necrophiliacs (their naked bodies are
discovered entwined in the mud after the lake is
drained).
This sprawling period reconstruction is
not as florid a production as The Damned, but
it’s in there, and much more of a multi-auteur
product. The script (Larry Kramer) is carefully
collaged D. H. Lawrence, the direction (Ken
Russell) is an extravagant rouge job, each scene
an operetta with its own private mahogany-tohayseed yellow color, and the movie is further
pushed out of whack by four actors who loom
and bulk like Maillol sculptures, but have the
quirky idiosyncratic faces of a Lautrec. All
these people pushing the film in personal ways
are really dominated by Lawrence and his

MANNY FARBER

apocalyptic vision. So the movie ends up like a
gaudy chariot pulled by twelve furious stallions
who have been nibbling on locoweed.
Lawrence wrote about restless people,
of quick irritations and tenacious wills, more
involved with the idea of love than the act. The
exact scenes of his self-nominated “best novel”
have been cheapened because they now echo a
hundred films. Glenda Jackson in Nighttown
has been rendered by conventional romanticists,
Carol Reed style, with the same hulks of necking
couples in chiaroscuro alleyways; two Joe Sawyer
types washing themselves in their backyard watch

Jackson’s hard-eyed glitter pass them by, and they
hit her with the same over-centered, bragging
crack that might appear in Ford’s Informer
sculpture or even Richard Lester: “I’d give a week’s
wages for five minutes of that.” Oliver Reed, the
only character with enough script time to make
his brute-strength-under-a-stiff-collar character
halfway understandable, is in one formalized
action film cliché after another, spurring blood
from his horse’s flanks in a race to the crossing
with a freight train. Kramer’s script cuts out all the
quiet spots, particularly the inner thoughts and
Lawrence’s favorite image, the alwavs-changing
emotions ot conversation. •
June 1970
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Rainer Werner Fassbinder1
Manny Farber & Patricia Patterson

I’s interesting that the true inheritors of
early Warhol, the Warhol of Chelsea Girls and My
Hustler, are in Munich, whereas the new WarholMorrissey film has gone west, i.e. Heat is a Zap
comic book Sunset Boulevard and Frankenstein
is a salacious child’s version of the James Whale
classic. Warhol’s idea of a counter-mainstream
has to do with reversing the conventions of
high-low art rejecting with a giggle Greenberg’s
edicts formerly considered on a par with the Ten
Commandments: the artist as a moral superior,
integrity of the painting surface over illusion, the
relationship of the picture’s inside to the edge, the
high-vs.-kitsch polarities.
Like Genet’s polemical stand for the beauty
of crime and perversity, Warhol proclaims the
wondrousness of monotony, banality, machinemade art, expedience, and an easy mobility from
one medium to another. He’s a great mover
towards facetiousness and flexibility: it’s not
that he doesn’t work like a bearcat at his dozen
professions, but that he tries to imprint a notthat-taxing air into each new painting-printfilm-interview.
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Boy, Chelsea Girls are neighbors under the skin
to some of the reel wheels in TV-supported
Munich films, particularly Fassbinder’s anticinema. There is the same painterly ability to
hit innocent, insolent colors, using flat, boldly
simple formats; Warhol’s image is more porous,
coarse-grained, while Fassbinder’s has a sardonic,
fairytale look. The Tartar-faced writer-directoractor has done one film a week (practically) since
1971, which is up to the early Warhol pace, and,
in the background of Fassbinder’s image, there
is the sense of grifters and bootlegging, plus the
effect in early Warhol of being tough and able
to control such anarchy. Fassbinder’s Marxist
world unchained is compressed and delineated;
you know where each form, idea, and narrative
sequence starts and stops.

By osmosis, Warhol’s kinkiness made a big
dent in the Bavarian beer-bratwurst-Bach film
capital, Munich. Probably few of the Munichers
have seen any Warhol, but the latter’s Bike

A henpecked boob beats up his wife in a
bedroom tableau which stays on screen without
camera change until the remorseless ending,
the husband rolling over in a drunken stupor.
The agonized, frustrated drunk beating up his
selfish, penny-pinching wife is the oldest scene
in movies, going back to Greed, but this fullylit, futile explosion in a 1971 Munich movie is a
remarkable blend of charm and ferocity. Aimed
against prissy, middle-class taste, the purple
overstatements recall Written on the Wind and
another Sirk, All That Heaven Allows, which he

1. This article was originally published in City, July 27,
1975; Film Comment, November-December 1975 (as
“Fassbinder”) and collected in: FARBER, Manny (1998).
Negative Space. Manny Farber on the Movies. Expanded
Edition. New York. Da Capo Press; FARBER, Manny
(2009). Farber on Film. The Complete Film Writings of

Manny Farber. POLITO, Robert (Ed.). New York. The
Library of America. To preserve the original text we don’t
regularize or otherwise standardize the conventions used
in the article. Copyright © 2009 by The Estate of Manny
Farber. Deep thanks to Patricia Patterson for permission to
reproduce this article.
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draws on more explicitly in the 1974 Fear Eats
the Soul. But the cool and very contemporary
candidness suggests Warhol’s deadpan on the
androgynous underworld.
A minor example of Fassbinder paralleling
Warhol: the presence of Viva’s cloying, nasal
whine in Irm Hermann’s startling portrait
of a peddler’s sneaky wife in Fassbinder’s The
Merchant of Four Seasons. In this portrait, which
moves back and forth from thin-lipped petty
conventionality to moments of sensuality and
spunk, the mocking drawl of Warhol’s superstar
combines with the lower-class traits out of
another world. It’s like joining the “liberated”
Soho with the corner-cutting uniformity of J. C.
Penney. Hermann’s squinty eyes behind dowdy
glasses, her spectacularly lean body inside frumpy,
printed housedresses. Fassbinder is not the only
member of Germany’s re-awakened film scene to
be in a curious congruency with Warhol’s filmic
investigations: his gorgeous hermaphrodites
(Schroeter), put-on freakiness (Herzog), the precisionist long takes on a seemingly unseductive
scene (Straub), but he’s the one we’re going to
deal with here.
Fassbinder’s a mixture of enfant terrible,
burgher, and pimp, whose twenty-four features
(since 1967) are mainly sprung out of a camp
sensibility. All of his appetites (for the outlandish,
vulgar, and banal in matters of taste, the use of
old movie conventions, a no-sweat approach to
making movies, moving easily from one medium
to another, the element of facetiousness and play
in terms of style) are those of camp and/or Warhol.
The point—to dethrone the serious, to make
artifice and theatricality an ideal—is evident in
an amazing vivacity, re-introducing Fable into a
Hollywood gente, while suggesting a tough facile
guy manipulating a deck of cards. Warhol’s ace
move, taking anyone and making her a superstar,
draping her in glamour and incandescence, is also
Fassbinder’s. The same three leggy females appear
in most films; Hanna Schygulla, a halo around
her M every frame, is the ravishing beauty, the
trump or tramp card in his films.

Merchant of Four Seasons (the down-path
of a family black sheep, who goes through a
Dreiserian list of humiliations, and then, as he’s
beginning to make h some headway and breadway
as a fruit-and-vegetable hawker, he methodically
drinks himself to death) is a luminous, inventive
movie that s so damn clear about its aims and
means. The basic idea—the silent group pressure
which causes people to come through with
conventional emotions and behavior, so that
every moment gets compromised and discolored
has never before been pinned down so subtly
and constantly. It’s not the sodden story of a
downtrodden, henpecked husband but a hard
portrait of middle-class ritual, circa 1972.
People take turns being mean and exploitative
in a musical chairs of victor and victim. As in
all his films, Fassbinder is pushing melodrama
to absurd limits to show how its cliché attitudes
and emotions discolor normal situations.
The Merchant is the work of a medieval
illuminator who has a command of visual
ornateness, suggesting the most famous of handpainted books: the Duc de Berry’s Book of Hours.
Its radiant people are faced close to the camera,
in what always seems a peak moment. The scene
is shadowless, intensely lit. It has the ecstatic
tenderness of Fra Angelico but the archetypical
characters (the greedy wife, generous sister,
the innocent daughter, mean-stingy mother,
a sychophantic brother-in-law) are played by
an acting troupe of vivid dynamic hipsters.
Fassbinder makes a wholesome frontal image, in
many ways like small Fra Angelico panels: a man
in a crisp blue-and-white-plaid shirt hawking the
pale green pears filling a rectangular cart, a humble
action froten in a shallow-still composition. This
unconquering hero sells only three bags of pears
during the movie.
Like a cat burglar feeling out the combination
lock on a safe, Fassbinder keeps turning the knob
on a character, working parsimoniousness with
lust-fulness in Irn Hermann’s wife, compassion
and cold-blooded frankness in Schygulla’s
sister, who sticks by the peddler against his
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disapproving family and stands for integrity.
The clear individualizing and silhouetting of
each character are emblematic of Fassbinder’s
hermetic formalism, even when there is a reverse
twist in every major character. A woman who had
heretofore been all tightness is suddenly exposed
in all her white length, being serviced from the
rear by a stranger whose doy smirk is hung on
until its meaning is in your brain.
His tough-tender vision is expressed through
ritual, whether the film is a Death in Venice story
(Petra von Kant) or a working-class Babbitt gone
berserk (Why Does Herr R. Run Amok?). Whether
the filmed event is Petra’s hypocritical phoning,
Herr R.’s pompous tutoring of his little son, the
Ali-Emmi dance that opens and closes Fear, these
rituals serve to keep the world in place; other
rituals--Hans’s evening round of drinks with his
buddies—freak them out.
His ritualized syntax could be outlined this way:
(1) He inserts violence and tension beneath
stupefyingly mundane talk in The Merchant:
“Gee Hans, what a success you are now,” or
extreme sentimentality in Fear: “Emmi, you
not an old woman, you a big heart,” or the
chest-beating Susan Hayward–style in Petra:
“I can’t live without her, I can’t bear it,” as
she rolls around un a terrycloth rug, hugging
a Jack Daniels bottle to her breast. She also
screams at her daughter and mother: “Go
home, you bores, I can’t stand the sight of
you, I want Karin!”.
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musical incantation. “Come borne, Hans,
please come borne,” and he throws a chair
at his wife’s poised body half-hidden behind
the saloon door. Hermann’s porcelain skin,
ruby lips, tightly curled hair has the same
iconic impact as her pleading intonation.
His whole acting team—Hirschmüller’s
peddler, Carstensen’s designer-heroine,
Brigitte Mira’s Emmi—use language for
the same taunting purpose, as in the arch
fox-trot by the two long-gowned women in
Petra. Dancing to “Oh Yes, I’m the Great
Pretender,” they never look at each other,
which points again to his trademark belief in
power struggles incessantly waged.
(4) He and Kurt Raab (“the design is done
for me by Raab, the guy who plays Herr R. 1
tell him what I need; every color is carefully
thought out, each image is worked on.”)
are extraordinary inventors with captive
settings—furniture, décor, people have a
captured-inside-a-doll’s-house feeling. The
prime factor in his syntax: the pulí between
characters and their diminutive, dollhouse
environment. Wife-child-husband around
table eating baloney-cheese is a scene out of
Beatrix Potter, people too big for tidy-tiny
repetitive existence.

(2) Acting in the Petra film is feverishly
singular. As in Noh theater, it’s proto-artificial
and always trying for the emblematic joined
with the rich effect of a sausage bursting its
casing. Petra and her monosyllabic assistant,
in black Edwardian gowns, are pugnacious
with their personas.

(5) Dress and decor: each character has his
own type of clothes; Hans wears plaids, Erna
dresses like a Hawks heroine, Petra’s mute
assistant (played as a studied slow dance by
Irm Hermann) is always in black, a sepulchral
creature whose incredible curtain scene
(slowly suitcasing her wooden mannequins
and taking off in a tense, extended silence) is
a lovely example of power infighting between
two deity-like personages. Fassbinder’s very
eclectic: his people stand before beautiful
wallpaper like Xmas lights, mixing styles and
eras within the same tableau.

(3) From the endless yammering of Petra,
who runs a dress career from her bed, to
the tense, spoken opera in Fear, it’s always

A P. T. Barnum using workers and
shopkeepers for his entertainers and making
them as luminous and exotic as candelabras, he
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is actually all over the map with a playful larceny.
He has taken a number of tactics from the Sirk
melodramas (the flamboyant lighting, designing
décor and costumes that indelibly imprint a
character’s social strata, being patient with actors
and playing all the movie’s elements into them,
backing your dime-store story and soap-opera
characters all the way) and stapled Sirk’s lurid
whirlwind into a near silent film style which is
punctuated with terse noun-verb testiness. A
good example is tense response to a sultry hellcat’s
proposition: “Cock’s bust.”
Bresson’s visual economy (the delayed
reactions by the camera and actor, hanging on
walls, doorknobs, or a peasant’s numb expression)
is turned into very prominent rituals.
After having said all this, the fact is that
Fassbinder’s intense shadowless image is not like
anyone else’s, and his movies have installed the
workers’ milieu—their homes, love affairs, family
relations, the wallpaper, knickknacks, the slang,
food and drink, the camaraderie—as a viable
subject for the Seven-ties. Whether the filmed
event is a fruit vendor yelling downstairs for
his departed wife, or the fascistic business calls
that transpire on the outsized brass bed where a
yammering dress designer eats, works, and loves
(the only males in sight being the gigantic nudes
on the mural behind her bed), the scene most
often plays in one take, without development, so
that his trademark, saftig feistiness, the up-front
pugnacity, always hits with more meat than you
expect, it claws you with churlish aggressions.
A nosy neighbor spitefully watches the
middle-aged Emmi and the hand-some black Ali
go up to her apartment. In this typical tableau
a rack-focus shot suggests all three, like all
Fassbinder’s denizens, are caught in a shifting but
nevertheless painful power game of top dogs and
underdogs. The scene is dominated by aggressive
decisions about décor and motivations; the
camera, positioned directly behind the neighbor’s
helmet-like black hairdo, pins the Emmi-Ali
lovers behind an ornate iron screen that points

up a tasteless magistrate and two rather gentle
rule-breakers. The methodically worked-on event
displays Fassbinder’s radical mix of snarl and
decoration.
His strategies often indicate a study of
porn movies, how to get an expanse of flesh
across screen with the bluntest impact and the
least footage. With his cool-eyed use of Brecht’s
alienation effects, awkward positioning, and a
reductive mind that goes straight to the point, he
manages to imprint a startling kinky sex without
futzing around in the Bertolucci Last Tango style.
Style is everything in these blunt, motionless
tableaux: there is a cunning sense of how much
space to place between the candid sexuality and
the camera, how much lurid, ersatz color needed
to give the act a kinky rawness. He seems able
to cue you into the licentious effect of a Thirties
film, and still hold the scene in the Seventies by
the stylized abandon of his ruthlessly installed
temptresses. The lustfulness of Hermann’s long
scrawny Hausfrau, the blow-job on Hans, and
particularly Hanna Schygulla’s lazy opportunistic
lesbian in Petra von Kant. She walks with her hips
stuck out in a slow insinuation as drawling as her
talk. There is nothing more kinky than her love
scenes in a sheet-metal slave costume.
Fear Eats the Soul: the marriage between a
sixty-year-old charwoman, the widow of a Nazi,
and a splendid Moroccan column of muscle is
endangered because Emmi won’t make couscous
for Ali. Given all the possible problems that
such a marital miss-match could incur, it shows
Fassbinder’s perversity that he drives them apart
with a cracked wheat stew. Emmi, becoming
chauvinistic and complacent, tells this catch of
the century to go get his couscous elsewhere. The
circular structure evolves back and forth between
the Asphalt Pub, a hangout for Moroccan
pals, their bosomy gals, and Emmi’s cozy flat,
subjecting the pair to endless prejudice bouts with
the grocer, maitre d’, that bitch who patrols the
hallway, her gross beer-drinking layabout son-inlaw (played by the snarling camp-elion himself:
Rainer Werner F.). This endless series of trivia

Cinema Comparat/ive Cinema · Vol. II · No. 4 · Autumn 2014

37

RAINER WERNER FASSBINDER

gates overlorded by bigoted high priests causes
Ali’s stomach to rip. Fassbinder, who looks like
a Vegas blackjack dealer, knows how to get the
effects he wants: he turns this sweet-sauerkraut
into a double-edged enthralling movie.

(2) The shopkeepers of life treated without
condescension or impatience.
(3) Physical and spiritual discomfort: The
essence of Fassbinder is a nagging physical
discomfort.

In Why Does Herr R. Run Amok?, the light is
blasting, the sound of people conversing is early
TV play in its grating, granular stridency, and the
plot develops an accurate catalog of comment in
the daily round. A draughtsman, Herr R., dully
moves through a measured tedium, until one
night while his glazed eyes are on the TV and his
wife and a friendly neighbor chatter along with
the TV sound, he picks up an alabaster vase,
kilts wife-child-neighbor. The next morning his
amenable colleagues find him hanging from a
latch in the office lavatory.

So Fassbinder has two sides, the operatic and
the forthright brash. In moving from the lowbudget, avant-garde movie to large TV-financed
films (“1 am a German making films for the
German audience”), he has always retained a
hatred of dubbed dialogue and holds to a theatrical
premise, a few characters interacting in a stage
space, which keeps his image shallow and makes
it easier to do sync sound. What an image! His is
the precision of a painter with space and color: he
has a fantastic painter’s eye (he’s Mondrian with
a sly funk twist) and knows how to angle a body,
how much space is necessary to set it off. But his
movie sails home on its lighting-color-pattern, a
frontal, geometric poise that should make any hip
painter envious. Someday we should love to see
the early grainy black Fassbinders—Katzelmacher,
The American Soldier, Love Is Colder Than Death,
etc.—which have come to this coast only once
via Tom Luddy’s single-handed championing at
the Archive. •

Scenes like the two friends talking of school
songs on a funny little sofa look like comic strip:
the Katzenjammers, Major Hoople. This crackup
of a petty bourgeois done in raw presentation
catches most of what Fassbinder is about.
(1) Humiliation; daily, hour by hour, in the
shop, at breakfast, humiliation everywhere.

July 27, 1975
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Nearer My Agee to Thee (1965)1
Manny Farber

Unbeknown to most moviegoers, the saddest
story in films concerns the emergence of brutal
scorekeeper critics, led by Susan Sontag and Andy
Sarris, an odd duo, hard and soft—a Simone de
Beauvoir and a boneless Soupy Sales—whose
special commodities include chutzpah, the
ability to convert any perception into a wisecrack
or squashed metaphor, and the mobility of
a Hollywood sex queen for being where the
action is. The protean, ubiquitous Miss Sontag
is catlike at showing up in influential gatherings,
panel shows, magazines, taking over the show
with a matter-of-fact attitude, a flat voice, and a
confidence that her knowledge is all-purpose (if
contracted, she’d show up in Vietnam).
These writers may be a mystery to the average
reader, but one or the other has initiated or firmed
up every recent murmur in the American scene:
camp as a new estheticism based on distance
between art and audience; the placing of Jean
Luc Godard, an imitation American, at the top of
modern art films; and Alfred Hitchcock, who is a
sort of Francophile, at the peak of the pre-196os
films. Particularly they’ve torn down the selections
of the ‘40s critic, who was a prospector always
repanning and sifting for buried American truth
and subconscious life. The American landscapes
bewitched James Agee and his fellows, but their
biggest realization was to give the sense of the
Hollywood film as “corpuscular,” in constant flux.
1. This article was originally published in Cavalier,
December 1965, and collected in: FARBER, Manny
(2009). Farber on Film. The Complete Film Writings of
Manny Farber. POLITO, Robert (Ed.). New York. The
Library of America. To preserve the original text we don’t

Sarris and his mimic, Peter Bogdanovich,
have shrewdly suggested that the American
critic in the ‘40s was a philistine compared
to those in Sight and Sound and the French
film magazines. The only trouble with this
deviling of Agee and company is that the
shadowy conditions of all this now overrated
Hollywood art had long ago been accurately
spelled out by Otis Ferguson’s columns in
The New Republic, and, to a lesser extent,
by Agee’s own columns in The Nation. Agee,
who never noticed Robert Aldrich or Raoul
Walsh and hardly mentions Howard Hawks,
is always committed, centered in the least
important film. Sarris, whose oft-repeated
brand for older American criticism is that it
was isolated, provincial, in love with poor
people, and anti-Hollywood, is seldom inside
the film. Using axiomatic statements, working
in short paragraphs, incorporating a French
journalist’s taste, he appears to remove himself,
in the most inanimate voice, from the film.
One of the favorite modes of expression
of the new blackboard critic is an “of course”
construction implying an authority that it is
useless to challenge. “Of course, all the spies” in
Hitchcock’s earliest films were fascist. Untrue: the
Cecil Parker, George Sanders villains are never
more than grim, tactile evil, undefined in politics
and nationality.
regularize or otherwise standardize the conventions used
in the article. Copyright © 2009 by The Estate of Manny
Farber. Deep thanks to Patricia Patterson for permission to
reproduce this article.
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Godard is the preferred modern for the new
critic. He has their eclectic style, never letting you
forget he is of a select yet catholic estheticism. In
Miss Sontag’s canniest, most extended analysis of
a film—Godard’s My Life to Live-- the film is a
“beautiful, perfect” work without one reference
to acting, scenery, or any other aspect of the
movie image.
The trouble with this new criticism, at its
most nimbly exact (Miss Sontag) or pointlessly
sniping and arrogant (Eugene Archer in the
Sunday Times), is that it appears to sift through the
film’s problem, depersonalizing as it goes. Sarris
can rub out an accurately savage despair (Fredric
March’s banker in The Best Years of Our Lives)
simply by listing other performances (Bogart’s
defectively mannered Sam Spade), carrying the
authority for his put-down of March in his voice.
He is forced into the same illusiveness building
Godard as a genius: All of Godard’s limitations
are rubbed out in paradox which ends with the
unspoken thought that isn’t it funny Godard, the
most realistic director, is self-conscious?
Another trouble is that the new critic—a
genial combatant, doing a free-fall parachute jump
onto stray truths, then leaving a critical puzzle for
someone else—simplifies the Hollywood past into
chaos. In one small Richard Schickel paragraph,
The Informer, a film of garbled Irish rhythms
and speech and badly lit like early Carol Reed,
becomes “one of the best films”—”unrelenting
in is realism,” the first example of John Ford’s
covert, rebellious, antistudio genius. The Informer
is a typical Model T Ford: German expressionism
in an early talkie, made “cinematic” by having the
talkers take short strolls to nowhere; except for
Joe Sawyer’s subtlety as an Irish tough, the realism
runs to the “Irish mist” turtleneck sweaters sold
in 1940 department stores, barroom and death
scenes in which the actors move in Disneyish
packs and formations.
The idea of John Ford, an iconoclast
sneaking shots past his fond patron, Darryl
Zanuck, brutally rearranges the facts about
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a conventionalist who went to sleep inside
the mannered reflexes of Fox studio style.
Ford ended up (The Searchers) doing a glumly
humorous, elephantine, Melville-type spoof of
a movie pattern he helped establish along with
the two Henry’s—Hathaway and King. The style
of this pattern, which amounts to a broadening,
deepening and swirling arrangement of Zanuck
pace (episodic, zippier than MGM’s), character
(balloon-like Americana), and space (exotically
prettied Rockwell Kent), was antedated long
before the hard-to-bear Informer in the lyrical
Young Mr Lincoln, Mohawk Trail, and the
Mudd biography.
The ironic fact is that, while these critics
rip away at Agee’s antebellum taste, they are his
direct descendants. They have taken over his
tensionless, hypnotic language effect and his
success as a gambler (Man’s Hope on a level with
Homer; GI Joe almost out of sight for greatness)
gives these scoreboard critics the courage to
gamble with every word.
Agee’s criticism was actually the start of a
major detour from hawking the image to verbal
stunting. The great Agee defect, apparent in
the deadly dull, humorless prep-school letters
to Father Flye, vas a ravishment with bard-type
giant artist. Pinned down by this maniacal yen
for perfect craftsmanship, Agee operated on his
writing until it took over his criticism.
A monster technique became the critic,
while the enormous IQ became pigmyized
by the devious things he found he could do
with pure skill. He used a dozen public-voiced
mechanisms for pumping up or deflating actor
or film: There is no great courage shown in the
love scenes of Nightmare Alley; beneath the cat’s
cradle of sensitive things he could wrongfully say
about Sunset Boulevard Agee vas a fall guy for
candor, the honestly corny (Billy Wilder films)
or the honestly archaic (Monsieur Verdoux). Agee’s
reviewing progressed through the years into
simplification, taking the cunning artist exactly
as he hoped to be taken, but the writing ear and
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sense of timing are such that he strikes fear in the
reader with his arrogant, omnipotent decisions in
unbeatable prose.

body was funny and important for positional
geometric comedy, the face came in a slow last
for humor.

What we have no now in the new criticism
is a semi-pro, speeded-up version of Agee’s
additive, tensionless language with its flagrant
escalations. Agee at his most famous is a simplifier
impersonating a zealously objective writer
operating with tons of passion: “Buster Keaton’s
face ranked almost with Lincoln’s as an early
American stereotype, it was haunting, handsome,
almost beautiful, yet it was irreducibly funny”.

