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About Synoptique:

We've been thinking about life and art and the education that links
them. And the critic who sets the bait for the artist to rise to. And
the artist inarticulate about his or her own work. The scholar lost in
abstraction. The moviegoer re-circulating glib opinions. The
filmmaker railing against bad films. The bad films. Film Studies—a
name for an academic discipline—is already a self-reflexive past
time. Let’s extend Film Studies to include an entire range of
activity related to film, of which our academic procedures are an
important part, but not the only part, and in no way hermetic. It is
our intention to make sensible to those looking that there are
connections here—historical, personal, coincidental—and that
these connections account for a film community, and it is only with
the frame of a film community that we can think about film. And its
education.

We wanted to create an online resource of student work at
Concordia. For students at Concordia. To give expression to the
intellectual character of M.A. Film Studies at this University by
publishing what was rapidly becoming a lost history of ideas.
Students work here for two years, take classes, write theses, go
on their way, leave faint traces, might never take a stand or
apportion an opinion. We wanted to discover what tradition we
had inherited, what debates we were continuing, which debates
we weren'’t inventing. But what began as a way to provide a
continuity of ideas between years for Concordia M.A. Film Studies
students, has been expanded to recognize the play of influence
and the fluidity of thought as it accounts for a discourse that links
our classrooms to Montreal, and Montreal to the world. So that we
might recognize again these ideas if we should pass them by. So
that we might see what we missed or took for granted when we
thought they were ours.

To publish—to publish self-reflexively—work related to the theme
of a University course, for example, to publish again on an old
familiar topic, is not simply to revisit one more time New German
Cinema or Canadian Documentary. It is to admit to one more
defining characteristic of the ideas now in circulation. The good
ideas and the bad. It is to think about those ideas now in play. It is
to reveal historical tenor. As our online archive of such themes
develops—as more is published from the active thinking
communities in Concordia, Montreal, and the world—these ideas
will cease to be clearly delimited, and will instead be reworked
and re-imagined across all sorts of social and intellectual scapes.
And it is in the acts of meeting these ideas again that we become
responsive to the synoptic character of the intellectual games we
play. Those lines of thought should be teased out. Film Studies,
like any intellectual discipline, is reconsidered every moment. It is,
by itself, an object of detailed study. We are endeavouring to
make it our object of study. There are practical considerations
when taking on such an investigation: a responsive world to
discover and find place in.

We want to establish a context. We want to make sensible a
context within which these ideas won't be lost, where they can be
found, breached, and their physiognomies compared. So this task
becomes once removed from archaeology. This is commentary on
chains of insights, some familiar, some decaying, some life
altering, some devastating. On a lifetime of education. Not a
series of explicit investigations—not just that—but a resource
where ideas influence ideas through clandestine channels. Ideas
influence life and lives influence idea. It shows the chemical
palettes where colours in proximity do not just mix to create new
shades but are reactive, explosive, transformative: are not in
service of any single picture, but are the spectacular elements of a
long-standing community long-standing in flux. The professors,
the experts, the professionals, the thinkers that have made
decisions to teach certain things and in certain ways, the students
that chose to follow leads, reject others, see some films and not
others, read some books but not others, find their way, realize all
of the myriad ways that their taste and sensibility has developed...
this is education. This long process of education. We’ve been
thinking about the polyphony of educations in these communities.
The desire to get better. How art and life make sense.

en francais:

Nous avons réfléchi a la vie, a I'art et a I'éducation qui les lie. A
I'artiste ne sachant pas s'exprimer sur son propre travail, mordant
a l'appét tendu par le critique. Au chercheur perdu dans l'abstrait,
au cinéphile retransmettant des opinions trop faciles. Au cinéaste
s'en prenant aux mauvais films. Aux mauvais films. Les études
cinématographiques — désignation d'une discipline académique —
est déja un passe-temps auto réflexif. Etendons sa définition pour
y inclure un éventail complet d'activités reliées au cinéma, dont
nos méthodes académiques constituent une partie importante,
mais pas la seule et ce, en aucune maniére hermétique. Notre
intention est de faire prendre conscience a nos lecteurs du fait
qu'il existe des liens historiques, personnels et fortuits. Ces liens
justifient une communauté de cinéphiles et c'est uniquement a
l'intérieur du cadre de celle-ci que nous pouvons réfléchir sur le
cinéma. Sur son apprentissage.

Nous avons voulu créer une ressource en ligne du travail étudiant
a Concordia, pour les étudiants de Concordia. Pour laisser
s'exprimer le caractere intellectuel des études
cinématographiques au niveau de la maitrise, en publiant ce qui
devenait rapidement une histoire perdue des idées. Les étudiants
travaillent au département depuis deux ans, suivent des cours,
rédigent des mémoires, poursuivent leur chemin, mais laissent
des traces minimes, ils pourraient méme ne jamais prendre
position ou partager une opinion. Nous avons voulu découvrir de
quelle tradition nous avons héritée, quels débats nous
poursuivons, quelles discussions ne venaient pas de nous. Mais
ce qui semblait annoncer une maniére d'assurer une continuité
d'idées a travers les ans s'est étendu jusqu'a une reconnaissance
du jeu d'influence et de la fluidité d'une pensée telle, qu'elle
justifiait un discours liant nos classes a Montréal, et Montréal a
l'univers. De sorte que nous puissions reconnaitre encore ces
idées, si nous devions les transmettre. De sorte que nous voyions
Ce que nous avions mangué ou pris pour acquis, lorsque nous
pensions que ces idées étaient nbtres.

