






















































































critical potential of experimental ethnography, the imbrication of cul-
tural critique with aesthetic formalism. Marker’s melancholia is in many
ways directed at the loss of a militant avant-garde, the disintegration of
a guerrilla cinema of the 1960s when the camera could be considered
a weapon in revolutionary independence movements.®! The discursive
structures of experimental ethnography, so evidently displayed in Sans
Soleil, lend themselves to a different interventionist role that operates
on the level of a politics of representation. In many ways, this film wears
its “incorrectness” on its sleeve, referring to the Japanese at one point
as “these yellow men” and to the Cape Verde Islanders as a “people of
nothing,” words that point back to a subject of enunciation that cannot
be trusted. The duplicity and rhetorical strategies of Sans Soleil are ulti-
mately means of questioning the “origins” of ethnographic images, in
the field of the Other and at the source of the gaze.

Most of Marker’s description of method comes in the first ten min-
utes of the film. Over images of people on a pier in Cape Verde, the
narrator says, “Frankly, have you ever heard of anything stupider than
to say to people, as they do in film schools, not to look at the camera?”
Although the people in this particular sequence do return the gaze,
few other people in the film look back. Actually, Marker’s footage is
for the most part extremely oblique, catching people sleeping, praying,
reading, playing video games, and performing rituals. A more accurate
version of the film’s method is suggested by way of images of Takanoko
dancers in a Tokyo park, whom the narrator describes as “baby mar-
tians” and goes on to say, “They want people to look at them, but they
don’t seem to notice when people do. They live in a parallel time sphere;
a kind of invisible aquarium wall separates them from the crowd they
attract.” This description of filming trance designates the opposite pole
from the returned gaze, and it comes much closer to describing the
technique of Sans Soleil. For the spectator of this film, and most ethnog-
raphy, the spectacle of the Other is safely contained within a “fishbowl
realism,” behind an invisible wall.>?

Marker’s key ethnographic model is said by the narrator to be Sei
Shonagon’s Pillow Book. This diary of a lady-in-waiting in the emperor’s
court in tenth-century Kyoto is composed of incidents of daily life,
and lists of “things,” such as “Presumptuous Things,” “Squalid Things”
(this category includes “a rather unattractive woman who looks after a
large brood of children”), and the list that Marker likes best: “Things
That Quicken the Heart.”>* Marker sets aside Shonagon’s aristocratic
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notes on proper behavior and adopts her poetic sensibility as a model
of random notation. He forgets, perhaps, that Shonagon’s world was a
static one, in which her movements were extremely restricted by social
protocol, and historical time was circumscribed by the genealogy of the
imperial family.>*

The arbitrariness of Shonagon’s diary form suggests a model of image
collecting that Marker further links to the lack of modifiers in Japanese
poetry. Just to name things, to list them, is sufficient. But the disparate
images that he has collected and edited together in Sans Soleil do not
work quite that way. His montage is quick, with dynamic juxtaposi-
tions, interruptions, and repetitions. The voice-over may be detached,
but it is nevertheless richly descriptive. Few of the images are formal-
ized, aestheticized, or contemplative; all are in transit, with movement
or action, or they bear signs of temporal processes such as decay or sun-
sets. The extremely subjective narration, as the meandering thoughts of
a fictional character, prevents the images from becoming, simply, a list
of “things.”

Marker cannot just let things be, allowing their meanings to ap-
pear self-evident, and the ongoing commentary has the further effect
of silencing the image track. For all its reflexivity, Sans Soleil fails to
understand its own practice of enhancing ethnographic imagery with
a soundtrack of electronic music. Ambient sound is heard only occa-
sionally for rituals and ceremonies; other voices are heard only in the
form of advertising and public speeches. The long lenses that Marker
no doubt used to capture some of the more intimate scenes preclude
the use of microphones. In the fragmentation of the gaze, the Other is
distanced within a voyeuristic vertigo, silently reduced to images only
one step removed from those Marker finds on Japanese Tv.

