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C H A P T E R   1

WE HAD FACES THEN

As soon as the cinema paused to think— and to write— about itself in 
the late 1910s and through the 1920s, it noted everywhere and with some self- admiration 
the human figure, particularly the face, as if unraveled for the first time by the techno-
logical magic of the apparatus. What did it mean to see the face in this way, and under so 
many different aspects: incredibly natural yet a vast, luminous mask; intimately familiar 
yet from so close-up, also an alien terrain? The moving, projected image could embrace all 
these. Moreover, it could lend an expressive, anthropomorphic charge to any object small 
or big, part or whole, animate or inanimate and, in fact, could supersede these oppositions 
altogether. This chapter thinks through these ideas of the 1920s that responded, on the one 
hand, to the classical maturation of film language in narrative cinema and, on the other, to 
the advanced artistic experiments of the cinema in that same period— the eve of the talkie. 
Some of these theoretical writings are juxtaposed in the scholarship, but fundamental ques-
tions of expressivity, articulated more or less explicitly in relation to a facial dispositif, persist 
across otherwise discordant positions. In their light, the chapter begins to formulate ques-
tions of image and language, the expressive visual plenitude and the limits of legibility in the 
cinematic face, its inextricable braiding of exteriority and interiority, its corporeal appeal, its 
nudity and its opacity. I bring these ideas to bear on Dreyer’s Passion of Joan of Arc (1928), 
which is, at the same time, a celebratory incarnation, certainly a monumental landmark of 
the face on film, yet it also transpires, it seems to me, as a strange, even audacious limit case. 
The film’s heightening of primal, corporeal, and archaic powers of the face, dramatized in 
confrontation with the modern apparatus, will remain pertinent for our consideration of later 
works. The present chapter also opens, in its last parts, some issues begged by the cinematic 
face as it acquires a voice, and in view of other technologies, like color. These, I wish to re-
call, have often taken the human face as a measure, and as paradigm. I finally begin to parse 
here some film- historical considerations bound up with the immediate post- war period and 
its sense of rupture, the implications of which were very much felt in the arena of the facial 
image. These will be deepened, in light of key films, through the rest of the book.
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EXPRESSIVITY IN THE 1920s

The film- theoretical writings of Béla Balázs are bound up with a rediscovery of the face and 
posit the special power of cinema in its physiognomic projection:  the human face emerges 
as prime figure in an anthropomorphic poetics of film. Locating Balázs’s thought within the 
history of ideas of European modernity, Gertrud Koch notes his intellectual apprenticeship 
under such figures as Henri Bergson in Paris and Georg Simmel in Berlin. Perhaps it was the 
latter’s critical phenomenology of the everyday object and of the minor gesture, and certainly 
Simmel’s essays directly concerning the human face— his “Sociology of the Senses” and “The 
Aesthetic Significance of the Face”— that inspired Balázs’s facial- cinematic dispositif.1 In 
Simmel’s footsteps, Balázs’s binding of socio- anthropological observation and aesthetic ex-
perience to reveal the underlying patterns of modernity gives rise to what one might call an 
anthropomorphic media archeology.

Balázs’s thoughts on film were first articulated piecemeal in his reviews for Der Tag— the 
major daily paper in Freud’s Vienna— then collected in Visible Man (1924) and The Spirit of 
Film (1930). They focus on the cinema as prime specimen, as social and aesthetic register 
of contemporary experience. The cinema’s capacity to elicit even in the most trivial detail 
or action a momentous emotional and expressive potential is itself construed as a “facial” 
principle. At the same time, the significance of the detail— amplified in the revolutionary 
technique of the close- up, and further enhanced by the cinema’s temporal manipulations— 
assumes in Balázs’s account a “democratizing” perception: everything is significant. The fa-
cial close- up epitomizes the expressive image; with it, the world itself becomes articulate. 
It affords a departure from chronological temporality: liberated from linear and spatial cal-
culation, from succession and progression— the artificial segregation of past and present— 
the close- up, in Balázs’s’s account, releases an immediate and unmediated inner experience 
of duration which is, in this Bergsonian vision, the dimension of consciousness. As Erica 
Carter puts it, Balázs’s film theory evolves as a new perceptual economy that approaches “a 
utopian vision of a cinematic body that overcomes empiricist dualism and the reification of 
the written word.”2

Gertrud Koch considers that Balázs’s thought should be understood in the context of philo-
sophical traditions that identify expression with the articulation of subjectivity. She succinctly 

1 Gertrud Koch, “Béla Balázs: The Physiognomy of Things,” trans. Miriam Hansen, New German Critique 40 
(Winter 1987): 167– 77. I have learned from Erica Carter’s timely introduction to the English language edition of 
Béla Balázs’s major works, Early Film Theory: Visible Man and The Spirit of Film, trans. Rodney Livingstone, ed. 
Erica Carter (Berghahn Books, 2010), xv– xlvi. In what follows, when citing from Balázs’s writings, I refer to the 
relevant title of his work, although both are in this one translated volume. Carter elaborates on Balázs’s ambiva-
lent relationship with Georg Lukács: each of these critics’ efforts to square their distinct aesthetic visions with 
Marxism was fraught with tensions. I have also learned from Antonio Somaini, “Il volto delle cose: Physiognomie, 
Stimmung e Atmosphäre nella teoria del cinema di Béla Balázs,” in Atmosfere, eds. T. Griffero e A. Somaini, special 
issue of Rivista di Estetica 33, no. 3 (2006): 143– 62. Georg Simmel’s essays that focus most directly on the face 
are “Sociology of the Senses,” Simmel on Culture: Selected Writings, eds. David Frisby and Mike Featherstone 
(London: Sage, 1997), 109– 20, and “The Aesthetic Significance of the Face,” Georg Simmel, 1858– 1918, ed. Kurt 
H. Wolff (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1959), 276– 81.

2 Carter, introduction, xxix. On Balázs’s adoption of Bergson’s ideas of duration, via a musical analogy, see Spirit of 
Film, 101; see also Carter’s discussion of Bergson’s influence, introduction, xxxii– xxxiv.
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parses the host of tensions that would need to be navigated if one were to have the cinema sur-
pass its technological reproducibility and proclivity to mass circulation (and exploitation) on 
the one hand, and the bequest of dogged reference to reality on the other. How is the techno-
logical medium to be consciously and assertively modern— namely modernist, autonomous— 
when it is so predominantly bound up with imitation and description? Expressionism which, 
Koch points out, coincided with Balázs’s formative period, offered a solution that clearly 
informed his investment in the idea of an optical expressivity as homologous with inner states.3 
In the expressionist orbit the psychic and the visual intersect, paradigmatically, in the arena of 
the face. The idea of a gaze of nature responsive to the human glance— a romantic metaphor 
that feeds into the expressionist universe— is in a sense literalized in the novel technique of 
the facial close- up. It is, for Balázs, a prime instance of the cinema’s visual power to elicit a 
subjective consciousness from its objects, animate and inanimate, and at any scale: houses, 
landscapes, grasped as unified, whole, integral forms— Gestalt mirrorings of the conscious-
ness that confronts them.

Balázs’s search for affinities between face and thought, between face and nature, or the 
cosmos, does not propose any fixed lexicon. Even as the implication of a privileged cultural and 
racial standard marred, in its early formulation, this romantic-modernist’s vision of a universal 
humanity, Balázs’s “microphysiognomy” progresses by nuanced observation and speculation, 
and gives rise to surprisingly productive reflection on cinematic aesthetics, medium, and dis-
positif.4 In formulating his microphysiognomic dispositif in the Visible Man, Balázs appeals to 
Goethe’s authority by way of modifying Johann Kaspar Lavater’s static, deterministic, inductive 
scientistic physiognomy. He cites from Goethe’s Contributions to Lavater’s Physiognomical 
Fragments, casts it in a romantic light and, under the title “Goethe on Film,” reads it as a pro-
leptic legitimation of the cinema:

Nature shapes man, he alters it, and this process of alteration is itself natural; a man 
finding he has been set down in this great wide world builds himself a little hedge or wall 
within it, and furnishes it in his own image.5

Balázs’s physiognomy draws on Goethe’s vision toward a dynamic hermeneutic of observed 
nature, of physical appearance and expression grasped not as a static, fixed system, but as bound 
up with process and change. What is described here is a productive collaboration between the 
human and the natural, between intellect and body, whole and part, identity and mutable form. 
As man is embraced and shaped by nature, nature takes on an anthropomorphic aspect. As a 
human environment evolves, its structures (like a hedge, or a wall) both separate nature and 
man and relate them in new ways— but by human measure, and in human likeness, as does a 
portrait. Human imagination and intuition mediate an evolving dialectical relation of outer and 
inner, objective and subjective spheres, weaving an intricate syntax to engage them, as Carter 

3 Koch, 169.

4 Carter discusses in her introduction, p. xxxviii, the pitfalls of Balázs’s “Enlightenment universalism that seeks 
to embrace a common humanity, but simultaneously inscribes the ‘enlightened’ human subject as white, European 
and male”.

5 Goethe as cited by Balázs in Visible Man, 29. Susanne Lüdemann helped me think through some of these passages.
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notes, “in a permanent state of becoming.” This principle of temporality and change, salient 
in the play of facial expression— somewhat suffocated in Lavaterian systems— becomes cen-
tral to Balázs’s physiognomic dispositif: the cinema amplifies this principle which, turned upon 
the world, endows it, too, with a face— an always-unfolding one, responsive, mutable.6 Balázs’s  
neo- romantic lens allows here for a frankly humanizing perception, and for more subjective 
departures than does Goethe’s regard for scientific observation. But it is in Goethe’s footsteps 
that Balázs seeks to revise narrowly analytical  physiognomic conceptions of the Enlightenment, 
and not lose sight of experience, history, and milieu. He trusts that the cinema’s contribution to 
perception introduces a new step in this larger project of modern culture.

In response to Carl Theodor Dreyer’s Passion of Joan of Arc, Balázs notes how narrative 
space- time and, basically, ordinary perceptual experience are superseded in Dreyer’s litany of 
close- ups. The isolated, intensified face in close- up becomes a conduit to a domain of the maid’s 
claim to truth— at once interior and transcendent, and delivered to us at “face value,” as it were:

For a thousand metres of film, nothing but heads. Heads without spatial context. But 
this spatial absence does not alarm us… . It is not within space that these raging pas-
sions, thoughts, beliefs clash.

And again,

If we see a face isolated and enlarged, we lose our awareness of space, or of the imme-
diate surroundings. Even if this is a face we have just glimpsed in the midst of a crowd, 
we now find ourselves alone with it. We may be aware of the specific space within which 
this face exists, but we do not imagine it for ourselves. For the face acquires expression 
and meaning without the addition of an imagined spatial context.

The abyss into which a figure peers no doubt explains his expression of terror, it does 
not create it. The expression exists even without the explanation. It is not turned into an 
expression by the addition of an imagined situation.

Confronted by a face, we no longer find ourselves within a space at all. A new dimen-
sion opens before our eyes: physiognomy. The position of the eyes in the top half of the 
face, the mouth below; wrinkles now to the right, now to the left— none of this now 
retains its spatial significance. For what we see is merely a single expression. We see emo-
tions and thoughts. We see something that does not exist in space.7

The emphasis on the isolation of the face, namely its freedom from spatial coordinates— the sep-
aration of facial expression from motivations and contexts, whether implied or given— clearly 

6 On Goethe’s critique of Lavater’s physiognomic systems, I learned from Richard T. Gray, About Face: German 
Physiognomic Thought from Lavater to Auschwitz (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2004), 139– 51. Carter, too, 
glosses Balázs’s physiognomic ideas as mediated by Goethe’s relative and more dynamic grasp of somatic expression 
when compared with Lavater’s rigid system. See her introduction, p. xxvii. Leonardo Quaresima emphasizes the 
transformative thrust of Balázs’s physiognomy- qua- dispositif, for which the cinema is a supreme agent: see his intro-
duction to the Italian translation of Béla Balázs, L’uomo visibile, trans. Sara Terpin, ed. Leonardo Quaresima (Turin: 
Lindau, 2008), especially 28– 30.

7 Balázs, Spirit of the Film, 102, 100– 1, respectively.
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distinguishes Balázs’s ideas from the Soviet tradition of montage, particularly as advanced by 
Kuleshov’s experiment. We recall the contemporaneous experiment that sought to anchor the 
cinematic perception of facial expression in relative, retroactive, syntactic relation to its objects, 
and its implication of causality, however fabricated it might be— which is of course the norm in 
fiction film. In Pudovkin’s account of the experiment, the neutral, or perhaps ambiguous, expres-
sion on the actor Mosjukhin’s face in close- up followed by a plate of soup, by a dead body, or a 
child playing, would become a specific and legible expression that the filmmaker controls and 
manipulates at the editing table.8

Balázs, in contrast, abstracts the perceptual experience of the face per se, extracts its dur-
ation from presumed causes on any front, and cultivates instead the expression’s openness, its 
fluidity and ambiguity, in ways that are not closed off by the syntactic operations of montage. 
In this sense, too, his notion of physiognomy is not quite what is traditionally posited as the 
pseudo- science of coding and interpretation that fastens the structure, proportions, and rela-
tions of facial features to a narrow, congenitally determined moral identity along a limited 
number of lexical codes. Various systems of physiognomy— understood to compartmentalize 
and decode, in more or less contrived ways, bone structure, proportions and relations of fa-
cial features, skull indentations and muscular contractions— have been refuted and resurrected 
since antiquity, entering the Enlightenment with Lavater. Some versions survive to our time 
and are still employed not only in identification protocols, but as indices of character and in-
clination, or else as alphabet of the emotions or passions across a range of sociological studies 
and applications— we shall return to some of their institutional bearings in Chapter Three.9 
Balázs’s notion of physiognomy— specifically what he terms “microphysiognomy,” defining an 
intensified, subjectivized, empathetic order of facial perception— is based, on the contrary, on 
an idea of unmediated visual expressivity as part of a broadly defined facial dispositif: expression 
is immediate, epiphanic, intense yet nuanced. It transcends spatio- temporal categories and any 
particular syntax or language- system.

Under the cinema’s microphysiognomic perception, the face in close- up is so intensely 
expressive and visually communicative that it “drives out narrative extension.” Films, Balázs 
finally suggests, therefore have no real need for intricate plots.10 The face that has carried 
through history the corporeal sublimation of Western civilization, and whose expressive 
register was itself undermined by a “word culture” culminating in the printing press, is 

8 Kuleshov’s experiment is reported by V. I. Pudovkin in Film Technique and Film Acting (New York: Bonanza Books, 
1949), 137– 45. See commentaries by Yuri Tsivian, “Some Historical Footnotes to the Kuleshov Experiment,” Early 
Cinema: Space Frame Narrative, eds. Thomas Elsaesser with Adam Barker (London: British Film Institute, 1990), 
247– 55, and by Stephen Prince and Wayne E. Hensley, “The Kuleshov Effect: Recreating the Classical Experiment,” 
Cinema Journal 31, no. 2 (1992): 59– 75. I comment on it further in Chapter Three.

9 A Tufts University Department of Psychology study funded by the National Science Foundation, claimed its ac-
curacy on the basis of photographic portraits, which lead to the conclusion that “Democrats and Republicans Can Be 
Differentiated from Their Faces,” by Nicholas O. Rule and Nalini Ambady, published January 18, 2010 in PLoS ONE 
5(1): e8733. doi:10.1371/ journal.pone.0008733, accessed November 4, 2010. One still hopes, however, that— quite 
apart from the most overt textbook symptoms and independently of statistics, health insurance, and liability proto-
cols— the diagnosing family physician or psychotherapist is, by both talent and experience, capable of perceiving a 
great deal more in the unhurried face- to- face with the patient.

10 Balázs, Spirit of the Film, 110.
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understood here as the last remnant and salvaging anchor of a transverbal expressivity. Thus, 
it emerges as both model and as universal carrier of a properly “visual culture”— the term is 
Balázs’s.

The expressive surface of our bodies has been reduced to just our face. This is not simply 
because we cover the other parts of our bodies with clothes. Our face has now come to 
resemble a clumsy little semaphore of the soul, sticking up in the air and signaling as best 
it may. Sometimes our hands help out a little, evoking the melancholy of mutilated limbs. 
The back of a headless Greek torso always reveals whether the lost face was laughing or 
weeping… . For in those days man was visible in his entire body. In a culture dominated 
by words, however, now that the soul has become audible, it has grown almost invisible. 
This is what the printing press has done.

Well, the situation now is that once again our culture is being given a radically new 
direction— this time by film. Every evening many millions of people sit and experi-
ence human destinies, characters, feelings and moods of every kind with their eyes, and 
without the need for words. For the intertitles that films still have are insignificant; they 
are partly the special meaning that does not set out to assist the visual expression. The 
whole of mankind is now busy relearning the long- forgotten language of gestures and 
facial expressions. This language is not the substitute for words characteristic of the sign 
language of the deaf and dumb, but the visual corollary of human souls immediately 
made flesh. Man will become visible once again.11

Balázs’s physiognomic- cinematic perception would propel the viewer directly, without medi-
ation or translation, from vision to insight, from body to mind, from outer to inner and back 
again. His observation in the Visible Man is striking: “Film is a surface art and in it whatever is 
inside is outside.”12

The way in which the technical- optical apparatus immediately articulates a psychic dispos-
ition affords, according to Balázs, the possibility for identification between spectator and image. 
The primacy of the visual in the cinema defies linguistic or otherwise conceptual coding and me-
diation: the immediacy and accessibility of the face transcend, for him, the verbal model and its 
false categories and oppositions that cannot account for nuanced and layered expressivity directly 
perceived. The doubling of actor and character, as of individual and type, in the cinematic face is 
bound up with this layering and multiplicity, the “polyphony” of human expression that blurs the 
contours of the person. Since the cinema, for Balázs, is not subjected to the linearity of writing 

11 Balázs, Visible Man, 10; emphases in the original. The juxtaposition of the printing press and the movie camera 
is of course striking as it foreshadows, firstly, Benjamin’s more radical thought on mechanical reproducibility and, 
secondly, McLuhan’s discussion of the Gutenberg Galaxy. In a superb paper written for my Yale seminar on the face 
in Spring 2004, Phillip Ekhardt elaborated on a notion of “surfaciality,”  an equation of filmic and facial surface, or 
façade— etymologically related, of course, to “face”— as defining the crux of expressivity in Balázs’s thought. He 
followed Balázs’s comment on the face- like expressive force of the Greek torso back to its likely inspiration in Rilke’s 
famous poem on the “Archaic Torso of Apollo.” Ekhardt further explored ways in which filmic linearity, as well as 
surface- depth models of meaning, give way in Balázs’s writing to a planar articulation that foreshadows Deleuze and 
Guattari’s rhizomatic thought.

12 Balázs, Visible Man, 19; emphases in the original. We shall encounter, in Chapter Four, Andy Warhol’s similar 
formulation with regard to pop art.
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but is likened, rather, to the experience of music (Balázs was, famously, librettist for Béla Bartók’s 
Duke Bluebeard’s Castle), it also bridges the opposition of succession and simultaneity. Polyphony 
resonates in the variability of the face, in every instant and across time: this is how one expression 
may hide behind another and may unfold and give rise to another.

