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Abstract

This dissertation explores the concept of loss and the possibility of consolation in Wim
Wenders’s The Salt of the Earth, Laurie Anderson’s Heart of a Dog and Alexander
Sokurov’s Oriental Elegy through a method that inter-reads the films with poetic elegies.
Schiller’s classic German elegy “Der Spaziergang” (“The Walk™) and Rainer Maria Rilke’s
Duino Elegies have been used in examining The Salt of the Earth and a late Holderlin poem
“In lieblicher Bldue” (“In Lovely Blue”) is utilised in perusing Oriental Elegy. In Heart of a
Dog, Rilke’s “Schwarze Katze” (“Black Cat”) and Derek Walcott’s “Oddjob, a Bull Terrier,”
among others, shed light on the working of the elegiac. I have put these films in a
conversation with poems to investigate how a filmic elegy can be informed by poetic elegies
and how the two arts operate similarly while they are governed by varied sets of rules. While
most studies on loss are informed by psychoanalytical theories, I have focused on the formal
ways in which these films portray loss and consolation, using one art, poetry, as a guiding
framework to illuminate the other art, film. I propose that in The Salt of the Earth, the
movement of the elegiac benefits from Deleuzian montage as the film strides towards solace
manifested in resuscitation of Amazonian forests and the art of photography. The technical
montage and the thematic elegiac converge. Heart of a Dog, however, bases such a motion of
elegy on the Buddhist concept of Bardo, where the narrator “decreates” and then re-creates
her self through the remedy of love. Finally, Oriental Elegy operates within an apophatic
discourse, proposing metaphor and poetic thinking as potential yet transitory sources of
consolation. While these films grieve different object of loss, ranging from humans, animals,

lands, and even abstract, philosophical concepts such as the meaning of life and happiness,
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and whereas they introduce various remedies such as art, love, and metaphor, they function
similarly formalistically. Taking its cue from Diana Fuss who revisits Freudian melancholia
and benefitting from the idea that correlates loss and creativity or “figuration” as observed in
Julia Kristeva and Peter Sacks, this dissertation shows how the grieving subjects are
positioned in an in-between status which allows them to move forward in the face of loss.
This in-betweenness, I have proposed, is manifested in an elliptical structure in the films. In
their passage from sorrow, the bemoaning subjects resort to small sources of solace, loci
amoeni, signified by different formal and technical elements in the films. Once analysed
cinematically and placed in a dialogue with poetic elegies, the Epilogue brings all the films in
one place, examining them in relation to Robert Hass’s poem “Meditation at Lagunitas.”
Inter-reading the films with this poetic elegy reveals that the musing speaker in the poem and
the narrators in the films face loss similarly. What defines loss is the distance between the
subjects and their loved lost ones or things, a lacuna that cannot be filled and, hence, the
bewailing subjects resort to a kataphatic expression, to naming, which is repetitive, open-

ended, and elliptical.
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Introduction

Prologue

In The English Elegy, American poet-critic Peter Sacks connects the genre of elegy back to its
ancient origins, to myths, and explicates concepts of mourning and consolation in mythological
stories such as Theocritus’s “First Idyll.” He even goes back to songs by Thyrsis before
examining a long list of elegies written in English throughout different eras. Sacks keenly
observes that elegies are “re-enactments of an entry into a preexisting language and code” (23).
This connection means a merging of myths into poetry and points, more specifically, to creation
of a new form in light of an old, mother form. Sacks unequivocally affirms that “elegists seem to
submit, by quotation or translation, to the somehow echoing language of dead poets” (25). We
know that, historically, the elegy has undergone transformations. According to Sacks “the elegy,
a poem of mourning and consolation, has its roots in a dense matrix of rites and ceremonies,”
driving “from the Greek elegiac verses, traditionally accompanied by the flute.” Therefore, Sacks
is speaking of mutation at the heart of the elegy.

In A Little Book on Form, another American poet-critic, Robert Hass, addresses the
question of elegy by “tracking Peter Sacks’s reading of the poems in The English Elegy” (303).
Hass affirms such transformations in both the form and subject matter of the elegy, writing that
the form “was originally associated with the elegiac couplet, one line of hexameter and one of a
pentameter, and the term passed into Latin meaning any poem using the elegiac distich.” Hass,
then states, “Donne’s erotic poems in couplets are ‘elegies’”, adding “Holderlin’s “Bread and
Wine” to the list of elegies, and continuing to name Spenser and Milton as belonging to the

tradition of pastoral lament and indeed the start of the English elegy (296). In The Classical



German Elegy, Theodore Ziolkowski presents Schiller’s “Der Spaziergang” (“The Walk”) as a
precursor of what he calls “classical German elegy.” This poem, in which the speaker goes on a
“meditative mountain-climbing,” serves as a model for “German writers from Goethe, Holderlin,
and Platen down to Rilke, Trakl, and Bobrowski” (x).

The elegy has become manifest in different mediums and genres. For example, William
Empson speaks of varied types of pastoral in his book Some Versions of Pastoral. Other critics
and thinkers draw attention to the availability of the elegy in prose. For instance, John B.
Vickery investigates the elegy in fiction in Prose Elegy: An Exploration of Modern American
and British Fiction. The emergence of newer arts, such as photography, places the critics in a
relationship with a different set of questions about the elegy, one which is visual. Josh
Ellenbogen specifically addresses such a relationship in “On Photographic Elegy,” in which he
connects photography and death both historically and formalistically.

Subsequent to the invention of photography, the elegy found its way into the new way of
artistic expression, cinema. Diana Fuss, one of the critics used throughout this dissertation,
affirms, in her meditation on loss, that elegy is “a vital form in aesthetic transformation” (Dying
Modern 3). With the creation of different arts, the new forms can be built on older ones.
Photography and then fiction and nonfiction film express the concept of loss, benefitting from
discussions that have long dominated poetry about loss. Some of these discussions include the
relationship between the subject and object of loss, the possibility of consolation, and the
presence of the absent loved one in the poem.

Taking its cue from such critics as Sacks and Fuss, this dissertation holds, as starting
points, that, first, elegy has undergone changes and can transpire in different modes of artistic

expression, and, second, one art can be read through the premises of another. In other words,



following the logic of transformation identified by Fuss and Sacks, photography and film can be
explored in the light of poetic elegy, poems of mourning, consolation, and desire for the loved
lost one.

This study explores the concepts of loss and the possibility of consolation in three films:
The Salt of the Earth by the German auteur, Wim Wenders; Heart of a Dog by the American
artist-storyteller, Laurie Anderson; and Oriental Elegy by the Russian filmmaker, Alexander
Sokurov. The compound “elegiac cinema” points to two different art forms: to elegy, as a poetic,
and then cinema, as a visual, medium. Another premise of this research is that while elegiac film
is defined by the unique features of the film form -- camera movement, shot angle, sound,
editing, etc. -- it is also informed by the older genre, the elegy. Carrying the word elegy at its
heart, the elegiac film, as a rather new medium of visual expression, can be a perpetuation of the
Western elegiac tradition, borrowing from “dead poets,” as suggested by Fuss, and displaying
elements of the mother art. As much as elegiac poetry and the myths of lament and mourning are
connected, as shown by Sacks, contemporary elegiac film is informed by the older elegiac
poetry.

Accordingly, I read the three elegiac films through conventions which have dominated
the literature on poetic elegies but at the same time remain faithful to the unique features of the
filmic medium. Attempts have been made to connect the “poetic,” for all the ambiguity and
imprecision of the word, and the nonfiction or documentary film in what has come to be known
as “the poetic mode,” theorized by film theorist and historian Bill Nichols. This is a mode of
nonfiction film which seems to have very little connection with actual verse. Similarly, in
“poetic” fiction films, little or no reference is made to poems. Instead, efforts to draw a link

between poetry and film are mostly limited to films by independent filmmakers such as Joseph



Cornell, Lawrence Jordan, Stan Brakhage, Nathaniel Dorsky, and Jerome Hiler. Critics have
explored these filmmakers in relation to the poetry of Federico Garcia Lorca, Robert Duncan,
Gertrude Stein, John Ashberry, respectively. The connection between these filmmakers and poets
is made, most notably, by the film critic P. Adams Sitney in The Cinema of Poetry. 1 will touch
on some of these studies below, focusing mainly on two central figures who have coupled the
poetic with the filmic: Sitney and Nichols.

What might explain the particular link between elegy as a poetic form and films, both
fiction and nonfiction, about loss? It is in fact surprising why critics and film theorists writing on
loss and mourning in cinema have turned a blind eye to the existence of the ancient art of poetic
elegy, overlooking the abundance of elegies and the elegiac literature, and making little use of
the elegy in interpreting films on mourning. Much of the literature on filmic elegy is
disconnected from elements of the elegy. Instead, the available probes into the elegiac film
mostly draw on psychoanalytic theories by the towering figures of Freud and Lacan, and do not
engage elegy as a poetic form. There seems to be no appetite for such a connection, perhaps,
because of the different coordinates that these two different art forms create and the different
tenets they are governed by. As the great Russian filmmaker, Andrei Tarkovsky states in
Sculpting in Time, Reflections on the Cinema, “every art form ... is born and lives according to
its particular laws” (60).!

This dissertation analyses film cinematically, benefitting from the discussions of the

elegy. How can poetic elegies inform film? How, in analysing the film, can one cross-refer to

! Tarkovsky sees the similarity between literature and cinema as “the unique freedom enjoyed by
practitioners in both fields to take what they want of what if offered by the real world, and to arrange it in
sequence,” adding, “this definition may appear too wide and general, but it seems to me to take in all that
cinema and literature have in common.” Tarkovsky then says, “beyond it lies irreconcilable differences,
stemming from the essential disparity between word and screened image; for the basic difference is that
literature uses words to describe the world, whereas film does not have to use words: it manifests itself to
us directly (60-62).



elegies to enrich readings of the filmic medium? My conviction throughout this research has
been that we can gain a fresh outlook about the workings of elegiac films, about the features and
elements that dominate them, by inter-reading the films with poetic elegies. We know, for
example, that some of the structures of “the lament entered drama” (Sacks 35).2 This migration
of trope from one art to another leads to cross-fertilization of forms and these old and defining
elements have found their way through the film art, too.

In order to know what special features the elegiac films of this dissertation benefit from, I
need to situate the films within both elegiac films and poetic elegy. Some of the questions which
may be asked include: What is the elegiac film? What are the implications of reading an elegiac
film in terms of an elegiac poem? Does or, indeed can, such a film act like a poetic elegy? Can
elegy be visual? How does a visual form like film depict loss? What kind of affinity do these two
different art forms, one verbal, one visual, have? In other words, can analysing a film about loss
in the light of the discussions which have dominated poetic elegies be helpful? Is such a cross-
referring fruitful? Do these two forms of elegy, that is, poetic and filmic, have a bearing on each
other? What are the elements of elegy that can be traced in nonfiction film? How can film qua
film, represent loss and consolation while it benefits from a poetic form? In what ways can the
technical elements of the film, such techniques as camera movement, types of shots, music,
colour, the verbal aspects, cinematography, among many others, heighten the elegiac elements?
In what ways is the “poetic mode” of documentary introduced by Bill Nichols, different from the
elegiac mode that I am trying to investigate?

Although not all these questions are addressed in this work, they certainly have been

instrumental in my analysis of the films. This dissertation answers to some of these questions

2 This trope is called Kommos “defined by Aristotle as a ‘tragic lament in dialogue form between chorus
and actors’” (Sacks 35).



through a detailed analysis of all the three films which are first examined cinematically and then
read in the light of poetic elegies. In what follows in this introductory chapter, I will first discuss
elegy as a poetic form, providing a brief account of the literature on loss and mourning. I will
then proceed to the wider discussion of the different kinds of intersection between poetry and
film and will then narrow down to the studies on poetic nonfiction film before focusing on
elegiac nonfiction film that this dissertation is set to explore. After these sections, that is,
discussion of elegy/mourning/loss and intersection of poetry with film, I will present my method,
setting my thoughts against the available literature on both poetic elegy and elegiac film in order
to examine elegiac films. Subsequently, I will lay out my methods of analysing the films,
discussing my findings thereafter. However, perhaps before addressing how I am going to
embark upon reading the films within an elegiac framework, it is useful to speak briefly about
the approaches and theories that inform my method in examining these films from an elegiac
perspective. Let me turn my attention to the first part of this compound, the elegiac film, and

discuss elements of elegy for a moment. In other words, let’s situate the work within the elegiac.

Elegy, Mourning and Melancholia

The elegy has not been exempt from formalistic upheavals and has, since its genesis, undergone
transformations. An ancient form, the elegy portrays loss and consolation, however meandering
its path has been throughout history. William Watkin points out such mutations in his book, On
Mourning: Theories of Loss in Modern Literature, writing that the genre of elegy “moves over
several thousand years from vegetation rites, through pastoral poetry, to pastoral poetry about
loss, eventually ending up in the modern, post-Christian form,” adding that the genre “shift[s]

from pastoral to elegiac conventions” (68). Watkin, touching on Sacks, draws attention to “a



generic hybrid,” suggesting that, in the genre, the pastoral and the elegiac have been
amalgamated. Such a combination is what informs my work, as I have drawn on both the elegiac
and conventions that govern the pastoral.