The big story in film criticism is a twopart serial: The first involves the persistence
of the sentimentalized, misread Agee review,
and the second concerns the arrival in power
of the Sarris-Sontag classifier, who can pack
so much authority into a subordinate clause.
Like so many unhappy art events, the second
envolvement might not have happened had
Agee’s writing in The Nation been correctly
assessed for what it was--the first important film
criticism to show a decided variance between
the critic’s words and what actually went on in
the film. •

Keaton’s face has a French quality, like the
famous “weeping Frenchman” photo or Fernandel;
it is closer to a caricature of handsomeness, the

December 1965
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Introduction to White Elephant Art vs.
Termite Art and Other Writings on Film
José Luis Guarner

Richard Shickel, one of the most perspicacious
North American critics, said about Manny Farber:
‘He is the father of all of us.’ Another of his
colleagues, Dwight Macdonald, declares for his
part: ‘Manny Farber is an impossibly eccentric
movie critic whose salvoes have a disturbing
tendency to land on target. I often disagree with
him but I always learn from him.’
In the twofold aspects that they show of our
character, I believe both testimonies, constitute an
excellent presentation of Manny Farber. Because
even though the texts here compiled do not need
a presentation, I consider convenient to warn that
their author do not respond to the image of the
eminent critic, not at least as it was understood
when the cinematographic culture was a European
prerogative – we Spanish cinephiles are European,
whether we like it or not– and was imbibed
from such noble editions as Cahiers du Cinéma,
Positif, Cinema Nuovo, Bianco e Nero or Sight and
Sound; all of them so respectable nowadays –and
almost as penetrated by wisdom— as La revista
de Occidente. No, Farber is rather a dilettante, a
man of exquisite taste that gets excited by cinema
and who enormously enjoys watching films. And,
as it usually happens with the authentic dilettanti,
he is at the same time a sniper whose raids causes
irreparable ravages to the common places and the
established reputations.
Born in Arizona, but a New Yorker by
heart, painter, art critic and teacher in San
Diego, California, Farber writes about film since
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the beginning of the decade of the forties. His
writings are scattered in limited circulation, if not
non-existent magazines in Europe: Commentary,
Cavalier, The New Republic, The Nation, New
Leader, Perspectives, Artforum, and the best
known Film Culture. Out of them, ten works that
allow to trace what the strategist would call the
Farber Line, written between 1952 and 1969,
have been selected. Therein is revealed that more
than twenty years ago –when almost no critic,
except for Andre Bazin, worked on this sense—,
Farber already knew well that the story of a
movie is not in the plot, but in a face, a gesture,
a set of forms; In other words, he is capable of
appreciating a cinematographic work in terms of
its structure: space, form, texture. Led by both an
impertinent and rigorous logic, this appreciation
is formulated through a very personal prose,
twisting, free, precise as a metronome, of a happily
glacial humour and almost as sharp as a Samurai’s
sabre, that unceasingly bursts –probably fruit
of his experience as a painter– into a particular
architecture of visual metaphors. To preserve,
not only his line of thought but that uncommon
verbal style, has been my constant concern while
taking this version in charge, which I hope does
not betrays too much the original brilliance. As if
it were not enough, Farber, dangerous precursor,
was also the first to write coherently about North
American cinema (and not the enthusiast boys
from Cahiers du Cinéma, as we imagined): He
was the first to attack Hollywood’s sacred cows,
Oscars collectors, by denouncing their procedures
– The Gimp, that is still being used without any
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mercy today, and that should be as a term as
popular as the Camp and the Kitsch—; He was
the first to highlight the qualities of American
B movies, for which he coined the concept
of underground, later vulgarized to describe
other movies of a very different nature; he was
the first, in fact, to describe prophetically the
aspects that, from the 1940’s, have conditioned
the fatal decline of Hollywood cinema, a victim
of Transcendence and Artistic Pretensions, of
the White Elephant Art in one word, to use the
very peculiar Farbarian terminology. Addressed to
American or European cinema, his observations
are always sharp, eased -Of an admiring easiness
towards such renowned values as Godard, Hawks,

Buñuel, and others I forget, and that I fear will
give goose pump to more than one cinephile,
lovers of respect and status- as well as amusingly
intelligent, without thereby falling into pedantry
and into the doctoral dissertation that seems
to please so many supposedly distinguished
critics. His writings allow to discover today, with
surprise, that the U.S, always distinguished for
their production of prolific filmmakers, have
produced a critic as well, whose thoughts do not
consist on the common collection of clichés and
half-truths, but that arise a constant provocation,
an inexhaustible incitement to sharpness. I hope
this surprise results as delightful to the reader, as
it has been to me. •
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Termite Makes Right. The Subterranean
Criticism of Manny Farber1
Jim Hoberman

Now that The New York Times has put
Manny Farber on record as the best still-life
painter of his generation, it seems a bit perverse
to shift the spotlight to his movie criticism.
But the fact is that the 64-year-old Farber is an
artist-essayist on the level of Fernand Leger or
Robert Smithson. His writing, intermittently
published in an odd assortment of journals
between 1942 and 1977, combines the
historical perspicacity of Andrew Sarris and the
verbal punch of Pauline Kael with an eccentric
individualism that’s all its own.
Farber has the strongest visual bias in
American film criticism. Playing both ends
against the middlebrow, his pieces are thick
with inside references to painting, photography,
and comic strips. (‘I don’t get why other critics
don’t pay more attention to what’s going on
in the other arts,’ he says.) Like the surrealists,
he’s fond of destroying narrative continuity by
taking in a film in random, 15-minute chunks.
On meeting Farber, his appearance is as striking
as his method. A prominent forehead and jaw
connote intelligent pugnacity, while the rest
of his features cluster mid-face to give him the
stylized appearance of a kindly Chester Gould
character. ‘What he really looks like,’ critic
Richard Thompson once wrote, ‘is philosopher-

1. This article was originally published in Village Voice,
20-26 Mai 1981. Deep thanks to Jim Hoberman for
permission to reproduce this article.
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king of all the bums in all the grind houses in
the world, bringing a Promethean message to us
from Plato’s cave world of the triple feature.’
Part of that message is embodied in a key
1962 essay that originally appeared in Film
Culture. (The same astonishing issue also contains
Sarris’s Notes on the Auteur Theory, Jack Smith’s
The Perfect Cinematic Appositenness of Maria
Montez, and Kael’s review of Shoot the Piano
Player [Tirez sur le pianiste, François Truffaut,
1960]) Farber’s contribution, White Elephant
Art vs. Termite Art, is the snappiest jeremiad
I’ve ever read. Its target is films that are inflated,
over-wrought, precious, ‘tied to the realm of
celebrity and affluence’ – white elephant stuff,
in which the artist tries ‘to pin the viewer to the
wall and slug him with wet towels of artiness and
significance.’ Against this beast (personified by
Antonioni, Truffaut, and the then modish Tony
Richardson) Farber raises the red flag of termite
art, a mysterious form that flourishes in dark
corners where ‘the spotlight of culture is nowhere
in evidence.’ Farber’s termites include journalists,
pulp writers, B-movie directors, and comic-strip
artists – intuitive, unself-conscious professionals
who have ‘no ambitions towards gilt culture but
are involved in a kind of squandering-beaverish
endeavor that isn’t anywhere or for anything.’

JIM HOBERMAN

Although I interpreted it to suit myself,
Farber’s white elephant/termite dichotomy was
crucial for me. I got my first regular writing gig in
1972 for a shortlived successor to the East Village
Other that was known as the New York Ace and
operated out of a fetid basement on West 16th
Street. Under the rubric Terminal Termite, I tried
to work out a kind of Farber-inspired cultural
criticism capable of ping-ponging back and
forth between Brakhage movies and Coca-Cola
commercials. After a few of these, the editor asked
me to please explicate my ‘incomprehensible
logo’ and ‘buglike theory of art’ (a reference, he
probably thought, to our working conditions).
I composed a tribute to Farber that segued
seamlessly into a rabid attack on such current
white elephants as 2001 (Stanley Kubrick, 1968),
Performance (Donald Cammell y Nicolas Roeg,
1970), and El Topo (Alejandro Jodorowsky,
1970). With that issue, the Ace folded.
Actually, I had stumbled across Farber a few
years earlier, in the pages of Dan Talbot’s Film:
An Anthology, which included Farber’s 1957 essay
Underground Films. A hard-boiled paean to a thenunsung cadre of action directors (Hawks, Walsh,
Wellman, Mann, Karlson), Underground Films
took Farber three years to write and was originally
intended for Vogue. This exciting, if morose,
manifesto not only anticipated the discoveries
of the French auteurists, it audaciously valorized
the style and mise-en-scene of a movie over its
plot. Farber’s ‘hardgrained cheapsters’ thrived on
precisely that material that was most hackneyed
and childish. Typically, he compared them to
basketball layers who did their best shooting from
the worst angle on the court.
Underground Films contains all of Farber’s
attributes – the pop-culture connoisseurship,
the canonization of a peripheral form, the
authoritative painter’s jargon worked into a nervy,
wise-cracking, baroque prose style. (All that’s
missing is his trademark reference to Cezanne’s
‘niggling, tingling’ brushwork.) Like Raymond
Chandler, Ben Hecht, or S. J. Perelman – who
once wrote ‘With men who know rococo best,

it’s Farber two to one’ – Farber could twist the
American vernacular into something like a salt
pretzel. ‘The films of the Hawks-Wellman group
are underground for more reasons than the fact
that the director hides out in subsurface reaches
of his work, ‘ wrote Farber appreciatively. ‘The
hardbitten action film finds its natural home in
caves: the murky congested theaters, looking like
glorified tattoo parlors on the outside and located
near bus terminals in big cities. These theaters
roll action films in what, at first, seems like a
nightmarish atmosphere of shabby transience,
prints that seem overgrown with jungle moss,
soundtracks infected with hiccups. The spectator
watches two or three action films go by and leaves
feeling as though he were a pirate discharged by
a giant sponge.’ It was startling to discover that
Farber was knocking out copy like this every
month for the back page of Artforum.
Rereading Farber’s essays before the interview,
what struck me was how reflexive they are, how
much they describe his own modus operandi.
When he writes that ‘a peculiar fact about termitetapeworm-fungus-moss art is that it goes always
forward eating its own boundaries, and likely as
not leaves nothing in its path other than the signs
of eager, industrious, unkempt activity,’ he could
be predicting his own development, the successive
occupation of disparate realms (the B movie, the
structural film, European modernism) without
settling into any of them. When he cites the
‘important trait of termite-fungus-centipede art’
as ‘an ambulatory creation which is an act both
of observing and being in the world, a journeying
in which the artist seems to be ingesting both the
material of his art and the outside world through
a horizontal coverage,’ he’s acknowledging the
painter’s traits that inform his criticism – the sense
of space as a malleable substance, the capacity
for collaging raw perceptual data, the knack for
looking at movies from the inside out.
A congenital maverick, Farber was born in an
Arizona copper town one mile from the Mexican
border. His parents owned a dry-goods store.
As a student he was interested in both painting
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and journalism, but became a carpenter as an
alternative to working for the WPA. Arriving in
New York in the late ‘30s, he intersected two key
intellectual scenes: the Partisan Review crowd and
the future Abstract Expressionists. In 1942 he
succeeded Otis Ferguson as the movie critic for
The New Republic, writing for it, and its cousin
The Nation, off and on for the next 11 years. (At
times, Farber’s beat included art criticism as well:
Matisse’s ‘line is as much a thing of genius as Cary
Grant’s dark, nonchalant glitter. With one swift,
sure, unbroken flip of the wrist he can do more
for the female navel, abdomen, breast, and nipple
than anyone since Mr. Maidenform.’) Despite his
remarkably prescient appreciations of Tex Avery,
Val Lewton, Sam Fuller, and The Thing from
Another World (Christian Nyby, 1951), Farber
was consistently overshadowed by his more
famous crony, James Agee.
Like a veteran relief pitcher, Farber was
‘traded’ to the New Leader. Then, after dropping
out of regular criticism to write his position papers
–Underground Films, the acid Hard Sell Cinema,
White Elephant Art vs. Termite Art – he signed
on as the movie reviewer for a second-string
strokebook, Cavalier. (According to Greg Ford,
who helped Farber assemble his one anthology,
Negative Space, Farber never bothered to save
these pieces, which then had to be excavated from
Times Square backdate magazine stores.) When
Farber abruptly decamped for Artforum in late
1966, the shift in perspective was more complex
than just a move from the psychic environs of
42nd to those of 57th street.
Arguably, Farber did his best writing in
his three years at Artforum: a canny mixture of
career appreciations (Hawks, Fuller, Siegel),
straight reviews, and pithy reports on various
New York film festivals. Moreover, he pushed his
termite aesthetic into new territory, revealing an
enthusiasm not only for Jean-Luc Godard but
for the structural films of Michael Snow, Ernie
Gehr, and Ken Jacobs. His affinity for the latter
group may well be a factor of Farber’s painterly
eye, but he credits his wife and collaborator,
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the painter Patricia Patterson, with leading the
expedition into the avant-garde. Farber’s last
stint as a regular critic was in 1975 after he and
Patterson got teaching positions at the University
of California at San Diego, where they still live.
For seven issues, the Farbers worked for Francis
Ford Coppola’s City magazine, filing exhortatory
reviews of the European modernists (Fassbinder,
Herzog, Duras, the Straubs, Rivette, Akerman)
that he was then teaching. ‘Duras should direct
a Continental Op story,’ he says. ‘Two grudging,
monosyllabic writers.’
Farber isn’t grudging in conversation, just
understated. He measures his words, spends a lot
of time listening, and asks as many questions as
I ask him. What was Michael Snow’s new film
like? What do I think of Herzog? Where did I
go to college? The interview turns quickly into
a discussion. Among the topics is Fassbinder’s
decline from an arch-termite to a total white
elephant (‘The low budget helped a lot – he’s
over-produced now.’) Farber and Patterson were
among the first American critics to discover
Fassbinder. They caught The Merchant of the Four
Seasons (Händler der vier Jahreszeiten, 1971) at the
1972 Venice Film Festival, writing in Artforum
that it was ‘the single antidote to thoughts of
suicide in the Grand Canal.’ Hollywood, Farber
thinks, ‘is being castrated because it doesn’t get
any help from the inventions of people like
Snow, Rocha, Gehr. Somehow, it’s cut off from
all pictorial contributions by outsiders.’ He found
Raging Bull (Martin Scorsese, 1980) ‘a terrific
movie technically, but much too narcissistic
and aggressively ambitious.’ Excalibur (John
Boorman, 1981)? ‘Horrible. I always thought
Boorman had a better eye. ‘
Right now, Farber tends to downplay
his writing. He calls it ‘excruciating’ work.
(Farber’s difficulty with deadlines is legendary.
Film Comment is still waiting for his piece on
Syberberg’s Hitler film.) He’d rather talk about his
paintings – the aerial views of Milk Duds boxes and
lollipops scattered in stringent, centerless patterns
across a desk-blotter surface, or the works of the

JIM HOBERMAN

Auteur Series, which employ the same overhead
perspective and overall compositions as well as a
host of miniaturized objects in suggestive, rebuslike formations. (‘I like work… termitically.’) The
elements in Howard Hawks “A Dandy’s Gesture”
include railroad tracks and a model train, a
speedboat, an airplane, an elephant, and what look
like bits of a Hershey bar. They’re all roughly the
same size. Slanting off the canvas at the lower edge
is a somewhat larger reporter’s tablet filled with
scrawled notes on Scarface (Howard Hawks, 1932)
and His Girl Friday (Howard Hawks, 1940).

The Auteur Series includes paintings on
Preston Sturges, Anthony Mann, and Marguerite
Duras. Farber tells me he’s currently working on
William Wellman and Luis Bunuel. The canvases
take a long time to finish. ‘I don’t go to movies
that much any more,” he says. “I think about
them while I’m painting.’ •
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Preface to Negative Space1
Robert Walsh

Forty years ago, prompted by the release
of Bitter Victory (Nicholas Ray, 1957), Jean-Luc
Godard famously declared: ‘There was theater
(Griffith), poetry (Murnau), painting (Rossellini),
dance (Eisenstein), music (Renoir). Henceforth
there is cinema.’ You can still hear the dramatic
pause ... ‘And the cinema is Nicholas Ray.’
Film criticism, of course, is Manny Farber.
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career then approaching three decades, it was
necessary to unearth back issues of The Nation,
The New Republic, The New Leader, Commentary,
Artforum, and more marginal periodicals to study
Farber’s reviews and extended essays. Negative
Space, first published in 1971 and significantly
expanded here, offered most readers their first
chance to ascertain the full scope and evolution
of his writing.

From the beginning of his professional life, as
a fledgling art and film critic at The New Republic
in 1942, Manny Farber’s prose was unflaggingly
humorous, swift, relentlessly declarative, and
everywhere intricately constructed. He possessed
an unerring eye and ear for identifying and
exposing clichés, anything remotely corny, and the
dead on arrival. What his mainstream colleagues
held fast to-plot maneuvers, psychology with a
capital P, character ‘development’ -he virtually
ignored, as though he considered these elements
channel markers, not the anchors they had been
taken for. Yet the briefest look at his work reveals
an astute appreciator of actors, one who paid
subtle attention to body language, physiognomy,
and other presentations of self.

For many years, and much to his irritation,
Farber has been typecast as the champion of
B movies and ‘the male action film.’ He was
certainly among the first to call attention to the
achievements of directors as different as Howard
Hawks, Raoul Walsh (no relation), William
Wellman, Samuel Fuller, and Anthony Mann
at a time when they were virtually ignored, and
in the late 1950s and early 1960s his notoriety
was enhanced-or, as it turned out, calcified—
with influential summing-up pieces such as
Underground Films, Hard-Sell Cinema, and White
Elephant Art vs. Termite Art. But, as Negative Space
shows, Farber covered a much more sprawling
domain than he is usually given credit for, while
displaying ever greater critical ambitions.

Farber had a coterie reputation, particularly
in the postwar world of New York intellectuals,
as a keen observer, a brilliant and original
stylist, and an exacting but generous critic (as
well as a pioneering painter). But until this
selection of fugitive articles was culled from a

In contrast to his temperament, which
inches along by layered reiteration, Farber’s pieces
hooked and seduced readers from the opening
phrase and drew them along, sometimes flagging
a quick detour before sweeping them off again
in other unexpected directions, though usually

1. This preface was originally published in: FARBER,
Manny (1998). Negative Space. Manny Farber on the Movies.

Expanded Edition. New York. Da Capo Press. Deep thanks to
Robert Walsh for permission to reproduce this article.

ROBERT WALSH

arriving at an energizing envoi. He could easily
skate from a quick sociological overview to
spatial analysis to a punning aside on a room’s
familiar bric-a-brac within the winding course
of a single sentence. He probably be-came best
known for his articulation and defense of ‘termite
art’—a phrase he applied to any unpretentious
movie that bur-rowed with no object in mind
but ‘eating its own boundaries’—as opposed to
self-conscious ‘white elephant art,’ artificially
laden with symbolism and ‘significance.’ He
would often praise ‘the anonymous artist, who
is seemingly afraid of the polishing, hypocrisy,
bragging, fake educating that goes on in serious
art,’ singling out ‘the least serious undergrounder,
which attains most of its crisp, angular character
from the modesty of a director working skillfully
far within the earthworks of the story.’
In fact, Farber was so persuasive an advocate
on behalf of films whose directors’ names he
employed as shorthand for complex webs of
creative relationships that he has sometimes
been mistaken for an auteurist fundamentalist
who worshipped an unanointed few. Negative
Space also leaves no doubt that this assessment
of his sensibility and aesthetic was misleadingly
narrow. For Farber was always, if increasingly,
aware of films as collaborative and mongrelized
in all their parts. In his essay The Subverters, he
wrote: ‘One day somebody is going to make a
film that is the equivalent of a Pollock painting,
a movie that can be truly pigeonholed for effect,
certified a one-person operation. Until this
miracle occurs, the massive attempt in 1960s
criticism to bring some order and shape to
film history—creating a Louvre of great films
and detailing the one genius responsible for
each film—is doomed to failure because of the
subversive nature of the medium: the flash-bomb
vitality that one scene, actor, or technician injects
across the grain of a film. . . . One of the joys of
moviegoing is worrying over the fact that what is
referred to as Hawks might be Jules Furthman,
that behind the Godard film is the looming
shape of Raoul Coutard, and that, when people
talk about Bogart’s “peculiarly American” brand

of scarred, sophisticated cynicism they are really
talking about what Ida Lupino, Ward Bond, or
even Stepin Fetchit provided in unmistakable
scene-stealing moments’.
It was this feeling for impurities that
made Farber an uncanny dowser when it came
to spotting an individual’s stamp on a film,
wherever it could be discerned, and something of
a seer about the relations between a film and its
historical moment.
Farber has also been considered a
‘curmudgeon,’ but his alleged ‘crankiness’ is
something more: an immediate responsiveness, a
desire for precision, and an invitation to dialogue.
Though he can seem ‘opinionated,’ ‘intensely
personal,’ ‘eccentric’—all the things he’s blurbed
to be—strictly speaking, the first person is virtually
absent from his prose. Anything but private, his
critical voice is suffused with personality and
‘attitude,’ but not exactly that of the man himself.
As his sophisticated painter’s eye began to take
greater precedence over his gift for ridicule both
caustic and sly, his work became more and more
dense without, however, sacrificing its suppleness
or speed—just one result of his inveterate habit
of repeated viewings and reconsiderations of a
given film, his attempt to go beyond his private
reactions to accommodate plural perspectives,
and the fact that he is admittedly ‘unable to write
anything at all without extraordinary amounts of
rewriting.’ These factors helped forge a criticism
that took its author’s initial responses to a film
only as a launching pad; the published work was
the re-sult of rigorous self-criticism and endless
mulling, a trial by fire.
Within this crucible Farber fashioned a style
whose prodigious vocabulary, flexible syntax,
and racing pulse were exquisitely at-tuned to the
phenomenologies of artistic process (especially
the momentary fluxes of filmmaking). No critic,
not even Godard, has had a more developed
understanding of a movie as mobile composition,
a wheeling mandala of sounds and images
in dialogue with one another and with their
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viewers. Perhaps because of his relationships
with contentious friends in the literary and art
worlds—from James Agee to Jackson Pollock,
Walker Evans to Clement Greenberg—as well as
making his living for many years as a carpenter,
he came to examine each movie as an open set of
overlapping fields, which encouraged a style that
reveled in Borgesian catalogues of telling detail
and led him to give heightened prominence to
the varieties of film space. By the 1970s he had
come to see space as ‘the most dramatic stylistic
entity—from Giotto to Noland, from Intolerance
(David Wark Griffith, 1916) to Weekend (JeanLuc Godard, 1967).’
Always ‘process-mad’—his phrase—Farber
seems to have trained himself to experience, as
though microscopically and in slow motion,
contradictions within a film overall, deficiencies
in its script, friction in its performances, in a
sequence, even in a single abbreviated shot,
and grasped how entirely and precisely timeladen, imbued with its historical present, a
movie, especially a good one, tends to be. This
growing sense prompted him over the years to
move further into what Donald Phelps called
‘extension’ and what Farber later designated
as ‘continuation.’ (A prescient and all too brief
article by Phelps, reprinted in his 1969 collection,
Covering Ground: Essays for Now, remains the best
introduction to Farber’s work as a writer and
artist.) What ‘continuation’ means can really be
understood only by watching Farber’s prose in
action, appreciating the perspectives and voices
collaged within the essays and unpacking the
hints he gave to Richard Thompson in the superb
interview that now closes the book.
Most of Farber’s work in his career of
more than 55 years—including art and movie
criticism, renowned film classes at the University
of California at San Diego, and especially the
paintings he began after his move to Southern
California, shortly before Negative Space was
published—has emphasized polyphony. He began
blazing this trail quite early on and was always in
dynamic if unspoken dialogue with other writers,
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critics, and artists, testing his perceptions against
theirs, interrogating and incorporating their
languages and techniques, and using them to
triangulate his positions. This may be one reason
why, whatever his obsessions, he seems never to
have become stuck on the films of one country,
genre, or era but continued searching.
Where he wound up—light-years from
where he began—no one could have predicted,
though he had consistently zeroed in on mavericks
and radicals. As far back as 1957 he had written
that ‘the sharpest work of the last thirty years
is to be found by studying the most unlikely,
self-destroying, uncompromising, roundabout
artists,’ so the 1960s and 1970s were an extremely
fertile era for him, a period of film he was better
prepared for than most of his peers. He rose to
the challenges of Godard, Snow, Scorsese, and
the New German Cinema (and whatever else he
encountered at various film festivals and through
the Pacific Film Archive) by redefining the
goals and strategies of his criticism and defining
‘continuation’ in practice.
In 1966 Patricia Patterson, an artist and
teacher in her own right whom Farber married ten
years later, began collaborating informally with
him. Though uncredited at first, she had an ever
stronger hand in his Artforum articles of the late
1960s and then in the essays published in Francis
Ford Coppola’s short-lived City magazine and in
Film Comment. In addition to a comprehensive
index, this expanded version of Negative Space
appends eight pieces published after the original
edition, nearly all explicitly cosigned by her. In
their interview with Thompson, Farber specified
a bit of what Patterson brought to their criticism:
‘Patricia’s got a photographic ear; she remembers
conversation from a movie. She is a fierce antisolutions person, against identifying a movie as
one single thing, period. She is also an antagonist
of value judgments. What does she replace it
with? Relating a movie to other sources, getting
the plot, the idea behind a movie—getting the
abstract idea out of it. She brings that into the
writing and takes the assertiveness out’.
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After Patterson conceded that she was ‘a
little more scrupulous’ and ‘less willing to let
the statement be made… always saying, that’s
not exactly true, or that’s not fair, or look at
this other side’, Farber explained: ‘She cannot
be unscrupulous. We have ferocious arguments
over every single sentence that’s written.’ Those
battles, however essential to the production of
their essays, leave few traces here, except in the
unusual variety of texture and the inescapable
impression that the stakes have been raised and
there is so much left to be said. Again there is
a personal critical voice, yet it is neither Farber’s
nor Patterson’s, but an unprecedented blend.
‘I can’t imagine a more perfect art form, a
more perfect career than criticism,’ Farber told
Thompson at the end of their conversation in
1977. ‘I can’t imagine anything more valuable
to do, and l’ve always felt that way.’ Yet just a
few months later the tag team published what
would be their final work of criticism, Kitchen
Without Kitsch, an essay on Chantal Akerman’s
Jeanne Dielman. Farber taught film courses at
UCSD for another decade or so, and both he
and Patterson have been even more fiercely
committed to painting (and, in Patterson’s case,
to installations and site-specific work) that has
often incorporated texts of various kinds. Their
surpassing art of the last twenty years is perhaps

the most vivid yet neglected work in the world—a
consolation of sorts for their decampment from
the critical arena. But their shift of attention
away from movies has been an incomparable
loss to film studies, to criticism of any kind, and
even to American prose, for Farber had long
been one of the great writers of his generation,
and Patterson’s enlarging contribution to their
collaboration was deep, wide-ranging, and
liberating. We may no longer have the chance
to hear from Farber and Patterson on the films
he taught with enormous passion and care (an
unprecedented stretch, from Hollywood and
the international independents to what used
to be called the avant-garde: Griffith to Renoir,
Mizoguchi to Melville, Sternberg to Duras, and
even Leonard Kastle’s The Honeymoon Killers
(1969) or on films of the 1990s (Pialat’s Van
Gogh (1990), for example —one of their favorite
films in recent years—or the latest Hou HsiaoHsiens, Sokurovs, and Markers), but readers can
now relish their finest pieces in this new edition
of Negative Space. The volume as a whole is an
invaluable compilation by, as Susan Sontag puts
it, ‘the liveliest, smartest, most original film
critic this country ever produced.’ Farber and
Patterson’s last essays and joint interview are the
most indispensable, suggestive, and with luck,
future-seeding writing about film we have—a
rich and untapped vein. •
New York City
October 1997
For Richard Roud, 1929-1989
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Other Roads, Other Tracks1
Robert Polito

