PROTHESIS      notes on technocratic metaphysics         (by Luca Bandirali)

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

                                               "Man must somewhat be overcome. What have you done to overcome him?"

                                      Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spake Zarathustra

L "doigts électriques" - The technological body of the film industry 

Nowadays' movies are a form of hybrid language insofar as the broadest meaning of this term is currently intended. Resorting to archaeology is by all means superfluous and there is no point in tracing back to the film origins and to so many derivations from historicised art languages which were the basis for the elaboration of the first film codes. It is instead worth debating briefly and again about the film industry peculiar character that according to some lies in the ability to represent the world reality with exceptional proximity by calling into play a certain number of features (the photographic image precision, the depth of motion, sound etc…) whose action as a whole produces something that gives in return an undeniable impression of reality. Some others (the historic vanguards of 1900 for instance) have shown their rebellion to a film industry restricted as such to a mimetic relation with the world; they have underlined how it cannot concurrently be denied that movies have the peculiarity of creating well-defined new worlds of perfect completion representing an alternative to a description of what already exists.

Since its primeval simple standards the grammar of movies has renewed itself alongside with the growth of the film industry, through the works of the so-called authors and most of all owing to the contribution given by technological innovations. According to the most accurate analysts the latter convey to the development of the aforesaid medium two opposite and incompatible directions, namely total reality and total fiction.

We are obviously dealing with two extreme ideals, for you cannot provide absolute reality through representation, nor can anyone renounce completely to films that owe somewhat their existence to a world that does not pertain to language. You cannot neglect the extent to which language itself, the way it is run within a movie, resolves its likelihood. But we are dealing here with the exact reverse shot: the contribution of technological protheses, their interaction with the inventors and the operators of the creative process, the way the medium is one body with technology.

Gianni Canova, dean of the meta-critics, invites us to distinguish between daily protheses (with a mostly optimising function) and protheses of the bionic body (with a project function). We can make use for our own good needs of these two categories in order to trace a general view and profile renewed by the technological supports of film shooting, by post production and film projections.

Nowadays' movies hold within a problematic co-existence between a photographic and a non-photographic object. A connection between object and context (virtual, photographic, etc…) is also problematic. What's new is the spread of so many instruments of digital manipulation of the image that both low cost and average cost productions can afford by now. Blue screen and steadicam, which were once prototypes of advanced research, have become common elements at the disposal of any film troupe, and besides representing an economical solution to particular types of shooting they modify language perceptibly. 

Such an extraordinary means as is Motion Control, which is at present a costly and rare object, has a substantial optimising function. It acts on shooting techniques with criteria of mathematical precision. One of its extreme uses allows to film with no operator and with computer-driven motions by executing a pre-set dynamic program as to the initial and final positions. We must then take into great account all the inventions involving sound pictures since they were first introduced (starting from 1928). They too have diversified functions, i.e. the widening out of real effects, the improvement of standards, the transformed impact sound effects have on a movie.

There where the inventions by engineer Dolby could solve listening problems (background noises, stereophony, sound quality), the introduction of digital sounds was a revolution and an upheaval of the traditional way of making movies. Digital sound makes the integrated action between the sequence of images and soundtrack easier, but most of all it increases creativity as far as the intervention on sound materials is concerned. 

Digital assembly is first of all an optimising prothesis and a necessary completion to the new technologies made by Lucas which entail that traditional films will be shortly put aside. At the same time (project instances) it favours the vertiginous speed of today's movies which are dominated by the accumulation of images. Have a look at Michael Bay's works (<The Rock>, <Armageddon>) and how he makes use of video-clip aesthetics (though this is by no means something new), but more than that at how he has a tendency for overlapping images owing to technological devices. All films by Stanley Kubrick can be seen in terms of an equation occurring between the evolution of means and the evolution of language. <Shining> is like a handbook for steadicam, <Barry Lyndon> owes its pretentious conception of inside shootings to Zeiss lens, <Eyes Wide Shut> was almost entirely filmed with Motion Control.

Cutting off the Cameronian mechanistic rapture, the FX' s poet Robert Zemeckis has achieved extraordinary results with movies pervaded by a conscious attraction towards effect manipulations. Whereas his loose actresses in <Death Becomes Her> are a picture of the new soft barriers of corporeity, the consistent theme of narrative time (<Back To The Future>, <Forrest Gump>) requests technology to visualise a hallucinating voyage in flowing history. George Lucas, a director prototype with a bionic body, has undertaken a global reform ranging from the elimination of optic projectors to the quality control (THX) imposed on the planet viewing cinemas. The new episode of the <Star Wars> saga is a general test for micro-wonders of the near future.