In the twentieth century, and with a resurgence of poetry about loss, elegies have been
written in which no one is dead and no one thing or person is mourned. There is a different kind
of grief in these elegies, one which is existential, addressing the question of man’s existence in
this world. The gloomy mood of the poems is a defining element of the elegiac. To this category
belongs Wallace Stevens’s poems and T. S. Eliot’s “The Waste Land.” Whether mourning the
death of loved ones, humans, animals or things, or whether grieving Man existentially, much of
the discussion surrounding the elegy is on concepts of mourning and consolation, its avowal or
disavowal. Many of the works written on the genre deal with whether or not elegy can be
compensatory. Peter Sacks’s book The English Elegy belongs to this group.

In addition, a good amount of elegiac literature addresses the ethics of mourning.
Novelist-critic Clifton Spargo’s work The Ethics of Mourning: Grief and Responsibility in
Elegiac Literature is one such book. Spargo writes from a perspective which sees “ethical
meaning to the elegy’s resistances to elegiac convention, to social commemoration, and even to
the mourner’s own wishfulness” (13), believing in an “incomplete mourning,” and holding that
ethical mourning is one which “supposes an imaginative protection of the other who has already
been lost.” He argues at the same time that such a “protectiveness” is not possible. He, however,
strongly supports “literature’s fundamental capacity to include and advance ethical inquiry” (13).
Diana Fuss, whose meditation on elegy I have found very inspiring, also reflects on the ethics of
mourning, but I only utilise some of her theories and not those on ethics. Fuss’s effort to

transcend Freud’s well-known mourning/melancholia dichotomy has been a guiding point for



me. Of course, my intention is not to say the Freudian distinction is or is not correct. However, I
find the binary interpretively limiting and not relevant to my study of elegiac film as the films
studied here do not show a clear-cut difference between the two concepts. Freud’s terms and
Fuss’s revisiting them need to be addressed here.

I focus on Freud’s “Mourning and Melancholia” first. Freud writes, “mourning is
regularly the reaction to the loss of a loved person, or to the loss of some abstraction which has
taken the place of one, such as one’s country, liberty, an ideal, and so on” (243). Freud moves on
to enumerate “painful dejection, cessation of interest in the outside world, loss of capacity to
love, inhibition of all activity, and a lowering of the self-regarding feelings” as features of both
mourning and melancholia. He makes a distinction between the two, however, by arguing that
melancholia is a reaction to “the loss of a loved object,” adding “one cannot see clearly what it is
that has been lost.” In melancholia, Freud clarifies further, the subject of loss “knows whom he
has lost but not what he has lost in him” (245). Freud quintessentially makes a distinction
between “mourning” and melancholia,” arguing that while in the former “there is nothing about
loss that is unconscious,” in the latter the object-loss “is withdrawn from consciousness.” In
addition, whereas for the mourning subject “it is the world which has become poor and empty,”
for the melancholic “it is the ego itself.” Mourning, Freud says, “overcomes the loss of the
object,” in a process that is gradual (255). In the words of Eng and Kazanjian, commenting on
Freud’s essay, the mourner “is able to declare the object dead and to move on to invent new
objects” (3). In melancholia, Freud writes, “the relation to the object is no simple one ... due to
ambivalence” that exits between the subject and the object. Abraham and Torok, discussed
below, interpret ambivalence in the melancholic, writing that “melancholia hovers between love

and hate amid archaic unconscious representations that are unable to reach consciousness” (135).



This means that one difference between these two words, according to Freud, lies in whether or
not one can express, utter or represent the lost object. In their commentary on Freud, Eng and
Kazanjian note, melancholia is a “confrontation with loss through adamant refusal of closure”
and “an enduring devotion on the part of the ego to the lost object” (3). This means, according to
Eng and Kazanjian, that melancholia “results from the inability to resolve the grief and
ambivalence precipitated by the loss of the loved object, place, or ideal.” These scholars add that,
“unlike mourning, in which the past is declared resolved, finished and dead, in melancholia the
past remains steadfastly alive in the present” (3-4).

In the twentieth century, debates over loss and mourning are immensely influenced and
informed by Freud’s work and the study of elegy took a new turn after Freud. In the words of

Ramazani, Freud’s essay

is the basis of most subsequent clinical and theoretical approaches to grief: psychoanalysts
as varied as Karl Abraham, Melanie Klein, John Bowlby, Jacques Lacan, and Julia Kristeva
have reinterpreted and reinvented its ideas, and literary critics and theorists have extended its
terms into discussions of everything from literature of the Holocaust and AIDS to such

genres as tragedy, elegy, and the novel. (28)

Julia Kristeva, Nicolas Abraham, and Maria Torok among psychoanalysts, and Jahan Ramazani
and Peter Sacks, among critics, are some of the most notable examples. It seems these thinkers
have resided in my mind, but transpired in different ways and translated into a different

vocabulary in this dissertation. Let me briefly talk about some of these key figures.



Julia Kristeva’s Black Sun: Depression and Melancholia, 1s a leading work on the
literature of loss, its disavowal and the possibility of consolation. Deeply drawn on Lacan and
Freud, Kristeva’s main preoccupation is to examine the ways in which grief, and more
specifically “depression,” is communicated through and in language and arts. In a chapter
entitled “Beauty: The Depressive Other Realm,” Kristeva connects aesthetics and loss. In the
beginning of this chapter, Kristeva speaks of “naming suffering,” and “exalting it” as “a way to
curb mourning” (97). These words are important as [ will refer to naming the objects of loss,
later in my analysis, as a way to bring the deceased back to life, and thereby make a passage
from mourning. Kristeva’s effort to link mourning and beauty is well articulated when she says
“that which no longer is,” that is, the object of loss, allows the subject of loss to “remake
nothingness.” This “nothingness,” the lost or absent thing or person, is brought back to life
“within the unchanging harmony, here and now and forever.” This “unchanging harmony” refers
to an artifice, a work of art, or beauty, which, according to Kristeva, “replaces the ephemeral.”
The process of transforming the “depressive void” into “a sublime meaning” or “hypersign” is
referred to as “sublimation” (99). In other words, a replacement takes place within the process of
sublimation. In this way, Kristeva connects loss to creativity, refusing to see melancholia as
“pathological,” as Freud does. If for Freud melancholia is a destructive force, in Kristeva it is a
creative one. This connection between mourning and art precipitated my thoughts about
substitution. Engaged in a conversation with Kristeva as [ was watching the films of this
dissertation, I wondered if “the work of hand or of the wits of man,” to quote from John Donne’s
“A Funeral Elegy,” that is, art, photography, resuscitation of lost forests, abstract concepts such
as love and metaphor-- the offered remedies in the films of this study-- could substitute for the

lost object or person and, thereby console.
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In The Shell and the Kernel, Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok dissect the working of
mourning and melancholia using their groundbreaking theory of “introjection” in a conversation
with other major psychoanalysts of the field, mainly Freud. For Abraham and Torok,
“introjection” is similar to Freud’s idea of “the releasing of pent-up emotions,” as Nicholas Rand
says in the introduction to the book. Rand also likens introjection to Freud’s “work of
mourning,” that is, “the gradual acceptance of loss and the withdrawal of the survivor’s libidinal
attachments from the lost object-of-love” (8). Rand’s summary of Abraham and Torok’s

thoughts is very helpful and I cite him in some detail here. He writes:

Introjection is the process of psychic nourishment, growth, and assimilation,
encompassing our capacity to create through work, play, fantasy, thought, imagination,
and language... . At the same time, introjection represents our ability to survive shock,
trauma, or loss; it is the psychic process that allows human beings to continue to live
harmoniously in spite of instability, devastation, war, and upheaval. In short, introjection

coincides with life as it advances through an infinity of forms. (14)

These words about creating through “play, thought, imagination, and language,” echo Kristeva’s
connection of loss and beauty. They are, at the same time, strategies for coping with loss, as the
mourning subject is nourished and grows through them. Abraham and Torok trace introjection to
“infancy.” This is a time “when the mouth’s emptiness is experienced alongside the mother’s
simultaneous presence. The emptiness is first experienced in the form of cries and sobs, delayed
fullness, then as calling, ways of requesting presence, as language” (127). The authors add

immediately that “the transition from a mouth filled with a breast to a mouth filled with words
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occurs by virtue of the intervening experience of the empty mouth.” These words indicate that
emptiness and the void experienced by the infant are compensated by a resort to “sobs and
cries,” and then to “words.” Abraham and Torok unequivocally assert such a connection, stating:
“The absence of object and the empty mouth are transformed into words.”

These psychoanalysts also speak of “remedy”: “the wants of the original oral vacancy are
remedied by being turned into a verbal relationship with the speaking community at large” (128),
continuing, “language acts and makes up for absence by representing, by giving figurative shape
to presence.” Abraham and Torok’s emphasis on how absence leads to representation and figural
language resembles Kristeva’s underscoring the connection between loss and sublimation.
Abraham and Torok directly engage with Freud’s “Mourning and Melancholia” in their work.
They are “struck,” as they say, with “the recurrent image of an open wound” (135), a wound that
the melancholic subject attempts to hide. This concealment of the wound of the loss, this refusal
to represent it in language, is what distinguishes melancholia.

Jahan Ramazani’s Poetry of Mourning: The Modern Elegy from Hardy to Heaney,
drawing on Freud, gives a rather thorough account of poetic elegies written in English in the
twentieth century. Ramazani observes that the elegy has been an experiment in transition, much
like Sacks and Watkin: “modern poets reanimate the elegy not by slavishly adopting its
conventions; instead, they violate its norms and transgress its limits... at times appropriating and
resisting the traditional psychology, structure and imagery of the genre” (1). He believes that

99 <6

modern elegists were “anti-elegiac,” “anti-consolatory and anti-encomiastic, anti-Romantic and
anti-Victorian, anti-conventional and sometimes even anti-literary” (2). Ramazani uses a

Freudian vocabulary, distinguishing between melancholia “that is unresolved, violent and

ambivalent” (4), and “normative” mourning, holding that modern elegists tend to not submit to
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redemption of loss but to “immersion” in loss. He adds, modern elegists do not resurrect “the
dead in some substitute,” but “practice losing farther, losing faster,” borrowing the oft-quoted
line from Elizabeth Bishop. Ramazani adds that “the modern elegy is not so much a suture as ‘an
open wound’” (4).

In my analysis, I have taken a rather different perspective, which allows me to oscillate
between these two extremes of mourning and melancholia and indeed go beyond these two ends
of the spectrum. I do not believe in the open wound. Each wound may be sutured but only
partially, needing another “suture.” Such a repetition creates an effect, which I have referred to
as ellipticity, that can be seen in all the films dissected here. This elliptical process places the
subjects of loss in an in-between status, between multiple yet small and brief moments of
consolation which I have referred to as a locus amoenus, a visual arts term which means a
pleasant spot. It is such an in-between state that allows for revisiting the mourning and
melancholia binary.

Now let me focus on Fuss and her work, Dying Modern, in which she, too, seems to be
revisiting Freud’s Mourning/Melancholia distinction. Seeing elegy as “a vital form in aesthetic
transformation” (3), Fuss writes that critics “tend to read modern elegy as a poetics of
melancholia, a despondent and dispirited body of verse that refuses all forms of substitution,
transcendence, or redemption,” adding that such an “argument carries considerable moral
weight” at a time when death has become ever more dehumanized ..., compensations like nature,
religion, and even art come up short” (4). Fuss, however, continues “even with the most
despairing of modern elegies, we are never, in truth, entirely ‘beyond consolation’” (4-5).
“Beyond consolation,” is, at the same time, a response to Ziegler’s book Beyond Consolation in

which Ziegler writes on elegies about the loss of AIDS and breast cancer victims. Fuss believes
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that by writing elegy, the subject of mourning invests in “reparation, resuscitation, and
reclamation,” believing that writing elegy is ethical. She comments on what she means by
“ethical”: “in a very real sense ethics is elegy: speaking, acting, and surviving in the face of loss,
no matter how irretrievable those losses may be” (7). Such an ethical outlook allows Fuss to go
beyond mourning and melancholia distinction, for although she believes that there can be no
consolation, she nonetheless deems it ethical to write. Fuss asks, “what, after all, could be more
consoling than the knowledge that there can be no consolation?”” and then continues,
“melancholia has become the new consolation, relieving elegists of the burden of finding and
providing emotional compensation, either for themselves or for their audience” (5). This way of
looking at melancholia acknowledges the difficulty of finding solace in art and writing but clings
to it nevertheless, and refuses to regard it an illness. In fact, melancholia becomes a mourning
with the knowledge that consolation is not exactly possible. If there is any consolation, it is that
the deceased is given a voice in poetry and is brought back to life in the poem. If the lost ones
can’t be brought back to life, they can at least be given a voice in elegy: “Even when elegy’s
rhetorical arts of resuscitation fail to console, as they often do, poetry is no less worthy, or less
ethical, for the endeavor” (7). This refusal to read melancholia as an illness is in the spirit of
Alice Kuzniar who treats melancholia not as a mental disease or disorder. Kuzniar believes that
“to speak in terms of a redemption of loss through representation is to invoke a different tradition
of melancholia in juxtaposition to the Freudian one that robs the depressed patient of
consciousness of her loss and the ability to voice it” (11). These remarks by both Fuss and
Kuzniar suggest their efforts to go beyond Freud and see melancholia in a different way. In
Freud, the melancholic is not capable of voice, while in both Kuzniar and Fuss the melancholic

1S.
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The effort to transcend this binary can also be observed in the work of Spargo on ethics,
discussed briefly above. However, it’s important to note from the outset, that this dissertation,
while attempting to go beyond the oft-mentioned distinction, is not about how disparate losses
should or should not be mourned or if they should be grieved differently. In the words of
Lambert, discussing the pastoral elegy in Placing Sorrow, “a lament for a shepherd will not
sound just like a lament for a king or one for an intimate friend; and neither of these last two will
sound quite like one composed for a poetic mentor, who is at once both friend and father to the
elegist” (xii1). This research is not on ethics, or on mourning and melancholia, or the way varied
losses may or may not be lamented in different ways or varied intensities. It is rather, and
specifically, on the ways in which film can be elegiac and how the literature used for a long time
in poetic elegies can also be used in the analysis of filmic elegies. This dissertation is, in
addition, about the structure of elegy and its workings, as it appears in films.