One more description of method that is given early in the film, pref-
aced by the usual “He used to write to me,” is the claim that “my con-
stant comings and goings are not a search for contrasts. They are a jour-
ney to the two extreme poles of survival.” But what is Sans Soleil if not
a comparative ethnography? How can Marker compare African time,
Asian time, and European time, if not to compare cultures? “Africa”
in this film is depicted solely through images of a rural culture, strug-
gling for independence, fighting starvation, fighting itself. “Japan” is
depicted solely through images of Tokyo crowds, surviving high tech-
nology through the maintenance and adaptation of ritual practices. The
third point in the film’s cultural triangle is Iceland. A single sequence
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of three blond children on a road is “grafted” onto the film to signify
the other Other of European ethnicity, and it is this image that comes
to bear the weight of memory as the scene is subsequently lost to the
eruption of a volcano.

The Icelandic scene may be a scene from childhood, but it is not the
filmmaker’s childhood. Memory, in Sans Soleil, is unstable, unreliable,
and impersonal. It is described elliptically as “the lining of forgetting”;
it is to the world of appearances what history is to reality. “Reality” may
not be a term in the film’s vocabulary, but it subsists in the images as
their “pre-text,” a profilmic space that existed prior to the shot, and to
the film. After the volcanic eruption, the pre-textual space of the chil-
dren in Iceland is destroyed, and the image becomes an emblematic
memory. Described as an “image of happiness,” the pastoral scene is
underlit, as if it were twilight or the onset of a storm, and the children
are wary of the camera; the footage is treasured for its sense of tran-
sience, the moment caught, stolen, and collected. Is it thus insignificant
that the children are white and that the landscape setting is stripped of
cultural references? Is memory for Marker a formal category that re-
establishes Euro-American identity as a nonrace, a nonidentity at the
mythical origins of representation? Is the elimination of history a loss of
“his” history, his visual authority, the death of the (great white) author?

Sans Soleil demonstrates the impossibility of an absolutely postmod-
ern, decentered ethnographic film. In the labyrinth of reflecting mir-
rors, the dislocated global perspective ultimately points back to the
subject position of the Western avant-garde filmmaker and his com-
plicit audience. (The narrator says that Japanese TV is wat hing “you,”
but who is it watching except the Western spectator, the viewer of the
film?) Marker does inscribe himself in the film, via a detour through
the growth lines of a sequoia tree in Vertigo, as the maker of La Jetée,
another film with such a tree in it. The dialectic of the frozen moment
and the irrevocable time of history is focused in La Jetée on the identity
of a man who remembers his own death. In Sans Soleil the dialectic is
projected onto the identity of the Other who, caught in the gaze, moves
between history and memory, experience and image.

The images are collected and edited together as if they had been
“found,” but although a few sequences were filmed by other people
(credited at the end of the film), most shots originate in the gaze of
the absent filmmaker. Sans Soleil is a film that constantly turns back
on itself, systematically detaching images from their “origins” while

Autoethnography 305



lamenting the loss inscribed in this process. One of the most explicit in-
stances of this production of aporias is also, ironically, the one in which
Marker announces the gender of his gaze.

After a sequence about the struggle for independence in Bissau and
the continued difficulties of a postcolonial economy, the narrator says,
“My personal problem is more specific: how to film the ladies of Bissau.”
Over a close-up of an African woman, the narrator continues, “I see
her, she sees me. She knows that I see her. She drops me her glance, but
just at an angle where it is still possible to act as though it were not ad-
dressed to me. At the end the real glance, straightforward, that lasted a
twenty-fourth of a second, the length of a film frame.” With the words
“the real glance,” Marker cuts away to other close-ups of women in the
marketplace. This flirtatious dramatization of the returned gaze em-
braces the failure of film to actually represent the gaze. Who sees whom
in this exchange? The filmmaker and the woman are lost in a web of
looks that includes the viewer and the female narrator. Moreover, the
sequence implies that the “real glance” is so quick that it cannot be cap-
tured on film.>

My point in stressing the gendered gaze of Sans Soleil is not to psycho-
analyse Chris Marker but to suggest how “identity” in this film is coded
as the gaze of modern(ist) man. When the narrator says that in Tokyo in
January “all you see are the girls,” girls are, in fact, all we can see. They
are wearing kimono, so they are Other girls, and in superimposing a
scopophilic frame onto the ethnographic gaze, Marker stresses the role
of desire in the collecting of images. The African woman’s look is threat-
ening because it addresses someone behind the camera, but when the
still image, the one twenty-fourth of a second, returns later in the film,
it is distanced from that origin, cut off from the experience of being
filmed. Only then can it be summoned up from memory, as a fetish.