This struggle to formulate a comprehensive “anthropocentric aesthetics of expression,” 
as Gertrud Koch calls it, suggests imaginary leaps from perceptual surface to psychic inter-
iority, from the exteriority of optics to the interiority of consciousness, from object to sub-
ject and back again. It informs Balázs’s striking formulation of spectator identification in the 
cinema, where Koch discerns an ancestry of ideas that evolve not only in the most influential 
writings on modernity and its media— mainly by Walter Benjamin and Siegfried Kracauer— 
but, to our time, in psychoanalytic theories of spectatorship inspired by Jacques Lacan.13 
Indeed, for Lacan even a sardine can floating on the ocean waves on a sunny day can face 
us, can become the point of the gaze, can anchor and return a human look: optic slides into 
psychic, and forges our subjectivity in the process. The priority of the face in the exchange of 
the gaze, and its implied disposition of facingness, thus opens up both psychic and aesthetic 
possibilities: the face may be located across a range of objects and images; it may refract from 
one thing to another and— projected onto a temporal- musical register— it may exceed and 
expand the present moment and open up to past and future, traversing bodies and minds in 
the process. Antonio Somaini glosses, in this context, Balázs’s privileged term Stimmung— 
an untranslatable German concept in which Balázsian physiognomy, aura, and atmosphere 
converge. Emanating beyond the contours of the individual body and fusing, by a sort of 
perceptible empathy, the contours of person and milieu, subject and object, the synaesthetic, 
emotive condition of Stimmung is a human- physiognomic illumination, understood as the 
proper medium of cinematic identification.14

Balázs takes this principle of reciprocity— the mutual permeation of person and milieu, the 
empathetic relation of subject and object— in a particular direction. There is something specific to 
the cinematic experience of identification— “eliminating the spectator’s inner distance from the  
screen”— which only emerges, he says, in the projection of motion pictures. It introduces, 
thereby, “a radical new ideology” into art. One notes here, in nascent form, an idea of identifica-
tion that is developed in much later film theories, informing both a consideration of the appar-
atus, and the constitution of the spectator as its subject. Balázs is emphatic on the point that the 
film thus reveals something different, and something more, than what might have evolved in the 
studio, before the camera, where the actors went through their motions and recited their lines. 

13 Koch, 171. Balázs’s passage on identification is in Spirit of Film, 98– 9. In his Eye of the Century: Film, Experience, 
Modernity, trans. Erin Larkin with Jennifer Pranolo (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008), especially 27– 
33, 55– 62, Francesco Casetti offers an elegant account of the way in which Balázs’s dialectic of objective- subjective 
vision reciprocates with several contemporary theories of perception and representation, both in the context of the 
cinema and beyond. Particularly striking is the link that Casetti draws here to Erwin Panofsky’s “Perspective as 
Symbolic Form,” published between Balázs’s two early film books: an essay that dwells, of course, on the ways in 
which optical geometry does not, in fact, describe phenomena as neutral but, rather, as “contingent upon human 
beings, indeed upon the individual… the freely chosen position of a subjective point of view” (Panofsky, cited by 
Casetti, 29). But even as one person can inhabit another’s point-of-view, just how an optical configuration translates 
to a subjective, psychic condition remains, of course, an open question.

14 See Visible Man, 51. On the correlation of “aura,” “atmosphere,” and “physiognomy” in Balázs’s notion of 
Stimmung, as it partakes of German aesthetic discourse at the time see Somaini, “Il volto delle cose.”
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Expression is something recognized— as a face is, simply, recognized— but when an object, or 
image, thus seems to return our gaze, there is also a way in which it is defamiliarized: it discon-
certs us and makes us conscious of our own look. Physiognomy is, in this sense, the instrument 
of a reflective consciousness by which the subject nevertheless exceeds its limits— exceeds its 
subjectivity, as it were, while realizing it in the world. Such potential to transcend the limits 
of subjectivity is, for Balázs, the properly productive and creative function of cinematography.15

In Du visage au cinéma, Jacques Aumont has already accomplished a great deal by way of 
re-focalizing questions of the face on film that have been left dormant since the late 1920s. He 
emphasizes the way that “concepts of the face” are thus foregrounded by both Balázs and Jean 
Epstein as the cinema’s generative- creative principle: “Cinema adds to what it films as thought 
adds to what it is reflecting on.”16 A comparably expansive facial dispositif— whereby the cinema 
is taken to project subjectivity across human, natural, and inanimate forms, comprising the 
screen itself— thus informs the French concept of photogénie. Imported from photography to 
the cinema by Louis Delluc, and intensively elaborated by Epstein in the avant- garde booklet 
Bonjour Cinema (1921) as in subsequent writings, photogénie does not simply describe— as one 
colloquially does— persons who turn out nicely in photos. Rather, it is a transformative quality 
superadded to things in cinematographic reproduction by the “intelligence of a machine.”17 
Importantly, photogénie is understood to be equally available to documentary and experimental 
as to mainstream narrative film— this despite Hollywood’s seemingly naïve and conventional 
reliance on mimesis and illusionism. Yet this technologically predicated cinematic supplement 
to the human (or to its image) does not involve any definite formula that would guarantee or fully 
account for the precious effect of photogénie. Somewhere in the vicinity of Balázs’s Stimmung, it, 
too, pertains to an empathetic experience of spectatorship. But even more so than for Balázs, 
the physical conditions and atmosphere— all that transpires in the movie theater— informs, 
for Epstein, the exchange of a humanized gaze, joining subject and object across the permeable 
space-time of motion pictures.

15 Balázs, Spirit of the Film, 99.

16 Jacques Aumont, Du visage au cinéma (Paris: Editions de l’Etoile/ Cahiers du cinéma, 1992); I refer extensively 
in what follows to Aumont’s essential work in Du visage au cinéma, one chapter of which has been translated to 
English: “The Face in Close- Up,” The Visual Turn: Classical Film Theory and Art History, ed. Angela Dalle Vacche 
(New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2003), 127– 48. I quote from this translation where relevant, and 
offer translations of my own when drawing on other parts of the book. The above quotations are from “The Face in 
Close- Up,” 138.

17 See Jean Epstein, Ecrits sur le cinéma, 2 vols., (Paris: Editions Seghers, 1974– 1975). For English translations see 
Jean Epstein, “Bonjour cinéma and other Writings,” trans. Tom Milne, Afterimage 10 (1981): 8–39; Jean Epstein, 
“Magnification and other Writings,” trans. Stuart Liebman, October 3 (1977): 9– 25; several essays are included in 
French Film Theory and Criticism, 2 vols., ed. Richard Abel (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1988); Sarah 
Keller and Jason N. Paul’s edited volume, Jean Epstein: Critical Essays and New Translations (Amsterdam: Amsterdam 
University Press, 2012)— Keller’s introduction to this excellent volume is particularly useful. Stuart Liebman maps 
the cultural and intellectual contexts of Epstein’s thought in “Jean Epstein’s Early Film Theory, 1920– 1922,” Ph.D. 
dissertation, New York University, 1980, and across several important essays, such as “Visitings of Awful Promise: 
The Cinema Seen from Etna,” Camera Obscura Camera Lucida: Essays in Honor of Annette Michelson, eds. Richard 
Allen and Malcolm Turvey (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2003), 91– 108. L’Intelligence d’une machine 
is also the title of Epstein’s book of 1946, but the idea of transcending the apparent contradiction between cinema’s 
mass, mechanical aspects and its psychic, poetic, and creative potential permeates Epstein’s thought much earlier: 
“The Bell and Howell is a metal brain, strandardised, manufactured, marketed in thousands of copies, which trans-
forms the world outside it into art,” see Epstein, “Bonjour cinéma,” 14.
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Mary Ann Doane returns to these texts as part of her illuminating study of scale and detail, 
emphasizing the way in which Epstein’s photogénie, like Balázs’s physiognomy, posits a supple-
mentarity outside the margins of film language and its mediating, instrumental forms.18 She 
points out how these thinkers locate an essence of cinema, paradoxically, outside of discursive 
or narrative coding and even beyond the deliberate maneuvers of stylistic devices. Photogénie 
does not, therefore, lend itself to critical paraphrase but only to phenomenological description 
or poetic approximation. It is not a fixed formal entity; it resists advance calculation, hierarchy, 
and coding; it cannot be held on to, cited, or paraphrased; it cannot be pointed to (and thus has 
only a tenuous relationship to cinematographic indexicality)— yet it is something added to the 
world, joining the particular and the general, embracing bodies, persons, entities, memories. 
Epstein thus writes:

The screen generalizes and defines. We are not dealing with an evening but evening, 
yours included. The face a phantom made of memories in which I see all those I have 
known. Life fragments itself into new individualities. Instead of a mouth, the mouth, 
larva of kisses, essence of touch. Everything quivers with bewitchment. I am uneasy. 
In a new nature, another world. The close- up transfigures man. For ten seconds, my 
whole mind gravitates round a smile. In silent and stealthy majesty, it also thinks 
and lives.19

In its erratic, ephemeral quality— that almost seems to infect Epstein’s writing style— lies 
also the power of photogénie and its epiphanic claim to unmediated vision and a totality of 
experience— aspiring to a primal, pre- lapsarian, pre-verbal condition. The mutable facial ex-
pression in close- up is the paradigmatic spatio- temporal arena of Epstein’s photogénie, which 
can in turn render the image in its entirety as an intensely charged, subjectivized entity. Across 
many writings of the 1920s the experience of the cinema is described glowingly, as imparting 
a sense of integral presence, of revelatory personhood, and even auratic agency to film. Freely 
offered without codes, conditions, or strings, it is a sort of gift: an act of grace. In Epstein’s pas-
sionate account, the spectator- cinéphile sees himself addressed by it in person: face- to- face.

The projection of subjectivity as a supplementary force, which is at the same time the 
radiant core of photogénie, might initially seem to be associated with elusive optical phe-
nomena, but in Epstein’s description it also involves corporeal and earth- bound, even organic 
attributes. One might gloss here the extended connotations of Epstein’s term “magnifica-
tion,” seminal in his account of photogénie, which suggest in the French grossissement also 
the condition of pregnancy. This feminine- maternal- corporeal charge of the term is laden 
with the biological dimension of reproduction— one recalls that Epstein had studied medi-
cine. The visual confrontation in the close- up carries, in this way, a sense of overall physical 
transformation: the enlargement of the maternal body, the incredible swelling in its middle, 

18 Mary Ann Doane, “The Close- Up: Scale and Detail in the Cinema,” Differences 14, no. 3 (2003): 89– 111. In the 
Derridean sense supplementarity would imply a deconstruction of any hierarchy between the different terms, within 
and outside the margins of discourse, the definition of codes, the workings of signification. It would also imply a 
breakdown of the distinction between consciousness and the face.

19 Epstein, “Bonjour cinéma,” 13.
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comprising its uncanny register of movement— seen, yet sensed as profoundly internal to and 
at the same time autonomous from the body that envelops it. The imaginary process of iden-
tification is thus associated with the actual condition of incorporation— as in the pregnant 
state.20 Biological reproduction, fecundity, and specifically the condition of pregnancy, trad-
itional metaphors for the artistically creative act, are anthropologically joined here— as they 
are in so many cultures— also with miraculous connotations, inspiring reverence (more or 
less religious) for the creation of life. Superadded to the abstract optical denotation of “mag-
nification” are, then, the corporeally reproductive, the artistically creative, and the miracu-
lous or magical connotations of the term.

The magnification of the facial close- up is here not a quantitative or geometric measure— 
as of something simply added, optically enlarged or inflated— but invokes a sense of becom-
ing, of a new and ultimately independent life about to come to light yet still perceived as 
an internal being lurking under the surface, as it were. Its corporeal, physical features are 
extended, in Epstein’s account, to the temporal register of slow-motion, epitomized in the 
dawning of expression upon the face. In its immanence and potentiality, in its projection of 
a future life embedded in the pregnant form, one notes the intensely temporalized, antici-
patory aspect of grossissement. The sense of life lurking in the swelling form traverses and 
grips, in Epstein’s description, all things big and small, of the body and beyond: mouth, face, 
earth, volcano, the sea. The movements of earthquakes and the heaving of volcanoes blur, 
in Epstein’s excited descriptions, distinctions of animate and inanimate, internal and ex-
ternal, visual perception and intoxicating, dizzying bodily sensation which enfold, finally, 
also a sense of danger.21 Likewise, the sea swell can acquire uncanny corporeal resonances in 
the cinema: especially with the maneuvers of slow or reverse motion, as Epstein has done so 
beautifully in several of his Breton documentaries, and when joining documentary footage 
with such cinematic magic in Le Tempestaire (1947). No still frame enlargement can convey 
this animistic effect, entirely predicated on the manipulation of movement and time, as well 
as framing that—in removing comparative scale indications—disturbs the spectator’s sense 
of orientation and stability. The uncanny animistic effect of the moving surfaces of earth 
and water, magnified by the play of slow or reverse motion, connotes the unique registers of 
bodily and facial movement not so much by metaphoric operations of the affective fallacy, but 
by phenomenological projection: a sense of embodied consciousness visited upon its objects. 
In this account the cinema opens up for modernity a liminal or, as Victor Turner elaborated 
on the term, liminoid space in which widely diverse entities, dimensions, and actions or events 

20 Diana Fuss, in Identification Papers (New York: Routledge, 1995) touches on this idea as part of her mapping of 
the psychoanalytic process of identification: “The pregnant woman is in many ways the perfect figure for a psycho-
analytic model of identification based upon incorporation” (23).

21 Epstein’s association of cinematic perception as a corporeal, limit experience is expounded in his 1926 book 
Le Cinématographe vu de l’Etna, see translations in Keller and Paul, 287– 310. See also Liebman’s illuminating dis-
cussion in “Visitings of Awful Promise,” and Jennifer Wild in “Distance is [Im]material: Epstein versus Etna,” in 
Keller and Paul, eds., Jean Epstein, 115– 42. In Chapters One and Two of my dissertation, “The Earth Figured: An 
Exploration of Landscapes in Italian Cinema,” New York University, 1995, I discussed the image of volcanic land-
scapes in relation to the pregnant state, specifically in light of a nineteenth- century photograph by Giorgio Sommer, 
“Pompeii, Human Cast: A Pregnant Woman, 1868 Excavation,” and of the celebrated last sequence of Roberto 
Rossellini’s Stromboli (1950).

Do not circulate



 We Had Faces Then  •  37

   37

reciprocate and exchange qualities. In the liminoid condition— which also delivers us to the 
altered temporal order of ritual— animate and inanimate, internal and external, subject and 
object, spill over and into each other, intimating both a creative and a threatening force in 
the breakdown of categories.22 The human face, in Epstein’s account, is a conduit for just such 
liminoid state.

There is no contradiction, for Epstein, in the fact that the figurative- ritual- magical leaps of 
photogénie, traversing bodies, entities, subjectivities, are technologically based in mechanical 
and optical instruments. Since the apparatus is complex and involves a multiplicity of interlaced 
and partly hidden systems, both perceptual and psychic, that not every spectator can com-
pletely command— it is as good as magic.23 Alfred Gell’s concluding comment in “Technology 
and Magic” on the anthropological power of advertising could well apply to such conception 
of the cinematic medium: if it does “not lay claim to supernatural powers, it is only because 
technology itself has become so powerful, that [it has] no need to do so.”24 Under its spell the 
mechanical and the artificial can seem natural, the calculated can seem spontaneous, self- gen-
erating, even ex- nihilo. In both archaic and modern cultures, such magical perception can be 
invested, as Gell so astutely parsed it, across all the basic orders of technology, understood in a 
broad sense as traversing all aspects of life: technologies of production, of reproduction, and of 
enchantment. The domain of enchantment— the symbolic systems and operations that exceed 
the basics of survival (production) and of socialization (reproduction) strategies— propels the 
manipulation of intelligence, desires, and passions. Enchantment thus feeds back into, and 
can indeed inspire production and reproduction, while the skill and effort of technology, in 
turn, sustain the effects of magic. To some extent Epstein’s conception of cinema might, like-
wise, seem to suppress the economies of production and ideologies of reproduction, that one 
would associate with the cognitive and communicative dimensions of the cinema. Yet Epstein 
does not deny that these continue to operate except that, in a sort of reversal, they become a 

22 See Victor Turner, “Betwixt and Between: The Liminal Period in Rites de Passage.” The Forest of Symbols: Aspects 
of Ndembu Ritual (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1967), 93– 111, and Turner’s “Liminal to Liminoid, in 
Play, Flow and Ritual.” Rice University Studies 60.3/ The Anthropological Study of Human Play, ed. Edward Norbeck 
(Summer 1974): 53– 92. See Rachel Moore’s excellent discussion of Epstein’s anthropological imaginary in “A 
Different Nature,” Keller and Paul, eds., Jean Epstein, 177–94. See also her study of the relation between archaic and 
modern experience, and the magical space between object, image, language, and spectator as articulated both in 
early film theory and in avant- garde practice: Rachel O. Moore, Savage Theory: Cinema as Modern Magic (Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 1999).

23 Some half a century later, also apparatus film theory, particularly as mapped by Christian Metz in The Imaginary 
Signifier: Psychoanalysis and the Cinema, trans. Celia Britton et.al. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1982), 
interlaces optic and psychic systems of various scales.

24 Alfred Gell’s expansive notion of technology as a psychic, corporeal, and social complex is succinctly relayed 
in his seminal 1988 essay “Technology and Magic,” rpt. in The Best of Anthropology Today, ed. Jonathan Benthall 
(London: Routledge/ The Royal Anthropological Institute, 2002), 280– 7. Magic, Gell maintains, can apply to all 
categories of technology that sustain survival, socialization, and symbolic- psychological reflection or manipu-
lation. The formal and metaphorical devices of enchantment can supplement or inspire a technology— at times 
without added cost, effort, or risk. Gell follows Malinowski in his remarks on advertising in consumer culture: 
“The propagandists, image- makers, and ideologues of technological culture are its magicians, and if they do not lay 
claim to supernatural powers, it is only because technology itself has become so powerful, that they have no need 
to do so” (287).
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mundane backdrop to the cinema’s revelatory, magical core: the expressive- projective force of 
photogénie, epitomized by the enchantment of the face in close- up.25

In the epiphanic immediacy and freedom of photogénie, figure and ground are, in a sense, 
reversed while the image as a whole, and paradigmatically the face, is disengaged from spatio- 
temporal and causal or motivational functions. The facial image acquires a life of its own: it is 
personified by sheer intensity and is thus experienced as breaking through the image surface, 
reaching out to penetrate the shell of our own subjectivity. The way in which the close- up, in 
eliminating background and depth, brings so close together face and screen-surface tips the 
viewer to another dimension: optical enlargement alters substance; quantity is converted to 
quality and attains the condition of being and of becoming. In a ritual- magic effect, size and 
proximity alter the experience of movement and temporality, and as in an altered state of matter, 
the space between spectator and image is condensed, transubstantiated. The primal, animistic 
flux of liminoid experience takes on, finally, also ethical and intellectual dimensions.