II. The "what" and "how" of cyber-movies.

The movie apparatus influences language. The functional relationship between man and the apparatus, between a strong identity and a docile one as they appear in the early season of science-fiction movies (<The Day The Earth Stood Still> by Robert Wise where a human-like alien directs his own service robot by means of remote luminous impulses), turns into a symbiotic relation (<Robocop> by Paul Verhoeven; in actual facts a steadicam) to register then a human factor succumbing to the technological device.

The computer (see Motion Control) takes decisions, an ether-prone film artist's fears are the leitmotiv of a mature science-fiction: Hal9000 ordains the end of the story-line Space Odyssey with a deliberate act of strength under no conditions. The spaceship captain's on-board computer is called MOTHER and prepares linguistic traps for a crew of men who should be given answers and solutions. The confrontation between the impersonal productive machine and the Author is never on a par and the interaction is a nightmare with no awakening. Cronenberg's idea is to this avail enlightening - there is no hybridisation that generates no pain, the passage to some new flesh is dangerous as is immediate in its first degree and because it is subsequently unforeseeable in its partial and final results. Cinema is a body that by undergoing recent mutations kicks back with life spasms you can hardly interpret. 

To tell the truth, let aside Cameron, Scott (Ridley), Gilliam and a few others, cyber-movies are rarely made to work on the significant. If we give a glance over the movie titles of the last few years we shall come out with Sci-Fi films that are pervaded by the most recent advances as to effects and animations without being seriously affected by narrative ways through images. <Matrix>, one of the latest intriguing adventures winding through a virtual near-future, is an ambitious movie as to its contents ant it is programmatically full of over-the-top quotations - well-known sequences are robbed from <Terminator 2: Judgement Day>, references to the amphetamine-like Kung fu by Hong Kong movie-makers are abundant, and it even recalls dear old westerns - At such extent movies are really a raw material moulded by authors with magic protheses into a hyper-text owing remarkably to a come back aesthetics as is that of video-games.

Four main kinds of communicative approaches are to be seen in the cinema theory: the objective one, that of unreal objectives, the summoning one and that of the subjective. It is now clear that contemporary movies have alternative outlooks that certainly originate from the viewing habituation to the technological system. We refer to dense objective as a frame reproducing an image that has already been "treated", an artificial one, an image out of an image as happens when you go to the movies and you see a monitor or a Tv set the character does not look at (this would be the case of a subjective). Another produce of prothesic hybridisation is what we call an empty subjective, i.e. a frame that suggests apparently a character's look which is non-existent. That is the virtuous movement of a camera with impossible trajectory and whose value is in itself as it shows cinema as a working mechanism. The way contemporary movies communicate is largely built on "impersonal and flowing motions with no body that are made so through new technologies". The two <Terminator> duly show this parable. The first act is a clash between cinema at present and its mutant future yet to be identified, the second presents a conflict affecting cameras only, the well tested cyborg T-800 and the advanced prototype T-1000. From T-800, a steadicam with synthetic operator sustaining the traditional way of filming (the real subjective profilmic), we go on to T-1000 (empty subjective and virtual profilmic).

In order to substantiate the idea of cinema to the antipodes, Kevin Costner had in mind a neo-medievalist representation. The future after machines, <Waterworld>, a refulgent example of colossal freak, shows a man who reinvented ordinary tools, who adapted his body to the liquid element so as to create the utmost degree of mutual influence with the environment which is the uttermost at survival. Subsequently, in <The Postman>, the path followed is more language prone and in the opposite direction of the story chronology; the projection of a movie onto a film as archaeological achievement (cinema of memories) is symbolic of the entire structure of a text according to which the western epic (and therefore that of the film maker body and soul) can be repeated everywhere a narrative disposition is present.

Contemporary movie makers work preferably on the repertoire of images and solutions they have previously acquired  and they renounce to experimenting the unknown. If you read over again the remarks put forward to Kathryn Bigelow at the time of <Strange Days> you can pinpoint the critics' disappointment for a waste of terms. The S.Q.U.I.D. (Superconducting Quantum Interference Device) make-believe sold by Nero-Ralph Fiennes is a drug promising the cinema viewers a prodigious freak-out just to ground them back down to earth again. The Squid is no less than the usual subjective!

When Russian constructivism was born, the stamp issued for the III International depicted the image of the famous Tatlin's spiral monument with an inscription quoting: "Engineers, create new shapes!" - Today we find it natural to extent such a peremptory invitation to cinema people so that they may shake off the productive apparatus induced sleep and the composition and communication rules they have servilely accepted lest they might loose consensus. If the cyber-punk literary action presents a certain number of strong transgressions (cut-up, interpolations), cinema has so far been caressing the surface of the thing by deferring perhaps to the future it describes the question on the how, the time for linguistic revolution.