Criticism is very important, and difficult.
I can’t think of a better thing for a person to do.
Manny Farber
‘One of the most important facts about criticism
is obvious,’ Manny Farber once advanced in an
interview. ‘It’s based on language and words. The
desire is always to pursue: what does the word mean,
or the sentence, or the paragraph, and where does it
lead? As you follow language out, it becomes more
and more webbed, complex. The desire is always to
find the end. In any thought you put down, what
you’re seeking is truth: what is the most believable
fact and where is the end?’
‘It’s the idea of writing about the film as
commensurate with the way the filmmaker’s
mind is,’ Farber continued. ‘The work’s qualities
should influence the structure of the piece. […] I
don’t think you can be mimetic enough.’
Farber’s insistence on criticism as language—
his insistence, too, that his critical language arise
from the volatile particulars of the films he writes
about—makes him the most adventurous and
original stylist of the mid‑century El Dorado of
American film criticism that spans Otis Ferguson,
Robert Warshow, James Agee, Andrew Sarris, and
Pauline Kael. At the start of the 21st century
Farber also proves the film writer with the deepest
enduring influence among that distinguished

1. This preface was originally published in: FARBER,
Manny (2009). Farber on Film. The Complete Film
Writings of Manny Farber. POLITO, Robert (Ed.). New
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generation. Provocative traces of Farber’s style
can be registered in contemporary figures as
various and persuasive as Greil Marcus, Luc
Sante, Geoffrey O’Brien, J. Hoberman, Jonathan
Rosenbaum, Paul Schrader, Jonathan Crary,
Ronnie Scheib, A. O. Scott, Meredith Brody,
Jean‑Pierre Gorin, Kent Jones, and Howard
Hampton. As far back as 1963 Susan Sontag, in
her essay Against Interpretation, called for ‘acts of
criticism which would supply a really accurate,
sharp, loving description of the appearance of a
work of art. This seems even harder to do than
formal analysis. Some of Manny Farber’s film
criticism […] are among the rare examples of
what I mean. These are essays which reveal the
sensuous surface of art without mucking about in
it.’ Recently, novelist William Gibson speculated
that ‘if America were Japan, Farber would long
since have been declared a National Treasure.’
As Schrader concluded, ‘In the beginning was
Manny Farber.’
Farber on Film collects for the first time all
Farber’s film investigations, his coruscating forays
as a featured, often weekly or monthly reviewer
for The New Republic, The Nation, Artforum, The
New Leader, Cavalier, and City, among other

York. The Library of America Deep thanks to Robert
Walsh for permission to reproduce this article.
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magazines, as well as the landmark pieces of his
only book, Negative Space (1971, and reprinted in
an expanded edition in 1998). He is legendary for
fierce, serpentine essays that shun movie-criticism
commonplaces like character psychology, story
synopsis, and social lessons. Negative Space
accents Farber’s extended performances of the
late 1950s and ‘60s, The Gimp, Hard-Sell Cinema,
Underground Films, and White Elephant Art vs.
Termite Art, reprinting only a dozen full or partial
film columns from The Nation (where he started
reviewing in 1947, and published over 65 film
pieces) and just a single film column from The
New Republic (where he started reviewing in
1942, and published almost 175 film pieces). The
wonder of these early reviews is how impressively
his New Republic and Nation columns deliver
both as traditional criticism and innovative
Farber prose, as he elegantly focuses acting, plot,
even entertainment value, the very moves his
monumental essays resist. The present volume
returns those later essays to the movie occasions
that prompted and sustained them, and one of
its pleasures is tracking precarious notions like
‘termite art’ or ‘the gimp’ or the ‘underground’
across three decades. Farber on Film also sweeps
up his important film pieces after Negative Space,
including crucial looks at Scorsese and Altman.
Farber and Negative Space
The Farber equation is never simple. That
sentence is a variation on a Samuel Beckett line I’ve
wanted to adapt for an essay, review, biography,
even poem, ever since I read the original in
college. As the opening sentence to his first book
Beckett wrote, ‘The Proustian equation is never
simple,’ and from the outset I was comforted by
the promise of persistent, accelerating, perhaps
eternal difficulty and puzzle. But as over the years
I repeated to myself the sentence, ‘The Proustian
equation is never simple,’ at the blind start of
any obstinate piece of writing, I found myself
startled by Beckett’s conflation of ‘Proustian’ and
‘equation’: his brisk juxtaposition of involuntary
memory and the painstaking working through of
quantities and variables.

I never found a space for the sentence
because the bewilderment the arrival of Beckett’s
six words in my head customarily signaled
turned out always to expose only a lack of
preparation or confidence, a private anxiety that
refused to intersect the subject at hand. But for
Manny Farber’s film criticism and paintings,
the introductory oddities, muddles, crises,
contradictions, dead ends, multiple alternatives,
and divergent vistas spiral along ‘chains of
rapport and intimate knowledge’ (to quote his
essay on Don Siegel) into still more tangled
and intractable mysteries; following Beckett on
Proust, the Farber equation creates ‘a sustained,
powerful, and lifelike pattern of dissonance’ (to
quote his essay on Preston Sturges) that insists
on insinuating the steeped-in-time personal
and sensual alongside the abstractly intellectual,
formal, and conceptual.
For much of his writing life Farber was
branded an advocate merely of action films and
B-movies––as though it might not be distinction
enough to have been the first American critic
to render serious appreciations of Howard
Hawks, Samuel Fuller, William Wellman, Raoul
Walsh, and Anthony Mann. Yet Farber resisted
many noir films of the 1940s as inflated and
mannerist––’over the past couple of years, one
movie after another has been filled with low-key
photography,’ he complained in 1952, ‘shallow
perspectives, screwy pantomime, ominously
timed action, hollow-sounding voices.’ Farber also
was among the first critics to write about Rainer
Werner Fassbinder, an early champion of Werner
Herzog, and an exponent of such experimental
directors as Michael Snow, George Kuchar, Andy
Warhol, and Chantal Akerman. Village Voice film
critic J. Hoberman told me that upon discovering
Farber in college, he was ‘stunned by how eclectic
Farber was, how wide-ranging his references
were. I wasn’t that interested in commercial films.
I was interested in underground movies, the
French New Wave, and such B-movies as existed.
I would read Andrew Sarris, I would read Kael,
but I felt they were operating from a different
perspective––whereas Farber seemed to me to be
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a much hipper intellect.’ As Hoberman quipped
in the introduction to his collection Vulgar
Modernism, Farber played ‘both ends off against
the middlebrow.’
Still, Farber’s notoriety as a film critic largely
resides in his B-movie–steeped, careering slams of
the 1950s and ‘60s––The Gimp (for Commentary,
1952), Underground Films (also for Commentary,
1957), Hard-Sell Cinema (for Perspectives, 1957),
and particularly White Elephant Art vs. Termite
Art (for Film Culture, 1962). The termite/
white elephant essay cashiered ‘masterpiece art,
reminiscent of the enameled tobacco humidors
and wooden lawn ponies bought at white
elephant auctions decades ago.’ White elephant
directors ‘blow up every situation and character
like an affable inner tube with recognizable details
and smarmy compassion’ or ‘pin the viewer to the
wall and slug him with wet towels of artiness and
significance.’ Farber instead tracked the termite
artist: ‘ornery, wasteful, stubbornly self-involved,
doing go-for-broke art and not caring what comes
of it.’ Termite art (or ‘termite-fungus-centipede
art,’ as he also bottled it) is ‘an act both of observing
and being in the world, a journeying in which
the artist seems to be ingesting both material of
his art and the outside world through horizontal
coverage.’ Against the white elephant ‘pursuit of
[…] continuity, harmony,’ termite art mainly
inheres in moments––’a few spots of tingling,
jarring excitement’ in a Cézanne painting where
the artist ‘nibbles away at what he calls his “small
sensation”’; John Wayne’s ‘hipster sense of how
to sit in a chair leaned against a wall’ in The Man
Who Shot Liberty Balance (John Ford, 1962); and
‘one unforgettably daring image’ in Les mistons
(François Truffaut, 1957), ‘kids sniffing the
bicycle seat just vacated by the girl in the typical
fashion of voyeuristic pornographic art.’
Farber’s attention to vivifying details and
gestures rather than the encrusted masterwork
reminds me of Robert Frost in his Paris Review
interview. ‘The whole thing is performance and
prowess and feats of association,’ Frost asserted
of his poems. ‘Why don’t critics talk about those
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things––what a feat it was to turn that that
way, and what a feat it was to remember that,
to be reminded of that by this?’ Farber similarly
personalized his termite/white elephant division
for the introduction to Negative Space: ‘The
primary reason for the two categories is that all
the directors I like […] are in the termite range,
and no one speaks about them for the qualities I
like.’ As termite artists he indicated a diversity of
painters, writers, photographers, producers, and
actors, which encompassed Laurel and Hardy,
Otis Ferguson, Walker Evans, Val Lewton,
Clarence Williams, J. R. Williams, Weldon
Kees, Margie Israel, Isaac Rosenfeld, sometimes
James Agee, and film directors Howard Hawks,
Raoul Walsh, William Wellman, Samuel Fuller,
Anthony Mann, and Preston Sturges.
Farber published his last film essay, Beyond
the New Wave: Kitchen Without Kitsch, in Film
Comment, in 1977, a few years after he moved
from New York to San Diego with his wife, the
artist Patricia Patterson, to paint and to teach
film and painting at the University of California.
Among his reasons for abandoning criticism, as
he told me: ‘I no longer wanted to be viewed
as the film critic who also paints.’ In New York
Farber traveled among the late 1930s generation
of New York writers and critics, many aligned
with Partisan Review––Clement Greenberg,
Agee, Saul Bellow, Jean Stafford, Mary
McCarthy, Kees, and Ferguson, among others.
For his reviews and essays for The New Republic,
The Nation, Time, Commentary, Commonweal,
The New Leader, Cavalier, Artforum, and City,
Farber manifested overt and enduring affinities
particularly with Ferguson, Agee, and Greenberg.
Yet his approach to the actual writing could
not be more divergent, incongruous, maverick,
perverse. Where Greenberg aimed at what
might be styled a fastidious lucidity, even as he
traced the destruction of representation, and
Ferguson and Agee offered distinctive variations
on conversational lyricism–– Ferguson tilting
toward 1920s jazz, Agee canting into rhapsody––
Farber is perhaps the only American critic of
modernism to write as a modernist. He emerged
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as the boldest and most literary of film and art
critics of the 1940s and ‘50s by coursing along
almost stridently anti-literary tangents. Farber
advanced a topographical prose that aspired
termite-fashion through fragmentation, parody,
allusions, multiple focus, and clashing dictions
to engage the formal spaces of the new films and
paintings he admired.
Farber once described his prose style as
‘a struggle to remain faithful to the transitory,
multisuggestive complication of a movie image
and/or negative space.’ No other film critic has
written so inventively or flexibly from inside the
moment of a movie. His writing can appear to
be composed exclusively of digressions from
an absent center. One of his standard moves
is a bold qualification of a qualification, in a
sequence of vivid repositionings. His strategies
mix self-suspicion, retreat, digression, and mulish
persistence, so that Farber (once more Beckettlike) often proceeds as if giving up and pressing
on simultaneously. There are rarely introductory
overviews or concluding summaries; his late
reviews in particular spurn plot summaries and
might not even name the director of a film,
and transitions seem interchangeable with non
sequiturs. Puns, jokes, lists, snaky metaphors,
and webs of allusions supplant arguments.
Farber wrenches nouns into verbs (Hawks, he
writes, ‘landscapes action’) and sustains strings
of divergent, perhaps irreconcilable adjectives
such that praise can look inseparable from
censure. Touch of Evil (Orson Welles, 1958), he
writes, is ‘basically the best movie of Welles’s
cruddy middle peak period.’ He will cast prickly
epigrams––’Huston is unable to countenance the
possibility of every gentleman being a murderer
at heart, preferring instead every murderer being
a gentleman at heart.’ His sentences will dazzle
through layers of poise and charm:
‘What is so lyrical about the ending [of Don
Siegel’s The Lineup, 1958], in San Francisco’s Sutro
Museum, is the Japanese-print compositions, the
late afternoon lighting, the advantage taken of the
long hallways, multilevel stairways, in a baroque,

elegant, glass-palace building with an exposed
skating rink, nautical museum, and windows
facing the sea with eye-catching boulders.’
But Farber qua Farber typically arrives
at a kind of backdoor poetry: not “lyrical,” or
traditionally poetic, but original and startling. This
is Farber on How I Won the War (Richard Lester,
1967): ‘At its best, it has a crawling-along-theearth cantankerousness and cruddiness, as though
the war against fascism were being glimpsed by a
cartooned earthworm from an outhouse on a fake
hillbilly spread somewhere in the Carolinas.’ Or
here he invokes the “underground” theaters along
1950s Manhattan’s 42nd Street:
‘The hard-bitten action film finds its natural
home in caves: the murky, congested theaters,
looking like glorified tattoo parlors on the outside
and located near bus terminals in big cities.
These theaters roll action films in what, at first,
seems like a nightmarish atmosphere of shabby
transience, prints that seem overgrown with
jungle moss, sound tracks infected with hiccups.
The spectator watches two or three action films
go by and leaves feeling as though he were a pirate
discharged from a giant sponge.’
Many of these writerly aspects are on
display in Farber’s magnificent Hawks piece,
originally published in Artforum in 1969. The
essay manages neither a welcoming preface nor a
resolving conclusion––the start and finish are all
canny abruptness. The first four long paragraphs
compose a docket, or roster––one Hawks film for
each paragraph. Farber situates Hawks inside a
vast allusive complex––Piero’s religious paintings,
cubist composing, Breughel, F. Scott and Zelda
Fitzgerald, Tolkien, Muybridge, Walker Evans,
and Robert Frank; almost a kind of collage of
allusive appropriation. Many phrases describe
Farber’s own writing practice and anticipate the
complex, tangled surfaces of his future paintings:
‘secret preoccupation with linking,’ ‘builds detail
on detail into a forbidding whirlwind,’ ‘each
one bumping the other in an endless interplay,’
‘many plots are interwoven,’ ‘the idea of topping,
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outmaneuvering,’ ‘intricately locked humor,’
‘the ingenuity of its pragmatic engineering,’ and
‘the geography of gesture.’ And, rare for Farber’s
prose, there is an explicit autobiographical
reference––to the border town of his birthplace.
The seaport in Only Angels Have Wings (1939)
might be good, he writes, for a Douglas, Arizona,
high school production.
You don’t necessarily think of Manny Farber
as your Baedeker to the shadings and luridities of
mainstay American movie acting, as a dab hand
of the concise plot summary that uncoils into
deft film critique, or associate him with audience
recommendations and words like ‘marvelous’,
‘sensitive’, ‘poignant,’ and ‘sparkling.’ You
particularly don’t think of Farber this way if your
experience of his writing is confined to Negative
Space. Yet consider three short illustrative
moments from his many, sometimes-weekly film
columns of the 1940s and ‘50s.
This is Farber on Frank Sinatra & Co.
in From Here to Eternity (Fred Zinnemann, 1953)
for The Nation, August 29, 1953:
‘The laurel wreaths should be handed out
to an actor who isn’t even in the picture, Marlon
Brando, and to an unknown person who first
decided to use Frank Sinatra and Donna Reed in
the unsweetened roles of Maggio, a tough little
Italian American soldier, and Lorene, a prostitute
at the “New Congress” who dreams of returning
to respectability in the states. Sinatra plays
the wild drunken Maggio in the manner of an
energetic vaudevillian. In certain scenes––doing
duty in the mess hall, reacting to some foul
piano playing––he shows a marvelous capacity
for phrasing plus a calm expression that is almost
unique in Hollywood films. Miss Reed may
mangle some lines (“you certainly are a funny
one”) with her attempts at a flat Midwestern
accent, but she is an interesting actress whenever
Cameraman Burnett Guffey uses a hard light on
her somewhat bitter features. Brando must have
been the inspiration for Clift’s ability to make
certain key lines (“I can soldier with any man,” or
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“No more’n ordinary right cross”) stick out and
seem the most authentic examples of American
speech to be heard in films.’
Or here he is on Jerry Lewis in That’s My
Boy (Hal Walker, 1951), two years earlier on
September 1, 1951, also for The Nation:
‘The grimmest phenomenon since Dagmar
has been the fabulous nationwide success of Jerry
Lewis’s sub-adolescent, masochistic mugging.
Lewis has parlayed his apish physiognomy,
rickety body, frenzied lack of coordination,
paralyzing brashness, and limitless capacity for
self-degradation into a gold mine for himself and
the mannered crooner named Dean Martin who,
draped artistically from a mike, serves as his ultrasuave straight man. When Jerry fakes swallowing
a distasteful pill, twiddles “timid” fingers, whines,
or walks “like Frankenstein,” his sullen narcissistic
insistence suggests that he would sandbag anyone
who tried to keep him from the limelight. Lewis
is a type I hoped to have left behind when I shortsheeted my last cot at Camp Kennekreplach. But
today’s bobby-soxers are rendered apoplectic
by such Yahoo antics, a fact that can only be
depressing for anyone reared on comedians like
Valentino, Norma Shearer, Lewis Stone, Gregory
Peck, Greer Garson, Elizabeth Taylor, or Vincent
Impellitteri.’
Last, listen to the opening of his review
of The Best Years of Our Lives (William Wyler,
1946) for The New Republic, December 2, 1946:
‘For an extremely sensitive and poignant
study of life like your own, carrying constantly
threatening overtones during this early stage of
postwar readjustment, it would be worth your
while to see The Best Years of Our Lives, even at
the present inflated postwar prices.
The sparkling travelogue opening shows three
jittery veterans flying home to up-and-at-’em
Boone City, a flourishing elm-covered metropolis
patterned after Cincinnati. They are too uneasy
about entering their homes as strangers to eat
up the scenery. The chesty, down-to-earth sailor
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(Harold Russell), whose lack of sophistication
and affectation furnishes a striking contrast to his
two chums, is hypersensitive about his artificial
hands and is afraid his girl (Cathy O’Donnell)
will marry him out of pity rather than love; the
sergeant (Fredric March), whose superiority rests
in his being old and experienced, a survivor of
the infantry and before that a successful banker
and father, feels he has changed too much for his
old job and his family; the bombardier (Dana
Andrews), who has about him that most-likelyto-succeed look of the Air Forces, got married on
the run during training and hardly knows what
to anticipate.’
Despite all the journalistic nimbleness and
surprises inside these sentences, or the manifold
tonal differences from the famous essays
of Negative Space, you still witness emblematic
Farber strokes in these brief early extracts
from The New Republic and The Nation. Observe
throughout the stubborn, graphic detailing (‘the
real hero,’ he proposed in Underground Films, is
‘the small detail’) as he tabs various personalityrevealing gestures: Sinatra, for instance, ‘reacting
to some foul piano playing,’ or Dean Martin
‘draped artistically from a mike.’ Farber’s later
commemoration of the ‘natural dialogue’ and
‘male truth’ of action films is a recasting of
his appreciation here of Montgomery Clift’s
‘authentic […] American speech’ in From Here
to Eternity. Note too the distinctive seesaws of
contrary adjectives and nouns––’grimmest’,
‘fabulous’, ‘success’, ‘masochistic mugging’––and
the bouncy slang, ‘up-and-at-’em’, ‘sandbag
anyone’, or ‘short-sheeted my last cot.’ Topical
allusions (the blonde model-actress Dagmar
graced the cover of Life the previous July) bump
against deadpan, likely fictive citations (‘Camp
Kennekreplach’), much as that initial reference
to Brando dangles, a tease, nearly a non sequitur,
even after Farber ostensibly resolves it later in
the paragraph. Observe especially that signature
Farber list of ‘comedians’ that concludes the Jerry
Lewis swipe. Valentino, Gregory Peck, Elizabeth
Taylor . . . all comedians? The final name belongs
to the then-mayor of New York City, Vincent

Impellitteri, aka “Impy,” appended to the
litany––I’m guessing––as much for his Tammany
Hall affiliations and betrayals as for his public
welcoming a few weeks earlier of Martin and
Lewis to the Paramount Theater on Broadway.
By his Underground Films essay of 1957 Farber
would flip over his fiesta for Sinatra and From
Here to Eternity, the crooner-turned-actor by
then evincing only «private scene-chewing,» and
you will uncover in the New Republic and Nation
columns analogous complications for his later
appraisals of Preston Sturges, John Huston, and
Gene Kelly. Farber initiated his career as an art
and film critic at The New Republic early in 1942,
and co-wrote his last essay with his wife, Patricia
Patterson, in 1977; that’s a 35- year arc. Of the
original 281 pages of Negative Space, roughly 230
emanate from a 12-year stretch, 1957 through
1969, directly prior to the book. Farber titled a
magnificent 1981 “auteur” painting, rooted in
the films of William Wellman, Roads and Tracks.
Farber on Film can advance alternate routes—
other roads, other tracks—into, through, and
around Farber’s familiar trajectory as a critic and
writer.
Occasionally in interviews he will present
himself as a sort of natural critic, steeped in
opinions and argumentative strategies. ‘An
important fact of my childhood was that I was
surrounded by two brothers who were awfully
smart, and very good at debating,’ Farber once
told me. ‘We averaged three to four movies a
week, sometimes with my uncle Jake. There was a
good library, and in the seventh grade I started to
go there and read movie criticism in magazines.
I would analyze it and study it.’ Then, at other
moments, Farber suggests that ultimately only
words matter to him. ‘When I’m writing I’m
usually trying for a language. I have tactics, and
I know the sound I want, and it doesn’t read like
orthodox criticism. What I’m trying for was a
language that holds you, that keeps a person
reading and following me, following language
rather than following criticism. I loved the
construction involved in criticism.’
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Manny Farber was born on February 20,
1917, in Douglas, Arizona, his house at 1101
Eighth Street just five blocks from the Mexican
border. His parents ran a clothing store, La
California Dry Goods, on G Street, Main Street
in Douglas, across from the Lyric Theatre and
also near the Grand Theatre. He followed his
older brothers Leslie and David to Douglas High
School, where he played football and tennis,
wrote about sports, and contributed drawings
of Mickey Mouse to the school yearbook, The
Copper Kettle. After his family moved to Vallejo,
California, and then to Berkeley, Farber enrolled
in the University of California, Berkeley, for his
freshman year, before transferring to Stanford.
At Berkeley, Farber covered sports for The
Daily Californian, his earliest signed article, a
spirited forecast of the upcoming track and field
season, appearing on January 25, 1935, under
the headline BEAR WEIGHT MEN RATED
AS STRONG GROUP. As he concluded his
journalistic debut:
‘Further joy was added to the track outlook
with the announcement that big Glen Randall,
Little Meet record holder, will again heave the
discus this spring. Seriously hurt in an automobile
accident last October, Randall is again ready to
hurl the platter out to the 150 foot line. Aiding
him in this event is Warren Wood, a potential
first place winner but an erratic performer.’
Farber often claimed sportswriters as
an influence on his criticism, and routinely
injected sports metaphors into his columns,
surprisingly for art as much as film. Richard
Pousette-Dart, he suggested in The Nation
(October 13,1951), ‘is something close to the
Bobby Thomson of the spontaneity boys,’ while
Ferdinand Léger, he contended in The Magazine
of Art (November 1942), ‘reminds me of a
pitcher who can throw nothing but fast balls,
and his fast balls so fast you can’t see them.’
Reviewing sports-film features, he stressed that
the games be represented as convincingly as
any other profession. On Gary Cooper as Lou
Gehrig in Pride of the Yankees (1942):
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‘No matter that Gary doesn’t like baseball,
is right-handed, lazy and tall-skinny, whereas
Gehrig was left-handed, hard-working to the
point of compulsion, and his one leg was the size
of two of Gary’s. So they taught him to throw
left-handed, but they could never teach him to
throw with any muscles but the ones in his arms,
like a woman, nor could they make his long legs
run differently from those of someone trying to
run with a plate between his knees, nor could
they move his body with his bat swing.
All of which meant cutting the baseball
action to a minimum––montage shots mostly
from long distance up in the press box, and
the picture was shot to hell right there.’ (New
Republic, July 27, 1942)
After taking drawing classes at Stanford,
Farber enrolled at the California School of Fine
Arts, and then at the Rudolph Schaefer School
of Design. Around San Francisco, he supported
himself as a carpenter, until he joined his
brother Leslie in Washington, in 1939, and
then in New York, in 1942. Both Leslie and
David Farber found callings as psychiatrists;
Leslie, notably, was the author of The Ways
of the Will: Essays Toward a Psychology and
Psychopathology of Will (1966), and Lying,
Despair, Jealousy, Envy, Sex, Suicide, and the
Good Life (1976). Leslie Farber’s psychoanalytic
essays track curious affinities with his brother’s
film writings––Leslie’s ‘distrust’ for ‘any
psychological doctrine […] [which] requires
the repeated fancying-up of some item of
experience––memory, dream, feeling, what
have you––to give it an epistemological
razzle-dazzle it couldn’t manage on its own’
inevitably recalls the ‘wet towels of artiness and
significance’ of white elephant art. Overall his
brothers’ immersion in the human inner life
appears to have prompted Manny’s contempt
for psychology, whether on screen or in his own
writing. ‘I moved as far away as I could from
what Les and David were doing,’ Farber told
me. ‘My whole life, the writing, was always in
opposition to Leslie’s domain, his involvement
with psychology, brain power, etc. But there
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was never any quarreling between brothers. It
was just competing, that’s all.’ Under the title
Paranoia Unlimited, (New Republic, November
25, 1946), Farber joked:
‘In answer to the demand for movies that
make you suspect psychopathological goings-on
in everyone from friend to family dog (yesterday’s
heroes killed Indians, today’s are associated one
way or another with psychiatry), MGM has
reissued a pokey oldie called Rage in Heaven
(W.S. Van Dyke, 1941). This relic starts at a
lonely asylum with a comic-opera escape by an
unidentified inmate (Robert Montgomery) who is
known to be paranoid only by the asylum doctor
(Oscar Homolka, who gives an embarrassing
rendition of a Katzenjammer psychiatrist).’
Still, as with football or baseball, he would
notice the ‘fairly accurate’ rendition of an analyst’s
questions in Hitchcock’s Spellbound (1945), even
as he dismissed the Dali dream as ‘a pallid business
of papier-mâché and modern show-window
designing’ (New Republic, December 3, 1945).
With a characteristic mix of the flip and
the canny, Farber bamboozled his way into The
New Republic with a ‘smart-aleck’ letter to editor
Bruce Bliven, indicating that ‘I could do the
job better than anyone else who was doing it.’
His earliest art column appeared on February 2,
1942, a review of the MOMA show, ‘Americans
1942–– Eighteen Artists from Nine States’,
that featured a postage stamp–sized sketch by
Farber of artist John Marin. His next art column
two weeks later delineated the face of Max
Weber, then in a Whitney Museum watercolor
exhibition. ‘I planned to do a drawing to go
along with every article,’ Farber told me, ‘but
I just couldn’t keep up.’ After Otis Ferguson
enlisted in the Merchant Marine as a seaman,
Farber took over the film column, publishing on
March 23 a round-up review of three war films,
including To Be or Not to Be (Ernst Lubitsch,
1942). As an art critic, Farber sounded like
Farber from his premiere column, accenting
‘action’ and ‘flexibility,’ denouncing ‘stylization’