Publier — publier avec auto-réflexivité — un travail relié au theme
d'un cours universitaire ou s'exprimer encore une fois sur un vieux
sujet familier, ne consiste pas simplement a revisiter une fois de
plus le nouveau cinéma allemand ou le documentaire canadien;
c'est admettre une caractéristique définitoire de plus aux idées
déja en circulation. Les mauvaises idées et les bonnes. C'est
penser aux idées présentement a I'ceuvre. C'est révéler la teneur
historique. Attendu que nos archives en ligne sur de tels themes
se développent — proportionnellement aux nouvelles publications
des communautés pensantes de I'Université de Concordia, de
I'Université de Montréal et de partout dans le monde —, ces idées
cesseront d'étre clairement délimitées et seront plutét retravaillées
et réimaginées a travers toutes sortes de champs d'études
sociales et intellectuelles. C'est dans le but de rencontrer a
nouveau ces idées que nous devenons réceptifs au caractére
synoptique des joutes intellectuelles auxquelles nous jouons. Ces
lignes de pensées doivent étre démélées. Comme n'importe
quelle discipline intellectuelle, les études cinématographiques se
doivent d'étre constamment reconsidérées. Elles forment I'objet
d'une étude détaillée sur laquelle nous aspirons a travailler. Des
considérations d'ordre pratique se posent afin d'entreprendre de
telles études : elles résident dans un univers réceptif a découvrir
et dans lequel nous cherchons notre place.

Nous désirons établir un contexte. Nous désirons créer un
contexte judicieux ou ces idées ne seront pas perdues, ou nous
pourrons les trouver, ou elles pourront étre transgressées et leurs
physionomies comparées. De sorte qu'un jour cette tache puisse
s'évader du domaine de I'archéologie. Faire du commentaire sur
des enchainements d'idées, certaines familiéres ou en déclin,
d'autres qui bouleversent la vie ou sont dévastatrices. Faire du
commentaire sur une éducation qui s'étend a la vie entiére. Non
pas une série d'enquétes explicites, mais une ressource ou les
idées influencent les idées a travers des canaux clandestins, ou
les idées influencent la vie et les vies influencent les idées. De 13,
faire naitre des palettes de couleurs qui ne font pas seulement se
mélanger pour créer de nouveaux tons, mais qui réagissent entre
elles : explosions et transformations. Elles ne sont au service
d'aucune image particuliere, mais constituent les éléments
spectaculaires d'une vieille communauté en constante évolution.
Les professeurs, les experts, les professionnels et les penseurs
qui ont pris la décision d'enseigner certaines choses d'une
certaine facon. Les étudiants qui ont choisi de suivre ou de rejeter
des exemples, de visionner ou de fermer les yeux sur certains
films, de lire ou de ne pas lire certains livres, trouvent leur chemin,
réalisent une myriade de maniéeres dont leurs godts et leur
sensibilité se nourris... c'est en partie cela I'éducation. Le long
processus de I'éducation. Nous avons réfléchi sur la polyphonie
des différentes éducations dans ces communautés. Le désir d'étre
mieux. Comment l'art et la vie font sens.
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version of this
article here. by Brian Crane

/ This essay is one of three published in this edition on the concept of style. It was inspired by the Synoptique

Style Gallery (founded in November of 2004), which was the beginning of an ongoing project investigating ways
to discuss the concept of film style. These essays will provide some of the groundwork for a Forum on Film Style
fo be published in in Synoptique 7 (February of 2005). You can view our gallery of style moments, as well as

learn more about the project, by clicking on this address:

/
-) http://style.synoptique.ca

If a man approaches a work of art with any desire to exercise authority over it and the artist, he approaches it in
such a spirit that he cannot receive any artistic impression from it at all.

—“The Soul of Man Under Socialism”

D, Working on the style gallery came with a proviso: along with a few others, | would write an initial response. Easy |

thought. | had a clear idea of what | wanted going in, now | just had to jot it down.

So what was my idea? Simple: despite the theory, the politics and everything else that encrusts work situated in

SYN%EES:JZEO[&OME] a competitive, disciplinary discourse, | believe film study is still, thankfully, a practice of object-love. In other
1120 words words, the root of most scholarship can still be traced back to the individual scholar’s love for the films they
discuss. For me, the gallery would thus have two purposes:
Written by :
Brian Crane 1. to gather proof that | wasn’t wrong in my faith about our work’s basis in object-love;
Editor: 2. to put participants in the position of declaring the connection between their scholarship and their object-
Colin Burnett love.
Comments? In film of course (and | imagine in other arts as well), style is all you get. But in preparing for the gallery, |
Questions? discovered that “style” was a dangerous word. “Style” has been a rallying cry for a long series of on-going
Click here debates about the institutional make-up of film studies as an emerging (and, some would have us believe,
Ctgngtzgrfc:::n disappearing) discipline. Through this we have learned that to define style (perhaps even to talk about it) is
simultaneously to regulate what (in) film should be studied in the context of the university. The gallery | hoped

could provide a way around this fear by creating a space where we could trace a wide variety of film research
Click to subscribe P y y o) el y

to our mailing list. back to a recognizable and common love of (or, in the life-less jargon of our day, “commitment to”) particular

films.
Click here

to visit our archives. This of course was foolish. The gallery, which | hoped would get us past the disciplinary squabbles that allowed
some of us to believe we dealt with style—real style—while others with equal satisfaction could sleep peacefully
knowing that they did not, began to betray recognizable fault lines. The division between gallery participants and
non-participants in my circle of acquaintances, for example, began to mirror rather uncomfortably the division,

familiar from scholarly publications and academic conferences, between “formalists” and “culture studiers”.

The gallery is still of course a success. That much is clear. But I'm waiting for the culture studiers to step in and
drop the style bomb the formalist gallery desperately needs (a culture bomb won’t work). Film is a made thing; it
is nothing but style. But film is also an artistic, cultural object. What then is the relationship between style and
culture? What is the relationship between people’s object-love and their interest in culture? Where are the style
examples that point toward answers to these questions? With clipboard in hand, pencil whetted, and white lab

coat draped squarely across my shoulders, I’'m waiting for these clips and commentaries to appear on-line.

