
GEOFFREY NOWILI'SMITH

What is Cinemo?
by Andr6 Bozin

\ \ /ho actrr . r l l i  reads Bazirr  these cial 's- : ipart ,  that  is ,  f ronr

rrni i  crs i t r  lectrrrers arrc l  their  st t tc lents,  por ing oi 'er  PD] is c l r

p l iotocopics of  
" ' l 'he 

Orrtologr of  the Plrotoglaphic hn:rge"

or ' " I )c  S ic ; r :  N ' le t teur  e r t  Scbr re"? ,Ar rc l .  abo i 'e  a l l ,  n , ' l to  reac ls

l r r r r r : i s  i . r  n r iu r  o f  l r rs  t i rue .  ra ther  t l ra r t  r t  l ) r r r \c l io r  o f  t i r r re lcss

tnr ths- ( ) r .  nou- t r r r t l r s ,  as  the  iec ' t t i re ' r  lu rs  rnore  l i kc ' l r  i t r s i

t o l r l  r  o t t . '

I ask this becaruse, until the other clay u'ltetr facecl n'ith

the task of u,riting this rei'ier,v of a netv selection of Bazin's

niajor writ ings, I realize that for man)/ )/ears I hadn't actuallt '

read hirl m1,5slf. The four r.'olumes of the original Qu'est-cc
qr-te le cindnnT (1958-65) hai,e lariu neglectecl on nrv book-

shelf, occarsionally disturbecl when I needed to checlc thenr

for some minor detail of trar-rsl:rt ion. but certainly unrc:rcl in

any serious sense.

Reacling him agarin has been er revelation. I allr'a1'5 thotrght

of hirn as a great thinker but a poor stylist, u'hether read in

the original or in an1, of the existir-rg trernslations. Nou' I zrn'r

lurore forgiving. The clumsy'seutences (and there are man\')

are alnrost all the fruit of an intense struggle not jtrst to er-

press some cnrcial thor-rgl-rt but to cornntunicate it, ancl ar

thor-rght, moreover, wltose conrnrttnication \\/as urgent. T'he

things he r,l,:rs sayir-rg neeclecl to be grasped in their entireh' if

people r,r,ere to understand, not itrst r, i ' l tat cittenra u'as, but

w,l-r) ' i t mattered.

What u'as cinenra, therr, for B:rzin ancl his contenrpo-

raries? Tire past tense here is ir-nportar-rt. Bazin ancl his editors

(Jacqr-res Rivette ar-rd J:rcques Doniol-Valcroze in particular)

u'ere asking a question of the present, that of a poshvar F-ratrce

n'urltiph, divided behl,een ex-resisters and ex-colIzrborators, be-

hveen pro- arrcl anti-Comntutrists, behveert (as er er) Catholics

and secularists. Divided too into those lvlto u'ettt to the cirt-

ema for Saturdal.night entertainment and tl iose n'ho felt that

cinema \\;as, or shor-r]d be, sourething more tltart that-or trot

onlt 'that btrt son'rething nrore as u'e11. B:rzrit tras ttraitrlt reacl

b1'people u'ho believed in cinetret :rs sotttetlr irtg ttrore as u ell,

but he also lvanted to cortx out clf their phii istirt isrtt l teoltle
u ho thor,ight that either only 211citreura wars art or that citrettt:t

nas not art zrt all. Moreover his sittration \,\ 'as a conflictecl onc.

He r,vas teuiperzrnrentall l '  left-u,ing br-rt in polertric u'ith tlre

Stalinist ieft, :r Catholic but hosti le to right-u rng Catiroiic

bigotn,, ancl an avant-gardist but otte u'ho believecl i l iat the

self-s[' lecl :rvaut-gardes hacl been historicallv strpersedecl.

All Bazin s essa)/s are about u'hat cittetrta sl-rares u it lr

other nrore establisheci art forrns r.r 'hiie beirtg itt sottte ftrncla-

inental ri 'ar, 'drfferent fronr ir l l  of thent. Artd :rl l  ir i  sort 'tc \\ 'av or

other aclclress tl ie sitrration in u'lt ich lre fcrund hiirrsclf. Thet'

take as a start ing point  t l ie ic iea t l rat  not  just  f i lnt  cul ture brr t

cr-rlttrre as a l l 'hole l i 'as being rebuilt on a ne\\ 'brsis. ,\nrericrt 'r

f i lnrs n'ere flori ' ing l>:rck onto Frcnch screens. l} it i :en Krnlc.

le leasecl  in thc L. i .S.  i r r  19+1, dic l  r rot  tnakc i t  to F'rzrnce rurt i l