After the fleeting shot of the African woman’s returned look, the nar-
rator says, “Women have a grain of indestructibility. It’s men’s task to
make them realize it as late as possible. After a close look at African
women, I wouldn’t necessarily bet on the men.” Women, for Krasna,
are clearly objects of the gaze, who can nevertheless resist a penetrat-
ing stare and thereby become symbolic of ethnographic otherness, their
bodies the terrain on which the battle for equality is fought. They are
experience, history, materiality, voice; consciousness and vision belong
to men. Although Krasna may not speak for Marker, the discourse on
sexual difference is so pervasive in the film, it is clear that the anxiety
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Still from Chris Marker’s Sans Soleil (1982). Courtesy of the
Museum of Modern Art.

over the gaze that is played out in Sans Soleil is produced within the
terms of Western patriarchy. The ethnographic principle of visible evi-
dence is here made synonymous with a desire to possess. Despite his
recessive articulation of identity, Marker does not relinquish his stakes
in possessive vision but hides himself within a voyeuristic vertigo.

When the African woman returns, she is “in the Zone.” Along with a
series of other images from the film, she reappears in the form of a syn-
thesized video image produced by Hayao Yamaneko, Sandor Krasna’s
Japanese friend. Marker’s images thus become “found” images that not
only are appropriated, reassembled, and decontextualized but become
digitalized, abstracted, and ghostly in their video form. The futuristic
medium of video, which promises total instant recall of all history, has
an apocalyptic edge to it in Sans Soleil, as if the special properties of film
to dialectically produce irrevocable loss and an eternal present tense are
in jeopardy. The image summoned back in this form is not the same; it
enacts a cut in time, a different, nonlinear memory, which is not “his”
but Hayao Yamaneko’s.

At one point, Marker takes us to a display of stuffed animals copu-
lating in a Japanese museum-chapel-sex shop complex. The dioramas
are lit with a flashlight while the narrator wonders if these scenes repre-
sent “a cosmic innocence,” an “earthly paradise” before the Fall —be-
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fore the U.S. occupation—or if they signify the great rift of Japanese
society, between men and women, which is to say, between “violent
slaughter” and a “discrete melancholy.” In this inscription of the gaze,
zoology and pornography are brought together to substitute for that
which ethnographic representation cannot show: culturally specific de-
sires and sexualities. Japanese sexual practices are here alluded to within
a temporal framework in which desire is always a desire for the past.
If taxidermy freezes a moment in time, violently interrupting the con-
tinuum of history (and the life of an animal), a feminine principle of
melancholy activates the gaze as a form of memory.

The project of Sans Soleil might be described as an attempt to rec-
ognize the autonomy of images separated, finally, from their origins in
history. If all images are memories, cut off from experience, and if all
memory is photographic, that which is not filmed is lost. Japan is the
future in this film, a world of appearances, digital images disconnected
from photographic pre-texts, cut off from history. Marker’s melancho-
lia is more complex than the “imperialist nostalgia” that Caren Kaplan
describes as the lament of the modernist exile. He does not mourn
for vanishing cultures. His loss is far more metaphysical and is com-
pounded by his chosen medium of representation, the cinema. In Japan,
Marker finds a culture in which an ancient aesthetic of transience, of
“the impermanence of things,” is fused with rapid modernization. Japan
becomes an intermediary zone between First and Third Worlds, retain-
ing the traces of traditional culture within a high-tech environment,
and producing something like postmodernism in the process. Marker
is by no means alone in this Western view of Japan as being somehow
endemically postmodern,*® although he is also concerned with docu-
menting the traces of religious practices, animism, and rituals that are
still pervasive in Japanese daily life.

Japan in Sans Soleil designates the uneven development of modernity.
The implied comparison with “Africa” is between hyperdevelopment
and underdevelopment, both of which refer back to a notion of the
“regular development” of the First (Euro-American) World. Michael
Walsh has suggested that Sans Soleil demonstrates how global capital
has created spheres of relative development with their attendant conno-
tations of “progress” and “backwardness.”*” Certainly the film demon-
strates the “difficulty of thinking in images of relationships between the
world’s most developed and destitute regions,” but the ensuing vertigo
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is read back onto aesthetic and ethnographic relationships, not onto
economic ones.