In the meantime, it seems worthwhile to state informally three thoughts about object-love that relate to the

questions of style posed by the gallery.

1.
| believe that good film scholarship is hard to read. Not because of obscure theory, not because of opaque
writing, not because of insistently declared political platitudes, not because of the apparent marginality or
temporariness of its concerns. No, good film scholarship is hard to read because you continually want to put it
down and watch the film it’s discussing. Good criticism excites you by presenting genuine insight that allows you
to see the film better. It’s impossible when reading it to avoid asking yourself, “Is that true? How could | not see
that?” The only legitimate response to good criticism is to go back and see the film again for yourself to verify
what you are being told. Object-love, with its necessary focus on the matter of the film, on its style, always seeks

out and aims to produce this kind of scholarship.

2.
Object-love reminds us that our basic unit of study is the film: not the body of work, not the national, cultural
context, not the industrial history, not the political program of the artist or the critic. These areas of study (and
more besides) may be essential to the study of film; but their value as knowledge depends upon the value of the

individual films they make sense of.

3.
Object-love reminds us that criticism should always concern itself with beauty. This is a word more troubling even
than style. We distrust beauty, and depending on how badly we have been abused by the beautiful, we may even
hate it. Beauty is not fair and has nothing to do with merit or just desserts. There is nothing egalitarian or
democratic or progressive about it. We learned this years ago on the playground and at homecoming. Beauty is
a mysterious power that overwhelms us, sometimes, in the world of art, by hiding itself in abject ugliness. Beauty
reminds us that the object is bigger than we are and that this is why our love is worthwhile. We may dislike it or
distrust it, but beauty is not going away. More importantly, in the world of made things, beauty is all that finally
matters. As art scholars, our choice is not therefore between treating beauty or not; it is between treating beauty

well or treating it badly. Object-love is fundamentally an aesthetic endeavour.

| must seem at this point to have wandered far from the subject at hand since | offer no theory or system of style.
| offer only the belief that style must be understood film-by-film through careful attention to the details of their
representations. I've called these details beautiful, insisted on the value of that beauty, and implied in a most
impressionistic, non-scientific way that our attention to the details of this beauty may be motivated by a love
similar to the one that makes my beloved’s eyelashes worth counting. Sue me. I’'m no advocate of a sterile

formalism.

But I’'m not advocating for impressionism, cinephilia, or a new generalism either. I’'m advocating for scholarship
that seeks concrete detailed knowledge about the workings of the very objects that moved us to become
scholars in the first place. And for us to be prepared to teach that knowledge to others in a variety of formats.
This knowledge is available through no system of style, no theory of film, no idea of culture. It is available only

through the difficult work of the critic drawn to these objects with passion, humility and, yes, love.

Brian Crane is currently a PhD student at Université de Montréal.

http://articles.synoptique.ca/crane_style/
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In this detailed analysis, the author suggests that most of the qualities we wish to attribute to ‘style’ are best
considered as elements of ‘design’. The essay goes on to explore the relationship between ‘design’ and the

‘natural’. ‘Style’ is something much more ‘human’and, according to the author, more philosophic.

This essay is one of three published in this edition on the concept of style. It was inspired by the Synoptique
Style Gallery (founded in November of 2004), which was the beginning of an ongoing project investigating ways
to discuss the concept of film style. These essays will provide some of the groundwork for a Forum on Film Style
to be published in in Synoptique 7 (February of 2005). You can view our gallery of style moments, as well as

learn more about the project, by clicking on this address:

http://style.synoptique.ca

Consider your idea of a ‘house’, a house without specific form, a ‘thing’ that houses. Imagine what you imagine to
be the bare minimum required for a house to be a house: the image doesn’t have to be vivid, but you need to
know what I’'m talking about. There are certain elements a house must have before it can be called a house: four
walls and a roof, perhaps. You may wish to debate this point, but we can relegate that to semantics. Regardless,
our ‘image’ more or less approaches the constituents that are necessary for a thing to function as a house—and
this is the key for what | will say later: our image of ‘house’ responds directly to its functional role. And while the
description is unclear, our sense of its basic function is not. The translation of this idea of house into physical
reality can never be ideal, and in fact, there is little reason it should be: there are innumerable ways to embellish
this house as we build it. Those embellishments may be more than functional —they may be gorgeous. But this is
still not ‘style’. And there can be different ‘types’ of house: but a cave is not a style, a shack is not a style, a log
cabin is not a style, a palace is not a style. A house can have many real world variations—and these variations
can be more or less conventional, to the point that they seem natural—but, there is a certain threshold of design
a house must cross, a certain distance from its functional role, before the house communicates (along with its
‘house-ness’) an actual style. The house must be ‘designed’—its design must exhibit some sort of coherence,
even if its coherence is a dissonance. What is clear is that as we approach conceptualizing a style of ‘house’ it
becomes necessary to include an active human creativity. Human intelligence, and human will, is what defines
style: which is why we can never accuse a tree with ornately curved forms in its bark, for example, of being in the
“rococo” style. It's just a tree; it’s just a variation on a tree. Understanding this ‘threshold of design’, this
singularity and coherence, is easier to ‘sense’ than it is to actually prove. And while some styles are very much
related to individuals—Frank Gehry’s work, for example—others are much more subtle expressions of cultural
fads: Gothicism, for example. But both can be analyzed. More importantly, we can study these styles to the point
where we not only understand them, but we can use them as categories to help us understand styles and

phenomena we have yet to encounter. This is ‘style’ as ‘concept’. And concepts can always be put to use.