194(r . )  I ta l l ' .  r i , i th neoreal isnr (or,  us l re cr l ls  i t ,  
" t i te l ta l i i rn

sc ' ] roo l  o f  t l r c  l , i l l e r : r t ion" ) .  \ \ i t s  l t r r i l c l i r rg  i l  I l c \ \  c ' i t te t t t r t  o t t t  o l -

the aslres of  F}sc ' isur ancl  u l r ' .  \ \ l l t r r t  r r r ie l r t  t l t rs rr l l  t t te. t t t  l , , t

f  l r r r  c ' r r l t r r rc i r i  l l l .anc'c?
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One oi the manv nrer i ts of  Tirnot l t t  Barnarcl 's  nen, ecl i -

t ion  is  fha t  r t  pu ts  Baz in  back  in to  h rs to rv .  
' fhe  

t rans la t ion

re  s to res  some o f  the  urgency  o f  the  rv r i t ing ,  wh i le  the  cop i -

oLrs iootnotes supplv rr-rr- rch-needed contert .  Tlr , 'o of

Banrard's footnotes are of  part icular interest .  One, rather

specuiai ive,  posi ts a possibie indirect  Brecht ian inf luerrce

cn Bazin 's ideas : ibotr t  the intr insic di f ferences betrveen the-

.r ter  and cinenra.  And the other,  u,hich is t re nchant ancl  fac-

tr ia i  ar-rd specLr lat ive onl1r on the rrrargir ls,  concerns t i re

r i rearr ing of  the French ivord ddcoupage, of ten t ranslated

ir-r to Engi ish as 
"edi t ing" 

or 
"cut t in g."  Decottpage in French

nreans i l lan\ j  th ings,  f rorr  carving a forv l  or  jo int  to the

shoot ing scr ipt  for  a f i l rn.  What i t  c ioes rzof  tnean is f i ln edi l

r : rg  i \ \  h ich  is  a l rvays  montage) .  Er rg l i sh  t ra r ts la to rs ,  no t  j t rs t

o f  Baz in ,  a lmost  inv 'a r iab ly  ge t  th is  wrong (Jonathar r

Roseubaunr and Ton'r  N{ i lne stand ot t t  as except ions).  What

decoupage really rneans is fhe \,val' a fi lm ln potentirt, as rdea

or : rs  no ta ted  in  a  sc r ip t ,  segnte t t ts  i t se l f  i t t to  scenes,  se-

( iuences, shots,  etc.  Tire rvav Bazin uses i t ,  the ferm decoup-

uge also embraces elenrents of  mise-en-scbne-at  least  to

t i ' re extent that  the v istral  content of  a shot is al readv present

rn the f i l rnmaker 's mind, along rv i th the inevi table need for

shot t ransi t ions,  pr ior  to actual  shoot ing.  Fai lure to grasp

th is ,  Barnard  argues ,  has  led  to  ser ious  mis t inders tand ing  o f

Bazin in the Engl ish-speaking rvor ld-as ser ious,  I  t r ' 'or t1d

rdd, as the mechanical  assr-rmpt ion ihat  there is sornething

i r r t r rns ica l l r '  
"Bazrn ian"  about  the  use  o f l  the  lo r rg  take

\!arhol? ]ancso?).  To Lrnderstand qt i i te hou'  i rnportant th is

rs,  read Bazrn's essay 
"Wi l i ianr Wvler,  or  ihe |a l - rsenist  of

\ l r s e  e n  S c e n e  . "

Barnard' :  select ion of  ter ts over laps substant ia l lv  wi th

tl 're first of the eristing trvo volttrnes issued ltt- ider the sanre

tr t le.  \Vf ta t  Is Cinenta?, bv Ljnir ,ers i t l  of  Cal i fornia Press in

1967 and 1971,  t rans la ted  by  Hugh Grav  I t  adds  the  Wy ' le r

essav and also contains Bazi t ' t 's  s\ , ' I topt lc essa) '  ot t  neoreal-

i snr ,  
"C inenra t ic  

rea l i s rn  and the  I ta l ian  Schoo l  o f  the

Liberat ion."  I t  is  far  more scirolar l l '  than the er ist ing edi-

t ion,  both in i ts annotat ions and i r t  the qual i ty-  o i the t ransla-

t ion,  rvhich is bot i r  e legant atrd accurate.  ( ' l 'he pubi isher 's

*ebsi te.  n 'ww.caboosebooks.net,  has test imoi-r ia ls to the

clual i t ies of  the new edi t ion f rorn l .nan) leadi i rg schoiars but

to knor l  j r is t  how error-strer,vn the or ig i r ta l  t rarrs lat io l l  \4/as,

. rnd has long been known to be, readers shoLr ld go back to

Riclrard Roucl 's excor iat ing reviel t ,  in Slgizr  and Sound,

s p r i n g  1 9 6 E . )

fbr copvright reasons ihe rrew' eclit ion is only' being of-

rered for sale in Canada;rnd a te i , i , 'other cort t t t r ies r lh ich did

r ro t  s ign  r rp  to  the  recent  e r te t ts i t ln  o [  co l t r . r igh t  to  sere t th

vears f rotn an author 's c leath.  Bazin c l ieci  in 19; 'S, :o in i l rcorr

LI .S. ,  Br i t ish,  aucl  ALrstral ian reaclers nr ight  hare to u ' r r i t  unt i l
2028 betbre finding it in a bookstore. 

'fhis 
r,r 'ould be .i pih

and I  hope that l ibrar iarrs i i i l l  seek i t  out  and therebr,  nrake i i
avai lable to the strrdents and schoiars who r ieht lv 'st i l l  read
Bazin's seminal texts. ozorr 6eo{{rer Noweil,srnrrh
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