The preceding paragraphs mainly discussed elegy as a poetic form, giving an account of
the literature on loss. However, my work is on filmic elegy. The use of two central terms in this
compound filmic elegy or elegiac film demands situating this research within both elegy, as a
poetic form, and film, as a visual art. Certainly any medium requires paying attention to the
special structures that rule that medium. I have treated my elegies as films about loss. I am aware
of the distinct characteristics of the film art and, hence, I have attempted a detailed analysis of
films in the main chapters. In fact, one of the main premises of this research is to say how,
despite being a new and different medium with its own distinct features, the elegiac film is
informed by the older form.

With the emergence of new forms at the turn of the 20th century, and then the subsequent

advent of the motion pictures, as I briefly argued in the prologue, the fusion of these new forms

15



and old ones is not a surprise. Let me for a moment give a brief account of how poetry and film
have been in a conversation since the invention of motion pictures in order to locate the work
within its filmic landscape, and portray a picture of the kind of affinity elegy has with film. But
before I rush into this coupling, I need to highlight the ways in which film and poetry in general
have interacted in the work of filmmakers and film critics. I’1l then narrow down to the kinship
between the nonfiction film and elegy before laying out a map of my method and the prism

through which I have treated my filmic analysis.

Film, Poetry and the Poetic

Many attempts have been made to consider these two art forms together. However, within this
broad field of study, few have brought nonfiction film and poetry together to investigate how
they have informed each other and thereby open up new horizons in the artistic production of
both genres. Of course, these endeavors have approached the intersection of these media
differently. Some try to explore the multiple ways in which cinema has been influenced by
poetry and some, conversely, explore how poets have been informed by the film art or by certain
individual films. In addition, there have been trends to wed these in a sub-genre called poetry
film and film poetry.

What is the meaning of “poetic” in cinema? In Adventures of Perception, Scott
MacDonald touches on this complex debate and states, “the meaning of ‘poetic’ ... refers neither
to the act of writing poetry nor to particular poetic texts but to a human sensibility that can take a
wide variety of forms” (105). The prominent Spanish filmmaker Buiiuel, MacDonald says,

attempted a definition of “poetic film,” while delivering his much-cited talk, “Cinema as an
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Instrument for Poetry,” in Mexico in 1958. He defines “poetic” in cinema as “artistic expression
or more concretely cinema as an instrument of poetry, with all that this later word holds of a
sense of liberation, subversion of reality, a passage into the marvelous world of the
subconscious, and the nonconformity to the restrictive society that surrounds us” (MacDonald
106). Even for Bufiuel who is usually considered to be one of the poets of cinema, “poetic” has
little to do with poetry.

MacDonald writes that during the development of the avant-garde cinema in the 1920s,
Germaine Dulac, Man Ray, and Salvador Dali made films which were seen as a medium for
artistic experimentation, incorporating Dadaism and Surrealism, into cinematic form. These
filmmakers sought to find whatever artistic means they could in their experimentation and
poetry, arguably the oldest art, was given a special place. For example, Manhatta (1921), jointly
directed by photographer Paul Strand and painter Charles Sheeler, was a combination of text and
image, using Walt Whitman’s poetry.

In the 1940s, the use of poetic images with sound tracks included readings of poems -- a
sort of precursor to a genre which has come to be known as “film poetry,” according to
MacDonald. In the 1950s, the symposium “Poetry and the Film” was organized by Cinema 16, a
New-York based film association, based on the idea that, as MacDonald remarks, “poetry and
avant-garde were closely related” (107). At a notable event in 1953, Dylan Thomas, Maya
Deren, Arthur Miller, Willard Maas, discussed the relationship between cinema and poetry. In
the 1960s and 1970s, the idea of filmmaker as poet was less of an issue than it was in the earlier
decades. The most important figure in this period, as pointed out by MacDonald, was Jonas
Mekas who continued to include “poetry in his films, in the form of intertitles and spoken in

voice-over” (110).
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P. Adams Sitney is among the few scholars who have conjoined poetry and film. In
almost all his books, he attempts to wed the two forms. Sometimes he inter-reads® films with
poetry, using the latter to illuminate the former. Stan Brakhage, who called his own films poetic
does not cite poems in any conspicuous way. Although a visual rendering of poems is one of the
most interesting novelties which Brakhage brought into his art, his oeuvre is devoid of actual
poems. Despite this lack of poems in Brakhage’s work, Sitney attempts to read the filmmaker’s
art in the light of poetry. Sitney, as an eminent film scholar, needs special attention in this
introduction as my method is similarly heuristic. However, while Sitney rarely uses actual lines
from poems, I have attempted to use elegies whenever possible to analyse the films. In other
words, whereas Sitney mostly focuses on critical literature about poetry and on the poets’ visions
as delineated in their prose, I have employed actual poetry to speak about film.

In Eyes Upside Down, Sitney explores the genealogy of American avant garde cinema
and connects it back to Emerson, saying “American artists -- poets, composers, painters,
filmmakers -- have largely perpetuated Emerson’s transformation of the homiletic tradition in
their polemical position papers” (3). In this book, he devotes one complete chapter to the ways in
which Brakhage’s autobiographical films, as a “cinematic sequence,” can be compared with and
indeed act like “the major poetic sequences or minor epics produced by Americans in the
twentieth century in similar organic patterns,” mentioning Eliot’s The Waste Land, Crane’s The
Bridge, Pound’s The Cantos and Williams’s Patterson as examples (82), although Sitney does
not cite actual lines from these poems.

In the same book, Sitney, in addition, focuses on Brakhage’s “Meditative Cinema,”
discussing the filmmaker and Gertrude Stein and Walt Whitman together, quoting the filmmaker

as writing: “I have made my ‘Visions in Meditations’ an homage to Gertrude Stein’s whole

31 first came across this word in Jahan Ramazani’s Poetry of Mourning.
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meditative oeuvre epitomized by her Stanzas in Meditation” (330). Sitney attempts to indicate
how poetry can inform the film in different ways, ranging from the use of metaphor to a
photographic adaptation of a poem, and even the fragmentary use of verse in a film. In one
seemingly far-fetched comparison, Sitney discusses the ways in which Brakhage’s
autobiographical Sincerity/Duplicity series is consistent with Charles Olson’s “poetics in which
the triad ‘Topos/Tropes/Typos’ constitutes the generative matrix of poetry” (77).* Sitney
observes that The Book of Family as part of the series “would find its ‘topos’ in Lump Gulch
(Rollinsville, Colorado), as The Maximus Poems do in Gloucester, Massachusetts. However,
such a connection remains a bit vague in Sitney as he does not compare actual verse with single
films or parts of a film. Let’s see other ways in which this scholar reads film and poetry together
and interconnects them.

Sitney refers to Tarkovsky’s film, The Mirror, in which poetry by the filmmaker’s father
is used as parts of the film’s script and we hear the poet’s voice in the film. He argues that
Brakhage’s first part of the Visions in Meditations “shares several loci” with Walt Whitman's
poem “Proto-Leaf” -- the sea, Canadian woods, and Niagara Falls -- all “commonplaces of the
North American sublime” (335). But does Visions in Meditation incorporate any poems? While
the answer is no, Sitney, constantly quotes from the poetry and also from prose of both Stein and
Whitman in order to comment on the filmmaker's deeply meditative and experimental style as if
experimentation with the filmic art can be demystified through the poetic art.

Visionary Film: The American Avant-Garde similarly makes a connection between

British Romantic poetry and particular filmmakers such as Brakhage, Maya Deren, Sidney

* In “Visual strategies and the mapping of space in Charles Olson's poetry” Christian Moraru writes,
“Olson's 'field composition' is a continuous celebration of this textual trinity. It integrates, as we shall see
in the following, poetic topography (spatial imagination, the theme of space), poetic typography (formal,
typographic strategies of suggesting space) and the figuration of space at the level of tropes (especially
metaphors and symbols)” (255).
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Peterson, Kenneth Anger, and Gregory Markopoulos, by “virtue of their creation of expansive,
imaginative visions of the place of poetry and the poet, in this case the filmmaker-poet, within
modern society” (108). In a chapter called “The Lyrical Film,” he specifically connects
Brakhage’s film Anticipation of the Night to English Romanticism and especially to
Wordsworth’s insights. Sitney finally decides that “in his aesthetics Brakhage has arrived and
revised the Romantic dialectics of sight and imagination which had been refocused in American
Abstract Expressionistic painting and American poetry (particularly in the work of Wallace
Stevens) during the film-maker’s intellectual formation” (166). In these two books, Sitney uses
poetry on rare occasions and mostly relies on the prose by poets and filmmakers to highlight
similarities.

In The Cinema of Poetry, maybe his most widely read book, Sitney specifically theorizes
a kind of filmic perusal which is based on a cross-referencing to and inter-reading with either
poems, when possible, or poetics. In the introduction to The Cinema of Poetry -- the title is taken
from an article by the Italian filmmaker and theorist Pier Paolo Pasolini® -- Sitney states “my
work has always been centered on the interpretation of specific films and texts” (5), adding,
elsewhere, that “I repeatedly isolated cinematic rhetoric -- shot-counter-shot, camera movements,
superimpositions, etc. -- as the key to the filmmaker’s style and its evolution” (257). In this
work, on a few occasions, he brings single films and different poems together to say how a
filmmaker might have been informed by a poem in making a film. For example, he gives an
account of the films by the avant garde filmmaker, Gregory Markopoulos, connecting his films
with the work of Goethe, Schiller and Holderlin. Sitney states that in David Constantine’s

Holderlin, Markopoulos “disregard[s] context to read himself in to the text” (245), adding,

3 “The Cinema of Poetry” by Pier Paolo Pasolini in Movies and Methods edited by Bill Nichols,
University of California Press, 1976. 542-558. Pasolini first presented this text in the first New Cinema
Festival at Pesaro.
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“Markopoulos saw his own cinematic practices anticipated in Holderlin’s poetic strategies.” He
points to the editing process of Markopoulos’s Eniaiaos -- a silent film of 80 hours and 22
cycles-- drawing an analogy between Holderlin’s poetic practices and Markopoulos’s editing
style. Sitney quotes the filmmaker as writing, “For it was Holderlin’s practice ... not to erase but
rather to leave first versions and their expansions or replacements standing as long as possible”
(245).

While still on the subject of Markopoulos, Sitney speaks in great detail about Holderlin,
not tangentially, as one might expect since the focus is film, but in great depth. However, and
surprisingly, the scholar does not refer to Holderlin’s actual poems or to scenes from the
Eniaiaos or any other film. He attempts to explore the ways in which the filmmaker’s and
Hoélderlin’s practices and their outlook are similar. It is important to note here that, although my
method is like Sitney’s -- heuristic and exploratory and guided by the analysis of filmic
techniques -- I have used, unlike Sitney, verse or poetic elegies in my analysis whenever they can
help me explore the films from an elegiac perspective.

Sitney is not the only person who, in the last few decades, has attempted to join together
the two arts. Poet-critic Susan McCabe’s method has similarities. However, she reads poetry in
terms of cinema and her approach allows her to close-read films or parts of them and lines from
poems. In Cinematic Modernism, she explores “direct historical links between modern poetry
and film where and when they can be established” (3). Although her focus is on poetry, her
interrogative approach, like the method deployed by Sitney, allows her to look “where and
when” connections can be made between the two arts, that is, the relationship between them is
explored heuristically. In the following chapters my method allows me to do just the same;

however, I have attempted to delimit the scope to poems which are considered elegies by critics.
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McCabe explores the ways in which modern poetry, like film, can be “fragmented,” looking for
“dissociated corporeality, most notable the hysteric and mechanical body” (4), characteristic of
modern films which she discovers in modernist poems. The following chapters, notwithstanding
their subject matter which is about mourning and loss, does not show a tendency towards
fragmentation, that is, the chapters are not concerned with fragmentation.

McCabe also examines “the more literal collaborations” between filmmakers and poets in
the first three decades of the twentieth century, for example, between poet Robert Desnos who
inspired “Man Ray’s L 'Etoile de Mer” (8). She explores how poets were informed and inspired
by the filmic medium and tried to “write cinematically” (13), believing that H. D., W. C.
Williams, Marianne Moore, and Gertrude Stein were “shaped by cinema” and “represent a
‘tradition’ of openness to cinematic possibilities for enacting new forms of embodiment” (17).
We also read in McCabe’s book that W. C. Williams “would see in the medium a match for his
own anti-narrative impulse to break with ‘banality of sequence’ and ‘the paralyzing vulgarity of

29

logic’” (9). I choose to reverse the phrase “open to cinematic possibilities” in poetry to poetic
possibilities which can be observed in film in my following chapters.

