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'Tree Reflection' 

'Musical Sta;rs' 

'Penumbra' 

Guy Sherwin 'Short Film Series' 
'Cat', 'Eye', 'Tree Reflection' 
UK; 2003; 16mm; Silent; B&W; 9 mins 

These are films reduced to the simplicity of looking - silent, black and 
white, each one three minutes long, the length of a roll of film. The 
films can be shown in any order or number, giving an openness of 
connection between images, ideas, thoughts and themes. 

Guy Sherwin 'Musical Stairs' 
UK; 1977; 16mm; Sound Mag Stripe; B&W; 10 mins 

"One of a series of films that uses soundtracks generated directly from 
their own imagery. I shot the images of a staircase specifically for the 
range of sounds they would produce. I used fixed lens to film from a 
fixed position at the bottom of the stair . Tilting the camera up 
increases the number of steps that are included in the frame. The 
more steps that are included the higher the pitch of sound. A simple 
procedure gave rise to a musical scale (in eleven steps) which is based 
on the laws of visual perspective. A range of volume is introduced by 
varying the exposure. The darker the image the louder the sound (it 
can be the other way round, but Musical Stairs uses a soundtrack made 
from the negative of the image.)The fact that the staircase is neither a 
synthetic image, nor a particularly clean one (there happened to be 
leaves on the stairs when I shot the film) means that the sound is not 
pure, but dense with strange harmonies". Guy Sherwin. 

Nicky Hamlyn 'Penumbra' 
UK; 2003; 16mm; Silent; 9 mins 

Shot in a bathroom, the film is a continuous, unbroken image which 
fluctuates and alters as the camera encounters irregularities and 
interruptions in the grid system of tiles. The composition of the image 
is dictated by the squareness of the tiles in conjunction with the 
rectangular dimensions of the film-frame , which is based on a 'four by 
three' ratio of the golden section. 

Michael Snow 'So Is This' 
Canada; 1982; 16mm; Silent; Colour; 45 mins 

"It is an odd film: a text-film, a silent black and white talky in colour, a 
self-reflexive document and a fictive construct, a non-movie that 
paradoxically fulfils and subverts the implications in the titles of such 
books as The Language of Cinema' and 'How to Read a Film'." Michael 
Ethan Brodzky: Arts Canada Nov 1982. 
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THE CINEMA OF DIFFERENCE 

BY MATTHIAS MOLLER 

'Alpsee' 

In speaking of experimental cinema one refers to a genre that is not a 
genre. The term attempts to draw together films of opposing tempers 
into a single species. Material films, found footage films, hand-made 
films, structural films, a broad variety of surrealistic films, diary 
projects and hybrid forms are subsumed beneath this vague 
penumbra. Debates round the bloodlessness of our naming are as old 
and stereotypical as the term itself, which is used here despite its 
uneasy hold. 

In the public consciousness experimental film doesn't exist at all. Its 
mention might conjure visions of crude, pretentious artifacts whose 
grand ambitions have put theory in the place of action. It has been 
accused of practising the most grotesque kind of self love, of 
exaggerating the consciousness of its form, of mannerism. While 
largely unspoken, all this remains connected to the term. In a time of 
elaborate virtual worlds and computer generated consciousness, 
experimental films seem like relics of a bygone age, archival work 
from the stone age of the moving image. While the experimental 
filmer is busily "ana-logging 101 years of swirling bromide, the rest of 
the world has already moved on into the cold digitized hell that awaits 
the lovers of the Magic Lantern" (Phil Solomon). 

Homeless from its outset, treated as a footnote to offical film 
histories, removed from the visual arts where it has historically 
derived its aesthetic impetus, it has been pushed to new margins and 
new responsibilities. Ignored by the film industry and its critics, 
experimental cinema has long laboured against its complete 
disappearance from the public sphere. 

It has no fixed address, no home, and no single identifying feature. But 
it favours the precision, the dense intensity of the short form . There 
are only a few experimental films of feature length, and these are 
often based on literary patterns, its segments unfolding like chapters 

in a book, like Werner Nekes' Uliisses. Or they are composed in mosaic 
fragments, like Mara Mattuschka's Loading Ludwig or Michael 
Brynntrup's Jesus-Der Film. The analogy between experimental 
cinema and the lyric form in poetry has been often remarked. In both, 
the expression of the Imaginary is primary. Both generate a form of 
their own, sui generis, and a language which breaks with conventional 
syntax. Both forms require an active recipient who completes the 
empty spaces in these works. 

The short form is the chosen home of experimental film. Perversely, 
these films are rarely seen at large short film festivals like Clermont
Ferrand or Tampere. At these celebrations the near exclusive interest 
of the organizers is dedicated to short dramatic work. Experimental 
films are commonly sequestered in special programs held in the 
margins of the festival, or else ignored altdkether. The entry forms of 
most short festivals have categories for animation, drama and 
documentary, but neglect innovative or hybrid forms. 

Experimental filmmakers are notorious individualists, which might 
account for their failures to lobby on behalf of their own. There are no 
systems of distribution and exhibition here, no equivalent to 
distribution initiatives like Canyon Cinema, Light Cone or Sixpack Film 
(Vienna). Recently in Frankfurt, the Initiative Experimentalfilm was 
founded whose expressed goal, amongst others, was the creation of a 
central data bank for experimental cinema. If experimental film does 
not want to degenerate in splendid isolation it needs such activities, to 
lend to its distribution some of the insight and invention that has gone 
into its making. 

In the early 80s Germany was blessed with a vigorous distribution 
network and a high standard of experimental cinema, both blossoming 
unexpectedly. The movement was viral, pervasive, and spread with an 
impetus that tried to define its project anew, leaving in its wake the 
tired, stylistic exercises of "classical" experimental film. This had 
been a cinema "eager to teach new ways of seeing and to instruct a 
course in the new grammar, the new language of vision." (Dietrich 
Kuhlbrodt) Stridently dogmatic, lacking effect and scarcely shown, the 
experimental film of the 70s had retreated into the protective bunkers 
of the museum. Its practitioners sought to erase all narrative 
elements, embracing instead a practise which referred only to itself, 
like a filmic boomerang, its cryptic insignias securing its withdrawal 
into the vaults of modernity, far from the prying eyes of the public. 

By the early 80s, the preserves of a removed aesthetism had closed, 
production increasingly determined by a radical subjectivity less 
theoretically determined than ever before. The author occupied the 
centre of this work, the necessities of their lives inspiring new forms in 
film. This interest in the first person "reduces the radius but deepens 
the perception" (Karsten Witte). New work would freely weave 
document and fiction, original and appropriated footage, subverting, 




