Ifin Vertigo Jimmy Stewart/Scottie is finally cured of a fear of heights,
the problem in Sans Soleil (which is not “cured” but is certainly subject
to analysis) is a fear of the Other, or to put it less dramatically, a prob-
lem of looking at others: how to travel, to collect the images that might
document one’s experience of cultural diversity, without commodify-
ing or objectifying, without assigning the Other a place that exists only
in memory, without “othering.” Geographical distance will always be-
come temporal distance in the travelogue form that privileges the film-
maker’s experience and renders the images as memories of the trip. The
problem becomes one for the spectator, who has no point of origin with
which to identify. The woman reading the letters has not necessarily
seen the images that are described in her narration.

In problematizing the point of origin of his images, Marker attempts
to establish an aesthetic distance that might restore a coevalness—an
equality of time and space —to the imagery of Japan and Africa. But in
doing so, he creates another kind of distance, that of the voyeur who
hides himself in order to obtain a certain transparency of the spectacle.
He casts Sandor Krasna as a “bounty hunter” of images, which is per-
haps the film’s most accurate description of its own method, and then
laments the effect this produces. As the pre-text is cut off in the image,
the Other becomes a perpetual memory, the sign of another time that
is never the present. Caught in a trap that produces loss at every turn,
Marker turns to science fiction for a narrative device that might invert
the historical trajectory of ethnographic time. Over shots of various
landscapes, in-between and transitory spaces, the narrator introduces
aman from the fortieth century, when the human brain is capable of
total recall, a man who has “lost forgetting.”

In a world he comes from, to call forth a vision, to be moved by a portrait, to
tremble at the sound of music, can only be signs of a long and painful pre-
history. He wants to understand. He feels these infirmities of time as an in-
justice, and he reacts to that injustice like Che Guevara, like the youth of the
6os, with indignation. He is a Third Worlder of time. The idea that unhappi-
ness had existed in this planet’s past is as unbearable to him as to them is the
existence of poverty in their present. Naturally he’ll fail. The unhappiness he
discovers is as inaccessible to him as the poverty of a poor country is unimag-

Autocthnography 309



inable to the children of a rich one. He has chosen to give up his privileges,
but he can do nothing about the privilege that has allowed him to choose. His
only recourse is precisely that which threw him into this absurd quest, a song
cycle by Mussorgsky. They are still sung in the 4oth century. Their meaning
has been lost, but it was then for the first time he perceived the presence of
that thing he didn’t understand. Which is something to do with unhappiness
and memory, and towards which slowly, heavily, he began to walk.

Of course I'll never make that film. Nevertheless I’'m collecting the sets, in-
venting the twists, putting in my favorite creatures. I’ve even given it a title,
the title of those Mussorgsky songs, “Sunless.”

This is, arguably, the central monologue of the film, the place where
Marker abandons a discourse on method and imagines an ideal film.
From the perspective of the future, the inequalities of the present will
be difficult to represent because, like thirst or hunger, they are beyond
representation. Perhaps what Marker longs for is an ability to transcend
a politics of representation, but he understands that this is not even
possible in the realm of fiction. The Third World is not, after all, an
imaginary space, and his own subjectivity cannot be distanced by two
thousand years. By finally stepping back from the vision of the “Third
Worlder of time” and designating this film Sans Soleil as its inadequate
precursor, he inscribes himself as an editor who “puts in” and “invents
twists.” A shot of an owl with the words “my favorite creatures” further
suggests an identity, a “self” behind the film that is not reducible to the
generalized identity of a white man.