Stephanie Sandler, similarly, studies poetry and film together® in her article “On Grief
and Reason, On Poetry and Film: Elena Shvarts, Joseph Brodsky, Andrei Tarkovsky,” where
elegies of Brodsky and Shvarts are studied in the light of Tarkovsky’s The Mirror. Although
Sandler’s essay bears resemblances to my work in that she talks about poetic elegies and film,

her method is in fact the opposite. In the introduction of her essay, she writes that The Mirror

“provides an apt counterweight to the discussion of these two poetic examples.”’ She turns to

® Sandler uses the word “converge,” saying “Poems and films converge, in fact, in surprising ways” (649).
” Sandler advances her arguments through a close reading of Shvarts’s “A Minor Ode on Happiness,” and
“Smoky Stars,” and Brodsky’s “August Rain,” and “In Memoriam.” Sandler points to Andrei
Tarkovsky’s The Mirror, which includes four poems by the filmmaker’s father Arseny Tarkovsky.
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film, in her words, “both for its own representation of grief, and for its ability to clarify how
poems work through the losses and gains of grief” (648). Such a use of the filmic medium to
shed light on the poetic form is the converse of what I seek to do in this research. I employ poetic
elegies to enrich my analysis of the films. Of course, Sandler’s method is fruitful in other ways.
She further elaborates on “juxtaposing poetry to film,” asserting, “I believe that poetry is done no
favors by always viewing it in isolation from other art forms. She then adds “we will benefit
greatly if we allow ourselves the luxury of other contexts,” emphasising again that she creates
“cinematic context for reading poetry” (649). I would likewise believe that analysis of the
elegiac film by deploying the elegiac poems augments the depth of analysis.®

Famous for being the poet of cinema, the Russian auteur, Andrei Tarkovsky, employs
poetry in his cinematic work and speaks about it in his prose, although he clearly admits, as a

filmmaker, he is “chary of making comparisons with other art forms” (67). In his precious

Sandler, in the beginning of this essay, mentions a “Lacanian approach to loss,” and how “theorists of
mental process” and “identity formation,” try to “bind loss to psychic development and in artistic texts
dependent on language” (647). My understanding is that Sandler’s discussion of loss is Kristevean, as
Sandler speaks about how mourning in poems leads to an “act” of “self-creation.” She refers to Richard
Stamelman’s discussion of elegiac poetry: ““we try to overcome loss by naming it ... we invent objects,
icons, talismans, memories, and phantasms to mediate the loss. ... That lost object or being ... becomes
part of the of the lack that loss establishes; it is swallowed up by the ‘hole in the real,” as Jacques Lacan
calls it, the gaping void, which death, exile, and loss create’” (664). “Naming,” of course, has been
discussed by Peter Sacks, Derrida, Diana Fuss, and Robert Hass, scholars that I discuss in the following
chapters.

Sandler cites Paul de Man’s essay “Autobiography as De-facement,” speaking of how poetry
“completes the act of ‘self-restoration’” that de Man “would teach us to expect from an ‘autobiographical
moment’” (661). Her arguments in her essay revolve around this “‘self-restoration’” of the self that she
refers to as “self-creation.” I have used a similar word re-creation of the self in the chapter on Heart of a
Dog; however, I have been inspired by Simone Weil’s mystical notion of “decreation.” While Sandler’s
use of the word “self-creation” seems to have informed by de Man’s “de-facement,” my reference to re-
creation of the self is informed by Weil’s “decreation,” which allows me to discuss the Buddhist concept
of “Bardo” in which the self takes a new form. In fact, Bardo allows, first, “decreation,” and then re-
creation of the self.

81 disagree with Sandler’s conviction that poetry will be “done no favors” if we read it in isolation. While
I agree with her in that cross-reading arts and creating a conversation between them is beneficial, I also
believe in the purity of forms and reading poetry qua poetry, as it has been studied for many centuries, is
in itself rewarding and enriching.
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Sculpting in Time, his reflections on the cinema, Tarkovsky addresses the intersection between
the two arts, writing, “poetic cinema as a rule gives birth to symbols, allegories and other such
figures — that is, to things that have nothing to do with the imagery natural to cinema” (66).
Tarkovsky makes repeated references to actual verse and especially to Japanese haikus in this
book, arguing how poetry and cinema share similarities. For example, he quotes a few haikus by
Basho one of which is: “The old pond was still / A frog jumped in the water / And a splash was
heard” (106). Tarkovsky states this is an example of “how simply and accurately life is
observed” (107), adding these “three lines of observation,” resemble cinema in the way
“observation” as “the first principle of the image” takes a central place in this art. At the same
time, Tarkovsky repeatedly alludes to poetry especially by his poet father while reflecting on his
own films, Stalker and Mirror.

As much as the four great modern poets’ work, as explored by McCabe, can be analysed
in a discourse that engages cinema, but not particular scenes or shots from cinema, nonfiction
films about loss, can be put in a conversation with poetic elegies. Similarly, if Sitney can
incorporate prose about poetry and, to a lesser degree, specific poems in his analytic system, I
take up the task of using poetic elegies in perusing elegiac nonfiction films. By the same token, if
in the work of Markopoulos, perceptions can be compared with Holderlin’s, that is, the poet’s
visions can be decoded in the filmmaker’s practices and thoughts, and if Brakhage in his
commitment to the filmic adopts poetry and adapts it to suit his purpose, then elements guiding

the poetic elegy can serve to illuminate films about loss and mourning.’

® Among other scholars who have explored the affinity between poetry and film, one can mention Sarah
Keller “‘As Regarding Rhythm’: Rhythm in Modern Poetry and Cinema” and We Saw the Light;
Conversations between New American Cinema and Poetry by Daniel Kane.
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Nonfiction Film and Poetry

The work of the American film theorist and historian Bill Nichols represents the most notable
study to conjoin poetry and documentary film. In the art of documentary, there is a poetic mode,
which includes films about loss. That is, elegiac films have been explored under the umbrella
category “poetic mode.” In Introduction to Documentary, Nichols describes a “poetic mode” in
cinema as emphasising “visual associations, tonal or rhythmic qualities, descriptive passages,
and formal organization” (33). Arising “largely from the cross-fertilization between cinema and
the various modernist avant-gardes of the twentieth century” (88), this “poetic experimentation”
points to poetic modalities where “comments hint and suggest rather than declare or explain”
(48). Nichols argues that these documentaries “resemble fragments of the world poetically” with
their chief characteristics being “lack of specificity” and the fact that they are “too abstract”
(138).

“The poetic mode” begins in tandem with modernism as a way of representing reality as
a series of fragments, subjective impressions, incoherent acts, and loose associations, concepts
that McCabe considers central to the study of poetic as well as cinematic modernism. Nichols, in
addition, writes, “breaking up time and space into multiple perspectives, denying coherence to
personalities vulnerable to eruptions from the unconscious and refusing to provide solutions to
insurmountable problems” are some of the features of the poetic documentary (103). Elsewhere
in this book, Nichols maintains that all facets of the poetic mode emphasise the ways in which
“the filmmaker’s voice gives fragments of the historical world a formal, aesthetic integrity
peculiar to the film itself” (105).

In a similar method, Susanna Helke, in “Vérité in the Eastern European Tradition,” points

to “philosophical lyricism” as a defining feature of poetic documentary, believing that “the
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primary concern of cinema of poetry is not to tell a story based on a plot structure but to create a
fabric of visions and observations” (247). Nichols also argues that “stress on fragmentation and
ambiguity remains a prominent feature in many poetic documentaries” (104). These words on
fragmentation echo Susan McCabe’s words about the connection between modern poetry and
modern cinema.

Examples of early films which are given the adjective “poetic” include Joris Ivens’s Rain
(1929) and Laszlo Moholy Nagy’s Lightplay: Black, White, Grey (1926). These films are silent,
not using any words, but they are in agreement with Nichols’s definition of the poetic mode in
their “poetic experimentation,” in reflecting the “fragments of the world poetically,” in lacking
“specificity,” and in being “too abstract” (138). Examples from “poetic mode,” seem to be
“breaking up time and space into multiple perspectives,” which Nichols adds as a feature of this
mode (103). None of the examples of the mode presented by Nichols uses poetry in them. Scott
MacDonald critiques Nichols’s description of the “Poetic Mode,” saying “poetic documentary is
a slippery term that is often used more broadly to other kinds of film” (Adventures of Perception
105).

While I have certainly been inspired and informed by the works of these critics and artists
in their efforts to bring together poetry and the film art, my objective is different in a few ways.
First, I have used poetic elegies in order to analyse elegiac films. Secondly, I endeavor to explore
the ways in which elements of the old form can be seen in the new art. While Sitney draws
mostly on the prose written by poets, conjoining the poets and filmmakers in their overarching
perspectives, and sometimes in the way a filmmaker has been directly influenced by a poet, my
work specifically focuses on individual poems, inter-reading films with poetry, when possible, or

on a few occasions, reading the film in relation to elegies. In other words, the problematic here in
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this dissertation is not influence, of one over the other, but rather it is about conjoining, about
inter-reading and about perusing one, in terms of conventions of the other, here film in terms of
elegy, in order to enrich my analysis of the film.

In addition, while the afore-mentioned critics do not give a complete analysis of films
they mention in their explorations, I analyse the three films thoroughly using cinematic terms,
and examining the movement of elegy from loss to consolation. A focus on loss and delimiting
my work to individual films, as well as single poetic elegies, allows me to remain committed to
the cinematic medium while making numerous references to the poetic form. Moreover, while
most of the work on such a bringing together leads to a fragmented methodology, which is of
course heuristic, and by all means fruitful, my dissertation is attempting to demonstrate how
films about loss can share similar features. These common characteristics, put together, can place
the films under the same category called the elegiac film. They include: first, continued process
of consolation, an ellipticity in the process of solace which is resulted from the repetition of loss,
which places the loss subject in an in-between position, second, a search for a small locus
amoenus which can be portrayed in the form of a resort to naming or kataphasis, after loss and,
third, the impossibility of filling the gap or distance between the subject and the lost object.'”

For the purpose of this research I would like to focus on the path less traveled; that is,
how nonfiction cinema can be read in the light of poetry in an exploratory fashion. The Salt of
the Earth is read along with Schiller’s “The Walk™ and “Eighth Elegy” in Rilke’s Duino Elegies.
Oriental Elegy is analysed in relation to Holderlin’s “In Lovely Blue,” and in Heart of a Dog,

Derek Walcott’s poem “Oddjob, a Bull Terrier” follows a perusal of the film, serving as a

197 deploy the word kataphasis, which resembles Kristeva’s “naming,” to emphasise the formal, and
rhetorical thrust of this dissertation.
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recapitulation of the workings of the elegiac in this film. I have also used other poems by the
filmmaker and “Black Cat” by Rilke in my reading of Heart of a Dog.

The link between film art and poetry has been drawn by these scholars and critics. The
most famous of these studies are Adam Sitney and Bill Nichols, the former on poetry and film
and the latter on poetry and nonfiction film. In the preceding paragraphs, I tried to discuss briefly
the different ways poetry and film, then poetry and nonfiction film, have been studied together
by filmmakers and critics to indicate, first, the ways in which my approach here on the elegiac
film is different from theirs, and secondly, how my elegiac films are structurally different from

“the poetic mode,” theorised by Nichols.

Elegiac Films

In delineating my method in this research, I should indicate my awareness of the importance of
all the thinkers I have studied, especially Freud and Kristeva whose footprints are visible
throughout the literature on mourning and loss. Indeed, what I argue can be traced back to these
psychoanalysts, but [ make my arguments with a different terminology. For example, I take my
cue from Freud in his inclusive view of loss: he speaks of a loss of “a loved person,” “some
abstraction,” “liberty,” even “an ideal” and “one’s country.” Diana Fuss speaks of a similar
notion when she, in defining the genre of elegy, writes: “In the dance of eros and thanatos that
defines the genre from its inception, elegiac utterances were provoked by the loss of what one
desired and the desire of what one lost” (6). According to Fuss, “elegies were always about more
than the death of a person.” Based on such an inclusive view of loss, I have selected three films,

each of which portrays a different kind of lament. The Salt of the Earth, 1 argue, depicts loss of

land, and persons who are both known and anonymous to the narrator. Heart of a Dog focuses
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mainly on the loss of the narrator’s rat terrier and her husband and, along the way, it also laments
the death of the narrator’s mother and a friend. The main source of grief in Oriental Elegy seems
to be the gap between the film’s subject and answers to the questions about the meaning of life
and happiness that elude him.