and ‘dogma.’ With movies, he took longer––
perhaps also piling on at first too many films at
once for a short review; not until May would he
learn to fixate on a single film and wrap up the
others in a codicillary paragraph.
As I suggested at the outset, Farber on Film
can be read for both continuities and departures,
especially toward or away from the key essays
of Negative Space. Looking back from the vistas
of The Gimp, Underground Films, and especially
White Elephant Art vs. Termite Art, Farber can
be viewed as implacably progressing into his
galvanizing notions. In The Gimp, for instance,
published in Commentary in 1952, he imagined
a ‘gimmick,’ a device with a string that a director
might jerk any time he wished to insert some
‘art’ into a film. As far back as 1945 he was
propounding a sort of protean mask for the
same purposes:
‘A device will soon be invented in Hollywood
that will fulfill completely the producers’ desire
to please every person in the movie-going
public. The device will be shaped like a silo and
worn over the face, and be designed for those
people who sit in movies expecting to witness
art. It will automatically remove from any
movie photographic gloss, excess shadows, and
smoothness, makeup from actors’ faces, the sound
track and every third and fifth frame from the film
in the interest of giving the movie cutting rhythm.
It will jiggle the movie to give it more movement
(also giving the acting a dance-like quality). To
please those people who want complete fidelity
to life it will put perspiration and flies on actors’
faces, dirt under their fingernails, wet the armpits
of men’s shirts and scratch, flake and wear down
the decor. It comes complete with the final
amazing chase sequence from Intolerance (D.W.
Griffith, 1916) and the scene from The Birth
of a Nation (D.W. Griffith, 1915) in which the
Little Sister decorates her ragged dress with wads
of cotton, which it inserts whenever somebody
is about to conduct an all-girl symphony. The
gadget also does away with all audience noise.’
(New Republic, August 20, 1945)
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Throughout the 1940s and early 1950s
Farber memorialized the 42nd Street itch-house
hippodromes he would tag ‘caves’ in his 1957
essay Underground Films. This, from 1943:

That same year he observed of the action
films he would eventually ticket as underground:
‘It is an interesting Hollywood phenomenon that
the tough movie is about the only kind to examine
the character’s actions straight and without
glamour’ (New Republic, January 11, 1943).

‘Hollywood films were once in the hands of
non-intellectuals who achieved, at best, the truth
of American life and the excitement of American
movement in simple-minded action stories.
Around 1940 a swarm of bright locusts from the
Broadway theaters and radio stations descended
on the studios and won Hollywood away from
the innocent, rough-and-ready directors of action
films. The big thing that happened was that a sort
of intellectual whose eyes had been trained on
the crowded, bound-in terrain of Times Square
and whose brain had been sharpened on leftwing letters of the thirties, swerved Hollywood
story-telling toward fragmented, symbol-charged
drama, closely viewed, erratically acted, and
deviously given to sniping at their own society.
What Welles, Kanin, Sturges, and Huston did to
the American film is evident in the screen version
of Dreiser’s Sister Carrie, which is less important
for its story than for the grim social comment
underscoring every shot.’ (Nation, May 17, 1952)

The dynamics of white elephant art were
fully in place at least nine years, maybe even
more than a decade before Farber’s 1962
essay White Elephant Art vs. Termite Art. He
attached the word ‘elephantine’ to the concept
for an October 17, 1953, Nation column, and
defined it recognizably in his recapitulation
the previous January of his ten best films. ‘The
only way to pull the vast sprawl of 1952 films
together is to throw most of them in a pile
bearing the label “movies that failed through
exploiting middle-brow attitudes about what
makes a good movie.” […] It is difficult to say
whether I liked or disliked a number of films
that will appear on most other lists, since it was
usually a case of being impressed with classy
craftsmanship and bored by watching it pander
to some popular notion about what makes an
artistic wow’ (Nation, January 17, 1953). But
white elephant art loops back through the
years, accruing linkages and implications. A

Such fledgling evocations of white elephant
art render explicit, as his 1962 essay never would,
the intimation that Farber, who as a carpenter
in San Francisco tried to join the Communist
Party, was specifically dethroning the vulgarities
and hypocrisy of liberal New Deal Hollywood as
much as any other inadvertently comic bourgeois
correctness. As he wrote of Come Back, Little
Sheba (Daniel Mann, 1952), ‘You will half-enjoy
the film, but its realism is more effective than
convincing, and it tends to reiterate the twisted
sentimentality of left-wing writing that tries to
be very sympathetic toward little people while
breaking its back to show them as hopelessly
vulgar, shallow, and unhappy’ (Nation, November
8, 1952). Other reviews connect elephantitis
with films that would be dubbed noir (Murder,
My Sweet [Edward dmytryk, 1944]; Laura
[Otto Preminger, 1944]; and Double Indemnity
[Billy Wilder, 1944]), with European films
(Miracle in Milan [Miracolo a Milano, Vittorio

‘Who builds movie theatres? If you seek the
men’s room you vanish practically away from
this world, always in a downward direction. It is
conceivable that the men’s room is on its way out.
At the theatre called the Rialto in New York the
men’s room is so far down it somehow connects
with the subway: I heard a little boy, who came
dashing up to his father, say, “Daddy! I saw the
subway!” The father went down to see for himself.
Another place that lets patrons slip through its
fingers is the theatre in Greenwich Village where
the men’s room is outside altogether.’ (New
Republic, June 7, 1943)
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1952 review of Carrie (William Wyler, 1952)
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de Sica, 1951]), Japanese films (Rashomon [Akira
Kurosawa, 1950]), Oscar aspirants (Mrs. Miniver
[William Wyler, 1942]), and Disney cartoons
(Bambi [David Hand et. al., 1942]). As a category,
if not a punchline, white elephant art was vital
to Farber’s thinking about movies and paintings
from his first months at The New Republic.
Termite art of course is everywhere in
his New Republic and Nation columns, though
fascinatingly never via the urgent termite
metaphors (‘tunneling’, ‘burrowed into’,
‘excavations,’ ‘veining,’ ‘nibbles away,’) that stitch
together both Underground Films and White
Elephant Art vs. Termite Art. You twig termite
art in Farber’s 1940s valentines to B-movies
and B-directors, his early assertion that ‘there
is not a good story film without what is called
the documentary technique,’ (New Republic,
July 12, 1943), his recurrent application of the
adjectives ‘honest’ and ‘accurate’ for his highest
praise, his emphasis on scrupulous history in
allegedly historical movies, and in phrases like
‘the details of ordinary activity’ (New Republic,
February 8, 1943), and ‘actual life in actual
settings’ (New Republic, March 13, 1944). His
dazzling invocation of late-night New York radio
talk-jocks for The American Mercury, Seers for the
Sleepless, similarly would italicize their fidelity to
the ‘sounds of real life.’
These columns also comprise a sort of
anthology of the infinite ways of scaffolding a
mixed review. Early and late, in his writing and
for his paintings, Farber would demand multiple
perspectives. As he ultimately lamented about
popular arts criticism, ‘Every review tends to
become a monolithic putdown or rave’ (Cavalier,
June 1966). Here he leads off a 1942 New Republic
art column being wisecracking and caustic toward
Thomas Hart Benton:
‘A bush-league ball player never gets beyond
the Three Eye League, but a bush-league painter
can be known coast to coast, especially if he has
the marvelous flair for publicity that is Benton’s.
When Mr. B paints a picture, almost like magic

the presses start rolling, cameras clicking, and
before you know it everyone in East Orange is
talking about Tom’s latest painting.’
Yet, by the next paragraph he is already backpedaling––he admits that «Benton has painted
war as it actually is» and concludes, «Mr. Benton
may be strictly a lightweight as a painter, but he
is nevertheless honest and wise enough to paint
the war as war, and not as pattycake pattycake»
(April 20, 1942). By 1945, reviewing The Clock
(Vincente Minnelli, 1945), Farber could insinuate
all his contrary responses into just one paragraph:
‘The movie is dominated by the desire to
be neatly pleasant and pretty, and truthful only
so far as will not basically disturb the neatness,
pleasantness and prettiness. The furlough without
an empty, disappointing, lonely, distasteful or
fearful moment is as hard to believe as is the
portrait of New Yorkers as relaxed, daisy-faced,
accommodating people who send champagne
to soldiers in restaurants. Most of the story is
the sensation-filled, laugh-hungry, coincidenceridden affair a gag writer would invent, and
probably the hardest fact to swallow is the film’s
inability to show anything in its lovers that might
indicate that their marriage would ever turn
out to be any less blissful than their two-day
courtship. Mainly because of the direction of
Vincente Minnelli, The Clock, though, is riddled
as few movies are with carefully, skillfully used
intelligence and love for people and for movie
making, and is made with a more flexible and
original use of the medium than any other recent
film.’ (New Republic, May 21, 1945)
By 1953 Farber would require just a single
mixed sentence. ‘Stalag 17 (Billy Wilder, 1953)
is a crude, cliché-ridden glimpse of a Nazi prison
camp that I hated to see end’ (Nation, July 25).
Ultimately, though, for all its intersections
with Negative Space, Farber on Film inscribes
alternatives rather than correlatives. For the first
time it’s possible to shadow Farber as a professional
chronicler of new films, and he emerges as
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thoughtful and skillful precisely where his
reputation predicts he might be careless––actors,
plots, judgments, even annual best lists. Alongside
his reviews, he also wrote an alluring motley of
“think pieces” on such topics as The Hero, Movies
in Wartime, Theatrical Movies, independent film
trends, screwball comedies, documentaries,
newsreels, hidden cameras, censorship, 3-D,
and television comics. Farber moonlighted away
from both his beats–– smart, resonant essays
on Russel Wright dinnerware, Knoll furniture,
jazz, and Pigmeat Markham. Part memoir, part
prescient anatomy of the exaltation of talk radio
in American experience over the coming decades,
part midnight hallucination of ‘disembodied
voices’, Seers for the Sleepless approaches the
everyday visionary art of his Greenwich Village
friends Weldon Kees and Isaac Rosenfeld. His
early pieces during World War II routinely entail
vivid social history, and Farber always proved alert
to racial affronts and offenses in Hollywood films.
From 1942: ‘Behind the romantic distortion of
Negro life in Tales of Manhattan (Julien Duvivier,
1942) is a discrimination as old as Hollywood’
(New Republic, October 12). Or 1949: «The
benevolent writers––working in studios where as
far as I know there are no colored directors, writers,
or cameramen––so far have placed their Negroes
in almost unprejudiced situations, presented only
one type of pleasant, well-adjusted individual,
and given him a superior job in a white society’
(Nation, July 30).
As a regular reviewer, Farber also turns out
to be funnier than you’d calculate, not just caustic
or cranky, but witty. Early on he complained
about overcrowded museum exhibitions of two,
maybe three hundred paintings. ‘Something like
it would be reading War and Peace, two short
stories and a scientific journal in one sitting’
(New Republic, February 16, 1942). ‘All kinds of
hardships have to be endured in wartime,’ Farber
confessed. ‘Some of them could be avoided. One
of these is the war poster that plays hide-and-seek
with art and our times. I don’t think the lack of
aesthetics is anything to carp about at this stage,
but I do think they ought to mention the war
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above a whisper’ (New Republic, March 16, 1942).
Reviewing a three-and-a-half-million-dollar film
about Woodrow Wilson called Darryl F. Zanuck’s
Wilson in Technicolor (1944), he observed, ‘For
several reasons, one being that Wilson had a
“nice” tenor voice, there are 87 songs blared or
sung in the picture from 1 to 12 times and as
though the audience left its ears in the cloak room:
come in at any time and you will think “Zanuck’s
Sousa” is being shown’ (New Republic, August 14,
1944). Still, Farber could also sound caustic and
cranky–– ‘The closest movie equivalents to having
a knife slowly turned in a wound for two hours
are Tender Comrade (Edward Dmytryk, 1943)
and The Story of Dr. Wassell (Cecil B. DeMille,
1944)’ (New Republic, June 26, 1944).
Once Farber quit New York and moved to
San Diego with Patricia in the fall of 1970, he
abandoned criticism for painting and teaching.
Although he wouldn’t entirely stop writing until
1977, Farber ended––at least he set in motion the
steps that would lead him to end––his three-anda-half decade stint as a critic as whimsically (or
craftily) as he had started it with that wise-guy
letter to The New Republic. During a drunken
dinner––and Manny rarely drank––after a 1969
show of his monumental abstract paintings on
collaged paper sponsored by the O.K. Harris
Gallery, he found himself talking to another
artist, Don Lewallen, a UC San Diego professor
in painting, on leave in Manhattan and wishing
to stay. Somehow, by the end of the night, Farber
had traded his loft on Warren Street for the
professor’s job at UCSD.
He joined the Visual Arts faculty, teaching
small painting classes and large film lecture
courses. ‘It was hell from the first moment to
the last,’ Farber recounted in an interview. ‘We
came for me to teach painting, which was fine.
I’d been doing that once a week in New York. I
was very comfortable, and it was a nice thing to
do. But someone had the idea that I teach film
appreciation, since I’d been writing criticism.
And it seemed OK. We didn’t realize it would
become such an overwhelming job. The classes
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in film would have 300 students, instead of the
15 you’d have in a painting and drawing class. I
was swamped.’ The UCSD faculty mixed artists,
poets, critics, and art historians, and included
David Antin, Jehanne Teilhet, Michael Todd,
Ellen van Fleet, Newton Harrison, Gary Hudson,
Allan Kaprow, and eventually J. P. Gorin.
Farber taught a History of Film class—one
opening week he screened The Musketeers of Pig
Alley (D.W. Griffith, 1912), Fantômas (Louis
Feuillade, 1913), A Romance of Happy Valley
(D.W. Griffith, 1919), and True Heart Susie (D.W.
Griffith, 1919), while his week three spanned
Sunrise (F.W. Murnau, 1927), Underworld (Josef
von Sternberg, 1927), Scarface (Howard Hawks
and Richard Rosson, 1932), and Spanky (Robert
F. McGowan, 1932). He also taught Third World
Films and Films in Social Context and created a
class in ‘Radical Form’ called Hard Look at the
Movies that moved from Godard‑Gorin and
Andy Warhol through Fassbinder, Marguerite
Duras, Michael Snow, Jean‑Marie Straub, Alain
Resnais, and . ‘Manny’s film classes,’ as Duncan
Shepherd, later film critic for the San Diego
Reader, recalled, ‘were the stuff of legend, and it
seems feeble and formulaic to call him a brilliant,
an illuminating, a stimulating, an inspiring
teacher. It wasn’t necessarily what he had to say
(he was prone to shrug off his most searching
analysis as “gobbledegook”) so much as it was
the whole way he went about things, famously
showing films in pieces, switching back and forth
from one film to another, ranging from Griffith
to Godard, Bugs Bunny to Yasujiro Ozu, talking
over them with or without sound, running them
backward through the projector, mixing in slides
of paintings, sketching out compositions on
the blackboard, the better to assist students in
seeing what was in front of their faces, to wean
them from Plot, Story, What Happens Next,
and to disabuse them of the absurd notion that
a film is all of a piece, all on a level, quantifiable,
rankable, fileable. He could seldom be bothered
with movie trivia, inside information, behindthe-scenes piffle, technical shoptalk, was often
offhand about the basic facts of names and dates,

was unconcerned with Classics, Masterpieces,
Seminal Works, Historical Landmarks. It was
always about looking and seeing.’
Farber’s exams and quizzes demanded his
students see all the films, and then remember
everything they saw and heard––’Describe
the framing (composition) and use of people
in the following: a. McCabe and Mrs. Miller;
b. Walkabout; c. Fear Eats the Soul; d. Mean Streets’;
‘Identify the movie in which this unforgettable
scriptwriting appears […].’ He directed pitiless
essay questions––’MOUCHETTE emphasizes
the existence of contradictory impulses succeeding
one another (more rapidly than is admitted in our
culture). Describe this transiency in either the
stream edge fight between poacher and warden
or the rape scene between Arsene and Mouchette
(camera, framing, etc.). BROKEN BLOSSOMS
is gravely different; using any of the scenes
between Lucy and Battling, show how these two
characters are locked into a single emotion in
relation to each other.’ (This was one question.)
Sometimes he asked for storyboards:
‘Draw one frame from each of the following
scenes:
a. The dancehall scene in Musketeers when
Lillian Gish is first introduced to the
gangsters.
b. The subway scene in Fantômas with the
detective and the woman he is shadowing in
an otherwise empty car.
c. The scarecrow scene with Lillian Gish in A
Romance of Happy Valley.
Indicate in words alongside each frame how
close the actors are to the screen surface, the
depth of space between figures and background,
the flow of action if there is any.’
Farber retired from teaching in 1987.
Farber after Negative Space
Farber’s 1969 Howard Hawks essay––as
hinted earlier––lodges a wry double self‑portrait:
as he summons his own birthplace for a joke
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about small‑town provincialism, his praise of
the filmmaker’s mobility and speed conjures his
own termite activities as a writer and painter. His
film criticism is personal, even autobiographical,
though of a deflected sort that edges into allegory
and fever‑dream.
In A Dandy’s Gesture (1977), one of Farber’s
two “auteur” paintings focused on Hawks, he
glances at––often through toys and miniatures––
images from the director’s films: a plane crashed
into a chocolate candy mountain, from Only
Angels Have Wings; a tiger, from Bringing Up
Baby (1938); an elephant, from Hatari (1962);
a boat, from To Have and Have Not (1944);
and newspaper layout pages, from His Girl
Friday (1940), with gangster Johnny Lovo
(from Scarface) in the headline. But following
the train careering down the track on the left of
the painting to a notebook, we discover Farber
slyly inserting himself into the painting. A little
reporter’s pad quotes his own notes for his film
class on Hawks at UC San Diego. What might
be the lines connecting a director at work in the
Hollywood studio system and a painter at work
in a university––here, cramming for a lecture; or,
perhaps, not cramming, but painting A Dandy’s
Gesture instead? Who is the gestural dandy of the
title? Howard Hawks? Or Farber himself?
His friend the late Pauline Kael condescended
slightly to Farber during a Cineaste interview,
remarking, ‘It’s his analysis of the film frame as if
it were a painter’s canvas that’s a real contribution.’
Farber could direct painterly thoughtfulness to
issues such as color in Disney cartoons or slackness
of camera in Hollywood features as far back as
his first New Republic reviews, and always in his
criticism references from film and art crisscross and
trespass. Still, the correspondences in Farber’s film
criticism and his paintings are more radical and
strategic. During nearly all the years he actively
wrote criticism Farber worked as an abstract artist––
as a painter, sculptor, and the creator of gallery
installations and monumental oils on collaged
paper. But after he moved to San Diego, Farber
shifted to representational paintings––a profusion
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of candy bars, stationery, film titles, film directors,
and domestic still lives––and soon discontinued his
film writing. Characteristically these new paintings
are multi-focused and decentered. Intense detailing
arrests the eye amid spiraling chains of association:
visual, cultural, or personal. They sometimes imply
narratives, but without positing the entrances,
exits, and arcs of any particular pre-existent story
lines. Despite their subjects, these works can hardly
be mistaken for Pop––yet for all their conceptual
focus on the medium, or on art history, they aren’t
abstract either.
Farber’s paintings import film dynamics,
but paradoxically. The controlling intelligence of
an auteur director atomizes into a profusion of
stories and routes; much as with an interactive
e-book, a viewer can enter a painting only
by realigning the givens. But in Farber’s film
criticism, I want to suggest, is a prediction of the
painter he would become. Certain reverenced film
directors––Hawks, Wellman, Sturges, Lewton,
Don Siegel, Jean-Luc Godard, Robert Bresson,
Warhol, Fassbinder––arise from the essays almost
as self-portraits of that future painter. The painter
Farber will be is forecast in his observations and
descriptions of his favorite directors, actors,
and film moments, but also (and vividly) in his
writing style.
Hawks is only the most courtly of these
projections of Farber’s future paintings. From
his inaugural review for The New Republic
on February 2, 1942, Farber insisted on a
multiplicity of expression and form, criticizing
a Museum of Modern Art exhibition where
each artist ‘has his one particular response to
experience, and no matter what the situation, he
has one means of conceiving it on canvas. […]
Which is all in the way of making a plea for more
flexibility in painting and less dogma.’ Long
before he started to collaborate with Patricia
Patterson on his film writing, Farber managed to
insinuate a sense of multiple perspectives, even
multiple voices into his critical prose––his New
Republic and Nation columns often found him
so insistently mixed as to suggest (at least) a
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pair of contrary authors; subsequent pieces
review disparate films, and discuss them all at
once. Among Farber’s last solo pieces was his
anti-auteurist The Subverters for Cavalier, in July
1966, the summer photographer Helen Levitt
introduced him to Patricia:
‘One of the joys in moviegoing is worrying
over the fact that what is referred to as Hawks
might be Jules Furthman, that behind the
Godard film is the looming shape of Raoul
Coutard, and that, when people talk about
Bogart’s “peculiarly American” brand of scarred,
sophisticated cynicism they are really talking
about what Ida Lupino, Ward Bond, or even
Stepin Fetchit provided in unmistakable scenestealing moments.’
His Preston Sturges essay (City Lights, 1954,
co-written with W. S. Poster) etches a variant on
Farber’s nostalgia-for-the-future self-portraits.
Remarking ‘the almost aboriginal Americanism’
of the character actors in Sturges’s comedies, he
celebrates the director for his ‘multiple focus,’
‘fragmented action,’ ‘high-muzzle velocity,’
‘easy handling of multiple cinematic meanings,’
and ‘this modern cinematic perspective of
mobility seen by a mobile observer.’ Echoing his
first New Republic article, he surmises, ‘It is also
probable that [Sturges] found the consistency
of serious art, its demand that everything be
resolved in terms of a logic of a single mood,
repugnant to his temperament and false to life.’
Still more closely intuiting his own distant
paintings, Farber wrote: ‘Basically, a Sturges
film is executed to give one the delighted
sensation of a person moving on a smoothly
traveling vehicle going at high speed through
fields, towns, homes, even through other
vehicles. The vehicle in which the spectator is
traveling never stops but seems to be moving in
a circle, making its journey again and again in an
ascending, narrowing spiral until it diminishes
into nothingness.’ Farber would eventually
quote fragments of his Sturges essay on a note
pad he sketched into his “auteur” painting The
Lady Eve (1976-77).