The close- up is an intensifying agent because of its size alone… . But whatever its nu-
merical value, this magnification works on one’s feelings more to transform than to 
confirm them… . The close- up modifies the drama by the impact of proximity. Pain is 
within reach. If I stretch out my arm I touch you, and that is intimacy. I can count the 
eyelashes of this suffering. I would be able to taste the tears. Never has a face turned to 
mine in that way. Ever closer it presses against me, and I follow it face to face. It’s not even 
true that there is air between us; I consume it. It is in me like a sacrament. Maximum 
visual acuity… . I have neither the right nor the ability to be distracted. It speaks the 
present imperative of the verb to understand.26

There is a progressive intensification here, a condensation of attention, of compassion and in-
deed empathy that partakes in corporeal knowledge and ethical consciousness at once. It is not 
simply the pictorial flattening of the close- up, then, but its departure from the spatio- temporal 
flow of the film that endows the image with “maximum visual acuity,” effecting its substance, 
its experience, and the consciousness that confronts it. Extracted from the illusionistic world of 
the film, the image facialized by photogénie projects forth in time and outwardly in space. One 
could envision a vertical trajectory here not unrelated to what Roland Barthes describes many 

25 Mary Ann Doane astutely demonstrates how, in some of Epstein’s examples of photogénie, narrative and dis-
cursive uses of the close- up continue to operate: his famous example of Sessue Hayakawa in The Cheat (Cecil B. 
DeMille, 1915) for instance, is in fact based on precise eyeline matches and a series of looks and shifts that contribute 
directly to our interpretation of motivation, action, drama. Doane concludes from this that photogénie is an effect 
promoted less in the present experience of the film and more in the (cinéphile- critic’s) memory of the facial close-up, 
which continues to radiate, as it were, even after the dramatic narrative has been concluded. While her discussion 
of the recollected image is intriguing, I believe it does not fully account for Epstein’s meaning. He emphasizes, to 
begin with, the brevity of photogénie, namely that one need not have a palpable suspension in the progression of the 
film to experience it, so there would be no inherent contradiction with the face’s narrative function in this regard. 
Indeed Epstein is consciously seeking to locate photogénie precisely in the “ordinary run” of cinema, within its rou-
tine mechanisms, in popular American fiction film. Finally, his emphasis on the heightened temporal quality of 
photogénie is associated with a sense of presentness (“The present imperative of the verb to understand”), and then 
of anticipation and potentiality as heightening the experience of spectatorship, more so than a retroactive inclination.

26 Epstein, “Magnification,” 13– 15.
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years later as the photographic punctum.27 Like a glove turned inside out, the space in front of 
the image— the spectator’s space— is at once permeated and clutched, possessed.

Epstein’s account of such intimate contact and arousal in the face- to- face of cinematic spec-
tatorship joins optical, corporeal, and quasi- religious ecstasy— this last in direct reference to 
the ritual sensorium of the Eucharist.28 Its lightening epiphany dawns, finally, in ethical con-
templation: the moving image, like a living, sentient entity, is addressed in the second person, 
and personhood must be attended to, for it speaks “the present imperative of the verb to under-
stand.” Knowing full well that we are not in actual fact being looked at by faces on the screen— 
at least not in traditional film- based projection— what is suggested here, nevertheless, is a way 
in which the facialized image prompts recognition, engagement, and even a sense of liability. 
Is it the case that one is addressed by the image just in the measure of one’s own capacity to 
address it? This is an idea— much inspired by Thierry de Duve’s discussion of the ethics of con-
frontation with “Art in the Face of Radical Evil”— to which I return at different points in this 
book.29 But for now, as we map some of the founding terms of the cinematic face in the 1920s, it 
suffices to observe that Epstein’s conception of an embodied space joining image and spectator 
is not just mindless cinephiliac hallucination but can become— as does Eisenstein’s notion of 
“ecstasy”— a conduit for knowledge, recognition, and moral insight. Indeed, there is a way in 
which the embodied presentness of space— the face- to- face of image and spectator— bridges 
experience and knowledge, expression and the phenomenological projection of self. Indeed it is 
in such compound conception of the close- up, insofar as it activates the domain of the spectator, 
that Mary Ann Doane locates the subversive potentiality of photogénie.30 It is where the spec-
tator is no longer subjected to a seamless geometry in which her disembodied gaze is absorbed 
but, rather, a dynamic space opens up between spectator and image. This is where the facialized 
cinematic image comes into its own; it is also where the spectator, then, comes into her own.

JACQUES AUMONT OBSERVES that the valorization of a present- tense cinematic visuality 
such as photogénie— elusive and fleeting, but superseding the syntactical, functional, expres-
sively legible “silent face”— has given rise to the most productive thinking about the image in  

27 I stretch here, of course, Barthes’s notion of the punctum, expounded in Camera Lucida, trans. Richard Howard 
(New York: Hill and Wang, 1981). While Barthes defines the photographic against cinematography, photogénie 
might suggest a closer affinity between these media. The punctum can be theoretically independent from indexical 
and analogical values, which are otherwise central to Barthes’s discussion; it may indeed be posited as the supple-
ment to those basic photographic conditions. The “vertical” address of the image may be further associated with 
Tom Gunning’s seminal discussion of the attraction, itself traversing diverse types of film; see “The Cinema of 
Attractions: Early Film, Its Spectator and the Avant- Garde,” in Early Cinema: Space, Frame, Narrative, eds. Thomas 
Elsaesser with Adam Barker (London: British Film Institute, 1989), 56–62.

28 In the Eucharist the wafer placed in the mouth is understood to be transubstantiated into (not merely symbolic 
of) Christ’s body— itself grasped, in this theology, as incarnate spirit, letter- made- flesh.

29 Thierry de Duve, “Art in the Face of Radical Evil,” October 125 (Summer 2008): 3– 23.

30 Doane’s compelling discussion hinges on her special focus on the politics of scale: the close- up is charged by 
the meeting of the minute and the monumental. Photogénie is in this way read as a precedent to the “contemporary 
schizophrenia of scale”: in consumer culture the promise of the whole in the fragment, and the plenitude in the de-
tail or the instantaneous, all respond to a form of commodity fetishism— itself related to the proliferation, and the 
polarizing, of gigantic and miniature projection and screening conditions that are, of course, everywhere around 
and among us. See Doane, “Scale and Detail,” 108– 9.
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the 1920s.31 It is not strictly the lack of audible speech, but Epstein and Balázs’s investment in 
a more primal visual acuity— preceding illustrative, narrative, and iconographic functions— 
that opened up for film theory deeper questions of a cinematic dispositif and allowed it to re-
flect, in turn, and more broadly, on the image. The re- positing of the relation of visuality and 
legibility yields, in this perspective, new forms of knowledge. Idealistically invested by these 
European authors the face nevertheless remains, Aumont maintains, “an organic unit, infran-
gible, total”:

It is less a question of making close- ups than of seeing in close- up, which means, first of 
all, a total vision of the surface of the screen, and even an all- embracing vision. In the 
close- up, it has been said, the screen is completely invested, invaded; it is no longer an as-
semblage of elements of representation within a scene but a whole, a unit. If this close- up 
is a close- up of the face, the screen becomes all face.32

The freedom with which these early theorists contemplate the cinematic face as paradigmatic 
figure for the broader operations of perception and consciousness, and to question— precisely 
in light of the new medium— traditional hierarchies of knowledge, can be traced as philosoph-
ical principle later in the twentieth century. Aumont sends us at this point to the work of Gilles 
Deleuze. Alongside his philosophical rereading of Bergson, it is the idea of close- up and faci-
ality, inspired by the early film theories, that most prominently account for Deleuze’s special 
interest in the cinema.

From the perspective of film studies, Deleuze can thus be understood as a strong reader 
of 1920s film theories that posit the human face, and the close- up— one and the same to 
Deleuze— as an expressive perceptual dispositif, one that can be differentiated from the lin-
guistic- syntactic operations of montage. It is perhaps his prerogative— as philosopher rather 
than film historian— to disregard technical and disciplinary categories that, in fact, makes 
Deleuze’s exploration of cinematic faciality so flexible. His idea of the cinema as, itself, a mode 
of thought finds one of its vivid instances in the discussion of the “affection- image.” One rec-
ognizes here, too, the struggle to account for the empathetic experience of spectatorship, 
while keeping at bay the psychoanalytic inclination of the concept of identification. Deleuze’s 
dictum, in Cinema I, that “the affection- image is the close- up, and the close- up is the face,” is in 
fact formulated in reference to Eisenstein, yet it defies traditional compartmentalizations of 
Eisenstein’s thought: Deleuze’s goes as far as to suppress an understanding of montage as 
linguistic, syntactic concept— which is how it is expounded in the textbooks.33 One pole of 

31 On “silent” and “legible” face see Aumont “The Face,” 127– 9. Aumont associates the aspiration for a primal cine-
matic visuality with the legacy of Cézanne ( who he must be contemplating through Merleau- Ponty).

32 Aumont, “The Face,” 139– 40. Aumont conjectures that, among these early theorists, Balázs had the advantage 
of the German word Stimmung, the atmosphere, or radiance, however ephemeral, that might suffuse an object and 
intensify it to perception. See my earlier discussion of the term, as glossed by Antonio Somaini.

33 Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 1: The Movement- Image, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara Habberjam (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1986), 87; italics in the original. In the “Preface to the English Edition” Deleuze 
explicitly states that the concepts that he sought to produce “are not technical … or critical… . Neither are they 
linguistic… . The cinema seems to us to be a composition of images and of signs, that is, a preverbal intelligible con-
tent” (p. ix). Does this statement fully justify Deleuze’s disregard for editing?
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the affection image, the “intensive” face (as distinguished from the “reflective”), traverses in 
Deleuze’s account the thought of both Balázs and Eisenstein. One might reinforce this curious 
camaraderie between odd bedfellows that Deleuze traces through Balázs and Eisenstein’s 
shared interest in physiognomy. Not only Balázs drew on Lavater’s physiognomy— via 
Goethe’s physiognomical studies, as we have seen— but also Eisenstein (who of course had 
read Balázs) found use for physiognomy in both film theory and practice. Eisenstein main-
tains that, like mythology and its personifying operations, whose originary function would 
have been to offer some coherent vision of phenomena, but is now, for us moderns, a source of 
poetic figures— so Lavater’s physiognomy, that no longer has scientific import, can still serve 
as model and as imagistic source for the fleshing out of character and type. Physiognomy as 
an affective property of perception still sustains “a subjective impression of an appearance 
and not the objectivity of the correspondence between the appearance and the essence of the 
character.” Eisenstein’s discussion here is directly informed by his contemporary interest in 
inner speech and in anthropological theories of sensual- figural thought— especially Lucien 
Lévy- Bruhl’s distinction between “civilized” cultures based in analytic thought and speech, 
and “primitive mentalities” grounded in pre- logical, imagistic, affective figures, in embodied 
yet consubstantial identities whereby subject and object, self and other, human and animal 
comingle.34 Balázs would endorse the Soviet master’s understanding of physiognomy as, ba-
sically, a dimension of spectatorship.

The syntactic underpinnings of Eisenstein’s Kuleshovian formation are suppressed here, 
as in the Deleuzian idea of the affection- image. The Eisensteinian affection-image may be 
contained in the face or may extend beyond it: Deleuze describes it without any inherent 
reference to editing. His intuitive reading cuts through the usual academic classifications, 
yet it is not foreign to Eisenstein’s own ways of expanding the idea of montage since 1929 
and through the later notions of “pathos” and “ecstasy.” What dominates in Eisenstein is the 
“intensive face”— Aumont’s paraphrasing of Deleuze is more lucid on this point than the 
source— “that which, in the terms of technical portraiture, escapes from the facial contour 
to permit the facial features to rise to the surface and have free rein… without ever spilling 
over into the semiotic.”35 Disengaged from any particular morphology, from reference to shot 
size, and from the combinatory logic of editing, such faciality is principally defined by the 
intensifying power of attention that it elicits, carrying from one condition, or one object, to 
another, and attending to a psychic rather than actual (optical, geometrical) proximity. This 
is the power that Deleuze and Guattari call, in A Thousand Plateaus, the “abstract machine of 
faciality (visagéité),” operating at the intersection of perceptual strata and consciousness. The 
face in this account “is not an envelope exterior to the person who speaks, thinks, or feels,” 
but is engendered out of “the white wall/ black hole system” at the intersection of “signifiance” 
(by which they mean the physical-perceptual strata) and “subjectification” (consciousness, 
passion etc.).

34 See S. M. Eisenstein’s 1935 “Speeches to the All- Union Creative Conference of Soviet Filmworkers,” First 
Speech, Selected Works, vol. III, Writings, 1934–47, ed. Richard Taylor, trans. William Powell (London: British Film 
Institute, 1996), 26– 9; quotation from p. 27. See Masha Salazkina’s discussion of Eisenstein’s interest in anthro-
pology, In Excess: Sergei Eisenstein’s Mexico (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009).

35 Aumont, “The Face,” 141.
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The abstract machine can be effectuated in other things besides faces… . [The face] 
touches all other parts of the body, and even, if necessary, other objects without resem-
blance. The question then becomes what circumstances trigger the machine that produces 
the face and facialization. Although the head, even the human head, is not necessarily a 
face, the face is produced in humanity.36

Even preceding any specific reference to the cinema, this understanding of faciality as a fun-
damental operation of human consciousness can be seen in close affinity with Balázs. The ex-
pressive order of the face is that of “micro- movements,” a term that surely draws on Balázs’s 
vocabulary (itself inspired by Simmel):  it takes the unique registers of facial expression— 
whereby movement and nuance effect the greatest impact with the minimum change— as a 
model for intensified perception and attention, whether or not the object is in fact a human face.

Whether relatively contained as a “passive- reflective unity” (as in Griffith’s cinema), or in-
tensive and transformative (as in Eisenstein), both facial- image types, according to Deleuze, 
are abstracted from spatio- temporal coordinates, from the syntactic implication of editing, and 
thus separable from psychological motivation or narrative causality. Moreover, faciality can be 
displaced beyond the delineation of the face proper: the face is not its only agent or its only ref-
erent. The cinema can grasp anything as if it were a face in close- up. The radical implication of this 
in Deleuze’s universe is the idea that the affection image can be disengaged altogether not only 
from spatio- temporal coordinates, not only from the individual, but from the human, to become 
its own entity.

The facial close- up is both the face and its effacement… . The close- up does indeed sus-
pend individuation… . One only need recall that the actor himself does not recognise 
himself in the close- up… . This is simply to say that the close- up of the face acts not 
through the individuality of a role or of a character, or even through the personality 
of the actor— at least not directly… . A single close- up can simultaneously join several 
faces, or parts of different faces (and not only for a kiss). Finally it can include a space- 
time, in depth or on the surface, as if it had torn it away from the co- ordinates from 
which it was abstracted: it carries off with it a fragment of the sky, of countryside or of an 
apartment, a scrap of vision with which the face is formed in power or quality. It is like a 
short- circuit of the near and the far.37

The cinema instructs us— so Deleuze states here against conventional wisdom— that the close- 
up suspends individuation, that pure expression can ultimately efface the face that underlies it. 
Deleuze’s re- reading of Balázs thus basically turns the Romantic- humanist inclination of 1920s 
facial- film theory on its head and maneuvers it to connect to Eisenstein— against the latter’s 

36 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, “Year Zero: Faciality” in A Thousand Plateaus; Capitalism and Schizophrenia, 
trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987), quotations from pp. 167–70; emphases 
in the original.

37 Deleuze, Cinema I, 100– 4. Other than the example of Bergman’s Persona, Deleuze attends at this point to the big 
profile close- up of Eisenstein’s Ivan with the line of people that I reproduce, further down, as an example of a “short- 
circuit of the near and the far.”
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famous protest that “Béla forgets the scissors,” and against all the conceptual oppositions which 
film history and theory have advanced in its wake.38

Deleuze’s equation of face and close- up under a third term— the affection- image— effaces 
the distinction between the integral expressive close- up and the montage grammar of expres-
sion, and suggests that we read Balázs and Eisenstein in tandem. The face as such is not, in 
fact, a concept that Eisenstein seems to want, or need— this despite the unsurpassed physio-
gnomic gallery of his cinema. However, an idea of face- like expressivity, bound up with the 
efficacy of the image and its spectatorial address, clearly animates his work. The Eisensteinian 
expressive image is distinguished from just any use of faces, and from the proximity of the 
close- up per se. In good formalist fashion we might approach it via what Eisenstein would 
eventually call “foreground”— a spatial concept related to the broader notion of “figure” such 
as we have summoned earlier as a facial principle. For Eisenstein this concept concerns not 
so much an objective or even strictly formal property, but a relative position wherein ground, 
figure, and spectator are dynamically related. Initially, Eisenstein seemed interested in the 
face as if it were a body— surely in affinity with the comedic acrobatics of early cinema, and 
with the theater. The privileging of large musculature, broader gesture and grimace, also 
afforded his leap between the singular and the multiple, between part and whole, individual 
and type. Expression is thus dynamically distributed across the entire body and throughout 
the larger field of the image. This does not mean that nuances, shifts, and a rich polyphonics 
of expression are absent in his work, but Eisenstein opens up, as a matter of principle, the pos-
sibility for the face to be used freely, as both literal and figural entity, and as flexible rhetorical 
principle— one that can project onto wider domains.

The extent to which the close- up is figurally intricate in Eisenstein’s writings itself elicits a 
comparison with Balázs and Epstein. Eisenstein emphasizes a qualitative leap effected by shifts 
of scale. He thinks it through a juxtaposition of the very terms for “close- up” and their connota-
tions across different languages and film traditions. His discussion foreshadows our consider-
ation, in Chapter Two, of the face in language.

In Russian we talk about an object or a person being shot ‘on a large scale’ [krupnym 
planom], i.e., large.

An American says: closely (the literal meaning of the term ‘close- up’).
Americans talk about the physical conditions of seeing.
But we talk of the qualitative side of the phenomenon that is linked to its significance 

(just as we talk about a large talent… .)
… .
This comparison immediately shows up the most important function of the ‘large’ in 

our cinema: not merely, and not so much to show or to present, as to mean, to denote, to 
signify.
… .

38 “Béla forgets the scissors,” is the title of S. M. Eisenstein’s 1926 essay; see Selected Works, vol. I, Writings  
1922– 34, ed. and trans. Richard Taylor (London: British Film Institute and Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1988), 77– 81. One should remember that Visible Man preceded, in fact, Eisenstein’s sensational break into 
the international scene of cinema, but it soon became clear that Balázs had highest regard for Eisenstein’s work and 
subsequently brought it into account.
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Its amazing feature— the creation of a new quality of the whole, by juxtaposing it with 
the part— was what instantly attracted us to the method of the close- up.

Whereas Griffith’s isolated close- up was often a ‘crucial’ or ‘key’ detail, in the trad-
ition of Dickens’ teapot; whereas the succession of facial close- ups was a silent- film an-
ticipation of future synchronised dialogue … we put forward the idea of a principally 
new qualitative fusion that resulted from the process of juxtaposition.39

The qualitative fusion of the “montage- image,” Eisenstein maintains, involves a break-
ing- through of signification by means of figural, synechdochal operations of the image, 
bound up not simply with the dynamizing of scale as such, but with the intensifying force 
of totality and simultaneity, the projection of an entity beyond the limits of the particular 
detail or the formal coordinates of the image. Yuri Tsivian glosses “montage- image” as 
an indivisible unit which consists, nevertheless, not of one but two things as well as the 
tension in- between them. This is not a conception of the image as representation, but the 
image as the product of conf licting features whose mutual, internal dynamics are expe-
rienced as a totality. The tense mutuality of the montage- image need not be expressed 
only in editing— montage proper— but also in a montage- like power effected by framing, 
movement, acting, lighting, or any aspect of cinematography.40 While Griffith’s use of the 
close- up, and the term’s American connotations, suggest to Eisenstein an appeal to the 
telling detail within the situation of spectatorship, the “large scale” notion in the Russian 
connotes to him an embracing grasp (even if by means of details, or fragments) of some-
thing already composite and substantially greater— as if thickened, or leavened, by the 
dynamic interaction of qualities.

