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(Still images from Peter Gidal, Hall (1968/9). The following paper was preceded by an excerpt of this film) 

I   

In a conversation with Walter Benjamin in 1938, the dramatist Bertolt Brecht interrogates the 

earnestness of his theatrical intentions. ‗I would have to admit that no,‘ he says, ‗I‘m not completely in 

earnest. I think too much about artistic problems, you know, about what is good for the theatre, to be 

completely in earnest.‘ Brecht‘s aphorism highlights, that for all their socio-political good intentions, it is 

the problems of the artist‘s practice that occupy the primary theoretical space. This conflict runs rampant in 

the film theory of Peter Gidal, the chief theorist of the London Filmmaker‘s Co-operative (abbreviated 

herein as the LFMC), as it manifests in his 1988 text, titled Materialist Film, and further plays out in his film 

practice, a practice that is perceived as at once laborious, difficult, repetitive, perhaps even boring and 

seemingly in contempt of its audience.  

Gidal positions himself, and the work of the LFMC, at odds with both the mainstream commercial 

cinema and the North American and French filmic avant-gardes. For Gidal, they too often become, 

...the good conscience category of the producible pleasures of narrative illusionism, which 

creates the coherent ego and its pleasures... 

That is to say, that both cinematic modes are complicit in reproducing pleasure as an offshoot of narrative 

illusionism and conservative representation. For example, Stan Brakahage—the self-styled Romantic 

American filmmaker—is only mentioned twice in Gidal‘s 180 page polemic, and very briefly at that, yet 

the ideologically swollen images of Jane Brakahge giving birth in her husband‘s 1962 work, Window Water 

Baby Moving, would no doubt see Brakhage violently reprimanded on charges of patriarchy and 

phallocentrism. Brakhage‘s fellow American, Michael Snow, also comes in for heavy critique. His famous 

1967 work, Wavelength, stands accused of wanton illusionism with its inclination towards ellipses and 

compressive editing. ‗Where there is an edit, a cut,‘ Gidal demands, ‗it must not be hidden‘, for the 

invisibility of an edit, or splice, effaces the process of its production.  

Perhaps, then, the empty screen might solve the problem of narrative illusionism, or the over-

loaded signifier, or the disavowal of process. This, however, is likewise refused by Gidal. ‗―Empty screen‖,‘ 

he writes, ‗is no less significatory than ―carefree smile‖ or ―murderous glance.‖‘ Only in this crucible of total 

negation and visible process can a materialist practice eventuate.  
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For Gidal, the myriad potential meanings taken from a film by an active, alert viewer, are cut off by 

the ‗―natural‖ reproduction of capitalist and patriarchal forms‘, because all viewers are subject only to the 

‗imposition of ideolodgies‘ and the ‗pregiven‘. A materialist cinema, on the other hand,  

...makes the viewer a not-knower... forced to take up an ideological position, as 

ideological, political positions as politics, [and] aesthetic-ideological politics as that.  

I would take care in noting the rhetoric of ‗forcing‘ and ‗making‘ in a text that calls out the ‗repressive‘ 

illusory mainstream or commercial cinemas. The bemused viewer is thus faced with a choice of being either 

lulled into a suppressive passivity or jarred into critical activity. In his essay, ‗Repetition Time: Notes 

around Structural/Materialist Film‘, Stephen Heath identifies the rhetorical forcing and making of Gidal‘s 

theory, as the ‗fundamental function‘ of materialist film, its point being the actuality of the viewing moment 

and the disidentification of or with the material qualities of the filmstrip; or, as Heath puts it briefly, ‗the 

experience of film, and the experience of film.‘ That the viewer may be bored to distraction, or reduced to 

casting hand puppets on the screen is for Heath a necessary materialist trope with which to break the 

‗imaginary subject-ego‘.  

 Moving forward into a historical consideration of pleasure, I would like us to bear in mind the 

following three categories staked out by Heath in the same essay. They are: preconstruction, construction, 

and passage, and each is an instance of the spectatorial subject in the experience of film. To put these 

instances simply, preconstruction is the political, social, and cultural presumptions of the viewer, 

whomever they may be; construction is ‗the totalizing of a more or less coherent subject position in the film 

as its end‘; and passage is ‗the spectator taken up as subject in [the film‘s] process.‘ Heath argues that 

construction and preconstruction are eradicated, or, as he puts it, ‗evicted‘ in materialist cinema, and 

therefore leave it ‗posed entirely in terms of passage.‘ On the contrary, I think that by thinking of these 

ideas in terms of pleasure, it is possible to figure Gidal‘s theory, and, by extension, materialist practice as 

being as implicated in its support of and reliance on all three of these instances as any other cinematic mode. 