There are significant differences between ‘style’, ‘taste’, and ‘design’. Consider your idea of a computer: a thing
that ‘computes’: a machine that rapidly carries out the same mathematical task repetitively. Computers, to be
useful, require a human interface. The ‘mouse’ is a design solution, an engineering solution, to one part of the
problem of a human interface. But another design would do: a light-pen, for instance. You could buy a light-pen,
and learn how to use it, but most people do not. It's a question of convention and of ‘taste’ (which always has
something to do with practicality, no matter how random or idiosyncratic we think it is). ‘Design’ encompasses
everything from a bird building a nest, to the elaborate criteria we invoke when faced with any decision. ‘Style’ is
something else, though intimately related. The computer company Apple has worked very hard to create an
‘Apple style’—everything from its logo, its fonts, to the pinstripes on its menu bars, to the look of its commercials.
Apple exercises a great deal of control over its style—releasing new product lines regularly that carefully shift the
overall look of their products in new directions. All of Apple’s efforts work in tandem to create a public ‘sense’ of
the ‘Apple style’—and, indeed, in this formulation, style is very public. There are many other companies that
chart the ‘Apple style’, and make products that will complement the ‘Apple style’ and appeal to consumers who
want a unified ‘look’ for their computing equipment. In this case, it is clear how established style influences
design. Some of these products exemplify the ‘Apple style’ better than others, and no doubt a detailed analysis
would be able, at any moment in the development of the ‘Apple style’, to identify the necessary design elements
a product must have before it can partake in the ‘Apple style’. This, I'd suggest, is what ‘style’ means the most
often. Style, in this formulation, is separable from what exhibits it. The thing would still be a thing—in this case, a
computer—without any style at all. This is a crude way to separate form and content, but in sum this what we’re
doing. In this formulation, style is something added on. When we say something is ‘stylized’ we mean it has

some sort of style applied to it, either to a part, or to the whole.

ON DESIGN

The above discussion is useful in thinking about style, I'd maintain, because it provides a sort of narrative of how
style came to be. First, there was nothing, then an idea, then the real world and contingent design and
manufacturing of that thing, and then there was the added significance of style. In thinking through these
examples, | realize that | put primary importance in the construction of a thing on the process of ‘design’. Design
is problem solving. Ideal design responds perfectly to the practicalities of the thing existing in the world. Design,
in its purest form, reacts to the world. Hypothetically, the design of something manufactured is already latent in
what it responds to. Again, continuing to think hypothetically, the shape of a made thing can be calculated
knowing the exigencies of nature, and human intervention is not needed. The sort of design we see, for example,

in a bird’s nest: the selection of materials, and the order, all responding to chance and imperative.

This is starting to sound close to an evolutionary model. Once we are in the realm of human production, though,
the exigencies to which the thing must ‘conform’ is expanded to include human history. Very often one of the
most significant influences on design is a pre-existing style. An architect designing a building for the downtown
core is forced to design their building so that it will work with its surroundings. Multiple criteria are taken into
consideration, but the style of the surrounding designs is one of the most crucial. When, in this case, we study
style, the style is the ‘concept’ that motivates the design, it is that which we embellish. The architect has a sense
of prevailing style, and consciously will want to ‘push’ that style. It is, however, unnecessary for the architect to do
a scientific study of the buildings in the area to get a concept of the prevailing style. The judgment passed on
instances of design—those accepted as appropriate, and those rejected as inappropriate—is based on, though
not limited to, something we might call intuition. And this is surely a phenomenon not well understood in modern
discourse. Style is the name we give to the categories we’ve learned to recognize, that we feel close to. In this

formulation, style is close to etiquette, and propriety. To unwritten rules.

| am suggesting that it’s through ‘styles’ that we think about the world. When attempting to understand the world,
we are always faced with limited information—the intuitive process of inference, as it relates to reason, makes up
for this deficit. Understanding concepts is the act of inferring based upon limited information, and the more
information that is available the clearer the concept becomes. The same is true, to an extent, for styles.
Concepts share with style the qualities of unity, coherency, and above all, sustainability—styles, though, are far
more complex, and are linked far more closely to repeated sets of discriminate actions. To personal history. Our
sense of personal style is not far removed from our sense of personal political style. Or our moral style. There is
some sort of logical consistency to our actions, but no one would claim to know completely the logic of all their
actions. It is the coherency of a style that makes those actions make sense. Our ‘style’ and the ‘concepts we

understand’ are closely related.

Like everyone else, artists get most of their personal style from their culture. But this inheritance is only the
beginning. The artist, because of taste and skill sets, is intent on refining their personal style, exploring this
faculty of intuitive understanding. While most of us use personal styles of thought to formulate opinions, artists
formulate expressions of personal style. When this personal style enters into forms of artistic communication, it
becomes a sign of personal vision; it becomes the content of the work. That is to say, an artist has a particular
sensibility, based on culture, experience, intelligence, and taste, that they are exploring and refining through
interaction with art: other works, and their own. The closer the artist gets to representing their ideas perfectly
(and in this case, ‘perfection’ is determined by the artist’s sensibility), the more perfectly they express (and
develop) their personal style. And the better they express this, the more they present to us a vivid, unique, and
captivating personal vision. These ideas may be as vague to the artist as their own conception of their own
personal style: indeed, truly successful style, and great art, is dependent on the chance intersection of ‘taste’ and

‘design’.

ON ART

It is no simple task to imagine ‘art’ in the abstract—as an idea in terms of its function—the way we can with most
things made by human beings. If we consider art to be communication, and can consider a pure unadorned
concept as we may imagine/sense it, then we can imagine ways that the concept could be represented, and that
representation may approach the coherence of a style. But art is very rarely trying to communicate a
straightforward concept—indeed, when we sense that it is, we accuse it of being bad art. The artwork is trying
too hard to ‘function’—which is why artists prefer the term ‘working’, as in “the piece is really working.” Something
can ‘work’ without it being actually ‘useful’. Very often, these issues amount to a question of an art’s content:

“What is it supposed to do?” becomes “what is it supposed to mean?”