The figural operation of pars pro toto, namely synecdoche, is not a decorative circum-
locution or just an economical solution to a problem of representation but, for Eisenstein, 
the realization of an identity of part and whole, of detail (or individual) and mass. This fig-
ural transmutation does not settle into a harmonious set of relations but is continuously 
dynamized by the inner tension of elements pushing against their own limits, as it were: even 
as the parts stand in for the whole, they also disturb—and thereby animate it. Signification 
and expression are projected beyond the limited, available facet of an object and its morpho-
logical coordinates as such. It is finally, also the embracing and propelling power of the image 
vis- à- vis its spectator: not “the physical conditions of seeing” (as in the American close- up) 
but, Eisenstein suggests, the qualitative condensation of signification, a conceptual fusion 
in the image as it is experienced. It is the intensity of “sensual thinking”; it is how an image 
emerges as thought, how it gains higher intellectual efficacy. The figural possibilities of pars 
pro toto are already developed earlier in Eisenstein’s thought, as when he analyzes the impact 
of this device through the example of the surgeon’s pince- nez in Battleship Potemkin (1925) 
(Figs. 1.1–1.2).

39 S. M. Eisenstein, “Dickens, Griffith and Ourselves,” Selected Works vol. III, 226– 7; emphases in the original.

40 See Yuri Tsivian, Ivan the Terrible (London: British Film Institute, 2002), 29. Tsivian further analyzes (pp. 
37–42) Eisenstein’s technique in the portrayal of Ivan via framing, lighting, the actor’s pose, the distinct conno-
tations of particular facial features (amplified by make- up), and the art- historical sources so richly exploited by 
Eisenstein.
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This device consists of replacing the whole (the doctor) with a part (his pince- nez) 
which plays him; at the same time it turns out that it plays that role with a much greater 
emotional intensity than the whole (the doctor) could have done, had he merely been 
shown a second time.41

The pince- nez grips us too— Eisenstein might have said— by the nose: as montage- image its 
sharp sensory effect is imprinted in memory; in this way it gains the power to found thought. 
Eisenstein suggests here that intensification through shifts of scale and the pars pro toto effects 
a sort of projecting- forth of the image and, with it, a qualitative dynamizing of meaning. Such 
intensified montage- image could be understood to press the spectator, too, to transcend the 
limits of identity— to identify with a larger social body. The dynamic that Eisenstein describes 
here will culminate in his notions of “pathos” and “ecstasy” in the years to come.42

Eisenstein’s analysis of the pictorial full- length portrait, Valentin Serov’s 1905 Portrait of the 
Actress Maria Yermolova (in the Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow) is emphatic on the principle of a 
simultaneity of impressions that dynamize perception in both space and time (Fig. 1.3).

The simultaneity with which the construct exists at two levels— in the whole and in the 
parts— is the precise analogue of a fundamental characteristic of human perception in 
general, which has the ability to comprehend a phenomenon in two ways, as a whole and 
in its details, immediately and in mediated form; complexly and indifferentially.43

Even without the objective conditions of cinematic movement, temporality, and editing, this 
painting is propelled by framing and composition, in a series of perceptual leaps which dynamize 
and temporalize it even as they are all co- present in the painting. It is not, Eisenstein asserts, the 
provenance of the portrait genre, with its social and symbolic representation of character, that 
intimates subjectivity here, but the way in which the sense of the whole is mobilized in the detail 

    
FIGURES 1.1– 1.2: pars pro toto: Battleship Potemkin (S. M. Eisenstein, 1925) –  frame enlargements.

41 Eisenstein, “Speeches,” 30.

42 On pathos and ecstasy see Sergei Eisenstein, Nonindifferent Nature: Film and the Structure of Things, trans. 
Herbert Marshall (Cambridge, UK and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988).

43 Sergei Eisenstein, “Yermolova” in Selected Works, vol. II, Towards a Theory of Montage, eds. Michael Glenny and  
Richard Taylor, trans. M. Glenny (London: British Film Institute, 1991), 96; other terms quoted from pp. 95 and 103.
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and thus achieves an “apotheosis” (the term is Eisenstein’s) of the subject in her image. Serov’s 
Yermolova addresses the viewer as a virtual succession of frames, like a sort of “compositional 
montage,” so that the full- length figure (as if in long shot) is experienced both in its “monumental 
immobility” and in its “dynamic movement”— in close- up- like immediacy and presentness.

One might have already identified earlier, and in Eisenstein’s own film practice, the power and 
flexibility of facializing shots “on a large scale”— as per the Russian term for close- up— like the 
foregrounded detail of the kulak’s ear and folds of his neck in The Old and the New (1929) (Figs. 
1.4–1.5). In Eisenstein’s emphatic use of the profil perdu in extreme close- up, the kulak’s face is so 
turned away that only the tip of the nose, the cheek and neck outlines remain, while the tight fram-
ing defamiliarizes the head as a whole. The side and back parts of the head, with the ear jutting out, 
thus seem to turn to us to tease our attention: they seem to acquire a face, and a gaze, in some ways 

FIGURE 1.3: Eisenstein’s 1937 analysis of Valentin Serov’s 1905 Portrait of the Actress Maria Yermolova. 

Reproduced from S. M. Eisenstein, Montazh, ed. Naum Kleiman (Moscow: Muzei kino, 2000).

  
FIGURES 1.4–1.5: The eccentric- explosive body of the actor, and of the film, in The Old and the New 

(S. M. Eisenstein, 1929) – frame enlargements.
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more articulate than the actor’s own. In a different, sidelong view, the familiar, humanizing front of 
the face is once again deframed, as Eisenstein isolates what now seems like a vast expanse, stretching 
across the screen, between the ear and the tip of the moustache. A similar expressive system evolves 
through Eisenstein’s late work, where one witnesses variants of such leaps from face or part thereof, 
to body, and from body to other detail, to the setting, and to the image as a whole. Indeed, what is 
the “part” and what is the “whole,” and can the human face be sustained as a stable measure thereof 
when a wild range of elements are so dynamically enframed as to spin our perception and return 
the gaze so assertively? A similar trajectory of facializing operations is put into play by a range of 
different devices, which Yuri Tsivian describes with quasi- horror- movie connotations in his book 
on Ivan the Terrible: the particular expressivity of the actor in the role seems to break through the 
confines of the individual body, effecting a “back- and- forth interaction between the eccentric body 
of the actor and the eccentric body of the film… . The character ‘explodes’ to expand… . The mon-
tage- image … ‘planted’ inside the hero’s physical body transcends it in order to be reproduced.” A 
contagious anthropomorphic expressivity seems to circulate between actor, setting, and the film it-
self; boundaries become permeable; everything comes alive as it partakes in such eccentric- ecstatic 
corporeality. Traversing the differentiation between self and non- self, the familiar and the alien, the 
montage- image— in Tsivian’s inspired description that follows Eisenstein’s own spirit— releases the 
fecund powers of art and of sex, as well as the powers of horror.44

Another operative term emerges in one of Eisenstein’s late texts to describe how synecdochal 
intensification can thrust any and all elements, and the films own body, toward face- like expres-
sivity: “foreground.” It is, one recalls, among the privileged rhetorical devices— consistent with 
the Russian formalist principle of estrangement— meant to counter the automatism of language 
and endow the poetic text with salience that ordinary language does not carry.45 An apparently 
simple rhetorical figure, “foregrounding” has in fact been imaginatively employed, and lent it-
self memorably to Erich Auerbach’s characterization of the epic- Homeric style: extended similes 
and digressions are leveled with the narrative thread of the epic world, which knows no back-
ground, and where everything is equally foregrounded, and illuminated. Annette Michelson has 
brilliantly projected this principle onto the temporal register of Eisenstein’s work to analyze the 
raising of the bridge sequence in October (1928). She demonstrates how, in that incredible scene, 
foregrounding is bound up with temporal interruption and recursion, so that at any instance the 
present moment can be opened up to its historical fullness. The sensory presentness of each and 
every detail is thus intensified, making salient the relation of any piece of the filmic event to its 
deliberate ordering process— all within the dynamic panorama of the Revolution.46

Further elaborating on the cinematic stylistics of foregrounding, Gilberto Perez juxtaposes 
Eisenstein’s synechdochal rhetoric with Alexander Dovzhenko’s style in Earth (1930). While 
both filmmakers use the close- up to rupture space, Dovzhenko tends to endow each object, 
and each shot, with a unique intrinsic solidity, an emphatically embossed presentness that, Perez 
suggests, tends to suppress on every level— spatial, material, historical— the relation to what is 

44 Tsivian, Ivan, 51. See pp. 65–66 for Eisenstein’s diagram of “ecstasy” qua “ex- stasis,” and Tsivian’s gloss on it.

45 “Foregrounding” is singled out by Jan Mukarovsky of the Prague structuralists. See Willie van Peer and Frank 
Hakemulder, “Foregrounding,” The Pergamon Encyclopaedia of Language and Linguistics, vol. 4, ed. Keith Brown 
(Oxford, UK: Elsevier, 2006), 546– 51; http://www.sciencedirect.com, accessed November 8, 2010. David Bordwell 
invokes throughout his work related formal concepts to describe cinematic articulations maneuvered vis- à- vis the 
classical standard.

46 Annette Michelson, “Camera Lucida Camera Obscura,” Artforum (January 1973): 30–7.
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not seen, what is before, beyond, or after the particular shot. Dovzhenko seems interested not 
so much in the whole but in its distinct parts, not in the links between elements but in the pleni-
tude of their sensory existence: each instance is confronted in its own “full face” (Fig. 1.6).47 
Eisenstein is, of course, equally invested in the emphatic visuality and plasticity of the detail, 
but he uses it eccentrically, “exploding” it— as per Tsivian’s account— outward of itself, so as 
to intensify the image and transfigure the sense of the whole. It is not strictly proximity, size, 
or particular expressive facial features on which Eisensteinian foregrounding hinges, but on a 
projecting- forth, a leaping of the detail into implication and meaning always greater than itself, 
its expressive value always exceeding any actual, particular face in close- up.

“My first conscious impression was a close- up”: perceptual experience, memory, and the 
cinema join in this formulation from a late text, “History of the Close- Up,” where Eisenstein 
deconstructs, in effect, any settled diametrical classifications of thought such as part and whole, 
near and far, simple and complex, foreground and background.48 Cinematic expressivity is lik-
ened, rather, to a dream vision that achieves directly, without mediation, the sort of insight that 
in quotidian experience only the trained eye, or an exceptionally astute perception, can dis-
cern— Eisenstein’s model here is Sherlock Holmes. In a stream of recollections, composed as a 
poetic verbal montage approximating a highly personal “autobiography” of the close- up as a form 

47 Gilberto Perez, The Material Ghost: Films and Their Medium (Baltimore, MD, and London: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1998), see especially pp. 165– 70. Foregrounding can be productively considered also in light of Pier 
Paolo Pasolini’s equation of face and landscape. I have analyzed, in a different context, Pasolini’s frontality as negating the 
opposition between figure and ground, also in view of Roberto Longhi’s reading of Piero della Francesca. Piero’s frontality 
might be juxtaposed with that of Caravaggio whose figures are, of course, very much foregrounded, as they seem to project 
out of a recessed, dark setting. Even as they are often situated in a realist milieu, Caravaggio’s bodies are thus suspended 
between this world and another, and may be juxtaposed with Piero’s evenly-illuminated universe, where frontality can 
be equated with the pictorial surface itself. See my chapter “Archaic: Pasolini on the Face of the Earth,” Italian Locations: 
Reinhabiting the Past in Postwar Cinema (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008), especially pp. 136–56.

48 Sergei Eisenstein, “History of the Close- Up,” Beyond the Stars: The Memoirs of Sergei Eisenstein, Selected Works, 
vol. IV, ed. Richard Taylor, trans. William Powell (London: British Film Institute and Calcutta: Seagull, 1995), 
461– 78. It was Yuri Tsivian who drew my attention to this curious text, and thus encouraged me to deepen my en-
gagement with Eisenstein in this chapter.

FIGURE 1.6: Metonymy or simile? Full-face, all- present: 

Earth (Alexander Dovzhenko,1930) – frame enlargement.Do not circulate
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of perception and of memory, Eisenstein invokes visual impressions that seem to emerge from a 
semi- consciousness triggered by sleep, wine, the Mexican sun or, possibly, illness— indeed he was 
already quite ill when he wrote these lines in June 1946. A formative instance in which a figure sud-
denly take shape, as if in response to his gaze, against the indistinct flow of infant vision, is invoked 
in Eisenstein’s recollection of what seems like nothing less than the birth of consciousness.

A branch of lilac.
White,
Double- flowered.
[… .]
The close- up of white lilac swaying above my cot is my first childhood impression.
[… .]
A small foreground detail can attain such size that it dominates everything else in the 

painting.
Then somehow a chair was put through the screen in two places.
I remember it had two holes in it.
The screen was taken away.
I think these two branches brought two, organically connected ideas together— the 

idea of a close- up, and the idea of a foreground composition— in one living impression.
And many years later, when I began to look for the historical precursors of the cinema 

close- up I automatically began searching not in isolated portraits or still lifes but in the 
fascinating history of how an individual element in a picture begins to move forward 
from the picture’s general make- up and into the foreground.49

Tellingly, throughout his little “History of the Close- Up,” Eisenstein does not invoke the human 
face with any specificity. Yet is it not possible that there is something more distinct about a sprig 
of lilac, say, in a childhood memory, than in a mother’s face— insofar as the former is embalmed 
in the past while the latter accompanies us with time and is (ideally) always with us? Indeed, the 
mother’s “first” face— like her breast— may be construed as the ground, or screen, against which 
distinct figures are drawn. Bertram Lewin’s screen metaphor, describing the most archaic foun-
dation of the dream as preceding any of its particular figures, is pertinent here: the screen is 
like the mother’s breast upon which the content infant falls asleep after nursing. Likewise, as 
Jean- Louis Baudry argued, the movie screen is routinely ignored, yet it is a necessary condition 
for the distinct image— like that of the lilac branch— to come into being, and to be perceived.50 
Both the movie theater screen, and the Japanese screen- partition as ground for the lilac figure 

49 Eisenstein, “History,” 461– 2; the line breaks and indentations follow the text.

50 Jean- Louis Baudry cites Bertram Lewin’s notion of the “dream screen” as support of the projected image in 
“The Apparatus: Metapsychological Approaches to the Impression of Reality in the Cinema,” Narrative, Apparatus, 
Ideology: A Film Theory Reader, ed. Philip Rosen (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), 299– 318. 
Recollections comparable to Eisenstein’s infant vision abound— one thinks of Proust, but I recall here the poetic 
intensity of Godard’s celebrated coffee cup sequence in Two or Three Things I Know About Her (1967), where a falling 
out of and back into focus rehearses the birth of consciousness out of figural play, joining the intimate absorption 
of the close- up with a vaster reflection. One might conjure one’s own earliest memories as bound up with such con-
sciousness of the image: for me it was a painting hanging above my baby cot that took shape one day around the fig-
ures of two children holding hands in a dance. I seemed to have realized simultaneously that the painting was always 
there, but that it had no distinct figures or features, for me, up until that moment of recognition.
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are likely operative in Eisenstein’s imagination. “Half- embroidered, half- painted,” the figure 
seems at one to pierce through the screen and to be depicted upon it— a rebus of sorts.

This emergence into foreground is understood in Eisenstein’s text as the founding condition of 
consciousness, awakening to life. Its anthropomorphic aspect surfaces with Eisenstein’s reference 
to the two holes piercing the surface— as if to follow his gaze from one branch, and one idea, to an-
other. Somewhat like the eye- holes of a mask— empty yet hypnotically returning the gaze, at once 
irresistible and forbidding— these two holes in the screen are not themselves firmly located, but 
they seem to mediate the distant and the near, solid and surface. More than morphological simi-
larity of parts, it is the mediating function of the holes, their transfiguration of vision, that seems to 
respond to the child’s gaze: physiognomy emerges as a field of dynamic figure and ground relations. 
Thus, in a sequence of dream- like metonymic passages, attention shifts as if in successive fore-
grounding compositions from the lilac sprig to the chair put “through the screen in two places,” to 
the memory of two holes and, with the screen removed, to the two branches that, in turn, yoke “two 
ideas”; the sequence as a whole then crystalizes as a total, dynamic impression. Indeed, it seems 
progressively impressed— upon the screen and then in memory— as the image shifts from the white 
of these lilac petals, to holes, to branches. Evolving organically, in response to the child’s gaze, the  
figure is reduplicated and displaced. Joining these with our other examples, we find implicated 
here a dissolution of generic distinctions between pictorial modes— the isolated bourgeois  
portrait and the still life— by means of a transmorphic cinematic perception that breaks through 
categories and dynamizes the identity of all objects and figures, parts and whole.

As Eisenstein put it when tracing the different connotations of the American concept of the 
close- up versus the Russian (and French) shot “on a large scale”: it is “not so much to show or to 
present,” literally and narrowly, a particular face that he is after, but the cinema’s ability “to mean, 
to denote, to signify” face— and thereby to facialize the image as a whole. Swerving from the par-
ticular formal parameters of a face, an image can nevertheless be like a face: a dynamic operative 
figure, it can do and it can mean what faces mean and do— return the gaze, compel, address. New 
dynamic relationships of distance and proximity, of figure and ground— which can itself emerge 
as figure— are thus mediated. The two holes from the autobiographical “History of the Close- Up” 
resonate well with the masks and skulls of Eisenstein’s Mexican project. The play of internal fram-
ing, scale and focal length, effecting volumes and cavities, dynamize these paradigmatic facial 
forms that seem, in Eisenstein’s film fragments, to seize, focalize, and thrust forth, as it were, even 
background elements, projecting them toward the foreground (Fig. 1.7). These relationships are 
vividly material, visual, and even tactile; they invoke a primal, intuitive child- like play of conceal-
ing and peeking- through. But as an ensemble, they eventually mediate the passage to formal and 
syntactic relations, affording “the link between painting and literature, seen as equally plastic.”51 
The juxtaposition of objects, surfaces, entities of every scale in ways that force even the most dis-
tant object to jut forth as figure and address us as such— to face the spectator even when faces 
themselves might not— this is the achievement of Eisenstein’s art (Figs. 1.8–1.9).

With little elaboration on the human face per se, Eisenstein thus develops an idea of fore-
grounding that elicits and intensifies the emergence of a figure, and lends the image as a whole 
a face- like power of address, set against both rationalizing “daytime” perception and narrative 

51 Eisenstein, “History,” 464.
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integration. Forgrounding exceeds, by this account, conventions of figure- ground relations, 
teasing in the Eisensteinian montage- image a corporeal- physiognomic facingness.52 Propelled 
by dislocation, dissociation, and violent association— operations already at work in his earlier 
“montage of attractions”— the advanced montage- image overruns, in Eisenstein’s discussion, 
conceptual, coded mediation and addresses itself directly to the spectator. The horizontal- 
linear textuality and legibility privileged in linguistic accounts of montage is overtaken here 
by the vertical dynamics of the montage- image that always explodes its own boundaries, pro-
jecting from (or even through) the screen outward to incorporate the viewer. Likewise, the cor-
poreal expressivity of Eisenstein’s late poetics of the image breaks with the evenly illuminated, 
balanced grids of Renaissance perspectival models—where each figure had its secure and 
stable place—and evolves through his art- historical examples of whirling bodies in dynamic 
baroque masses, or of Piranesi’s dark vertiginous spaces, that resonate with the corporeal, at 
once quasi- intestinal and psychic interiors of Eisenstein’s late films. If Soviet montage was  

FIGURE 1.7: Background and foreground 

dynamics in Que Viva Mexico!  

(S. M. Eisenstein, 1931) –  frame enlargement.

FIGURE 1.8: Rhyming of background and 

foreground in Que Viva Mexico!  

–  frame enlargement.

FIGURE 1.9: Rhyming of background and 

foreground in Ivan the Terrible, Part 1  

(S. M. Eisenstein, 1945) –  frame enlargement.

