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Preface   

I believe the statement that you do not choose an object of research, but rather an object 

chooses you. I interpret this in the sense that certain objects reflect, bring to the surface and 

can help to crystallise the interests, qualities and problems that linger in the mind of the 

researcher. A moment of actual research is thus a moment of self-realisation and 

confrontation. Indeed I was a collector first and a researcher only after the admiration of my 

own small collection of Criterion DVDs started to produce cracks. And shortly after, I found the 

DVD to question me as much as I was questioning it. When studying culture, moreover, it is so 

very difficult to banish the arbitrariness that sometimes determines the choices of object and 

theory or quotes and examples. Who am I to judge the producers of these high profile DVDs 

then? Eight years of studying Academic texts have made it difficult to locate them as separate 

entity, as appropriation is the strongest tool of any Academic. The similarity also produced 

serious questions on a more political level. The thing that attracted me to the high profile DVD 

in the first place was its use of serious knowledge. Despite that I’ve always been very 

conscious of the elitism and colonialism of these impulses, I cannot not argue that thought 

and hard work is needed to say something sensible (which is lacking in 95 % of all talk). And 

while I desperately want to be progressive and aspire to do something new, I cannot but be 

confronted over and over with the vast knowledge of the past that always pushes one towards 

conservatism. But perhaps the most important of all is the fact that I realised a cinephile will 

never kill another cinephile.  While my purchases have dwindled, as every DVD either posed 

new questions or reinforced my critique, I am sure we settle our differences. 

I feel the urgent need to thank some people. First and foremost there is William Uricchio, 

whom I cannot thank enough for agreeing to supervise this thesis, in spite of his busy 

schedule. His drive, enthusiasm and great coffee fill me with jealousy and admiration at the 

same time. Nanna Verhoeff, who I strangely never met during my studies, took it onto herself 

to be the second reader, which made me quite nervous. I also want to thank Babs Boter and 

Jim Hurley, their suggestions and comments were invaluable to this thesis. Frank Kessler 

deserves mention for being so supportive as tutor and teacher. Also the people at 

MuHKA_media in Antwerp for showing me what’s in store in the real world. My long life as a 

student has brought me into contact with so many interesting and inspiring people, students 

and teachers. I want to thank especially my fellow students and friends from Amsterdam (RMA 

Cultural Analysis 2005-2006) and Utrecht (RMA Media Studies 2006-2008). I’ve also always 

been blessed with a network of very close friends, each doing their own thing so beautifully. 

The many years with them have convinced me that love is not merely a Hollywood-made 

cliché. Then there are my parents, who allowed me to pursue the path of my choice. I guess 

I’ll dedicate this thesis to Henk, my cat, whose mesmerised or bored looks and background 

purrs have accompanied this thesis every step of the way.     
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I: THE THRESHOLD  

That’s what I love about Criterion: Those guys can take a perfect film and make it perfect-er.  
- Peter Debruge 1 

1.1.The DVD is Dead, Long Live Blu-Ray? 

Despite the recent arrival of the next generation, this thesis is not a eulogy for the 

DVD, one of the most successful ‘new’ media to emerge in the 1990s. To be sure, the 

upgrade is here to stay. After a format war of just two short years, Toshiba has thrown 

the towel in the ring and Sony’s Blu-ray can finally be hailed as the newest and best 

commercial format for the storage of audiovisual data. Sony’s Blu-ray offers almost 

two and half times bigger storage capacity than the DVD, allowing for a significant 

improvement in image and sound quality. And, just as with the DVD, the primary 

audiovisual modality to be associated with this medium is film. In the case of Blu-ray 

versus HD-DVD, the decisive moment was the explicit alignment of filmstudios with 

either of the media.2 Now that the conflict has been resolved, any film enthusiast, who 

has some affinity with the digital potential of cinema, will probably end up upgrading 

(or ‘upscaling’) their home cinema set-up; at least if their aim is to recreate the most 

impressive and authentic cinematic experience possible in their own homes. As with 

previous conflicts over different formats, what these developments show is that 

victory is not so much a question of technological superiority, but rather has to do 

with a complex set of practices that promote standardisation, primarily through the 

securing of content and promotion of models of usage.  

 However the DVD is not dead yet as there is little to suggest that Blu-ray will 

do something new to the practice of home cinema viewing, rather than merely 

improve on the capacities the DVD had to offer and further capitalise on its stormy 

success. 3 DVD technology on the other hand, while itself heavily indebted to its 

predecessors the VHS and most notably the Laserdisc, did bring forth a revolution of 

sorts as it monopolised the market of home cinema viewing in a very short time and 

                                                             

1Peter Debruge, “Days of Heaven: Malick talks restoration,” Variety.com Thompson on Hollywood Blog, 
posted on august 1, 2007 http://weblogs.variety.com/thompsononhollywood/2007/08/days-of-heaven-
.html (accessed 19-11-2007). 
2 Most notable is Warner’s decision to go Blu Ray Exclusive. Brooks Barnes, "Warner Backs Blu-Ray, 
Tilting Dvd Battle," New York Times, January 5 2008, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/01/05/technology/05disc.html. 
3 It is interesting to note that the market at this time is rather saturated in such a way that currently DVD 
and Blu-ray are de facto competitors battling in the same domain: Brooks Barnes and Mat Richtell, 
"Studios Are Trying to Stop Dvds from Fading to Black " New York Times, February 25 2008, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/02/25/business/media/25dvd.html. 
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realised the commercial potential of digital storage through a set of practices (quickly 

turned into conventions) that not only enriched the experience of cinema, but also 

diversified and broadened the market.  

Most importantly, with the DVD the home viewing of cinema increasingly 

emancipated itself from the idea that the transfer to other popular media is a moment 

of bastardisation. While the economical machinery of Hollywood was already 

increasingly depending on the revenue of home video, the practices that DVD 

technology allowed and promoted validated this growth in artistic and cultural terms. 

That is to say, the technological advances in image and sound quality increasingly 

suggest that the home viewing of cinema can be seen as on par with the traditional 

cinematic experience in a movie theatre.4 Also, the DVD is yet another development 

that transforms, or at least modifies, the function of cinema as a transient experience. 

We have come a long way since the days that cinema existed solely in the moment the 

projector was running in a movie theatre and the film existed only in its moment of 

projection. As a successful and physical commodity, the DVD promotes cinema as 

something that can be owned through the purchase of its products (i.e. the films). 

The unprecedented number of films available on DVD (along with the ease of 

purchase and import) has made a library of films no longer a domain exclusive to 

museums, universities and institutions but more and more a possibility for the 

individual collector. 

The emphasis on the quality of image and sound has promoted the meticulous 

re-enactment of the cinematic experience in the private sphere. The rise of the DVD 

went hand in hand with the popularisation of other technologies, such as the home 

cinema, which mimics the theatrical experience of cinema in the consumer’s own 

home.5 This is in turn promoted a set of aesthetic practices. In contrast to the pre-

recorded VHS, which predominantly used practices of panning and scanning in order 

to adapt to the square format of television, the DVD, for instance,  rapidly 

                                                             

4 I want to stress that the advent of the DVD has not made the theatrical experience obsolete. As we shall 
see it in fact has a peculiar relationship with it, in which the latter is sometimes enforced and triumphed, 
but which also sometimes borders on the parasitic and even life threatening. 
5 These developments further question the status and specificity of cinema going and film spectatorship, 
already problematised through the advent of television and home video. See ; Anne Friedberg, 
"Spectatorial Flânerie," in Exhibition, the Film Reader, ed. Ina Rae Hark (London: Routledge, 2002). The 
legitimisation of this experience both read in connection as in opposition to the original theatrical 
experience is topic of intense debate between enthusiastic cinephiles: James Kendrick, "Aspect Ratio and 
Joe Six-Packs: Home Theater Enthusiasts' Battle to Legitimize the Dvd Experience," The Velvet Light Trap, 
no. 56 (2005). 
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standardised  anamorphically enhanced or letterboxed widescreen image, arguing for 

it on the basis of it being the ‘original,’ theatrical and/or ‘intended’ aspect ratio.6 

Considering that widescreen was originally a technology implemented to distinguish 

cinema from the rapid ascent of television in the 1950s, now the cinema, through the 

DVD, has aggressively promoted changes of television. The result is that the television 

never looked more like a cinema screen than it does now, but the widescreen image is 

also no longer exclusive to cinematic content.7 

1.2.The Historical Film on DVD. 

These first observations, namely that something happens to the function and status of 

cinema when it is transferred to a new medium, provide the starting points for this 

thesis. The thesis, however, chooses to run with them, asking not the primarily 

empirical or historical questions of how the DVD came into being or how it manifests 

itself in practice, but rather it attempts to formulate some of the implications of the 

standardisation of these practices. The overarching question this thesis tries to 

answer can be formulated as follows: How do the peculiar commodified status and 

intertextual construction that make for the specificity of the DVD influence how we get 

access to films and cinema?8 The answer to this question will hopefully show the 

many ways the DVD can be seen to modify, perform, challenge and affirm notions of 

cinema and films. First, the question will be investigated through an analysis of how 

textual relations produce a framework through which the work of cinema is brought to 

the consumer; how is it that the DVD can present such an elaborate, complex and 

highly intertextual framework yet at the same time convincingly maintain that it 

carries a singular text that we recognise (and enjoy) as a film and a cinematic 

experience? The second part of the answer looks at the discourses utilized within 

                                                             

6 Anamorphic is a practice taken from traditional cinema, which essentially compresses a film 
horizontally to fill the entire frame. The DVD mimics this process by using all the information of the 
720x480 pixels that the DVD image can contain, instead of the lens, the DVD player stretches the image 
to its correct size.  
7 Another influence of the DVD on the practice of television is the increasing importance of the use of 
DVD to watch serialised television series. Consumers increasingly prefer to wait until the DVD edition is 
available and consume the product in bulk by means of a consecutive viewing. Although this is not 
directly related to the function of DVD as carrier of cinema, it does suggest and promote a turn from a 
serialised multipart text to a single text structured episodically. A very insightful analysis can be found in: 
Derek Kompare, Rerun nation: How Repeats Invented Television (New York: Routledge 2005), 197-219. 
8 ‘Cinema’ designates the cultural modality we recognize as unique in comparison to other modes of 
cultural production. Cinema in this sense is seen as a cultural practice (a way of making and creating), 
providing a perspective (a way of looking and understanding), whose status and value is wholly 
dependent on the broader social body. ‘Films’ on the other hand are the objects that carry this modality 
alongside the more singular elements that differentiate one film from the next. The complex relation 
between the singular object and collective modality is a problem that has dominated film theory and one 
that will return here more than once. 
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many of these texts. The texts and voices presented on DVDs actively produce 

knowledge; these are in turn related to discursive paradigms. The socio-historical 

dimensions of these discourses, rather than synchronic textual relations, are crucial 

here; what are the characteristics of these discourses and how are they related to 

historical perspectives on cinema? 

The direction taken is one of theory and moreover not without problems. Most 

importantly it needs some firm grounding in order not to slip into confusion. It is 

important to stress that when I’m talking about DVD it is always in its status as a 

technology completely shaped by and immersed in a set of social practices. The same 

malleability that allows for the particular usage as appropriate container of cinematic 

content also by very definition challenges any attempt at crude of determinism; it is 

for this very reason that the ‘V’ in the abbreviation in popular parlance stands 

interchangeably for ‘Versatile’ or ‘Video.’ As a theorist that investigates some general 

implications of the DVD as a medium to (re)present films, I thus need to self-

consciously construct this object I designate with the word DVD, locating and 

critiquing cemented social practices, connecting them and challenging them through 

the technology that brings it to us without slipping in a technological determinism or 

reductive general claims that underestimate its potential.  

Not all DVDs are the same in their treatment and framing of the film. A 

pragmatic choice to keep these difficulties in check is to choose a specific set of films 

on DVD that can be associated with specific practices and models. I have chosen to 

consider solely DVDs of what I will call historical films, that is to say older films that 

were originally released before the advent of DVD (and most of the time even before 

the popularity of video). There are multiple reasons for this: First, the success of the 

DVD format has undeniably promoted the re-release, restoration, presentation and 

the re-appraisal of historical films. While the relation between the actual process of 

restoration and distribution comes in many shapes and sizes, the observation that 

DVD has infused the archive of content owners with renewed value, providing 

incentives for investment and promoting restoration efforts by the major studios.9 

                                                             

9 This observation is affirmed by the industry and restorers alike: Technical Director Lee Kline of the 
Criterion Collection notes proudly that problems found by him on prints of Days of Heaven (Malick, 1978 
– CC #409), were  reason for Paramount to fund a new restoration: Lee Kline “Striking gold,” On Five: 
The Criterion blog, posted on August 15, 2007, 
http://www.criterion.com/blog/2007_08_01_archive.html#6092514835894172533 (Accessed 
November 19 2007). Sony executive Colin Crisp notes that content owners “realize that virtually any title 
they own is up for grabs in terms of repurposing.” Jon Silberg, "On the Frontier,"  



9 

 

 
 

 

Also, the historical film on DVD, in direct comparison to DVDs of contemporary films, 

displays a fundamental difference on the level of inception. For one, contemporary 

DVDs often contain content alongside the film (the so-called “extras”) that has a 

different nature and origin than that of a historical film on DVD. The knowledge that 

contemporary film production has of its future as a DVD accommodates this by 

allowing the DVD production to intrude into the actual production of the film, 

arguably even influencing and changing its core production activities. This can be in 

the form of allowing a behind-the-scenes camera at every stage of production, but 

also by filming with two versions in mind: a theatrical and extended DVD version. 

Deleted scenes are no longer actually intended to be deleted because of their status 

as extra on a DVD and principal people involved in the making of the film already 

know that they can be called upon to talk on top of or alongside of the film. The 

historical film on DVD simply lacks this preconceived dimension and accordingly 

utilises different practices.  

First of all, the material that is contemporaneous to the presented film can 

only be found in archives and  thus tends to be rather scarce. To make up for this 

lack, the DVD editions of historical films create new content that tries to reconstruct 

the conditions of production. These extras often also reflect on the film’s historical 

and aesthetic status. In general they immerse the film in an epistemological discourse 

that is more pretentious and thought through. These discourses actively generate 

knowledge not only through the enumeration of facts and ‘objective’ knowledge, but 

include a strong tendency towards validation and/or argumentation. This can for 

instance be evidenced through the restoration demonstration that argues for the 

quality and truthfulness of the image of the DVD edition (‘the best version available’) 

or, on a more abstract level, when a knowledgeable person (a critic or scholar) argues 

for its continuing worth in historical, aesthetic or cultural terms. In general, while the 

incentive to re-release a historical film on DVD might be often as economical as to 

release a contemporary film, the actual choice of which film to re-release and in what 

particular way is motivated by a detour through specific frameworks of knowledge. 

                                                             

http://digitalcontentproducer.com/mag/video_frontier/ (Accessed November 19 2007). 
Restorer/historian David Shepard subscribes to this view adding that this also results that the less films 
are turned over to archives and public sectors: Stephen Galloway, "Film Preservation: Save Houses," 
Hollywoodreporter.com, 
http://www.hollywoodreporter.com/hr/search/article_display.jsp?vnu_content_id=1001700848 
(Accessed November 19 2007). 
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The emphasis here is also on those DVDs that are more or less self-consciously 

extensive in their treatment and presentation of the film. Most examples in this thesis 

come from those DVD production companies that have build a reputation on the basis 

of the effort they have put into their releases. Companies such as the British Eureka! 

Masters of Cinema Series and the American company The Criterion Collection are 

actively engaging in the construction of knowledge.10 In their hands the DVD is 

situated explicitly as a pedagogical tool that teaches about cinema. On the one hand 

these companies go furthest in exploring the possibilities and maintain the highest 

standards in their quality control, but on the other hand they also make most visible 

the restrictions and possible implications of its transfer from theatre to disc. The 

visibility of this treatment not only promotes a certain brand quality, but also shows 

very clearly the direction this knowledge takes. Moreover, while these editions can be 

seen to cater to a specific niche audience of cinephiles, their practices, especially 

those of The Criterion Collection, have been highly influential and have come to serve 

as a benchmark of quality. It is the visibility of these DVD editions that allows for a 

critique that has the potential to extend itself to other less prolific distributors, maybe 

even DVDs of cinema in general, in arguing that there is no way in which a film can 

exist unmediated on a DVD, even if the DVD is “barebones” (i.e. only contains the 

most seemingly insignificant paratextual elements). 

1.2 Objections no. 1: Hollow Discourse? 

But am I not ‘reading’ too much in this phenomenon? Whether dealing with 

contemporary or historical films, DVDs are ultimately produced through a capitalist 

logic and in a commercial regime. One could argue that by definition all the discussed 

practices are hollow in this sense: the discourses that come with the historical film on 

DVD being merely a more high-brow and elitist version that is essentially the same as 

the preconceived knowledge we see in contemporary DVDs. Surely there is a lot of 

inflated and ambiguous language, even (or maybe especially) when dealing with so-

called important films. Moreover it is indeed a language that is directed to a more 

general audience that is not as specialised in terms of the study of culture (and within 

it, the cinema). And finally, sometimes the DVD distributors are not the saints they 

make themselves out to be, even when doing us the noble service of supplying us with 

                                                             

10 I will use the abbreviations MoC and CC with the series number when referring to particular DVD 
editions. 
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‘our’ cultural heritage.11 However, inflated language can be incredibly rich resource to 

tease out relations and analyse underlying assumptions. Rather than discarding them 

as lies or merely considering them in their capitalist function one can see it as a form 

of performative language. Also, the popularity of the DVD and the proven value of the 

extras provide an unprecedented outlet for serious (and sometimes academic) 

knowledge to a more general public. Increasingly audio commentaries come to 

function on scholarly résumés and the visibility of the DVD-critic allows for a moment 

of fame, a status vaguely reminiscent of the critic-stars of the 1960s and 1970s. 

Considering the workings, function and implications of this popularised knowledge 

opens the pathway to an analysis according to what and how it performs its act of 

designation on textual, institutional and epistemological levels and of what could be 

seen as the causes that allow it to perform in such a way. Most positively, a purely 

derogatory vision severely underestimates the effort put in the production of many of 

these DVDs. The distributors can sometimes indeed be saints, who actively promote a 

more serious approach to film as cultural and aesthetic object. While this promotion 

might be part commercial rhetoric to present a lost or underestimated classic, it 

indeed does what it says in putting forth a cinematic object that has been neglected, 

forgotten or under-represented. Or if it presents an established classic, it does so (or 

at least tries to do so) with the quality that is self-evident when it would be a more 

established piece of art.  

1.3 Text/Discourse - Knowledge/Structure. 

This thesis is divided in two parts. The first part, entitled consciously and cryptically,  

“D_V_D & Inter_Para_Text”, is primarily preoccupied with the problems involved when 

one wants to see the DVD as a heavily textualised and intertextual object. It tries to 

deconstruct and reconstruct the object that is called the DVD through an investigation 

that looks at how the different textual elements that constitute the DVD as 

circumscribed object interact, feed off and refer to each other. Unsurprisingly this 

part of the investigation shares its perspective and concepts with the field of literary 

studies. More specifically it needs to come to terms with it through a peculiar 

restaging of the clash between structuralist and poststructuralist visions of the study 

of the text. Although this study is certainly not unbiased as to which form can lay the 

                                                             

11 Or as restoration specialist Erno Patalas was made to understand “that’s marketing” when questioning 
the blurb on Eureka video’s version of Nosferatu that it was from “the last surviving print found in 
Germany,” a blatant lie. Enno Patalas, "On the Way to Nosferatu," Film History 14, no. 1 (2002): 31. 
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most nuanced claim to explaining intertextual phenomena, it locates the usefulness of 

the open structuralist approach in the concept of transtextuality as proposed by 

Gerard Genette. Primarily a taxonomic endeavour, Genette’s analysis opposes the 

different textual elements in order to locate (but not critique) the rationale of 

hierarchisation, dividing them into primary and secondary texts and finally looking at 

how they construct authority and origin. But the investigation cannot stop here, as 

Genette relies on a set of distinctions between texts that the DVD can be seen to 

challenge. These challenged borders and their discursive construction will be exposed 

through poststructuralists such as Jacques Derrida, Roland Barthes and Jonathan 

Culler. In very different ways these theorists seek alternatives in which the intertextual 

relations are more prone to undermining, shaping and frame what is supposed to be 

a primary text. 

Some caution and embedding is in order to explain just why this connection 

with literary studies will (hopefully) yield rich results, especially considering that there 

are profound differences between a book that contains a piece of literature and a DVD 

that contains a piece of cinema. This is nowhere as clear as in their respective 

experiences; watching a film through a DVD is entirely dissimilar from reading a book. 

The graphic trace is very different from the photographic trace and so are the spatio-

temporal dimensions of both media. Maybe to some readers’ disappointment this 

direct experiential factor is not under investigation here, but rather I will look at how 

one gets to this experience, by looking what happens before, alongside, around and 

after it. I try to locate the ways in which the practices in fact construct this 

experience, including its terms of validation, as central. At the core of my argument 

lies an observation, both empirical and phenomenological in orientation, that the DVD 

allows film to have a status and function that is rather reminiscent of the status and 

function of literature (and its relation to its physical object, the book). On the textual 

level I will thus investigate the wholeness of the DVD as a construction relying on a 

specific status and relations between the presented texts. Extending this discussion, 

the chapter looks at how an object is made into a medium that carries and transfers 

something other than itself, namely a work of cinema. While this relation is relatively 

new to cinema, as cinema has been often considered a temporal and experiential 

medium (the movie only comes into existence when running through a projector), it is 

also ‘old’ in the sense that it invites very prominently a connection with ‘enlightened’ 

binary structures that separate inside from outside, body from soul and form from 

content. 
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The second part will develop this latter problem, and shifts from considering 

textual relations to look more closely at discursive practices, epistemological 

foundations and ‘cultural’ consequences that the historical film on DVD can be seen 

to be construct, support and/or promote. Through notions of cinema, commentary, 

value, the author, the canon and the critic, I’ll attempt to show how key issues in the 

relationship between art, cinema, culture and criticism manifest themselves in the 

dominant practices of DVD distributors. Primarily this is situated in discourses of 

authority with the related construction of the author and on discussions on canon-

formation and related judgements of value. It will try to connect practices of the DVD 

distributors with debates within the study of film showing how old problems and 

historical developments are recast by the practices of the DVD. 

Summarising the hypothesis:  the historical film on DVD, when appropriating 

and ‘extending’ the film with discourses coming from film scholarship through digital 

technology, which is moreover a development located within a commercial regime, 

promotes specific epistemological, methodological and commercial choices, 

restrictions and possibilities. In a move reminiscent of Fredric Jameson’s treatise on 

the lateness of capitalism, the DVD shapes itself as a commodity through an 

incorporation and appropriation of specific discourses in order to assert its status and 

value.12 On a DVD, film scholarship finds itself in a direct confrontation with its 

function and value in a broader cultural economy. The DVD thus becomes specific in 

the sense that it solidifies a relational set of performative discourses in which one 

enforces the other and creates that object that we purchase and experience as a DVD. 

It is not difficult to see why these practices are more prevalent and visible with the 

presentation of historical films. The very fact that old films are not new, it requires a 

greater effort to argue that it is an object of renewed or lasting interest, and thus 

more often presented in a framework that takes exterior factors such as (cultural, 

economic, aesthetic etc.) status and value into consideration.13 Accordingly, its 

presentation is illustrative of the more far-reaching moments of this performative 

discourse. 

                                                             

12 ‘Late’ in the sense that “Two terms, the cultural and the economic (...) collapse back in one another 
and say the same thing, in an eclipse of the distinction between base and superstructure (...) it seems to 
obligate you in advance to talk about cultural phenomena at least in business terms if not in those of 
political economy.” Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 1991), xxi.  
13 Of course many of these approaches are not limited to historical films, especially in the case of 
contemporary “world” and/or “art” cinema. However, it is most persistent with the historical film.  
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1.4 Objection no. 2: What about the digital? 

A second objection could be raised in the relationship of the DVD to theories of 

the digital. Indeed the problem of the digital, a field that has proven extremely fertile 

in cultural studies of all sorts, is undeniably under-examined here. That the DVD is 

part of these developments is beyond dispute. However, the position of the DVD is 

rather complex in that it exists on the border between “old” and “new” media. On the 

one hand theorists of the digital affirm the dual observation of the status of the DVD 

in regards to older forms of commodified culture such as the book. As George P. 