There is a simple way to say something, and a complex way. There is the simplest way. And there is also the
most conventional way. Constructing a conventional way to say something is a process of design. Anything that
complicates the process of communication is either bad design, or it is style. In this formulation, style distracts
from communication—it complicates, obfuscates. But this is not how communication works, and most definitely
not how art works. The style of a communication can amplify the message in surprising ways; sometimes the
style of a message can communicate something separable from the message that it stylizes. Style is something
added on, but in this case style can radically change the function of the thing—so much so that it may be

impossible to know the nature of the thing: what it was before it was stylized.

Because the ‘function’ of a work of art is hard to gauge, because it seems made to exist rather than to be used,
art feels very close to nature, even despite its heightened artificiality. This is art’s persuasive power. This is why

art is philosophically important.

ON NATURE [1]

Style is useful, and as something useful it is unnatural. And it is ‘function’ that distinguishes manufactured things
from natural things: nature has no function. Nature has no purpose. Nature is neither harmonious, nor chaotic—
both of those terms are terms that express degrees of functionality. Not to say that nature doesn’t ‘work’, nor that
we can’t understand how nature works—but that sort of scientific intervention is inherently de-naturing. Nature,
not to put to fine a point on it, doesn’t ‘work’, it just is. Nature does not produce objects for the purpose of utility,
the way we imagine utility, nor is nature’s purpose to find balance. Nature is self-sustainable only through flux.
Nature is infinitely surprising. In more concrete terms, nature provides objects and things that humans can use,
but that is not why those things were designed. A tree can fall against a bank and provide shelter: can ‘house’.
But its quality of ‘houseness’ is entirely accidental. We can use a stick to beat something—but the stick is not a
bat until we re-design it. ‘Beating things’ is no more in the nature of a stick than a computer is made natural if it is
used by a monkey. Human beings are part of nature insofar as we have no purpose; we are separate from
nature insofar as we believe that we do. And as much as human beings depend on nature, nature does not serve
us. Style is unnatural insofar as style is purposeful, insofar as it is an expression of will. Discovering a ‘true’

conception of nature—this thing outside paradigms of usefulness—is the traditional subject of philosophy.

Let’s assume that the purpose of art is to “hold the mirror up to nature” and that an artwork—at its absolute most
basic—is thus a thing that represents nature but is not part of nature itself. An artwork reproduces nature, most
often for the purposes of decoration. However, as any decorator knows, the goal of art is not exact duplication of
objects, it is not pure mimesis. That fact has been made unavoidably clear since the invention of technologies
like the photograph, which can produce images of Nature with accuracy far in excess of what artists are capable.
But long before these inventions, artists (as those distinguishable from craft’s people) were those who
represented Nature in non-naturalistic ways—who embellished, who reinterpreted—and who, paradoxically, got
closer to ‘capturing’ Nature than slavish mimesis ever could. Of course, not all of the differences between the
subject and the work can be attributed to artistic intervention: much of a work’s shape is determined by the
practicalities of design: the medium, the day, the artist’s taste, experience, and the history of design this work will
take part in. As in the examples at the beginning of this essay, once these design choices are organized so as to
demonstrate a coherency of design, the work of mimetic representation can suddenly achieve a consistent style.
Style determines artistry. It was the photograph—the image in the mirror captured—and its claims on art that
made this equation both evident and necessary. Style, in this formulation, is thus an evaluative characteristic:

style makes art.

| feel this long line of reasoning more or less ‘works’. This term ‘work’, as I've used it before, is essential in
understanding art. It’'s an inherently vague term, but | would suggest that it has something to do with our
conception of the way nature ‘works’. When something is ‘working’ it exhibits balance, grace, rhythm, form,
symmetry—qualities of aesthetics. And while the properties of aesthetics are properties we’ve derived from
nature (I would hesitate to say from a concept, or style, of nature), and are demonstrated by nature, they are not
‘natural’ themselves. That is to say, that though a perfect circle can exist in nature, its ‘perfectness’ is not an
inherent quality of the natural thing. It is only ascribed. Which is why we tend to call things that are ‘too perfect’
unnatural. These qualities are communicated to us through a long history of style and design, and all design in

some form or another answers to that tradition.

ON A THEORY OF STYLE

Walter Benjamin’s conception and approach to style, while unorthodox and difficult to tease out precisely, offers a
very compelling technical description of what style does and where it is most sensible. I've found helpful a
seemingly minor line from the “Exposé of 1939” about an architectural style called Jugendstil, which “strives to
disengage [tectonic forms] from their functional relations, to present them as natural constants; it strives, in short,
to stylize them” (20). Benjamin here seems to be providing a definition of what happens when things are
“stylized”. “Tectonic forms” is a vague term in architecture, referring to the basic elements of architecture:
post/beam/arch, etcetera. Tectonic architecture is characterized by a privileging of use value, though not to the
point of fetishization. | tend to consider “Tectonic forms” as something related to the pure image of a ‘house’ that |
was grappling with in the first paragraph. As described by Benjamin, Jugendstil, or “Dream City”, takes this
functional architecture and pushes it until its use-value seems natural. Jugendstil, called in The Arcades Project
“the stylizing style par excellence” (S8,2, p. 556), was characterized by its excessive and powerfully beautiful use
of images from nature: art-nouveau vines, leaves, swooping arches. Thus, Jugendstil is a style that uses a
natural style. And while nature itself does not exhibit style, a comprehensive human vision of nature, one of
many, could be called a ‘natural style’. For Benjamin, Jugendstil applies a ‘natural style’ to tectonic architecture
creating the effect of ‘naturalizing’ it, which means—in Benjaminian vocabulary—to remove from that which it
expresses the way it is functioning in human construction. Jugendstil stylizes tectonic architecture by making it
appear natural, and, according to Benjamin, if anything is to appear natural it must be divorced from its use value