52 I return to the notion of facingness, in closer affinity with Michael Fried’s use of the term, in Chapter Five. In the 
present context, a more pertinent association would be with Tom Gunning’s expansion of the Eisensteinian attrac-
tion as cinematic dispositif— see note 27, above.

Do not circulate



52  •  THE FACE ON FILM

52

first described through mechanistic and linguistic metaphors, the figural expressivity of the 
montage- image recovers a primal, corporeal, sensual vitality—even as Eisenstein posits it, at 
the same time, as an agent of complex thought.

How to comprehend all this alongside Eisenstein’s high praise— though unelaborated— for 
Dreyer’s Passion of Joan of Arc? While it is a film that could just as well be admired by an op-
posite sensibility— one that would see in its rhetoric of authenticity and presence a prime case 
for a revelatory paradigm whose imperative is, plainly, “Believe!”— Eisenstein’s thought, and his 
work, may also be seen in dialogue with Dreyer’s.53 The Passion does not in fact consist in its en-
tirety— as it is sometimes remembered— of facial close- ups, but it is a film in which, Eisenstein 
might say, all is foreground. The intensification of foreground, where details are yoked in violent 
simultaneity, by no means gives rise to the human face as a harmoniously reassuring, infrangible 
totality. On the contrary Dreyer’s face- work is fraught with violent dissociations, displacements, 
paradoxes and barriers which—notwithstanding its hallowed reputation— one should parse.

JOAN OF ARC, INEVITABLY

Moving through the facial- expressive trajectory of the 1920s we arrive, inevitably, at Dreyer’s 
door to reconsider there how the terms and turns of the facial image are truly pushed to the 
limit. Dreyer’s film gives a particular meaning to the rather broad question of how the cine-
matic image is invested with consciousness, how expression is facialized and addressed— also 
since The Passion so consciously straddles the transition to the talkie, when the synchro-
nized human voice was to introduce a shift nowhere more salient than in the perception of 
the face.54 All the more reason to marvel at its audacity, in view of Dreyer’s cutting back and 
forth between expressive faces, whose mouths pronounce words that one can often decipher,  
followed by dialogue intertitles (quoting the historical trial transcripts), that at times repeat 
those very words, and back again to the actor’s face, sometimes completing the phrase that 
the titles already spelled out. All this far exceeds standard intertitled film practice where— 
apart from the common wisdom that one should not burden the spectator with too much read-
ing— the excessive mouthing of speech in close- up is routinely avoided not only for the sake of 
economy, but since it so disconcertingly highlights the absence of voice, and might even seem 

53 For Eisenstein’s expressed admiration of Dreyer see Beyond the Stars, 230 and 336. Dreyer for his part stated 
that his work was inspired by Battleship Potemkin— so reports Casper Tybjerg in his commentary on The Passion 
of Joan of Arc, Criterion DVD edition (1999). In his Filmguide to La Passion de Jeanne d’Arc (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1973), 62– 63, David Bordwell cites an anonymous review from the New York Times (February 
16, 1930) that ascribes to Eisenstein instead a negative opinion of Dreyer’s film: “very interesting and beautiful…
but not a film. Rather a series of wonderful photographs.” Bordwell also cites Paul Rotha’s gloss on the opposition of 
Dreyer and Eisenstein as, predictably, following the opposition of the individual expressive shot and the montage 
of attractions. By the time he considers the film again in The Films of Carl  Theodor Dreyer (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1981), Bordwell revises his earlier assertion of its “splendid unity,” and admits the “disunity and 
contradiction” of Dreyer’s Passion as “one of the most bizarre, perceptually difficult films ever made” (66), pointing 
out, as well, how Dreyer pushes everything to the foreground of the image.

54 According to Bordwell’s Filmguide, p. 14, Dreyer’s original conception was of a talking picture; when settling on 
silent he still retained far more dialogue than is common in silent cinema, and which the actors were to speak in toto. 
Notoriously, a sonorized version was put together by Lo Duca in 1952, but was rejected by Dreyer.
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uncanny. How and why should one stare into a mouth twisting open in inaudible speech? This 
was already parodied in the earliest cinema with The Big Swallow (James Williamson, 1901) 
(Fig. 1.10) where the oral movements of speech, magnified, evolve into the mock- monstrous 
swallow. Surely, if Joan is so spiritually or psychologically saturated— as viewers maintain— 
one should not be gaping into her mouth quite so directly and so extensively. Yet between 
numerous intertitles, Dreyer often leads us to do just that! How to navigate between the phys-
ical gesticulating mouth; the muted charge of speech, crying, pleading, breathing; and the 
intertitle quotes from historical documents? The face flutters somewhere in-between these ele-
ments in The Passion of Joan of Arc.

David Bordwell has commented on this peculiarity, noting the difference— one could well 
invoke here Derridian différance— between the spatio- temporality of speech- as- moving- image 
and that of writing. It is this same difference— or interference— that marks the relation between 
the sensory and the intelligible, between the beholding of a human face and the act of reading 
in the film.

The dialogue titles foreground the crucial difference between speaking and writing: lips 
move and then we read what they have already said. Through Jeanne d’Arc’s insistence 
on the principle of dialogue, the archaic dialogue title gets recharged with formal 
significance.55

The significance is even more than formal. The elaborate artifice of repetition and syncopa-
tion between image and text in this film is such that time itself seems to stutter when facial and 
verbal expression seem to not simply repeat but interrupt each other, breaking the spatio- tem-
poral flow of cinematic experience and the linearity of reading (Figs. 1.11–1.13). The temporal  

55 Bordwell, The Films of CTD, 91. In his earlier Filmguide (especially pp. 22– 8) Bordwell emphasized the temporal 
condensation of action in the film, which he ascribes to Dreyer’s abstraction of both duration and space. Such con-
densation is true to the broader narrative span of the film and its balance of fabula versus syuzhet; but one notes that it 
is not reproduced at the level of the discrete units of exchange in the film, where temporal retardation and dislocation 
are at work just when one might have expected a more economical and psychologically coherent flow.

FIGURE 1.10: Mouthing speech, then 

swallowing the camera: an “interiority” 

of sorts in The Big Swallow (James 

Williamson, 1901) –  frame enlargement.
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dilation in the rebounding of the written text and the speaking mouth render language itself as 
a sort of material, corporeal substance. What results is that not the coherence of psychological 
character (well established in cinematic representation by that time), nor the integrity of Joan’s in-
spiration— the divine revelation of her own presumed visions and voices— all these are not quite 
held together in Dreyer’s system.56 Some new, alien territory emerges in the gap between image 
and language, and in their mutual interference in the arena of the face.

56 My emphasis on the breakdown of psychological coherence goes against what some viewers may consider the intui-
tive association of the expressive face with psychological truth, which was also Dreyer’s stated intention in many of his  
pronouncements on the film.

FIGURES 1.11–1.13: Mouthing the word before 

and after written dialogue title in The Passion 

of Joan of Arc (Carl Theodor Dreyer, 1928) –  

frame enlargements.
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This interference aggravates the frequent dissociation, noted by scholars, of eyeline matches 
and, more broadly, the dissociation of spaces in The Passion. When eyeline matches do occur, it 
is often in moments of crisis when, as James Schamus argues, Joan is in fact being deceived by 
her judges.57 The intent, expressive facial close- ups are often divorced, then, from the syntactic 
functions conventionally implemented by film language. With such coded, communicative le-
gibility repeatedly thrown in doubt, a mute visual- corporeal expressivity sets in— but it is never 
a reassuring one. When can we read and when must we suspend the sovereignty of our lan-
guages and codes in confronting the nudity of the human face on its own— and on its own turf, 
which is what Dreyer’s film seems to set up like no other film before it? When camera angles or 
the direction of glances suggest that the face is intent on communicating beyond itself, Dreyer’s 
disruptive system— the frequent lack of establishing shots, the vertiginous framing with heads 
often de- centered, the dissociated editing— all work to isolate the face and forge its own space. 
And even when, as is often the case, off- screen space is signaled, it tends to be frustrated by 
unreliable eyeline matches. These shattered spatial coordinates, too, make us feel the space sur-
rounding the head as a void— but a void that is somehow substantial, heavy, grave.

Not only by way of editing, but also in the use of mise- en- scène, vast yet oppressive 
expanses— either blank or else emphasized with arches and other architectural fragments— 
gape above or alongside faces and often occupy the greater part of the frame (Figs. 1.14–1.15). 
Such perverse, warping compositions conspire against the centripetal unity of expressive- rev-
elatory plenitude— the psychological or spiritualized face that the film is said to promote. An 
iconographic- symbolic interpretation of such compositions is compelling: in pictorial trad-
ition such spaces might be occupied by virgin’s robes, by soaring angels’ wings and saints’ 
thighs; thus, the palpable lack of such divine apparatus could signify the condition of a world 
from which the incarnate gods have departed and that now encroaches upon the solitary 
human creature.58 But what one confronts here is also the breakdown of legibility and repre-
sentation. I would describe it as a cinematic correlative to Georges Didi- Huberman’s account 
of the weight of empty spaces in Fra Angelico’s Annunciation (ca. 1441) in the Monastery of 
San Marco in Florence (Fig. 1.16). Angelico’s reduction of architectural elements and props 
as well as of realist pictorial devices— spatial constructions, shading, molding, all that would 
render the space and the sacred encounter that transpires in it intelligible as representation— 
gives rise to a profound ambiguity. The bare expanse that gapes in the middle of the fresco 
posits what one sees versus what one knows: the enigmatic composition with the vacuum at its 
midst interferes with both narrative and pictorial spatio- temporal coherence, and thus opens 
figuration to perpetual displacement. What is at stake here, according to Didi- Huberman, is 
a loss of legibility and, with it, a radical otherness that comes to lurk at the heart of seemingly 

57 James Schamus’s scholarship on Dreyer has inspired some of my own thinking about the film; see Carl Theodor 
Dreyer’s Gertrude: The Moving Word (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2008), 66. Noël Burch’s discussion 
in “Carl Theodor Dreyer: The Major Phase,” Richard Roud, ed., Cinema: A Critical Dictionary, vol. 1 (New York: 
Viking, 1980), particularly 296– 300, is compelling on most accounts. He makes the point that the space conjured 
in the film is specifically, and exclusively cinematic— in assertive rejection of both the proscenium-theatrical space 
and of the transparent, illusionistic filmmaking style. Yet his argument that Dreyer links shots “exclusively through 
eyeline matching” and yet maintains at the same time an “open” relationship between them remains problematic.

58 Such interpretation has been forwarded by my students in a seminar on the face at the University of Chicago, 
Winter 2010.
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FIGURE 1.16: The weight of empty spaces: Fra Angelico, 

Annunciation with Saint Peter Martyr, fresco (ca. 1440– 1445). Image 

courtesy of the Museo di San Marco, Florence. Licensed by Scala/

Art Resource, NY.

 
FIGURES 1.14–1.15: The weight of empty spaces in The Passion of Joan of Arc –  frame enlargements.
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intelligible representation. These are the equivocal workings of an art already informed by hu-
manist innovation but ultimately serving other ends: the riddles of divine mystery and its ne-
cessarily oblique figuration in the image.59 Across the various Christological attitudes to image 
and figuration— the Florentine monk’s and the modern Scandinavian’s— strategies of inter-
ference and anachronism probe the riddles of incarnation, through and against the situation of 
the human body in space and time.

Dreyer’s work with framing and décor is consistent with his editorial system. It signals, 
almost palpably, just such loss of intelligibility that inflects what would first appear as a suc-
cinct narrative rendering of the trial and execution of Joan of Arc, buttressed by historical 
documents and a range of quasi- realist, authenticating devices. But Dreyer’s challenge is 
to render not simply the trial, but the Passion, which is certainly no straightforward repre-
sentational and psychological matter. His breakdown of eyeline matches, his assertive fore-
grounding of empty spaces, his recursive interference with temporal flow— under the guise 
of strict linearity, which Dreyer underscored by shooting in chronology— all these isolate 
and accentuate the one element consistently charged and overdetermined in the film: the 
human face which persists as if on its own, and against our routine effort to comprehend its 
situation, orientation, and communicative meanings. Its peculiar fullness in isolation, always 
circling on the edge of intelligibility, has inspired one of Gilles Deleuze’s best passages of 
formal description:

Joan’s face is often pushed back to the lower part of the image, so that the close- up carries 
with it a fragment of white décor, an empty zone, a space of sky from which she draws an 
inspiration. It is an extraordinary document on the turning towards and turning away 
of faces… . Dreyer avoids the shot- reverse shot procedure which would maintain a real 
relation between each face and the other, and would still be part of an action- image. He 
prefers to isolate each face in a close- up which is only partly filled, so that the position 
to the right or to the left directly induces a virtual conjunction which no longer needs to 
pass through the real connection between the people.60

Dreyer’s foregrounding principle and his isolation of the human face is what propels the image, 
as Deleuze puts it, into an “immediate relation with the affect” and underscores its “triumph of a 
properly temporal or even spiritual perspective”: The Passion is thus, he concludes, “the affective 
film par excellence.”

But there is something else about the face in this film: even as, for its great theme and its 
reputation, we expect to be transported to some “spiritual perspective,” or at least psychological 
depth, we sense at the same time a way in which the face is here both conduit and intrusion to such 
journey. In fact the face’s physical being— by way of appearance, frequently marked by the haptic 
appeal of skin texture, wetness of cheeks, dryness of lips and so on— is often sensed as inordinately 
tangible. The concrete fleshy faces that populate the film— both the judges’ and the possessed  

59 I draw on Georges Didi- Huberman’s discussion across two books: Fra Angelico: Dissemblance and Figuration, 
trans. Jane Marie Todd (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 113– 23, and Confronting Images: Questioning 
the Ends of a Certain History of Art, trans. John Goodman (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press: 
2005), 13– 28.

60 Deleuze, Cinema 1, 107.
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protagonist’s together— are reiterated by the striking procession of bodies and body parts in the 
outdoor crowd scene. Most memorable are the contorted acrobats and the baby at its mother’s 
breast. In this universe where everything is so disconcertingly foregrounded, Joan/ Falconetti’s 
features—whose peasant- girl connotations Dreyer wished to emphasize— resonate with both the 
oppressive voids that so often encroach upon her and with the plenitude of concrete, corporeal 
being. Not so much by virtue of her expressions— since for the most part the various figures and 
movement in the crowd scenes do not seem to be within her line of vision— but by way of meto-
nymic contiguity delivered to our perception in montage, Joan’s face could be said to inflect these 
other spaces and figures, or else to suffer them. In effect, Dreyer asks us to compare, and equate, 
the sensory- expressive quality of these diverse figures: all are foregrounded; all are facialized, and 
this equation must be brought to bear on the sort of truth of the face that Dreyer must be aiming 
at— no foggy spirituality but intimately, umbilically, immersed the thick of life.

Casper Tybjerg cites from a contemporary review of the film by Lis Jacobsen, a Danish philolo-
gist who had attended its premiere—her powerful observation points in the direction that con-
cerns me. It is not just the absence of make- up, Jacobsen wrote, but it is as if the skin itself is ripped 
off the human face in The Passion of Joan of Arc; its nudity is not simply that of the sentiments,

but of human existence from cradle to grave. Truth is hurled at our faces: an image of a 
suckling infant pictured not as a mother with a child at her breast, but as a huge bulging 
naked bosom clasped by a lustily feeding baby mouth.61

Clearly, this is not the image of a Madonna and Child as sublimated by tradition and convention 
(Figs. 1.17–1.18). Whatever iconographic connotations and metaphoric leaps Dreyer’s string of 
images might invoke— Joan’s longing to be embraced to comfort by God in heaven, the violent 
assault on her child- like innocence— is surpassed here by the impact of raw being. The truth 
of the naked face meets that of the naked breast (with which the face also resonates formally) 
on which the infant suckles; the mouth that is seen to speak, and pray, and take the Eucharist 
resonates with the immediacy and necessity of the baby’s wet mouth; Joan’s keen look with the 
baby’s intuitive turn of the head, disturbed only for an instant from its primal absorption— all 
are metonymically joined and forcefully equated on the same plane by expressive foreground-
ing. One might say that an exchange of intensities thereby occurs between these various figures: 

61 Tybjerg, The Passion DVD commentary, citing Lis Jacobsen.

 
FIGURES 1.17– 1.18: Sensory primacy: a nudity of face and of being in The Passion of 

Joan of Arc –  frame enlargements.
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all are oddly intrusive, offering the spectator no relief. Everything transpires in an absolute 
presentness, concreteness, and out in the open. Spaces empty and full, objects of all sorts blunt 
and sharp, body parts— all press forth, charging the faces that confront us.

In Dreyer’s reliance on historical documents; in his insistence on shooting in chronology, 
perhaps by way of impressing upon his cast a ritualistic re- enactment of the Passion; in the as-
sault of his close- ups upon the exposed faces of the actors—as if the camera were extending the 
trial’s techniques of interrogation and torture— in all these ways the film appeals to a rhetoric 
of authenticity.62 However the obvious must not be overlooked: that it is an acted, costume,  
fiction film. Its actors’ faces, like most cinematic faces (and bodies), are to be seen as both their 
own and as being lent to the characters they enact— a split itself thematized in The Passion’s 
dwelling on certain characters’ duplicity, and on the forging of the king’s seal and signature.63 
We shall have occasion to develop the question of acting- as- being and being- as- performance 
when we consider the screen test as “facial genre” in Chapter Four. But due to the loud claim 
of authenticity in The Passion, its effects of bareness and presentness, and by sheer proximity, 
the actor’s person and role are palpably yoked here, more so than in standard dramatic film 
practice. This is what prompted André Bazin’s famous observation that, despite the artifice of 
theatrical gesture and décor, and despite its principle of fragmentation, the film transpires like a 
documentary of its actors’ faces. Bazin’s ontological realism seems not too far here from Balázs’s 
microphysiognomic perception and even Epstein’s geological animism:

The greater recourse Dreyer has exclusively to the human “expression,” the more he 
has to reconvert it again into Nature. Let there be no mistake, that prodigious fresco 
of heads is the very opposite of an actor’s film. It is a documentary of faces. It is not im-
portant how well the actors play, whereas the pockmarks on Bishop Cauchon’s face and 
the red patches of Jean d’Yd are an integral part of the action. In this drama- through- 
the- microscope the whole of nature palpitates beneath every pore. The movement of a 
wrinkle, the pursing of a lip are seismic shocks and the flow of tides, the flux and reflux 
of this human epidermis.64

Bazin is not naively equating here the acted fiction film and documentary. What he identi-
fies in the arena of the face is, rather, the triumph of a physical, corporeal nature caught on 
film vis- à- vis conscious, intentional human gesture and action, or acting and, more broadly, 
representation. As in the neorealist tradition that he privileges, what Bazin sees in Dreyer’s 
work is the bare, almost intrusive corporeal reality of the actor pushed against mimicry  

62 For a nuanced discussion of the film’s violent use of the close- up vis- à- vis its odd realism, see James Schamus, 
“Dreyer’s Textual Realism,” Rites of Realism: Essays in Corporeal Cinema, ed. Ivone Margulies (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2003), 315– 24.

63 The nagging question of dissimulation with regard to the face in the cinema, and in this film in particular, was 
sharpened for me by Michael Cramer’s contribution to my seminar on the face at Yale University, Spring 2007.