Landow says, it can be argued empirically that technologies such as the DVD (he 

refers to the laserdisc and the CD-ROM) are closer to print then digital technology as 

it is still relying on the physical transfer of information.14  Jay Bolter and Richard 

Grusin have argued a more phenomenological point in the persistence and mimicry of 

the social and cultural conventions of ‘old’ media into the realm of ‘new’ media in 

their concept of remediation.15 However, to discuss the DVD solely in terms of the 

digitalised world is to risk being caught up (either affirmatively or oppositionally) in a 

pervasive emphasis on forecast and associated reductionism.16 Because the digital is 

such an enormous and intangible force, digital theory tends to treat and reduce 

specific expressions to surface effects, often in negative terms, such as when the DVD 

is cast as “a crude and costly hint to come.”17 I want carefully to avoid the normative 

dimension of these discussions. It would situate the DVD in a discussion that would 

cast it as a momentarily and archaic expression desperately resisting its inevitable 

convergence in the bigger unrestricted and hyper-networked digital world of the 

future. Or, if it is an argument against the utopianism of the digital theorist, it would 

show the reinvention of tradition, related to the increasing need of man for stable 

categories at the point when the digital seems to make everything the same. I would 

rather agree with Sean Burke in finding that digital technologies (in his example the 

hypertext) are the most poignant in that they enable the representation of the links 

that connect different forms of creativity and authorship that already existed, situated 

                                                             

14 George P. Landow, "What's a Critic to Do?: Critical Theory in the Age of Hypertext," in 
Hyper/Text/Theory, ed. George P. Landow (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994), 9. 
15 J. David Bolter and Richard A. Grusin, Remediation : Understanding New Media (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT 
Press, 1999).  
16 Recently a number of interesting studies have been published that try to tackle the digital future of 
cinema more pragmatically, through issues of classical film theory, among them questions of ontology: 
e.g. Philip Rosen, Change Mummified : Cinema, Historicity, Theory (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2001). Laura Mulvey, Death 24x a Second : Stillness and the Moving Image (London: Reaktion Books, 
2006). And David Norman Rodowick, The Virtual Life of Film (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
2007). 
17 Landow, "What's a Critic to Do?: Critical Theory in the Age of Hypertext," 11. 
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in a specific field that generates coherence.18 The specificity of representation 

remains of importance in this way as it comes to be not only an expression of just 

how the hypertext can function in a limited and highly structured way, but also as a 

highly visible expression of the situated nature of any digital interaction of a reader 

with a text. 

 

                                                             

18 Seán Burke, The Death and Return of the Author : Criticism and Subjectivity in Barthes, Foucault and Derrida, 
2nd ed. (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1998), 198. 
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Exergue...The historical DVD and the global market a selective 

overview.   

E.1 The DVD. 

Before delving into these theoretical complexities, a quick sketch of the 

characteristics of the DVD and its status in a global market place is useful to grasp 

the object more fully. The DVD of a film, a plastic disc containing digital data, is most 

commonly housed in a so-called plastic keep case or a slight variation on this format 

(e.g. cardboard digipacks). The 190mm height of the keep case resembles its 

predecessor, the VHS tape, which would probably make this a promotional decision in 

order to smooth the transitions between the two media. However, now that the VHS-

technology has all but vanished, there seems little need to maintain this particular 

format, especially considering the far more spatially economic and standardised 

semi-square jewel case that are commonly used for CD-ROM and audio-CD. While it is 

probably first of all maintained for media-differentiation and convention, the DVD 

keep case does seem to encourage the resemblance to the book (and associated 

connections with the library and a certain function of cultural artifacts), with its 

physical dimension fitting perfectly on a bookshelf. 

A usual DVD keep case will feature a paper sleeve with a front, back and spine. 

Inside is space for the disc(s) and quite often also some form of booklet, inlays 

and/or promotional material. The package can become increasingly elaborate, 

especially with multiple disc sets. The accompanied booklet can develop into a full-

fledged book, sometimes even containing the complete novel on which the film is 

based. Furthermore there is the possible inclusion of all sorts of merchandise, 

posters, post cards, celluloid frames etc. The disc itself will feature the presented 

main audiovisual object, accessed most often through a so-called ‘interactive’ menu. 

Other elements that are featured on almost every DVD are a menu that allows for 

scene-by-scene access and a menu that allows the viewer to select from a range of 

options concerning language, subtitles and preferred sound (Dolby 5.1, DTS etc.). 

The DVD as medium presenting cinema has firmly attached itself to the 

phenomenon of the extras. Consumers and producers see these extras as major 

selling points, and the more extensive these extras become the more they deserve the 

label of ‘special’, ‘definitive’ or ‘ultimate’ version. Potentially all kinds of material can 

be included, but most often these extras take the shape of some kind of pre-
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programmed audiovisual content, ranging from static text and promotional trailers all 

the way to second features and/or full fledged documentaries. A second form of 

extras is more directly attached to the main feature. Most prominent here is the audio 

commentary, a spoken word track that can be chosen to accompany the image of the 

film. Most often the audio commentary features the director, sometimes 

accompanied by other notable participants in the production (producers, directors of 

photography, actors, etc.). As we shall see, the historical film on DVD the audio 

commentary is also utilised by film scholars and critics. Other forms of attached 

extras are, among others, choices of angles and multiple soundtracks (especially with 

the presentation of silent cinema). The external content not only constructs a specific 

framework through which the main film is perceived, its visibility is also utilised to 

differentiate between distributors and create strong brands. 

In order to give some idea of what the global market of DVDs of historical films 

looks like, I will discern here 5 predominant practices. These are differentiated 

according to who is publishing the film, in what context the presented film is situated 

and to which audience it is directed. But first a short preliminary note is necessary. In 

this thesis the DVD market is treated as a global, if English speaking, one. This,  

despite the institutional limitations imposed on the im- and export of DVDs through 

regional coding, dividing the world into 7 supposedly mutually exclusive regions. 

However, access to foreign product through e-tailers and the prevalence of multi-

region players are increasingly circumventing regional coding, at least as far as the 

West is concerned. Moreover the common practice of including English subtitles on 

DVDs published in non-English speaking countries or of publishing it regionless, 

especially when it concerns an important cultural film (associated with national 

heritage for instance), signals that a market for films is no longer limited to national 

borders. Also, despite regional coding, there is in fact a lot of similar output in 

different regions. For instance, Warner Bros.’ DVDs tend to be roughly the same in all 

regions. Finally there are a number of occasions in which supplemental material is 

transferred from one distributor to the next, whether voluntarily or not.19 

E.2 The Studio’s. 

                                                             

19 This position might introduce the problematic of multiple versions in different countries and/or of the 
same film, which is undeniably an interesting case in its own right, but will not be discussed here.  
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In a number of striking ways the distribution of American historical films mimics the 

development of the American Studio system after the end of the Studio era. The 

extensive libraries of the big studios (RKO, Paramount, MGM, Warner Bros., 

Universal, Columbia, Fox and United Artists) are now broken up and the question 

‘who owns what’ has more to do with corporate take-overs than with considerations of 

cultural heritage. For instance the MGM’s flagship musical Wizard of Oz is released on 

DVD by Warner. RKO’s Citizen Kane is currently released by Warner Bros. in the USA, 

while in the United Kingdom by Universal. Exemplary for the opaque world of 

corporate mergers, MGM now owns most of the United Artists library, but has lost its 

pre-1986 MGM library to Sony. As far as DVD distribution is concerned, one can say 

that the major studios are currently Warner Bros., MGM, Fox, Sony (which includes 

Columbia) and Paramount. Here I will discuss two specific approaches that are 

dominant in the studio-generated output, associated respectively with its cultural 

status and its generic quality.  

The Classics 

Probably one of the best ways to promote and distinguish a new medium is to (re-) 

release ‘classic’ films. A well-known cultural object such as the yellow brick road from 

the The Wizard of Oz (1939), supposedly looks even better on DVD than it ever did on 

video and Casablanca (1942) was among the first films to be released on HD-DVD. 

While the Technicolor dream of Oz might be utilised in order to assert the technical 

superiority of a medium, the main thrust to release these films is their status as 

established and highly visible cultural icons. Drawing on this cultural status, they are 

a secure source of income and their visibility automatically promotes the new-ness of 

the medium. Since they are among the first titles to be released, often quite hastily 

produced, they already start a process that will anticipate and eventually see multiple 

releases, again and again improving in quality and extra material.  Films like 

Casablanca and The Wizard of Oz, were released in the early days of the medium 

(respectively 1997 and 1998, at that point by MGM) and both have seen multiple 

extended releases, most recently as a ‘60th anniversary edition’ or a ‘3 disc special 

edition‘ (both released by Warner Bros.), respectively. The position of these films in 

culture supersedes emphasis on artistic and or star appeal.  This is not to say that 

the Wizard of Oz is denied its status as musical, or Casablanca as a film noir with 

major stars Bergman and Bogart, it is rather that this consideration is of lesser 

importance than its position in the collective memory. The filmed version of the Wizard 



19 

 

 
 

 

of Oz has turned a political allegorical commentary into the archetypical American 

fairy tale. And as Umberto Eco shows, the crude archetypes that dominate Casablanca 

can be seen as a proto-cult movie that promotes the all-American practice of going to 

the movies and its relation to the outside world rather than the artistic quality of the 

film itself.20 

The emphasis in the contextual material rests with this memory and nostalgia. 

The three disc Wizard of Oz for instance includes features such as “Prettier than ever” 

(on restoration), “memories of Oz”, “The legacy of Oz”, but also multiple newsreels 

that show the success and cultural impact of the film, for instance a set of earlier 

shorts based on the Oz story solidifies the relation between American culture and this 

children’s story. Similarly Casablanca’s 60th anniversary edition shows the cultural 

impact through a parody cartoon and the 1950s television series and a similar 

emphasis on remembrance and heritage (e.g. “The children remember” that is 

centred round parental memories).  

The Genre-collection. 

Not many Hollywood films can be presented as unique icons of American culture, 

especially considering the immense output of the Hollywood studio system. In order 

to overcome this, one of the primary techniques of the Hollywood studio system has 

been utilised again with the DVD: the genre-film. This is a case that moves from a 

cultural and nostalgic perspective to a perspective that introduces more explicit 

formal and artistic considerations.  

Emphasising the generic quality is thus to move beyond a single film, and box-

sets are an often utilised form of presentation. For instance, The Warner Bros. Pictures 

Gangster Collection comprises of three boxed sets that each feature six crime films 

released between 1935 and 1939. All these films are packaged individually with their 

original poster art on the cover. The extra content comprises commentaries by film 

historians, documentaries on the gangster and tough guy genre and the Warner at the 

movies segment. This latter segment tries to simulate the viewing experience of the 

1930s through the presentation of a newsreel, a trailer, a short and a cartoon. In 

comparison to the classics, the cultural resonances are directed quite differently and 

introduce an element of formal appreciation of the presented film. The emphasis is 

                                                             

20 Umberto Eco, "Casablanca: Cult Movies and Intertextual Collage," in Travels in Hyperreality (London: 
Pan Books, 1984). 
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moved away from the specific film and its impact towards a generic specificity (the 

gangster film as a quintessential American genre and specific film practice) and is 

positioned more firmly through its specific position in American history (e.g. the 

1930s) rather than in a continuing collective memory.  

E.3 The Independent and the Local. 

The world of independent DVD producers is rather misty, and includes companies 

that release films as cheaply as possible, as well as high profile producers of 

expensive editions. While the emphasis is here on the latter, I have included some 

reference to these cheaper editions. 

The Collection – presenting the universal 

There are a number of independent distributors that either implicitly or explicitly 

present classical (and world) cinema in a way that simultaneously promotes the film 

as well as the label that produces it. The characteristics include an active quality 

control of the transfers, extensive and interpretative extras, explicit visual branding, a 

diverse, yet consistent output and a permanent emphasis on the importance of the 

presented film.  As such they present themselves as a collection, sometimes even in 

an explicitly serialised manner. The focus of these labels is mostly directed on classic 

and art house films and often international in its scope. This is in part due to the fact 

that American studios are hesitant to license their films, although this is occasionally 

done.21 As these films are thus often lesser-known or not indigenous output, they are 

often presented through a framework that stresses their universality. By this I mean 

that the distributor associates the films, whether well known or more obscure, as 

works of art that can be enjoyed, regardless of the specific cultural context it or the 

viewer is coming from. This is not to say that the cultural context is dismissed all 

together; in fact, it is often utilised in specific ways in the supplementary material. 

However notions of genre and culture are predominantly put in a perspective that 

designates both their influence on the presented work as the ways in which they 

transcend them. This is done through stressing the supposed universal and 

transcendental values of beauty and humanism (the overused theme of ‘the human 

                                                             

21 Especially The Criterion Collection has carved a niche for itself that allows them to release a Criterion 
edition alongside a standard studio version. (e.g. Days of Heaven (CC #406) and Do the Right Thing (CC 
#97) 
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condition’) or how the director and his/her film have appropriated and rewritten genre 

conventions. 

The most notable example of this mode of presentation is The Criterion 

Collection, an American distributor that is explicit in its construction of a collection, 

including numbering and a pronounced logo of the collection pervading the 

packaging. Its mission statement is lengthy and evocative:  

The Criterion Collection is dedicated to gathering the greatest films from around 

the world and publishing them in editions of the highest quality with supplemental 

features that enhance the appreciation of the art of film.”22 

As already mentioned, The Criterion Collection was a frontrunner in the developments 

of the Laserdisc and the DVD. Not only were they the first to utilise the audio 

commentary, they were also the first to attach their product explicitly to film 

scholarship and the “film as art” paradigm.23 All Criterion releases contain some form 

of critical contextual material, at the very least a printed essay that function as liner 

notes. The most elaborate editions contain up to two discs filled with documentaries, 

interviews and other extras. A similar company is The Masters of Cinema series (a 

subdivision of Eureka! Video) and located in the United Kingdom; others include Kino 

Video and New Yorker Video in the United States and Bfi and Artificial Eye in the 

United Kingdom. Although always different in degree, the two aspects that solidify the 

serial nature are a standardisation of design among different releases and the 

consistency of the output. In order to establish a household name and present itself 

as a collection, an independent company has to maintain a stable and qualitative 

output. This can either be through access to a specific library or through distribution 

deals. Thus, it is not uncommon for them to be aligned explicitly or implicitly with 

libraries and distributors. Both Kino Video and New Yorker Video are subdivision of 

Kino and New Yorker, household names as theatrical distributors of art house cinema 

in the United States. Criterion has close relations with the extensive Janus library (it is 

run by Peter Becker, son of William Becker, owner of Janus). As far as visual design is 

concerned, a similar prominent designer’s marks appear on the sleeve of these DVDs. 

                                                             

22 The recently re-designed packaging now includes this mission statement in full. Before it was limited 
to the more well-known header “The Criterion Collection, a continuing series of important classic and 
contemporary films, presents.”  
23 For a detailed history of the Criterion Collection see: James Kendrick, "What Is the Criterion? The 
Criterion Collection as an Archive of Film as Culture.," Journal of Film and Video 53, no. 2-3 (2001). 
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Most notable is the spine of the cases, arguably the most visible element of the DVD 

packaging as it is the way it is most commonly stored. A consideration of the spine 

reveals the different degrees of stylisation ranging from graphics fully in the service of 

the label (e.g. Artificial eye), a predominance of the standardised design (MoC) to a 

section of the spine reserved for the distributors standardised logo (CC).  

 

The Collection – Presenting the Heritage 

The increasing availability of films and the globalisation of the market have made 

national heritage a product that is also accessible to the broader English language 

market. Often these editions are released in association with film archives, museums 

and/or other institutions and their appeal is first and foremost national in orientation. 

However, the distributors are increasingly aware of the international (niche) appeal 

and thus often include English subtitles. For instance the Belgian Royal film archive in 

association with the television station Canvas and the Flemish ministry released 

Kroniek van de Vlaamse film 1955-1990 [chronicle of Flemish film 1955-1990] which 

includes a range of movies by various directors and in various styles, but connected 

by their association with Belgian (and more specific Flemish) culture and heritage. It 

is packaged in the series-like, with each edition including a 30-minute documentary, a 

booklet with liner notes and a trailer. Occasionally it includes other short films. On 

these particular DVDs, there is a lot of emphasis on the reception and cultural 

impact, including multiple excerpts of reviews (both favourable and unfavourable) and 

discussions of  the films in terms of Flemish film culture before and after. The 

director as author plays a significant role in this domain as well, for instance when the 

oeuvre of a seminal Dutch filmmaker is released in co-production with the Dutch 

television archive (e.g. the collected work of Bert Haanstra). 

Of course there is no strict separation between what is primarily of national 

and global significance, and the more important the film production in a specific 

country is, the more likely that their films are released in other countries and the 

need for this more or less institutionalised promotion of heritage is of lesser 

importance. It is also has to do to what extent they stick to their archive. As such, 

DVDs by larger film museums (such as the German ‘Edition Filmmuseum’ or the 

British Film Institute (Bfi) are located somewhere between the universal and heritage 

collections. Whereas part of their output is indeed national and they are tied to 

national institutions, they are also quite international in scope in the films they 
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present as well as in terms of their own position as brand and international 

institution. 

The Niche – Presenting the Obscure, Unknown and Specific 

Finally there is an abundance of independent producers that present films through 

their specific cultural context or their niche appeal, or that focus themselves 

completely on very marginal films. This is a realm that ranges from the cult and trash 

appeal, through the compilations of video art, all the way through the early works of 

Czech cinema to the Hong-Kong releases of Japanese cinema. Here, the borders 

between the categories are even more diffuse. A company like the UK-based Second 

Run thrives on releasing unknown and relatively obscure films. While they also stress 

the importance of these films as if a universal collection, it differs because the 

emphasis is so clearly on the niche within the niche, the hardly known and small art 

house films often from relatively small film producing countries, such as 

Czechoslowakia or Hungary. This makes them more specific in their claims than the 

universality of the big independent producers. Noshame films, based in the US, 

focuses completely on Italian cinema, and releases works of major directors such as 

Bernardo Bertolucci (Partner), omnibus films (Boccaccio 70; Amore et Rabia) alongside 

more genre product such as Giallo and crime thrillers. While, just like Second Run, 

these can be considered a collection, the focus lies here on national cinema, the 

varied approach used as argument for a more varied (or complete) picture of Italian 

cinema after the Second World War.24  

Like most of the labels discussed, both Second Run and NoShame pride 

themselves in presenting releases of high quality, made from the best transfers and 

prints available, with great efforts invested in the production of the extras. That this is 

not a necessity for a company in order to serve a function in the global market of 

historical films is shown by Panorama’s A century of Japanese Cinema series, produced 

in Hong Kong. While the video quality is often quite poor and the English subtitles 

leave a lot to be desired, this series supplies a specific and differently orientated 

vision of Japanese cinema. As such it includes films that due to their cultural 

specificity or rights issues remain unreleased in the West, but because of the 

inclusion of subtitles are accessible to a multi-region audience. Predictably though, 

this company only serves this function until a ‘better’ version is produced elsewhere. 

                                                             

24 Unfortunately this company recently seized its activities.  
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II: D_V_D & Inter_Para_Text 

2 Open Structuralism: Genette and the Paratext. 

2.1 The Poetic of Transtextuality 

It sometimes seems that the notion of intertextuality as a concept is the provenance 

of poststructuralism and postmodernism, used to designate the endless deferral and 

excess of related signifying practices that undermine any fixed meaning or meaning at 

all. One has only to consider that structuralism has in fact always been about the sign 

in both its internal and external dynamics, how the sign functions in its relation to the 

science of signs as well as its function in institutional, cultural or social conventions, 

to see that this is a false observation. As Jonathan Culler argues, structuralism is 

primarily based on extending the methodology and objectives of linguistics to the field 

of any other symbolic system.25 As a paradigm, structuralism prefers 

conventionalities to differences, and it is the task of the structuralist analyst to seek 

out a set of commonalities that can be positioned in a system. The question is thus 

not whether intertextuality exists or is important, but rather one of methodology and 

focus. It is a question whether one wants to try to position these intertextual 

influences and processes in a rule governed system (langue) or if one wants to see 

utterances and texts (the actual expression and use of the system in the utterance: 

parole) as being the source of the deferral of fixed, pure meaning and an excess of 

signification.  

Structuralists, most notably Gerard Genette and Michael Riffaterre, have taken 

up intertextuality as a conceptual paradigm, sometimes dubbed “open 

structuralism.”26 This segment will examine the work of Gerard Genette. While his 

major works were written well after the advent of poststructuralism, Genette’s work is 

not necessarily a decisive break from it, neither in the sense of a new radical 

structuralist alternative nor as a conservative defender of the old guard. On the one 

hand, the fact that Genette focuses his investigation on practices that reside on the 

level of actual expression (the book and the (historical) version of the text) is deeply 

indebted to the poststructuralist claims that a (literary) text can not be seen to exist 

and generate meaning solely in itself and accordingly locates the processes between 

                                                             

25 Jonathan Culler, Structuralist Poetics : Structuralism, Linguistics and the Study of Literature (London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1975), 5. 
26 Graham Allen, Intertextuality (London ; New York: Routledge, 2000), 95. 
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texts as fundamental influence to how a text functions. On the other hand, he is 

inclined to investigate it through a rigorous set of relational categories, and chooses 

to focus on the systematic and hierarchised nature (or poetic) of these intertextual 

influences. Or, again, whereas both Genette and the poststructuralists argue that any 

text is fundamentally plural in its construction, functions and possible meanings, the 

poststructuralists argue for an irreducible difference and deferral of meaning within a 

text and thus also from one text to the other. Genette’s project is still to seek the 

similarities and consistencies that emerge among texts, in this case not despite but 

because of their plurality. As Genette’s poetics are primarily descriptive, the approach 

here is to tease out parallels between the categories he puts forth and the object of 

the DVD, but also to look at how the DVD complicates his project. 

The study of intertextuality and the relationship between text and context then, 

whether in a “post” or “open” structuralist vain, is a study of the margins of the text 

and that what is marginal(ised) within the text. In both cases this is situated as a 

profound or even determining influence on the ways in which the text becomes 

understandable. As an example of Genette’s rigour as well as of crucial importance in 

order to understand his project, he sets out a scheme that could be summed up as 

follows. Under direct scrutiny for Genette is the literary work, which is essentially a 

text comprised of verbal statements.27 Accordingly he chooses to analyse this text 

through five different conceptual frameworks: intertextuality, paratextuality, 

metatextuality, hypertextuality and architextuality.28 Most poignantly, intertextuality is 

thus no longer the undermining, far-reaching concept that Julia Kristeva put forth, but 

rather a more pragmatic “actual presence of one text within another.” The paratext, is 

the framework that brings a work to us, “the threshold” and “undefined zone” where 

the text ends and the context begins.29 Metatextuality is the critical relationship in 

which one text serves as a commentary on another, while hypertextuality is the direct 

transformation of one text into another (by means of imitation or parody for instance). 

Architextuality is the most abstract, as this is the study of its “literariness” through 

                                                             

27 “The literary work consists, entirely or essentially, of a text, defined (very minimally) as a more or less 
long sequence of verbal statements that are more or less endowed with significance”  Gérard Genette, 
Paratexts : Thresholds of Interpretation, Literature, Culture, Theory (Cambridge ; New York, NY, USA: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997), 1. 
28 In Palimpsests it suggested that this order is also one of importance, as he disrupts the numerical 
order in rhetorical play. This play is not without consequences; if architextuality is the highest of the 
frameworks it suggests a return to old-fashioned literary poetics. ———, Palimpsests : Literature in the 
Second Degree (Lincoln, Neb.: University of Nebraska Press, 1997), 1-5. 
29 Genette, Paratexts, 2. 
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the set of “transcendent categories (…) from which emerges each singular text.”30 

These processes all fall under the heading of Genette’s version of intertextuality, 

dubbed transtextuality: “all that sets the text in a relationship, whether obvious or 

concealed, with other texts.”31 This “all” being the subject of a poetics and thus can 

be subject of rigorous study. Most relevant to our current investigation are 

paratextuality and hypertextuality. At first glance the notion of metatext seems of 

crucial importance. However, with the DVD the case of the metatext as a separate text 

that stands in a critical relation to another text but also is a separate production, is 

used relatively infrequent. This is not to say that a metatext cannot be included in 

DVD editions, and it is occasionally included as one of the more important extras.32 

This investigation will draw its examples and analysis from one specific case, 

the DVD of Faust, a film by F.W. Murnau originally released in 1926, released in 2006 

as the 24th title in The Masters of Cinema Series. A good example of how extended a 

treatment of a film can become, it is a two-disc set, featuring two versions of the film, 

a newly restored and constructed domestic version (overseen by the Friedrich Wilhelm 

Murnau Stiftung) and an older version based on the Export print. Among the extras 

are a newly recorded harp score, a 26-page booklet with two essays, an audio 

commentary by critics David Ehrenstein and Bill Krohn, a video piece by critic Tony 

Rayns and a video comparison of the two included versions. The packaging and 

design are lavish, boasting multiple photos and 10 reproductions of original poster 

art. 