At the same time, all three films tend to display the loss of certain meanings and all of
them, in an intricate matrix of relationships, bring together all the losses they mourn. They take
on more than the particular lost objects, considering larger problems and losses. For example,
The Salt of the Earth, laments the discontinuity between man and nature while mourning the lost
objects. Heart of a Dog shows a similar grief over the complete disconnection between the
human and animal realms. The choice of different films portraying various objects of grief
ranging from humans to animal beings, to abstract ideas and forests are based on this inclusive
understanding of loss, which goes back to the beginnings of the genre and continues to the
present times. I have benefitted from Freud and Sacks in such an inclusive perspective of loss. I
have also profited from Kristeva’s thought that melancholia drives creativity and artistic
representation. In all the three films, the subjects of mourning engage in meaning-making and

creation as a response to their experiences of loss.!! In the study of elegy and loss, my

99 ¢ 29 ¢

1 Reading these words in Freud, “a loved person,” “some abstraction,” “one’s country,” “liberty,” and
even “an ideal” in the context of mourning and melancholia made me start thinking about the ways in
which different objects are mourned. I wanted to know in what ways a film about loss portrays these
different objects of loss. After spending some time on picking and choosing, I eventually decided on three
elegiac films in which different objects of loss are portrayed. One of the films, The Salt of the Earth, is
about farms and forests, one the one hand, and loss of persons, on the other. The second film, Heart of a
Dog, depicts the loss of a dog and, along the way, some abstract ideas about our kinship with animals and
how such an affinity seems to be ignored. But, at the same time, this film also attempts to remind us of
how animals are stripped of their gaze, which I discuss as another loss. The third film, Oriental Elegy,
shows how Man seems to be incapable of acquiring a knowledge about the meaning of life and happiness.
This evasion of meanings constitutes another loss, “an abstraction.” How do the films, I asked, portray
these different losses and, what common features do the films have if that they are about loss in some
ways. Another question that occurred to me was whether in an analytic work on elegiac films, one can
speak with a different terminology than that offered by Freud, Kristeva, and Abraham and Torok. I also
wanted to know if, these films, carrying the word elegiac in them had anything to do with elegy. Are they
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understanding and perusal of the films is, however, more in line with the readings of Sacks and
Fuss who have studied the poetry of mourning from a more formalist perspective, relying less,
very little indeed, on giant thinkers like Freud and Kristeva and following a close reading
methodology.

I follow Fuss, discussed earlier, who believes in some sort of solace, although my
proposed consolation puts the mourner in a special place. I refer to this place as in-betweenness.
Any analysis of film should look at formal, structural elements, trying to indicate how techne in
the film engages with and heightens meaning. For example, in The Salt of the Earth, 1 show that
Deleuze’s notion of montage can be used to illuminate a wholeness, an interconnectedness
observed in the film. Montage in Deleuze is achieved through the movement of different filmic
elements and the unity these elements effect. What distinguishes Deleuze’s montage is how even
light and colour are seen as constituents of movement. These elements are pieced together in a
way that shows the disparate objects of loss eventually converge, or meet at a particular point.
The movement of the elegiac from mourning, to disavowal and then to an elliptical consolation is
achieved by montage.

In Heart of a Dog, the Buddhist concept of Bardo is the macro structure of the film and
the elegiac takes place within this scaffolding. The film acts like a metaphorical bardo in which
the subject of mourning enters to effectively come out as a new subject. As in the Buddhist
Bardo, the dead are given a new form by erasing their past one, here in the entire film, the

narrator engages in re-writing her past. Anderson’s elegy is her bardo.

elegiac simply, I asked, because they have a sorrowful tone? I realized that a film about loss, rightly
called elegiac, can be related to the ancient genre of poetic elegy and I thought these films, as they are
elegies, could be studied and scrutinised with the same critical vocabulary with which poetic elegy has
been studied.
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Finally, in Oriental Elegy, an apophatic discourse has been deployed which is in line with
the ineffability of the film’s questions. Apophasis is a Greek term which means denial but was
used by theologians as a rhetorical device to speak about the inexpressibility of God and
transcendence. I have employed the term to speak about the difficulty the subject of Oriental
Elegy faces in finding the meaning of life, happiness, and the reasons behind sorrow in poetry.

One notable scholar who has specifically addressed the question of the elegy in film is
Paul Coates who, in “Moving Pictures at the Edge of Stasis: Elegy and the Elegiac in Film,”
observes that there are “very few films classifiable generically as elegies” (587). While I agree
with this observation, I disagree with the reasons for his proposition. He states that “whereas
most films are narrative, elegy is not a narrative form,” adding also that “the meditativeness of ...
elegiac moments dampens the congenital filmic immediacy” (588). This “immediacy,” he
comments, refers to “the suspenseful action that has been central to so much cinema.” Of course,
elegy can be observed in narrative elegiac films and all three films in this work follow a narrative
line which, however hard it is to observe in the first watching or even in the second, can
eventually be elicited. The elegiac in the nonfiction film can be a narrative. It is true that
“meditativeness” of elegies can lessen such elements as suspense which can be created by
flashbacks and flashforwards that the audience is not aware of, but there seems to be no
formulaic correlation between this lack of “filmic immediacy” and generic definition of elegy.

Coates moves on to propose that “elegy disrupts the forward impulsion of suspenseful
narrative.” However true that the subject of mourning in films “is turned backwards,” as Coates
rightly observes, all the subjects in the films analysed here stand in-between past grief and future
prospects, between lamenting and consolation. This in-between propels the narrative forward.

Elegy “disrupts the forward impulsion of suspenseful narrative,” but it also leads to a propulsion
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of the narrative line in the process of consolation. I challenge Coates’s “particular attention to
films whose relationship to temporal succession is a disturbed one” (589).

Coates analyses a few films about the horrors of the world wars including Claude
Lanzmann’s Shoah (1985), and Alan Renais’s earlier Night and Fog (1955), focusing on the
concept of silence. He writes, Shoah “is replete with lengthy silences in which the camera circles
the green, overgrown sites of the camps, as if silence were the only possible response to the
horror of such eyewitness accounts as that of Filip Muller” (594). While silence is inevitable in
the face of mourning, it eventually, in a conversation with different elements in the film, leads to
a consolation in a continued process. Coates’s words about the disturbance of “temporal
succession,” recall McCabe’s words about fragmentation in modern film and cinema and echo
Nichols’s defining features of “the poetic mode.” None of the films that [ have perused here
follow a merely fragmented pattern. On the contrary, they move towards an interconnectedness
of elements -- as opposed to fragmentation of elements -- that coincides and heightens the sense
of solace, however brief that remedy might be. This unity also makes clear narrative lines. These
few points, presented by Coates, as defining features of the elegiac in the film are exactly what I
seek to argue against in the films under study in this dissertation. Of course, many of the films
which are famous for being elegiac can follow the pattern suggested by Coates, most remarkably,
Shoah and Night and Fog. Indeed, filmmakers and film criticism about loss usually believe these
films are made in a fragmentary way.

While critics and scholars seem to think that poetic film has little to do with poetry and
the elegiac film little to do with the elegy as a poetic form, I have attempted to argue that elegiac
film is especially close to the poetic traditions of elegy. What I will do is show how these films

are similar in form and content to poetic elegies. I will read the films through the premises that
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have long been discussed in contexts pertaining to poetic elegies only. And what are these
defining elements? Elegy, a lyrical form about a loss, is also about the presence of the deceased,
the absent ones in the poem. This simultaneous “affirmation and negation,” to use a binary
proposed by Watkin (54), the main subject of discussions of elegy, leads the question of whether
or not elegy can console. Elegy, by definition, places the mourning subject between the past,
indicating the absent one, and the future, a tendency to move on and make a passage from
mourning. Studying these elements in film can provide a different, novel way of reading elegiac
films which are mostly studied within Nichols’s “poetic mode,” a mode that has little to do with
poetry. This is a form that focuses on abstraction and free association, creating the elegiac
through fragmentation of images, not using poetic elegies.

The three films selected from three different filmmakers represent disparate geographies
and varied kinds of loss. Wim Wenders’s The Salt of the Earth is about loss of people. At the
same time, this film also laments the disappearance of huge swathes of Amazonian forests which
were once home to the subject’s childhood dreams. By contrast, Laurie Anderson’s Heart of a
Dog, is mainly about the subject’s canine companion, the narrator’s rat terrier and also her
husband, the renowned American singer Lou Reed. In a completely different atmosphere,
Alexander Sokurov’s Oriental Elegy grieves the loss of fleeting time and the evasion of
meanings from human grasp. At the same time, these films, in their multidimensionality, also
exhibit other types of loss which are more abstract. For example, when Anderson mourns the
death of her canine companion, she also meditates on the concept of animal gaze and the gap
between humans and animals. Similarly, Wim Wenders speaks of the suffering that man and
animals and plants share on this planet, lamenting a discontinuity between man and nature. In

both of these films, the discontinuity between humans and the environment is emphasised.
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Oriental Elegy, however, broaches philosophical and abstract concepts such as “the meaning of
life and happiness,” which the film seems to show, are ungraspable. Notwithstanding these
differences, the films share similar features, namely, the subject’s method of mourning the
absent, the presence of the lost ones in the work, the possibility of consolation, the subject’s
position between the past and the future.

If, for example, Theocritus, Virgil, Spenser, and Milton can be said to be pastoral
elegists, as Lambert argues, because, they “share a certain outlook as well as certain formal
similarities” (xiii), these films can be assembled under the same category to form a new mode or
convention. This mode is certainly incompatible with Nichols’s “poetic mode.” According to
Lambert, ““‘Convention,” as Harry Levin has reminded us, means a ‘coming together.”” This
dissertation maintains that these films are examples of a mode which, when grouped together,
can form a new convention of elegiac film. A subset of the poetic mode, these films can be
similar to poetic elegies, they surpass the mourning/melancholia binary by showing a continuous
elliptical form of mourning, which is revealed through the structure of the film and its elements,
both verbal and visual. As a suggestion for a later study, I propose that the elegiac film can be
situated under an independent category recognized by its similarity to poetic elegies and, hence,
potentially lending themselves to being analysed through the discussions which dominate those
of poetic elegy, although as films they must be looked at qua films and, therefore, explicated
with a cinematic vocabulary. Such a study needs to be more inclusive and larger in scope than
the current dissertation.

The aim of reading these different films together is to talk about the ways in which loss,
in its many facets, can be mourned in nonfiction film and how lament in my selected number of

elegiac films can be read in the light of poetic elegies. The objective is, additionally, to
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reconsider the ways in which mourning is looked at, which is mostly through a clear-cut
distinction between avowal and disavowal of loss, and to propose, instead, a status which allows
transcending the mourning and melancholia distinction.

How is then consolation treated in the following chapters? Different kinds of loss can be
consoled by way of various remedies. We know that “pastoral elegists, writing over an extended
period of time, describe various kinds of losses and propose varied remedies to the problems of
death and mourning” (Lambert xi1). I have introduced different kinds of consolation, including
art, love, and metaphor, with this last one sometimes referred to as poetical thinking, following
Heidegger’s reading of Holderlin. I propose that in these films, consolation is not a one-time act
which happens once and remains unchanged for long periods of time. Solace is, rather,
continuous and happens over time. There is not a final closure in any of the films.

In addition, replacement does not take place, as the object of loss is irreplaceable. Sacks
in his introduction to The English Elegy quotes Freud who states “‘No matter what fills the gap,

29

even if it be filled completely, it nevertheless remains something else’” (7). Ramazani makes a
similar point, stating “Freud admitted in letters and other writings that mourners typically remain
inconsolable, never filling the gap of loss” (29). Sacks also refers to this impossibility, writing,
“Apollo and Pan embrace, respectively, the laurel and the reeds, according them the passion
meant for the nymphs. Yet even in this moment, they recognize that they are embracing
‘something else’” (29).

Art or love or metaphor are things the subject of loss resorts to not as substitutes for the
objects lost. The subjects of sorrow stand always in between a desire to stay and a tendency to

move forward and in this way, they come and pass by different loci amoeni, different and brief

sources of solace. The word Locus amoenus, of course, invokes the idea of moment, a brief
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epiphany, which is important to lyric poetry, and indicates transience, and the fleeting nature of
solace.

One of the reasons why the films I discuss move beyond fragmentation, as discussed by
McCabe, is that their subjects of loss are consoled by this brief locus amoenus. I have borrowed
the term from painting and the pastoral convention, meaning a pleasant spot in the vast landscape
of sorrow they are traversing. However, as the films reveal, any loss and the subsequent
consolatory remedies are temporary and, therefore, the mourning subjects are in-between the past
loss and the future ones. In searching for such a locus amoenus, they resort to naming. In the
distance or gap that is created between the subject and object of lament, only the power of
imagination, language, or arts, can be summoned to function as brief spots in which the mourner
can stay before moving on to the next loss.

Such a resort to language and imagination is certainly Kristevean. In the beginning of
“Beauty: The Depressive’s Other Realm,” Kristeva writes, “Naming suffering, exalting it... is
doubtless a way to curb mourning,” adding later that art can “secure for the artist and the
connoisseur a sublimatory hold over the lost Thing” (97). In The Salt of the Earth, the loss of
people as well as forests cannot be compensated by the resuscitation of those forests and nature
photography that the subject turns to after a long career in social and war photography. In Heart
of a Dog the proposed remedy, love, cannot “turn the time around,” as the film repeats in the
end. In Oriental Elegy, finally, the loss of meanings can only be consoled by the availability of
numerous metaphors the subject can make in his effort to grasp the meanings of life. However,
this metaphor-making and seeing the lost meanings through the lens of this trope is the closest he
can get to the lost object. A belief in the impossibility of substitution does not contradict creation

of art, as imagination and language are the only things the grief subjects have at their disposal.
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My idea of elliptical structure, closely connected to the repetition of elements in the film,
recalls Sacks’s words. He writes: “just as each loss recapitulates a prior loss and each turn to
consolation repeats an earlier deflection of desire, our experiences of loss fold upon themselves
in gathers, creating the highly stratified ‘occasion’ that each elegy ‘begins again’ or enters ‘yet
once more’” (18). It is on the basis of such a logic that in the films of this study, the proposed
consolation is not a final one, making it elliptical and continuous. Remedies to loss are not acts,
but processes of finding small spots in the landscape of grief. Sacks, while speaking of the
metaphor of “weaving” for consolation, affirms that consolation is, indeed, a process. He says
“to speak of waving a consolation ... emphasizes mourning is an action, a process of work” (19),
indicating that consolation happens not instantaneously but is rather a process. Even the ancient,
and familiar motif of death and rebirth observed in many studies of the elegiac tradition and
considered to be the ritual origin of the elegiac tradition, points to an ellipticity and to the
repetitive nature of loss. Sacks is aware of such an origin. He states: “As for the content and
direction of its ritual movement, the elegy follows the ancient rites in the basic passage through
grief or darkness to consolation and renewal” (20). Sacks later comments: “the ritual origins of
the genre, is marked by a significant use of repetitions,” adding, elegy is “conventionally
repetitive” (23). Such a repetition, in addition to the ways it can be seen in the final act of open-
ended consolation towards or at the end of each film, can also be discerned in the process of
mourning throughout the films. In the words of Sacks, “repetition takes several forms” (23).