64 André Bazin, “Theater and Cinema, Part Two,” What Is Cinema, vol. I, trans. Hugh Gray (1967; Berkeley: 
California University Press, 2005), 109– 10. Bazin’s reference to the “red patches” in what we obviously see in the 
film as black-and-white is perhaps effected by Dreyer’s appeal to our recognition of quotidian phenomena. Extreme 
proximity ruptures formal barriers, as well as our sense of the “envelope” that shields the person. This effect is recog-
nizable in new wave cinemas: I’m thinking of John Cassavetes’s close- ups of Gina Rowlands in Opening Night (1977) 
where, as per Bazin’s discussion of Dreyer, the theatrical context makes the cinematic gesture even more salient.
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and against the illusionistic flow of the narrative fiction. The effect of the non- actor in neoreal-
ism— types marked by class, profession, milieu, region— is of a piece with this idea. One may 
well dub this corporeal intrusion of the face— following the Cahiers du cinéma editors’ cele-
brated expression— a “reality of the inscription.”65

The question remains: how does such cinematographic insistence on the face- as- body 
still seem to endow it with a dimension of interiority and of revelation; how does one move 
from the material opacity of flesh to the supposed transparency of “spirit,” from the epi-
dermal to the self, from image to consciousness? Can this translation be accounted for by 
some sort of equivalent to a physiognomic lexicon? Does the merciless attention to creases, 
pores, flaky scalps, moles of all shades on the judges’, the guards’, and the torturers’ faces in 
Joan of Arc simply translate into an “inner ugliness,” their guilty conscience, their fall from 
the divine into corrupted flesh? Would such translation then also apply to the bodily effects of 
the maid herself, implicating some motivated link between her outer, inner, and transcended 
domains— namely our seeing one as cause, or evidence, or index of the other? Joan is anxious 
to protect the integrity of all these aspects of her self, bound up as one in what she is, in her 
being: when threatened with torture she begs her judges to not separate her body from her 
soul. But when we are confronted with the shearing of her hair and the bleeding; and even 
more so, it seems to me, when we get subtle shimmery glimpses of the inside of her mouth and 
nostrils,  we might ask then how all such fleshy orifices and corporeal excretions are part of her 
self— since they forge her cinematographic being in the first place?66 Just like the tears carving 
paths, for posterity, down the textured surfaces of her complexion— these bodily effects are 
what make us truly wonder what a self might be. How does subjective agency rise out of these 
many layers of physical being, out of the thick of life? The flesh is not transparent— beneath it 
there is more flesh, and blood. If we try to remove these layers, we kill the patient, in a manner 
of speaking— it is what burning witches is all about. Nor does the legible range of Joan’s facial 
expressions, which is limited— fear, supplication, pity— suffice. Its limits are those of dis-
course and of representation: symbolic systems that cannot encompass the mystery of self. 
And so, since the physical substance of flesh inundates us here with excessive proof of exist-
ence— what would that self be?

65 Collective text by the editors of Cahiers du Cinéma, “John Ford’s Young Mr. Lincoln,” Movies and Methods: An 
Anthology, ed. Bill Nichols (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), 495.

66 The production trivia, pointed out to me by Richard Suchenski, that in the shot isolating the arm the bleeding was 
in fact done to a stunt does not destroy, it seems to me, the corporeal blows of the film, even if it intrudes, somewhat, 
upon its myth. The fragmentation of the body by editing or other cinematic devices is a fact that Dreyer, with his dis-
persive editing style, would not deny. The sight of the blade cutting through flesh and the blood jetting out contain 
enough of a manifest cause- and- effect within a single shot to affect most viewers quite viscerally, and in ways that may 
be said to compensate for the editing of two bodies into one. This is a common cinematic conceit that underscores 
the fundamental difference between theatrical and cinematic bodies. In the theater the body is, at least in principle, 
integral and sovereign. In the cinema, too, the actor lends her body to the role, but not in quite the same way that she 
lends it to the camera: body and face are subjected to the cinematic apparatus and, in some sense, the apparatus always, 
and in principle, prevails— it has the final say, as it were. Films that explore this difference by appropriating theatrical 
modes of perception— like emphatic frontality and, above all, in certain uses of the long take— often do so to parse the 
question of the actor. The split between role and camera is very much at stake in Cassavetes’s Opening Night. But what 
to make of it in Dreyer’s film? We shall encounter throughout this book other such radical, and more or less juridical, 
situations of confrontation of face and apparatus.
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There is a way in which all these bodily effects are like facial expressions— indeed like 
strong expressions that, whether or not discretely and fully legible, manifest, at the very least, 
the intense presentness of the experience with which we are confronted. But insofar as these 
bodily effects exceed a parade of signifiers more or less conventionally joined toward a liter-
ary characterization of the maid’s character and her distress, they are set against a verbal 
order— also undermined in Joan’s rejection of the forcibly signed confession. Their cumulative 
layering proclaims depth; this is what layers structurally do, especially when a temporal pro-
cess— recursion, duration— partakes in their layering. The dissimulation of the actor, whose 
body both reveals and conceals the subject, is mirrored in the dissimulation of the character 
who, in her very person, both conceals and reveals the mystery; these dissimulations, too, are 
part of that layering process. Such layering signals a depth of experience but exceeds any dis-
cursive or legible content to be read therein. What it adds up to is the density and opacity of 
the subject: much as one peels off layers, the power, even threat, involved in raw being is bound 
up with the resistance to legibility and to iconographic decoding. Dreyer might be positing 
here not an inwardness offering itself to be read but a stubborn rebounding of self— whatever 
that self might be— through the physical density of the visual. It is the subject’s most precious 
aspect, and it is what Joan’s face, and her very person, presents to the judges, and to spectators. 
Dreyer’s film spins such ideas— such double- negations— into circulation in the cinematic 
image. How, then, is Joan/ Falconetti’s face part of her self— and what is that self, insofar as 
cinematography can tell? In its routine operations the cinema (like other fictions) presumes to 
know what it shows, and display what it knows, to define and make legible its subjects (because 
it invents them). Dreyer explores the uncompromised presentness of the living, human face on 
film, staging its nudity and its layering to figure an agency— be it a grand theological mystery 
or the little mystery of the person. He progresses against the representational inclinations of 
his medium by repeatedly pointing to the gaps between seeing and knowing, by moving con-
tinually toward and away from legibility. A Passion is figured, but what it manifests is that its 
mystery cannot quite be disclosed— cannot be altogether subjected to representation, cannot 
be possessed by knowledge.

Another way to describe this conceit— always skirting the mind- body problem in its prop-
erly philosophical formulations— is to consider that the face is a medium in just the way that 
a person partaking in some ritual invocation might be taken as medium of exchange between 
the living and the dead, between present and past, matter and spirit. The archaic theater actor 
is invested with similar powers of mediation: in the actor’s performance, the dramatic opera-
tions of mimesis, dissimulation, substitution, doubling, or repetition are equipoised by the 
presence and immediacy of the actor’s body, lent to (or possessed by) the role (or some oracu-
lar spirit). Vestiges of such daemonic exchange might be seen to inform the distinct spatio- 
temporal presence- absence condition of motion pictures. In just such terms Miriam Hansen 
glossed Benjamin’s aura, effected by an apparatus that “at once threatens and inscribes the 
subject’s authenticity and individuality”: its efficacy may well be driven by this double move-
ment.67 It is not, then, an actual return of the gaze in the subject’s direct look at the camera, but 
the agency of a gaze that matters— as it permeates, emanates, but is at the same time also alien-
ated from the subject in its refraction across a distance. This distance, spatial and temporal, 

67 Miriam Bratu Hansen, “Benjamin’s Aura,” Critical Inquiry 34 (2008): 342– 3.
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is synonymous with the gap between disjunctive entities, human beings, states of being. It is 
especially pronounced when technologically inscribed facial indices are as accumulated and 
densely layered as in Dreyer’s film. With the relations of image and language dislocated, with 
the body’s intelligibility pushed to the limits and drained, with an avalanche of expressions 
drowning the face, auratic distance is mediated by figural leaps— and by falls. Joan’s “other-
worldly” gaze toward a transcendent “elsewhere” is, at once, excessively charged, audaciously 
embodied, and disjointed, drained. It is as if the most intensive eruption of facial expressivity 
must also be sensed in its utter strangeness and otherness for the face to come into its own— 
but that this should happen before our eyes.

Such interpretation is corroborated by Françoise Meltzer’s understanding of the story of Joan 
of Arc as an emblematic intersection of archaic and modern discourses— this well preceding its 
particular exploration in Dreyer’s film. It is after all, as Meltzer puts it, the story of a woman’s en-
counter with a symbolic system that strives to make her “a ‘subject’ without agency.” Yet Joan, 
being a woman, is “not a subject or person before the court.” What takes place, then— as it has done  
symptomatically throughout history— is that agency “flows through and is realized by the body.”68 
The scandal that this presents to our culture’s symbolic regime is, itself, emblematic. James 
Schamus, likewise, describes Dreyer as staging here a “refusal between the traffic of language  
and image.” Joan’s renouncing of the signed confession allegorizes the breakdown of a verbal, 
male- gendered, regime in the face of the maid’s visions— visions corroborated in the excessive 
domain of the cinematic image. We do not need to see Joan’s visions for ourselves: the face thus 
foregrounded carries their agency with a fullness that exceeds both everyday perception and the  
ordinary, functional visuality of narrative cinema. Schamus adds: “Dreyer, by rupturing the  
marriage between word and image, approaches the real.”69 Illegibility is set up not as an impediment, 
but as a necessary condition of the strong, charged image. The iconicity of the cinematographic 
image would first seem to convey plain availability and intelligibility. But then Falconetti’s skin, 
nostrils, mouth, the twitches of tiny muscles caught in her close- ups— all these crowd our view, 
cannot be deciphered away, and force us to confront again the gap between seeing and knowing.

Even tears, the most human of fluids by medieval interpretation— noble, repentant, or 
redemptive as they might be— are at once self- evident and profoundly ambiguous. Among 
their many meanings— which Moshe Barasch brilliantly parses in late- medieval Christian 
iconography— even the most obvious, sadness and compassion, can shift to mystical joy. “Are 
we at all permitted,” Barasch finally wonders, “to ask what crying ‘means’?” The challenge of 

68 Françoise Meltzer, For Fear of the Fire: Joan of Arc and the Limits of Subjectivity (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2001), I quote from pp. 9 and 39. Although she does not treat Dreyer’s film specifically (even as Falconetti 
commands the book cover), Meltzer’s discussion is absolutely pertinent, and provides the best preparation for 
thinking about the film.

69 Schamus, Gertrude, 53 and 90 respectively. The Lacanian/ Žižekian “real,” intimated by Schamus, joins with 
“excess,” “supplementarity,” “aura” in a rather fluid nomenclature. But while we should not seek a perfect hom-
ology between these terms, there is a way in which what one struggles to describe in Dreyer’s Passion can be 
approximated by any and all. My recurring notion of “illegibility” in these pages perhaps mirrors the principle of 
supplementarity by which Doane had glossed Balázs and Epstein, and also adjoins Eisenstein’s pushing of fore-
ground to the point of ecstatic leaps across and outside the flow of discourse. Tom Gunning pressed me to reflect 
on my preference for “illegibility” over “ineffability” here, to which I  would respond that the ineffable carries 
heavier mystical connotations. These are not irrelevant to the discussion at some points in this book, but may 
also be juxtaposed with how the illegible sets itself more explicitly against symbolic or iconographic systems, and 
introduces moments (or sites) of crisis in their midst.
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tears to the interpretation of causes and expressions is, perhaps, the most overt form of the face’s 
margins of illegibility with which this book is concerned. Already here, in Dreyer’s Passion, 
we see tears suspended between expression reaching its zenith, a temporal bodily eruption, 
an appeal to empathy, perhaps even a gift— but they do not readily lend themselves to causal  
interpretation or “reading.”70 Indeed, Dreyer’s attention to bodily presence in certain  
close- ups— a presence that mediates but also obstructs meaning— sometimes involves a dis-
concerting emphasis on the humid roundness of Falconetti’s eyeballs, like spheres that al-
most seem to float in her teary face. And so, even tears cannot be altogether sublimated here 
into psychological or metaphysical meaning. Joan is firmly located in her body, and in her 
face- as- body. There is no getting around it in this film.

The corporeal disturbance of legibility discerned here is allegorized, finally, by the simple 
fact that, of course, we do not see Joan’s own visions, nor do we hear her voices (we hear no 
voices at all)— such things do not translate across media, as it were. Any such claim would 
amount to vulgar literalism, itself critically echoed in Joan’s interrogation, when the judges 
try to trick her into a heretical account of her vision of St. Michael’s clothing or hair. This liter-
alization offends her, and us: we are relieved by her clever skirting of the trick question— she 
answers with another: “do you think God was unable to clothe him?” But then we, too, must 
suspend the questions posed by our secular modernity which, Dreyer might say, perversely 
mirrors these judges’ own dogma, and we grant Joan her truth, whose literal content we need 
no longer question. Not the learned judges’ doctrine, nor our secular one, can demarcate 
these visions as they beckon and withdraw, at one and the same time, their epiphanic promise. 
The human face is where we encounter time and again, in the visual, what we cannot really 
know. The gap, or abyss, signaled here also means that Dreyer’s audaciously foregrounded 
close- ups can in fact transpire as distance. This is where Joan’s truth flickers— as consumed by 
fire, or as across an abyss, or in the form of a question: such, at least, is Joan’s answer.

Dreyer’s film bluntly dramatizes questions of face and agency that we also encounter in 
later cinema: that if it is not to be objectified on the one hand, nor diffused as metaphysical 
currency on the other, if it is to come into its own, the human face always disturbs epistemo-
logical and communicative channels— it is not transparent, it cannot let meanings, reasons, 
motivations, settle. But there is a price to pay for maintaining the life of the face- as- image, 
while preserving its freedom. The Passion of Joan of Arc thus also allegorizes ways in which 
cinema can itself become an interrogating machine, like the battery of judges weighing upon 
Joan. One does not interrogate consciousness directly. The cinema has developed its own ways 
of veiling and masking, of shielding and preserving the human face from the violence of visual 
interrogation and the constrictions of interpretation— by others and by the apparatus. But the 
face may then emerge as its own defense— may block, or deflect, as much as it mediates. Its 
illegibility need not be shrouded in divine mystery; it may still impress us as a productive prin-
ciple, as a generative form of attention that knows no limits. It compels our response. But what 
does it mean to cultivate such forms of illegibility, yet persist in offering the face as incarnation 
of self in the world, a visible token of our humanity?

70 See Moshe Barasch, “The Crying Face,” Artibus et Historiae 8, no. 15 (1987): 21– 36; quotation from p. 35. Ralph 
Ubl, who directed me to this essay, also pointed to the example of Mary’s eyes in José de Ribera’s Pieta (1637, Museo 
nazionale di San Martino, Naples), and one thinks of numerous other instances where the size, protrusion, and unique 
texture of eyes makes their corporeal origin interfere with their expression, their gaze, their meaning.
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SOMETHING OF DREYER’S audacious demand survives in the cinema thereafter, even 
when incorporated time and again in scenarios of loss and death: a Passion of the face is con-
tinually retold through film history. We note it, with just a moment’s glance ahead, in Jean- Luc 
Godard’s great face- to- face gesture to Dreyer, across a historical divide. This is, of course, the 
tale of another woman’s martyrdom: the prostitute Nana’s existential struggle to be, in Godard’s 
Vivre sa vie (1962). In the third tableau, Anna Karina’s sensitive features are illuminated by re-
flection from the movie screen as she weeps face- to- face with Dreyer’s Joan/ Falconetti, tear-
fully accepting full knowledge of her redemptive death (Figs. 1.19–1.20). Aumont’s account of 
Godard’s composition at this point is compelling: it is as if an entire film history— implicitly 
encompassing all due glamour of the classical female star— is traversed in this exchange, this 
embedding of images.71 Indeed, the one film within the other yields an extraordinary situation of 
shot- reverse shot, also joining archaic and modern, time and tears, faces and souls. For Godard 
at that time— so well attuned to a last- bastion humanism— still believed that the cinema could 
mediate such an encounter, even if he already worried about its survival: the shabby, almost- 
deserted movie theater is itself still figured here as a space of intersubjective potentiality. As in 
Godard’s best moments, this is not marred, it seems to me, by the irony of quotation and pas-
tiche or by the glycerin artifice of Nana’s almost- too- perfect tears.

One other glance, a couple of years later, toward one of Andy Warhol’s greatest Screen Tests 
(1964) radicalizes such Passion of a woman’s face confronting the apparatus. Subjugated now not to 
the Catholic inquisition but to Warhol’s own Test regime Ann Buchanan, holding still and unblink-
ing as instructed, sheds a tear under the bright lights (Fig. 1.21). The medium bends here almost to 
mimic, with the silent speed projection, photographic portraiture. The tear’s decelerated welling 
heightens our sense of anticipation and eventual change; time itself wavers and its relation to experi-
ence (the sitter’s, our own) is cast into doubt. A poignancy of expression is sustained: we ourselves 
may be affected sympathetically, sensing this instance as a crisis. The complex response that this film 
elicits pushes against physiological diagnoses or the humdrum question of hypothetical “causes.” 
Liberated from biographical or fictional anchors, are these tears more or less authentic than Joan’s, 
or Nana’s? One recalls Barasch’s questioning of a “meaning” for tears and considers, again, that the 
power of facial expression (tears are expressed) in the cinema need not hang on whether it erupts 

71 Aumont’s evocative description of this scene and its contexts is in Du visage, 9– 12.

 
FIGURES 1.19–1.20: Variants of a Passion: Karina and Falconetti face- to- face, tearful, in Vivre sa vie 

(Jean- Luc Godard, 1962) –  frame enlargements.
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from the “inside” or is imposed, one way or another, from without. And again, as for Balázs, “the 
expression exists even without the explanation. It is not turned into an expression by the addition 
of an imagined situation.”72 A raw power of cinema breathes through the Buchanan Screen Test: 
what right have we to dismiss her tears under the pretext of mechanical or physiological causes? 
Identification and catharsis are, in some sense, automatic, physical responses to dramatic, verbal or 
visual shifts, to the breakdown of knowledge, to inevitable loss, and to recognition. Technologically 
conditioned, or a bodily reflex, or an index of the performer’s exhaustion, physical or psychological, 
tears offer themselves to us, and affect us, as do even those electrically induced expressions that 
Duchenne de Boulogne (Figs. 1.22–1.23) imposed on his facially paralyzed patients.73

72 Balázs, Spirit of the Film, 100.

73 To almost anyone but the scientist or experimenting physician and his staff, the contact of electrodes with facial 
flesh and the resulting grimace is an excruciating sight. We have been reassured that— since paralyzed or otherwise de- 
sensitized— Duchenne’s subjects do not suffer, so that the impression of pain can be separated, theoretically, from the 
particular facial expression. This thought, together with our recognition of the destitution (by class, by circumstances 
etc.) of all these patients and other such contextual considerations, surely come after the primary sensory and affective 
impact of the image has already hit us with its ghastly contact of instruments and the grotesque facial- muscular contor-
tion. As in our viewing of the Buchanan Screen Test, but even in a strong melodramatic film, the complexity of  response 
to the expression we confront is impossible to disentangle in its varying range of visceral, empathetic, and intellectual 
components—calculated, constructed, visually and aurally paced and intricately designed as they might be.

FIGURE 1.21: Variants of a Passion: Screen Test: Ann Buchanan (Andy Warhol, 1964).  

16 mm film, black- and- white, silent, 4.5 minutes at 16 frames per second. © 2015 The Andy Warhol 

Museum, Pittsburgh, PA, a museum of Carnegie Institute. All rights reserved.
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FIGURES 1.22–1.23: Variants of a Passion: Guillaume Duchenne de Boulogne, facial electrostimulus 

experiments, from his book Mécanisme de la physionomie humaine; où, Analyse électro- physiologique de 

l’expression des passions (1862). Images courtesy of the New York Public Library.
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The encounter between the human face and the technological apparatus can be dealt in 
many ways, and it can be excruciating: the pathos to which it gives rise may be elicited not only 
by the greatness of theme, and by empathy, but also by authorial constraint or withdrawal, and 
by the subject’s self- alienation. Dreyer’s unique balance of these elements solicits questions of 
transcendence or spirit, but it is very much a balance couched in the body and in the apparatus 
itself, and no less eloquent as it is preserved in tears and in light.