(which explains the way human junk can begin to appear natural).

| want to stretch Benjamin’s definition a bit. In the above, Benjamin presented us with a concept/style called
“tectonic architecture”, which is based on ‘natural’ elements in the world—‘natural’, in this case, refers to the
same sort of ‘naturalness’ demonstrated by mathematics. Arches are stronger than post and beams, 2+2=4.
These are qualities that are discovered by us, as a priori, in nature, and that are used for human ends—in this
case, the building of buildings that are ‘architecturally sound’. Jugendstil, as a style, divorces “tectonic
architecture” from its use value, presenting the entire structure as exhibiting, simultaneously, two conditions:
what it does, and what it is. Its status as something manufactured, and its status as something natural. Between
those two conditions lies the possibility of its real ‘purpose’: what it is really communicating, its ‘truth’. An artwork,
like a film, is a more complicated structure, in terms of what it represents, if not in actual intricacy of physical
construction. | tend to think we can push the above definition of style ‘into’ the artwork, where a thing’s ‘function’
is not immediately pertinent to how it ‘functions’ in the real world, but to how it ‘functions’ within the world of the

artwork. How it functions as a piece of the whole.

In this case, | can offer a hypothesis of what it is style ‘does’, and | can offer it in italics: style disengages any one
working element from its use-value in the work, and presents that element as a natural constant. In other words,
we look at a moment in a film and determine if it is ‘working’. Some moments in a film work in such a way as to
de-emphasize that they are working—but not to the point where they don’t ‘work’, but to the point where they
become natural (i.e. they have no ‘function’). This accounts for the uncanny experience of style in a work of art.
Paradoxically, the most profound style moments will be precisely those moments that announce themselves the
loudest, the moments that most convince us that what we are experiencing is not natural. That is to say that style
can—and it can also be very very subtle—break the illusion of transparency that an artwork like cinema can
create. But style is not merely a giant finger pointing out the ‘artifice’ of art—it is, more appropriately, an
emblematization of nature. It is a representation of true nature through artifice. This is a highly significant human
experience, and, | would argue, the only experience that can provide —outside of divine revelation (perhaps the

most stylized of all experiences)—an actual sense of the natural.

ON STYLE AS IDENTITY

It is highly significant that the more sophisticated an artwork’s design, the more we want to say things like ‘it
takes on a life of its own,” or, “it is what it is, it couldn’t be any other way.” It is commonplace for an artist, at a
certain point in the creation of an artwork, to disavow control over what becomes visible, sensible, and fully
formed in their work—they can no longer claim responsibility for how the piece is working, nor account for the
possibilities of alternative interpretations. While design brings an artwork closer and closer to a state where it
seems natural—and thus emphasizes the work of art’s use-value as a re-visioning of nature—there is a point
where we no longer associate the work’s power with its closeness to nature but with its closeness to something
else: to something human. This is why, not to be absurd, that it is necessary to give styles names. To identify
them; to give them figure. The clockwork of design, which functions using the physics of the natural world and
thus achieves an almost naturalness of function, gives way to the ambiguity of what we associate with an
identity. That is to say, that the constituent elements no longer seem ordered around exigencies of nature, but
instead around a personality, around a consciousness. At this point, when we now try to understand it, we
understand it sympathetically, not analytically. We respond to it as one human consciousness to another, not in
terms of our history of aesthetic experience in the human world and the natural, but in terms of the experience of
our own consciousness. When we become sensible of an artwork’s identity—and ‘identity’ is both unnatural and
constructed as well as a profound expression of an individual’s ‘nature’—then we have entered the realm of an

artwork’s style. This is the ‘threshold of design’—our design as spectators—that needs to be crossed.

But does all this simply relegate the vast majority of aesthetic appreciation to the study of design, leaving style to
occupy some vague and indeterminate role as a metaphor for human self-consciousness? | would say yes,
insofar as that a study of artwork would benefit from a sober study of a design that includes all manner of
variables: artist’s intention, taste, cultural influences, cultural styles, cultural design, historical design, historical
styles, collaboration, the practicalities of the medium, the production history, etcetera. The separation of design
and style would save the sophisticated scholarship of the former from the burden of universal significance—
rather, it becomes engaged with universal verifiability. A study of style—of recognizing the presence in an artwork
of an identity—is only possible through a detailed analysis of design. But still the question remains: what are we
looking for when we are looking for identity, for markers of a style that might be worth interiorizing? The method, |

think, will only reveal itself in practice.

The study of style is philosophical. It is the discovery of nature. A style moment is an expression of the power of
the simple and the singular to express, in a flash, the whole. Teasing out those particular and relevant moments
based on an inchoate conception of the whole, collecting into kinds and dividing along natural joints, is—at its
best—the most basic philosophic act. It is in our apprehension of style that we put to the test the fine handiwork
of sensibility, the ways intuition and imagination guide reason when faced with answers that seem unverifiable in
one lifetime. The more styles we perceive in the world—through art and conversation—the more we refine our
own personal style: the way we dress, the way we decorate, the way we live, the way we tend to think, the way
we tend to act—this develops, what we can call, our own personal philosophy. This is where the analysis of style

becomes an analysis of our habits of thought.

Film, as the most radically mimetic of human arts, and the most hypnotic, charges the relationship between art
and nature. Film Studies needs to reconsider its use of style as a concept both too broad, and yet not ambitious
enough to put into relief one of the most astonishing qualities of art: to create, not just represent, an experience
of nature. Style is generative, not representational. The analysis of style is less like taxonomy, and more like

biography.
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Style As Sample

by Colin Burnett

In this brief reflection, Colin Burnett argues that the most appropriate metaphor for film style is Harvard
philosopher Nelson Goodman’s image of the sample, which not only evades some of the conceptual
shortcomings of available theories of film style, but draws attention to the strengths of these theories as well.
Goodman’s notion of style in the arts has the virtue of being friendly both to historical poetics and philosophy of

art.