Raoul Walsh materializes as another
stand-in for the painter––’Walsh’s style is based
on traveling over routes’––as do other such
“underground” filmmakers as Wellman and
Mann, who open up a scene ‘by road-mapped
strategies that play movement against space in
a cunning way, building the environment and
event before your eyes.’ By the early 1970s and his
joint productions with Patricia Patterson, Farber’s
surrogates are not limited to action directors, nor
are the directors only American. On Godard:
‘His is basically an art of equal emphasis. […]
Dissociation. Or magnification of the molehill
against the mountain, or vice versa […] The words
becoming like little trolley-car pictures passing
back and forth.’ On Herzog: ‘The awkward
framing, unpredictable camera positions […] the
droll, zestful, looming work of a filmmaker still
on the prowl, making an exploratory work each
time out.’ On Fassbinder: ‘A kind of lurching
serpentine […].’ Buñuel conjures Farber’s future
paintings, but acidly, from inside a dark mirror:
‘Each movie is a long march through small
connected events (dragged out distressingly to the
last moment: just getting the movie down the wall
from a candle to a crucifix takes more time than
an old silent comedy), but it is the sinister fact of a
Buñuel movie that no one is going anywhere and
there is never any release at the end of the film.
It’s one snare after another, so that the people get
wrapped around themselves in claustrophobic
whirlpool patterns.’
Many of these directors, along with
Sam Peckinpah, Wim Wenders, Jean-Marie
Straub, Marguerite Duras, and Eric Rohmer,
would prompt “auteur” paintings from Farber
during the late 1970s and early ‘80s. The
witty, devastating Roads and Tracks (1981) that
issues from films of William Wellman shadows
inversions and reversals. At the top of the canvas,
the staid women falling (or jumping?) from
airplanes, for instance, are from Wings (1927);
they immediately transform into angels, probably
in a punning reference to Hawk’s Only Angels Have
Wings. In a counter-image to the angels, near the
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bottom center of the painting, a modern pop-tart
woman in a bathing suit pops up from a glass. The
cowboy stomping the man on the tracks at the
lower right is from The Ox-Bow Incident (1943),
while the tracks themselves arrive courtesy of a
favorite Wellman film of Farber’s, Other Men’s
Women (1931), a love triangle among railroad
roustabouts, with many scenes set in a kitchen
(hence the butter, the corncob, the lettuce, and
bottles). The appearance of James Cagney with
a grapefruit on his face is a twist on the famous
scene in Public Enemy (1931).

and up the stalks is checked by other forms of
verticality––the donuts, for example, or subtly
raised objects, such as the dead bird on what
looks like a book, or the plant on a rectangle
of blue cardboard on the left. Movement also is
checked by the intensive detailing of the lemons
and the half-eaten bowl of oatmeal. The film
leaders contain titles of films Farber was teaching
at the time, such as Yasujiro Ozu’s 1962 An
Autumn Afternoon (Sanma no aji), and there are
scattered written notes, one a snatch of movie
dialogue: ‘I want this room filled with flowers.’

Throughout, crisscrossing tracks and roads
frame––and force––an impression of stuttering
immobility; for all the alleged motion, they don’t
go anywhere. They’re blocked, and destructive.
Besides figures from action and war films, the
painting is full of cliché, often toy reproductions of
‘30s small-town, working-class life––a milkman,
old advertisements, the houses, cars––and also
teasing intimations of a world outside that life:
most notably, the art book open to the Indian
tantric sex painting at the lower left.

Over and over Farber’s film writing prizes
the detail––’the real hero is the small detail,’ he
observes in Underground Films, and termite art
radiates ‘walls of particularization,’ ‘focusing
only on a tiny present area,’ and ‘buglike
immersion in a small area without point or aim,
and, over all, concentration on nailing down
one moment without glamorizing it.’ Decorous,
overwrought white elephant art, ‘tied to the
realm of celebrity and affluence,’ accents (as
noted above) ‘the continuity, harmony, involved
in constructing a masterpiece.’ Yet Farber also
will argue for the subservience of all parts to a
flowing totality––’Everything in a good movie
is of a piece,’ he affirms in the introduction to
Negative Space. Other essays criticize directors
and actors who indulge electric, illuminating
‘bits’ instead of a ‘panoramic unfolding,’ a
‘continuously developing, forming personality,’
or ‘an inevitable train of events.’ Farber’s
paintings, no less than his film criticism, operate
along a stress, maybe a contradiction, that
sometimes honors a grace note over the whole,
and at other times exalts organic form over the
niceties of any incandescent moment.

Along and inside the tracks Farber races
trains of associations, historical, cultural and
private. Roads and Tracks, like all of his “auteur”
paintings, refutes the notion of any single
authorial consciousness––the multi-perspectives
of the winding allusions, their various knowledges,
visual textures, and experiences, are at once too
public and personal for that.
Farber’s “auteur” series flaunts conspicuous
links to his film criticism which other paintings
will probe ingeniously and boldly. An explosion
of the notion of a still life, Domestic Movies
(1985) likely derives its smart title from the
suggestion of time and motion through a tilted
perspective and the film leaders that take the
viewer up and down the painting. Farber got rid
of the object in the center, and the perspective
is almost vertiginously multiple––the overhead
view of the bowls of lemons, for instance, is
distorted by the upward push of the various
potted flowers. The flow along the film leaders
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Hacks (1975), from the American Candy
series, is one of Farber’s earliest representational
paintings, and my favorite of his oils on paper.
Against overlapping gray-silver planes, Farber
arrays networks of circles and lines. The circles:
a lollipop at the bottom, a candy tin at the top
left, the corks. The lines: various candy bars––
Tootsie Rolls, Black Crows, and the wondrous

ROBERT POLITO

Hacks. All these candies would have been
familiar to Farber from the movie concession
stands of his childhood, much as the ground
colors cue the silver screen, and it’s tempting to
stroke some of the associations. The childhood
movie candy vies with icons of adult life––the
chocolate cigar at the right, the corks by the
Tootsie Rolls. There is the sense of “hack” as
in cut or bludgeon––a number of candy items
are chopped off by the frame, or already halfeaten. During 1975 Farber also was writing
movie reviews for Francis Ford Coppola’s City
magazine, and he was roughly 18 months away
from his last article. Inevitably, given all the film
hints, might the notion of the “critical hack”
surge as well from the wily web of resonance?
Farber hardly can expect a viewer to complete
more than a few of the circuits he has coiled
into his paintings like springs inside a jackin-the-box. But as in Beckett’s confounding

of ‘Proustian’ and ‘equation,’ it’s the snarl
of mechanism and memory that Farber is
chasing here, the way the formal dynamics of
multi-perspective slide against the instinctive
disclosures of a life.
Manny Farber died at home in Leucadia,
California, on August 18, 2008, at the age
of 91, just months after his final solo art
exhibition, Drawing Across Rime –no longer
able to paint, he had created at a table in
Patricia’s garden some mixed media on paper
drawings: a reinvigorated proliferation of last
looks, obsessive, commemorative, sensuous,
vertiginous, his variations on a wall, window,
path, flowers, bushes, trees, hypothetically at
least, inexhaustible, infinite.
The Farber equation, as I said, is never
simple. •
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The Filmic Space According to Farber1
Patrice Rollet

68

Manny Farber claims for a strictly
‘topographical’ writing despite, according to
himself, this term overly entails the sign of
unity of a filmic space that Godard’s collages
of 1960’s have definitively turned problematic.
He articulates his new configurations even in
the titles themselves (Birthplace: Douglas, Ariz,
1979, Taking Off Grom A Road Picture, 1980;
Across the Tracks, 1982, Earth, Fire, Air, Water,
1984, Change of Direction, 1985), as well as
in the way in which he has forever, practiced
the critic. His language attests, simultaneously,
a stratigraphical and atmospheric attention
towards the natural and urban landscapes
that surrounded his life. From the very
unusual inclination of the tablelands in San
Diego, to the dimness of The Lyric, the movie
theatre across his place in Douglas, without
forgetting the dark crowds of those, where as an
adolescent, he went to watch the action films by
Hawks or Wellman […] but above all, the films
approached as landscapes whose surface must
be measured, literarily and in all directions,
in order to discover inside them, unknown
points of view, even fugitive, even improbable,
even erratic, that will open upon them new
critical perspectives. It is not so much about
making visible the unsuspected details of a
blurred cinematographic space, as to unveil the
breaking points or the fracture lines that shake,
in a subterranean fashion, the tectonic plates of
a Californian falsely soothed landscape, and the
films that Hollywood produces there. And the

changing topography of Farber’s articles reveals
itself, ultimately, as the fundamental landscape
that should sum up all the rest within itself,
through a scenography that changes on every
occasion and that pushed to the limit, makes
the most material architectural structure (the
little typographic block that constituted, for
example, the 800 words of his column and a
half, in the space of The New Republic’s page,
at the beginning of his career) dispute the
critical dramaturgy.

1. This article is an excerpt from the postface by
Patrice Rollet published on the French edition of
Manny Farber’s writings: Farber, Manny (2002). Espace

Négatif. Paris. P.O.L. Deep thanks to Patrice Rollet for
permission to reproduce this article.

Then, cinema: art of space? Yes. But
undoubtedly, more exactly in the sense that
Eric Rohmer understood it in one of his first
texts in La Revue du cinema, in which it already
corresponded to the whole of the filmic space,
rather than to the interior of each shot, to
respond to certain conception of cinematic
spatiality (narrowness of its visual surface and
breadth of its place of action). Faber, kindly
goes off on a tangent in Rohmer’s Knee, a circular
painting of 1982, through the figure of two grey
metallic rulers that give dynamism to the central
railroads. Simultaneously he pushes some of the
fiction corpuscles removed from the work of the
filmmaker (Clara’s knee, or Chloè’s face in Chloè in
the Afternoon (L’Amour l’après-midi, Eric Rohmer,
1972) to the perimeter.
In the matter of fact, it would be instructive to
compare until its parodic pedagogical dimension,
or its common sense of retroactive envelope, term
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by term, the three spaces that Rohmer would
latter identify to shed lights on the formal setup
of Faust (1926) by F.W Murnau:
1) ‘The pictorial space’ (The cinematographic
image projected on the screen as
representation of certain part of the physical
world.)
2) ‘The architectonical space’ (Those same
parts of the natural or artificial world in
relation to which the filmmaker measures
himself during the shooting.)
3) ‘The filmic space’, in the strict sense, (a
virtual space suggested to the spectator with
the help of the two precedent elements,
rather than the filmed space itself.)
With the three spaces formulated by
Farber in the introduction of his book, with the
particularly precious concern whilst exceptional
to him, for an almost conceptual clarification of
his thought:
1) ‘The field of the screen’ (that
approximately corresponds to the pictorial
space of Rohmer.)
2) ‘The psychological space of the actor’
(that Rohmer does not mention in the
opening of his thesis statement, but
to which he later returns, and that for
Farber, does not belong exclusively to the
mental or imaginary order, given that the
performance of the actor can progressively
dig or fill, empty or overflow, make precise,
or instead undetermined, very directly,
very concretely, very physically, the filmic
space that he brings into existence or makes
disappears, in the same terms that the
framing, the light or the montage: They are
Rita Tuwhinghan, Jeanne Moreau and above
all, Giuleitta Masina, ‘three tiny women
–swell their proportions to gigantism with
gestures and decor’ (FARBER, 2009: 559),
placed by the side of Ida Lupino who ‘has
her place, and, retracting into herself, steals
scenes from Bogart at his most touching’
(FARBER, 2009 :691) in High Sierra

(Raoul Walsh, 1941), of Liv Ullmann, ‘one
of those rare passive Elegants in acting who
can leave the screen to another actor and
still score’ (FARBER, 2009: 610), in Hour
of the Wolf (Vargtimmen, Ingmar Bergman,
1968) or of Lynn Carlin, whose ‘role out
sight by the time her husband returns from
a bored-with-job whore’ (FARBER, 2009:
637) in Faces (John Cassavetes, 1968).
Nobody has been able to elucidate this
space of interpretation as Farber, with all
the nuances that the acidity of an etching
may authorize: in the golden age of its
history the American actor, but not him
exclusively, testifies moments of grace and
absolute coherence in his interpretation,
always keeping himself, even at those
moments, in the periphery of his role
and like adjacent to his own self; not as
Marlo Brando or Paul Newman, watching
themselves act for pleasure, but as Burt
Lancaster, seeming to ‘disappear into
concentration’ (FARBER, 2009: 588),
Sean Connery, ‘sifting into a scene,
covertly inflicting a soft dramatic quality
inside the external toughness’ (FARBER,
2009: 560), or Henry Fonda, creating
the impression of ‘walking backward,
slanting himself away from the public
eye’ (FARBER, 2009: 577). Therefore,
the main roles have the supreme class
and elegance, in my concept, of a Gary
Cooper that will later remind a Harrison
Ford, characterized by always having an
apologizing look for being in the shot;
while secondary roles, as Leonid Kinsky
in Casablanca (Michael Curtiz, 1942),
Eugene Pallette and Eric Blore in a film
by Preston Sturges, mobilize an ‘whirring
energy is created in back of the static
mannered acting of some Great Star’
(FARBER, 2009: 559). In his decline and
in ‘cartooned hip acting’ (FARBER, 2009:
588), the actor only shows an intermittent
sample of what he can do […] He can no
longer afford the slightest deviation from
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a movie that, henceforth considers itself to
be an equal to a painting or a symphony,
completely controlled by their author.
3) ‘The area of experience and geography
that the film covers’ (that as the filmic
space in Rohmer, contains the other two,
but implies less the peaceful virtuality of an
ideally reconstructed space by the spectator’s
mind, than precisely a more uncomfortable
negativity –and this is the whole difference–
of a space without boundaries, like those
images expanding over a page without
being delimited by any margins. This space
serves as a reverberation pedal, or as a sound
box of the film beyond itself. It gradually
connects the apparently most distant
territories of an experience lived in a state of
perception, well seen by Rohmer, between
perception and conscience. But, in the case
of Farber in an area of the cinematographic
unconscious even more difficult to localize,
which belongs equally to the spectator and
the filmmaker, and leads in the intersection
of its paths, to both the hidden interiors
of the literally unsolvable space of the
structural cinema, and the great highway
of the American road movies of the 1970’s,
always opened to the exterior.
This work around the negative, that in any
case has to be reduced to a philosophical figure
(though the termite has some reminiscences to the
old mole of some), reminds us that to Farber’s eyes,
though he feels disgusted for the development of a
general theory, the filmic space too, has a history,
in which the organic richness of works by Hawks,
Walsh, or Wellman irrevocably gave over its place
to the more singular excavations of Antonioni,
Pasolini or Godard; Just to mention two critical
moments of a more complex adventure where
different sceneries succeeded each other, without
exclusiveness or long term existence, in some cases.
The great era of the burlesque could embody
the paragon of a primary space, not to say
primitive, that would oscillate –Keaton in the
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middle point of a distant command, somehow
detached from the frame that surrounds his own
self – between the two antithetical positions of
Chaplin, who adapts the frame to himself and
controls the space that surrounds him from within
the shot (even when everything moves around
him and he is trapped, despite the resistance
of his own body, in the apparently irreversible
movement of the assembly line in Modern Times
1936) and of Laurel and Hardy in their short
films, where they accept, to really lose themselves
in the frame, moreover pursuing their efforts,
trough the centrifugal force of their gestures
and their actions that reach insanity, to plunder
and disperse the slightest decor, until they get to
completely dissolve, both in literal an figurative
sense, the space that surrounds them. (Whatever
it is, all-over, but political and social as well. The
environment of American suburbs with its slight
desire for money, for material comfort and for
public recognition, is subjected from the outset,
to the constant confrontation with the police, the
wasteful expenses, and the return to the formless
in some terrains more than desolated: for example,
the destructive Big Business 1929 by James
Horne y Leo McCarey, that presents –with the
occasion of the door-to-door selling, as derisory
as incongruous, at Jimmy Finlayson’s residence,
where Lauren and Hardy arrive to sell him a
Christmas tree in the middle of summer, after they
respond to the unfortunate crack that sectioned a
part of their conifer, with a minuscule slash to
the frame door– a progressive but irreversible rise
and the reach of the climax, contrasted with slow
burnings and calculated answers, that lead to the
final paroxysm of the movie, cataclysmic until the
point where, it transforms one’s bay window, the
other’s car and all the intermediate space of the
street and the garden that was keeping them apart
just a few seconds ago, into moon craters).
Let us change the time and the genre now.
If Manny Farber and Patricia Patterson, with the
risk of disturbing the conveniences –are they by
any chance seriously mistaken?– prefer The Far
Country (Anthony Mann, 1954) rather than
The Searchers (John Ford, 1956), is mostly, and
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despite certain internal contractions, not to say
contradictions, of the internal space it implies
(particularly, the claustrophobic impression of The
Searchers, antithetic to the idea of the screenplay by
Borden Chase, aroused by the staging of a meagre
porch, too narrow to be contiguous to any lounge,
or of a ship cabin, too small to hide oneself in it)
a result of the ability of Mann’s western to make
the landscape exist beyond the frame where yet
the artifice and transparency of the studio decor
reigns, just by placing its characters in general,
and James Stewart in particular, off-centre. There,
where Ford’s movie, centring the vignettes of its
shots on a John Wane reduced to a stamp figure,
returns, through that gesture which borders
mannerism, to the natural and savage beauty
of the Monument Valley tablelands the status
of a jewellery case, sublime but somehow vain,
of the actions that take place there. To Wayne’s
almost heavy loneliness responds the more subtle
misanthropy of Stewart, that rejects him to the
border of the frame as much as society does, being
always on the periphery, of one and the other.
And nothing annoys the artist and the critic more
than those ‘framing’ effects, in all the senses of the
word, that limits the infinite enlargement of the
painted, filmed, written space, beyond itself.
More than the apparent disenchantment,
the dispossession, the nausea that immerses
their protagonists, or the slowing down of their
actions until the stagnation of an unbearable
face to face with the spectator, what characterizes
modernity and, as Farber also writes ‘the whole
riverbed of films shifted’ (FARBER, 2009:
622) under the calmed and impassive pressure
of the first works by Antonioni in the 1960’s,
is exactly the abandonment of the organic, of
the continuity and complexity of space, for
the sake of a new primitivism that results in a
simplification of the form, a confrontation of the
tones, a fragmentation of the screen, and even
in a montage-collage. In modernists terms, it is
also about the rise of the surface in relation to
the depth (the flat backgrounds of the blue sky in
Contempt [Le Mépris, Jean-Luc Godard, 1963]),
the all-over setup of that surface (even the erotic

treatment of the body of Faye Dunaway the way
she walks in Bonnie and Clyde [Arthur Penn,
1967]), the transit from figuration to abstraction
of an stylized composition (the formal pureness
revealed by the faces, the profiles and the napes in
Persona [Ingmar Bergman, 1966]), or the vertigo
in the representation that originates the miseen-abyme of the images (the gestural and verbal
repetition and amplification of the Dean Martin’s
interpretation with the one of the husband, in
Some Came Running [Vincent Minnelli, 1958]).
Radicalized, all these procedures culminate in the
irreducibly opened works of the underground
cinema by Shirley Clarke, Peter Emanuel
Goldman or an early Cassavetes, with their
completely dull characters, the raw brutality of
their cinematography, and the limitless of time
suggested by the undetermined stream of an
endless present.
The cinema of the 1970’s, both American and
European, failing to recognize the modern divorce
between surface and depth, redeploy the elements
of both components, according to Farber, with
no emphasis or principles requirements (unlike
the declared ruptures of Citizen Kane [Orson
Welles, 1941] or The adventure [L’avventura,
Michelangelo Antonioni, 1960]), trough the
confrontation, that eventually was imposed, of a
‘dispersal space’ (FARBER, 2009: 762), that does
not lack depth, (Mean Streets [Martin Scorsese,
1973], McCabe and Mrs. Miller [Robert Altman,
1971], Céline and Julie go boating [Céline et Julie
vont en bateau, Jacques Rivette, 1974]), and a
‘shallow-boxed’ (FARBER, 2009: 762), that
goes out of its area ([Katzelmacher Reiner Werner
Fassbinder, 1969], In the realm of the senses [Ai no
korîda, Nagisa Oshima, 1976], Jeanne Dielman,
23 quai du Commerce, 1080 Bruxelles [Chantal
Akerman, 1975]). The fluctuant, discontinuous,
atomized world of one, is corresponded to the
geometrical clarity, the frontal filming and the
structural isomorphism of the part and the whole,
of the other. But what both have in common,
besides the pleasure for triviality and the denial for
a closure (the density and the enigma of the world
seem to merge in the termite cinema of that time),
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is a literal way to confront things, very distant
to the dominant allegories of the 1960’s. Thus,
a more beautiful part is reserved for the ellipsis,
the lapses and the transitions to the void (if not
transitions to the act), that can not completely
fulfil the obsessive rituals of Jeanne Deilman, but
instead liberate the happiest imaginary games
of Céline and Julie, whose willingly vagueness
is comparable to «Cézanne watercolour, where
more than half the event is elided to allow energy
to move in and out of vague landscape notations»
(FARBER, 2009: 763).
Negative space, once again, which can be
verified through the history of its forms, always in
motion; Not in the sense of an amplified shadow of
the works but in an enunciable negative greatness
or the antimatter which constantly enlarges the
film universe, or even in the sense of those black
holes which no longer emit any light because of the
density of their own mass, but whose hypothesis
has to be admitted in order to shed lights on its
very real effects on the gravitational field of the
bodies. That is to say, that the negative space is not
reduced to the common places of the reverse field
or the space off-screen of the academic studies,
which would only be one category of all this,
upon many possible, and not the most stirring
one. These studies involve the whole regions of
experience, which can never become absolute:
opened, rather than encompassed by the films,
beyond and before themselves, in the bosom of

all those artistic, geographic and political wider
territories, to which they join as they can; usually
in a subterranean way, often in the borders, in
the very limit of the critical wilderness, once again
in the periphery of a cinematographic civilization
where nor the cartoon by Chuck Jones, nor the
actions movies by Walsh, Fuller or Siegiel –not
more than the unpretentious interpretations of
Cagney or Wayne–, are taken seriously by the
enlightened amateur, who only knew to think
about the adaptation of the borderline beauty of
the works eager to capture ‘the unworked-over
immediacy of life before it has been cooled by
Art’ (FARBER, 2009: 424). Naturally, for Farber
is about the scrabbled space from the gallery
of termites, that as good as a carpenter he is,
he well knows with a unique way of loving his
most intimate enemy. The accepted myopia of
the critic, his blind work, protects him from
the very frequent mirages of sight and from the
generalizations it implies, developing his other
senses at the same time (‘the photographic ear’
(FARBER, 1998: 358) of Patricia, the pictorial
touch of Manny, the taste of both for the chewed
reflexion, their allergy to the inebriating scents of
fashion). They take their chances for the vision
that extol too high from the white elephant
essayist, often praised with the halo of Great Art,
occasionally sheltered under the reins of the Great
Writer, but always prisoner, like Gulliver and
Lilliput, of the thousand nets of the Holy Trinity
of evaluation, interpretation and prescription. •
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Hybrid: Our Lives Together1
Robert Walsh

ABSTRACT
This article examines Manny Farber’s career path and the stylistic changes stimulated by the arrival of Patricia Patterson in
his life, with the opening of a sensibility revealed in different stages of his work. The essay reflects on the influences their
relationship had on Farber’s methodologies, techniques, and the overall aesthetics of his critical and pictorial work.
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1. A truncated-on-the-fly version of this presentation
was delivered as part of Manny Farber & All That Jazz,
a five-hour tribute-circus curated by his friend and

tireless champion, his dharma heir so to speak, JeanPierre Gorin, at the University of California, San Diego
in 2006.
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the same terrains, Manny usually needed to be
strong-armed into discussing his writing career,
which he considered a thing of the past; he was
always more than happy to talk about the going
concern, painting.)
Just before these very public events, and easy
to miss, Two for the Road opened at the Athenaeum
Music & Arts Library in La Jolla: a small exhibition
of Manny’s and Patricia’s sketchbooks, never shown
before, their first as a duo.

A truncated-on-the-fly version of this presentation was
delivered as part of Manny Farber & All That Jazz, a
five-hour tribute-circus curated by his friend and tireless
champion, his dharma heir so to speak, Jean-Pierre Gorin, at
the University of California, San Diego in 2006.

2003-2004 brought a cascade of Manny
events. It saw the launch of his traveling
retrospective, About Face, at San Diego’s Museum
of Contemporary Art. He received an award at
the San Francisco International Film Festival
through the good graces of Tom Luddy and Edith
Kramer (both here tonight), whose Pacific Film
Archive had been crucial to his teaching life at
UCSD. And Espace Négatif, the long-awaited
French translation by Brice Matthieussent of his
selected film criticism, edited by Patrice Rollet,
was published by P.O.L in Paris, where it became
the subject of many reviews and interviews with
French journalists, as well as a roundtable at the
Pompidou. (Though, as Jean-Pierre points out,
they employed similar strategies and explored
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Two for the Road (2003)

These are a few examples: Patricia’s diary
notebooks from the French countryside, just before
Christmas 1991, and Manny’s contemporaneous
takes on customers in a bar in Arles. There can be
no mistaking either’s work for the other’s, even
when they sketch the same building. As Manny
told Sally Yard, ‘Patricia goes for the psyche, I
don’t even touch it—I go for the space.’ (Though
Patricia rightfully piped in: ‘So do I.’)