THE FACE AND ITS VOICES

How did such heightened contemplation of the face— the belief it inspired in 1920s film  
culture, its redemptive promise at the heart of technological modernity— carry over into the 
talkie? One presumes, and many worried, that its absorptive expressivity would be profoundly 
altered when it began to speak. Historians of film style demonstrate that the confluence of the 
close- up (as well as medium shots, and everything in- between) with the shot- reverse shot was, in 
fact, busily at work in mainstream cinema already in the mid- teens and evolved in the following 
decade, together with the eyeline match, as key devices in continuity editing which narrative 
called for well before the talkie. The use of the shot- reverse shot as prime carrier of the facial  
close- up in mainstream American cinema increases considerably, according to Barry Salt’s sta-
tistics, with the proliferation of dialogue in synchronized sound in the late 1920s and the 1930s. 
It reaches a certain peak of exploitation in the 1940s, though it is always tied as well to conven-
tions of genre, stylistic preferences, and theme, and is always inflected also by nuances in shot 
duration— among other stylistic articulations.74 The commitment of the face to psychological 
causality ultimately subtends, as David Bordwell lucidly puts it, classical cinema’s “personaliz-
ing” of space.75

Jacques Aumont argues that with the rise of the talkie, the facial image, now charged 
with the word, could in fact free itself from the burden of translating it, and at the same 
time from the need to circumvent it by overcompensation in those non-verbal “zones of pure 
expression or of pure contemplation. The speaking face is coupled with the word, it works 

74 In Film Style and Technology: History and Analysis (London: Starword, 1983) Barry Salt does not list the close- up 
in his glossary. He does however compare shot- scale distributions in classical cinema in the statistical charts on pp. 
244– 9. The close- up is also embedded in his discussion of shot- reverse shot, which he incorporates in the broader 
term “reverse- angle shot” (392). Salt’s analysis suggests the stylistic diversity of the shot- reverse shot, although he 
does not offer a more detailed breakdown by genre, for example, or as tied to types of scenes: conversation of two or 
of more persons, showdowns, scenes of crisis and revelation, etc. Salt concludes nevertheless that it is not strictly this 
mode of editing but, rather, “the frontal close- up as such, regardless of what is on either side of it, is the important 
device. This must be because the perception of the human face seen closely from the front makes use of basic neural 
connections, and so has a more powerful effect than the sideways and more distant view of the human figure” (306). 
Statistics are buttressed here with positivistic assertion of the hard- wiring of facial response as underlying film style.

75 See especially Bordwell’s chapter “Space in Classical Film” in David Bordwell, Janet Staiger, and Kristin 
Thompson, The Classical Hollywood Cinema: Film Style and Mode of Production to 1960 (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1985), 50– 9.
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with it, from which one gathers, firstly, that it works, it acts.”76 It thus takes up the charge of 
the “ordinary face” of classical cinema— by which Aumont means its workaday dedication 
to communicative functions: the “ordinary face” is transitive, circulating, social, syntactic, 
legible. Its articulation in the shot- reverse shot in the service of conversation productively 
binds speech and the look to yield a higher “exchange value”: the face now assumes the task 
of enunciation, narration, and identification— all of which give rise to a “free and equal sub-
ject… who must put his liberty and equality ceaselessly into play with the face of other free 
and equal subjects.”77 In this socio- economic inflection the cinematic face can be seen to re-
hearse, Aumont implies, the historical birth of the modern subject with all due liberal values 
of bourgeois- capitalist emancipation.

Parsing the relations of the face and speech in the cinema, Michel Chion explores the wealth of 
nuances offered, especially by means of framing and editing, in the talkie’s constitution of space: 
in monologue and dialogue, with the camera lingering on speaker or on listener, with voice- off or 
with the content of speech played against facial expression— to name only a few common devices. 
Psychologically and existentially, the uses of facial expression against speech give rise to different 
orders of dissimulation and, simply, to lying, which takes on special importance. “The image 
becomes the very surface of this lying,” Chion writes, and then gives this trope a gendered twist:

The sound film transformed the human face into a mask, from the moment it liberated 
faces from having to transmit meaning directly. Filming someone’s face, especially the 
smooth countenance of a beautiful woman who is expertly hiding a guilty secret, and 
showing how the relentless progress of time wears at it, and bombarding that face with 
words, sounds, and music until the person cracks— thus creating a kind of analogy be-
tween the surface of the skin and the material film surface: some films have been devoted 
entirely to carrying out such experiments.78

Chion finally notes the play of dialogue across physical obstacles that block sight or contact— 
“the prison- visiting- room effect”— as another special trope by which to dissect operations 
of the shot- reverse shot. When the voice unites characters whose view of each other’s faces is 
blocked, yet each face is offered to the camera, which implements a shot- reverse shot construc-
tion while, in fact, showing each face on its own, expressive nuances are amplified and have the 
power to convey the mutual imbrication of face and speech in the fullness of human encounter.

The expressive, absorptive, or otherwise assertive use of the close- up that departs from 
strictly communicative circulation did not just expire with the coming of sound, as Balázs had 
feared. Thanks to the voice that could seem to emerge from interior depths, the human face 
could even be sensed as more fully embodied, endowed with breath, with life: the facial image 

76 Aumont, Du visage, 45. One of Aumont’s best readers must be James Chandler who, in An Archeology of Sympathy: The 
Sentimental Mode in Literature and Cinema (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013), draws a striking trajectory of the 
face-to-face as topos from the eighteenth-century novel to classical cinema, with special emphasis on Griffith and Capra.

77 Aumont, Du visage, 59– 60. Aumont’s most elaborate discussion of the speaking face is in the chapter “Le Visage 
ordinaire du cinéma” (43– 68), following which he turns back to the 1920s, and moves from there to neorealism and 
other new waves cinemas. Aumont’s many insights on the face in the classical talkie are thus scattered, and mostly 
considered— as I, too, consider it— in retrospect from the post- classical vantage point.

78 Michel Chion, “Faces and Speech,” in Film, A Sound Art, trans. Claudia Gorbman (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2009), 362– 3, 374.
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can be played against speech, but it is also kindled by deeper auditory connotations quite inde-
pendent of verbal content or the range of semiotic functions of the text.79 This is “the grain of the 
voice” that, in the closing lines of The Pleasure of the Text, Roland Barthes describes as if it were, 
in effect, a corporeal and eroticized facial power. Strikingly, he cites the cinematic close- up as 
paradigm for the “carnal stereophony: the articulation of the body, of the tongue, not that of 
meaning, of language … we may find it more easily today at the cinema”:

In fact, it suffices that the cinema capture the sound of speech close up… and makes us 
hear in their materiality, in their sensuality, the breath, the gutturals, the fleshiness of 
the lips, a whole presence of the human muzzle, … to succeed in shifting the signified 
a great distance and in throwing, so to speak, the anonymous body of the actor into my 
ear: it granulates, it crackles, it caresses, it grates, it cuts, it comes [ça jouit].80

The cinematic voice- in- close- up is associated, in the critic’s extended simile, with the warm, humid 
texture of flesh. The sensory qualities of the mouth overcome, in his excited description, the sub-
limations of signifying, symbolic systems. The pleasure of the face in close- up spreads, as if by 
corporeal contact, through the viewer’s- listener’s- reader’s body so that, caressing, grating, it cul-
minates in ecstatic jouissance. Voice, face, body, all emerge here from the concentrated corporeality 
of the mouth and are poetically transfigured into writing. Voice and face in close- up amplify each 
other and jointly possess the spectator, who incorporates them both cannibalistically and sexually.

Barthes’s eroticized account of the voice as delivered in the cinematic close- up echoes and com-
plements, from the side of the talkie, Jean Epstein’s ecstatic incorporation of the silent close- up. 
But while film history of the 1920s delivered the human face first and foremost to sight, its corpor-
eality— culminating in the mouth, as The Big Swallow has already suggested— can be very much 
nurtured by the voice. While the voice both intensifies and expands the body, it also confers its own 
humanity upon the face. But it may also be the case that, even as film studies teaches us to discern 
the technological, synthetic, syntactic meeting of sound and image in the cinema, in our experience 
these two entities (or two media), voice and face, are so intimately joined, even when post- synchron-
ization and dubbing are concerned, that one is always sensed as emerging through the other, and as 
giving birth to yet another, third entity, as it were: a properly filmic being. Would prosopopeia help 
describe such figural operation by which voice acquires a face? Paul de Man brings the archaic trope 
to the heart of Romantic modernity: in his matchless formulation prosopopeia would be

the fiction of an apostrophe to an absent, deceased or voiceless entity, which posits the 
possibility of the latter’s reply and confers upon it the power of speech. Voice assumes 

79 See Aumont on the vocal image in Du visage 122– 7. On the relation of body and voice see also Mary Ann Doane, 
“The Voice in the Cinema: The Articulation of Body and Space,” Film Sound: Theory and Practice, ed. John Belton and 
Elisabeth Weis (New York: Columbia University Press, 1985), 162– 76, and Michel Chion, The Voice in the Cinema, 
trans. Claudia Gorbman (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999).

80 The French text finishes simply: ça jouit— “it comes”— without the translator’s added “that is bliss” which rather 
sublimates the strong erotic bearing of Barthes’s language, and which I have thus taken the liberty to omit from the 
tail end of the quotation. Roland Barthes, The Pleasure of the Test, trans. Richard Miller (New York: Hill and Wang, 
1975), 66– 7.
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mouth, eye and finally face, a chain that is manifest in the etymology of the trope’s name, 
prosopon poien, to confer a mask or a face (prosopon).81

Face and voice thus come to implicate and inhabit each other, but one cannot be reduced to the 
terms of the other. Their confluence— poetic, erotic— is greater than the sum of their parts.

GLAMOUR/ ANTI- GLAMOUR

The powers of the face have also been amplified by that other technology of enchantment: 
glamour. While the word may be used lightly, may be reduced to lipstick application, or to titles 
on glossy magazine covers, it is not an altogether clear or stable entity. Etymologically tied to 
“grammar” but connoting, in its original English usage, magic and enchantment, “glamour” 
conveys quite well the complex of partly constructed and coded, partly elusive supplementar-
ity joined in the cinematic face. A longer tradition of glamour, evolving between the earlier, 
occult connotations and later notions of constructed surface appearance, inform what James 
Sodelholm— in a discussion of the Byron legend— calls “applied aura.”82 Adopted early in film 
history— one of its great peaks must have been with the Italian diva— glamour evolved con-
tinuously through the talkie and has been inexhaustibly reinvested to our time. Changes in 
fashion and taste, driven in large part by the cosmetics industry, both contributed to and bor-
rowed from the techniques of cinematic glamour, whereby the star- portrait image was always 
updated and re- embellished. The cultivation of glamour entered into new gear with the mid- 
1920s shift to panchromatic stock— that same stock that had in fact allowed Dreyer to work 
with bare, make- up- free faces in The Passion of Joan of Arc. Barry Salt discusses the improvement 
of panchromatic cinematography that went hand in hand with the proliferation of incandescent 
lights: lighting styles, diffusing techniques, as well as make- up were all invested in the construc-
tion of the female star’s glamorous close- ups.83

In its supreme instances, the glamorous face— extending in particular ways the facial “supple-
mentarity” of the silent close- up— departs from the busy discursive flow of the talkie’s “ordinary 
face” to claim its own space and time. Glamour portrait- shots punctuate— to cite one celebrated, 

81 He concludes: “[Autobiography] deals with the giving and taking away of faces, with face and deface, figure, fig-
uration and disfiguration.” Paul de Man, “Autobiography as De- facement,” MLN 94 (1979): 926.

82 For the etymology and historical connotations of glamour see the Oxford Engish Dictionary, 2nd edition (1989). 
James Chandler referred me to James Sodelholm’s introduction, “The Grammar of Glamour,” to his Fantasy, Forgery, 
and the Byron Legend (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 1996), 1– 15. See also Stephen Gundle, Glamour: A 
History (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2008), and Angela Dalle Vacche’s important work in Diva: Defiance 
and Passion in Early Italian Cinema (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2008).

83 See Kristin Thompson, “Major Technological Changes of the 1920s,” in Bordwell et al. The Classical Hollywood 
Cinema, 281– 93; Laura Mulvey, “Close- ups and Commodities,” Fetishism and Curiosity (London: British Film 
Institute, 1996), 40– 50; Mary Ann Doane “Veiling Over Desire: Close- ups of the Woman” in Femmes Fatales: 
Feminism, Film Theory, Psychoanalysis (New York: Routledge, 1991), 44– 75; Patrick Keating, “From the Portrait to 
the Close- Up: Gender and Technology in Still Photography and Hollywood Cinematography,” Cinema Journal 45, 
no. 3 (2006): 90– 108. On the relationship— part material, part metaphorical— of artistic technologies and make- 
up beyond the cinema see Jean- Claude Lebensztejn, “Au Beauty parlour,” Traverses 7 (February 1977): 74– 94.
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albeit hyperbolic example— Josef von Sternberg’s collaborations with Marlene Dietrich. Mary 
Ann Doane has most eloquently analyzed the ways in which a dialectic of revelation and con-
cealment, whose prime figure is the veil, partakes in the binding of visual surface, knowledge, 
and mystery in such supremely glamorous, languorous visions of the female star. Certainly in 
von Sternberg’s iconic shots of Dietrich one plainly sees how the facial image audaciously departs 
from narrative and discursive functions, to be enveloped with a silent- photographic quality, as if 
snatched not only from the narrative course of the film but from time altogether.84 Yet the sway-
ing of plumes, furs, candles, reflections, shadows, and other micro- movements about Dietrich’s 
face— all in addition to her marked voice— serve to amplify her very breathing, and with it a 
sense of living, embodied duration. The wedding scene in The Scarlet Empress (1934) presents an 
extreme instance of this: beyond the terror of her betrothal to the idiot prince of Russia, and the 
excitement of her presumed response to the courtier who will be her lover, there is the teasing of 
the candle flame, reflecting in her eyes and lips, flaring and collapsing as it indexes the uneven 
rhythm of her breathing. Caught in such close proximity between camera and veil in the extreme 
close- up, the swaying candle flame threatens to be either extinguished or else to catch the veil 
on fire: the palpable tension produced here catches the spectator’s own breath (Figs. 1.24–1.25).

Part goddess, part ghost, yet so thoroughly modern, Dietrich floats through a Sternberg 
film: the feel, the very texture, the body of the film seems to reconstitute itself around her in an 
undulating, liquescent image. So different and yet in this regard also comparable to Dreyer’s 
Falconetti, Dietrich is a creature of the filmic medium— exquisitely molded of black-and-
white cinematographic stuff, taking shape through the most subtle, nervous surface nuances 
of moving light and shade. Might Dietrich’s hyperbolic veiling— by means of make- up, cos-
tume, lighting, gauzing and other optical- surface effects— be construed as a reverse- mirror 
reflection of Falconetti’s epidermal iridescence of bare flesh? Just like the expertly layered 
artifice of cosmetics and veils— say, in Shanghai Express (1932)— Dietrich’s expressions, too, 

84 See Doane, “Veiling Over Desire.” Laura Mulvey describes the effect of spatio- temporal departure of the fe-
male close- ups from the film’s narrative and discursive organization in “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” 
Narrative, Apparatus, Ideology: A Film Theory Reader, ed. Philip Rosen (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1986), 198– 209.

 
FIGURES 1.24–1.25: Breathing in extreme close- up: Marlene Dietrich in The Scarlet Empress (Josef von 

Sternberg, 1934) –  frame enlargements.
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are layered: frequently we sense an air of irony breathing through these layers and cast like 
a net over her interlocutor and over the spectator (Fig. 1.26).85 One is caught in the seduc-
tive whirl of these layerings; but, I believe, one never feels cheated. The self- consciousness 
effected through these layerings (which themselves involve time and movement) itself comes 
to embellish Dietrich’s glamour. No pretense of authenticity or nature here: within the diffuse 
luminosity of complexion and veils, between glistenings and powders, beneath the expanse of 
the forehead, the expertly drawn lines of her brows, Dietrich’s gaze emerges. It seems at times 
circuitously reflective but— even as she need never, of course, look back at the camera— her 
gaze, in its striking clarity, seems to break through the screen boundary.

Such complex, cultivated, glamour speaks to the knowing artifice of a facial image that 
openly displays— because it valorizes— an elaborate poetics of seduction, imbricated in its 
cultural coding and inventively met by the cinema. But such manifest display is also the proc-
lamation of agency— which is, partly, Dietrich’s own. Lutz Koepnick discusses the ways in 
which Sternberg’s artistry must have been joined by Dietrich’s own hand in the fashioning of 
her filmic image. Their collaboration was, as well, a synthesis of the apparatical and the cor-
poreal, which Koepnick sees as the product of a post- human, cyborgian economy. His image is 
striking and might carry a certain truth, but one could well place the Sternberg- Dietrich image 
within a time- honored lineage of the pictorial portrait that was always, after all, engaged with 
the “aesthetic production of the self ”— a product of the encounter between artist and sitter. 
We further reflect on the sitter’s participation in her portrait in Chapter Four, but Ewa Lajer- 
Burcharth’s discussion of the “Pompadour’s Touch” in the François Boucher portraits offers 
a particularly fine account of what must be the precedent to the Sternberg- Dietrich glamour 
image. As Lajer- Burcharth argues, the confrontation of artist and sitter achieves unique reson-
ance in the case of such a powerful female subject as the Marquise de Pompadour. Her agency 

85 As James Naremore astutely put it, Dietrich “inhabits a realm where visible artifice becomes the sign of au-
thenticity,” “Marlene Dietrich in Morocco (1930),” Acting in the Cinema (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1988), 131.

FIGURE 1.26: Layerings. Shanghai Express  

(Josef von Sternberg, 1932) –  frame enlargement.Do not circulate



 We Had Faces Then  •  73

   73

in the Boucher portraits is figured and extended through pictorial displacements: via the trope 
of make- up application, the haptic connotations of fabrics, the books and instruments that 
evidence Pompadour’s own artistic agency bearing upon Boucher’s work. Her traces within 
the artist’s trace yield a double- tracing of glamour: no less a woman’s projection of self than a 
professional artist’s portrait of the King’s paramour.86 Dietrich’s participation in Sternberg’s 
manufacture of her cinematic image is well placed in this already- modern tradition.

The technological and stylistic implications of color film for the facial image at different 
points in film history deserve far more expert study than what can be ventured here. Other 
than professional publications, the paucity of film studies attending specifically to the face 
in color is itself perhaps symptomatic of the challenge of this most obvious question— since 
color is so notoriously difficult to evaluate except in view of reliable film prints, and with 
a proper understanding of optics and chemistry.87 Even as flesh— white flesh— was, to be 
sure, a standard by which “natural” or “realist” values of color were studied in the industry, 
the cultural connotations of skin tone in color film, and the altered view of the non- white 
face by way of nuanced lighting and hue with the shift to digital cinematography, were ob-
viously bound up with changing conceptions of race and gender. A wealth of stylistic and 
dramatic possibilities open up between the appeal of what passes for natural, living color 
and the potential mask- like effect of color as superadded value. The most overt way to ex-
plore it, in American cinema, might be through the limit case: the blackface— construed as a 
sort of ritual mask— and, against it, the black-and-white to color, cinematographic-to-digital 
explorations of African- American skin tones in all their range and nuance. Quite apart from 
academic scholarship, the subject still awaits to be thematized in the movies— namely, for 
a really strong filmmaker to take it up in what I envision can be a momentous bio- pic of the 
tragic life of Michael Jackson: a true allegory of America explored not only through narrative 
discourses of identity, but grafted through the very workings of color in the cosmetic and the 
entertainment industry.