Film as a visual medium and the object text of this study reveals this passage and this
repetition. The Salt of the Earth portrays many deaths, human and natural, but ends, ultimately,
in the rain and renewal and moves from black and white photography to colour after oscillating

between still and moving images. In its consolatory note, too, the film is repetitive as it admits
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that true restoration of forests is multi-generational. Heart of a Dog, similarly, shows different
losses, indicating how these various losses end in a love which is repeated a few times. In
Oriental Elegy, the metaphor offered as remedy cannot be the final one and the speaker has to be
constantly in search of further metaphors if he seeks further discoveries. In this film, we are led
from the dark and misty atmosphere to a coloured ambience and the metaphor of the tree. In all
the three films, there is a contrast between when the loss is portrayed and when remedy is given.
In all of them, the remedy is magnified through a contrast. Varied as these sources of consolation
are in their form, there seems to be a similar pattern, a form of repetition. Repetition also
suggests that the offered consolation is not the end. Another small source of solace, a small locus
amoenus can lie on the horizon, a small pleasant spot which acts like an oasis, and continues to
the end of life. According to Sacks, “loss recapitulates a prior loss” and elegies tend to “begin
again or to commence with a ‘yet once more’” (23). In The Work of Mourning, Derrida, writing
on the death of Roland Barthes, was “concerned about the singularity of death and its inevitable
repetition,” according to Brault and Naas (2).

This small temporary consolation, I shall argue in the epilogue of this study, acts through
both verbal and visual elements. Sacks briefly touches on this “mediating fabric of language, a
tissue of substitution that may cover a preceding lack.” He says that elegy creates “a fabric in the
place of void” (18). Such a fabric, the small consolation which is portrayed as a locus amoenus,
comes to materialization in varied forms in these films as the sources of consolation differ in
them. In The Salt of the Earth, we see an overlapping or superimposition, as a new picture is
sown on the ashes of the old one. We learn that the source of solace in this film is a new
photographic collection and restoration of lost forests. Similarly, in Heart of a Dog, an image,

showing love, acts as this “pleasant place,” and finally in Oriental Elegy, the void in meaning, is
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filled with the metaphor of a tree, the ultimate source of solace for the subject of the film who is
in search of answers to such questions as the meaning of life and definition of happiness.

Accordingly, the focus of this dissertation is not the ubiquitous mourning/melancholia
distinction but is, rather, on the process of consolation and its ellipticity and on the delicacy of
the source of solace which acts like a pastoral “pleasant spot,” and is, therefore, fleeting and
transitory. My scrutiny of the three films of this research shows that such an inter-reading of the
nonfiction film, and indeed any film, with poetic elegies does not jeopardize the independence
and uniqueness of the visual art but, on the contrary, enriches it and opens horizons for further
unfolding of the highly multilayered and stratified form of film art.

While the three films are connected structurally and share similar features, each of the
films resonates with me personally. When I was three, a devastating war broke out in the Middle
East that lasted eight years. We were first to be internally displaced, as my hometown is right on
the border with the invading neighbour. There was not a single day that passed without the sound
of sirens and the sight of coffins. And I always think about the many who were killed on the
other side of the conflict. Millions suffered and hundreds of thousands perished! Then I was a
migrant in my own country, and returning home at the end of the war, the sense of loss ate into
my soul. Later, as an immigrant to another country, thousands of miles away, I experienced
another loss which was further intensified as, with environmental and ecological disasters, rivers
were drying out and little woods wiping off the maps. When I watched The Salt of the Earth for
the first time, I thought of how close the film was to me. Similarly, I found Heart of a Dog very
intimate. I lost two brothers, one when I was a child, mourning his death many years later when I
became, heart and soul, familiar with the concept of loss, and when I could think about

mourning. I lost another brother just recently, a loss that brought all the griefs of the past only in
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a different unique way, making me think about how singular each loss is. The film’s
“grandmother” reminded me of my own whose sagacious sayings were often quoted as the
saviour when we were children. I lost her, too. Finally, Oriental Elegy provided me with ample
food for thought about the meaning of life, my life, and whether or not there could be a solace in
my continued effort to write poems and if these poems, these acts of metaphor-making, could be

any help delving into the complex web of meanings of life.
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Wim Wenders and The Salt of the Earth:

Montage, Elegy and the Solace of Art

Overture

The Salt of the Earth is a 2014 elegiac film about the Brazilian photographer Sebastido Salgado
co-directed by Wim Wenders and Juliano Ribeiro Salgado. Throughout his artistic career, three
major trends can be observed in Wenders’s cinema. Wenders has made elegiac films; he has
produced films focusing on other arts, especially film and filmmaking; and he has also
cooperated with other artists. For example, in Buena Vista Social Club (1999), Wenders portrays
the famous Cuban music ensemble of the same name. 4 Trick of the Light (1995) is about the life
of the Skladanowsky brothers, who built Bioscop, a movie projector, in Germany and the start of
cinema there, while in Tokyo-Ga (1985) Wenders pays an homage to the Japanese auteur and
legendary filmmaker Yasujird Ozu. Similarly, Lightning Over Water (1980) is a film in which
Wenders pays tribute to the American director Nicholas Ray. If Buildings Could Talk (2010) and
The State of Things (1982) are about architecture and film production respectively. All of these
films are clearly instances in which Wenders treats filmmaking and/or filmmakers; and all are
documentaries with the exception of The State of Things, showing the extent to which the
medium as subject matter occupies a central position in Wenders’s oeuvre.

In addition, Wenders has collaborated with other artists either in directing or writing
films; his collaborations, for example, with Peter Handke in Wings of Desire (1987) and with
Peter Carey, the Australian novelist, in Until the End of the World (1991), are among the most
widely known. Wenders also worked with Sam Shepard in his Paris, Texas (1984). Meanwhile,

Lighting Over Water, Tokyo-Ga and Pina (2011) are elegiac films, paeans of praise to some of
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the artists he admired, intimating a predilection in Wenders’s films to pay homage and to
commemorate.

The Salt of the Earth is a documentary in which these three proclivities, that is,
collaboration with other artists, portraying and incorporating another art, and commemorating
another person’s life and work, converge. Wenders collaborates with another filmmaker, Juliano
Ribeiro Salgado, reflects on the art of photography, tells the life story of another artist, namely
Sebastido Salgado, while lamenting the death of people and destruction of forests Salgado is
portraying. In so doing, Wenders reflects on some of the fundamental concepts of life, such as
loss and consolation. Incorporation of another medium in this film and its elegiac nature
necessitate treatment of those other arts in this chapter. The Salt of the Earth portrays the life and
career of an artist who narrates his story through his art.

The Salt of the Earth presents a series of black and white photo collections shot by
Salgado over a few decades of artistic production and put together by Wenders. These photo
collections are interspersed with moving images, and there is a dialogue between moving
pictures and still photos. Wenders incorporates many freeze frames: Salgado’s pictures, of
humans, non-human animals and plants in disparate geographies and at different times.
Throughout, the three artists, that is, Salgado the photographer, Wenders, and Salgado Jr., who
joins them in a number of their ventures, take turns and narrate over both still and moving
images.

The objective of this chapter is to read The Salt of the Earth as an elegy. To this end, I
demonstrate that The Salt of the Earth portrays loss of nature, including land, animals and plants,
and people, including those familiar to Salgado and those who are not, those who are named and

those who are anonymous, unifying all lost objects. I suggest that the film portrays those deaths
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to specifically lament a universal loss, which is the discontinuity between man and nature.
Moreover, I want to propose that the film deals with both private and public losses and in this
sense, too, the film unifies themes at the end. This unification takes place on both thematic and
technical levels. Salgado, Wenders shows, grieves personal losses of land and of his child, while
at the same time he laments the destruction of public Amazonian rainforests and the deaths and
suffering of people, especially in Africa and Europe, that he depicts in his photo collections. In
other words, the film fuses the public and the personal, on the one hand, and man and nature, on
the other, thereby creating a constellation of losses which are interconnected. Such an
interconnection is made possible through montage. The film laments the particulars yet
ultimately grieves on a global scale. But what is this interconnection, this universality, and what
is its import? Wenders attempts to portray loss on human, animal and plant levels while, at the
same time, it depicts disparate geographies. In this sense, the film is about the planet earth, and
the ways in which degrading the environment is closely connected with a disregard for human
life. This global scale is spatial as the film represents a multiplicity of lands and temporal as, we
learn towards the end of the film, the scars inflicted on the face of the planet, by deforestation
and degradation of lands, can only be recuperated after multiple generations’ attempts. Wenders
seems to be trying to draw an affinity between man and his environment, a kinship, a continuity
which has been forgotten.

I also propose the film makes an attempt to move towards consolation, which, as I will
show, is of two types. One remedy is production of a new photographic collection called
Genesis, a change from Salgado’s typical collections which are social, political, in which he
portrays people living in extremis. Another solace is restoration of Amazonian forests, home to

Salgado's childhood dreams. The photographer, having witnessed the atrocities committed in
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different parts of the world and having seen huge swathes of green lands destroyed, decides to
resuscitate them. Inspired by his wife, he spends a decade in this cause. I propose that just as the
objects of loss are inextricably bound together, these two consolatory sources are interconnected.
Both the process of reforestation of barren lands and the new photographic collection, Genesis,
seek to state the continuity between man and nature and both of them have the power to console.
It is this reconciliation between man and the environment which can offer solace. Moreover, 1
suggest that this consolation, this acknowledgment of the kinship between man and the earth, is
only attempted and, although only a necessary first step, as the film affirms in the final moments,
takes generations to complete and is, hence, elliptical. | have used this word, to refer to a sense
of ellipsis but the term, at the same time, alludes to something that is missing, and here in this
film, it is the continuity of the consolatory source. The film clearly suggests, at the end, that true
and sustainable life can return to the restored forests only after generations. This multi-
generational effort heightens the sense of ellipsis, making the source of solace in the film
elliptical.

Cinematically, the film’s movement and interconnectedness of elements of loss, on the
one hand, and overlapping and merging of sources of consolation into one, on the other, rely
substantially on and are achieved through different elements of montage. Montage -- the art of
editing and piecing together different elements to achieve a whole -- gives structure to the
elegiac in the film and The Salt of the Earth functions through it. The art of montage makes the
movement of elegy possible. Similarly, the elegiac is a movement from lament and mourning to
consolation. The film is based on an amalgamation of photo collections and moving pictures. |
demonstrate that movement in the film is constituted of, first, the parallel between black/white

and colour images, which alternate at different intervals. While the former represents bleak
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realities, violence, wars, and the deaths, the latter generally signifies more hopeful segments of
the film. Secondly, the film moves forwards by playing on the contrast between still and moving
images. These two are, in fact, ineluctably bound together and constitute the structural and
thematic foundation of the film. Whereas the stills display Salgado’s photos, the moving parts
are shots by Wenders. The moving and the still, as part of montage, overlap with the elegiac.
Lament indicates a desire to keep the dead, while the moving intimates passage from mourning.
In addition, the film’s forward movement relies on the contrast between light and dark and/or
shadows. Moreover, dark interstices, which happen in the film in the form of fading as well as
black stills contribute to the movement in the film. Finally, the absent and the present, the lost
ones, and the ways in which they are given a voice through the rhetorical figure of prosopopoeia,
constitute another important element in the film. I demonstrate all these constitutive elements of
montage make movement of elegy, from mourning to consolation, possible and it is the structural
motion in the film that facilitates the thematic movement of elegy. In other words, if montage
allows the matrix of images (still and moving, colour and black/white, light and dark) to move
towards the end, thereby constituting a whole, the elegiac permits a movement from mourning to
discovering a remedy, thereby attempting to bring mourning to a closure. The two thematic, and
structural motions not only coincide but enhance each other. I have used the word convergence
to allude to such an imbrication, as converge can indicate a merging together.

In this dissertation, as I attempt to show how the filmic elegy can be informed by poetry,
I demonstrate how The Salt of the Earth resembles Schiller’s classic elegy “Der Spaziergang”
(“The Walk”), especially in form, while it draws on Rilke’s Duino Elegies and the eighth elegy
in content, particularly towards the end of the film in the consolatory part. My reading of “The

Walk” and Duino Elegies is informed by Theodore Ziolkowski and his The Classical German
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Elegy 1795-1950. 1 also exploit Heidegger’s thoughts on Duino Elegies as delineated in Poetry,
Language, Thought. My allusion to Rilke as explored by Heidegger is mainly based on the views
of the poet and the philosopher about the interconnection, or lack thereof, between man and
nature signified in the concept of “open” introduced in the eighth elegy.'?