Earlier in the film, two dogs on a beach are designated as “my dogs,”
who are said to be restless because it is the Chinese new year and the
beginning of the Year of the Dog. While these first-person references re-
main mired in the reflexive depths of the narrator’s nonidentity, they
enable Marker to refer to the possessive status of the image. Sans So-
leil is perhaps a radical attempt to disown images, to dislodge them
from a pre-text in which the filmmaker is deeply implicated. And yet
he can’t quite let go. It is authorship that is at stake in a fully postmod-
ern ethnography, and Marker lingers on the brink of modernity. The
gaze is still a contest, one that is engendered and politicized, despite his
attempt to separate images from history. He cannot be Sei Shonagon,
documenting the things that “quicken the heart,” because unlike her, he
is part of history and works in a medium that embodies and reproduces
historical time, transforming it in the process to a time of memory.
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The violence of history, represented in Sans Soleil in the form of mili-
tary aircraft, kamikaze pilots and African independence movements, is
also a discourse of images. The horror at the center of Apocalypse Now
is as crucial to the pre-text of images as is the seductive gaze of the Afri-
can woman. If Marker’s editing patterns reproduce the shock effect of
modernity, the traumatic effect is “cushioned” (in Benjamin’s words)
by the continuity of the narration. The pre-text of the images is pre-
cisely the inequities of global capital, but when they are cut off from
their historical “origins” and enter the world of appearances, the shock
of discontinuity is obliterated by the nostalgic operations of the trav-
eler’s memory, unable to detach himself from his having-been-there.
The disintegration of aura, in Sans Soleil, is linked to the dissolution of
the trauma and violence of historical experience. Memory ultimately
constitutes an anesthetizing cure to the “infirmities of time” — the co-
evalness of uneven development. The condition of unhappiness escapes
the regime of memory, the regime of images, which is why the only
good film is a film without sun, without images.

The Vanishing of Cinema

The epic scope of Sans Soleil is inconsistent with the scale of most ex-
perimental ethnography. Its nomadic homelessness is by no means rep-
resentative of a film practice that more often spins out from the delim-
ited sphere of a local, circumscribed epistemology. Its essayistic nature
is, however, typical of the kind of films and videos that work across
boundaries of documentary, experimental and fiction film practices. As
in Akerman’s News from Home, the epistolary form of narration im-
plies an address, a structure of communication, foregrounding the role
of enunciation that all film plays. The question of “who speaks” may be
the fundamental one of a politics of representation, and yet the point
of enunciation can never really be pinned down with certainty. Film
“originates” in a fractured, plural form of identity.

The narrators in each of these autoethnographic texts achieve a rare
degree of intimacy with the viewer, who is consistently addressed on an
emotional level. Thus, even when the “I” of this discourse is a fiction, as
in Sans Soleil, the I-you structure provides a discourse of veracity that is
subjectively, rather than objectively, based. Marker renders the testimo-
nial form of the letter slightly ironic by refusing to identify his narrator
or elaborate on her fictional relationship to either Krasna or himself.
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The fundamental relationship (of identity) that is typically established
in ethnography between filmmaker and spectator is destabilized and
demystified.

These examples of personal filmmaking suggest some of the contra-
dictions implicit in the notion of autoethnography. The subject “in
history” will always be a destabilized self, one for whom memory and
experience are always separate. Even a diaristic project such as George
Kuchar’s, in which there is no apparent break between experience and
representation, inscribes subjectivity as a form of writing, a perfor-
mance of the self. The journeys undertaken by these film- and video-
makers are very different ones, and not necessarily representative of the
great range of filmmaking that might be designated by the term “auto-
ethnography.” But they do suggest the possible ethnographic effects of
placing oneself under scrutiny. Autoethnography produces a subjective
space that combines anthropologist and informant, subject and object
of the gaze, under the sign of one identity.

Sadie Benning’s use of pixelvision and Kidlat Tahimik’s epic home
movies not only are means by which they perform themselves but con-
stitute visual styles that signal their difference. Moreover, the ironic tone
of all the narrators signals a distance from the authenticity of images,
and from the authenticity of the self. Jonas Mekas plays out the fun-
damentally allegorical structure of autoethnography, transforming all
images into memories, traces of experience, signs of the past to be sal-
vaged in cinematic form. Through irony, each of the other filmmakers
is able to inscribe himself or herself in the future as another moment in
time, and to understand the fiction of the past as a “cosmic innocence.”
These filmmakers come to understand how they themselves can exist in
“a world of appearances,” falling back on their identities as filmmakers
to reach back to a material reality that precedes images, a domain of
agency and history.