2.2 Paratextual Faust 

While it is difficult to disentangle all the relationships and boundaries between 

Genette’s different categories, we can use his own commonsensical and materialist 

approach to see why paratextuality as perspective is relevant. The subtitle of the book 

on paratext is the “threshold of interpretation”; dramatically put, the paratext is what 

we cross in order to get involved with the text. But as a border region it is not neutral 

and objective, it is given shape by different agents in order to provide an suitable but 

also affirmative setting in which we are invited to consider participation in the game 

                                                             

30 ———, Palimpsests, 1. 
31 Ibid., 2. 
32 For instance, the cine-essay Letter to Jane included on the DVD of Tout va Bien (CC #275), can be 
considered as a case of metatextuality. In other cases, an interesting ambiguity arises when a seemingly 
paratextual documentary becomes sufficiently a text (in Genette’s terminology) in itself to move from 
paratext to metatext (e.g. the essayistic “making-of film” A.K. which is included on the DVD of Ran (CC # 
316). 
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of signification the main text provides. Genette meticulously discusses and outlines 

these elements that are usually discarded, as they are outside of the text and seen to 

be of relatively little importance in a hermeneutic interpretation. Or perhaps more 

accurately, they are assumed to help to come to terms with the main text, but are not 

necessary to understand and interpret the main text. A bookcover might change from 

one publisher to the next, it is rarely doubted that the main text isn’t the same. And 

while every edition might get a new preface by the author or a person of status that 

might illuminate something about the text and its author, it is not seen fundamentally 

to compromise the primary text.  While these assumptions would be oil on the stove 

of the anti-essentialist deconstructor, Genette challenges them in a more pragmatic 

manner, one that is, as he himself notes almost “fatiguing.”33  

His primary objective is first of all to show the different elements involved and 

the ways they manifests themselves. While he acknowledges that the paratext does 

indeed have a certain illocutionary force as provider of information, intentions, 

interpretations, decision and can be even envisioned as being performative, he makes 

clear that these theoretical implications are not his biggest concern. With the paratext 

he runs into a fundamental problem in that it is always “auxillary, heteronomous, and 

dedicated to the service of something other than itself” and it cannot be described 

“theoretically (..) a priori in terms of status.”34 Genette’s quest is thus one of 

taxonomy: to locate the elements, find their origins and make a clear selection of 

what is and what might not be usefully considered as a paratext, hopefully in order to 

posit some generalities among them. Here, his pragmatism allows for a close 

examination of what exactly are striking moments of paratextual relations, a first 

stage before we can head out and deconstruct, critique and displace these processes. 

However, to transpose Genette’s methodology to the realm of the DVD cannot help 

but already lay bare some of the complexities Genette is unwilling to address.  

2.2.1 The Peri- and Epitext and its Author 

Although every text, whether literary or cinematic, is defined and presented 

through a paratext that names, informs and influences how the main text is (or can 

be) approached, it is nowhere as institutionalised a part of the object as with the DVD. 

In Genette’s terminology we can envision the DVD as an object that presents a text 

                                                             

33 Genette, Paratexts, 404. 
34 Ibid., 12. 
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with a very extensively developed peritext. Genette discerns two constitutive elements 

of the paratext, conceptualised along spatial lines. Closest to the text is the so-called 

peritext, those elements that are directly and physically attached to the main text in 

its material form. This can be the cover, the title and table of contents, or a 

(allographic) preface. The epitext on the other hand is the larger set of elements that 

are attached to the text but located outside of the material body of the presented 

work, such as interviews with and diaries of the author, allographic discussions of the 

text and, although Genette brushes over this quite easily, the marketing and 

promotional elements put forth by the publisher.35 For Genette the paratext consists 

only of official and semi-official elements, those elements that are accepted by either 

publisher or the author. This is related to the important observation that the elements 

of the paratext are not envisioned in terms of the one that actually “de facto” 

produces, but is seen in terms of the one who sends (a “putative attribution”) and 

accordingly takes responsibility for the sent message.36 

So, from the start Genette divides the paratext according to its spatial location 

and from it emerges the question of origin, responsibility and attribution.37 The 

question of origin and the rather strict separation of publisher and author are indeed 

easily implemented in an analysis of DVD. It seems that this divide is hardly a reading 

resistant to the way the DVD of Faust presents itself to us. A scanning of the front of 

the DVD seems only to affirm it as the preferred reading of the DVD as object. The 

cover is comprised of two parts. First there is what seems to be a facsimile of a 

historical promotional poster and second there is a pronounced black banner on the 

top of the frame. The latter presents us with the main publisher (Eureka!), the 

particular series (the Masters of Cinema series – emphasis in the original) and its 

number in that series (#24). The facsimile presents us first with the title of the film 

(in German gothic writing), below that a subtitle that states “a film by F.W. Murnau”, 

in English and the name of Murnau in a greyish white that makes it stand out. Closer 

scrutiny reveals the production company logo (Ufa) and the distributor Parufamet 

                                                             

35 “its basically marketing and ‘promotional’ function does not always involve the responsibility of the 
author in a very meaningful way.” Ibid., 347. 
36Ibid., 8.  
37 Genette discerns also a temporal one and one that is related to the addressee of the paratextual 
message. I will not go into detail about these categories as they seem to me to rely heavily on the 
distinction between epi- and peritext as well as the implied origin of the message. 
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(the joined distribution company of Paramount, the Ufa and MGM).38 Accordingly the 

paratextual element of the front cover positions the presented film between two 

authorial voices that are separated from each other: its original director and 

production companies and the contemporary publisher. While they are featured 

explicitly alongside each other, they are also in a mutually enforcing relationship as 

Murnau is designated a master of cinema just as much as that the relationship proves 

that the series is correctly named as such.  

2.2.2The Titles 

With Faust, the publisher (Eureka!) establishes itself through a delineated series 

(Masters of Cinema). Genette, briefly discussing this as part of the publisher’s 

peritext, defines this as a “more spectacular specification of the notion of the 

publisher’s emblem” and a practice that moreover “encroaches on the prerogatives of 

an author” in the sense that it positions the text in a specific paradigm that doesn’t 

have to be the choice of the author.39 While Genette draws a parallel with specific 

kinds of language (e.g. “the language of the Conseil superieur”), he is unwilling to 

problematise this practice. It seems clear, and one does not have to introduce Michel 

Foucault’s notion of discursive formations, that this alignment is more than the 

“straightforward reason” that Genette discards it with, and the “subject” (e.g. 

sociology, fiction etc.) according to which these series are structured are hardly as 

self-evident as he suggests, as can be shown through a second more in-depth look at 

the front cover of the DVD.40 

Naming the author and naming the work are of central importance of the 

paratext. The external labelling that sets the text apart from others and signals who 

has produced it. We not only are able to designate it as a specific text, often we get to 

the text by virtue of the artist’s name and/or the knowledge of the title. And without 

either of these sources of information one would hardly know what to expect. This 

naming is thus at the same time very “erratic and circumscribed, all present and 

canonical.”41 That these elements are not harmless can be exemplified by a game of 

spot-the-differences between the cover of the DVD and the cover of the included 

                                                             

38 For completeness sake, other elements are the small name of what is supposedly the designer (Karl 
Michel), the names of three of the horsemen of the apocalypse (Krieg (war), Pest and Tot (Death), a bbfc 
classification (PG) and a logo of the poster-production company Eckert. 
39 Genette, Paratexts, 22-23.  
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid., 38.  
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booklet. Whereas the front of the DVD looks like a facsimile of the original poster art, 

the front of the booklet actually is one. A comparison shows the publisher’s decision 

to position the film in a certain way. As far as the title of the film is concerned, the 

front of DVD actually leaves part of the title out. As most of the other reproduced 

posters also make clear, Faust had the original secondary title “eine Deutsche 

Volkssage.” The original facsimile states this above the title, on the outside of the 

DVD it is only stated in a translated and altered form on the back of the DVD: “A 

German Folk Tale by F.W. Murnau.” While it is tempting to speculate on why this 

subtitle is omitted, whether it is either practical (cluttering the cover, taking too much 

space), economic (a German subtitle doesn’t sell) or even ideological (positioning 

Faust as universal rather than specific German cultural icon), for now it is most 

important to note that the title of this film is thus subject to change by external 

factors. More striking is that the original poster shows multiple names beneath the 

title, with F.W. Murnau marked in his function as director. The cover of the DVD has 

replaced these names with the English title “A Film by F.W. Murnau.” That this is 

dubious is demonstrated by the fact that every other facsimile included in the 

package either omits the name of Murnau or names him alongside other participants 

in the production. More strongly, the practice of moving Murnau to the fore (and in 

English), while diminishing the importance of the generic and cultural 

contextualisation of the subtitle produces a profound tension. Whereas the notion of a 

German folk tale suggests the anonymity of the author, or at least brings explicitly to 

the front its position as a product of a cultural genealogy of Faust adaptations, the 

positioning of Murnau as the “master of cinema” re-roots the film as the product of a 

transcendental author.  

2.2.3 The Chapters 

Chaptering or dividing the film into scenes is probably one of the most pervasive 

paratextual conventions of film on DVD. Basically the film is broken down into 

segments (labelled as ‘scenes’ or ‘chapters’) in order to provide easy access. The 

chapters or scenes come together in the ‘scene selection’ or ‘chapters’ segment of 

the menu, which comprises of a list of text titles and/or (moving) pictures. Faust is 

divided into 23 chapters named by two or three words that present the key events of 

the scene (E.g. “Wager with God”; “Eternal Pact”), sometimes with deeper thematic 

connotation (e.g. “requiem”; “the word"). The practice of text-based (as opposed to 

picture based) chaptering is the norm throughout The Masters of Cinema series and 
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The Criterion Collection.42 While its function seems rather pragmatic, it obscures the 

fact that this practice is one of the more explicit occasions in which the film is recast, 

or maybe remediated if you will, as a book. Moreover it is an instance in which 

paratextual interventions can be seen to directly disrupt the main text. 

Whereas with a literary text we can argue that chapters are a conventional 

paratextual part of the text instigated by the author, its use on a DVD is far more 

ambiguous. For one it is a direct interference of the distributor, since filmmakers 

utilise an entirely different set of formal and narrative tools to create scenes and 

transitions in the film. If anything, a new chapter in a novel serves as an intentional 

point of disruption, a moment in which the narrative flow is brought to a halt and 

invokes a change of some sort; it is a constructive part. Chaptering a film is far more 

a practice of deconstruction, a breaking down of the film after the fact. Moreover one 

only has to browse through a couple of DVDs to see that these decisions are rather 

arbitrary. A “scene” often comprises of multiple scenes and the amount of DVD-

scenes a film has is often far less than the amount of formal scenes. And while all this 

is quite possibly a tool utilised only with a consecutive viewing, it still can be seen as 

an influence as to how a film is perceived. To name the scene is often to sum up the 

plot, thus hierarchising narrative information and actively steer interpretation or in 

the case of a more abstract film it actively underlines the central concept that is 

designated. There is a good if somewhat dramatic point to be made that to cut a film 

into parts in this way is to destroy what is so unique of cinema, namely it’s temporal 

and continuous flow. More pragmatically it is a paratextual influence actively shaping 

how a film is perceived through breaking up and labelling its content.  

2.2.4 The Extras 

As Genette’s categories are distilled from the comparative analysis of books, the 

transfer of the notions of peri- and epitext towards an analysis of the DVD is not 

without problems. Most explicitly with the DVD we encounter a tension in which 

elements that used be historically epitextual as now being material manifest as 

peritextual.43 Moreover Genette’s use of the paratextual is undeniable one that is 

                                                             

42 This naming is often influenced by the nature of the film, often taking over the characteristics of the 
film. The more abstract/metaphorical the film is the more abstract/explanatory the titles become. 
43 While not the case with the Faust DVD, there are numerous examples of DVDs that include television 
interviews, allographic appraisals, introductions by the director, authorial essays, diary and 
autobiographical excerpts etc. as extras.  
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primarily an affirmative and official function, that is to say it excludes reviews, critical 

assessments and analyses. The peculiar observation of the extras on the DVD editions 

is that they draw their affirmative element from its critical and/or analytic 

intervention. Many of the extras on a DVD of historical films seem to hover between 

appraisal and deconstruction (in a pragmatic sense of breaking the film down into 

elements). In this sense the extras on the DVD move beyond the allographic or 

authorial preface that Genette sees as peritextual element. It comes to resemble the 

“scholarly edition” of a literary text; a category that while referred to is slightly 

marginalised in Genette’s analysis and whose implications Genette brushes over 

rather easily.44 While it does provide information that is common of the preface (most 

notable why and how it was made) and does provide an idea as to how “the text is 

read properly”, it goes beyond its scope.45 It is quite often produced by an authorial 

voice remote from the original author or friends and utilises tools that can be seen to 

intrude into the main text (such as hermeneutics, evaluation and psychologism).  

With Faust, as is stated on the back cover of the disc the DVD contains three 

hours of audiovisual explanatory extras, an audio commentary, a video piece and a 

video comparison of the two versions of the film, in total almost one and a half times 

the length of the film. Besides that there is the booklet containing two essays, stills 

and reproductions of original artwork. The most extensive extra is without a doubt the 

audio commentary of two critics Bill Krohn and David Ehrenstein. But here the video 

piece by Tony Rayns is more graspable in terms of the function of what might be 

called, in all its paradoxical splendour, the critical epitextual peritext. While simple in 

formal design (a static black and white medium close-up intersected by photo’s and 

intertitles), its length (40 minutes) and Rayns eloquence provide for a lot of 

information. His lecture covers a wide variety of topics ranging from speculative 

anecdotes and saucy details of Murnau’s personal life, more historical documented 

problems during production all the way to an evaluation of the film as a Faust 

adaptation and its function within the specific Weimar cultural context. His approach 

shifts with great ease between contextual, critical as well as moderately interpretative 

information, and structurally expands the context of Faust. Strikingly, it also moves 

the consideration explicitly away from the emphasis on Murnau’s mastery as auteur 

and positions the film as not unlike a contemporary blockbuster film and addresses 

                                                             

44 Cf. chapter 1 note 8, in which for instance an included post-humous allographic review is somehow not 
paratextual, but he neglects to discuss how it isn’t. Genette, Paratexts, 8. 
45 Ibid., 197. 



33 

 

 
 

 

its ambivalence as modernist and/or expressionist product. While his final words end 

on an affirmative note on why Faust is still worth seeing today, casting it as a work of 

pure cinema and Murnau an expert in cinematic translation, the position of the filmic 

text has fundamentally shifted away from its status as self-sufficient text. We can see 

here why Genette would argue that this goes beyond the paratext as the information 

provides a critical counterpoint; one that does not affirm the perspective the text itself 

gives us. An act of criticism cannot but introduce a disruption of the main text, 

prompting Genette to see it as a separate category, the metatext. However the DVD 

extra, thanks to its spatial position, is peritextual and moreover an example of how 

critical and challenging information is incorporated in the paratextual system in a way 

that while it might be ambiguous and challenging in what it says is in fact fully 

affirmative in its epistemological status. It instigates a process in which the main text 

becomes more prominent through the very fact that it can be the object of critical 

commentary, an object of knowledge. This points towards question that will be 

discussed later on, namely what other functions and implications this solidified 

relationship between film and knowledge has.  

2.3 Hypertextual Faust 

This focus on the peritextual paratext has so far obstructed the consideration of the 

text to which it is related. For Genette, the discussion of the paratext cannot be seen 

outside of the text it refers to, as the latter is its raison d’etre. With Faust however, the 

text is not as clear-cut as that of the texts Genette is discussing. It is itself a product 

of transtextual processes, both in its intellectual genesis as its material form that 

brings it to us. While the DVD suggests that we are dealing here with a singular text, a 

film entitled Faust as directed by authorial director F.W. Murnau, the DVD at the same 

time also presents us a choice between two different versions of this film, a domestic 

and an international version. Moreover the title “Faust” designates a relationship with 

yet another influential and canonical cultural text. In Genette’s terms it is a hypertext, 

based on a specific hypotext. In Palimpsests he investigates the hypo-hyper text 

relation, looking at how a text (the hypertext) is a fundamental transformation (and/or 

imitation) of a previous work (the hypotext). Because everything can be considered 
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hypertext in one way or another, he prefers the term for those works in which the 

influence of the hypotext is both “massive (…) and more or less officially stated.”46 

In the case of the intellectual genesis of Murnau’s version of Faust, there are 

two “official” hypotexts that resembles Genette’s emphasis on an earlier text imitated 

or transposed into a new one. At the time of its release the film was promoted as 

being both based on the legendary folk tale and on the other hand the Goethe’s 

rendition of the story.47 However this last relation to Goethe seems to rely more on 

marketing than actual veracity, as the film doesn’t really display the philosophical 

depth that made Goethe’s play one of the pinnacles of German literature. Numerous 

other sources creep up in the different accounts of the influences on script-writer, 

Hans Kyser. According to Tony Rayns, the film’s crudeness in tone and emphasis on 

worldly and bodily themes seems to rely far more heavily on the play by Christopher 

Marlowe than on Goethe, and Durrani makes reference to the less well-known 

manuscript of Das verlorene Paradies by Ludwig Berger as integral part of the “pot-

pouri” that is the cinematic text of Faust.48  Only one official hypertext thus remains: 

the original folk tale, which spawned all the influences that Kyser could incorporate. 

The primary text would accordingly be the Faust book (the Volksbuch) published in 

1587. The Faust story, alongside texts like the Odyssee and Don Quichotte, is one of 

the recurring examples that Genette invokes to study hypertextual relations. He does 

indeed designate the Volksbuch as the hypotext (it can “stand as the founding 

hypotext”) of Goethe’s rendition as well as Thomas Mann’s Doctor Faustus.49. 

However, the ambiguity of the historical status of Dr Faustus and the pervasive 

influences of stories of the supernatural underlines the fact that this book is merely 

the first written text. Its genealogy also diversifies according to its medium, and 

cannot account for the status of Faust as object of multiple cinematic adaptations 

even before 1926.50 In short the hypertextuality of Murnau’s Faust is far too complex 

to be caught into a dichotomy between primary source and specific expression as the 

status of each as single text is extremely uncertain. 

                                                             

46 ———, Palimpsests, 9.  
47 Osman Durrani, Faust: Icon of Modern Culture, Icons of Modern Culture. (Mountfield, East Sussex: Helm 
Information Ltd., 2004), 318. Cf. the reproduced America promotional poster on the same page. 
48 Tony Rayns, Faust [Tony Rayns on Faust] (Eureka, 2006). 
49 Genette, Palimpsests, 305.   
50 Durrani, Faust: Icon of Modern Culture, 15-16. 
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This is made even more uncertain by the material instability of the hypertext. 

The relation between the international and domestic cut can be considered a second 

“official” hypertextual relation as it is one of the most recurring themes on the 

paratextual material of the DVD. On the one hand the two versions are very alike in 

the sense that they present the same story, have the same authors and were 

produced at the same time, but they differ significantly from a formal standpoint as 

many scenes were shot by different cameras, differently edited and include different 

takes. A hierarchy and historical linearity between these two is not that easily invoked 

without recourse to an explicit discourse that designates and hierarchises the 

relationships between the two. The short article “Faust: How Many versions, How 

Many Negatives”, written by historian R. Dixon Smith and included in the booklet of 

the DVD, argues that the domestic cut contains the more desirable elements and is 

more carefully edited than the international version, and accordingly has “more 

emotional resonance” and is closest to what “F.W. Murnau intended.”51 R. Dixon 

Smith does give the international cut some credit as being the other source that lies 

at the core of at least five other versions that have surfaced over the years. Moreover 

considering that the international version is the one “widely seen” as well as the fact 

that the film was more popular abroad than inside Germany makes a good historical 

argument for the importance of the international version. 52 

2.4 The Problem of the Text 

In conclusion, Genette’s project proves to be useful as a first step towards a 

perspective that names and investigates the intertextual elements and relationships 

that hover around and through a specific textual object. But a transposition to the 

object of the DVD shows that its significance remains in a typology of relations and 

elements and that these are part of the specific carefully delineated realm of the 

study of literary texts. Transposing Genette to the world of DVD and cinema is to run 

into questions such as what exactly the textual status of a film on DVD, or the “extra” 

for that matter, is. While Genette’s investigation of works of literature is “saved” by its 

material and empirical grounding (an author of a literary text can be said to be one 

person with a certain authority), a new object such as a film or a DVD fundamentally 

                                                             

51 R. Dixon Smith, "How Many Versions, How Many Negatives?," in Faust [Booklet], Masters of Cinema 
(Eureka!, 2006), 26. 
52 Durrani, Faust: Icon of Modern Culture, 322.  
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challenges the assumptions of over-determined notions of authorial responsibility, the 

(semi)official, the original hypotext and putative attribution.53 

As if he is aware of his shortcomings, Genette concludes Paratext by taking 

refuge in a statement that triumphs the holistic text. Genette ends his study by 

warning for the danger of the paratext, seeing it as “an impediment to the text’s 

game”, something that must be kept in check because it otherwise intrudes in the 

immanence of the text it serves.54 To situate it as danger on the one hand undermines 

any previous non-normative and relativist claims of his investigation of the paratext as 

integral part of how a text comes to us. On the other hand the extent of this danger is 

doubtful. If anything, the DVD is an example of just how an extended paratext is 

utilised to enforce but also create the possibility for the “text’s game.” 

In these last words, the relativism that Genette promotes comes very close to a 

conservative essentialism. As his conclusion moves on, this becomes increasingly 

dubious in a political way as well. In the end he seems to effectively annul any 

previous (implicit) claims of the emancipation of the paratext as object of 

investigation (taking it from the margins into the centre,) by marginalising it again as 

dangerous element. This dubiousness is made explicit in a statement that is either an 

intentional polemical claim, a Freudian slip or a shockingly naïve use of figurative 

rhetoric: 

The paratext is only an assistant, only an accessory of the text. And if the text 

without its paratext is sometimes like an elephant without a mahout, a power 

disabled, the paratext without its text is a mahout without an elephant, a silly 

show.55 

With these words, overtly colonialist in their connotations, he invokes a threshold 

between him and those visions that have fuelled furious contestations to these forms 

of marginalisation of the Mahout and its image as foolish if not used as a tool to 

harness power; a vision that sees this danger and marginality as determining and 

constructive of the what lies in the centre; a vision that bares the stamp of 

poststructuralism. 

                                                             

53 I’m aware that these notions are also fundamentally challenged within the domain of literary studies. It 
is merely to say that a confrontation with a new object makes the problems even more apparent.  
54 Genette, Paratexts, 410. 
55 Ibid. 
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3 The Insecure and (Un)bound Text 

3.1 ”Post”Structuralism? 

The two problems left unanswered by Genette are thus as follows: First a more in 

depth analysis is needed into the question what a text is and how it is constituted. 

Second, the notion of authorship and responsibility must be demystified in order to 

assess how a more diversified set of joined textual elements such as the DVD is 

constructed and exerts an influence beyond explicit authorial intention. One way to 

get to terms with this is to assert fundamentally and radically that THE text does not 

exist, or at least that its condition of possibility is related to many other textual 

processes rather than exist in and by itself. Through this perspective, the notion of 

the autonomous and homogenous text is revealed to be a process that selects and 

prefers those elements of a complex textual system that triumph its individual status 

and intrinsic properties and relations. This is to consider the object as a work (of 

literature, of art, of an author), which would then differ from perceiving the object as a 

text. Here is of course the risk of conceptual confusion, as the notion of text is thus 

moved from a term used to designate both the pragmatic and material definition of a 

text as a written materialisation of verbal statements, towards a new, more complex, 

methodological definition of text that designates an object in its status as intertextual 

composite. The object as text is thus no longer a self-evident material object that 

stands in a separate relation with its outside, but rather comes into being at the 

moment when inside and outside meet, effectively displacing this binary. It argues not 

only that one cannot exist without the other, but also that these relationships are 

active, continuous and creative.  

This perspective is commonly called poststructuralist. This is, not unlike the 

definition of the text, a rather unstable term. In many ways it is also a term put forth 

after the fact; a term tied retrospectively to certain ideas and thinkers. Seminal 

‘poststructuralist’ thinkers like Michel Foucault, Julia Kristeva and most explicitly 

Roland Barthes can be seen to have a structuralist and ‘post’ side. It seems above all 

a paradigmatic shift, most simplistically put a shift from the system to its 

manifestation or from langue to parole and is philosophically grounded in an attack 

on logocentrism, manifested in structuralist thought in the belief of the irreducibility 
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of the sign.56 The correctness of the term poststructuralism is not of issue here, but I 

am using the term “post” in order to designate those projects that seek to go 

“beyond” the static and structured approach of structuralist impetus encountered 

with Genette. These projects are less inclined to translate the object into something 

else (e.g. a product of a general semiotic system). At least not before allowing it to 

fulfil its potential to “differentiate itself from everyday language to grant maximum 

scope to the play of formal features and semantic uncertainties.”57 Even when 

Jonathan Culler, whose analysis of tourism we will encounter here, is very much 

‘structuralist’ in his reference to internal sign relations and semiotic systems, he 

moves beyond it in order to asses the influence on signifiying practices generating a 

profound uncertainty that in turn provides changes in status, value and authenticity of 

the sign itself. 