In the following pages, I will first lay out a methodological map. My perusal of the film
focuses on objects of loss and will then address the technical methods that Wenders deploys to
converge actions and effect a whole, not only as an aesthetic value but as part of the elegiac in
this film. In fact, this whole is especially important as in most elegiac films, there seems to be a
fragmentation resulting from a subject’s inability to mourn and express his/her grief and I have
argued against such a fragmentation. In other words, in this film a wholeness is achieved which
allows for the final consolation. I would now discuss the ways in which the film grieves, and
start by focusing on the key methodological terms. As I indicated, my discussions are based on

the movement of, first, montage and second, the elegiac. I will start with montage.

Montage: Change, the Whole, the Open

To open this section maybe it would serve me well to begin at the end, in the concept of the
whole. It’s also useful to elucidate how montage works, and what the formal and dynamic
features of montage do for or to elegy and its movement. The Salt of the Earth portrays an
interconnection between different objects of loss, on the one hand, and the sources of
consolation, on the other. The film grieves the loss of man, animals, plants and the discontinuity
among these species, fusing these different elements together. A similar interconnectedness can

be observed in the different kinds of consolation the film seems to be offering. The sources of

12 Similarly, Wenders’s Wings of Desire (1987) has allusions to Rilke’s Duino Elegies.
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solace include the new photo project entitled Genesis, which interestingly, invokes change and
also recuperation of dead lands. In other words, in both loss and consolation, the film is unifying
elements to create a whole. On the other hand, the movement of The Salt of the Earth from loss
to consolation evinces a change, which results from the interaction between the multitudes of
elements at play with each other in the film. That is to say, the change happens in the whole. This
whole, this complete system, however, is not a closed system and is rather open at its end. In
other words, this change from loss to consolation, this movement from mourning to avowal of
loss, the passage from lament to consolation, is open-ended and elliptical.

In order to speak about the passage from loss, the interconnectedness the film is
picturing, and the open-ended nature of consolation, I draw on Deleuze’s concepts of “change,”
“the whole,” “the open,” investigated in Cinema I.'> Deleuze writes, “if one had to define the
whole, it would be defined by Relation” (10), saying that “whole is not closed, it is open.”
Deleuze also brings “change” into the equation and states, “movement ... is change in duration
or in the whole” (10), and repeats again “movement expresses a change in ... the whole.”
Deleuze believes that because the whole is open, “its nature is to change” (9).!* But why
Deleuze? Apart from the fact that Deleuze’s thoughts on cinema are largely based on the
overarching and binding technique of montage, the three pivotal Deleuzian terms in montage,
namely, “the open,” “the whole,” and “change,” enable me to discuss the elegiac and the
transition to solace. The movement of elegy from loss to an open-ended consolation is made
possible through a transformation that I see as Deleuzian “change.” Investigation of the elliptical
character of consolation in this film can benefit from the concept of “the open,” while the

interconnection between different filmic and elegiac elements can be explored through “the

13 T have put these three words in quotations marks as I have borrowed them from Deleuze.
4 In discussing all these terms, Deleuze is drawing on Bergsonian philosophy on the concept of time.
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whole.” In Deleuze and Cinema: The Film Concepts, Felicity Coleman rightly affirms that
montage “is movement, whether mechanical activity ... or movement within perceptual
processes” (58). Deleuze similarly notes, “The whole is not a closed system, but on the contrary
that by virtue of which the set is never absolutely closed, never completely sheltered, that which
keeps it open...” (10).

The particulars in the film, such as photo collections lead to a whole. In The Salt of the
Earth, each photo, is a closed system which is connected to the next still through editing and
sometimes through black gaps which allow the “change” to take place.!> Moreover, there is an
overarching interaction between movement and stillness and one changes to the other, allowing
the motion of the film. In the course of this process, some things change. However, the
apotheosis of this change is best exemplified in a superimposition of a photo taken at the end of
the lamentation period and a photo belonging to the consolatory period.

In The Salt of the Earth, images engage in a dialogue with each other that lead to a whole
that Wenders is trying to achieve. Collections are from different times but sit next to one another
in a montage or in “Benjaminian constellations of images” (qtd. in Rascaroli 60). As Rascaroli
remarks, dialectical montage'® “highlights resemblances by linking together temporally divergent
moments that are thus allowed to enter communication” (53). In The Salt of the Earth there is a
conversation between the elegiac, which moves from mourning to solace, and the filmic

elements. Divergent elements converge not only temporally but also conceptually. More

1> In the first chapter of Cinema 1, Deleuze writes “movement is a mobile section of duration, that is, of
the Whole, or of a whole. Which implies that movement expresses something more profound, which is
change in duration or in the whole. To say that duration is change is part of its definition: it changes and
does not stop changing.” He then adds “movement always relates to a change.” (8).

16 “Dialectical Montage” is a kind of montage that allows the audience to infer something, like an abstract
concept, which cannot be shown directly. “While a concept cannot be directly represented in an image,
tensions and discord between juxtaposed images could stimulate an audience to grasp a conceptual
connection by inference” (4 Dictionary of Media and Communication).
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specifically, the unity achieved in the elegiac corresponds to the whole made possible through
montage. Deleuze mentions three types of montage; however, only one of them he calls montage
of “convergent actions” (31). It is this type of montage that brings together things to create a
whole that I am drawing on in my analysis.

Elegiacally speaking, different elements of loss, people, animals, plants, constitute a
whole, as they are interconnected and the film is an elegy to “the whole earth.”!” This elegy will
ultimately undergo a transformation, making a transition towards consolation, a movement
which can be seen in poetic elegies but not in filmic ones as they are mostly fractured into
segments which are hard to piece together. However, and importantly, this consolation is “open,”
which I would refer to as ellipsis. Let me explain why this “open” is important in my analysis of
The Salt of the Earth as an elegiac film.

The whole is only made possible through the interaction of elements and their movement.
These elements open up to connect to the next elements. In the words of Deleuze, “the open” is
like a “thread which traverses sets and gives each one the possibility ... of communicating with
another, to infinity.” (Cinema I, 17) “Change,” by contrast, indicates transitions from shot to
another or from one part to the next. The open points to an ellipsis that is part and parcel of The
Salt of the Earth, and “change” indicates the motion in this film from grief to a period of artistic
suspension onto a consolation which is open-ended. “Open” connects, in the film, photo

collections with each other and facilitates the film’s wholeness, while “change” points to

7 Wenders is giving an image of the whole world in this film. He is portraying our world which is
grappling with wars, violence, annihilation of lands. The whole earth evokes A. R. Ammons’s Sphere
discussed in Kevin McGuirk’s “A. R. Ammons and the Whole Earth.” Ammons’s “a world picture,”
referred to as “the whole earth image” by McGuirk, is one which Wenders is attempting to portray.
However different Wenders’s image of whole earth in this film and Ammons’s “the whole earth” might
be, I think they both are, in McGuirk’s words, “symbolization of our destructive power.” In a way
Ammons’s visionary image of the whole earth is, in fact, Wenders’s declining earth. This global scale, the
planet earth, can also be observed in a conversation between John Berger and Salgado titled “A Tragedy
the Size of the Planet.”
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transitions of a moving image to a still, and of colour to black and white, and finally, from dark
to light. These three are the main elements of movement in the film. Deleuze states “Through
movement the whole is divided up into objects, and the objects are re-united in the whole, and
indeed between the two ‘the whole’ changes.” Deleuze states: “montage is the determination of
the whole ... . Eisenstein continually reminds us that montage is the whole of the film, the Idea”
[Italics is mine]. He asks “why should the whole be the object of montage?”” and immediately
responds “Between the beginning and the end of a film, something changes, something has
changed” (29). In further clarification, he writes “montage is the operation which bears on the
movement-image to release the whole from them.” The corollary is that montage acts through
movement. Deleuze states that movement in film “has two facets ... it is the relationship between
parts and it is the state of the whole” (19). A bit later in his discussion of movement in film,
Deleuze refers to “shot” and defines it as “movement-image,” because “it relates movement to a
whole, which changes” (22). Now another question is what causes this change? The answer lies
in the different modes of movement in the film.

I take my cue from Deleuze and exploit any technique of movement, including colour,
light, the binary of still and moving images, that can aid me in making a connection between the
movement of elegy -- passage from mourning -- and montage in the film, both of which are
based on the concepts of change, the whole, and the open.'® Why should such an emphasis on
different types and facets of movement matter? The answer lies in the centrality of the movement

of the elegiac, from mourning to the open-ended and continuous process of consolation.

'8 Deleuze introduces four different types of montage, including American organic montage, the Russian
dialectical montage, “the quantitative-psychic montage of the French school” and finally “the intensive-
spiritual montage of the German school,” adding, however, “the only generality about montage is that it
puts the cinematographic image into a relationship with the whole; that is, with time conceived as the
Open,” as open-ended and having the potential to continue (55).

50



The transition from collection to collection is made possible through gap, an interstice,
which also helps the elegy move forward. The movement of elegy is made possible through this
transition from still to still, and from collection to collection. Transitions eventually take us to
the final collections which is made during the process of consolation and ultimately the film

leaves us with the three dots, an ellipsis, the open.

What the Film Laments

“With each dying person, a piece of everyone else dies”
“I saw unfolding before me the history of mankind”
“What was left for him after Rwanda?”

(from The Salt of the Earth)

“We have transferred our own mortality onto the forests in our destruction of
them. They have become as mortal as we are, and their life or death now
depends mostly on us” (Robert Pogue Harrison, “Deforestation in a Civilized

World”)

The Salt of the Earth laments the loss of the whole earth, on two levels of private and public. The
film is gradual in depicting the losses Salgado mourns, which range from personal to public and
entails both human and non-human. In other words, in its portrayal of loss, The Salt of the Earth
is aptly inclusive. It is an elegy for the people lost and/or killed, while at the same time, it is a

lament for the natural environment and the gradually disappearing flora and fauna. The film is an
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elegy for the planet which is despoiled on a widespread, global scale.!” But the film is also about
the ways in which the fate of those living on the earth is bound together. The film’s inclusivity is
not limited to only its losses. It is global in the sense that it addresses the known and the
unknown (Salgado portrays people that he knows and those he doesn’t), the public and the
private, the animal, the plant and the human, in many corners of the world. Such a universality,
similarly, results from the temporal and spatial scales within which the film functions.

Salgado’s losses, forming the backbone of this elegy include his family farm and his
family members while he, at the same time, laments the loss of other natural environments as he
strives to resuscitate, towards the end, the forests. The coupling of the personal and the
collective, and binding man and nature together, sustained throughout the documentary is no
surprise as, in the beginning, Salgado’s preoccupation with the “history of mankind” attests to
this tendency. The public and private binary, in one layer, and the man and nature couple, in
another layer, move forward in parallel with each other to the end of the film, forming a thematic
interconnectedness.

We witness the first instance of loss, of both the earth and man, when the film displays an
array of pictures of “Babel,” a wide shot of a gold mine, “a huge hole,” we are told, where,
“500,000 people worked.” We observe these shots immediately after the idyllic scenes in what
seems to be an attempt to point to what man has done to the earth. There are always two sides to
nature in The Salt of the Earth, that is, the barren is juxtaposed to the lush and the green. Except
for medium photo shots, the shots in the mine, all taken in black and white, are mostly long and

wide, acting as a general prelude which will lead into more specific names, geographies, and

% 1n a chapter in Understanding a Photograph titled “A Tragedy the Size of the Planet,” John Berger sits
with Salgado for a brief conversation about the Brazilian photographer’s work. Salgado speaks about
some of his travels including Rwanda. The title of this conversation indicates the magnitude of Salgado’s
work which is global.

52



characters. Here, for instance, we are given the image, in the foreground, of a man in a freeze-
frame leaning on what appears to be a dead tall tree trunk while in the background hundreds of
labourers are busy searching for gold at the mine. This is the first instance of exhausting and,
hence, destroying the earth and its resources, observed for the rest of an hour and fifty minutes.
We hear the voice-over reflecting “all this earth had to be removed.” Apart from disappearance
of nature, one further cause of grief is that it is, in fact, man who is doing horrendous things to
fellow men and to nature. This is an image over which Salgado comments, stating, “I saw before
me, in a split second, the history of mankind.” Right from the outset, Salgado speaks of the
plights and pains of people and also about exhaustion of the earth and, in this sense, he is
massively inclusive. The stills portray a few nameless characters. Salgado’s reference to “the
history of mankind” foreshadows the universal scale of the film. But how? First, this long-
duration shot foreshadows how man exhausts the earth’s resources, destroying the forests, and

secondly, it presages how people live in hard man-made conditions, in extremis (Fig. 1-2).

