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Film Analysis & Criticism/Bonner


Avant-garde Short Films

At Land (Maya Deren, 1944; 16 min.)

Cast: John Cage, Maya Deren, Alexander Hammid

In her second experimental film, following Meshes of the Afternoon (1943), Deren continues to explore the juxtaposition of anachronistic spaces as she further critiques social rituals.
Mothlight (Stan Brakhage, 1963; 4 min.)

          “What a moth might see from birth to death if black were white & white were black.”–S.B.
Garden of Earthly Delights (Stan Brakhage, 1981; 3 min.)


“This film (related to Mothlight) is a collage composed entirely of montane zone vegetation. As the title suggests, it is an homage to (but also argument with) Hieronymous Bosch.” –S. B.
The Dante Quartet (Stan Brakhage, 1987; 6 min.)

“The hand-painted work six years in the making (37 in the studying of the Divine Comedy) demonstrates the earthly conditions of ‘Hell,’ ‘Purgatory’ (or Transition), and ‘Heaven’ (or ‘existence is song,’ which is the closest I’d presume upon heaven from my experience), as well as the mainspring of /from ‘Hell’ (Hell Spit Flexion) in four parts.” –S. B.
Commingled Containers (Stan Brakhage, 1996; 3 min.)

“A photography of the essence of life itself [water] as the interaction of pulsating and commingling containers.” –S. B.
Meat Love (Jan Svankmajer, 1989; 1 min.)

Scorpio Rising (Kenneth Anger, 1962; 30 min.)


“Ever sit there looking at a Michael Bay movie, or a Martin Scorsese movie, or a Portishead video, or a CK1 commercial, and think, ‘So where did this come from, anyway?’ The answer is Kenneth Anger's remarkable 1964 short film, the barbaric birth yawp of modern (and postmodern) cinema as we know it. Ostensibly a fetishistic self-generated porn reel, made, as Genet wrote his fiction, for the maker's masturbatory pleasure, Scorpio Rising does far more as it pulls together unlicensed pop songs with obsessive images of hunky guys, leather, chrome, comic strips, and death, to create a code for the programming of music, picture, and unspoken content that would go on to inform everything you see from Nicolas Roeg to VH-1. God knows where poor Anger is rubbing two nickels together, but tonight, say a prayer of thanks for the guy who made all your culture, the good, the bad and the ugly, possible.” (from IMDB.com)
The Body Beautiful (Ngozi Onwurah, 1992, UK; 23 min.)
This bold, stunning exploration of a white mother who undergoes a radical mastectomy and her Black daughter who embarks on a modeling career reveals the profound effects of body image and the strain of racial and sexual identity on their charged, intensely loving bond. At the heart of Onwurah’s brave excursion into her mother’s scorned sexuality is a provocative interweaving of memory and fantasy. The filmmaker plumbs the depths of maternal strength and daughterly devotion in an unforgettable tribute starring her real-life mother, Madge Onwurah. (from wmm.com)
Cast: Youth (Brian Bovell)

Young Mother (Maureen Douglass)

Daughter (Sian Martin)

Mother (Madge Onwurah)

Questions for Discussion:

Consider how these different films push the boundaries of the film medium. Note examples as you watch, and then let these films simmer as you think through them for our discussion on Wednesday. Note any additional revelations and/or reconsiderations before class.