Another short (and rather insufficient) note should be made on the shifting 

status of language (langue) in this paradigm. A fundamental constitutive element of 

poststructural thinking is a return of history into linguistics, in a more complex form 

than that of traditional historical contextualisation or genealogy. This development is 

a second argument as to why the focus of analysis should be on the specificity of the 

utterance, rather than the system of which it is an expression. If we remember, for 

Genette a literary text is essentially comprised of verbal statements, a definition that 

is clear and straightforward enough. The poststructuralist text and associated notion 

of intertextuality and language are used to fundamentally undermine the supposed 

self-evident nature of these verbal statements. In her essay “The bounded text”, Julia 

Kristeva argues that in order to get to terms how a text (in her case the novel) comes 

to signify and mean something, it needs to be considered from a ‘translinguistic’ 

framework.58 She is heavily indebted to Mikhail Bakhtin, who formulated the theory of 

translinguistics, a perspective that argues that language should be studied as socio-

historical practice, shaped fundamentally through diachronic processes. This is 

opposed to Saussurean linguistics that prefers the synchronicity of a static langue. In 

the words of Robert Stam, for Bakhtin “languages are alive, constantly changing 

                                                             

56 Harari argues that poststructuralism exists before, with and in counterpoint to structuralism. So 
Derrida uses “the tools furnished by structuralism [..] and turns them against it,” its logocentrism can be 
traced back to Nietzsche and Barthes’ move from semiology to semioclasty is a trajectory “of a 
displacement and not of a rejection.” Josue V. Harari, "Critical Factions/Critical Fictions," in Textual 
Strategies (London: Methuen & Co. Ltd, 1979), 29-31. 
57 Culler, Structuralist Poetics, 159-60. 
58 Julia Kristeva, "The Bounded Text," in Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art, ed. 
Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia University Press, 1980), 36-37. 
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under the discursive pressure of daily utterance, relentlessly generating new norms 

and counternorms.“59 For Bakhtin the text as product of language is thus irreducibly 

in-the-world and these connections to the socio-historical outside should be central to 

any investigation of a text as they constitute it. Kristeva remains close to the workings 

of the text, but rewrites them in such a way as to open it up to these influences. That 

is to say it is to be seen as a specific and productive linkage of words and sentences 

in the form of utterances that refer to something within or outside the space of the 

text, inside or outside language or to utterances that are directly present (synchronic) 

or came before (diachronic). 60 The utterance exist in its communicative function, 

which is to say it is irreducibly intertextual as the utterance relies on the text in which 

it is uttered as well as the text to which it refers - whether that is a specific other text 

or the totality of the culture (“the general text”). The utterance that comprises the text 

can thus no longer have one author, one meaning or one place, nor is its function 

exhausted through a purely linguistic or literary analysis.  

3.2 Barthes: From Work to Text and Text to Work. 

For this project it is best to return to the modest beginnings of Roland Barthes’ 

seminal essay “From Work to Text”, in order to look more closely at what this new 

incarnation of the text might bring to the object of the DVD. The “Text” for Barthes is 

something rather different than it is for Genette and shows in fact how the latter is 

heavily indebted to the more traditional fields of textual criticism, bibliography and 

philology. From this traditional perspective, the word text is used to designate the 

material inscription of a work; its study thus looks for the earliest and/or most 

accurate material existing version. Underlying these investigation are notions of 

historical origin and claims of authenticity based on empirical evidence. It is, in short, 

a quest for the purest version of the work as it is available and left to us through its 

material inscription.61 Barthes is heavily resistant to these supposedly stable notions 

of origin, and recasts this relation between work and text in such a way that the latter 

becomes no longer self-evident. For Barthes this relation is a signifying process in 

                                                             

59 Robert Stam, Subversive Pleasures: Bakhtin, Cultural Criticism and Film, Parallax Re-Visions of Culture 
and Society (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1989), 29. 
60 The “space of the text” is of course a characteristic that is very pronounced in the novel, as its 
specificity is based on the detailed development of social and psychological space of the characters. 
Inside the space of the text is thus the embedded (“assimilated”) utterance that seems to exist only as a 
function of the text itself.  
61 For a more thorough overview, see: Hans Walter Gabler, "Textual Criticism," in The Johns Hopkins guide 
to literary theory and criticism, ed. Michael Groden, Martin Kreiswirth, and Imre Szeman (London: The 
Johns Hopkins Press Ltd., 2005). 
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which the text becomes a sign in itself; “a material signifier to the work as 

signified.”62 The textuality of an object lies no longer in its material existence, but 

rather in the movement in which a text comes to stand in a relationship to the work 

and vice versa. As it is by definition unstable the textual nature of an object can thus 

“only [be] experienced in an activity of production.”63 

The emphasis on production can be read as a polemical move against the 

notion of stable meanings and as exemplary of the attack on logocentrism. This 

reading is supported by the fact that Barthes is not satisfied in merely seeing the text 

as the process that constantly moves between the work and its material expression. 

Especially the notion of work is not that self-evident. If the text signifies the work it is 

only because we are used to conceptualise its processes of signification as such. 

Indeed it is the work that comes into being through its attachment to the “general 

sign”, the sign that is closed in on the signified. Either it is materially evident (in the 

book and accordingly studied through philology) or obscured yet retraceable (its 

meaning discovered through hermeneutics). The text on the other hand is more 

playful and plural in its signs and meaning. Its signification is based on the practice 

and play of signification; its raison d’etre is signification itself. Its meaning is thus 

irreducibly plural, that is to say it is has neither one nor many meanings but 

potentially all meanings. The process of signification is thus far more undefined and 

widespread and by definition will resist the external pressure to treat it as singular 

and homogenous. This is where the theoretical framework of poststructuralism meets 

its political potential: theoretically it posits the importance of difference, instability 

and uncertainty and politically this perspective turns towards resistance, in a way that 

if it is not apparent already, it can be teased out of almost any object. And this is 

undoubtedly the reason why Barthes sees the object that resists its function as a work 

as per definition more textual than others. A text becomes more textual when it shows 

the richness and the semantic play of this process. A text is thus not only the 

movement between work and material expression, but it is at the same time it is a 

moment of its fallibility, a moment where the work is subject to change or down-right 

denial of meaning. A proper text is a “subversive force”, through which it goes to the 

“limits of enunciation” and it is “always paradoxical” and “it reads without the 

                                                             

62 Allen, Intertextuality, 61-62. 
63 Roland Barthes, "From Work to Text," in Image Music Text, ed. Stephen Heath (London: Fontana Press, 
1977), 157. 
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inscription of the father” (i.e. the determinations and conformity put forth by the 

author and the world).64 

But can, for Barthes, everything be text? Is the consideration of an object as 

text or as work a methodological choice with profound consequences, not in the least 

political? Or is the text related to specific cultural objects? It is Barthes himself who 

states: “many products of contemporary literature are in no way texts.”65 This would 

then designate a text as being only that cultural object that utilises the potential to 

become a text, when it utilises a form of disrupted language that challenges the 

assumptions of authorial intention, stable meaning and clear communication.66 But a 

problem emerges as this suggests that Barthesian textuality still relies on an 

immanent process of signification. The consequences of this lingering fundamental 

paradox of the transcendental project of the text are even the most favourable 

critiques.67 While Barthes himself is very explicit in saying that the distinction 

between classic and avant-garde (in literature) should not be equated to the 

distinction between work and text, the fact that the textual potential is something that 

can or cannot be realised in an object, does promote a specific self-conscious, 

de(con)structive and anti-authorial text. This at the least suggests a strong 

relationship with the avant-garde. The political element returns here as the text and 

textuality becomes the constitutive other of bourgeois literature, with its emphasis on 

realism and aesthetic transcendence is seen as ideological tool to rationalise its own 

dominance.  

Barthes thrives in ambiguity and while the paradox is important to note here 

one does not need to resolve it in order to confront the object of Faust. In fact the 

paradox takes a new shape when the movement from work to text is recast on the 

                                                             

64 Ibid., 157-61. 
65 Ibid. 156 
66 Ibid., 158. 
67 On an abstract level Foucault argues that the transcendental text still could seen to develop from the 
absence of the author, thus paradigmatically tied to it: Michel Foucault, "What Is an Author?," in Textual 
Strategies, ed. Josue V. Harari (London: Methuen & Co. Ltd, 1979), 143-44.  More historical in 
orientation, D.N. Rodowick and Seán Burke illustrate the crisis the poststructural project tends to run 
into. The first case by arguing that the political modernist avant-garde movement that actively tried to 
invoke the workings of the poststructuralist text in their films promotes a recurring notion of the 
autonomous text, in: David Norman Rodowick, The Crisis of Political Modernism : Criticism and Ideology in 
Contemporary Film Theory (Berkeley, Calif. ; London: University of California Press, 1994), 273. Burke by 
signaling the problem that occurred when the tainted history of most prominent deconstructivist Paul de 
Man became apparent, suggesting that to dismiss the author is just as much a political (and not 
necessarily progressive) move as to acknowledge it, see Burke, The Death and Return of the Author : 
Criticism and Subjectivity in Barthes, Foucault and Derrida, 1-7.  
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DVD. The DVD in its multi-medial shape is on the one hand a large and diverse web of 

signification not limited to one specific work let alone one specific meaning, but on 

the other hand is situated in a materially evident and constant container and utilised 

to promote the stability of a work. Or, more specifically the Faust DVD by Masters of 

Cinema can as a whole be considered a text that tries it best to present a work but 

cannot restrain the endless signification to undermine and resist this conception by 

its very textuality. Through Barthes we can thus get to terms with the inherent 

resistance of the text to its functioning as a work. And this is where the emphasis on 

textual production and play comes into focus.  

The historical film on DVD is presented in such a way that invites a certain 

activity, prior, after or alongside the ‘traditional’ viewing of the film. But how does this 

activity work and how important is it? The DVD undeniably provides a platform for a 

certain user activity, which among other things helps to produces the specific 

experience that makes a DVD different from the cinema. It might be put forth that this 

activity is a form of interactivity, so often seen as a primary characteristic of digital 

culture and indeed a possibility often connected to the DVD. Landow argues that the 

electronic hypertext and associated “wreader” (the active writer/wreader) is the realm 

in which the perceived “outrageous pretentious attempts of self-aggrandizement” of 

poststructuralists such as Barthes is made into self-evident truth: it “simply happens 

in hypertext.”68 I prefer the term activity however, because it is a more modest and 

restricted reading of the function of the active subject.  The utopian and forecasting 

readings of interactivity have often all too easily brushed over how “highly finite and 

preprogrammed” the actual expression of interactivity is.69 And it is indeed in the 

moment between a highly dominant preferred reading and suggested freedom of 

choice that the specificity of the DVD comes to the fore. In short, the framework that 

comes to us on a DVD relies and constructs a subject position and gets a certain 

amount of freedom. S/he is not a completely free agent, but rather is presented with 

a certain mediating capability, as s/he is presupposed to forge the diverse elements 

into a whole. Or in different words, beyond its material existence, in order to work as 

work the DVD relies on a conscious consuming subject who needs to construct the 

object as singular and its frame of interpretation as dominant. This produces what is 

                                                             

68 Landow, "What's a Critic to Do?: Critical Theory in the Age of Hypertext," 39. 
69 Rosen, Change Mummified : Cinema, Historicity, Theory, 335. Rosen provides a very eloquent critique on 
interactivity and the digital utopia in the final chapter of this book. 
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possibly the most important constitutive dilemma the practices of the DVD can be 

seen to make visible.  

A subject is free to create its own DVD experience in the sense that s/he is free 

to choose not to view any extra, stop it when deemed uninteresting, or decide to 

watch it at a different time. For instance while viewing the domestic version of Faust, 

the subject is free to switch between three audiotracks, changing the viewing 

experience by switching from the bombastic orchestral score to the quiet harp-score 

or the analytic discussion by the two critics. S/he might moreover choose not to view 

the peritextual extras, decide not to use chaptering etc. But to what extent is it still 

possible to consider the film as a separate entity, when it so thoroughly 

contextualised and immersed in choices?  Or to what extent can the film still serve as 

a work, with its meaning and signification closed onto itself, when it comes to the 

subject in a package that has already opened it up to context and choice? 

Paradoxically the choice to view a film outside its contextual elements is revealed to 

be thus that, an arbitrary choice and/or a (un)conscious moment of blindness to the 

textual web through which a DVD, but by extension also any film or any cultural 

object, comes to us and relates to. The Faust presented on the Masters of Cinema 

DVD is not only ambiguous as a singular object due to its double presentation and 

ambiguous historical genealogy, as we saw with Genette, but even when one decides 

to view the (supposedly more authentic) domestic version as a film, the subject is left 

the choice between the two enforcing soundtracks. This might be an easy choice, but 

by opening up its signifying practice to the subject in this way, it makes explicit not 

only the lack of a coherent and easily consumable work, but its status as text as well. 

It might be objected that the use of the double soundtrack is specific to this particular 

DVD edition and/or a problematic that emerges with silent cinema, but it is rather a 

moment that is more visibly textual than others. While in this case the scores are 

striking because the scores are so enormously different, it is a problem that returns in 

the choice of different language dubs or even technological specifications (e.g 2.0 

stereo or DTS sound) and, most notably, the audio commentary. The ability to change 

one aspect of an object cannot but renders its the object unstable; it cannot but 

undermine its position as a work.  

Masters of Cinema fills this lack of a singular object in a double move, and 

through this move, in fact, utilises it to position and differentiate itself as distributor. 

On the one hand it utilises this lack to introduce new elements (e.g. the newly 
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recorded harp-score), yet also actively argues for the consideration of the film as 

work, by a mixture of historical, material and hermeneutical proof. What emerges is a 

dependence on the subject and its ability to play and combine. It effectively needs the 

subject, to either choose between elements or transpose the knowledge from one 

element to another, and while it is obvious what the preferred reading of the package 

would be, it cannot help that the very intertextuality of the medium undermines this 

process. But whereas Barthes undeniably promotes an emancipation of the subject as 

he is actively producing a text by his own creativity, the DVD still manages the 

choices, cues and frameworks. Thus the DVD as text still dictates to a large extent the 

possibilities through its considerations of what is and is not important to include. And 

here the paradox of Barthes’ text returns, and needs further considerations on, 

among others, the relation between intertextuality and framing. 

3.3 The Frame 

In the previous section the DVD was recast, through Roland Barthes, as an object that 

can be seen to rely on a model of reading, consumption or usage that is 

fundamentally textual. Not only does it show the necessity of some form of active 

subjectivity as the condition of possibility for the DVD to come into being, it also 

suggests that the elements themselves, the different components that the DVD 

consists of, are increasingly difficult to consider separate from each other now that 

the are playing a part within this textual realm. In order to be convincing, this 

assertion needs to be developed further and this requires a move beyond Barthes. 

The suggestion that the DVD presents a moment in which textuality has the power to 

open an object, to change it from work to text and vice versa, needs to be asserted 

more fundamentally, irreducibly and violently. This part of the investigation tries to 

get to terms with the second problem encountered with Gerard Genette.  Accordingly, 

at the core of the following lies a second hypothesis. This time the incentive is not 

found in an oversight or flaw of Genette’s paradigm (as in the unstable nature of the 

text), but rather a radical assertion of something he himself recognizes as well. If we 

remember, Genette declared the paratextual potentially dangerous, as it was possible 

to undermine the inherent and unique qualities and meanings of the main text, which 

it serves.70 The hypothesis here would be that this is not only a potential, but rather 

that it is in fact always dangerous and present. As such it is a constitutive and 

irreducible part of the text (in both the Genettean or Barthesian sense).  
                                                             

70 Cf. Note 49 
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Two theoretical analogies will shed a more light on this issue, at the same time 

making the mutual influences and distinctions more far reaching yet its workings 

sometimes more intangible. On the one hand there is the notion of the marker and of 

tourism, especially as developed by Jonathan Culler and on the other the notion of the 

dangerous supplement, a concept proposed by Jacques Derrida in his On 

Grammatology.71 Both of these come together in the problematic of the frame. In his 

book Framing the Sign, Jonathan Culler investigates the influence of contextual 

framing on a variety of practices and objects, both literary and cultural, showing that 

the function and meaning of the sign is subject to subtle changes because of it.72 

Through his investigation of tourism as a semiological practice, the relationship 

between paratext and text can be reconceptualised. In Derrida’s analysis of the 

Parergon in Kant’s third critique, the function of the frame becomes the centre of 

attention and is related to the ‘dangerous’ supplement. The exterior addition, for 

Derrida, is not only a surplus, but rather is brought in to make up for a certain lack, in 

the process displacing that what it supplements.73 Derrida locates this development 

primarily in the domains of thought and metaphysics, the primary dichotomies in 

which he sees this development are between nature/culture and writing/speech. In 

both the cases the question is no longer one of a critical duplication of set 

distinctions, but rather to consider these distinct markers as the tip of the iceberg in 

which the textual elements are come to add to, frame and even come to stand in for 

each other; it becomes a process of simultaneous extension and destruction, 

enrichment and privation and finally one of absences and presences. 

3.3.1 The Tourist Frame 

Framing differs from the notion of context as it explicitly locates its function as 

active production; framing is something that is done to something else.74 The notion 

of framing prioritizes the frame itself rather than either the in- or outside; the frame 

                                                             

71 Here the page numbers will refer to the reprinted version in the Derrida reader Acts of Literature: 
Jacques Derrida, "...That Dangerous Supplement..." in Acts of Literature, ed. Derek Attridge (New York: 
Routledge, 1992).  
72 Jonathan Culler, Framing the Sign : Criticism and Its Institutions (Oxford, UK ; New York, NY, USA: 
Blackwell, 1988). 
73 Harari (himself borrowing it from Roger Laporte) provides a specifically clear example of the 
dangerous supplement: A supplement to a dictionary is a moment in which we add to the already 
existing ones, as a surplus, it also shows the lack of words in the original dictionary, accordingly 
effectively substituting it (i.e. the dictionary itself can no longer be considered what it originally was 
meant to be).Harari, "Critical Factions/Critical Fictions," 34.  
74 Culler, Framing the Sign : Criticism and Its Institutions, ix. 
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comes to stand for a ”crystallization of metadiscursive instructions.”75 That the DVD 

presents a film within an elaborate and distinctive frame has been made clear 

enough, what hasn’t been discussed properly is on how the DVD functions as a 

framing device and how we can get to terms with the visibility of this frame. That is to 

say, the frame frames something other than itself. Accordingly it is traditionally 

discussed in terms of its absence, in which it ideally seizes to exist at the point of 

transgression. However, the specificity and attractiveness of the DVD relies on a 

permanent visibility of the frame. Indeed, one could almost say that the DVD is so 

self-referential, that it is obsessed with its own signifying practices.  

Tourism is one of the more widespread framing practices that share this 

apparent obsession with its own signification. Jonathan Culler recasts it as a semiotic 

process that turns the usage of a sign into a sign of its usage. The tourists become 

semioticians in the sense that they are “interested in everything as a sign of itself, for 

instance a typical cultural practice (…) they are engaged in reading cities, landscapes 

and cultures as sign systems.”76 Or in other words, the tourist is in fact visiting 

specific marked sites (“sights”) in order to reframe them as signs of the visit. These 

sites come to designate ‘having-been-there-ness’ by a peculiar framing that have 

positioned them as authentic to the experience of a culture or country. Despite its 

superficial image, tourism is indeed motivated by a quest for authenticity, but is 

confronted by the paradox that the sight moves from authentic and unique to fake 

and superficial by the very fact it becomes a tourist hot-spot. Central to tourism is 

thus the tourist’s desire to be the only one, resulting (among others) in the prevalence 

of rhetoric that suggests a trip ‘off the beaten’ track becoming commonplace and 

designation of areas as ‘tourist trap’ to be warnings in guides.  

A sight is thus marked (e.g. as authentic, as touristy), and through the marking 

its status and meaning changes (e.g. as unique, authentic, commonplace or trite). An 

explicit reproduction takes place in the markers known as souvenirs or mementoes. 

These are an integral part of the tourist attraction, as they reproduce and mark the 

site as sight in a triadic move: “a marker represents the sight to the tourist. A marker 

(…) constitutes a sight as a sight (…) [and makes] it recognizable.”77 The existence of 

the reproduction signifies the original in a way that through a chain of signification a 

                                                             

75 John Frow, Marxism and Literary History (Oxford: Blackwell, 1986), 224. 
76 Culler, Framing the Sign : Criticism and Its Institutions, 155. 
77 Ibid., 159. 



47 

 

 
 

 

postcard comes to stand in for the original, as the latter is inscribed in the former a 

marker comes into being that allows the experience of visiting a sight to be revisited 

at another place and another time. But the question becomes what ever happened to 

the sight in itself, now that is immersed in the sign system of tourism? How can the 

original sight be experienced (or “recovered”) by the tourist? As it turns out the 

satisfaction of the experience of a sight is in fact pre-formed by this mediation, 

without which it would be impossible to locate the authenticity of the experienced 

site. Through Percy Walker, Culler gives the example of a couple who visit, with an 

ethnologist friend, an indigenous dance. It is the specialist who confirms to the couple 

that the ritual they are seeing is indeed authentic. Absence of this marker would 

result in an “anxiety”, as an uncertified event cannot be assessed in terms of their 

unique authenticity.78 From Culler’s perspective, even if we have the feeling of a 

shared experience when confronted with an ‘unspoiled’ sight, the (mutual) 

certification of the experience is always developed through a detour to a joined 

cultural sign system which is already part of the tourist paradigm (something 

becomes more authentic because not touristy) rather than in a domain of personal 

taste and unique experience.  

What Culler points to is first and foremost the impossibility for a sight, when it 

comes to figure in a semiotic system, to be situated outside this paradigm. That is to 

say, once a sight is reproduced in its markers, not only does it become increasingly 

difficult to approach a(ny) sight in an unmarked fashion, a new discovery will be 

immediately subjected to the semiotic process it up until then served outside of. And 

so, the equivalent of a tourist finding a sight that is authentic and untouristy, is the 

same for a film viewer to find a forgotten film, whether in an obscure theatre, or 

through a cheaply produced DVD. From the moment of ‘discovery’, they will be 

situated in a paradigm that calls for an increasing marking. Whereas the sight will be 

promoted on the internet or an alternative travel guide as a place worth a visit, the 

film will ‘await’ valorizing through restoration, a (theatrical) re-release or a (better) 

DVD treatment. The semiotic approach that Culler puts forth here, also gives priority 

not so much to what is said, but to the fact that something is put in a sign relation 

with another sign. It is the fact that one sign, however arbitrary or superficial, stands 

into a relationship with another sign that marks both signs as signs of themselves. 

Culler convincingly shows that it does not matter who labels or on what knowledge 

                                                             

78 Ibid., 164.  
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this labelling is based, the very fact of attachment to and reproduction of another sign 

as sign is the condition of their status as marker.  

The tourism analogy would explain why a DVD always refers to itself as well as 

to the object it presents. It also provides an answer as to why the awareness and 

availability of the extensive frame is appreciated more unanimously by consumers 

than the actual information contained in them.79 With Faust we already saw that the 

sign Murnau and the label ‘Masters of Cinema’ are in somewhat of a pas-de-deux, in 

which one affirms the other. Murnau becomes a master of cinema, whereas his name 

underlines that in fact the distributor’s labelling is correct. Schematically sign A 

(‘Masters of Cinema’) authenticates sign B (F.W. Murnau) through its status as on-site 

marker, and through this attachment sign A authenticates itself as a sign of the 

experience of ‘masterful’ cinema, which will cast all elements collected under this 

header to be further proof of this experience. If Culler’s reading is correct, this is so 

prominent that finally the experience of the film Faust thus comes to signify the act of 

viewing ‘masterful’ cinema. It comes to signify not only itself as specific object, but 

also the practice in which it is embedded and that has marked it as authentic; it 

becomes increasingly a sign of its usage. 

Another relevant observation, noted by Culler in passing, regards the 

authentication of a sight and the tourist experience through access to the back region. 