II 

In the ‗Analytic of the Beautiful‘, the first book of the first part of the Critique of Pure Judgement, 

Immanuel Kant claims that the feeling of aesthetic pleasure or displeasure is not based on any inherent 

quality of the object itself, but is in fact a result of the viewing subject‘s interaction with that object and the 

subject‘s subsequent emotion.  
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There are, for Kant, three categories of aesthetic object – they are: the good, the agreeable, and the 

beautiful. Pleasure in the good is an intellectual pleasure: a feeling mediated by the viewer‘s cultural 

presumptions; it is an approved of and respected pleasure. The next category, pleasure in the agreeable, is 

that which gratifies the viewer and thus elicits desire for similar objects, and because the agreeable is sought 

after, that is, desired, it cannot be beautiful. The beautiful, for Kant, is that which ‗simply pleases.‘ He 

continues: 

Of all these three kinds of delight, that of taste in the beautiful may be said to be the one 

and only disinterested and free delight; for, with it, no interest, whether of sense or reason, 

exports approval. 

The adjective ‗free‘—italicised in the Meredith translation—arrives loaded with a counter-signification at 

odds with Gidal‘s materialist film theory. That such delight is ‗free‘ suggests not only that it is free from its 

historicity, and free of the cultural or political interests of the subject, but also, I would suggest, that it does 

not cost anything to those with the free time to look disinterestedly at works of art, and therefore claim for 

any one work of art what Kant calls ‗universal validity‘, or rather, validity in the eyes of those who, free of 

all interest, can call a so-called ‗pure‘ judgement of taste. The address to a nineteenth century philosophical 

audience claiming that emancipation from historical, cultural, and political interests should be highly 

desired in matters of art is on one hand the meat and gravy of the aesthetics of that period and, on the other, 

a narrow bourgeois defence of the artistic status quo. Gidal‘s viewer, then, is at once ‗free‘ enough to be an 

erudite subject capable of understanding that the negation of illusion and representation is essential to a 

‗radically materialist theory and practice‘, yet interested enough to ‗respect‘ the object as good. The viewer 

may even find some materialist images agreeable.  

Variants of Kant‘s state of disinterestedness can be found in the philosophy of Edmund Burke, for 

who ‗the human mind is often... in a state of neither pain nor pleasure‘, and in the psychological writings of 

Gustav Fechner—a contemporary of Sigmund Freud—for who pleasure and its opposite are the boundaries 

between which ‗there is a certain margin of aesthetic indifference.‘ There is, moreover, a genealogy of 

exclusion in these works that finds a sympathetic corollary in Gidal‘s theory. For example, both Kant‘s and 

Gidal‘s—and indeed Burke‘s—ways of looking require a certain type of viewer, far from the universal 

assent or social utility being claimed. Whereas Kant‘s ‗pure‘ aesthetic judgement, emancipated from 

interest ‗affords no... knowledge of the Object‘, Gidal‘s materialist theory similarly ‗affords absolutely no 

knowledge‘ to the viewer, as it forces them into the position of ‗not-knower‘. Pleasure in both approaches, 

then, is predicated on the accumulated knowledge of the viewing subject, that is to say, on their erudition. 
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There is also, I think, another similarity to be drawn from seemingly opposite positions in Kant‘s aesthetics 

and Gidal‘s film theory. Where Kant‘s ‗pure‘ taste appears to bask in the hedonism of aesthetic pleasure, 

Gidal‘s film theory remains regulated by an investment in material reality. In his perennially cited essay, 

however, Freud illustrates the actual proximity of the pleasure and reality principles. The reality principle, 

he writes,  

Without abandoning the aim of ultimately achieving pleasure, none the less demands and 

procures the postponement of gratification, and the temporary toleration of unpleasure on 

the long and circuitous road to pleasure.  

Freud here provides another insight into the potential pleasures of the immediately unpleasurable. Gidal‘s 

theoretical viewer, forced into the position of ‗not-knower‘ and refused identification with both the thing 

represented or the cinematic apparatus itself and harried into a state of permanent re-adjustment, is in no 

uncertain terms subject to a cinema of the reality principle. Pleasure, then, for both Freud and Gidal, must 

be temporarily sacrificed in order to reach the pleasure of sacrifice. 

 I would like to further deepen this relationship by turning to Theodor Adorno, for who nothing of 

what I have said so far is really quite good enough. In his late work Aesthetic Theory, Adorno dismisses 

Kantian aesthetics as ‗impoverished‘ and Freudian psychoanalysis as ignorant of medium specificity. Gidal‘s 

refusal to efface the processes of filmmaking on every formal level would appear to sympathise with 

Adorno‘s concern over process becoming a fetish in art. For Gidal, 

An ideology of process was evidenced as a fetishization of process finding its way into the 

profilmic... [yet] one can oppose at an initial stage, this fetishization of 

work/process/technique to the concept of necessary labour, processing something into 

something other.  

In other words, the identification of process as fetish might simply be a misreading of necessary labour: the 

unavoidable overspill of process, rather than its fetishistic figuration. On the contrary, I would suggest that 

light and grain become that desired representation of process, rather than the ‗record‘ of ‗necessary labour‘, 

because due to its status as art, materialist cinema can only offer a mediated representation of the process of 

its own production. Where it does not efface work, process and technique, the ‗necessary labour‘ of 

process is effaced, because it is impossible to project, at the same time, both the material process of film, and 

the finished film itself: they are what Constance Penley calls ‗fictions of materiality, never materiality itself.‘ 

 Thus, in deriding the illusory, manipulative ‗dominant cinema‘, Gidal ignores its complexity. His 

theoretical solution is to dismiss other types of cinema as equally illusory and to dismiss their inherent 
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complexity as false. Rather than propose a radical materialist cinema that will function antagonise from 

inside a constellation of cinematic modes, Gidal aims to revolutionise cinema, without revolutionising both its 

modes of reception or the cinema‘s positionin the cultural institutions receptive to works of modern film 

art. 