ROBERT WALSH

Between Parma & Busseto, Italy
(Top: Farber; Bottom: Patterson, 1995)

Uscita, Italy, (Manny Farber, 1986)

Diary Entries - Camargue (Patterson, 1991)
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What I’d like to unpack a little tonight—
and celebrate—is how, in the deepest sense, all
of Manny’s work for the past 40 years has been
made in collaboration of one kind or another
with Patricia.
***
Two caveats—not lip service, simply
incontestable. First, bluntly, that, as Patricia
emphasizes, ‘Manny’s work is Manny’s work,
it’s his. My name doesn’t deserve to be on it.’
(As we’ll see, Patricia had what she referred to
as ‘this other mission.’) Second, that, because
of time constraints, Patricia’s own work will be
getting short shrift here, and Manny’s influence
on Patricia, which he regularly denies, is a topic
we won’t get into either.
Plus one additional stipulation: None
what I’ll be saying about Manny’s reliance
Patricia should be considered clandestine
unacknowledged. Only open secrets will
tendered.

of
on
or
be

***
A bit of history—and geography: In the
summer of 1966, on a trip to Cape Cod, Patricia
met the photographer and filmmaker Helen
Levitt, a friend of Manny’s since the 1940s, who,
in an act of instant matchmaking of the highest
order, promptly asked Patricia’s permission to put
him in touch with her.
Their first date entailed a showing of the
rereleased Shane (George Stevens, 1953) at the
New Yorker Theater on Manhattan Upper West
Side. They entered long after the movie had
started—nothing out of the ordinary for him.
Twenty minutes or so later, Manny—famously a
lifelong early absconder—inevitably said, ‘You’ve
seen enough, haven’t you? ‘
Their relationship flourished very quickly:
Patricia soon started going to films more often.
And leaving them more often.
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Within a few months they had rented
an unheated loft together on Warren Street
in Lower Manhattan. By Manny’s fiftieth
birthday, in February 1967, they were living
and working together, and their collaboration
had begun in earnest.
It’s important to remember where they
were in their lives: Manny grew up in Arizona
and California. He’d been a painter and critic
all of his adult life, and was in the thick of
the New York culture scrum. He had already
published Underground Movies, Hard-Sell
Cinema, White Elephant Art vs. Termite Art,
and other essays that made his reputation
and continue to saddle him. Judging from
the detailed chronology that appears in his
catalogues, Manny seems to have known every
artist and writer in New York, from the entire
Abstract Expressionist circle to the late James
Agee and Walker Evans, to Saul Bellow, and
Mary McCarthy. He’d had solo exhibitions at
Kornblee, where he’d created a groundbreaking
gallery-transforming installation in 1962, and
Tibor de Nagy. He was attempting to earn a
living with freelance carpentry jobs. He and
his wife Marsha had separated the year before;
he had a nine-year-old daughter, Amanda,
herself a painter, sculptor, and teacher in San
Diego today.
Patricia, just 25 in 1966, was born and raised
in New Jersey, directly across the Hudson River.
She’d studied at Parsons School of Design, been
greatly encouraged by the legendary Marvin Israel,
and traveled in Europe on various art trails; she was
an itinerant art teacher in Catholic grade schools in
the New York metropolitan area—half-hour classes
throughout the day, two thousand kids a week.
About that ‘other mission’ I mentioned…
This is a 1962 shot of Patricia with
her Irish friends Nan and Cóilín Mullin by
another friend—another photographer—Alen
MacWeeney, the basis for her painting called The
Three of Us.
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Nonetheless, she swiftly jump-started his
working process—in film criticism and painting.
The two of them were continuously going to
museums, exhibits, and films, and talking, talking.
Drafting his articles, Manny took to taking notes
and typing as Patricia shared her impressions of
the movie they’d just seen—or seen for the fourth
time. (This was her immersion in Manny’s habitual
method of repeated viewings—much more
logistically difficult, time-consuming, and costly
in those days than today, as well as contra Kael.)

1962 Aran Photograph for The Three of Us

By the time she and Manny got involved,
Patricia had been visiting and living for long
stretches off the western coast of Ireland, on
the Aran island of Inishmore—here in the
village of Kilmurvey—which became the
enduring focus of most of her artwork. She
once said that when she returned to New
York in 1963 she was stunned by the new
‘bold, large-scale, public work’ of Warhol,
Johns, Stella, Oldenburg, et al. She felt that
what she herself had been producing was
‘very private, intimate, and romantic.’ In the
summer of 1965 she had traveled in Italy and
was particularly taken with Piero, Giotto, Fra
Angelico—a perfectly poised spot between
public and private—evidence of which is clear
in most all her work but which didn’t enter
Manny’s active painting life until later.

This is not to imply that Manny was taking
dictation; he was gathering intelligence. He would
use what Patricia articulated, but argue, reconsider,
add lots, cut lots, rewrite, entirely restructure the
raw material they were both providing. (If their
drafts had been preserved, we would have seen
them revising and/or recontextualizing countless
opinions. Their article on Godard, for instance,
initially much more negative in tone, was among
the pieces reworked extensively. Patricia recalls
Manny’s saying emphatically that once something
was said, it was no longer true).

***
Patricia was an outsider to film and in a
sense to the New York art world. When they
met, Manny was writing for what used to be
called, politely, a men’s magazine. And, as
Patricia has said, Manny was having a very
hard time: He had stopped painting and, barely
scraping by with the carpentry, was basically
living out of his car. It seems undeniable that,
upon meeting Manny, she was thrown into the
deep end.

New York, mid 1960s

Having noticed the briefest praise of Manny’s
criticism in Susan Sontag’s essay Against Interpretation
in the late 1960s, I had come, like most of us, to his
writing first and remember being surprised when
Patricia mentioned that she was initially unaware
of Manny’s importance as a writer. She thought of
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him primarily as a painter who had dabbled in film
criticism, not as one of the major prose stylists, prose
thinkers, in America. But that probably accounts for
the fact—lucky for him and the rest of us—that she
didn’t find the situation utterly daunting. Looking
at the essays they did together—starting with a piece
for Artforum on the 1967 New York Film Festival
(with Patricia uncredited; later articles ran under a
shared byline)—one notices several basics:
Although they’re full of the kinds of material
and densely layered prose Manny had been
cultivating for a long time, these have different
ambitions, in part because of a new, art-world
audience and fruitful upheaval in global film.
Employing shifting points of view and multiple
approaches, the essays cunningly flaunt their
ambivalences even more than Manny had done on
his own. And there is an even fuller blossoming in
the early 1970s, once Manny starts teaching film
classes at UCSD and he and Patricia are involved
with the Pacific Film Archive and the Telluride
Film Festival, and especially with Jean-Pierre.
In an endlessly quotable Film Comment
interview, Manny told Rick Thompson that he
had become ‘very tired of the way the articles in
Cavalier and The New Leader sounded’ in the
mid-1960s:
‘I hated them. “This is Right and That’s
Wrong and There’s Your Movie.” […] With
the Artforum work, the terrain and possibilities
of criticism suddenly opened up. That’s when I
started using a lot of conversation from films.
That’s when the collaboration with Patricia
started. Her sensibility got involved and seemed
legitimate to me; my sensibility for the movies
widened’ (FARBER, 1998: 372).

does she replace it with? Relating the movie to
other sources, getting the plot, the idea behind
the movie—getting the abstract idea out of it.
She brings that into the writing and takes the
assertiveness out.
In her criticism she’s sort of undergroomed
and unsophisticated in one sense, yet the way she
sees any work is full-dimension—what its quality
is rather than what it attains or what its excellence
is; she doesn’t see things in terms of excellence.
She has perfect parlance; I’ve never heard her
say a clumsy or discordant thing. She talks an
incredible line. She also writes it. She does a lot of
writing in her art work; she gets the sound related
to the actuality in the right posture. It’s very Irish.
You don’t feel there’s any padding or aestheticism
going on, just the word for the thing or the
sentence for the action. I’m almost the opposite
of all those qualities: I’m very judgmental, I use a
lot of words, I’m very aesthetic-minded, analytic.
[...] She cannot be unscrupulous. We have
ferocious arguments over every single sentence
that’s written’ (FARBER, 1998: 358-359).
Patricia added:
‘If it were up to me I’d never dream of
publishing anything—it always seems like work
in progress, rough draft. But he’ll say, “Leave it at
that.” ‘ (FARBER, 1998: 358).

Summing up Patricia’s contributions, he said:
‘Patricia’s got a photographic ear; she
remembers conversation from a movie. She is a
fierce anti-solutions person, against identifying
a movie as one single thing, period. She is
also an antagonist of value judgments. What
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***

down dozens of city blocks through the snow
in the middle of the night simply to turn a
sheet over.
Patricia always saw Manny as the brave
one, more ambitious in the art world, more
competitive with his peers, driven, the prime
mover. He had enormous stamina, a capacity for
unflagging toil. (These days Manny’s big gripe
seems to be that the chief drawback of aging is
his inability to do as much work as he’d like.
His unfollowable advice to Jean-Pierre: ‘Don’t
get old.’)

Paper Paintings,
Museum of Contemporary Art, San Diego, 2003

As significant as the writing of the late
1960s was the creation of Manny’s large paper
process-abstractions, which grew out of easelsize paper paintings that he stenciled and wrote
on, and which engaged him artistically for the
next several years.
Patricia was not only not an abstract artist;
she was more attached to art of the past, the
immediate and the long past, while Manny’s
influences and dialogues at that stage were
primarily with his contemporaries. ‘When artists
would come around,’ she once said, ‘there was no
question that they thought what he was doing
was serious and what I was doing was not.’ Yet
she was averse to the notion of giving up her
representational work and couldn’t quite imagine
herself into the art world.
Nonetheless, she plunged into the
studio work with Manny. She would stand
atop a ladder and indicate to him the proper
contour to be sliced from collaged Kraft
paper. Through trial and error, they came up
with very elaborate techniques for saturating
the paper, mixing, applying and drying the
paints, flipping the double-sided works
during a period of hours or days. After they
had moved further uptown but were keeping
the Warren Street studio, Manny would tramp

From the beginning more hesitant, tentative,
and needing more sleep, Patricia felt a certain
relief at working with Manny behind the scenes.
She was comfortable avoiding the complications
of joint credit in the art world and antagonistic to
its Reign of Titans. Part of her input involved the
slow, methodical development of her aesthetic—
through issues of scale, technique, speed of effects,
subject matter—which Manny could—and
did—assimilate and build upon as he wished. (I’ll
come back to this…)
***
This account brings us far too abruptly to
Manny’s stylistic shift of 1974, for which Patricia
credits ‘changes in the art world when more
autobiographical, representational work became
respectable and legitimate again,’ rather than her
own influence. Manny’s film classes had already
begun to focus on everyday domesticity in a
range of films, from silent comedies to Wellman
to Ozu. And Patricia remembers ‘arguing Manny
into stuff’ at the 1972 Venice Film Festival,
specifically concerning Fassbinder and StraubHuillet, filmmakers he would regularly lecture on
until his retirement.
You can hear the blend of their
sensibilities in this extract, where they refer
to Hans in The Merchant of Four Seasons
(Händler der vier Jahreszeiten, Rainer Warner
Fassbinder, 1971) as
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‘a victim in a modern Matisse image of
four orchard-fresh colors [...] Fassbinder makes
a wholesome frontal image in many ways like
small Fra Angelico panels: a man in a crisp blueand-white plaid shirt hawking the pale green
pears filling a rectangular cart, a humble action
frozen in a shallow-still composition’ (FARBER,
2009: 707).

A Dandy’s Gesture (1977)

With the new disparity of scales and objects
Farber can better impose a system of reading
that mixes different densities of information
and constantly shifts gears and speeds across the
painting.» (AMOS AND GORIN, 1986).
Howard Hawks (1977)

—as well as those about the mind of the
bricoleur, are just as telling about Hawks II and
the strategies and tactics Manny would deploy in
the works that followed.

Howard Hawks II, from 1977: an oil-onpaper companion piece to A Dandy’s Gesture
(each less than two-feet-square), which Patrick
Amos and Jean-Pierre have discussed in their
indispensable 1985 essay, The Farber Machine.

Manny had been restless with abstraction,
and believed he had come to the end of a long run
by 1974. He found a new absorption in the socalled “narrative,” “still-life,” “tabletop” paintings.

***

Jean-Pierre and Amos’s comments, such as
The objects in the painting… provide a
crash course in Howard Hawks’ genre-bound
career—the tiger is from Hatari (1962), the
plane from Only Angels Have Wings (1939),
the newspaper layout from His Girl Friday
(1940)—but they now animate the space of the
painting and establish their own autonomous
fictional terrain.
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There was an extremely fast progression
from Manny’s first forays with start-from-scratch
drawings of tools, to the American Candy series,
American Stationery, and on to the Auteurs in
just three years. Surveying the first decade of the
figurative phase—maybe we should call it the
post-abstract-process phase—J.-P. and Amos alert
us to Manny’s ‘compulsive need to bring each
move to a standstill by producing immediately
next to it a critical counter-move» and a debate
between ‘his rhetorical longing for jazzing
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improvisations and his constantly affirmed need
for tight compositional planning’ (AMOS y
GORIN, 1985).
Even in a lap-size work like Hawks II you’ll
notice the depictions of animals (toy animals
from an aerial perspective in his case) that Manny
has always thought Patricia just nails. The three
series introduce and advance a local feel, domestic
elements, versions of other images (movie stills,
art reproductions, etc.), enormous detail, but
nothing cramped or overdone.
Though the multiple angles and shifting scale
are all his own, there’s an openness that Manny agrees
has been one of Patricia’s abiding concerns. In these
and in the later large palette-knife oils on board,
he would show himself capable of exceptionally
painstaking, time-intensive works in several
figurative modes, even down to painting, in Patricia’s
words, ‘the shadow under a raisin.’ She occasionally
thought his complex, overall compositions could
use some air. Over the years, she has suggested that
he ceases work on a particular painting at a point he
might not have been inclined to on his own—and
he’s spoken gratefully of her having saved him from
himself. The fact that he could see more he could do
didn’t mean he should do it.
‘Leave it as it is. Leave it at that.’
Not to put too fine a point on it, but there
was clearly a role reversal here: Manny was
usually trying not to overburden, belabor the
film criticism; despite the wealth of detail, he was
going for speed. As his paintings became capable
of accommodating anything and everything in his
purview, Patricia helped him maintain a legible
profusion, without drowning in William James’s
‘blooming, buzzing confusion.’
***
One cog of the first Farber-Hawks machine,
less prominent here, is Manny’s handwritten
messaging—another area where Patricia had a
large role.

‘I really like using words,’ she once said about
her own installations, which had deployed song
lyrics and conversations in striking configurations.
‘I like the way words look.’
As I’ve indicated, Manny was particularly
taken with Patricia’s ear and the timelayering that incorporation of movie dialogue
contributed to the criticism. For the so-called
“diaristic” paintings from 1974 on, he would
appropriate snatches of dialogue—such as
‘feeding four flies, a glass of milk, and one piece
of white bread to a snake’ from The Lady Eve
(Preston Sturges, 1941)—and ventriloquize
slogans, directives, stray remarks, from Patricia
(and others), using them as apparently “selftargeted” (in J.-P. and Amos’s phrase) notes to
himself. As they go on to say:
‘these missives allow Farber to describe, in a
delirium of accumulation, how the painting was
painted; how it should or might be read; how the
next one should, might, could be done.’
But who is talking in these unattributed
texts? Who is doing the talking?
Do Flower Near Vase.
Get It Finished.
No More Film. (Something Patricia felt
increasingly in the mid-Seventies.)
What’s Wrong With Off the Top of the Head?
Put This Figure Upside Down.
Don’t Panic.
Don’t think so much.
Holier Than Thou.
Keep Showing Women Working.
Leave a lot of yellow and blue.
Don’t be so heavy and serious.
Go easy on violence and meanness.
I Want This Room Filled with Flowers.
Keep blaming everyone.
And my favorite: Easily intimidated.
How often was he lip-synching? How often
responding to whispered questions or repeating phrases
fed to him, like the actor-characters in 1960s Godard?

Cinema Comparat/ive Cinema · Vol. II · No. 4 · Autumn 2014

81

HYBRID: OUR LIVES TOGETHER

Who was talking? Only the painting, as the
site of a disguised duet, a veiled polyphony.
***
1977, the year of the Hawks paintings,
was the year of that Film Comment interview,
in which Manny and Patricia discussed the state
of film criticism and recent art world strategies,
his teaching methods, and ‘creeps getting their
just due.’ The year, too, of Kitchen without
Kitsch, sadly the last of their essays—on Chantal
Akerman’s Jeanne Dielman (1975), a model work
of Patricia’s hieratic domesticity.
The piece begins this way—and the links to
Manny’s own work are blatant:
‘The lay of the land, in the Seventies film,
is that there are two types of structure being
practiced: dispersal and shallow-boxed space.
Rameau’s Nephew (Michael Snow, 1974), McCabe
and Mrs. Miller (Robert Altman, 1971), Celine
and Julie Go Boating (Céline et Julie vont en bateau,
Jacques Rivette, 1974), Beware of a Holy Whore
(Warnung vor einer heiligen Nutte, Rainer Werner
Fassbinder, 1971) are films that believe implicitly
in the idea of non-solidity, that everything is a
mass of energy particles, and the aim, structurally,
is a flux-like space to go with the atomized
content and the idea of keeping the freshness and
energy of the real world within the movie’s frame.
Inconclusiveness is a big quality in the seventies:
never give the whole picture, the last word.’
Manny and Patricia allude to a host of
filmmakers—from Robert Frank and Yvonne
Rainer to Michael Snow, Ozu, the Straubs,
Bresson, Buñuel, Warhol—and end by revisiting
some of Manny’s longtime themes while moving
into Patricia’s territory:
‘Though somewhat pat in comparison to
its fiercer influences […] [How much is packed
into that short phrase?] the Akerman revelation
is a political thrust against the box-office hype
of the straight press, which has convinced the
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audience that it needs Vito Corleones, Johnny
Guitars, or Carries, constant juicing, dramatic
rises and falls for its satisfaction. The audience has
been brainwashed to believe it can’t stand certain
experiences, thanks to the Mekas propaganda
wheel as well as media hypesters.
Watching the luminously magical space of
a washing-smoothing-cooking-slicing-kneading
near-peasant is particularly provocative in that it
suggests a workable parlance between structural
and commercial film.’
These concerns—and the extrapolations to
their artwork—continued to inform Manny’s and
Patricia’s painting.
Manny concluded the Film Comment
interview by telling Thompson:
‘I work at painting, but no more than at
criticism. Painting comes natural! […] I can’t
imagine a more perfect art form, a more perfect
career than criticism. I can’t imagine anything
more valuable to do, and I’ve always felt that way.’
He continued teaching for another ten years,
but, aside from observations in interviews, these
were his—their—final published words on film,
on writing.
***
Resetting the clocks, as our master of
ceremonies and DJ Jean-Pierre urged us to do, let
me reverse gears and switch tracks:
In passing, Manny had also told Thompson
about Godard’s visit to his studio:
‘I loved him, he was terrific, but I don’t know
what he said. I know how he looked. The Straubs
were awful, I could have killed them.’
This impulse didn’t keep him from painting a
major work two years later: Thinking about “History
Lessons”, a painting Jean-Pierre has the chance to
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view on an almost daily basis, and which Manny
described as featuring obvious and crude sexuality,
in an anti-Straub, anti-cerebral materialist move.
				

many references and perspectives as possible. The
relation of a character to a table, to the ground,
to a house, or a train, shouldn’t obey one logic; it
should be infinite.’
‘Often what I do is the opposite of what
is expected. So my Straub-Huillet painting is
filled with erotic content because I know it will
startle people; Straub-Huillet are very austere,
only interested in serious things, so I shake up
the audience by showing something they weren’t
expecting in connection with their work.’
(GORIN, J.-P, & ASSAYAS, O., LE PÉRÓN, S.
& TOUBIANA, S. 1982: 54).
J.-P and Amos contend that, ‘The move allows
Farber to have it both ways: to show the viewer the
essence of their aesthetic and to produce next to it
precisely what it leaves out.’ And in the most incisive
analysis of Manny’s painting, they continue:

Thinking about ‘History Lessons’ (1979)

In a 1982 interview with Cahiers du Cinéma,
Manny said:
‘Painting is like writing. It allows me
to approach a film from several angles. The
motivation of my painting, and much of my
critical writing is to try to reconstitute the
different feelings suggested in the film. It’s a
pluralist vision…’
‘I don’t think anyone can decipher what
these paintings of mine are dealing with…’
‘In order to capture the complex dimensions
of a given subject, it’s essential to include as

‘What the minimalist visual aesthetic of the
Straubs denies is precisely what Farber sees as
the power of the film image. He insists on the
film image’s transformative nature. He sees it
as movement, as never resting on itself, always
leaking at the edge, always creating the need for
another shot, another image, always existing as a
switching device to route and reroute attention.
What underlies Farber’s figurative work is his
attempt to revitalize painting by importing the
dynamic of the film image. Thus the refusal of
his pictures to coalesce into single images; their
contentious relationship with any centrality, their
multiplications of compositional strategies and
viewpoints; their multivalent appropriations;
their dependence on paths, routes, networks, and
the painter’s insistence on a nomadic reading of
his boards.’ (AMOS & GORIN, 1985).
A parenthesis: In keeping with the trope of
ventriloquism, as well as Manny’s penchant for
autobiographical subtext, I can’t help but see this
version of a photograph of Straub and Huillet,
taken from Richard Roud’s book about the
filmmakers, by analogy as a double portrait of
Manny and Patricia?
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Detail from Thinking
about ‘History Lessons’

***
In 1985 came a painting actually called
Domestic Movies, six-feet square, which
incorporates
ticker-tape-like
film-leader
messages referring to works Manny had taught,
including Rebel Without a Cause (Nicholas
Ray, 1955), Stella Dallas (King Vidor, 1937),
and The Honeymoon Killers (Leonard Kastle,
1969). With its enormous size, its abutted
bright-color fields and exactingly executed
passages in a range of styles, it can be seen
as one culmination of the previous ten years
and—with its profusion of flowers, birds, and
food, and its counterbalancing improvisatory
arabesques—presaged much of Manny’s work
of the next twenty.
		

The two-color background panes—
Patricia’s choice—echo the striking pigment
combinations she was using for the framing of
her own work, but in Manny’s paintings, these
function differently, and all the more so in the
extended series of works with black-and-white
grounds that would follow: They call attention
to the deliberate constructedness of each
painting, creating separate zones of space and
time, strictly defined arenas where ping-ponging
improvisation can thrive.
Each border crossing, each opportunity
to respond to another framing edge—notice
the number of internal rectangles—highlights
Manny’s pervasive strategy of slowing down the
viewer, even halting you dead in your tracks (as
he would accomplish with lengthy texts placed
at odd angles). He had employed this boundary
technique in much of his abstract expressionist
painting and sculpture, long before the barely
concealed grids of the paper paintings, which
the late, much lamented critic Amy Goldin
dubbed «the bones.»
Working with and against Patricia’s
dramatic, brilliant color sense freed Manny to
explore further, and in a novel context, the kinds
of color he had created in the paper paintings and
in the early figurative works. Goldin refered to it
as ‘color that looks as if it’s been through a lot:
abraded, drowned, rising to the surface, floating.
Light-sensitive color that has been subjected to
natural phenomena.’
‘Of all Farber’s paintings,’ J.-P. and Amos
concluded, ‘Domestic Movies has the most
aggressive and disparate palette.’ They went on to
make this precise breakdown:

Domestic Movies (1985)
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‘What was lateral displacement [in the early
series] is now vertical, what was separateness
and fixed borders is now entanglement and
snarl; what was linear alignment is flow; what
was network is mesh. And what existed between
then-and-now is cast in the present tense.’
(AMOS & GORIN, 1985).
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***

***

Often executed at speed with casein
on canvas (following long preparation) and
employing the strictest economy of means, much
of Patricia’s work has achieved an oxymoron of
sorts: preserved and instantly readable moments of
emotionally complex purity, whose unpretentious
but theatrically iconic stature resonates with other
equally unpretentious and iconic moments in
separate works. There’s nothing quite like taking
a 360-degree pan of one of her installation spaces.
Each of her Aran-related images and objects
invites us to assemble in our minds an abundantly,
intimately populated world elsewhere.

Second and Final Parenthesis: I don’t want
to sentimentalize this process or sand down the
rough bits, though I’ve likely done both. Where
is the conflict?, you might ask.

As Patricia would be the first to acknowledge,
the rhythms and musicality, the time-coding
of Manny’s work, are all his. The sense of an
intricately faceted temporal process is always
paramount; one’s first, instantaneous take—that
sense of stunning simultaneity, resulting from
montage—works off and emphasizes it. Taking
any seemingly random path through even one of
his most dizzyingly complex paintings, you soon
discover that he has already been everywhere
along the route, anticipated and orchestrated
where and how you’re likely proceed and perch.
The force fields of Manny’s paintings since
1974 had operated by similarities, analogies,
variations,
resonance-dissonance
within
dispersal. Gradually, each depiction of an object
(a pear, a length of rebar, an open art volume) as
well as the increasingly abstract “underpainting”
of the ground, came to have its own image-voice,
which resonates with other image-voices. The
painter’s I—Manny’s I—encounters the Thou
of an object, and the I of each image he makes
invariably speaks with at least one other Thou. It
is as though each object, not simply exists with,
but experiences the others, and a painting is their
polyphonic song. Since Godard has already
taken the phrase Notre Musique, let’s call the
works Our Lives Together. (With a distant reverb
of Tangled Up in Blue‘s next phrase, ‘Sure was
gonna be rough.’)