In tourism the behind-the-scenes tour is constructed as a privilege not held by the 

inhabitants of a local cultural domain.80 Behind-the-scenes are in fact one of the most 

frequently utilized forms of extra material on any DVD, whether in a sophisticated 

documentary form or through a collection of b-roll footage, and “offer to film buffs 

(…) a more comprehensive home viewing experience.”81 Here we see thus another 

direct parallel between DVD and tourism, as in both cases the back region is a 

recurring element of the experience a DVD or tour brings to its consumer. In case of 

the DVD this exploration of the back region moves the consumer beyond the film that 

the ‘normal’ filmgoer would see. The more exclusive the back-region is, the more 

expensive and worthwhile the trip becomes. The most enthusiastic cinephile will see 

                                                             

79 This also explains the discrepancy between the appreciation of available extras and their limited 
consumption and the relative easy with which some distributors can pile up material indiscriminately. 
Noted in:  Deborah Parker; Mark Parker, "Directors and Dvd Commentary: The Specifics of Intention," The 
Journal of Aesthetic and Art Criticism 62, no. 1 (2004). 
80 Culler, Framing the Sign : Criticism and Its Institutions, 165.  
81 Craig  Hight, "Making-of Documentaries on Dvd: The Lord of the Rings Trilogy and Special Editions," 
The Velvet Light Trap, no. 56 (2005): 8.   
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as much access to these back-regions as possible and the DVD plays into this quest 

by releasing ever more extended editions. As we already saw with Faust the time 

potentially spend in these back-regions is much more than the time spend in the film 

itself. While contemporary DVDs tend to develop the back-region simultaneous with 

the film’s production, many historical films rely on a reconstruction of these back-

regions. The main difference is that while contemporary DVDs can be seen to deny 

certain difficult and scholarly readings, the historical film tends to appropriate these 

discourses, suggesting that when we finally (re)visit the film after we have absorbed 

all this information, we finally have a more access to a more complete film, which 

allows us to appraise it more fully, i.e. our experience and understanding will be more 

authentic.  

3.3.2 The Frame and the Dangerous Supplement 

Through Culler, the status and meaning of the object changes when it is 

framed in a certain way, since it comes to signify more than just itself. However 

Culler’s theory still seems to rely on an inside/outside binary, in which the inside 

becomes all but effaced through its external markers and the original sight no longer 

exists. Jacques Derrida reading of the Parergon (sometimes ‘translated’ as hors 

d’oeuvre, the secondary, the frame, the additive, the surplus, aside, remainder) tries 

to displace this inside/outside binary altogether. The Parergon, as utilized by 

Immanuel Kant, is situated outside the essence and beauty of the work of art (the 

ergon, “the body proper”), it is “added to nature.”82 A column and piece of clothing in 

the picture can be a Parergon to its beauty; it veils the nudity of pure form and 

beauty. The picture frame only fulfils its function, as its form does not work against 

the beauty of the painting itself. Derrida critiques this reading of the Parergon (and 

Ergon) showing that the Kantian category of the beautiful structurally refuses the 

position of the Parergon as an object of philosophy. Traditional aesthetic philosophy 

relies on the beauty as intrinsic to the Ergon, and while the Parergon is first and 

foremost that what sets apart and frames, it needs to be set outside the Ergon, it 

needs to efface itself and retreat to the background in order for the essence and 

beauty of the Ergon to come to the fore. By making the Parergon the centre of 

attention the active productivity is revealed, that is confronted with the paradox of 

heightened presence and simultaneous absence: 

                                                             

82 Jacques Derrida, "The Parergon," in The Truth in Painting (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987). 
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Parerga have a thickness, a surface which separates them not only (as Kant 

would have it) from the internal inside, from the body proper of the ergon, but also 

from the outside, from the wall on which the painting is hung, from the space in 

which statue or column is erected, then, step by step from the whole field of 

historical, economic, political inscription in which the drive to signature is 

produced…83 

The frame figured as Parergon picture frame, stresses the importance of the 

underlying conditions which produces the frame and its function between the outside 

(the milieu) and the inside (the ergon), showing that this opposition is displaced by 

the frame. The Parergon is the expression of a common theme in the work of Derrida, 

in which he takes the position of the supplement as radically constitutive of what it 

supposed to add to.  

But a remark must be made in order for this reading not to become as 

misleading as many other interpretations of Derrida. Sure enough, Derridean 

deconstruction, of which the Parergon is indeed a prime example, has been defined 

as a “double reading”, a reading that locates the blind spots of the dominant 

interpretation (‘the commentary’) in order to read them both against each other. The 

commentary always closes reading and thus needs to be opened up, but it only 

becomes truly deconstructive when that commentary is faithfully reproduced not as 

singular meaning, but rather as “the relative stability of the dominant interpretation 

… [and thus] actively interpretive.”84 A deconstructive reading thus needs to show 

that the commentary simultaneously makes a meaningful reading possible and closes 

its potential.  Through this deconstructive reading the frame the DVD presents is thus 

more than a text attached and dependent on another text. It is also not necessarily a 

frame that in someway needs to be coherent. In fact its diversified nature is a 

solidified extension of the dominant commentary that makes reading the text possible 

in the first place. It is thus insufficient to propose an alternative or merely locate 

missing elements, as this would merely replace one commentary for another, it is 

rather to locate the “unsaid as unsaid.”85 

                                                             

83 Ibid., 60. 
84 Simon Critchley and Timothy Mooney, "Deconstruction and Derrida," in Routledge History of Philosophy 
Viii: Twentieth-Century Continental Philosophy, ed. Richard Kearney (London ; New York: Routledge, 1994), 
366-67. 
85 Ibid., 369. 
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As Derrida prefers to work on a micro level, by looking at how a word is used 

(such as the word Parergon in Kant’s third critique), it might be illuminating to use as 

an example one specific moment in the audio commentary of Faust. At the start of the 

commentary Bill Krohn notes the following: 

My appraisal of Faust has been made on the bases of the complete version of 

a print struck directly from the original negative retaining the full spectrum of subtle 

gradations of this miracle of black and white photography, from the frostiest of whites 

to the silkiest and most velvety of black. With the original titles (...) And projected on 

its original speed. And this is what we are about to see thanks to Masters of 

Cinema. This is the German version of Faust, NOT the version that was made for 

export to the United States through Paramount (...), which is the real deal.86 

The deconstructive reader has to ask the following questions: What is said and not 

said in this short segment? And how does the unsaid relate to what is said? Here, 

what is not said is shown to be the basis of what is said in such a way that the 

statement is almost a flat out contradiction. In the first sentences of the commentary 

Krohn attempts to construct a ‘we’, by connecting himself to an audience under the 

banner of Masters of Cinema. But if we were indeed watching the same thing, the 

above statements would be false. If ‘we’ are watching a DVD this would mean that we 

are a) not watching the “print struck from the original negative” (we are watching a 

transfer of that print), b) we are not getting all “the subtle gradations” (as the DVD 

inevitably results in a loss of resolution) and c) we are not watching at “the original 

speed” (as it is projected at NTSC speed of 29,97 fps).87 But what is invoked here is 

more complex than a contradiction and/or a false rhetorical construction of a “we.” 

The strange thing is that despite these troubles, as a whole this statement makes 

sense in relation to the text and the context in which it is performed. The unsaid (that 

we are not watching anything remotely original or complete) constitutes what is said 

(that we are in fact watching something unique and original) by virtue of its un-said-

ness. The physical origin of the film, the print, is simultaneously invoked as presence 

and absence underlining and affirming the simultaneous presence and absence of the 

DVD itself. What is unsaid is that ‘we’ are watching a transfer of a print of an original 

negative, which would make the print absent and the transfer present. What is said is 

                                                             

86 David Ehrenstein and Bill Krohn, Faust [Audio commentary] (Eureka, 2006).  
87 I leave to the side for a moment that “the original negative” is rather questionable, considering Faust’ 
complex material history. 
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that ‘we’ are watching a print of the original negative, making it present, but as a 

statement that positions the print as a surplus (and thus figuring as a replacement, 

making it a surplus and ideally is absent) to the truly original, being the original 

negative, which is simultaneously is absent and made present in the evocation of the 

print (and the transfer, and the commentary etc.). This endless predicament is the 

condition of possibility for the DVD to exist, because if it wouldn’t, either the DVD 

could in no way suggest that it does what it does (namely, presenting a film and its 

experience). Accordingly the dominant mode of interpretation, however contradictory, 

is to render present what is already absent in order to give itself presence (and thus 

render itself absent at the same time). 

For Derrida, this is “an infinite chain, ineluctably multiplying the 

supplementary mediations that produce the sense of the very thing they defer.”88 A 

second metaphor pushes itself forward, as the metaphor of the picture frame, as the 

complex threshold combining the in and outside in itself seems all of a sudden to 

static and determined to capture this marvellous example of the uncontainable forces 

deconstructive readings can unleash. The DVD, in its Derridean reading, starts to look 

strangely like a Matrushka-doll. For one, the Matrushka invokes a certain teleological 

and ontological process, even a form of structured linearity, which leads the subject 

from the often somewhat grotesque outer case (In case of the DVD this might be 

envisioned as the eye-catching packaging and the desire-inducing sleeve texts) 

towards the core and mystical heart of the puppet (For the DVD: the intrinsic meaning 

and experience of the film).89 However in practice, this teleological promise is always 

denied (or remains ‘to come’) as it relies on a permanent unfulfilled desire, a lack and 

absence. First, this metaphor insists on a specific hierarchy that finds its centre in the 

smallest element, which is figured as the epitome of craftsmanship of the complete 

set, as its miniature quality is enhanced through the broad strokes of the bigger 

elements that preceded it. Second it underlines the quest for the core, yet at the 

same time its function as causal chain obstructs this core to be reached. The essence 

of the Matrushka lies in the move to ever smaller segments also suggest that this core 

is not reached because unreachable. That there is a smallest puppet is more a 

disruption of the experience than a fulfilment of it as one cannot help but wonder 

what is underneath even this smallest segment. Finally, the Matrushka thus becomes 

                                                             

88 Derrida, ”...That Dangerous Supplement..." 100. 
89 
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an example of a process of simultaneous unveiling and veiling, of de-mystification and 

re-mystification of making present and figuring as absent. Its process urges the next 

step and invokes curiosity, suggests unveiling, yet its result is part disappointment as 

what we see is always on the one hand something new, but on the other hand what we 

already have seen (the figure we see is the same as we already saw earlier). In the end 

the presence of the core is thus simultaneously figured as an absence, which is either 

a final re-mystification or proof of its non-existence. 

Through the Derridean deconstructive model of thought, it has become clear 

that the DVD that (re)presents historical films feels it necessary to construct presence 

as natural and refuses to locate its absences. That this is produced and consumed so 

easily is hardly a surprise, considering that this mode of thought is indeed the implicit 

assumption of Genette and is located in Derrida’s critique of Kant and Rousseau. 

Rather than seeing the absences as part of the textual and semiological system the 

DVD utilizes, it is always constructed as something that on the DVD has already been 

overcome. There is a striking connection between the triumph of presence and the 

denial of absence and the question of value. As this critique reveals, how presence 

can only function in relation with absence, the forceful drive for pure (“natural”) 

presence, becomes now a question of value: “to the I am or I am present thus 

sacrificed, a what I am or a what I am worth is preferred.”90 

3.4 In Conclusion: The (Be)coming of the Discursive Frame 

The DVD and its function as ‘transmitter’ of a thoroughly contextualised and 

materialised experience have become both enriched and problematised through this 

detour through literary theory. In three steps we have moved away from the first 

tentative observations and questions that an object so dependent on associated 

content poses. First we analysed the relations at face value, located labels, 

associations and usage of the paratext in relation to the text. Through Barthes the 

construction of these elements became the focus of investigation, and showedthe 

paradoxical complexity of an object that presents itself simultaneously as a whole 

through a firm attachment of all the elements to a single sign, whereas it also 

purports to present a singular work of art. The possible answer, that the DVD relies on 

an implied, yet restricted, active subjectivity led to the third part, in which the textual 

framing devices were scrutinised and shown to fundamentally influence the status 

                                                             

90 Derrida, ”...That Dangerous Supplement..." 80. 
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and meaning of the sign and the underlying constructions of authentication and 

desire that give the subject structures and possibilities. With Culler, the DVD is seen 

in a specific paradigm in which signs cannot but reproduce themselves as signs and 

of signs of their usage, giving a more detailed idea of how the paradox is resolved on 

the level of semiology. Derrida made the equation more complex, showing that this is 

not a stable system of signs reproducing other signs, but rather a continuous 

movement between unfulfilled expectations and external intrusions that are in fact its 

conditions of possibility.  

The labour of elaborating these theories was necessary since the specific 

object of the DVD is rarely thought of in these terms. What I effectively did was to put 

the object of the DVD in a framework that allows the object to reveal its complicated 

and possibly ‘true’ self. Ideally, after reading this thesis, one will have more trouble 

encountering the DVD as an object of non-interest, and one will more readily be 

confronted by a critical response to the initial consumption of information. In Stanley 

Fish’s terms, what I have been doing is actively shaping an “interpretative 

community” that produces a discourse that comes to influence and determine the 

range of how an object, a text, a sentence or a word can be interpreted.91 It is not all 

that easy to see a parallel here with the DVD. On a micro level, the construction of the 

framework and its associated community suggests that it comes after the fact (first 

you watch the movie, than the extras). However the more widespread and dominant 

this framing becomes the more it starts to constrain exactly how and in what ways we 

come to get to terms with the film in the first place.92 The embedded and 

institutionalised nature of a certain perspective on cinema will then always come 

before the viewing of a next DVD. This is in a way similar to Derrida’s argument of the 

relative stability of the dominant commentary, but Fish moves it explicitly beyond the 

textual expression; an enunciation always says something, but what it means is 

largely dependent on what its institutional context allows its possibilities of meaning 

are. Tony Bennett echoes this stance: “Whatever the material form or the social 

context in which the text reaches the reader, it does so only as already covered by a 

pre-existng horizon of interpretative options (...) which are encountered as limits as a 

                                                             

91 Stanley Eugene Fish, Is There a Text in This Class? : The Authority of Interpretive Communities (Cambridge, 
Mass. ; London: Harvard University Press, 1980), 14. 
92 However a position outside of these specific communities is in no way pure, as every thought is already 
a product of yet another community: ”The claims of objectivity and subjectivity can no longer be debated 
because the authorizing agency, the centre of the interpretive community is at once both and neither.” 
Ibid. 
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force that has to be reckoned with.”93 His Marxist perspective argues for a more 

materialist investigation of these models of thought and their institutional relations, 

deeply imbedded in a socio-historical context. It calls for an investigation of the set of 

reading conditions and habits, forms of knowledge that allow for the text to be 

interpreted and positioned in the first place. 

While, for Bennett, this is a process that happens “whatever the material 

form,” the DVD as a complex intertextual phenomenon embeds and thus prioritises 

specific practices of interpretation, historical position and social status. Accordingly, 

Bennett and Fish open the discussion to consider how the specific forms of knowledge 

and criticism utilised in the texts relate to specific epistemological frameworks. While 

these shouldn’t be read as violently denying other readings, their dominance can be 

seen to have implications as to how in the public sphere we get to terms with film and 

cinema, its history and its cultural value. As John Frow argues, the overt textualisation 

that occurs within literary studies tends to omit the relationship between dominant 

modes and norms of interpretation and the “general discursive field”, that is to say 

“the literary norm works in the text as a metonymic figure of general discursive 

norms. It works as a model of the authority of ideological categories, and it assigns to 

these categories the status (a status the text confirms or denies) of the natural, the 

vraissemblable.”94 And so the question of cinema and film as presented on a DVD 

becomes even less self-evident and ideologically charged. It is to some of these 

“interpretive communities”, “general discursive norms” and “pre-existent horizons of 

interpretative options” I will now turn. 

                                                             

93 Tony Bennett, "Text and Social Process: The Case of James Bond," Screen Education 41, no. 
Winter/spring (1982): 6. 
94 Frow, Marxism and Literary History, 128. 
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III: DVD: Knowledge & Discourse 

To be a theoretician of the cinema, one should ideally no longer love the cinema, yet still love it. 95 
 - Christian Metz 

5. Validated Intentions 

5.1 A Lovers’ Quarrel: Cinephilia & the Critic 

Because of the intricate relationship between the cinematic object and the 

constructed framework that generates knowledge through, by and alongside it, it 

makes perfect sense to see the high profile DVD edition of historical films as a 

potential tool for teaching a general audience to appreciate cinema, its culture, 

aesthetics and history. It has the ability to teach and underline the value and quality 

of the work, teaching the subject how to acquire a taste for true cinema. I will return 

to these issues in more detail in the final chapter. We already saw with Culler that 

specific knowledge does not necessarily matter as long as the semiotic relationship is 

established. This finds its socio-historical equivalent in the curious relationship 

between cult, art and the emergence of cinema. As Jancovich et al. argue, the term 

“cult”, the triumph of bad taste, refers more to its mode of consumption and a 

predominant and oppositional stance against a hegemonic film culture than an 

evaluative framework. Cult fans use the elaborate readings of the films as a way “to 

confer value upon both themselves and the films around which they congregate.” A 

similarity between the treatment of good and bad taste becomes apparent.96 It might 

be tempting to situate DVDs of good taste as hegemonic film culture that cult might 

react to, because of the pedagogical and somewhat conservative elitism. On the other 

hand both the proponents of cult and good taste position themselves squarely against 

the far more widespread and commercially motivated film culture of contemporary 

Hollywood. If anything they both react to the majority of movies, neither good nor 

bad, but predictable and trite with hardly anything new to say. The opposition 

between good and bad taste is further complicated by the fact that both strands seek 

their pleasure not necessarily or solely from the film itself, but as much from a 

normative discourse around it that generates a new kind or differently directed 

                                                             

95 Christian Metz, Imaginary Signifier : Psychoanalysis and the Cinema (Indiana University Press, 1982), 15. 
96 "Introduction," in Defining Cult Movies : The Cultural Politics of Oppositional Taste, ed. Mark Jancovich, et 
al., Inside Popular Film (New York: Manchester University Press, 2003), 1-2. 
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knowledge. Whether a film is said to be so bad it is good’ or ‘to be exemplary because 

it rewrites cinematic conventions’, both take a similar route in adjusting and asserting 

an interpretational framework. And in both cases the similarity in outlook creates a 

bond between members of the group, who pride themselves in their status of being 

initiated in this specific setting. 

With the increased commodification of cinema through the DVD, the parallel 

becomes materially affirmed by new potential modes of consumption. Both DVDs of 

cult cinema and those of good taste are consciously designed to cater to a specific 

audience through the usage of a specific discourses accepted as valuable in that 

particular community. This is of course a manifestation of Jameson’s infamous 

postmodern logic of late capitalism, especially concerning the connection between 

social representation and market differentiation.97 As Jameson observes, social 

equality has a peculiar relation to the “equal right to consumption” and the 

emancipation and representation of new social and cultural identities satisfy the 

markets need for every new market segmentation and proliferation.98 More 

specifically, a similarity emerges in that both the high and low find each other in a 

certain experience of the cinema as an object of love and devotion. In a very explicit 

sense the DVD as a platform for cinema, whether of good or bad taste, serve as a 

shrine, the distributor’s brand becoming the umbrella under which members meet to 

express their devotion. The deconstructive reading put forth in part one already 

showed some impetus towards religiosity, in the sense of a mystificatory process of 

mutually reinforcing presences and absences. Here, this is discussed in the more 

cultural specific and historical practices that connect the DVD to the phenomenon of 

cinephilia.  Historically it has been with the cinephile that notions of cult and high 

culture have come to fade into each other.99 It is also with cinephilia that DVD 

editions, particularly those of good taste, find their most intimate link with the 

academic field of film studies. And finally it is the reason that the DVD distributors 

                                                             

97 I’m aware that development of differentiation as being a specific characteristic of late capitalism and 
postmodernity can be challenged, as the differentiation/social representation can already be discerned 
at the fin du siècle. See for instance: William Uricchio & Roberta Pearson, Reframing Culture, (Princeton: 
Princeton Univerity Press, 1993). However, when one considers the “late-ness” and “post-ness” in its 
heightened, globalised and fully developed state (rather than its new-ness) I consider the thesis still a 
valid one. 
98 Jameson, Postmodernism, 325-26.  
99 This also explains the relative easy with wich “cult” films can come to figure in a setting that is 
superficially more associated with high culture. For example: The Monsters and Madmen box set by The 
Criterion Collection (CC # 364); The aforementioned NoShame films uses both high and low to establish 
itself as provider of Italian film culture.  
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can construct an almost holy trinity: The Father in the person of the author-director, 

the Son as the specific film and the cinema as the Holy Spirit. 

5.1.1.The Good Object 

Historically speaking, the notion of cult as worthy of consumption, enjoyment 

and serious study is analogous to the notion that cinema itself was worthy of being 

appreciated as art. The people that set out on this later task always have been the 

fanatics, the fans avant-la-lettre. Indeed, the first theoreticians of the cinema (e.g. 

Sergei Eisenstein, Siegfried Kracauer, Walter Benjamin, Andre Bazin) were reluctant 

to distance themselves from the object, because of their devotion to the medium. This 

love for the cinema is responsible for the rich imagination of much early film theory. 

As a wonderful mix of analysis, persuasion, lament, devotion, emancipation and 

revolutionary battle cries, the ‘canon’ of early film theory stands unrivalled. So nicely 

embodied by the quote by Metz, the love for the cinema is so constitutive that any 

theoretician of the cinema must get to terms with it. To write seriously and critically 

about cinema is a struggle that tries to keep the love in check. Even with the 

introduction of serious film studies in the academy in the 1970s, a truly disinterested 

and/or scientific practice never managed to seize the entire field. Despite its object 

being deconstructed, demystified or objectified through ideological charged, 

(psycho)semiological and/or sociological discourses, the love lingered and kept 

returning. To be sure, a rationalising effort was needed for this institutionalisation to 

occur, but this was easily overcome since serious cinephilia always was a missionary 

love meant to persuade the uninitiated, and utilised, sometimes falsely, 

argumentation directed towards objectivity. 

In fact, Metz goes even further. He locates the good object at the core of the 

three machines that together make the cinematic institution (the industrial, the socio-

psychological and the intellectual machineries). He argues that all three rely on a 

notion of cinema as the good object.100 Most rudimentary cinema is the good object 

in the connection between a capitalist and libidinal economy. Although Metz himself 

only touches briefly on the first, here the economic “goodness” of the object relies on 

a successful transformation of the object into a commodity. It is the moment when 

the object as commodity attains an identity on its own, and its value in the general 

economic system becomes primarily motivated by the relation among commodities 
                                                             

100 Metz, Imaginary Signifier, 3-16.  
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(and no longer primarily determined by the effort of production or worth in usage). 

Most importantly, the object becoming good is thus not an explicit argument 

regarding quality, as found, for instance, in advertisement, since this is already the 

secondary form of diversification among commodities. It is rather the fact that the 

process of reification is complete and the object as commodity can function in a 

general economy. What follows from this, and is very important for this discussion, is 

that potentially any knowledge can figure in this system as long as this first 

rudimentary affirmative action has taken place. In a very simple example, one that we 

have seen earlier, any information provided on a DVD alongside the film must a) 

subscribe to the sufficiency of the medium to present film and b) implicitly and 

explicitly argue for the direct connection between the medium and the experience of 

cinema. It is in this second case that Metz’s notion of the libidinal economy comes 

into play. The good object in the libidinal sense relies on the potential for the 

cinematic object to generate filmic pleasure. The institution of cinema relies on 

socially and historically established psychological machinery that has come to expect 

and desire a certain pleasurable experience from the cinema. This economy is what 

constructs and motivates filmic spectatorship; it is the cinematic experience the 

spectator expects when deciding to watch a film. In order for the DVD to exist as 

medium to deliver cinema, it needs to forge a direct connection with this experiential 

category.  

It might seem that the recourse to symbolic discourses is at odds with the 

experiential (and imaginary) bases of the cinematic experience. However, Metz 

designates these as the third machine of the cinematic institution just as much 

determined by its good object. Film history, criticism and theory are joined with the 

good object in a bond of so-called reaction-formation. The goodness of cinema is at 

all times established, even when a particular expression (a bad film) fails to connect 

to it. The Lacanian reading that Metz distils from this problematic is of some interest 

to quote at length: 

The real object (here the film which has pleased) and the truly theoretical 

discourse by which it might have been symbolised have been more or less confused 

with the imaginary object (= the film such as it has pleased, i.e. something which 
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owes a great deal to its spectators own fantasy), and the virtues of the latter have 

been conferred on the former by projection.101 

At this point the conflation of discourse and the object of that discourse on the DVD is 

already well established. Metz gives this a new dimension, namely as an expression of 

desire. It attempts to merge a profoundly symbolic discourse with the supposedly 

most imaginary of the cinematic codes, the image and the related processes of 

identification. 