This essay is one of three published in this edition on the concept of style. It was inspired by the Synoptique
Style Gallery (founded in November of 2004), which was the beginning of an ongoing project investigating ways
to discuss the concept of film style. These essays will provide some of the groundwork for a Forum on Film Style
to be published in in Synoptique 7 (February of 2005). You can view our gallery of style moments, as well as

learn more about the project, by clicking on this address:

http.//style.synoptique.ca

If 1 were bullied into a dodgy alleyway and told at gunpoint that | have three measly words to explain what “film
style” means, I'd reply post haste: “Bordwell, Burch, Goodman.” Depending on the erudition of the goon, | might

just get off scot-free.

While the first two of the triad hold positions of eminence in such matters and hardly need me to defend them,
the third is decidedly ‘left-field.” | should add before | proceed that | slightly prefer Burch’s term “parameters” to
Bordwell’s filed-down conception of “style” and believe that using “parameters” might have saved the latter from
a good deal of grief from his detractors. It also would have obviated the somewhat awkward and knotty view,
expounded in Film Art, that a film’s form is subdivided into two systems: (narrative) form and (cinematic) style
(355). The reason | bring the Harvard professor of philosophy Nelson Goodman (1906-1998) into the fray is that |

believe that his work on style might be used to untangle knots of this kind.

Susan Sontag’s famous and perennially useful study “On Style” is another source worth considering here. I'm
particularly taken by the section that addresses misleading style metaphors. Naturally she does not dismiss
metaphors altogether, but sets her sights on refuting those that distort the phenomena. Three in particular—style
as a curtain (style reduced to a “decorative encumbrance”), style as transparent (style reduced to a matter of
quantity, “more or less,” “thick or thin”), and style as surface (style relegated to the outside while content
constitutes the inside of the artwork)—fail to account for the place of style in the totality of the artwork. Sontag’s
answer is simply to reverse the last one, making style the core, a work’s “soul” (17). As she provocatively
phrases it, relating artistic style to how we ‘hold’ ourselves in public, “our manner of appearing is our manner of

being. The mask is the face” (18).

Whereas Sontag’s ‘style as soul’ metaphor is a useful rhetorical tool, | prefer another (one that manages to
wiggle past Sontag’s minefield): Goodman’s “style as sample.” The reason (which, by the by, is the same reason
| am fond of the work of Bordwell and Burch) is that style in Goodman’s hands remains something resolutely
verifiable, which has the side benefit of making statements about a given work’s style governable by the principle
of falsifiability. In other words, they can be proven false either by the simple standards of logic or by plain

observation.

Goodman’s discussion of “exemplification” in “Routes of Reference” (from Of Mind and Other Matters [1984])
examines style in the context of its place in the overall significance of an artwork—how a work exemplifies a
style. After defining denotation (“where a word or string of words applies to one thing, event, and so on, or to
each of many” [55]), Goodman distinguishes “verbal” from “pictorial” denotation, in which a symbol functions in a
“dense” and “replete” symbol-system, marking the minute variations in the qualities of the symbol as more
significant than they’d otherwise be. A regular straight line functions ‘less’ pictorially in a line graph than in a
painting of a landscape because fewer qualities of the line (thickness, shade, and so on) are significant in the

former than in the latter.

” “*

Not all forms of reference are denotational (“description,” “notation” and “depiction” are denotative);
“‘exemplification” is an instance of “nondenotational” reference. Something that exemplifies, rather than describes
or depicts, is a “sample” that refers to a feature of the sample, and nothing more. Goodman’s exemplifying

symbol (or sample) applies to the world of art in a manner significant to style; | cite him at length:

Sometimes abstract paintings and musical works that neither represent nor express anything are
extolled as “pure”, as not referential. What matters is claimed to be the work itself, its own
features, not anything beyond and referred to by it. But plainly not all countless features of the
work matter (not for example, the painting’s weighing four points or the symphony’s being
performed during a rainstorm) but only those qualities and relationships of color and sound,
those spatial and temporal patterns, and so on that the work exemplifies and thus selectively
refersto ...”

(60; emphasis added)

By exposing as false the idea that non-representational artworks do not refer, Goodman comes to an important
point about style. A stylistic characteristic is not just any characteristic that one can list (in film terms, the
combined weight of the canisters that hold the reels of a film is of no concern to style); it is a characteristic that
the work advertises, selects or “heightens in our consciousness” by organizing it into discernible patterns (65).
Goodman bluntly states, in a later section of the book, “On Being in Style,” that “[a] stylistic feature [...] is a
feature that is exemplified by the work and that contributes to the placing of the work in one among certain
significant bodies of work” (131; emphasis also added). Style refers without denoting, and based on this kind of

reference, comparisons can be made with other works.

A much simpler example brings Goodman’s notion of style as sample into clearer focus, and it pertains to
Goodman’s oft-used image of a swatch of cloth. The seat of the chair that the reader is currently seated upon is
most likely covered by some sort of cloth or fabric. This cloth has certain features—colors, patterns, texture. If a
small piece or sample of this fabric were cut from the seat of the chair, then that sample would continue to retain
its ability to refer to some things or features, but lose its ability to refer to others. Given that it is merely a sample,
it would be insufficient to denote the chair from whence it came; that is not its function. Thus, a sample of cloth,
like a visual strategy of a film, exhibits certain features of itself and little more. One could speculate about the
place of the sample in a given totality, of its ‘meaning’ vis-a-vis the whole, but this species of speculation has little
to do with style. To offer a twist on Sontag’s thought, style is neither the mask nor the face, but a chip off the

mask itself that epitomizes either some feature or other of the mask or of the face behind it.