Let me float this unsweet notion: that, for
all his love and admiration for Patricia’s work,
much of Manny’s painting from ‘74 to ‘87 or
so amounted to an answer to—and at times
even an aggressive micro-critique-in-action
of—Patricia’s aesthetic.
Stillness, compassion, singular moments
steeped in local and art history, paintings based
on photographs and other documentation, a
community of actual living people in a far-off
country: What could be more radically different
from the own work of that period by an artist
whose method, according to J.-P. and Amos
‘denies the possibility of closure, of
resolution, of completion, who is forever adding
one more twist, who seems reluctant to move on
to another painting because he is always seeing
the possibility of further connections in the one
underway.’ (AMOS & GORIN, 1985).
***
Since 1970, when he and Patricia moved to
Southern California, Manny’s everyday life had
been a continuous round of film classes, painting,
watching reels and taking notes, catnapping,
painting, film classes, etc.
In 1987, after he and Patricia had been
a couple for more than twenty years, Manny,
having turned 70, stepped down from teaching
and began to work under the daily influence of:
natural light, which flooded his studio at home
(much of the earlier work was done entirely under
fluorescents); a more settled domestic routine,
which featured fewer sleepless or interrupted
nights spent preparing for class; less film-going
and less film talk; more and different kinds of
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music in the studio (Pollini, René Jacobs, Jon
Hassell); more walks with Patricia, which brought
the lagoon landscape into his paintings by way of
twigs, eggs, feathers, and other plunder en route;
and, above all, the inestimable presence of her
ever-changing garden.
Manny’s obsession, especially once he had
stopped writing and teaching film, has been his
relating everything to his work. ‘Mallarmé said
that everything in the world exists in order to
end in a book,’ Sontag wrote. ‘Today everything
exists to end in a photograph.’ For Manny,
painting is all.
So Patricia would literally take him by
the hand into the garden and on their walks,
suggesting what he might paint next.
She said in 1989 that her ‘painting is related
to things like gardening and designing a studio
and reading… And now Manny and I talk even
more about making, inside-painting kinds of
things—color choices, scale decisions, framing
moves, what to put next to what and why’
(PATTERSON, P. & WALSH, R.: 1989).
Their shared domestic environ became his
sole subject matter, and though I can’t go into
it here, I’d suggest that, rather than critiquing
Patricia’s aesthetic, Manny’s work post-retirement
came more and more to include and accept it,
blend it with his own. “Topic for future research”,
as the saying goes.

and drawing, as well as art history lectures,
notably a course on the Shakers, the Bauhaus,
De Stijl, and Russian Constructivism—the art
and politics of utopian communities.
There have been many other projects as
well, such as public gardens, the color scheme
for the San Diego Children’s Museum, and the
enlivening “treatment” of small house in Tijuana.
But the core material of her art, its core space,
has always been, and remains today, the Aran
work—paintings, drawings, installations including
Irish songs and conversation, all concerned with
the residents, objects, and other ingredients of that
world: a kitchen stove and cupboard, a piebald
pony, the “skyline” of a tiny windswept village
like another bare stone wall. The goal, however,
throughout her career, has been to make the work
pristinely contemporary, no matter what the
subject matter. Traditional at first glance, every
inch an art of the past—an art with the past—but
by emphasizing the theatricality of people in
rooms, like characters in a play, she was blending
Aran with Fassbinder and the Straubs.
These are paintings—my hurried selection—
that she exhibited in the early 1990s at Palomar
College’s Boehm Gallery, nearby in San Marcos,
part of an installation coming to grips with the
death of her Aran friend Pat Hernan…

***
Which leads us, as in Finnegans Wake, ‘by
a commodius vicus of recirculation’ back to
Patricia’s in-the-meantime, meanwhile mission:
Through almost thirty years of teaching,
two devastating fires ten years apart, in which
she lost, first, nearly all and then ‘only twothirds’ of her work, Patricia continued her own
artistic practice. Until her retirement in 1999,
her university duties included classes in painting
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Detail from The Bed (1990)

The marriage bed, a couple’s lifelong
domestic site.

ROBERT WALSH

(I can almost hear Manny, who’s never
been to Aran either, warning me I’m getting
cornier by the minute, but for the time being,
enough has accurately articulated—by JeanPierre and others—about stratagems and
documentation, etc.)
The question is: What do these bare,
luminous images show us?
Love, loss, a life lived together.
***
Toward the end of the millennium the criticnovelist-translator Gilbert Adair wrote:

Detail from Mary Alone (1990)

Pat’s wife, Mary, alone and in mourning. He
had died two weeks before.

‘there once existed critics who actually helped
form public taste, who changed things, who
made things happen, who “created a climate.”
[…] In the United States there was in the past the
magnificent Manny Farber.’
Manny certainly accomplished those tasks,
at the very least. But what Patricia has done and
does for Manny is that and more: the direct and
personal creation of the climate most conducive
to the growth of his work.

Pat’s Grave (1990)

Pat’s grave.

Winter Vegetable Bed, Month of November (1990)

A winter vegetable garden: tender green
shoots, dark earth, the rhythm of things growing.

Garden & Studio, Leucadia, California
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These days the garden is taking over the
studio… providing the opening moves of future
Manny paintings.

Ingenious Zeus (2000)

To close, from 2000, one of the glorious
masterpieces (a term he himself would wave
off) of Manny’s most recent phase, Ingenious
Zeus—yet another from a preponderance of titles
originating with Patricia. Vegetables, roses from
the garden, a clipped branch of shimmering
leaves, a puzzling note, is it?, in the upper right
corner (often Manny’s endpoint, his sweet spot,
the place his zigzag vectors mysteriously lead us).
In reproduction: the Pieros, Vermeer’s
Woman at the Virginal, Corot’s Italian Women,
Titian’s nudes—all suggested by Patricia. Out of
frame, in the painting’s negative space and time,
the story of yet another of Zeus’s seductions
(Danae this time), his appearance as a shower
of coins, and all the renderings of that myth by
earlier artists: Rembrandt, Van Dyck, Tintoretto,
and several other Titians—even a Klimt.
As I look at it, Manny’s major yearning/
need/aspiration/maneuver, maybe even his
function, has been to see, reach out, and deal with
something/anything, directly, with his hands, to
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respond to something/anything immediately
before him—whether a film or items he’s in the
middle of arranging on a table—project himself
into it, and remake/reconstruct his responses
and himself—remaking as both altering and
doing over again. Writing “criticism,” process
paintings, teaching, “still-lifes.” Work, in
other words, the unavoidable, polyvalent term
when talking about Manny. Not work as in
exploitation—a meme you don’t hear too much
these days but which will probably be making
a comeback—but work as labor, as constructed
object. Work, which Jean-Pierre calls Manny’s
only religion. Which implies that, whatever he’s
up to, Manny is furthering a lifelong project,
continuing his devotions.
Everything he touches is worked—worked
off and over, around, out, and through, up and
in—and reworked again. He responds most
fully, in the round, to Patricia, to her words,
her silences, her aversions, her empathies, her
garden, her work. She has been his defining
negative space for more than forty years. The
I-Thou relationship he talks of entering into with
his subjects, cultivating, so that they are given
their due, is a stand-in, a surrogate relationship
with her.
From the very beginning, their relationship
was rooted in, built upon, and managed to survive
working together.
Godard and Anne-Marie Miéville used to
make repeated reference in films such as Sauve
qui peut (la vie) (1980) and Passion (1982) to a
longed-for fusion of love and work. Sometimes
a bit rhetorical, a mask one puts on, pretending
to be someone else; sometimes truly assuming
the virtue.
In this light, Manny and Patricia’s
partnership has been ideal, exemplary (that
overused but necessary word): Exploring love
and work in their shifting adjustments and
adaptations; making work, trying to keep your
work your love, and love your spontaneous and

ROBERT WALSH

lasting work, in full commitment. Like the
scores of elements, including chance, brought
to life in Manny’s paintings—Patricia’s radiant
colors set against his scumbled varieties, an
old toy, a snippet of dialogue, a nastertium in
every phase of its life from seed to dried husk, a
Giotto, a Goya—everything’s within your grasp,
to be reworked, loved, again and again.

Postscript: Despite debilitating illness, Manny
continued working for another two years following
the All That Jazz event. He left us with fewer vast
paintings but produced an unexpected and entirely
stunning series of sculptural pastels, exhibited
as Drawing Across Time shortly before his death
in August 2008. The subject: nearly 70 views of
Patricia’s garden. •
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In Memoriam Manny, Zachary, Chris

PHOTO CREDITS
The Three of Us photo is by Alen MacWeeney
The image of Manny in the doorway and Patricia seated is
by Sheila Paige.

The black and white images of the two of them in the
garden and with their heads together are by Don Boomer.
Manny at the table in the garden is by Michelle Darnell.

Manny and Patricia at the desk at UCSD is by Becky
Cohen.
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The Dramaturgy of Presence
Albert Serra

ABSTRACT
Based on The decline of the actor (1957) and other writings of Manny Farber, the filmmaker Albert Serra reflects on different
models of interpretation and his own method of filming actors in this paper. Confronting the mechanic purity of Keaton or
Laurel and Hardy, to the progressive intellectualization of Chaplin, Serra points out that an actor should offer no significance,
but be the emotion that derives out of the dramaturgy of its presence, as results form films by Warhol, Carmelo Bene o Jean
Marie Straub. In accordance with Farber, he comments that the actor cannot be “alive” as a character and simultaneously
preserve the style of the film. He himself is the style. He makes the symbiosis with the decor, the rhythm, the color. This is
why the actor should avoid the emergence of psychology. Thus, Serra explains that his decision to shoot in digital obeys to the
fact that it is a more simple format to serve the actors as a performer, and that his method comes down to the principle that the
technique should always be prepared to capture the actor’s inspiration, and that this can arise in the most unforeseen moment
or circumstance. Whatever the form of this wait might be, it produces a tension, and out of something as simple as this, the
most refined staging emerges, because it is latent.
KEYWORDS
Decline of the actor, Manny Farber, actor as performer, shooting method, Dramaturgy of presence, psychology of the actor,
film style, Barthes, Warhol, Chaplin.
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Films are about personality: the better the personality, the better the film.
Paul Morrissey
The recovery of the actor as a performer, as
a generator of unrepeatable and fatal gestures, as
a creator of human destiny and plastic to time,
has been my obsession since I started to work
on cinema. Manny Farber, like Warhol and Paul
Morrissey, detected the beginning of the decline
of the actor in the 1950’s. They longed the cinema
of the 1930’s, where the look of the actor was still
more important than the hairstyle (a ‘baluster’),
the gesture than its meaning. All the stylization
of the film was upon the actor’s service, and not
the other way around. (The lighting was not an
abstract thing arisen from the cinematographer’s
imagination; it highlighted the face of the actors!).
Hence Paulette Goddard’s terrible comment
about the decline of Chaplin, when ‘Max
Eastman and Upton Sinclair ruined Charlie, by
intellectualizing what he did, and then he couldn’t
do it anymore’. Paulette, Chaplin’s wife, portrays
him as a frustrated writer who, facing his own
incapability with the written language, decides
to make literature with images. The presence of
the actor was lost (‘before, his movies were all
about movement, movement and mime’), and
the signified appeared. Hence the predilection of
all the avant-garde art for the mechanic purity of
Keaton, for the wild and savage purity of Harry
Langdon, or in the case of Manny Farber, for
Laurel and Hardy: Their staging was, according
to him, “dispersed” (FABER, 1998: 370), and
instead of being virtuous deploying space –like
Chaplin- they ‘dissolved’ it around them; Laurel
and Hardy are lost in their own frame, and in
a disturbing way, they do not know how to use
it ‘aesthetically or egoistically’ (FARBER, 1998:
370) towards their own benefit.
						
***
All the advances related to staging in film
history have had a narrative purpose. I have always
considered absurd to think about the staging, and
I have avoided believing that it could have any
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relevance to the aesthetic quality of the film. I
have shot in digital, because it was more simple
to serve the actor, and all my method comes down
to the principle that the technique should always
be prepared to capture the actor’s inspiration,
and that this can arise in the most unforeseen
moment or circumstance. Whatever the form of
this wait might be, it produces a tension, and out
of something as simple as this, the most refined
staging emerges, because it is latent. Rather,
to make the actor wait is to turn him into an
‘accessory’, into an ‘ambulant receptacle of the
production team’, as in theater so often the actor
is only a receptacle of the word. The actor is not
a ‘spot’ in the image, nor another shape, is the
emotion that derives from a dramaturgy: the
dramaturgy of his presence. The moving image
is not fetishist; it is moral, substantial, because of
time, an element that only the actor can make
visible for us. Each of his gestures has an effect,
it already has it when the gesture is taking place,
and only the face of the actor gathers it.
***
All movies should come to life only on the
screen. Nothing of what we see should have
happened in reality before. Only the camera
should be able to record what is essential to the
actor; People in the shooting should not be able
to perceive it. This is why, increasingly, I have
got used not to observe what is happening on set
while shooting. Each scene should be new, with
new dialogues, new turning points, and if it has
already been contemplated, it becomes old and
wasted. It cannot even be thought, nor conceived
in a physical sense. The scene only exists in the
face of the actor, and his spontaneous reaction
is our gaze as spectators. What is the difference
in our mind, between a “magical” Saturday
night party and another trivial one? They are
incomparable. Nevertheless, it is the same people,
the same space, the same action. Plastically they
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are very similar. But the difference in intensity in
the effect that they exert on us is unquestionable.
Only the camera can capture this difference
without interpreting it.
***
As Manny Farber says, the actor cannot be
‘alive’ as a character and preserve at the same time
the style of the film. He himself is the style. He
makes the symbiosis with the decor, the rhythm,
the color. But he offers no significance. What does
a gesture mean? A glimpse? Nothing. Gerardo
Diego once read out loud one of his creationists
poems, someone asked him what he pretended to
say with those verses, and he answered: “I wanted
to say what I said, because if I had wanted to say
something else, I would have said it”. The gesture
of an actor, his look, signifies themselves. The great
actor does not represent, not even expresses; he
only is. Perhaps his gestures work as an epiphany
of the kinetic life, of the emphatic gesture and the
poetic spoken word: they offer, as a presence and
as a present, the afterlife of reality. But nothing
more. Only great actors, as great poems, stand the
weight of being only signifiers without rending.
Only great directors (Bene, Warhol, Straub) have
the discipline to repress their own indiscretion,
and to accept each actor as a celebration.
***
The most embarrassing effect of not accepting
the dramaturgy of presence as the essential aim of
every actor, his immanence, and instead, to look
for the certificate of their existence as character
in their effects (the dramaturgy of action), is
the emergence of ‘psychology’, and even what is
more grievous, to make it quantifiable: Tears are
shed, sweats, saliva, semen… mathematically, the
more the quantity of matter, more veracity and,
therefore, more profitability (a tangible good is
given to the spectator in return for their money).
The actor becomes the character in a quantifiable
way and, therefore, controllable. Or what is the
same from an emotional point of view: the presence
of the actor is better valued when confronted to

his own absence (staging). And besides, as Barthes
pointed, this ‘combustion’ (BARTHES, 2009:
94) of the actor is decorated with spiritualistic
justifications: the actor gives himself over to the
demon of representation, ‘he sacrifices himself,
allows himself to be eaten up from inside by his
role: his generosity, the gift of his body to art, his
physical labor are worthy of pity and admiration’
(BARTHES, 2009: 94). The evidence of his labor
is irrefutable. And he becomes the style: the style
is a bourgeois evasion towards the deep mystery
of a pure presence Our Lady of the Turks. (Nostra
Signora dei Truchi, Carmelo Bene, 1968).
***
Manny Farber despises the kind of
interpretation of Jeanne Moreau in Jules and
Jim [Jules et Jim, François Truffaut, 1961] and
The Trial [Orson Welles, 1962], but yet in 1966
he had not seen an even more unfortunate
interpretation: her presence in The Inmortal
History (Histoire immortelle, Orson Welles, 1968)
is so trivial, that her figure seems to be painted
in a bad-glued wallpaper. Because the core of
every cinematographic performance, according to
Farber, is the suggestive material that surrounds the
borders of each role, and never its psychologicalontological center: ‘quirks of physiognomy, private
thoughts of the actor about himself, misalliances
where the body isn’t delineating the role, but is
running on a tangent to it.’ (FARBER, 2009: 588).
As well in the progressive refinement of my method,
and only trough the practical experience without
considering the theoretical readings, I discarded
the possibility that the center of a role, that is to say,
the deep projection of a character, could have any
esthetic validity. (‘I am only interested on the air
over the actor’s head, never on what is inside, and
therefore it is useless to stare at what is happening
while shooting’, I declared once). Honestly, and I
think this is the base of my infallible method to
direct actors, I consider a sacrilege to put my gaze
over a pure performance by the risk of spoiling it. I
trust the camera to capture their most far profiles.
And, above all, due to my Olympic contempt for
cinema as an art form, it does not interest me at all
what I am doing. •
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The Kind Liar. Some Issues Around Film Criticism
Based on the Case Farber/Agee/Schefer
Murielle Joudet

ABSTRACT
Based on a text by Farber titled “Nearer my Agee to Thee”, this article reflects about the paradoxical ethics of film criticism,
where bad faith and enthusiasm would be the fundamental values. Through the seemingly contradictory considerations of
Farber around Agee, this paper proposes that enthusiasm, the pompous style and even the radicalism of taste, might be essential
conditions for criticism to be able to share an experience and a subjectivity, being the former an expression of the cinematic
image and the world. Making a linkage between these ideas, and others formulated by Jean-Louise Schefer in his introspective
essays about the relationship of the spectator with cinema and memory, the author claims for the idea that, in some cases, there
is no better way to be fair to a movie, than taking distance from it.
KEYWORDS
Manny Farber, James Agee, Jean-Louis Schefer, Serge Daney, film criticism, bad faith, enthusiasm.
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Four years after the demise of James Agee,
Manny Farber published a strange praise titled
Nearer My Agee to Thee (FARBER, 2004:
111-115), a text overloaded with enthusiasm
and emphasis towards a critic described as
an unorthodox sophist who ‘spotlighted
a particularly mellifluous soft-shoe type’
(FARBER, 2004: 111). A paradoxical praise,
but praise, in any case, especially if we look
the question closer, or let’s say rather, closer to
Agee: Writer rather than journalist, charlatan
rather than humble servant of the truth, great
orator deranged with his own enthusiasm
rather than a taste expert. The satisfaction
with which Farber traces the portrait of
Agee as “intriguing”, is a result of the same
provoking energy with which he opposes his
enemies, the ‘paralysing post-sociologists who
hit the jackpot during the 1940’s’ (FARBER,
2004: 111). What Farber does, after all, is the
inventory of what remains of a good critic after
time has passed. The films are erased before
the writing, and they will no longer be what
Agee leaned on, as if they were a wall in which
the climbing plants of his writing grew. The
plants keep on climbing until they make the
wall completely disappear. When the moment
arrives, it might even be the walls that are held
up by the plants, in the same way as the movies
might be the ones which, eventually, end up
supported by the critiques.
While reading Farber’s text, one could
ask oneself, which kind of praise could be
conceded to film criticism nowadays: we
might be missing an Agee, capable of writing
in a journal without addressing a reader for
this reason; without thinking about him
for even a second. One with such lack of
modesty that keeps their reader completely
unconsidered, it could be said, though, this
expression may only be a way of defining
what a critic should be: A person who defends
against all odds their idiosyncrasy, their own
politics, one who can be both ungrateful and
excessively generous, according to both their
spirit and that of cinema, who conveys their
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mood at the same time as the film they are
reviewing. I could not point out when we
began condemning ourselves to the reading of
half-transparent-half-erudite style critiques,
written with the humbleness of an exegete
who barely tastes the films to later spit them
out, as if it were wine tasting. An excess of
fidelity towards the reader, towards the movies
and towards certain good taste, keeps us apart
from what Farber refers while describing Agee,
who seemed to think that movies were at his
service, and not the other way around: movies
were nourishment, and therefore, it was a
question of survival.
I know I can recognize a great critic while
I read him because he restores, simultaneously,
the essence of the movie and the essence of
his time, and as if it were not enough, he also
traces a raw self-portrait: deep in his text,
his face appears. The hand sliding over the
page could almost be heard, or the fingers
pounding the keyboard, or the creak of the
wooden desk… And, though his text is yelling,
a concerted silence spreads around him. Thus,
on each text, three different thumbprints can
be recognized molten in one: film-time-critic.
I remember Serge Daney’s attacks against
Spielberg’s films. No matter how much I love
them both, I simply consider they are two
friends who should never have met, and that
Daney’s texts, after all, say something about
Spielberg. It is the same that Farber points out
when he remembers W.H Auden’s ‘rave about
Agee in a Nation fan letter included the proud
‘I do not care for movies an I rarely see them’’
(FARBER, 2004: 112). Exactly as if he tried to
talk about a writer, Farber talks like this about
the ‘cold shower of visual needles’ (FARBER,
2004: 113) that Agee was capable of arising,
being this expression a visual needle itself.
Other elements: bad faith and enthusiasm.
Enthusiasm, which would only be the reverse
of a certain healthy ‘contempt’ for the film.
Enthusiasm of the good critic who needs
to exaggerate in order to reveal the ideas
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concerned on the film, as if it was necessary
to boil it to make it translucent. It does not
matter if, in some cases, this emotion borders
over-interpretation; the love for a film, as
any kind of love, implies certain delirium
for its object, a faithful delirium. Farber, in
effect, talks about ‘reasonable exaggerations,
beautifully articulated, about dull plodding
treacle’ (FARBER, 2004: 111), or about
‘skyscrapers in art out of cross-purposes and
clay’ (FARBER, 2004: 111) in the writing of
Agee. He recalls, as well, Agee’s tendency of
‘overcompeting with directors by flooding their
works with a consuming sensibility’ (FARBER,
2004: 113). It could hardly be different:
incapables, as we are, of exhuming in a neutral
way the moments of a film, they come to us
mixed up with affections, impregnated with
ourselves. Jean-Louis Schefer, in L’Homme
ordinaire du cinéma already reflected on the
impossibility we experience while trying to
recall a film, without bringing the mass of
affects that impregnates it, as if the shots were
sponges: ‘As if we went to the cinema in order
to annihilate the film bit by bit (with a few
retained images) by way of the sentiments it
makes us feel; and as if this mass of affects
progressively summoned chains of images
back to the light and the colour of the feelings’
(SCHEFER, 1997: 16).
The mission of bad faith would be to
asphyxiate, to devour, rather than to barely
taste. To silence the defects that, anyway,
we have perceived perfectly or, instead, the
qualities of a bad movie that we prefer not
to express. Exactly as if we loved one despite
their defects, defects we supress whilst we
cannot stop sensing them in a very intimate
way. Yet, this outburst does not mean a certain
form of lucidity has to be buried. It rather
seems like a love decree, with all the reserves
and all the shyness that must be stepped
aside in order to, at last, love thoroughly, and
with the part of exaltation needed to begin
to write a story. Both enthusiasm and bad
faith, result from the loneliness hidden to

favour the sociability inherent to any form
of criticism, which is nothing but a complex
correspondence in three terms: Cinema gives
us news and our response is addressed to the
readers. Shcefer mentions in his book ‘that the
unexpressed increases within the living being
as we live’ (SCHEFER, 1997: 16) and that
this is unfolded and expressed by cinema for
the first time. Criticism seems to be the next
level, as if what was unfolded once by cinema
could be unfolded twice through criticism, in
a slow ascension towards clearness to oneself,
and finally, to the others.
Enthusiasm: Cries in a conversation
between old friends. This would be a good
project for criticism. Who are my friends?
Who are my enemies? Whom can I reconstruct
both the world and cinema with? Who makes
me stronger? Who buries me, literally? Going
out of a movie should be the same as leaving a
very friendly conversation: projects have been
created, promises have been made, it might had
been only words to the air, yet, what counts,
is that a friend, a film, has driven us to that
emotion. Criticism is nothing else but the seize
of that euphoric state somehow clumsy, its
persecution and its clarification. Often it is too
easy to forget the determination and enthusiasm
of the past, or the evanescence of the inner
happiness, fragile and formless, that can be felt
confronting a movie. To retain, to immobilize
that state before it becomes a far dream, demands
the wise mixture of exaggeration and sharpness
of perception, the clay and crystal rhetoric in
which a common background and a collective
phantasmic world will be engraved. Schefer’s
considerations on cinema can also be applied to
its prolongation, criticism: ‘It is not that films
are a escape to fantasy. Rather they constitute
of pauses in the intimate phantasmagoria and
its responsabilities, to the extent that the world
is already designed by fantasy. And not because
movies are dreams, but because they allow
the being to be awake, in such a way we can
stop withdrawing our desires further, deep to
ourselves’ (SCHEFER, 1997: 19). •
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ABSTRACT
Based on some statements of Manny Farber about the actors, the storytelling, the industrial cinematographic production, and
especially his reflections on the Termite Art concept, this paper studies the necessity of the contemporary filmmaker to appropriate
the technological paraphernalia of industrial filmmaking, to favour a free and intimate creation with cinema medium. Thus,
through Diary (1973-1983) by David Perlov and De Grote Vakantie (2000) by Johan van der Keuken, the figure of the filmmakerartisan, and the notion of film essay are questioned, approaching as well, the particular relation between the filmmaker and the
camera.
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French cinema is very strong on experience, on the existential, and quite weak
on the spectacular. That’s the way it is. What makes French cinema unique is
unsummarisable films, works that appear to be pages torn from logbooks or
intimate diaries, and a preference for black-and-white and voice-over
Serge Daney
L’Enfant secret de Philippe Garrel, Libération, 19 February 1983
Me, I am the field (absent, virtual); the counter-field, is everything that is filmed.
Johan Van der Keuken
L’Oeil au-dessus du puits: deux conversations avec Johan van der Keuken, 2000
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In The Movie Art (FARBER, 2009: 33), an
article published in 1942, Manny Farber forcefully
rejected a statement of the Russian playwright
Elmer Rice, regarding cinematic technique.
Rice considered that films, synthetic in their
construction and subjected to the ‘technological
paraphernalia for its production’ (FARBER,
2009:33), were immersed in a ‘protracted
infancy’ that would never allow them to print
‘the human breath and the human thumbprints
that characterize all great works of art’ (FARBER,
2009: 33). Instead, Faber considered that the
mechanics of each artistic medium were exactly
the way to delimit the nature of its form. Hence, if
painting had to express ‘without time and sound,
writing without colour and line’ (FARBER, 2009:
33), or cinema without that particular seal of the
artist1, these limitations did not correspond to a
weakness at all. Instead, they were considered as
a place to set the specific, the very own, the most
obvious virtues of each media. As Farber writes in
his article, ‘the very boundaries of an art produce
its most basic advantages’.

The limits of cinema, it is evident, are deeply
engaged to the technical development of the
creation tools. Dziga Vertov’s creations around
‘cine-eye’ were based on the mechanical potential
of the filmic media to define an expressive field
specific to the cinematic arts; On his behalf,
Jean Rouch required to develop different sound
recording systems, to better connect the shooting
and editing moments in the production of his
films2. Until what point the mechanic potential
of the camera, the sound recording or the editing
are taken, or in which ways they condition the
production methods and how the filmmaker
proposes to extend these possibilities: all these have
determined the images that are possible through the
filmic matters. Though the industrial production
model, as Rice pointed out in his judgment, set
an irrefutable distance between author and work,
great part of modern and contemporary cinema
has been wrought upon the emphatic persistence to
overcome that distance, with the constant attempt
of the filmmaker to find a form to appropriate this
cumbersome paraphernalia.