This is not without ambiguity. Metz expresses a profound negativity in this 

good object relation, as it is always reactionary and “depressed.” Thomas Elsaesser 

extends this towards a profound disenchantment that dominates cinephilia. According 

to him, its dominant mode seems to be one of disappointment and loss, whether 

because the projected film and (traditionally) the cinematic experience are over or 

because the film did not meet the expectations based on previous films. The 

disenchantment reproduces the individual subject as it “rescues the spectator’s sense 

of self from being engulfed by the totalizing, repleteness, the self-sufficiency and 

always already complete there-ness that especially classic American cinema tries to 

convey (...) [it] redeems memory at the expense of the present.”102 The there-ness of 

cinema also produces the ambiguity a cinephile will always encounter when dealing 

with a film on DVD, as it fulfils the desire to own cinema and to replicate the 

experience at any given time, but it also confronts the cinephile with the lack of the 

superior experience that of the complete immersion and surrender that the ideal 

cinematic experience entails. And maybe the biggest lament of all is that new 

technologies, of which the DVD is currently the most popular, so often undermine that 

which they first seem to they triumph; the digital replacing of the photographic core 

of the cinema, and its individualising economy threatening its collective houses of 

worship.  

5.1.3 The Loving Critic 

This renewed cinephilia that we encounter with DVDs of the historical film also 

begs a discussion on the relationship of knowledge, love and desire that it stages. Of 

                                                             

101 Ibid., 11. 
102 Thomas Elsaesser, "Cinephilia or the Uses of Disenchantment," in Cinephilia : Movies, Love and 
Memory, ed. Marijke de Valck and Malte Hagener, Film Culture in Transition. (Amsterdam: Amsterdam 
University Press, 2005), 33. 
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the three directions of affirmative discourses that the DVD utilises, the use of the 

intellectual (or symbolic) discourse poses serious questions about the mediating 

capacity of the person of knowledge, most often referred to as a critic. It is in the love 

for the good object that the critical discourses are dispersed yet is at the same time 

repetitive and monolithic. The critical information and commentary simultaneously 

constituted by a variety of voices, while it also functions as monotonous and endless 

repetition that affirms the DVD, the specific commodified form through which it 

comes to us and the cultural economic framework in which it functions.  

The function of the critic in this framework is thus a specific one that is 

different from either a journalistic critic or an academic critic. The critic hovers 

between them with considerable easy, unwilling to commit to a single epistemological 

framework.  A telling example is Donald Ritchie, one of the most frequently used 

critical commentators in The Criterion Collection, whose dark warm voice and 

personal experience and scholarly expertise on Japan, its cinema and the directors 

(many whom he has met personally) mingle beautifully in such a way that almost 

produces an autobiography. The changed function of the loving critic, as I will dub 

this peculiar critical function on the DVD for now, puts forth the fundamental 

questions of what determines the direction and usage of criticism. It calls into 

question the worldliness of the critic as well as the worldliness of the text it critiques.  

As a profession, criticism is located on the cusp between academic and 

mainstream culture and is a practice that seems, in the words of Edward Saïd, 

determined by its “secondariness, its temporal misfortune of having come after the 

text (or texts) it is supposed to be treating.”103 The question that Saïd poses is why it 

is so difficult for the critic to see him- or herself, and the world to see the critical act, 

as a manifestation of the presence of the treated text. What if the critic’s function is 

all in the present through “a process and inauguration, the actual conditions by 

means of which art and writing bear significance.”104 This reading of the critical 

practice is strangely appropriate for the function of the loving critic on the DVD.  The 

simultaneity of the frame with that which is framed returns here, but the simultaneity 

of consumption and critique that the DVD promotes results in a peculiar criticism in 

                                                             

103 Edward Said, "The Text, the World, the Critic," in Textual Strategies, ed. Josue V. Harari (London: 
Methuen & Co. Ltd, 1979), 185. 
104 Ibid., 188. 
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which there is little room for negativity. In this sense it displays a complicity of the 

critic in making a specific affirmative framework possible. 

This should not be seen as a bastardisation of some ideal and pure critical act. 

As Terry Eagleton so eloquently analysed, the question of the function of criticism is 

historical and his answer reveals it to be immersed in a complex set of constitutive 

binary oppositions and social stratifications.105 First there is the problem of general 

versus specialised knowledge, the latter being the provenance of academic criticism, 

the former a more traditional version in which the critic is a person of knowledge, an 

intellectual whose insights are beyond any specific field. There is also the question of 

representation and address; in the sense of whether the critic’s loyalty should lie with 

the broad public or some minority. There is the third Barthesian question whether the 

critic’s role should be considered writerly (constructive and creative) or readerly 

(hermeneutic and interpretational). And finally there is the question whether the 

critic’s approach to the object and its contextual setting should be one of contestation 

or of consensus, that is to say whether its primary mode is one of critique or 

affirmation. As Eagleton makes clear, this latter predicament is quite possibly the 

most significant and inescapable, as it is only to a certain degree a matter of choice. 

The act of criticism can never be outside of the world. Despite attempts to objectify it 

through historicity or science, it is always subjected to and embedded in the social 

setting and background and institutional and commercial pressures. It will thus 

always in part reproduce these conditions. The DVD supplies us then with a highly 

visible relationship between the formative conditions that allow for a critical 

expression, the critical expression itself and the relationship with the main text. This 

relationship produces knowledge and judgement that activates hierarchies and 

affirms objects and frameworks. In so doing it can be seen to promote a set of critical 

concepts that resonate with debates in film studies. 

5.2 The Author & the Cinema 

5.2.1 The Death of the Author? 

After the important initial affirmation of the successful reification of cinema on the 

DVD, the discourses utilised on the DVD need to affirm the existence of the good 

                                                             

105 Terry Eagleton, The Function of Criticism : From the Spectator to Post-Structuralism (London ; New York: 
Verso, 1996). 
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object in epistemological terms. In combination with the critic’s predicament to 

satisfy both the desire for validation of the good object as well as claim a certain 

intersubjective expression that proves the critic’s own worth, it has created the 

conceptual paradigm that relies on the notions of tradition, essence and (creative) 

agency. And through this paradigmatic lens that the critic comes to see its Other in 

the person of the author. As we saw in part one, on a textual level the question of 

authorship already emerged in the paradox of simultaneous dispersion and 

concentration of the question of creative agency. Essentially the four different 

authorities (the filmmaker, distributor, the critic and the consumer), challenged by 

the indiscriminate and versatile potential of a medium, are called upon collectively to 

construct a coherent framework that creates, or rather fulfils the desire for, unity. 

Until now, this discursively constructed univocality manifested itself on two levels. 

First it is situated in the affirmation that the DVD can recreate and mimic cinematic 

experience. Second, it prefers a model that situates the film as a work that exists in 

and for itself, affirmed by its status as a good object and source of new knowledge. 

We already saw that this quest for univocality created centres of authority, 

constructing and relying on a paradigm of intentionality and mastery. The person of 

the director as lifted above the rest emerged, sometimes as primus-inter-pares, 

sometimes as artistic, complex and visionary auteur. This chapter attempts to find 

the socio-historical and epistemological discourses that allows for this notion of the 

author to come into being.  

Before looking at the specificity of the subjective agency within film studies,it 

is important to note the more general conditions that lie underneath. The subject and 

its agency are determined by a discourse that perpetuates and naturalises a set of 

assumptions that influence all that is said about the world and human existence. In a 

certain sense, what the analysis of the DVD in its use to present historical films 

invokes is a clash between two historically situated moments. In his general history of 

human knowledge, Michel Foucault distinguished the contemporary (postmodern) 

period from a previous (modern) period, seeing the former as the moment in which 

constitutive notions of the latter come into play, due to a shift in the discursive 

paradigm that is used to generate knowledge.106 In Archaeology of Knowledge he gives 

                                                             

106 I refer here of course to Foucault’s notion of the episteme, and accordingly some reservations are in 
order. For one the temptation should be resisted to read DVD as in some way directly representing the 
epistemic shift. It is rather a site in which some of the supposedly archaic expressions of a certain 
episteme come into a relationship with newer developments that can be seen to challenge it. Locating 
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an outline of this discursive shift that allows this new framework to come into 

existence.107 What it challenges primarily are all forms of knowledge that situate 

development in a framework of evolution, influence and tradition. It challenges the 

commonsensical acceptance of these norms as causal or logical, and counters it with 

a system that sees them rather as “a population of dispersed events”, its concepts 

always “reflexive categories, principles of classification, normative rules, 

institutionalized types.”108 Among the most visible and troublesome from this 

perspective, are the notion of the author and the oeuvre.  

In the modern episteme, human creativity became art through the attachment 

of the object to the expression of the artist’s consciousness; it is what makesthe artist  

an individual capable of transcending its socio-historical and material limitations (the 

world and the body).109 As Martha Woodmansee argues, the premodern period of 

Renaissance saw the creative subject as being a craftsman first, utilising and 

manipulating codes and conventions in order to produce “effects prescribed by the 

cultivated audience (...) to which he owed his livelihood.”110 Transcendence of these 

social considerations occurred through (divine) inspiration from external to the 

creative subject. The modern period internalises this inspiration within the subject 

and reduces the emphasis on craftsmanship.111 In short a shift occurs from the 

creative subject as the vehicle of a socially determined experiences and transcendent 

meaning to the craft (or the medium) becoming the vehicle for an individualised 

transcendental subjectivity of the author. Accordingly, the oeuvre becomes the 

expression of the high artistry of the latter and comes to serve as the basis for 

continuity (a typical theme reoccurring) or an evolutional teleology (from precursors 

of the early works to rise to maturity). An oeuvre and the author then come to function 

in a tradition, which in a comparative analysis potentially allows for a category of 
                                                             

these expressions in relation to something like an episteme is merely a means to suggest the deep 
rooted nature of these assumptions and the unexpected paths its critique can have. Moreover I do not 
follow his hypothesis that epistemes are mutually exclusive and all-determined, but do see them as 
radically opposed and in a struggle for hegemony. Michel Foucault, The Order of Things; an Archaeology of 
the Human Sciences (New York,: Vintage Books, 1973). 
107 ———, The Archaeology of Knowledge (London: Tavistock Publications, 1972), 21-26. 
108 Ibid., 22. 
109 As authorship is constructed as an expression of individualism and needs to be treated in the 
singular, it is also prone to gendering. I designate the author as masculine as the discourses I critique 
predominantly do so as well.  
110 Martha Woodmansee, The Author, Art, and the Market : Rereading the History of Aesthetics (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1994), 36-37. 
111 The idea of the author goes hand in hand with the legal status of the author and the growing 
importance of copyright from the 18th century onwards. Poignantly for the current debates on video 
piracy and copyright infringement, Woodmansee locates an impetus to rethink authorship and ownership 
in philosophical terms by the practical emergence of book piracy. Ibid., 49. 
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excellence (art, literature) to emerge. However, the author, envisioned as the writing 

subject, is always caught in the process in which a subjectivity needs to use a set of 

conventions in order to get a(ny) message across. At the point when these 

conventions take centre stage reducing the transcendental subject to a socio-

historical entity, is when the postmodern episteme comes into being. Foucault sees 

this occurring in the unlocking new discursive pathways, that not only threatened the 

commonsensical notions of the self, the individual and subjectivity (through Freud 

and Marx), but also increasingly situated language (through Saussure) as an entity 

that already works by itself and for itself before a subject tries to shape it. 

Paradoxically (and often noted) it is in the “oeuvre” of the “author” Foucault that we 

see the full complexity of Foucauldian subject to shows itself. If first he tried to think 

outside of the subject altogether, seeing it merely as the site for discursive knowledge 

and power to take effect, especially infamous cases being the mad and the prisoner, 

his later work is characterised by a notion of the subject that is both subjected and 

agent, that constitutes itself actively through engaging with “practices of the self (...) 

models that he finds in his culture and are proposed, suggested and imposed upon 

him.”112 But whether active or passive, Foucault’s postmodern subject is both a 

product and agent within (and only within) these constraints. He is both subject and 

subjected and accordingly the world is at the same time. 

One has to admit that the most radical challenges of authorship, the inevitable 

death of the author, has yet to fulfil itself; the trinity of man, subject and author is still 

very vigilant, and maybe more prominent than ever. If one wanted to align oneself in 

an either/or fashion, the answers could be relatively simple, if rather crude. If one 

were to disagree, the postmodernists and poststructuralists are plainly wrong, which 

would be either symptomatic for the separation between thought and reality or the 

triumph of modern Kantian thought (and mankind itself for that matter). If one 

wanted to agree one could say, a la Benjamin, that the author, not unlike the aura, 

does not exist in the way it used to be.113 That is to say, because of the long 

dependency on it and desire for it, we are duped in to thinking it still exists, blind to 

the fact that is has been in fact appropriated for other less noble means. 

Unfortunately this antagonism only obscures the discourse. To borrow Sean Burke’s 
                                                             

112 Michel Foucault, "The Ethics of the Concern of the Self as a Practice of Freedom," in Ethics: Subjectivity 
and Truth, ed. Paul Rabinow, Essential Works of Foucault 1954-1984 (New York: The New Press, 1997), 
291. 
113 Walter Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction," in Illuminations. (London: 
Fontana, 1973). 
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rich and critical analysis, the death of the author almost functions as “an article of 

faith (...) recourse to the author is deemed palaeocritical, the sanctuary of an 

establishment hankering back to an illusory innocence of criticism”, whereas the 

opposite faction dismisses it all too easily as “another conceit of a continental avant-

gardism which delights in mystificatory paradox.”114 A criticism that forgets that “to 

read a text with or without an author remains an act of critical choice (...) [and] 

authorial absence can never be a cognitive statement about literature and discourse 

in general”, invokes the suggestion that there is an essentialism that undercuts both 

strands.115 Foucault acknowledges the need for an author function, as he splits the 

notion of author between the author as transcendental subjectivity and the author-

function as category to create a certain structure in society.116  It is between these 

two extremes that most notions of authorship come in existence and are 

manoeuvring. To situate the ongoing investigation explicitly, it calls to attention that, 

while the author might seem to be fundamentally absent, appropriated, constructed 

or self-evident, authorship is treated it as a phenomenon that continues to structure 

how we get to terms with cultural activity. And it is on the level of their position in 

culture, more specifically film culture, that postmodernity is changing, influencing, 

problematising or triumphing, but can never seem to banish them out of existence.  

5.2.2 Cinema & Authorship 

Cinema is often envisioned as the most industrial of arts, with its division of 

labour so well developed that to claim any self-evident authorship is extremely 

contestable. Although Howard Becker is right in saying that “that the work of making 

the object or performance rely on that person performing that activity at the 

appropriate time”, cinema’s division of labour is so closely knit in a spatio-temporal 

environment, with so many creative functions being present at the moment of 

creation, that it sets itself apart.117 Of all the arts, the study of cinema most 

prominently needs to ask the question of how the decision on authorial status is 

made. Which considerations are responsible for the author to emerge? On what 

responsibilities and talents are these decisions based and what are the attributes 

ascribed to the artist that lift him/her above those of other crafts on which s/he 

                                                             

114 Burke, The Death and Return of the Author : Criticism and Subjectivity in Barthes, Foucault and Derrida, 17. 
115 Ibid., 176. 
116 Foucault, "What Is an Author?." 
117 Howard Saul Becker, Art Worlds (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982), 13. 
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relies? The impulse to seek the smallest unit of authority and essentialize the moment 

of creativity in cinema is as old as cinema itself, especially because as a unique 

synthesising medium, it not only addresses multiple senses and exists in time and 

space, but it also challenged traditional aesthetic taxonomies.  Historically, in order 

for the cinema to transcend its technological being and its existence as object of 

marvel and scientific wonder, it needed a concept of craftsmanship and a related 

form of artistry to make it into a potential supplier of message, vision and unique 

aesthetic experience. Cinema is a medium firmly grounded in modernity, and came 

into being in a period that saw the self-evident acceptance of the individualisation of 

this artistry into the notion of the (visionary) artist. The attempts at synthesis can 

thus hardly seem surprising.  

From a critical perspective however the status of cinema and its films as a 

‘signed’ object has been one of the most pertinent problems film studies. As D.N. 

Rodowick shows, the question of the signature is a question tied also to the status of 

cinema as an aesthetic object (cinema as art) as well as the status of the study of film 

within the academy.118 The physical presence and assessment of authenticity of the 

cinematic object, creates a problem that makes its location all but impossible. It is 

clear that it is not autographic, which is defined by action (the individual creativity) 

and telos (the unique work of art), the artist moreover in an active and physical 

connection to the object that s/he produces (as the brushstrokes are indexical of the 

artist’s presence). The production of film is in many ways an execution of something 

else, which is more in line with the allographic (two stage) art such as a musical 

performance or a lithograph. The emergence of cinema lies solely in its execution. 

Whereas traditional allographic arts have an original that needs a second stage of 

production to complete itself, with the source material remaining as blueprint of every 

consecutive performance. Cinema’s source materials cannot aspire the same status 

as reference a point. The image themselves harbour no resemblance to the film itself, 

as the movement of image and temporality of cinema in general can only emerge by 

its movement through a projector. The most extreme and romantic vision of the artist 

as the hero, par Baudelaire, is a man (as it most often is a man in these readings) 

                                                             

118 Rodowick, The Virtual Life of Film, 13-17. 
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who signs his works not with a signature, who doesn’t even need a name, but signs 

his work with “his dazzling soul” is thus by definition obstructed.119 

The fact that the original source material harbours no real inherent quality that 

directly connects it to the artist is best exemplified by the possibility to reproduce the 

master prints. In the words of Benjamin, cinema is the art of reproduction, located in 

an age where reproduction becomes of increasing importance questioning every 

concept of human creativity hitherto taken for granted. Traditionally getting to terms 

with cinema is getting to terms its relation to reproduction rather than production, 

and the author question thus needs to come to terms with this. In traditional film 

theory cinema has always been considered to be in a fundamental relation between 

the real and the indexical photographic image that has captured a trace of this reality. 

It reproduces something that was already there, whether that is reality or something 

staged. The two opposing early film theories, that of the Eisensteinian argumentative 

film-making and the French photogenie could only develop in relation to this 

simultaneous claim to reality and troublesome status of agency in the cinema.120 Is 

the agency active or passive, does s/he manipulate and use the indexical to construct 

and argue or does s/he operate by virtue of a sensibility to show reality? That this is a 

complex question is revealed by the disentanglement of these theories with specific 

filmmakers. The opposition fiction and documentary is always explained by referring 

to the two founders of cinema, George Méliès and the brothers Lumière, with D.W. 

Grifith as the inventor of modern fiction film. And Eisenstinian theory is nowhere as 

marvellously executed than by Eisenstein himself. Even promoters of the determining 

quality of reality in cinema, triumphed those authors that were best at bringing it to 

the fore; for Siegfried Kracauer it was Carl Dreyer, for Andre Bazin this was Roberto 

Rosselini.  

From these more general problems of designating authorship and agency in 

cinema, the explicit promotion of the study of the author as prime goal of cinema 

studies was an inevitable next stage. This is primarily associated with the 

phenomenon of auteurism, a genre of criticism that emerged in the 1960s, especially 

practiced by the group of rogue critics and future filmmakers associated with Cahier 

                                                             

119 In light of the discussion on cinephilia, it is interesting to note that Baudelaire gives immediate 
authority to those art-lovers that are able to recognise the artist. Charles Baudelaire, The Painter of 
Modern Life and Other Essays, Art & Letters (London: Phaidon, 1995), 5. 
120 Robert B. Ray, How a Film Theory Got Lost and Other Mysteries in Cultural Studies (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 2001), 1-14. 
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du Cinema. Taking their cue not only from the increasingly accepted emancipation of 

cinema as an art from, but also from theorist Alexandre Astruc, who recast the 

camera as the pen of the man who dictated its use, caméra-stylo.121 These French 

critics fused the notion and admiration of individual and avant-garde filmmakers (e.g. 

Man Ray and Jean Vigo) with a fondness for the proto-pop culture of the American 

genre film to invent the auteur. The connection of auteurism with the European Avant-

garde explains in part the successful translation from cahier to screen in the creation 

of the profoundly avant-gardist Nouvelle Vague. The emphasis on American cinema 

was an attractive and polemical aspiration to overcome the problem of medium and 

agency, by radically asserting the status and possibility auteur in the seemingly 

standardised world of Hollywood production. The auteur, whether of the avant-garde 

or in Hollywood, functions through deprivation and ingenuity, manipulating and/or 

challenging the system that refuses him the means of expression, based on a unique 

and visionary internal drive. In a double move, French auteurism saw the possibility 

for the director chair to be a platform for “self-expressive authorship” and “Sartre’s 

existential insistence on individual responsibility.”122  

Importantly the term auteur is awarded rather than a priori condition of 

cinema, it is a qualitative, canonical judgement argued for in opposition to those 

filmmakers who are merely directors. Already in 1957 the possible negative 

implications of the value laden knowledge and theoretical shortcomings of the cahier 

critics were outlined by Andre Bazin.123 However, the strength of the argument lies in 

it being on the cusp of theory and practice as a polemical assertion of the possibility 

not only to retroactively discover auteurs but also for a director to manifest himself as 

such. Despite this, it was the explicit manifestation and popularity of the self-

consciously constructed films ‘des auteurs’ of the Nouvelle Vague that Hollywood 

adopted when the studio system increasingly crumbled and which spawned the 

reinvention of cinema in the 1970s and the rise of the Hollywood director. The term 

Auteur cinema is utilised in arthouse cinema and festival circuits ever since.  

As Dana Polan makes so wonderfully clear, auteurism also did not die in 

academic discourse with the dismissal of the somewhat naive auteurism of the French 

                                                             

121 Alexandre Astruc, “The Birth of a New Avant-garde: La Caméra-stylo,” in The New Wave: Critical 
Landmarks, ed. Peter Graham (London: Secker & Warburg 1968), 17-23. 
122 Ibid., 88. 
123 Andre Bazin, "On the 'Politique Des Auteur'," in Cahiers Du Cinéma, the 1950s : Neo-Realism, Hollywood, 
New Wave, ed. Jim Hillier (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1985). 



70 

 

 
 

 

school and with the adoption of more theoretically sound models that diminished 

(and demystified) human agency in the production of cinema.124 The central double 

desire of auteurism, desire of and desire for the director, can still seem to influence a 

large variety of scholarly work. The desire of the director is the telos of explicit 

auteurist research, the model that tries to uncover those elements that make the 

author into such a unique enunciator of cinema. The desire for the director is the 

desire of the scholars to get to know and understand these authors. As we have seen 

the desire for the author can be tied directly to (or can be an expression of) cinephilia, 

but its function in the study of film is far more tangible, even in contemporary studies 

where the mythical and emotional desire has been purged by a set of more distanced 

(and sometimes scientific) practices. Polan locates the perpetual desire and the 

apparent resurgence in current film studies, not as a re-invention of the romantic 

ideal of the author, but more from a renewed humanistic perspective infused by an 

appreciation of different scholarly methods. Indeed nobody in the serious academy 

will dare to explicitly make a director into a genius, but it is possible to nonetheless 

triumph the director as the pivotal force in a web of institutions and practices that he 

manipulates in order to become a specific (and unique) enunciatory force. Polan is 

exhaustive in the directions this renewed auteurism can take: sometimes the director 

is situated as a master craftsman, in other studies as a businessman duping the 

system for its own gain. Auteurism is used to emancipate forgotten voices (often 

related to a political cause) or displace the director to associate authorship with other 

filmmakers (e.g. the producer). Even the current study falls under the auteurist 

heading as it looks at the construction of authorship “by institutional forces and 

discourses according to precise institutional needs.”125 The common element of these 

new auteurisms (and its primary difference with old romantic notions of the author) is 

that the auteur needs to be tangible and verifiable (and thus “analyzable”), whether 

through “gritty archival work” that locates precise moments in which individual 

agency expressed a change in the proceedings or a situation of a specific authorial 

expression in a precise paradigmatic framework (the differences between the master-

craftsman and the rules of his craft). However, the desire for the auteur and value-

laden knowledge that undermines the a priori critical or empiricist perspective of all 

                                                             

124 Dana Polan, "Auteur Desire," Screening the Past 2007, no. 12 (2001).  
125 Ibid.: 4. 
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these new appeals: the risk that “social theorisation” slips into “enthusiastic 

admiration” is far bigger than the neo-auteurist would like to admit.126 

5.2.3 The Criterion Collection & The Status of the Auteur 

The Criterion Collection, as one of the most prominent and influential 

independent DVD production companies, is most susceptible to the accusation of 

appropriating auteurism. The most visible and explicit manifestation of this is the 

exclusion of any linguistic information aside from the title of the film and the name of 

the director (most often preceded by the “a film by” subtext) on every DVD cover. 