III 

Repress it, and it will return. Gidal represses signification, and it returns in light, grain and 

movement; he represses the pre-givenness of meaning and it returns as the givenness of ‗not-knowing‘; he 

represses pleasure by ‗evicting‘ narrative, representation and sexual difference and it returns in the delight 

of erudition. And it is the erudite viewer who stands to gain the most from Gidal‘s work, as circumscribed 

by his theoretical writing. In ‗The Metaphysical Poets‘, T.S. Eliot writes,  

We can only say that it appears likely that poets in our civilization as it exists at present, 

must be difficult. Our civilization comprehends great variety and complexity, and this 

variety and complexity, playing upon a refined sensibility, must produce various and 

complex results. The poet must become more comprehensive, more allusive, more 

indirect, in order to force, to dislocate, if necessary, language into his meaning. 

For modern poet, also read modern filmmaker, or modern artist. You might note Eliot‘s own use of the 

word ‗forcing‘, as it precedes another active verb: ‗dislocate‘.  

 Gidal appears to subscribe to one of Eliot‘s demands: ‗[m]aking difficult,‘ he writes in Materialist 

Film, ‗is one aesthetic process.‘ In the proposed cinematic revolution, he theorises a filmic practice that will 

operate in the parameters of ‗[s]ignification as problematic function; [and] the apparatus as a whole as 

difficult, ungiven, laborious.‘ A difficult, repetitive, boring, intellectual cinematic practice of the delayed 

pleasure of the reality principle, combined with a theory of force, eradication and intimidation fits flush into 

the modernist paradigm set out by Eliot. Furthermore, the demands of Eliotic modernism also resist 

another of Gidal‘s refusals, that of the aesthetic. The abstention demanded on behalf of a materialist practice 

calls for an urgent distance between materialist film and the so-called dominant cinema. However, such 

autonomy, as Nick Hamyln points out, ‗permits them to be viewed as modernist art-works,‘ and the 

pleasure of erudition that plays out in readings of modernists from Pound to Pollock, Stein to Stella, is 

much the same as that reported by the hagiographers of materialist cinema. For Hamlyn, ‗the process of 

grasping the structural procedure employed [in materialist film]... is as enriching as discerning the structural 
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operations in a piece of music.‘ Following Hamlyn, Constance Penley posits the following spectatorial 

approach to materialist film works: 

We come to them in a more active manner, knowing why they will be difficult, 

challenging, and that we are coming to learn something, to be productive, not passive 

spectators. 

My closing remarks will consider this passage closely. For Penley, our number is small: ‗We‘ are 

the trained, alert, erudite viewers of advanced cinema. ‗We‘ are not the stupefied mass force-fed the 

dominant cinema that is so much anathema to the social good of radical art. ‗We‘ know why these films will 

be difficult, challenging, and didactic, because ‗we‘ know what is at stake in Gidal‘s theoretical writings, 

because ‗we‘ are erudite. However, is it possible to be an ‗active‘ recipient of a didactic work of art? In 

being these ‗active‘, ‗productive‘ viewers of materialist film works, are we not just playing out the ‗given‘ 

‗active‘, ‗productive‘ role prescribed to us by Gidal and Penley? Consider, for example, Stephen Heath‘s 

rubric of ‗eviction‘ in which materialist film leaves the experience of viewing figured entirely in terms of 

the viewing moment. In answer to these questions, I think it is possible that we do play out the prescribed 

role, and that this mode of spectatorship is as problematic as that which it claims to oppose, due in part to 

its very status as spectatorship.  Moreover, is it merely enough to accept the hand-me-down notion of a 

hegemonic cinema predicated on its ability to breed passivity in the viewer, and an avant-garde that 

determines spectatorial activity? We must remain critical, I think, especially at those moments when 

criticism appears to have been given the day off. For ‗[c]riticism,‘ writes Marx in the his critique of Hegel‘s 

philosophy of right, ‗has plucked the imaginary flowers from the chain, not so that man shall bear the chain 

without fantasy or consolation, but so that he shall cast of the chain and gather all the living flowers.‘ By 

thinking critically about Peter Gidal‘s film theory against itself and other theories of the aesthetic, the 

pleasure of erudition is unearthed as both supported and veiled by a stream of reactionary aesthetics. Like 

the aesthetics of Kant and Burke, Gidal‘s film theory suffers because its myopic claim for social utility is 

predicated on the knowledge of a handful of specialist viewers: Penley‘s ‗we‘, Burke‘s ‗people of advanced 

life‘, Kant‘s philosophical subject, and arguably the post-Enlightenment subjects of bourgeois art, en masse. 

The trap has been sprung. In the vernacular of false universality, erudition has become a dirty word. 

 

 