1. Farber writes in the article: ‘Elmer Rice seems to think
that art is incapable of happening when tow or more people
take part in its creation (…) In Young Mr. Lincoln there is an
equal grasp of the idea in the direction of John Ford and the
acting of Henry Fonda. The same unity occurs in Alexander
Nevsky with Prokofieff’s music, Tisse’s photography and
Eisenstein conception. Nor car one discern who is more

responsible fore “The passion of Jeanne d’Arc cameraman
Rudolph Maté or director Carl Dreyer.’
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2. See Servitudes de l’enregistrement sonore. Entretien avec
Jean Rouch par Eric Rohmer et Louis Marcorelles. Cahiers du
cinema, no.144, June 1963, pp 1-22.
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The attempt to appropriate the technique
necessarily tends to an essayist drift. It is about
testing, experimenting with the potentials of the
resources available in the filmic creation. In the
first sequences of Chronicle of a Summer (Chronique
d’un été, Edgar Morin and Jean Rouch, 1960) and
The Human Pyramid (La Pyramide Humaine, Jean
Rouch, 1961), Jean Rouch himself argues in front of
the camera with the characters, the motivations and
intentions they purpose with the film they are about
to shoot –that in fact they are already shooting–.
The film is discussed as if it was an experiment. Will
it be possible to make it as they imagine it? Will
they be able to record a conversation as spontaneous
as if the camera was not present? They will have to
try by shooting the movie, or better, by filming
the shooting of the movie. Hence, the value of a
finished, completely solved image, is displaced by the
presentation of the creation process, the search, the
attempt. In Notes towards an African Orestes (Appunti
per un’Orestiade africana, Pier Paolo Pasolini, 1970),
Pasolini includes as a vital counterpoint of his
journey registrations, a debate with some African
students residents in Rome, despite the majority
of them definitely disapprove his idea of adapting
The Oresteia in postcolonial Africa. In this case, to
highlight the dissention as part of the proposition
becomes a strategy to determine the nature of the
film as an essay, literally by testing forms and ways of
nailing down the cinematic image.
‘Beauty and ugliness still don’t affect me: it
is only in the gestures that I find sometimes an
interest. At the Polish Café, I don’t even hear their
voices, their language’, David Perlov comments on
the second part of Diary (1973-83), over several
faces, shot in a coffee shop, insistently going back
to the shot of two women who have a conversation
far away from the camera: ‘It is like drawing a
rough draft’, he continues. Between the camera
movement, back and forth from one to another,
one of the women notices his presence: They are
being filmed. What for? They seem to question
3. He wrote in The Trouble With Movies, 1943 ‘It is the use
of the literary writer’s technique of storytelling (rather than
a technique developed specially to movies) which results in

with their look to the camera. One of them, shyly,
starts to cover her face with her hands, while the
other one shows her discomfort staring directly
to the lens. ‘These tow girls. I enjoy looking at
them. They are natural. I want to watch them
more and more’. The woman that was covering
her face, changes her place to sit in front of the
other, completely blocking with her back, from
the viewpoint of the camera, the face, the look, the
gestures of the other. To capture that spontaneous
moment becomes impossible, the attempt of the
filmmaker to ‘start filming the faces again’ as was
said at the beginning of the sequence, clearly fails.
This idea of the possibility to ‘test’ with
cinema is deeply connected with Manny Farber’s
formulations on White Elephant Art vs. Termite
Art (FARBER, 2009: 533-541). The conception
of art as a field in tension between two forces; one
fixed, rusted and unbreakable canonical tradition
(the white elephant) and the other, a free, random
and undetermined deployment of the medium of
each artistic expression (the termites), insists on
the necessity to bring closer, in a kind of a poetic
of the materials, the end with the process. Farber
writes in his essay: ‘The most inclusive description
of art is that, termite like, it feels its way through
walls of particularization, with no sign that the
artist has any object in mind other than eating
away the immediate boundaries of his art, and
turning this boundaries into conditions of the
next achievement’ (FARBER, 1971: 65).
This statement, demands us to stop –if
referred to painting– between the amalgam of inert
strokes Farber perceived in Cezanne’s canvas, to
discover the ‘jarring excitment’ (FARBER, 2009:
534) of certain particles, of certain moments
of matter deployment with no intention. In
relation to cinema, Farber observes that same
insistence on the detail, in two aspects always
pushing against the simple and anti-cinematic
component of storytelling3. These are, the plastic
scripts that miss the essential fact that the camera medium
is enormously fluid: having a voice, eyes and legs, it is more
fluid than any other medium’ (FARBER, 2009: 67).
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potential of the moving image as an autonomous
element from the plot, and the observation of
the actors, not in their performance assessed on
their dramatic intensity, nor regarding the role
they interpret, but rather on their vital presence
on screen, concentrated in ‘those tiny, mysterious
interaction between the actors and the scene that
make up the memorable moments of any good
film’ (FARBER, 2009: 542). Even in his earliest
critical production, Farber already makes a
definitive distinction between actor and character,
appreciating above all, the undeniable presence
of the body of the performers4, that component
of ‘truth’ that came out of the film records5. This
might be the reason why he tended to relate the
termite-like tendency in cinema, mostly with the
actors technique.
However, Farber still claims for a ‘craftsman’
to the termite art. A creator that works with his
hands and who is deeply attached to his trade,
to the point that is his pulse and his time, what
finally remains engraved in the craftwork: ‘The
best examples of termite art appear in places
other than films, where the spotlight of the is
nowhere in evidence, so that the craftsman can be
orenery, wasteful, stubbornly self-involved, doing
go-for-broke art and not caring what comes of
it’ (FARBER, 2009: 535). It is Perlov shooting
form the window of her daughter’s living room in
Paris, recording the courtyard where a girl plays
with her doll. A shot from above that captures it
all: the courtyard, the entrance door and the girl.
Then, still from above, a shot that takes only the
girl playing with her doll. ‘For me a diagonal move
often succeeds’, he comments. He starts to make
diagonal moves between the girl, and what he
4. About Lifeboat y Casablanca in Theatrical Movies,
article published in 1944, he wrote: ‘It is my opinión
that the fascination of these two films lies in a visual
fact, that of a watching vital invigorating-looking
peopel, but no anything they are doing or saying’
(FARBER, 2009: 145).
5. ‘The movie that disrupts and designs events to make a play
of them before the camera immediately destroy the felicity
of the camera: there is no event left, only representations
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captures of the door with that same focal length
(only a small strip of the street), the arrival of the
camera to the door gets to capture a passer-by. He
goes back to the girl to repeat that same movement.
Again, the camera captures another walker:
‘Lucky again’. Immediately afterwards, a vertical
movement between the girl, and the ceilings of the
building, he concludes: ‘Straight lines have never
lead to anything’ (Diary, 1973-83).
On the opening sequence of The Long
Holiday (De grote Vakantie, 2000), Johan Van
der Keuken comments that the movie will be a
dialogue between film and video formats. Inside
a car, at sunset, the filmmaker confesses that his
health condition will determine the format of
the film. When his body allows him to, he will
keep shooting on film, and when he will be no
longer capable, he will be obliged to capture the
images in video, a much more light and portable
media. Already in 1982, in an article about Vers
le Sud (1981), Serge Daney had noticed the
corporeity that emerged form Van der Keuken’s
films6: ‘Great cameramen know better than
anyone how to involve others in the matters of
film. (…) they often invent obstacles, play rules.
I like that for Van der Keuken the moral passes
through the physical fatigue. It is a matter of
the gap between the time of the word and the
time of the image. It takes time to speak, to look
doesn’t’ (DANEY, 2006: 135).
In this sense the filmmaker-craftsman,
demands a technical knowledge, a capacity to
manipulate himself the tool he uses to capture his
images. Is the quest of Perlov: ‘May 1973. I buy
a camera. I want to satart filming by myself and
of it, and the preservation of the purity of the event is the
reason for being of the camera’ (FARBER, 2009: 144).
6. Daney quotes Van der Keuken: ‘Having to carry the camera
on keeps me fit. I have to matain a good physical rythm. The
camera is heavy, at least it is for me. It weights 11 kilograms,
with a battery of 4 and a half. A total of 16 kilograms. It is
a weight that counts, and that makes the movements of the
machine imposible to take place for no reason. Each move
counts, is compelling’ (DANEY, 2004: 135).
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for myself. Professional cinema does not longer
attract me’. (Diary, 1973-83). The one of Rouch
when he inserts to his camera a rear-view mirror
that lets him react even to the image behind him.
It is how Van der Keuken has forever approached
filmmaking, as the cameramen of his movies. But
it is also the possibility of synchronic sound, of
being able to carry the camera on the shoulder,
on the body, in the hands. It is the relationship
between the filmmaker and his tool: ‘It will be
then, the specificity of media what determines the
paths to follow to partially unknown goals’ (VAN
DER KEUKEN, 1995: 20).
What this domain of the technique implies
is the possibility to engrave the body of the
filmmaker in the image he is creating. The image,
not as a double or a reflection of the world, but
rather as a reflex of the body through the camera,
through the technique, through the image7;
similar to what Farber found on the actors. In The
Long Holiday (2000), after a black screen in which
the filmmaker relates death with the impossibility
to be able to see an image again, the screen
fades in, to the middle of a road. The balancing
images of the dry soil are seen through the tired
rhythm of the camera operator. The incorporated
microphone of the camera, records what is in the
counter-filed: The filmmaker’s breath. Almost
at the end of the shot, barely the feet are seen

7. Johan van der Keuken comments: ‘The arrival of
Rouch films, Les Maîtres-Fous, and above all, Moi, un
Noir, represented another blow. Suddenly, the idea of
a “cinematographic sintaxis” wich already was arousing

through the edges. A very intimate relationship
between the filmmaker and the camera is settled
here, and finally it is through it that the condition
and the sensation of the body are perceived.
The possibility to inscribe the body of
the filmmaker in the image by unveiling his
technique, also intends to record the traces of the
creation experience and the image potentials. It is,
as well, about bringing closer the shooting and
the editing moment, exactly as Perlov mentions:
‘My editing is such that in the final product
I want also to discover the “seams”, the raw
material, the craft: the shots, their lengths, their
angles’ (PERLOV: 1996, 3). It is what Pasolini
does in Africa, capturing the possible faces of
his characters, identifying their gestures. It is
Perlov in the last episode of Diary, looking for
the face of a woman he recalls from his childhood
between the anonymous walkers. ‘She must have
been younger, she certainly never wore a hat. But
Doña Guiomar had the same piercing glance’
(Diary, 1973-1983), he comments over the face
of a woman that looks deep into the camera. It is,
once again, to test versions of the image through
the image itself, to discover what is specific to the
medium by testing its own limits. To appeal to
some kind of camera-crayon that allows to sketch,
as if it was a drawing, with cinema. Change
intensity with the pulse, erase, repeat. •

infinite doubts to me, resulted in a “body sintaxis” that
dictated the continuity of the images and the sounds’ (VAN
DER KEUKEN, 1995: 17).
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ABSTRACT
This paper alludes the context of the publications in which Manny Farber collaborated, mostly through the forties and the
fifties, in order to outline the singularity of his approach to film criticism. Particularly, this paper addressees the diversity of
styles and filmmakers he was interested in, without establishing hierarchies between the different cinematographic fields. Thus,
through the relation of Farber’s quotes on Sturges, Antonioni, Fassbinder, Godard or Snow, it is shown how he was able to
encompass a broad spectrum of films, from the popular to the avant-garde.
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Termite art. Only an imagination as wily as
Manny Farber’s could come up not only with the
term but the concept. Coming out of the second
generation of American film and cultural critics
to inhabit the literary and higher middlebrow
publications of the 1940s, Farber took his brash
sensibility and merged it with an appreciation—
far-ranging, complex, and subtle—for the
beauty to be found in modernism and the best
of distinctive yet often obscure pop culture. And
some of the best pop culture was to be found
in movies—not the highbrow canon alone—
especially not the highbrow “white elephant”
canon alone—but in all the unregenerate and
stubbornly vigorous guilty pleasures found in
movies that always far outweighed the official
canon’s high-flown profundities in shaping our
taste and consciousness. In other words, in the
vibrancy and excitement of… termite art.

thought the way Julia Child prepared a simple
dinner: intrepidly and without apology. No critic
could write as he did about the joys of Chuck
Jones’s Merrie Melodie cartoons in 1943 and
also offer a lucid descriptive analysis of Chantal
Akerman’s camera seduction of her audience
in Jeanne Dielman, 23 rue du Commerce, 1080
Bruxelles (1975) more than thirty years later
(FARBER, 2009: 764-69)* Farber talks about
the crisp, fast cutting of Don Siegel’s B actioners
alongside Sam Fuller’s tabloid, and slightly but
approvingly disreputable, melodramas, and both
of these filmmakers end up in bed together with
Jean-Luc Godard and his play with film language
and ideas of Western culture. And, in Farber’s
moviegoing universe, fittingly so.

Farber started out as an art critic and drifted
over to writing film criticism for the burgeoning
little magazines that sprouted out of the Depression
and served to give voice to the American Left in
the 1940s. They were progressive and liberal, and
true to the socialist-inspired New Deal promised
by the Rooseveltian ethos and policies of the day.
He became the film critic for The New Republic in
1942, and then went on at the end of the decade
to write for The Nation, The New Leader, and other
culture and arts journals throughout the 1950s and
60s. The choicest sampling of his best pieces were
collected in Negative Space, published in 1971, the
paperback edition of which (retitled Movies) had
vivid colored graphic images of Humphrey Bogart,
Gene Tierney, and George Raft on the cover
designed by Stan Zagorski, a romantic and iconic
evocation of the 1940s and a perfect complement
to Farber’s respect for genre movies.

‘Each new movie is primarily an essay about
form in relation to an idea: a very deliberate choice
of certain formal elements to expostulate a critique
on young French Maoists; a documentary report
on prostitution, poetic style; or a gray, somber,
sophisticated portrait of an existential hero of
confused commitments. (FARBER, 2009: 627)
. . . Behind the good (Band of Outsiders [Bande
à part, 1964]), bad (Woman Is a Woman [Une
femme est une femme, 1961]), and beautiful-bad
(Carabiniers [Les carabiniers, 1963] is visually
ravishing at any moment, but nearly splits your
skull) is the specter of an ersatz, lopsidedly inflated
adolescent, always opposed to the existing order,
primitivistic either in his thinking or in terms of
conscience and feelings.’ (FARBER, 2009: 630)

The range and excitement Farber displays
in his criticism—and, more importantly, arouses
in his readers—staggers the mind, and does so
precisely because he is so at home with all he
discusses. This fearlessness in a lesser writer would
undermine his authority, expose him as a poseur.
But not Farber. Farber prepares a meal of critical
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Regarding Godard, Farber effectively summed
up his work in October 1968 with the following:

Writing about those filmmakers and genres
(film noir) he often disliked, but which many other
critics admire, Farber still imparts insights that as
criticisms can serve to elucidate as virtues the very
weaknesses he derides. About Truffaut’s Jules and
Jim (Jules et Jim, 1962), he observes: ‘Thanks to
his fondness for doused lighting and for the kind
of long shots which hold his actors at thirty paces,
especially in bad weather, it’s not only the people
who are blanked out; the scene itself threatens to
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evaporate off the edge of the screen.’ (FARBER,
2009: 539) An apt description for the naturalism,
evocative of Renoir’s films of the mid-1930s,
which so many others of us appreciate in Raoul
Coutard’s cinematography for this film.
Manny Farber’s distinctive voice was heard
in the quirky vividness of his prose, allusive
yet specific, referential but rarely obscure. The
lucidity of his critical mind describes the process
of apprehending the filmmaker’s sensibility
without mucking about in diffuse critical
gobbledygook. It was also the epitome of a very
masculine American sensibility that stood out in
his words. Avid and fearless in his perceptions,
Farber wanted us to join the party thrown by the
filmmakers whose worlds he stepped into. No
one had written about the great Preston Sturges as
vividly as Farber did in 1954 (and few have since)
in the essay he wrote with one William S. Poster
(about whom nothing can be found). Farber tells
us about Sturges that, ‘[s]ince there is so much
self-inflation, false piety, and artiness in the arts,
it was, he probably felt, less morally confusing to
jumble slapstick and genuine humor, the original
and the derivative together, and express oneself
through the audacity and skill by which they are
combined.’ (FARBER, 2009: 462) An almost
perfect description of Sturges’s project, it defines
his sensibility arising from the collision of verbal
wit and physical comedy. He continues further:
‘Indeed his pictures at no time evince
the slightest interest on his part as to the truth
or falsity of his direct representation of society.
His neat, contrived plots are unimportant per se
and developed chiefly to provide him with the
kind of movements and appearances he wants,
with crowds of queer, animated individuals, with
juxtapositions of unusual actions and faces. These
are then organized, as items are in any art which
does not boil down to mere sociology, to evoke
feelings about society and life which cannot be
reduced to doctrine or judged by flea-hopping
from the work of art to society in the manner of
someone checking a portrait against the features
of the original.’ (FARBER, 2009: 463)

There is a remarkably consistent level of
perspicacity in Farber’s forty-plus years as a critic.
Unlike many critics, he didn’t develop his critical
art over periods, but flew high from the start.
More than twenty years after his celebrated essay
on Sturges, he wrote with equal insight about
the New German filmmakers Werner Herzog
and Rainer Werner Fassbinder. Just before
Fassbinder’s explosion on the international
screen, Farber wrote in July 1975 about his
Warholian debt in depicting sexual relationships
in screen space:
‘His strategies often indicate a study of
porn movies, how to get an expanse of flesh
across screen with the bluntest impact and the
least footage. With his cool-eyed use of Brecht’s
alienation effects, awkward positioning, and a
reductive mind that goes straight to the point, he
manages to imprint a startling kinky sex without
futzing around in the Bertolucci Last Tango style.’
(FARBER, 2009: 725)
And that voice has remained peculiarly alive
and not at all dated—alive with the energy of a
critic engaged in connecting the experience of
the spectator to the formal compositions of the
filmmakers he discusses. Consider, for instance,
his summation of Antonioni circa 1962:
‘His talent is for small eccentric microscope
studies, like Paul Klee’s, of people and things
pinned in their grotesquerie to an oppressive
social backdrop. Unlike Klee, who stayed small
and thus almost evaded affectation, Antonioni’s
aspiration is to pin the viewer to the wall and slug
him with wet towels of artiness and significance.
At one point in La Notte (1961), the unhappy
wife, taking the director’s patented walk through
a continent of scenery, stops in a rubbled section
to peel a large piece of rusted tin. This ikon
close-up of miniscule desolation is probably the
most overworked cliché in still photography, but
Antonioni, to keep his stories and events moving
like great novels through significant material,
never stops throwing his Sunday punch.’
(FARBER, 2009: 541)
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Farber’s love of cinema very often came
as that of a painter looking at a canvas and it
included experimental cinema. We can connect
his engagement with the formalism of nonnarrative filmmaking, as in Michael Snow’s
Wavelength (1967), about which he astutely wrote
in 1970:
‘The cool kick of Michael Snow’s
Wavelength was in seeing so many new actors—
light and space, walls, soaring windows, and
an amazing number of color-shadow variations
that live and die in the window panes—made
into major aesthetic components of movie
experience.’ (FARBER, 2009: 678)
to his love of the spatial contours of the
Hollywood star’s magnetism now gone, when he
wrote in 1971:
‘Since the days when Lauren Bacall could
sweep into a totally new locale and lay claim to a
shamus’s sleazy office, a world in which so much
can be psychically analyzed and criticized through
the new complex stare technique has practically
shrunk to nothing in terms of the territory in
which the actor can physically prove and/or be
himself.’ (FARBER, 2009: 692)

Farber complemented his writing career
with his painting and sculpture, carpentry, and
manual labor. He worked on several construction
sites around Manhattan in the early 1950s, and
managed to connect the physicality of such work
to his art making, in Greenwich Village during the
time of the postwar abstract expressionist ferment
and in the company of fellow artists like Hans
Hofmann, Larry Rivers, and Robert De Niro
Sr. and Virginia Admiral (the parents of actor
Robert De Niro). There’s a thrilling romance one
conjures up in the image of such a variegated life
lived at a time when making paintings, sculpture,
discovering movies, and redeeming their value in
serious thought and writing mattered—at least in
retrospect it mattered—with an enviable urgency
so lacking in movie criticism today.
The breadth of Manny Farber’s knowledge
about movies, presented with his idiosyncratic
punch (one that makes Pauline Kael’s attempt
at a critical slanginess often seem labored) and
without insult to a caring and intelligent reader,
resonated and lifted his writing as a discrete art
of that very movie culture it illuminated. The
shimmer of that writing remains, on the page,
heard in one’s head, in the voice of a critic that
still matters. •
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1985). His third book, Abraham Polonsky: Interviews (Univ.
Press of Mississippi, 2012), is on the great Hollywood
filmmaker blacklisted during the McCarthy era.
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Coral Cruz. Imágenes narradas. Cómo hacer
visible lo invisible en un guión de cine.
Laertes, Barcelona, 2014, 158 pp.
Clara Roquet

Waldo Salt, the screenwriter of Midnight
Cowboy (John Schlesinger, 1969), among other
films, who was trained in Hollywood’s Studio
Golden Age, and blacklisted by the same system
during the witch hunt, referred to what he called
“the art of the screenplay” like this: ‘I believe we
will notice one day that the screenplay is, in fact, an
specific kind of writing, that consists on narrating
with images. It is a different aesthetic, very far from
theatre or novel. I don’t like to make comparisons,
but I think it has much more to do with poetic
technique than with dramatic writing itself’.
In the classrooms of Columbia University’s
Film School in New York, I discovered that one of
the most recommended books of the screenwriting
courses is The Art of Dramatic Writing by Lajos Egri,
a playwright and professor of dramatic writing.
This fact demonstrates that the screenwriting
is still considered and taught essentially from a
narrative perspective, prioritizing the plot and
the structure above the images and their poetic
and symbolic capability, which usually are
considered the director’s terrain. This conception,
extensively accepted in American Film Industry,
based on the hierarchies and the consequent
compartmentalization of the creative roles, is still
prevailing in Europe, with the exception in many
cases of the author films, as a result of the fusion of
the figure of the screenwriter and the director.
It might be due to this convention that
some years ago I was surprised when discovering
that some of the most poetic and least narrative

works of authors such as Béla Tarr or Andrei
Tarkovsky had been written in collaboration with
screenwriters. Béla Tarr wrote his last four films,
including Sátántangó (1994) and Werckmeister
Harmonies (Werckmeister harmóniák, 2000),
with László Krasznahorkai, a Hungarian writer
and poet who adapted his novels to screenplays
together with Béla Tarr; The Mirror (Zerkalo,
1975) by Tarkovsky, was co-written with the
Russian screenwriter Aleksandr Misharin. It
becomes almost impossible to think that both
screenwriters did not participate in the creation of
the poetic and symbolic framework that defines
the movies of Tarkovsky and Béla Tarr, which
forces us to rethink the limits of the screenwriter
in the construction of the visual facts of a work,
their contribution from the paper to the cinematic
quality of these films.
Imágenes narradas, by Coral Cruz, defends the
figure of the screenwriter as a filmmaker, gathering
together and amplifying the new conception of the
technique and the screenwriting lesson that Waldo
Salt aimed at the eighties. Regarding the great
amount of literature on screenwriting, Coral Cruz,
stays away from the classical screenwriting manuals
and steps aside from the structure, the three acts
and the turning points, to write about poetry, signs
and traces, about melodies, and rhymes, about
symbols and metaphors. Along the twelve chapters
of the book, Coral analyses excerpts of different
films to ponder upon inherent resources of the
cinematic arts, such as the ellipsis, the montage,
the manipulation of time, the scenography or the
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composition. The objective, as expressed by the
author at the end of the book, is to present a series
of tools to the reader so that they can make the
most of the specificities of film language during the
screenwriting.
I met Coral Cruz in January 2012, when she
started to work as the Script Editor of 10.000 KM
(2014), film that Carlos Marques-Marcet and I
were writing at the time. In that moment we found
ourselves lost between different versions of the
screenplay that had turned over-complicated, and
Coral was a key element in the process that leaded
us towards the structure the movie needed. But
as opposed to what many screenplay teachers and
analysts would do, she did not impose a classical
structure as a type of mould to the story; otherwise
she created a new structure that came out of the
contents and emotions that were the core of the
story from the beginning. In Imágenes narradas,
Coral writes: ‘The best poetic findings depend on
the singular imaginary of each story’ (2013: 138).
This same concept was what Coral applied to the
structure of 10.000 KM, in a distilling exercise that
was based on a conception of cinema and writing,
both as a intimate and poetic act, binding form
and content in the most organic way.

Imágenes narradas is the result of a deep
knowledge of film language and years of
experience of Coral as a teacher, screenwriter and
script analyst. Though, as I have pointed before,
the book was written with the intention of
giving to screenwriters the tools to project their
dreamed movie on paper, Imágenes narradas goes
further away from its manifest purpose of being a
book about screenwriting for tow reasons: on the
one hand, its meticulous study of the expressive
resources of cinema makes it a work that alludes
every artistic professional that contributes in the
creative process of a film; and on the other hand,
behind its defence of the screenwriter both as a
filmmaker and an image creator, there is a deep
reflection about the medium, a reminder that
the infinite capabilities of the moving image art
go beyond the narrative, deep into the terrain
of poetry. Taking an argument that Coral uses
in the book, in the heart of Imágenes narradas,
as in the heart of good movies, there is a clear
message, never expressed by words but latent
in every page: Ignoring the intrinsic visual
nature of cinema in the stage of conception and
creation of the stories, what is being forgotten,
is nothing less than the own essence of the
cinematographic art. •
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