Figure 1. The Salt of the Earth" Image 1 Figure 2. The Salt of the Earth: Image 2

Such an inclusivity can equally be illustrated in a collection of photos, the first of
Salgado’s, of Brazil, in which we see loss of private lands. We witness the same fate to

Salgado’s family land the same way that the earth suffered at the hands of man in the “Babel.”
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Later, when the Salgados return to Brazil thanks to ten and a half years of political upheavals in
their country, he is shocked by massive changes that had swept across Brazil, including
Salgado's hometown. In Brazil 1981-1983, a collection entirely in black and white, Salgado
exhibits the first instance of human death in the film: infant mortality. Salgado reveals to us that
“infant mortality was very high,” showing pictures of children who “died before they were
baptized.” This is immediately followed by another sad reality: the drying up of vast swathes of
land, causing huge amount of internal displacement. This tragedy also affected Salgado’s family
farm which fell victim to drought, leaving no trace of “the paradise he remembered as a child.”
The losses of man and nature move forward in parallel with each other, that is, from the outset to
the end, the film focuses, at certain intervals, on both man and environment and this is the way
these things are presented in this film.

Salgado’s earliest memories are those of forests, and the loss of those lands leaves a
devastating and enduring effect on him. He mourns the lost lands of his childhood. Later again
after the devastating work in Rwanda, Salgado returns once more to Brazil only to witness yet
another sad reality; he faces “a barren land,” where all living things are gone; “the birds, the
alligators, the majestic forests were gone, all childhood memories.”

We witness examples of the parallel between man and nature in an early collection which
portrays the African continent. Nigeria 1973, a collection in black and white, captured at a time
when Nigeria was grappling with a massive drought, is a more sombre collection compared with
the previous Brazil. Similarly, in Sahel; The End of the Road 1984-1986, Salgado speaks of a
widespread famine caused by man’s reluctance to share resources. The photographer again puts
this human tragedy next to natural disasters, saying “a large part of humanity was suffering from

great distress ... and not just a natural disaster.” In Mali, upon seeing the afflicting drought and
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the ensuing suffering destroying every living thing, Salgado can't help but compare the dying
man with a dying tree, saying “the skin becomes like a tree bark... like a tree marked by desert
wind” (Fig. 4).

The loss of animals is an important public loss in the film. Animals figure prominently
throughout, when they are used by man to exhaust the earth and when they die because of man’s
actions. For example, when the three men, the co-directors and the photographer, have a journey
to the Arctic Ocean, to “photograph the last big congregations of walruses,” portraying a species
which seems to be disappearing, we see the first instance of death in the film: a dead walrus on
the shore here, heightening the sense of extinction. The Salt of the Earth portrays this death even
before the countless human losses it depicts. Even in Brazil when Salgado’s loss of family lands,
and public rainforests is predominant, we hear him lamenting, “there were a lot of cattle here but
they are all gone now,” adding “this land was so plentiful, there were lots of birds, canaries, and
ticoticoes, blackbirds.” In Africa, similarly, animals are shown to suffer and perish along with
their human companions. In one profoundly revealing picture, a small child is shown to be facing
the same fate as his dog. We hear Salgado speaking with a wire of grief in his voice about the

child who, having a guitar in his hand, is milling the desert “with his dog” (Fig. 3).

Mali 1985

Figure 4. The Salt of the Earth: Image 4
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Similarly, in a collection called Workers where the film pays “homage to men and
women who built the world around us,” we witness the suffering animals undergo. The one
group of photos Wenders focuses on here is Kuwait where we observe the destruction of birds,
animals, trees and green farms. Workers, shot during the first Persian Gulf War, shows a land
“ruined by war,” as we hear Salgado narrate. Salgado comments that there were lots of “horses,
thoroughbreds that had gone completely, desperately insane,” adding “animals are the first to
flee a catastrophe when they are free to leave, but here they weren’t. There were birds there

too... . Birds couldn’t fly anymore as their feathers were stuck together” (Fig. 5).

Figure 5. The Salt of the Earth: Image 5

Nowhere in the documentary does sorrow over loss of men figure more prominently than
in the collection, Exodus 1993-1999, where we are left agape with incredulity at brutal atrocities,
wars and violence in Africa, especially Rwanda and, similarly, at the heart of Europe in former
Yugoslavia. It is in this collection, in the main, that Salgado mourns the death of common
people, almost all of them anonymous, bemoaning the loss of those who died and memorializing
the pain and suffering of those who survived wars. This collection was devastating to Salgado
who, deeply sad, laments “the number of dead bodies I saw on that road...” adding “it was 150

kilometers of dead bodies,” grieving not only the dead but also the mere fact that such an

56



unspeakable tragedy was perpetrated by man to man: “those not killed by grenade were killed
with machete.” In Yugoslavia, similarly, Salgado gives an account of human-inflicted death and
suffering, creating an indescribable human catastrophe in Europe. Salgado mourns through his
pictures countless men and women who died in a continent where “people had a standard of
living, a European standard of living, a European intellectual level, a European infrastructure.”
By juxtaposing Rwanda and Yugoslavia, Salgado emphasises how man can inflict death and
destruction on man regardless of where he is, expressing extreme sorrow over inhuman deeds of
man. Salgado laments, “I was ill, my body was very sick, I didn’t have any infectious disease,
but my soul was sick,” admitting, “I no longer believed in anything, in any salvation for the
human species. You couldn’t survive such a thing. We didn’t deserve to live. No one deserves to
live. How many times I [laid] my cameras down to cry over what I’d seen?”” Such an unutterable
tragedy, especially in Rwanda, takes place in the last collection in which Salgado grieves loss of
human beings. Wenders in his sad voice-over says, “Salgado had seen into the heart of darkness”
(Fig. 10). This human loss at such a huge magnitude, a public loss, immediately segues into a
private one of the paradise Salgado once had as a child. This is the zenith of elegy, the most
intense moment in The Salt of the Earth when the narrator laments not only both the private and
the public but at the same time grieves the loss of human life and nature. “Sick in soul” of the
immensity of human loss, Salgado goes to Brazil where the family farm “was nothing but a
wasteland. The birds, the alligators, and the majestic forests were gone,” and, Wenders reflects,
“there was nothing left from Sebastido’s childhood memories.”

Salgado, bearing witness to the disappearance of animals, plants, and mourning the death
of people in different parts of the world, now encounters a further personal sorrow. However,

there are two other lost objects here which need to be addressed. First, is the near loss of a belief
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about the value of the art of photography as he begins to think about the futility of photography,
indicated in Wenders’s comments that Salgado “deeply questioned his work as a social
photographer.” Secondly, the loss of childhood memories. These two abstract or conceptual
objects of loss, at the worst of times when Salgado is experiencing woes resulting from personal
and private losses of both human beings and nature, mark the end of the griefs Wenders portrays.
Observing the collections and reflecting on the multitude of deaths and suffering they illustrate,
one realizes that the scale of the film is indeed global, not only in terms of the objects of
lamentation and remembrance which include people, lands, animals, but also with respect to the
geographies covered.

However, by speaking about all these disparate acts of mourning, the film uncovers
another important conceptual loss, the most important of which is arguably the discontinuity
between man and nature. All the losses in The Salt of the Earth, private and public, as well as
man and nature converge to lead to this gathering point. By the most important, I mean the most
consequential, to man and to the planet as it is such a discontinuity that is the cause of disregard
for nature. In The Salt of the Earth, his discontinuity is manifested in the ways Salgado’s
childhood forests are lost in parallel with the destruction of human lives, that is, the fate of the
two are bound. As I will demonstrate soon, both Salgado and Wenders believe that saving the
forests is tantamount to saving the humanity. Such a separation between man and environment is
also evinced throughout the film in the way man despoils nature, including the plants and
animals demonstrated in pictures such as those of Kuwait, Mali, Brazil and gold mines of Latin
America discussed in the preceding paragraphs.

This discontinuity is, moreover, represented in the way Salgado moves away from an

idyllic childhood, distancing from forests and then returning to and re-uniting with them at the
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end. Such a rift is also displayed in how shots and sequences of natural scenes, green spaces and
forests have been separated from those in which we see man. Robert Pogue Harrison complains
about the current discontinuity between the two in Forests: The Shadow of Civilization. Harrison

laments that “the forest remains a margin of exteriority with respect to civilization,” writing

we have found that the word itself, foresta, means literally outside. The entire history ...
could be seen as the story of human outsideness. Because we exist first and foremost
outside of ourselves, forests becoming something like an ancient and enduring correlate

of our transcendence. (201)

The disconnect is clear here in these words, which seem to be drawing a line between the forest
as the transcendent and us humans who live outside that transcendence, not only physically but
as beings belonging to different realms. The transcendence is, of course, ours but we
paradoxically live outside ourselves in that transcendence. However, we tend to take our
secondary selves as really us, and forget where we live ‘first and foremost’ — in that
transcendence which is figured by forests.

In each single collection Salgado continues to grieve the objects of loss, including man
and the environment, until his final decision to undertake restoring vast swathes of Amazonian
forests, which can be seen as an effort to overcome lamentation, to make a passage from
mourning to move towards new possibilities after his state of melancholia in which he thinks
about foregoing photography. The film as just discussed also grieved such conceptual losses as
that of memories, the discontinuity between man and nature as well as losing faith in the power

of art.
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How the Film Laments

“Photography is inherently elegiac” (Josh Ellenbogen, “On Photographic
Elegy”)
“The truth inhabits the middle space” (Goethe, qtd. in How the Essay Film

Thinks)

The film operates through montage. In fact, the presence of photos is so prominent that one is
tempted to use the word photomontage as these images appear one after another to speak of a
particular loss. I analyse the film in terms of disparate elements it exploits and conjoins from
small to large, and from still to moving. These elements in their movements converge in order to
create the whole. The film itself, The Salt of the Earth, is an elegy and, hence, montage, this
cinematic whole and elegy converge. It is this interaction between these multiple elements that
allows the movement of elegy from memorializing and mourning to the passage from grief to
open-ended consolation.

Let me begin by perusing the small element first. A photo is an elegiac element because it
makes the absent come to presence. Photos bring the dead back to memory and give a voice to
the dead. The focus on the art of photography and a photographer’s oeuvre as the subject of The
Salt of the Earth is no accident. “Photography is inherently elegiac,” asserts Josh Ellenbogen,
who broaches the notion that there is a “kinship between the medium and elegy” in “On
Photographic Elegy.” Such an affinity between photography and elegy has also caught the
attention of Robert Pogue Harrison who touches on the Latin word imago which means “the
ancestor’s death mask.” The imago “was an image ... the dead person lived on once the

disembodiment process was realized” (Dominion of the Dead 148). Another Latin word defined
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by Harrison includes persona, meaning “the actor’s mask,” which “family members sometimes
don during burial ceremonies.” Harrison extrapolates from this definition to the art of
photography and concludes that “to this day the photograph retains the essential links to its
ancestral origins in the death mask, if only it allows a person’s likeness to survive his or her
demise, to say nothing of the photograph similar ceremonial role as ancestral portrait in the
family album... .” Harrison immediately draws attention to the technical aspect of imago and its
relation to death, maintaining “whether cast in wax, painted in oil, or exposed on celluloid film,
the image is essentially mortuary” [my italics] (148). In other words, the image, or a photograph,
is an elegy to what it represents. Such a perspective is especially supported in the film as we see
lots of images of the dead in coffins, themselves mortuaries, which can be seen in many
collections but most prominently in Otras Americas. This relation between the signifier, the
image, and the signified, the deceased, echoes a line from an elegy titled “Meditation at
Lagunitas,” written by contemporary American poet, Robert Hass, who writes “a word is an
elegy to what it signifies.” That photos of the loved ones are always present with the grieving
person is no surprise. The image of the dead is always with the mourner and, therefore,
photography is the modern imago. Wenders takes the arts of photography as captured by Salgado
back to its roots.

The use of photography as a means of lament is further heightened by a special technique
used by Wenders. This technique needs a small introduction. In their study of Wenders’s oeuvre,
Kolker and Beicken quote the filmmaker as saying, “I was also aware of myself as the observer
... I was not reflecting upon movies. I was reflecting them, period” (92). The use of the word
“reflect” needs to be addressed, as it is directly related to the film’s voice-over, and how the

voice grieves through photography. The Salt of the Earth portrays a photographer who appears,
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through Wenders’s editing technique, on the photos he has taken, is superimposed on those
photos, and meditates on them in a way that both the image and the photographer’s face are
evident. Salgado is not only reflecting on photographs by commenting on select number of stills
or freeze-frames but is, at the same time, “reflecting” the photographs in his work. One can say
the photos are “reflections” of reality, a homonym signifying two concepts: reflecting upon
things, and reflecting things. In other words, the images reflect realities and then the image-
maker contemplates his images. Wenders mentions “reflecting movies” as a filmmaker and here
we have Salgado who, as a photographer is reflecting photographs. What I'm suggesting is that
the boundary between the artists and their work, the demarcating borderline, disappears, and the
artist and the art become one. This is a method used by Wenders to allow the objects of loss to
speak through the voice of the mourning subject.

In a similar reflection on his paintings, Paul Cezanne seems to be affirming such an
interconnection. In the last few pages of her study of “gaze” in a concluding, suggestive chapter
called “letting the landscape speak itself in us,” Kaja Silverman analyses Cezanne’s thought.
Silverman, who is in fact contemplating the French philosopher Merleau-Ponty’s “Cezanne’s
Doubt,” quotes the painter as saying “the landscape thinks itself in me and I am its
consciousness” (World Spectators 143). Let me go to the source itself. Merleau-Ponty quotes
Cezanne as musing, “I am... the medium through which the things of the world paint
themselves.” Cezanne’s reflection reveals a similar conviction that 