Carrying this notion of sample into the realm of film, certain kinds of film exemplify the technical choices that go
into their making. All films, it would seem, at some moment or another, exemplify these choices, even as these
moments may be extremely fleeting. Goodman’s description of exemplifying reference, of a work’s ability to refer
to order rather than to denote a given meaning, calls to mind Bordwell’s description of parametric narration in
Chapter Twelve of Narration in the Fiction Film, a chapter that devotes considerable attention to the intersection,
in a species of film narration, between a film’s plot-elucidating and stylistic systems. Assuming a somewhat
combative tone, but nevertheless making a persuasive point, he illustrates the tendency to overlook this

intersection:

Possessed of a horror vacui, the interpretive critic clings to theme in order to avoid falling into
the abyss of “arbitrary” style and structure. The critic assumes that everything in the film should
contribute to meaning. If style is not decoration, it must be motivated compositionally or
realistically or, best of all, as narrational commentary. It is important to recall that in any film,
[plot] structure —the selection and organization of story events —does not unequivocally
determine a single stylistic presentation. [...] There is always a degree of arbitrariness [...]
(282-3)

Bordwell’s aim in this section of his book is to demonstrate how a parametric narrational order is identifiable by
its references to technical features and their rhythms; narratives of this kind do not merely possess these

features, but exemplify them.

Taken together, the models of Bordwell and Goodman suggest that style, epitomizing film as a technical process
beyond being just a dramatic or narrative one, need not denote, need not be motivated by or dependent on the
plot, in order to be significant, or to refer. When representational meaning, or in Goodman’s idiom, denotative
reference, is played down in a work of art, the remaining ‘exemplifying,” or decorative, characteristics (“style”)

take center stage.

| believe that Goodman’s broad notion of style sets us on our way to teasing out more sophisticated notions of
and categories that address the various ways in which plot organization interacts with intelligible patterns of style.
Goodman’s “style as sample” metaphor runs to the core of relationships crucial both to the perceivable patterns

of a singular artwork and to the historical links between the patterns of many.

If Goodman is correct these patterns of exemplified features do not limit themselves merely to film-specific
techniques. The properties that a given film stands as a sample of exceed the range of considerations that fall
into the category of film parameters. As a result, Goodman’s conception forces us to reconsider the commonly
held assumption that style is equivalent to ‘form.” Goodman here aligns himself with art historians. The kind of
property sampled in a work, which is to say, those characteristics that a work exemplifies, may be either ‘formal’
or those that belong to the work’s ‘content;’ they may participate either in its ‘manner’ or ‘matter.’ A given sample
of cloth is a sample of certain colors or textures. A given film may be a sample of certain photographic or staging
or editing techniques, but it may also exemplify certain kinds of character, of speech or performance, of land- or

cityscape, of genres, of fashion from a given era, and so on and so forth.

While this certainly does not mean that everything is ‘style,’ it does mean that anything depicted on screen could
potentially be a stylistic feature depending on the context and circumstances in which the film displays it and in
which the feature is taken up for discussion. A film that is significant for a given attribute serves that attribute,
singles it out. TOUCH OF EVIL, in its first shot, exhibits the aesthetic of the long take; Bresson’s PICKPOCKET, by
virtue of the neutered inflection that the actors are coached to adopt, displays a unique acting style; the latest
Bond film, DIE ANOTHER DAY, singles out the distinctiveness of its credit sequence—the first among Bond films to
include narrative information; Hitchcock’s REAR WINDOW exemplifies the opulence Grace Kelly’s wardrobe, while
scarcely calling attention to the nondescript attire worn by Raymond Burr, for instance. What'’s clear from these
examples is that while they represent features that are highlighted (in very different ways) by the films
themselves, as samples of the peculiarities in question they are significant not for the way they express what the
film is about, but for the ways they call attention to aspects of themselves and create the conditions for

comparison with other films.

Goodman’s sample metaphor suggests that the questions that lead to an examination of a work’s style are not
the same as those that lead to an examination of its form. Whereas consideration of form has roots in textual
analysis, or the study of a work’s means for expressing its content, deliberation about style stands as a product
of historical analysis. A feature of a film may be both formally and stylistically significant, but it may also be
significant for one of these reasons alone. The possibility that a feature that is stylistically significant may be
formally insignificant (or vice versa) suggests to me that while these categories of study often overlap, they are
not one and the same. Consider my submission to the Synoptique Style Gallery from Bergman’s PERSONA
(1966). With its silent film staging, the segment is stylistically significant in its echo of early film practice, but its
formal significance remains a question. If the formal questions | ask in the write-up for this style moment,
pertaining to the significance of Bergman’s staging to the overall meaning of the segment in relation to the rest of
the film, can be answered, then without doubt these strategies would be noteworthy stylistically and formally. But
what if it was revealed in scholarship on the film’s technical make-up that cinematographer Sven Nykvist used a
new kind of light bulb to achieve certain fill light effects in the segment? The use of this new bulb, which the
segment would stand as a sample of, would be formally insignificant while being of considerable interest to the

historian of film style.

What requires distinguishing are the practices developed for interpreting a text and those developed by scholars
to study the salient properties that situate a text historically. These are two divergent modes of analysis and the

basis for a conceptual distinction between style on the one hand and form on the other.

| bring this discussion to a head with a working definition of a “style moment.” The term stands for a moment in a
film that is worth sampling as an instance of a property or series of properties. What the properties are depends
on the larger frame of reference or simply the vantage point from which this specific property or set of properties
is being considered. Usually such properties will help designate what films are like in a given era. Despite the
fact that many of the style moments thus far compiled by the editors of Synoptique betray a tendency on the part
of the contributor to either confound style with form (as in the case of my own example from PERSONA) or to work
with a more casual conception of style, the findings of this inquiry should at least give future contributors a
moment of pause as they consider the properties that make their particular moment of choice significant in the

history of film style.
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