In the next chapter, I reflect further on the mask as facial category, carried over from the 
hieratical close- ups of the 1920s, and still informing— as Roland Barthes considered— the face 
of Greta Garbo.88 Barthes sharply contrasts the iconographic and anthropological import of the 
classical cinematic face as deliberate artifice vis- à- vis contemporary myths of facial “authentic-
ity” that he diagnoses in the 1950s— a faux authenticity that he is careful to distinguish from 
the facial repertoire of neorealism. But, of course, the hyper- commodification of the star’s face 
does not in the least decrease with the waning of classical cinema. If its iconography and its 
rhetoric change, it is also with the memory of an earlier plenitude that is now taken as ground, 

86 Lutz Koepnick, “Dietrich’s Face” in Dietrich Icon, eds. Gerd Gemünden and Mary R. Desjardins (Durham, 
NC:  Duke University Press, 2007). Ewa Lajer- Burcharth, “Pompadour’s Touch:  Difference in Representation,” 
Representations 7 (2001): 54– 88.

87 Writings on color in the cinema acknowledge the complex effects and connotations color as spanning between 
the “realistic” and the “spectacular.” Other than cultural and political histories of the blackface, which is a category 
apart, direct discussion of color technology in relation to complexion are hard to find. One exception is Jacques 
Aumont, “Couleurs d’homme: la chair, le cosmétique, l’image,” in Aumont, ed., L’invention de la figure humaine: Le 
cinéma, l’humain et l’inhumain (Paris: Cinemathèque française, 1995), 133– 45.

88 Roland Barthes, “Garbo’s Face,” Mythologies rev. ed., trans. Richard Howard and Annette Lavers (New York: Hill 
and Wang, 2012), 73– 5.
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projected as nostalgic lost object for an aging cinema thereafter. Indeed, from the post- classical 
era, one looks back at earlier glamour that now seems coated with a patina of time, as it were. 
Barthes’s valorizing of the face of Garbo must be seen— somewhat like Benjamin’s aura— under 
this retrospective condition: its mythical- iconic charge comes into its own belatedly, when it 
already eludes us. This must also be what Gloria Swanson conveys, with such pathos, in Sunset 
Boulevard (Billy Wilder, 1950) when she declares: “We had faces then.” But are these faces still 
recognizable, do they still speak, or are they lamentably muted, outdated along with the irre-
coverable conditions of classical cinema— its integrated structures, its material and ideologi-
cal powers and certainties? The American cinema of the 1950s often struggled to recover this 
plenitude. The meanings and uses of the glamorous close- up alter, but the signs of struggle are 
themselves edifying: might they be most eloquent when they spell failure?

Aumont suggests that an internal dynamic thus propelled the cinema’s engagement with the 
face, always in response to an earlier moment, and along a rise and fall trajectory: from expres-
sivity to instrumentalization, to over- concentration, to emptying- out which then, presumably, 
re- posits the human face as something yet to be achieved or recovered. This reflexive, cyclical 
model reciprocates with other dimensions of film practice and with the wider cultural field and 
the blows of history— all of which become particularly salient with the experiences of the post- 
war era. Aumont’s prime case is Italian neorealism in which he sees the face achieve its greatest 
role: the resuscitation of humanist value, as of humanity itself, in mid- century Europe. Such 
recovery of the face could not transpire, he believes, through the “abstract and cold” beauty of 
photogénie, nor with fabricated glamour, but with the “naturally expressive” beauty that would 
“reflect the soul”— be it guilty or innocent. Among Aumont’s examples are the child Edmund 
in Germany Year Zero (Roberto Rossellini, 1948) and Ingrid Bergman at the finale of Europa 51 
(Rossellini, 1952). While anchored in the individual, the neorealist humanity of the face per-
tains, he says, to “man in general.” Neorealism’s non- actors are the paradigm of this common-
ality- in- anonymity, a humanity that surpasses the particulars of character or identity, while 
shifting the meanings and uses of the overdetermined star- presence, so strongly fastened to 
unique mannerisms, and to a name.89

The question then arises: are Anna Magnani and Ingrid Bergman, whose representative physi-
ognomies— the large- featured Roman “woman of the people,” and the cool Northern- European 
beauty polished by Hollywood glamour— exceptions that prove the rule? Magnani’s expressive 
grandeur was theatricalized from the start to become its own iconic referent, while Rossellini’s 
Bergman achieved great eloquence as the perfect bourgeoise whose sculpted face, at first aloof and 
unresponsive, is repeatedly assaulted and ultimately made to yield and to reflect, as in a convex 
mirror, the mass faces “of a seething humanity, of ruthlessness, and also of nature” (as Italo Calvino 
put it) (Fig. 1.27).90 The interplay between these stars’ celebrity, the physiognomic types they 

89 Aumont, Du visage, 117– 21.

90 On the interest of Ingrid Bergman’s post- war persona see Joe McElhaney, “The Object and the Face: Notorious, 
Bergman, and the Close- Up,” Hitchcock:  Past and Future, eds. Richard Allen and Sam Ishii- Gonzales (London: 
Routledge, 2004), 64– 84, and Ora Gelley, “Europa ‘51: The Face of the Star in Neorealism’s Urban Landscape,” Film 
Studies 5 (Winter 2004): 39– 57. Italo Calvino’s phrase is from the 1964 “Preface” to his 1947 neorealist novel The 
Paths to the Spiders’ Nests, trans. Archibald Colquhoun, rev. Martin McLaughlin (London: Penguin, 1998), 19. It is 
also Calvino who invokes expressionism as a neorealist inclination.
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epitomized, and the often-anonymous faces interacting with them, presented the richest cases for 
what Bazin called neorealism’s “amalgam of players.”91 The shared screen- life, the collaboration and 
even mutual interference of non- actors and stars— all of whom can be said, one way or another, to 
play themselves— endowed the neorealist group portraits with unique definition and dimensional-
ity, giving birth to something like an exemplary human commonality.

And how does Orson Welles’s notorious comment— that Luchino Visconti’s camera  
makes even the actual, destitute fishermen of La terra trema (1948) look like Vogue  

91 André Bazin attends to the “amalgam of players” in “An Aesthetic of Reality: Cinematic Realism and the Italian 
School of the Liberation, What is Cinema, vol. 2, trans. and ed. Hugh Gray (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2004), 22.

FIGURE 1.28: Fishermen à la Vogue? La terra trema (Luchino Visconti, 

1948) –  frame enlargement.

FIGURE 1.27: Hollywood beauty touched by 

a “seething humanity”: Europa 51 (Roberto 

Rossellini, 1952) –  frame enlargement.
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models— bear on neorealism’s humanist mission, as carried by the anonymous face (Fig. 
1.28)?92 One might ask to whose eyes exactly Visconti’s fishermen would look as they did to 
Welles— since, for the contemporary Italian spectators, the expressive features and gestural 
nuances of particular types would be quite specifically identifiable with respect to regions, 
classes, subclasses, and professions, not to mention the unique impact of the Sicilian dialect, 
which required Italian subtitles in this film. Possibly, as with the masks of the commedia 
dell’arte, neorealism did generalize, and with figures drawn in sharp outline— compar-
able to Eisenstein’s typage of peasant, kulak, priest, capitalist— but these added up to a rich 
physiognomic gallery. Hollywood glamour is quite often a deliberate reference point against 
which the composite heroic- qua- quotidian expressivity of neorealism inscribed the contra-
dictions of the historical moment and projected the desire for a common humanity that 
would follow— but that always already miscarried.

The effort to resurrect visions of humanity, whose beauty preceded the recovery of star 
radiance, did speak to the scars of war. The situation after World War II now involved not 
only the battlefield traumas of individual soldiers (as was mostly the case in the wake of 
World War I) but also the widespread ruin and devastation of cities and the countryside, the 
suffering and death of millions of civilians, the unspeakable atrocities, the entire commu-
nities that disappeared. There were the newsreels: visions of the living dead at the gates of 
Auschwitz, the children of Hiroshima, the scenes of retribution, the confrontation of pros-
ecutors, survivors, and war criminals at the Nuremberg trials. It is impossible to lump to-
gether the innumerable faces populating the newsreels and documentaries—of persons still  
living, dying, dead— and put them directly in line with the deliberate sort of facial images 
handpicked for discussion in this book. They demand a separate inquiry in consideration of 
the circumstances of their making, their uses and abuses, and how one can even look at them 
alongside the sort of films considered here. The aesthetic status and the migration of such 
images into art, shifts the terms and the ethics of spectatorship. It involves a level of inquiry 
that I do not broach here directly, even as the broader historical resonances and the ethic of 
spectatorship that it elicits still informs, on some level, any and all consideration of the facial 
image in our time.93

How, then, does one look upon the human face after mid- century? One might finally envi-
sion the people emerging from the experiences of the war— survivors, shipwrecks— as them-
selves spectators whose perceptions one tries to inhabit, for even they went to the movies. With 
Hollywood cinema flooding again the international markets, with the distinct repertoire of 
neorealism and the resurgence of stars on both sides of the Atlantic, a new range of physiog-
nomies and modes of expression evolved. How can any particular face be said to reflect the 
damage, the trauma, the sight of death— how does it let us imagine the things that it had seen? 
What faces could now speak for their time, and more poignantly than the visions of plenitude 

92 Peter Bondanella cites this trivia in his History of Italian Cinema (New York: Continuum, 2009), 96.

93 Among the few studies of such limit experiences that have a bearing on questions of the face on film, I would 
single out Gertrud Koch’s “The Aesthetic Transformation of the Image of the Unimaginable: Notes on Claude 
Lanzmann’s Shoah,” Claude Lanzmann’s Shoah: Key Essays, ed. Stuart Liebman (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2007), 125– 32. Also pertinent here is de Duve’s “Art in the Face of Radical Evil.”

Do not circulate



 We Had Faces Then  •  77

   77

and assurances of legible, communicative coherence in Aumont’s “ordinary faces” of classical 
Hollywood? One way to think about it through a film- historical lens is by speculative juxta-
positions: not the immaculate iconicity of Garbo but the mortal, and moral, vulnerability of 
Ingrid Bergman; not the dreamy perfection of Gary Cooper— the pre- war hero who expressed, 
as Bazin put it, “the optimism and efficiency of a civilization,” but the dark-ink eyes of Dana 
Andrews as the traumatized fighter pilot in Best Years of Our Lives (William Wyler, 1946); not 
the saintly simplicity and innocence but the guilt- ridden and eventually maniacal aspect of 
Henry Fonda’s blue eyes when comparing the early, middle, and later periods in his long career. 
Each star is sustained by a planetary system of roles that cohere and evolve as screen persona—
at once typical and singular—embodied in their countenance, which then strikes us as, indeed, 
the face of its time.

The broader arena of the crisis and transformation in motion pictures from the late 1940s 
through the 1950s and into the 1960s, in both European and American perspectives, was 
bound up, Aumont affirms, with a continued faith in the human, with the reconstruction of 
daily life, and the return from the limits of experience to the face on a human scale. With all 
its potentialities and its burdens of documentation and narration, expression and distraction, 
commerce and art, the cinema did not always confront matters consciously or deliberately, but 
in some sense it did rethink itself in that era. This was reflected through faces that were almost 
unthinkable earlier— at least not in the roles now accorded to them. This is how André Bazin 
sees the ravaged face of Humphrey Bogart, above all others, as the “visible stigmata” of history 
inscribed in the person— resistant and survivor who had internalized the deepest ambiguities 
of his time. What Bazin manages to convey in his poetic language is the mythical personifi-
cation of history in the body— the face, the mannerisms and gestures— of an exceptionally 
eloquent figure. In his exquisite obituary he cites from the “Portrait of Humphrey Bogart” by 
François Truffaut— the latter writing under the pseudonym Robert Lachenay, and prior to the 
actor’s untimely death. Part merciless physical description, part recognition of the memento 
mori inherent in any strong portrait, and perhaps part premonition, Truffaut invoked Bogart’s 
“rictus of a spirited cadaver, the final expression of a melancholy man who would fade away 
with a smile. That is indeed the smile of death.” And Bazin then follows up in the obituary:

When he enters the film it is already the pale dawn of the following day; absurdly vic-
torious from the macabre combat with the angel, his face marked by what he has seen and 
his bearing heavy with all he knows… . In more and more resembling his own death, 
it was his own portrait Bogart was completing. Doubtless the genius of this actor who 
knew how to make us love and admire in him the very image of our decomposition.94

The death’s head lurking in the facial image has a long allegorical tradition behind it— one that 
I invoke in subsequent chapters of this book. Bazin saw in Bogart, more specifically, the face of a 

94 See André Bazin, “The Death of Humphrey Bogart,” (1957) trans. Philip Drummond in Cahiers du Cinéma: The 
1950s: Neo- Realism, Hollywood, New Wave, ed. Jim Hillier (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1985), 98– 
101; François Truffaut’s 1955, “Portrait of Humphrey Bogart” was revised and translated in The Films of My Life, 
trans. Leonard Mayhew (New York: Simon and Schuster), 292– 5.
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man who has lived— to borrow the plastic surgeon’s inspired expression in Delmer Daves’s Dark 
Passage (1947). It is, as well, the face of a man who has seen: not victor but survivor, and witness, 
who has known death in close quarters, and who has returned from the dead as one who had 
already lost something to death and is visibly marked by that loss.

Indeed, Bazin might have cited in this context Dark Passage, which allegorizes, in effect, the 
birth of Bogart’s face out of a situation of irrecoverable loss— yet at the same time it is not a face 
with which one is born but, the film shows us, a face that must be deliberately made, crafted (Figs. 
1.29–1.30). In his role as escaped convict, Bogart’s face is, in fact, unavailable to our view in the 
first part of the film thanks to the camera’s adopting his point-of-view; it is subsequently ban-
daged through the second part and is only exposed to the camera in the third. The surgeon— at 
once artist and scientist, kindly and macabre by disposition, his own face deeply lined— thus 
addresses the camera directly when preparing Bogart, as would a painter priming his canvas, 
for his new face which, we know, will be really and truly Bogart’s own. Even as retribution is 
ostensibly carried out on the level of plot, it is obvious that those already dead will never return 
and that time can never be recovered— an acute consciousness of this irreversibility will inform 
many of the faces we consider in the following chapters. In this particular film the articulation of 
something lost and irrecoverable hinges on the implication of an earlier, original, natural, and in 
this sense innocent face of the protagonist— a face that we never see. In a sense, it is behind the 
camera: removed through the first- person point-of-view cinematography. Following the plastic 
surgery that would make it unrecognizable to the law, it is bandaged for a good portion of the 
film— in the manner of shrouds or of a mummy—namely, already dead. Only then, with the 
removal of the bandages, does Bogart’s face reveal itself for what is it: the face of a man who has 
lived, which also means one who, after a lifetime’s experience, has come back from the dead. 
Some primal state of being, a pure “original” face buried underneath Bogart’s own is, in a sense, 
always already dead. It is striking to consider just how well Bogart’s face was suited to this exist-
ential tale: its pock- marked, parchment- like quality and cadaver smile enfold loss and decay, even 
as it is to give him, in Dark Passage, a reprieve and a new beginning.95

 
FIGURES 1.29–1.30: The making of Bogart’s face: Dark Passage (Delmer Daves,1947) – frame 

enlargements.

95 For a nuanced reading of this film, in close reference to Bazin’s thought more generally, see Dudley Andrew, 
“André Bazin: Dark Passage into the Mystery of Being,” in Thinking in the Dark: Cinema, Theory, Practice, eds. Murray 
Pomerance and R. Barton Palmer (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press 2015), 136– 149.
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Georges Franju’s fantastical Eyes Without a Face (1960) is its belated counterpart across the 
Atlantic. How to live with the burden of a crime, with the face- to- face knowledge of death; how to 
internalize loss and the impossibility to recover a former plenitude— and yet to live on? In Franju’s 
film the mad- scientist father finds the definitive patient in the daughter who had lost the skin of 
her face, where only her eyes now seem to float against the awful damage. But no physical remedy, 
no objective measure can heal this rift— the loss is irreversible. In one poignant scene wherein 
the father notices the decay of the skin graft that he had hoped would finally succeed, a palpable 
change of his gaze destroys in an instant the natural father- daughter face- to- face over the dinner 
table and reintroduces the clinical, instrumental scientist’s gaze that cannot accept her for what 
she is, but subjects her to clinical scrutiny and testing: a sequence of stills, head- on, with the girl’s 
eyes hanging upon the lens, then documents the decay of the facial surface (Figs. 1.31–1.32). As 
the grafted skin shrivels and becomes mask, the girl withdraws again behind another: the smooth, 
white, but altogether rigid mask that conceals the horror. Here, as in Dark Passage, one is made to 
feel the tragic isolation of the eyes from behind the facial shield: it is the knowledge of suffering 
that these eyes proclaim, and a plea for recognition. Their unique, reflective shimmerings seem 
like vestiges of a former state of humanity that persists and expresses—even when so little else 
survives. It is these eyes that we, spectators, are also asked to identify as our own.

How to see the cinematic face in the wake of war and industrial annihilation as gauge for 
the crisis of representation, soon sublimated by the proliferation of the technological image in 
mass culture and diverted by the entertainment and advertising industries? The devastation 
of war, comprising the disappearance of people and the guilt of survivors (both winners and 
losers), followed by the relatively interiorized anxieties of the Cold War, certainly inflected hu-
manist assurances still sought in the cinematic face. How did the desperate existential need for 
some continued faith in the human, still strongly associated with an integrity or a truth of the 
face, tally with the shifting demands of motion pictures— involving altered modes of exhibition 
and reception, from Cinemascope with its crowds of extras and big faces, to television with 
its invasive phantasms, that seem to be everywhere and nowhere at once? The balance of faith 
and doubt in the image must have been shaken, above all, by the commercial and advertising 
image, still and moving, as by the sensational press. The face- as- media- event now lent itself to 
new anxieties about what one can and cannot know by the human visage— and what lipstick 
or what expression might one wear to defray such anxiety. What one then encountered in pri-
vate— one’s face- to- face with others and one’s own facial “practices”— could not be disengaged 

 
FIGURES 1.31–1.32: He looks not at her, but at her facial surface: Eyes Without a Face (Georges Franju, 

1960) –  frame enlargements.
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from the traffic of images, exploited and exploitative, in the common culture. The frenzied cir-
culation of the face through the media and other public spheres was certainly of a magnitude, 
consistency, and implication that one could only begin to fathom in the 1950s. Yet what one saw 
in the cinema was not just a symptom of all this. The cinema offered then, as it can still do today, 
a privileged space in which to really feel and think through these tensions. For as it did since its 
earliest days, the cinema navigates in unique ways the forces of art and commerce, of the human 
and the technological, to work through both the duplicitous power of images, and their regen-
erative, reflective potential. As through the film- historical recognitions of the 1920s, the face’s 
openness and its masking play, the barriers that it props up and then must suffer, its distance and 
its intimacy, its gravity, its charm— all these are still powers to appreciate and to reckon with, 
albeit in a new key, in the post- classical era with which we are concerned. We shall probe them 
by following closely the keen (if sometimes ambivalent) perceptions, connotative threads, and 
striking insights of one particular movie spectator, in Paris, circa 1953.
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