Sometimes the name of the director even outshines the title of the film, as in recent 

edition of A Bout de Souffle (CC #408).127 As we already saw with Faust, the effect of 

this choice is thus that the relationship between the film and its designated singular 

authorial instance is solidified, constructing two centres of attention that are set out 

so as to influence not only how the film is ideally perceived, but the tone and 

perspective of the further contextual material as well. The difference, if there is any, is 

that Masters of Cinema is far more self-conscious about the auteurist niche it carves 

for itself and also designates the auteurist intentions of its curatorial staff more 

clearly.128 The Criterion Collection on the other hand direction is more general and 

the curatorial choices far more opaque.129 Nonetheless both share a infatuation with 

the director as the creative subject responsible for the creation of the film and they do 

so along similar lines.  

A discursive frame can be discerned that designates the director as author first 

as an empirical source based on the position as end-responsible of the artististic 

choices of a production, utilising this in a second stage to create a psycho-

biographical subjectivity. Alongside the biography of the author, this subjectivity is 

attached to more formal considerations of the cinematic practice. From these 

practices can emerge a more transcendental subjectivity, transforming the empirical 
                                                             

126 Ibid.: 8. 
127 This is a remarkable example as the Criterion Collection explicitly and self-consciously appropriates 
the French auteurist model to investigate the film. On this DVD a mutually enforcing circle emerges 
where auteurism is the preferred framework because of it being the explicitly stated directorial intention.  
128 The Masters of Cinema team (comprised of five cinephiles, two of them academically trained) started 
of by running a set of auteur specific websites and the collective website, before they teamed up with 
Eureka! Distribution to create the Masters of Cinema collection. For more information on the team 
http://www.mastersofcinema.org/about.htm  
129 As DVD producer Susan Arosteguy notes on Criterion’s selection criteria: “I think a good film is a good 
film. Sometimes we simply have too many titles to put out in any given year (…) We look at it as, What 
can we do with this title?” Bradley Schauer, "The Criterion Collection in the New Home Video Market: An 
Interview with Susan Arosteguy," The Velvet Light Trap, no. 56 (2005): 34.  
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subject in someone who has the quality and ability to transcend institutional, 

economical and formal limitations, thus becoming an auteur whose traits and 

personality are visible throughout the specific film and his or her entire oeuvre. As far 

as individual DVDs are concerned, the intertextual characteristics of the DVD prevent 

the treatment to become fully anti-authorial as it needs the authority of the author to 

make the film more than it supposedly is by itself, yet it is on the other hand always 

relying on a crude empiricism that will always connect the author to the object he 

created; the author’s appearance is explicitly bound to its material expression, which 

needs to be affirmed as a good object in relation to the more general category of 

cinema. It accordingly resists the authorial fundamentalism that sees authorial 

intention and oeuvre as more important than the quality of the individual film. 

However, the more of the oeuvre of an auteur becomes available in the specific 

treatment that puts him forth as author, the more the intertextual dependence and 

influence among seperate DVDs will allow for the author to detach himself from the 

objects. For example, in Criterion’s rereleased box-set Yojimbo and Sanjuro: Two 

Samurai films by Akira Kurosawa (CC # 52 & 53), the two films increasingly come to 

stand for an expression of the quality of the film in Kurosawa’s (and to a lesser extent 

Toshiro Mifune) oeuvre. A short glance through the interviews and essays in the 

booklets reveals a large variety of profoundly auteurist segments: Critic Michael 

Sragow’s first sentence in his essay on Sanjuro situates Kurosawa as the patriarch, the 

film as simultaneously neglected and validated because of the Kurosawa’s 

authorship.130 Collaborators affirm the incessant detail that breathes Kurosawa’s life 

into everything on screen.131 All of the new and re-releases of Kurosawa films contain 

a segment from the lengthy documentary project Akira Kurosawa it’s wonderful to 

create, that tie the films together in an oeuvre.  

The active shaping of an authorial oeuvre, including hierarchising it according 

to importance, should not be underestimated. Indeed it is their success that allows 

for a recent new dimension in the creation of even more exhaustive auteurist 

filmographies. This manifests itself for instance in how extensive the treatment is, 

                                                             

130 “In the Akira Kurosawa movie Family tree, Sanjuro is the sassy kid brother to Yojimbo, and like many 
lighthearted younger siblings, it’s underrated.”  
131 Script assistant Teruyo Nogami: “Kurosawa had a keen eye for ceramics, so the dishware you see in 
his films is of the highest quality.”  
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which is also associated with the price tag.132 The more significant a film is in an 

authorial oeuvre the higher the possibility that its treatment is more extensive and it 

will be more expensive. The recently created Eclipse series, explicitly promoted as 

part of the Criterion mothership, take this process further. The Eclipse DVD sets are 

designed to be more modest, both in price and treatment. The curatorial choice 

however is to group a set of films them under the directorial header and at this 

moment they are not individually available. When a work of a major director is refused 

a proper Criterion treatment, especially one whose oeuvre is explicitly featured in the 

collection (e.g. Yasujiro Ozu or Ingmar Bergman), it is positioned as minor work or a 

work of specific interest.133 The titles are self-conscious in this strategy; e.g. Early 

Bergman (E #1), The first films of Samuel Fuller (E # 5), Silent Ozu– Three family comedies 

(E # 10). The active creation of an auteurist oeuvre through the practices of Criterion 

is well illustrated by the case of Louis Malle, whose work was under-represented on 

DVD before 2006. Benefitting from the already prominent underdog position in the 

history of French cinema, Criterion capitalised on his neglected status and started an 

aggressive campaign to promote the filmmaker as auteur. They started in 2006 with a 

boxed set that contained his trilogy on youth (Three films by Louis Malle (CC #327)), 

films that were situated explicitly as autobiographical works. A month later they 

released his most famous film Ascenseur pour l’Echafaud (CC #335). The effect of this 

choice is that this film came to stand explicitly as a seminal work by a neglected 

director, preventing it from being outshined by the other two big names that are 

associated with this film, Jeanne Moreau and especially Miles Davis (whose 

soundtrack for the film is far more famous than the film itself). In April 2007, 

Criterion capitalised on its relationship with Malle first by releasing an Eclipse box 

set, which focuses on his documentaries (E #2), and in may 2008 a set of two early 

films that are self-consciously joined by design (Les Amants (CC # 429) and Le Feu 

Follet (CC # 430) was released. 

The Criterion Collection also actively subscribes to the more pervasive practice 

of providing a platform to the director to explain him- or herself and his or her 

intentions. On a very general level, the connection the DVD has forged between the 

                                                             

132 Although there are some exceptions, Criterion prices start at $29.95 for a film with modest extras and 
$39,95 being standardised for more extensive extra content (such as the audiocommentaries) or a 
secpnd disc. Basically every additional disc will add $10 dollars to the retail price. 
133 To be sure, two of the ten Eclipse box sets focus on a director that as of yet has not been featured 
inside The Criterion Collection, respectively Raymond Bernard and William Klein.  
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object and its producers is unprecedented.134 Among these filmmakers, the director 

conventionally takes the stage around which the entire production revolves. The audio 

commentary has proven to be an especially fertile medium for the director to assert 

him- or herself in relation to the film and to increase his or her overall visibility. 

However, as earlier confrontations between auteurists and their beloved auteurs have 

made clear, the explicit introduction of the auteurist discourse in the discussion of a 

work can be refused.135 As Deborah and Mark Parker argue, on the one hand the 

commentary track can be seen to create “a set of protocols for their films and display 

a self-consciousness at least as well-developed as that of most critics” and is always 

discussed in terms of intention, but at the same time displays a varied sense of what 

intentionality entails and is often highly resistant to abstraction.136 The closeness of 

the commentary to the image enforces a heightened attention to intricacies of 

intention on a pragmatic level, the “abstract and broadly thematic sense” is invoked 

in other elements. Although Criterion is not alone in the attachment of the authorial 

voice to the object as such validating the person as central in the films production, its 

treatment of cinema and films does seem to influence the character and information 

the director is most likely to display. It is not surprising that the two most serious and 

far reaching commentaries that Parker and Parker use as an example are both from 

this collection.137 The undeniable seriousness that comes with the evocative mission 

statement pervades the entire collection, and seems to rub off on the commentaries 

commissioned by them. The very inclusion in the collection already signifies its 

importance and implicitly the director’s commentary will have to accept this honour 

and his or her comments will be judged accordingly. This seriousness is a symptom 

of a set of formative practices above and beyond the film and its presented author, 

and influences the status of object, author and knowledge associated with it. It is the 

complex problematic of canon-formation.  

                                                             

134 The possibility and need for these practices can of course be seen as an implicit affirmation that 
authorship and cinema need to be aggressively promoted, because their relationship is often so opaque. 
135 For instance, John Ford’s explicit refusal of John Bogdanovich attempt to discuss meaning and 
intention in his films and Hitchcock and Truffauts interactions have become the fabric of legend.  
136 Parker, "Directors and DVD Commentary: The Specifics of Intention," 16. 
137 They discuss Betrand Tavenier’s commentary on Coup de Torchon (# 106) and David Cronenberg on 
the DVD of Dead Ringers (CC # 21). Both are characterised by their meticulous approach to questions of 
intention that do not shy away from abstraction and formalisation.  
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6. Cultural value and Good Knowledge: the Canon. 

6.1 Canon-formation: Canonical Objects, Canonical Knowledge. 

In the simplest terms, canonisation is the process of selecting, emancipating and 

hierarchising works of culture and its creators based on a set of carefully delineated 

terms and conditions. While the specific terms and conditions may vary depending on 

in what field the canon formation takes place, they always depend on the attribution 

of a certain quality that is more pronounced than in other contemporaneous works. 

The canonised work is chosen as the representative for what is best and exemplary in 

a specific context. In the field of culture, this quality is most often expressed in 

historical and aesthetical terms. That is to say its canonical quality can be 

established by its historical survival or its lasting aesthetic quality. Often these 

qualities are presented as co-dependent and mutually enforcing. These categories in 

turn are heavily indebted to the epistemological concepts of influence and tradition 

and representation and culture. Finally the machine of canon-formation itself is a 

retroactive and proactive reproduction and validation of all its elements. Or, more 

simply put, the process of canon-formation canonises not only the work and its artist, 

but the terms and assumptions of canonisation as well. 

But first, some caution is in order, as the use of the word “canon” is not always 

without misunderstandings. In colloquial language the term canon is usually invoked 

to designate a specific set of works in the form of a list that best exemplify a certain 

standard (e.g. beauty, cinema, art), or represent a culture (e.g. nationality, gender, 

ethnicity). This has often encouraged the temptation to explicitly construct a canon in 

the form of shortlist that is used to assert a certain culture or cultural field or 

pedagogical program. A canon in this sense is designed as a shortlist of elements that 

one is supposed to know in order to be a part of some collective environment. As the 

limited group of elements is so highly over-determined with representative content, it 

is highly susceptible to a critique along lines of in- and exclusion. This form of critique 

often stems from excluded communities, serving the explicitly political goal of 

emancipating the excluded and marginalised. Paradoxically this vision of the canon, 

including the critique it elicits, is also the realm of most paralysing political 

correctness that has come to characterise contemporary liberal-pluralist political 

discourses. The enormous problem of representation and a(nta)gonistic spheres is 

resolved in the perpetual inclusion of marginal element into “the” canon, patching up 

the differences and to harmonise the many discrepancies any culture has got to deal 
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with. Comparing James Kendrick and Bradley Schauer can show that the discussion 

on canon formation is severely derailed by this direction on the canonising strategies. 

Kendrick, drawing on a comparison between The Criterion Collection and the archive, 

situates it as an “eclectic” collection of world cinema that, despite “its own limitations 

– the constraints imposed by the economics of home-video distribution (...) its roots 

in the post-world War II art film tradition, and its sometimes overindulgent privileging 

of the director as author”, provides “ diversity, contradiction and openness.”138 

Brauer’s response is that the opposite is in fact the case: “the company could even 

more vigorously introduce titles from underrepresented eras and nations in order to 

broaden the canon it has helped to create.”139 The response of Brauer is telling 

because it picks up on Kendrick’s explicit dismissal of the institutional framework to 

the power of the individual works. That is to say both see that the institutional 

framework of The Criterion Collection is or, at least could be, overcome by inclusion 

of marginalised titles. Accordingly despite their differences the paradigm is the same, 

The Criterion Collection as canon is judged by its policies of inclusion and exclusion, 

embodied by the works it contains.  

This vision and critique of canon-formation only barely scratches the surface. 

Not only do they undermine the problematic of agency, as an individual or 

representative committee that can be held responsible replaces the far more complex 

and abstract realm of institutions and practices. Also, the idea of a canon that is 

limited to a set of work suggests that there is an abundance of works, not included in 

such a list, that are free of canonisation. This makes canonisation rather benign and 

voluntary, conveniently forgetting that canon-formation is built on an aggressive and 

colonial impulse. The major implications of canon-formation happen below the 

surface through a continuous validation of and return to specific works in specific 

contexts. Moreover as product of a web of categories that are mutually re-enforcing, 

the core act of canon-formation is not limited to a specific school or cultural field. It 

transgresses the boundaries of cultures. To name an explicit example, Shakespearian 

plays are as much canonical through their status as good writing by a good 

playwright, as they are because they remain standard repertory for actors and 

(academic) students, they are constantly reinvented in contemporary stagings and 

because their function in the general pool of examples can be referred to in order to 

                                                             

138 Kendrick, "What Is the Criterion?," 137. 
139 Schauer, "The Criterion Collection in the New Home Video Market: An Interview with Susan 
Arosteguy," 32. 
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establish common ground - as I’m doing right now. That Shakespeare cannot not be 

included in any attempts that want to say something general about English (and 

western and world) culture in order for it to be taken seriously, illustrates the power at 

work in these processes. Power that is, in a classic Foucauldian sense, not something 

that can be owned but what nonetheless everything aspires to get a hold of. Power 

that functions in play and conflict, enabling and disabling processes, making us 

subject and subjecting us, allowing creativity to exist but never to exist solely by itself; 

power as the condition of possibility for a work or a subject to function successfully in 

any cultural sphere. 

Despite the fact that canons can be critiqued, it is more difficult to dismiss 

their existence, as it is an inevitable, even constitutive, function for a culture to come 

into existence and demarcate itself and establish its collective values and priorities; 

There is no such a thing as an uncanonised work since the moment it is ‘discovered’ 

means its induction in the paradigm of canon-formation (as forgotten, marginalised, 

alternative etc.). As John Guillory convincingly makes clear, the canon is in fact an 

“imaginary totality of works” that not only is never complete, but is never above 

contestation as well.140 His project goes furthest in locating the canon in all its socio-

historical splendour. Rather, what we see and use of the canon - the lists, anthologies 

and syllabi - are products of different institutional practices that retro-actively 

(mis)reads a far wider set of texts into a context of tradition and/or cultural or 

aesthetic similitude. Following Pierre Bourdieu canon formation is an expression of 

the process in which social agents “are producers not only of classifiable acts but also 

of acts of classification, which are themselves classified.”141 Through these 

classifications a social order is expressed and reproduced along lines of taste. Here 

the normative quality of taste is important, in comparison to narrow discussion of 

taste discussed in cinephilic terms. The core consideration is that the ability to 

situate something as bad or good taste and to transform this classification in a 

general one is aligned with social status and class. Only persons with certain 

dominance can designate something as good or bad taste in such a way that it is 

more or less accepted by all parties. And while in specific settings bad taste can 

emancipate itself (but always only as bad taste, by appropriating the dominating 

                                                             

140 John Guillory, Cultural Capital : The Problem of Literary Canon Formation (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1993), 30. 
141Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction : A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1984), 467.  
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terminology), it keeps relying on the more influential groups and institutions that 

reproduce the notion of good taste. In the process of canon formation knowledge 

meets judgement, and the very process makes it increasingly difficult to distinguish 

the two from another. Even the idea that we get to terms with the work art through 

some set of universal aesthetic clues can be challenged. The act of (re)cognition, to 

see and understand the sensibilities, relies on the acquaintance, acceptance and 

perpetuation of a cultural code: “one can say that the capacity to see (voir) is a 

function of knowledge (savoir), or concepts (...) that are available to name visible 

things and which are (...) programmes of perception.”142 Moreover a canon cannot 

exist without a certain a priori claim to universalism, whether used to say something 

about a subculture or mankind in general. Recourse is often taken into the argument 

of some form of naturalness or pureness that dictates the procedure of canon-

formation. A first step is the “forgetting the acquisition”, which creates the rift 

between an involved, worldly and ethic approach to art (in Bourdieu’s examples: the 

working class) and a disinterested, rational and aesthetic judgement of a work of art 

(bourgeois).143 

This convenient forgetfulness makes these practices prone to criticism, 

especially from the left side of the political spectrum. Aside from the claim to 

naturalness, we have seen this forgetting the social conditions of production (whether 

of the object or the knowledge of the object) also in terms of a certain mystification. 

And indeed we are coming close to the classical Marxist notion of the commodity 

fetish.144 That is to say as a process canonisation relies on the materialised nature of 

the object that it canonises, i.e. its status as object produced by a certain amount of 

labour and as an object of use, yet the entire project is tailored to detach the object 

from this process, replacing the effective labour and use value with its value as a 

commodity based on cultural exchange and promoting these values through a 

mystification of the categories that create these values (“history” or “beauty”). And 

from this Marxist perspective, while this happens to all commodities functioning in a 

capitalist paradigm, the cultural and pedagogical status of the canon and art make it 

especially prone to ideological critique, in the form of the repressive and dominating 

power of a bourgeois domination or its function as a tool to establish hegemony. 

                                                             

142 Ibid., 3. 
143 Ibid. 
144 Cf. Part 1, Chapter 1, Section 4 “The Fetishism of Commodities and the Secret thereof” in Karl Marx, 
Capital, 1st English ed. (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1887). 
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6.2 Canonising Film 

The diversity and abundance of films on DVD, let alone the sometimes 

arbitrary and indiscriminate terms of selection, might make it seem questionable to 

construct a direct relation between canon-formation and DVD production. However, 

within the more problematised framework outlined above, one can discern how the 

discursive practices and its logic are in fact highly canonical. First and foremost, 

DVDs implicitly and explicitly allow us as consumers to construct a history of films 

through a selection of specific markers, i.e. specific films. As we have seen that all 

knowledge that is produced is always generated in a way that stresses the 

dependence on this object and its creator. Moreover a pervasive practice is to project 

these terms onto the object in a way that it comes to be seen as characteristic of and 

inherent in the presented work; it connects value to the object and as such triumphs 

the object. Second, the economical logic that is undoubtedly among the determining 

influences of these selective procedures exists in a thoroughly active relationship with 

the more “intellectual” categories of historicity and aesthetics. Most pragmatically in 

the sense that established important films are more secure to generate profit, but 

more complex in the way that the continuous output relies very much on 

considerations to establish the ‘newness’ (whether as unreleased, as newly restored, 

better presented or forgotten etc.), that both the capitalist machinery and processes 

of canon-formation depend on to differentiate the objects they act upon. Thirdly, the 

selection and presentation of specific films in a specific framework is a form of 

repetitive reproduction that assures the position of the canonical work and the 

argumentation that make it canonical. As canon formation is an ongoing process it is 

also interesting to see how it even introduces new hierarchies and divisions within the 

primary canonical incentive, as brand names are established economically and 

qualitatively through the consistency and comprehensiveness of canonical treatments.  

That canon-formation is a constitutive element of the realm in which historical 

films on DVD can be seen to function, is not only because of the possibilities of the 

medium and the incorporation of multiple discourses, it is also influenced by the 

problematic status of the canon in film studies and film culture. While the problems 

of canon formation have been widely discussed in the field of literary theory, these 

debates are strangely absent in the field of film studies. There is more than one 

explanation for this, but none are significant enough to discard canonicity from being 

part of the academic agenda of film studies. The first element we already encountered 
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in the previous chapter. The love for cinema is a highly potent incentive for canon 

formation, but as phenomenon it also obstructs its visibility and trivialises its status. 

It lacks the necessary estrangement and distancing that allows for the establishment 

and critique of its own practice. As a lover’s quarrel, discussions on the quality of 

cinema always take recourse in the subjective and its consensus attempts, at least in 

part, to triumph the mystical love for the object. It has accordingly great difficulty to 

sufficiently question the assumptions of that love. Film studies could also not create 

an aggressive and visible canonising campaign, for two specific reasons. First, the 

most pragmatic yet important cause is the Spartan environment in which film studies 

came of age. The source material for film scholars has been notoriously difficult to 

access. In the pre-VHS era, the most film scholarship was largely dependent on 

distributors and archives to get access to prints. The relative ease and possibilities of 

comparison needed for the distinctions that fuel canon formation, such as in literary 

studies, were absent.145 Second there is a certain shift in focus that characterised 

film studies in the 1970s. Fuelled in part by the poststructuralism that literary theory 

increasingly adopted, the focus of the study of cinema moved towards different 

theoretical considerations. As most of the new literary theories were per definition 

critical of any canonical practice and film studies did not have a similarly visible 

canon in the first place, the desire for a canon, let alone its critique, seemingly 

vanished from the agenda. 

Some early film criticism and history did mimic the old-fashioned literary 

tradition, such as Paul Rotha’s The Film ‘till Now, however the status of film as artistic 

object and the absence of a validating academic framework prevented these studies 

from becoming a serious canon of cinema.146 Moreover contemporary grand histories 

of cinema, best exemplified by undergraduate textbooks, make fewer presuppositions 

about the selection of a set of great works and their authors, but rather contextualise 

them. The Oxford History of World Cinema is a study of the function of cinema in a 

socio-historical framework, whereas David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson’s Film 

History takes a more (neo)formalist route emphasising cinematic style and 

convention.147 Less universal in its orientation, film studies does know the occasional 

                                                             

145 Bregje Lameris’ recent PhD thesis discusses the intricate relationship between archival and museum 
practices and film historical discourses. Bregje Lameris, "Opnieuw Belicht: De Pas De Deux Tussen De 
Filmmuseale Praktijk En Filmhistorische Debatten" (Universiteit Utrecht, 2007). 
146 Paul Rotha and Richard Edward Griffith, The Film Till Now ... (London: Spring Books, 1967). 
147 "The Oxford History of World Cinema," ed. Geoffrey Nowell-Smith (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1996), Kristin Thompson and David Bordwell, Film History : An Introduction (New York: McGraw-Hill, 
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limited canons, in the form of collected bodies of texts, used to promote or 

emancipate and underline a specific cultural production or other, more theoretical or 

political considerations, often called ‘alternative’ canons.148 Even more strikingly, any 

early attempt of canonisation of film is already political as its status as triumphing a 

neglected medium and in a double bind any appeal to universality and/or consensus 

is already undermined by this marginalised status. Even if Paul Rotha’s early and 

amateurish attempt mimics the traditional literary canon, it just as much a political 

move to emancipate film as art. And without backing of official institutions it never 

could move beyond its status as impressive, yet amateurish attempt. Similarly later 

influential canons, such as Andrew Sarris’ The American Cinema, all asserted more 

than just the universal values of specific films as pinnacles of film culture (in Sarris’ 

case the auteur theory).149 The hypothesis here is that this absence of a universal, 

consensus based and institutionalised canon not only contributed to the blind spot in 

film studies for its practices of canonisation, it allows for an explicit process of 

canonisation outside of the schools and in the commercial realm, its most direct 

manifestation being the DVD. 

A recent attempt to create a film canon by Jonathan Rosenbaum is an 

interesting example of the problems and merits a contemporary canonical project 

runs into. Rosenbaum is also of interest as he explicitly makes a connection with the 

DVD as pedagogical tool, noting that DVDs include “some of the most illuminating 

scholarly materials concerning film” and one of its values is the extension of its 

potential audience.150 His position is emblematic for more reasons, not only as part of 

his project to re-introduce the star critics of the 1960s by an explicit association, but 

because he is a pioneer of the second generation cinephile cum critic that works and 

exists in the digital world and as such is a regular contributor to both The Criterion 

Collection as Masters of Cinema. Rosenbaum argues for the importance, the 

                                                             

1994). In both cases, in and around the main texts, they do include inserts that discuss major directors. 
Moreover the enormous amount of film stills in Film History (as in many other books by David Bordwell) 
are effectively canonising the films to which they relate as exemplary. 
148 E.g. Parker Tyler, Classics of the Foreign Film. A Pictorial Treasury (London: Spring Books, 1966). More 
recently a committee chose 16 films to be the canon of Dutch film culture, commissioned by the Dutch 
film festival, the committee (including politicians scholars and programmers) cited reasons of historical 
and generic representativeness, the oeuvre of the filmmaker and the individual qualities of the work. Cf. 
Kees Driessen, "De Canon Van De Nederlandse Film,"  (Utrecht: Stichting Nederlands Film Festival, 
2007).  
149 Andrew Sarris, The American Cinema; Directors and Directions, 1929-1968, [1st ed.] ed. (New York, 
Dutton, 1968). 
150 Jonathan Rosenbaum, Essential Cinema : On the Necessity of Film Canons (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2004), xvi. 