Autoethnography in film and video exemplifies Fischer’s recognition
of the autobiographical model of ethnography but also suggests an ex-
panded sense of the term “ethnic.” The full scope of identities that
are articulated in the new autobiographies includes sexual orientation,
class, generation, and nation. As personal cinema becomes the foun-
dation of cultural critique, “ethnicity” becomes something forged from
experience and is reconfigured as a vital form of knowledge. And as
Fischer argues in the context of literary autoethnography, diary film-
making serves as an important model of ethnographic representation
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appropriate to a pluralist social formation. These films and videos sug-
gest how the audiovisual medium of the cinema functions as a means
of splitting and fragmenting identity, not only into the parallel tracks of
sound and image, but within the status of the image itself. If “ethnicity”
refers to an inherited identity, a fixed history of the self, autoethnog-
raphy in film and video destabilizes and disperses that history across a
range of discursive selves.

When autoethnography becomes an archival practice, as it does in
these works, memory is fragmented into a nonlinear collage. The pieces
that are assembled into the shape of a diary forsake the authenticity
of documentary realism for a fiction of forgetting. The filmed memory
situates the filmmaker-subject within a culture of mediation in which
the past is endemically fictional. To recall that past by way of memory
traces is to render it “another culture” in an ever receding palimpsest
of overlapping cultures, of which past, present, and future are merely
points of perspective. Subjectivity subsists within image culture as an
“other reality” —a utopian space where hierarchies of vision, knowl-
edge, and desire are diffused and collapsed. The journey to this parallel
universe is linear neither in time nor in space, moving across histo-
ries and geographies to produce a dialectics of cultural representation.
Benjamin suggested the urgency of such a practice in the early 1930s:
“The remembered world breaks up more quickly, the mythic in it sur-
faces more quickly and crudely, [so] a completely remembered world
must be set up even faster to oppose it. That is how the accelerated pace
of technology looks in the light of today’s pre-history. *Waking*.” >

The video-film dialogue that informs so much contemporary film-
making inscribes the “accelerated pace of technology” into the text
itself, setting up allegories of cultural conflict, tension, and transition
within the sphere of memory and its representation. In the cinema,
self-representation always involves a splitting of the self, a production
of another self, another body, another camera, another time, another
place. Video threatens to collapse the temporal difference of filmic
memory, not only because it can eliminate the structure of secondary
revision, but because of its “coverage,” its capacity as an instrument of
surveillance. The economics of videography transform the collecting
process into one of recording. Video lacks the death drive of film, un-
able to exploit the dialectic of still and motion photography. But neither
can video “forget” film and its auratic fantasy of transparency, its mem-
ory of the (celluloid) body in the machine.
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In its immediacy, without that intermediary “liminal” phase of the
photographic negative, video threatens the structures of memory on
which autobiographical conventions are founded. The video image
shifts the terms of realism from lost aura to an eclipse of auratic mem-
ory, or at least it holds out the possibility of such a transformation.
Self-representation likewise shifts into something much more fluid and
open, discursive and intertextual, even fictional and fantastic. Both
Tahimik’s diary film and Marker’s travelogue inscribe video as a futur-
istic transformation of cinema, one that will alter our conception of
memory and history. Everything will be retrievable; nothing will be
lost, except the sense of loss. But cinema has been vanishing since its
inception, deeply implicated in colonialist practices of salvage ethnog-
raphy. Its techniques of mummification are, however, merely an effect
of its realist mandate.’® Dismantling the ideology of realism demands
that the otherness of the referent be likewise dismantled. This is the
achievement of video for film, a domestication of the technology and
an inscription of impermanence and temporality, of allegory into the
photographic image.

Medium-specific aesthetics will always break down on the variety of
applications and forms that a medium produces —its plenitude of “con-
tents” —and this is especially true of video, which draws on so many
cultural, aesthetic, institutional, and consumer forms. Experimental
ethnography is a critical method that might enable us to think of video
as an extension of film. The deployment of video in autoethnography,
as in ethnography and the avant-garde more generally, is only the first
step in thinking about the diversification of film into a host of digital
media. The fear that these media will “replace” film is exemplary of the
means by which video has reinvented cinema as a discourse of vanish-
ing, of a particular modernist sensibility that finds itself always on a
historical cusp.
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