82 

 

 
 

 

“necessity” even, of a canon. Leaving to the side for a moment the problem of explicit 

canon construction mentioned above, Rosenbaum is obsessed in building a canon 

that can withstand Harold Bloom’s poststructuralist critique of the literary canon. His 

canon is “not western,” “not founded exclusively on aesthetic considerations”, “an 

active process of selection” and is non-elitist by a displacement of the art-

entertainment-information distinctions.151 Rosenbaum is an educator with the noble 

intention to teach the public film as it should be taught, observing that the denial of 

the canon in film studies, the ease with which “studio publicists” can produce 

reductive canons (such as the populist AFI polls), the obligatory dwindling of state 

funds and decimation of film discourse and “cheap nostalgia of older film fans” deny 

“young people” the knowledge of cinema.152 He poses some interesting questions (is 

the reluctance to canonise film associated with a distrust of art and/or of film 

pleasure?) and offers an impressive selection of critical essays that try to convince the 

reader of the importance of specific films. But something doesn’t quite work in the 

canon he proposes, which problematises the already somewhat short and reductive 

treatment of the problem of canon formation. He diffuses his project by presenting 

two canons, one constructed out of his critical essays and a ‘personal’ canon of 1000 

films. Rosenbaum’s strength as a critic has always been his deeply personal style that 

often reads like an informed autobiography, but which unfortunately results here in 

both canons become two sides of the same coin. In the end he is thus following a 

trajectory that can be traced back to a mixture of the theoretical specificity of Andrew 

Sarris and the critic-as-star collection of Pauline Kael, in turn all the way back to the 

highly enthusiastic attempts of Rotha. While one can imagine lesser travel 

companions, the Rosenbaum canon comes to stand in this tradition and is thus 

unlikely to really challenge or re-invent the canon for serious film studies.  

The conflict of the necessity for objectivity and the heightened sensibility of the 

contingency and arbitrariness of subjective taste also lies at the core of Paul 

Schrader’s attempt to formulate a canon, self-consciously presented as partially 

failed; his canon is in fact a book he didn’t write. Also inspired by Harold Bloom, it 

uses his categories not as benchmark for a new (alternative, postmodern, 

modernised, etc.) canon, but rather follows his critique in light of film studies. Again 

the problem of canon formation is treated in a highly personalised story, but instead 

                                                             

151 Ibid., xiv.  
152 Ibid., xvi. 
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of this subjectivity constituting the force that provides the necessity of canon 

formation, it is now that which obstructs it to fulfil itself. Although aspiring to adhere 

to the dictum that a canon is constructed out of “criteria that transcend taste, 

personal and popular” and is self-consciously elitist, he runs into the problem of 

cinema and canon formation described above.153 Schrader’s route takes him to 

consider the historicity of canon formation (following Hegel’s dictum that the 

philosophy of art and aesthetics is in fact the history of them) that marks the desire 

for canonicity in film discourse and the problem of canonicity in the academy. He 

attempts to resolve the problem by refurbishing the criteria of cinematic canon 

formation. Indeed the strength of this essay lies in the fact that he first situates 

cinema as an artistic and cultural medium. Cinema should be located as the art form 

of a specific era (the 20th century) and as such is defined by its transitory status that 

embraces and reformulates older aesthetic criteria in the context of a new irreducibly 

mechanical and reproducible art form. And after tentatively listing a set of categories, 

with attempts to save such suspect notions of beauty and timelessness, Schrader felt 

the life drown out of him and he abandoned the project. The canon itself, a list of 60 

films divided into three subsequent categories (gold, silver and bronze) is an 

appendix. His canon, tacked on in this way, feels strangely unproblematic, and the 

choice to include only narrative cinema out of step with his insightful introduction.  

 

Summarising the discussion on canon-formation in film studies is urgent, but the 

complexity and thankless nature of the job makes it rather unpopular as a serious 

academic endeavour. The desire and inevitability to canonise shape film studies and 

film consumption. It is in this blind sport that the DVD market can create its canons 

and use academic critics and scholars to reproduce and affirm it. The necessity of 

canon formation is not so much located in establishing good cinema, but rather in 

generating some coherence on what cinema is and how it can be remembered and 

find a future, especially now that it seems to be near extinction. With the academic 

community shying away from the debate and despite the reluctance to limit the 

cinema shown in the class room to “high” art, one can discern some consensus of 

films that a serious student of film needs to have seen at least once (e.g Battleship 

Potemkin, Citizen Kane and Seven Samurai). The condition of the often confusing 

interdisciplinarity, the focus on “good” as well as “bad” films, the never truly 

                                                             

153 Paul Schrader, "Cannon Fodder," Film Comment, no. September-October (2006): 34. 
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displaced high/low divide, all make the selection of which works of cinema should be 

seen by an undergraduate a strange moment in which the question of canon-

formation is left unanswered. The paradox is possibly best exemplified in the person 

of David Bordwell, whose influence as well as polemical position has changed 

contemporary film studies significantly. It is Bordwellian film analysis that teaches so 

many undergraduates how to read film in stylistic and cognitive terms, purports to 

shed the subjectivity of qualitative judgement, arguing that the modes of analysis 

apply to any film that one might come across. His prolific career saw him 

neoformalism to the fields of film history and authorship.154 At its most polemical, the 

qualitative judgement (as well as the “high” theoretical analysis) should not concern 

the serious film student if s/he wants to remain in touch with the reality of film 

production.155 But this egalitarianism is even for the biggest Bordwellian hard to 

maintain in a world in which history has “judged” a set of work as influential, the love 

of cinema anxiously calls the student to valorise his or her  personal experiences in 

general terms and in a world where some films are exemplary for their 

appropriateness for the neo-formalist.. Bordwell not only canonises films, he 

canonises the knowledge of film. In the words of Ray: it is “a disciplinary 

specialisation that marks itself in repetition. Whatever approach he takes Bordwell 

pursues film study; (..) he becomes reliable and predictable (positivism’s goal): a 

brand to depend on.”156 

It should come as no surprise then, that Bordwellian neo-formalism is among 

the most applicable in the realm of scholarly knowledge utilised on the DVD. This is 

maybe best exemplified by a small quote by Bordwell himself in a essay on Early 

Summer(CC #240): 

Each moment in Early Summer becomes an exercise in precise storytelling and 

unforced emotion. How to pick high points out of a stream of such poignant and funny 

scenes? (...) Ozu’s characteristic blend of tones – humor, melancholy, yarning, resignation, 

                                                             

154 The aforementioned Film History, but especially poignant is his turn to directors such as Kenji 
Mizoguchi as master craftsmen: David Bordwell, Figures Traced in Light : On Cinematic Staging (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2005). 
155 Some of the most eloquent expressions are Bordwell’s Narration in the Fiction Film and Bordwell and 
Thompsons Classical Hollywood cinema: ———, Narration in the Fiction Film (Madison, Wis.: University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1985). David Bordwell, Kristin Thompson, and Janet Staiger, The Classical Hollywood 
Cinema : Film Style & Mode of Production to 1960 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1985). 
156 Ray, How a Film Theory Got Lost and Other Mysteries in Cultural Studies, 42. The political question of the 
status of the Bordwellian project in terms of academic knowledge production is also addressesed in , 
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serenity - here achieves perhaps its greatest richness.(...) he manages to make a crane shot 

(the only one in his surviving work) an exercise in seaside geometry. 

A wide scale of qualitative judgements characterise this short quote, both asserting 

the skills of director Yasujiro Ozu and the qualities of this particular film. It is an 

essay fully committed to validating both the director and the film in terms of the 

emotional response that it elicits in the viewer. It does so by connecting cognitive and 

formal appreciation (“precise storytelling”) with considerations that are based on a 

more direct sensory apprehension of the tones and emotions that pervade Ozu’s film. 

The crane shot is remarkable and poignant both because it is so rarely used in the 

general scheme of the film (and oeuvre), but Ozu does not use it more often because 

the sensory experience is only desirable at specific moments. The precise collision of 

artistry, formal characteristics and emotional response Bordwell evokes here and its 

function as a complex set of evaluative judgements written in a casual style that 

seems content in its canonisation, of the film, its author, his oeuvre, cinema as a 

whole and finally its own method of analysis. 

 The processes in which cultural objects are elevated out of the social world and 

put into the pantheon of human creativity through the attachment of knowledge and 

value to the object asks far more demanding questions than I have attempted to 

answer in this short segment on canon-formation. However the section did make clear 

that the impulse to see The Criterion Collection or other DVD series as a reductive 

canon (a syllabus) only critiqued through in/or exclusion is unfruitful. The Criterion 

Collection works as an institution that produces value automatically. It does so 

primarily by enforcing specific frameworks of knowledge. These frameworks are also 

not solely based on arbitrary choices, but can be seen to relate to socio-historical 

developments from the specific (the study of cinema) to the broad (Culture). Canon 

formation is not a moment of selection, but rather a powerful moment of assertion of 

a perspective as dominant. The flexibility of this framework is thus not a triumph of 

harmony and equal representation, but an aggressive impulse to subject as much as 

possible to a relatively singular vision that by this acceptance becomes increasingly 

self-evident. Indeed all the elements discussed can be seen to lead up to this 

moment. From the semiotic construction, affirmation and validation of a centre, in the 

process affirming its on process of signification all the way to the explicit construction 

of cinema, its love and its author. All validate the framework first, paradoxically 

marginalising the canonised object. 
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IV. Conclusion 

And so it ends, or perhaps begins, this study of the DVD as an object so fascinatingly 

rich and complex in its relation to the notion of cinema. It has been a lengthy journey 

that moved from the mere observation that something was happening with films when 

they appear on this medium to the conclusion that it in a variety of complex ways it is 

shaping increasingly how we get to terms with cinema as a cultural object. All in all I 

have attempted to discredit an all too easy discarding of the specificity of the DVD, a 

practice that reduces it to a mere plastic carrier of digital data, the latter’s potential 

at odds with the former’s physical restrictions. If anything, the changed perspective 

shows once again just how pliable the media are, so easily immersed in a set of 

practices that become self-evident. The vehicle that allows us access will 

alwaysinfluence and even determine the ways in which an object is understood and 

made meaningful. This starts with the technology, which is in turn determined by a 

variety of physical limits but always ends being immersed and activated by social 

practices and conventions.  

In the case of the DVD, its roots in digital technology might provide the 

possibility to present image and sound, yet this does not make it self evident that it 

can present cinema and films. It is a far more complex moment when the majority of 

its users need to be convinced that they are actually watching the film they saw in 

theatres and/or are indeed experiencing the specific experience that cinema brings. 

The initial indiscriminate potential of the digital is curtailed and eventually displaced 

in favour of a specific (re)mediation that tries as hard as possible to efface its terms 

and conditions of possibility. Similarly, the container function of the DVD effectively 

helps this to succeed and solidify. That is to say, it needs to reproduce a certain 

segment of digital data with a set of boundaries, dressing it up in such a way to 

produce a certain difference from the digital and similarity with, in this case, the 

cinema.  

It also needs to connect to other notions of cultural reification. Physically the 

similarity is there (the DVD as book), but the specific expression of intertextuality is 

even more of issue here. The DVD provides a multitude of texts, directly attached to 

each other (and thus intruding), yet is at the same time relatively closed of from 

outside intrusion. With the DVD the Genettean category of the peritext (as opposed to 
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the epitext) returns in the realm of digital, which is striking considering that the 

digital is so often associated with the increasing collapse of spatial distances in our 

networked society where physical space seems less of an obstruction and, according 

to the utopians among us, bound to be effaced altogether.  

Once one has transgressed the boundary and starts to participate in the realm 

the DVD provides, there emerges a web of striking and paradoxical intertextual 

complexities. Striking and paradoxical because they are over all relatively successful 

in providing a holism, despite the intrinsic and inevitable dangers that the interplay of 

texts always produces. Although intertextuality is already acknowledged and present 

in every cultural object (and between them), the DVD provides a very specific and 

performative evocation of it. To be sure, the enhancement of performative 

intertextuality is a common trait of postmodern culture, in which the single text is 

always and very self-consciously shot through with references and announcements of 

other texts. The DVD differs from a more traditional postmodern approach in that it 

does not celebrate the lack or diminish the importance of boundaries, nor does it 

attempt to displace old economic, aesthetic and cultural hierarchies. Instead a set of 

new borders and markers are carefully positioned that in turn provide a set of new 

textual distinctions and infuses hierarchies with a renewed urgency. This can be best 

characterised as a simultaneous acknowledgement, appropriation and reversal of the 

disappearance of textual boundaries the digital provides. From a textual perspective, 

the DVD actively creates a new form of singularity of the central text, primarily by 

means of referral. Rather than motivated by some form of intrinsic holism, it comes 

into being through the plurality of signs whose connection and direction is towards a 

centre that instead of being there is established by it. At the same time the practices 

on the DVD can be seen to embrace the ways in which the digital realm allows 

multiple texts to cut into each other, promoting its potential as tool for commentary 

and connotation and as such actively moves towards a moment in which the 

boundaries between the texts become more and more diffuse. While in most cases 

this would deny the singularity of the texts, the signs all try to affirm their singularity 

by referring to some other object outside of the system in which we encounter the 

sign. As made so wonderfully clear by Jonathan Culler, the complexity of these 

framing practices lies in the fact that every sign is thus always double. At the same 

time a sign refers to something else, it is also a sign of its own usage, which ties every 

textual element to its function as part of the specific DVD and the central text it refers 

to. The audio commentary remains a prime example in this, because it is the moment 
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when one text literally forces a crucial element of another text into the background, 

yet maintaining the suggestion that we are merely looking at a commentated version 

of the central text. This is largely due, because every sign of the audio commentary is 

obsessed with affirming its own worth as commentary of another sign, realising that 

that what it comments on, despite it only being their in a mutilated form, is also the 

condition of its own possibility. 

In many ways the DVD comes across as anachronistic, it is indeed a deeply 

unhip medium for the digital guru, anxiously awaiting the moment when everything 

will be on demand and available immediately by means of superfast download. But if 

anything, the popularity of the DVD shows, despite the fact that the market is 

currently quite unstable, that hierarchised and framed knowledge has retained much 

appeal. The fact that consumers are willing to pay more for what in the digital age 

seems to be a profoundly restricted form of contextual knowledge is quite the 

opposite of the democratic ‘wiki’ knowledge that made the digital world so exiting and 

unpredictable. While theories of the digital suggest that the lauded multivoiced 

literature of Barthes is now inherent in the phenomenon of the hypertext or web 2.0, 

the DVD utilises it to return to a carefully delineated set of voices that are given 

authority by each other, that in the end rubs of on the film, the distributor and finally 

also suggests that this will rub off onto the person viewing the DVD. It not only 

enhances his or her viewing experience, but also provides knowledge that s/he can 

voice him- or herself. It proves that the digital is not inherently anti-authorial and 

multivoiced, what is more it can be successfully curtailed utilising the dispersion of 

authority among different yet distinct voices as primary mode of development. It is 

thus a more traditional and conservative performativity that is strangely successful in 

sidestepping the risks of digital convergence and de-hierarchisation and perhaps 

proof that despite the varnish that announces liberation, the digital harbours a set of 

new challenges that simply cages old problems of democracy and authority in a 

different cage. Although the pragmatism of a rewritten notion of the Barthesian active 

subjectivity and the extended sign in its function as framing device seems most 

suitable to get to terms with the complexities, the short moment of classic 

deconstruction attempted to show some of the urgencies that lie underneath. It 

especially moved us towards the question to what extent the frame does not come to 

completely displace what it is supposed to frame in the first place. The interrelation 

of signs through the little deconstructive exercise becomes no longer a double referral 

but an example of metaphysical interplay of presences and absences, in which the 
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existence of some a priori concept (e.g. the cinema) and its metaphysical qualities (it 

can exist in the cinema as well as on DVD) comes to guarantee the entire set of 

practices.  

But  the deconstructive spiralling into uncertainty did not provide sufficient 

answers as to what these condition are and where they should be located. In order to 

move away from this all-encompassing uncertainty (the dreaded differance), the study 

shifted focus to problems located outside the immediate textual realm. It moved 

towards the socio-historical conditions that characterise the way we get to terms with 

cultural objects in general and cinema in particular. This bold move, despite being  

under theorized, was meant to introduce a way to connect the textual signs with an 

active audience that creates meaning by connecting signs to a preconceived and 

historically developed framework of knowledge. The textual frame is thus attached to 

a set of discourses that it can be seen to appropriate and enhance. In other words the 

DVD versions of historical films can be seen to address a specific community and 

does so by utilising a specific discourse. First and foremost this community is 

characterised by the phenomenon of cinephilia, the devotional love for the cinema. 

Not only are the cinephiles the target audience, they also provide a socio-historical 

validation of the experience that the DVD purports to bring. Cinephilia is situated 

around the desire for the good object and as such is a discourse that relies on the 

potential of any film to generate filmic pleasure. The implicit validation of the object 

and its potential can be directly connected to the aforementioned textual desire for a 

metaphysical cinema that goes beyond specific films.  

The close attachment of cinephilia to the serious study of film allows for the 

potential to transcend mere niche appeal. As argued, film criticism has been a 

practice that has always been motivated by missionary love that wants to emancipate 

cinema as a serious form of art. It has a history of meshing personal experiences of 

deep devotion with a more worldly and objective argumentation that validates their 

experience in the terms and conditions of a more general culture. It has always 

situated itself between cult and art, and it is clear that DVDs of historical films, 

especially in their rich incarnations of The Criterion Collection, are always trying to 

validate the experience through a detour of ‘serious’ knowledge. Even cult cinema 

gets this serious treatment, which is not as unsurprising as it seems considering the 

fact that cult has always existed in relation to high-brow and traditional knowledge, 

which takes the notion of cult as moments of disruption and counter-cultural as very 
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serious. Simultaneously the discourses on the DVD tap into the missionary element of 

film criticism. Although perhaps no longer as visible, the love for cinema remains an 

important incentive for critical and academic study. The willingness of the DVD 

companies to provide a platform for this love, to celebrate it even, along with its high 

visibility, is thus very attractive for any critic. This predicament of the critic can be 

connected the whole problematic of the critic’s function, going all the way back to its 

birth in the 17th century. It recasts the problem whether the critic should challenge or 

affirm the culture of which it is a product. It also transposes the questions of critical 

responsibility, drawn from its position between the world of specialised academia and 

the public sphere as well as its function as primary informed reader. 

Looking at two specific cases developed this further. These problems were 

actually a recasting of older and persistent problems, which despite the suggestion 

we have moved beyond them, are actually far from solved. The two issues, the canon 

and the author, re-occur in a way that simultaneously connects them to general issues 

of modern culture, but also to the specific problems within cinema studies. Within the 

serious study of film, both the canon and the author are notions that meet with a 

certain resistance to be seriously scrutinised. That is to say in case of the author, we 

are in a moment that suggests we have passed the stage of naïve auteurism, but do 

not fully acknowledge the ways in which the notion of a singular individual and active 

agent determines how we get to terms with cinema. Despite the nuance of these neo-

auteurist approaches, they still rely on a model of agency, a desire for it, which 

should be open to critique. The utilisation of (neo-)auteurist critical discourses within 

a framework that takes the name of the author as an explicit notion of differentiation 

in a relatively unproblematised fashion obscures these nuances even further. As in the 

case with Faust, Rayns’ challenge of auteur status is at odds with and nullified by the 

majority of textual clues that all underline the mastery of Murnau and the uniqueness 

of his version of Faust.  

In the case of the canon, the lack of serious discussions on canon formation 

within film studies makes it possible for other practices to take over these impulses. 

Aside from the informal canon that emerges within the discipline by a recurrence of 

certain films and directors in the classroom, the visibility of popular lists is a far more 

substantial problem when a serious academic canon is lacking. While the recent 

attempts at serious canon formation fall short, they at least suggest that canon 

formation is a very complex and important issue within film studies. The lists of films 
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that are currently figured as canons are currently determined by criteria that at the 

very best only partially based on or aspire to be transcendent and objective. To be 

sure this serious transcendent and objective canon is unattainable and should be 

under permanent critique, but at the same time one can only truly fulfil the desire for 

a canon if one aspires it to be like this. The complexity of canon formation that I have 

attempted to connect with the DVD also makes the discussion of films in a particular 

collection more complex and nuanced. A discussion that focuses merely on choices of 

which kind of films deserve or get the specific Criterion treatment is not only reduces 

the complexity of canon formation, it derails a serious critique. It underestimates the 

power of The Criterion Collection as an ever-developing series of films that can 

effectively canonise any film by including it in its framework. The very fact that ever so 

often a film is included that is relatively unknown, might on the one hand show that 

The Criterion Collection resists certain historical fixed canons, but it all but shows its 

resistance to the practices of canon-formation. It rather underlines that the unknown 

and the processes of canonising what is not yet canonised is a central element in the 

processes of canon formation. The inclusion of new and relatively unknown title not 

only affects the cultural status of the film, increasing its visibility and opening it (or 

perhaps forcing on us) for reappraisal, it also affirms these practices by virtue of 

displaying its adaptability and flexibility. Even more importantly, this inclusion utilises  

the film to show the correctness of its practices and discourses. Aside from 

auteurism, the primary discursive setting is a strong object orientated and 

disciplinary rigid neoformalism, enhanced, paradoxically, with a more old fashioned 

aestheticism that elaborates on beauty and the sensory and cinematic experience. 

With every inclusion of a new film, whether an unknown gem or an established 

masterpiece, this framework is affirmed and renewed to the extent that it becomes 

the only and most commonsensical way to approach films and cinema.  

This study is by no means exhaustive. Moreover, the careful reader will also 

have realised that it sometimes falls into the traps it tried to critique. For instance the 

formal separation of text and discourse can perhaps be seen as directly at odds with 

the poststructuralist reading of the frame. But as this critique can be targeted at 

many studies that have similar goals, perhaps it was inevitable. Moreover, the 

separation was never so strict to begin with; the parallels between more socio-

historically and textually located phenomena are striking and overlapping. Derrida’s 

play of presences and absences finds its equivalent in the mystical love of cinephilia 

that is always trying to balance enchantment with disappointment. The canon and the 
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tourist semiotics meet each other in the importance of value and referral. The 

labelling, positioning and naming of the authority is the crucial element of both 

Genette’s paratext as auteurist discourses.  

In a time when the singularity and specificity of cinema is increasingly difficult 

to maintain, when its conventions and aspired experience become the goals of so 

many other cultural products and when cinema attendance is dwindling and celluloid 

is no longer its self-evident physical core, the way the DVD keeps the notion of cinema 

in tact is emblematic for its survival. Not only is the DVD central in maintaining the 

production of film and cinema; the DVD has allowed the budgets of Hollywood movies 

to soar and it has greatly increased the visibility and international reach of art house 

and foreign films. It also actively creates, perpetuates and attempts to fulfil the desire 

for the cinematic experience. But it does this in a very paradoxical way; by arguing for 

the successful transposing of the experience to a profoundly non-cinematic space and 

on a non-cinematic screen. As such it also reveals cinema as a discursive entity that 

has no essence but rather is the product of a set of criteria that can be successfully 

adjusted. The risk, that we effectively loose pure cinema, is thus still there, or 

perhaps it is final proof that it never existed in the first place. The more important 

question however the DVD can be seen to pose is what the function of this vision of 

pure cinema was in the first place. This investigation attempted to show just how 

powerful, complex and steering these frameworks of knowledge can be. The morale of 

it should be clear by now: An all to easy dismissal of these powers in favour of some 

new ideal of cinema is not only misguided but rather dangerous. It would create a 

blind spot as to the ways experience is anticipated by, catered for and closed down by 

these new and elaborate systems of significations.  

What remains in our current moment of a multi screen, multimedia 

environment is that it becomes at the same time easier and more difficult to locate 

the ways in which we get access to certain experiences. It becomes easier because of 

the increasing effort put into the production of a singular, differentiated experience 

while at the same time the sheer abundance and the suggestion of convergence 

sometimes makes this question seem irrelevant. But, as long as these experiences are 

accepted and used to generate, affirm and solidify networks of influence and 

domination it is even more important to analyse and critique them. The political and 

ethical questions that follow from this can only be answered through further research. 

Until then I’ll close with the observation that with the DVD the mahout is no longer 
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riding an elephant, but a digital chimera. The power of the mahout has increased 

enormously, as it he is not only the one that can ride it, but his actions determine the 

shape the animal takes. 
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