 


      PROJECT ABSTRACT
My honors project, “The Silencing of God: Spirituality in Sixties Cinema,” will include an in-depth analysis and survey of various film genres’ approach to spirituality in the cinema of the sixties. Sixties spirituality is a radical departure from previous decades’ referential expressions of religion that limit our register of recognition on a monotheistic scale: God is envisaged as a singular yet intangible system of worship and logic. In the cinema of the sixties the metaphoric absence of God singular, creates a space for entirely new idol worship. Fellini’s post-Neo Realist project La Dolce Vita (1960), direct cinema auteur Shirley Clarke’s The Connection (1962) and experimental filmmaker Kenneth Anger’s Scorpio Rising (1964) speak to these emergent forms of spiritual praise through their own subversive play on the sacred and the profane. In the course of my survey and analysis, I will draw upon the films and genres previously mentioned (as well as others to be decided as my research evolves), in my efforts to demonstrate how previous models of spirituality and worship were radically altered or replaced. I will also examine how the particular film movements that emerged during this period directly speak to the cultural zeitgeist of the sixties. The project will take the form of an academic paper, approximately 20-30 pages in length.

PROJECT NARRATIVE  
As the defining film of the sixties, La Dolce Vita expressively captures Rome as the site for the emerging cult of celebrity and scandal. The opening sequence in the film features an airplane carrying a statue of Christ over the city of Rome, followed by images of sunbathing women. Fellini demystifies the historical and religious significance of the relic and empowers the statue instead with a phallic and salacious charge as Marcello uses the reproduction of Christ to interact with the women. The use of doubling or rhyming effects of particular situations, importance of gesture, especially waving, as we are introduced to Anita Ekberg descending from the plane with the same historical arm raising as we saw with the transporting of Christ, points to the spectacularization of the ancient and the modern, giving significance to the false blessing of idols. The paparazzi become prophetic in their desperate and obsessive attempts to capture these “false miracles” such as the moment posited in the film where two child siblings claim to have witnessed the Madonna.


Sylvia, played by Ekberg, is captured as an Old Testament like figure out to destroy the family. A man at the airport after missing a glimpse of Ekberg comments:” If I see her I will have to kill my life.” Sylvia becomes a symbol of madness for the men around her. The church speaks through idols, the publicist speaks through her. As she speaks in the press conference she is bathed in this mysteries bank of light, illuminated or excessively “amplified” to this fantastical realm. Presence of the word love conjured up by Sylvia and male lead Marcello Rubini’s love starved girlfriend Emma, is excessive yet without any real sentimental value. The verbal expressions of love are inconsequential and void, they act as non sequiturs, drawing us into a more profound absence that pervades the film. Fellini points to the lack of love in the film: “People keep talking about love, but it is a dry sort of love, incapable of giving.” When Marcello “loves” it’s in the flooded basement suite of a prostitute, or in the darkness of a ruined villa. The journalist’s women are transitory, secular icons of the affluent world he describes in gossip magazines and covets, goddess like visions that only manifest at night. He pursues the visiting American actress Sylvia into a bell tower, and follows her into the Trevi Fountain, and yet what the spectator could observe as a baptism, for she lowers Marcello’s heads and sprinkles water to it, instead serves as a counter baptism: the fountain turns off at just that moment, the act is infused with eroticism and void of any spiritual significance. It is only through acts of artificial praise, the constant conjuring of falsified approbations, and the inherent silencing of the spiritual that allows for a prophetic reading of the film.

In the final vignette, an orgiastic party moves to the beach and the last gesture toward the total deconstruction of the sacred and religious in favor of the ambiguous and profane is complete. A large fish is discovered with a “swarm of smaller dead fish” in its mouth. Jellyfish or “medusa” in Roman, are the last feature of the Christological illusion needed to embody the destructive forces in the film; Medusa derives its name from a metaphor of petrification its poison induces. A single eye of the monstrous sea creature seems to be alive, in an almost Bergman-esque cinematic gesture we come to find that the vision of God turned out to be nothing more than a raping spider, or a membranous blob, watching, condemning, surveying, as the act of looking is turned back upon the spectator and we are at last left to roam in the dessert of oblique confusion, contemplating, is this perhaps some cosmic joke on the part of Fellini?  Also, the presence of the transvestites quandary over the sexuality of the fish as he contemplates “Which is the front and which is the rear?” is the last transgressive act in the scene, which does violence to our otherwise traditional view of religion and diminishes the spectacle of Christhood, leaving us to seek out other forms of worship.

The principle of waiting as a form of salvation is a feature deeply embedded in religious fanaticism. In La Dolce Vita we see an obsessive psychosis develop after the arrival of the glorified celebrity and in The Connection we witness depraved heroin addicts attempts to find salvation through the arrival of cowboy, the drug dealer who is there to supply them with a “fix of hope.”  However, the hyperbolic, and fantastical characters elevated to a mythical status in Fellini’s world of orgy and escapism are destroyed in favor of an entirely different notion of worship, at the altar of drugs in Clarke’s Connection.

 In the film, religion is used satirically as something that can be replaced by something else. The notion of religion as “the opiate of the masses” is literalized for the several musician addicts occupying a barren apartment as they wait for the gallant Brother Cowboy to arrive with his white powder. In her direct cinema approach, Clarke insinuates a faux director into the action in order to show the way the artifice of images are reproduced. Jim’s expressed desire to make “an honest human document” and his insistence that the men “act naturally” further illuminates the highly constructed method of producing systems of truth and knowledge.

The film performs what film critic Mekas refers to as a “spiritual autopsy on contemporary man.”  The dialectic between purity and sin is thwarted with the arrival of Brother Cowboy who functions as healer in relation to these sick junkies. One by one he escorts the men into the bathroom and performs a ritualized baptism. After each man exits the bathroom they are revived and seem to have reached an otherworldly state of transcendence. Brother cowboy is a redemptive figure for these men, dressed in white, like a beacon of hope he arrives with Sister Salvation, seen as a pagan like figure coming out of the street. Though her function is mere diversion for Cowboy to pedal his drugs without seeming suspect, her agreement to accompany him back to Leach’s apartment gives the “connection” a spiritual charge; in allowing Brother Cowboy to “wash away sins” and inject the addicts with heroine laced salvation he is elevated to messiah-like status.
In an ironic twist on Sister Salvation, we come to discover that she is not in fact affiliated with any religious organization and her presence at Leach’s apartment speaks to the decay of religious philosophy. Also the presence of sunglasses on Brother Cowboy, and a motif central to the film La Dolce Vita previously discussed, uses glasses to create a material conception of cool and aesthetic distance that has the effect of cutting us off and further alienating us from systems of knowledge. This element of ambiguity is at the center of the direct cinema movement. The Connection “doesn’t point at truth, it sets truth in motion, it suggests it.” Although Jonas Mekas asserted that the film was essentially void of action, it is in the impossibility to mark down any essentialist usage that gives the film its power and form, and gives us the most accurate depiction of the status of sixties religion as void of absolute meaning.

For Kenneth Anger, film is both mysterious and satanic. Through the use of décor, sound, and editing, Anger significantly transgresses the norms by which documentary films typically operate. In Scorpio Rising, the director uses elements of emblematic destruction or “Thelma”- a term derived from the Aldous Crowley collage religion, to illuminate the problematic underlying the group mentality in the age of the biker cult, the Hell’s Angels; wherein images of the motorcyclists are  juxtaposed with the worship of Christianity and the collaborationist impulse of the nineteen thirty’s.  Also, images of Hitler and performances of Stalin are recapitulated in the film, and invested within a new economy of looking. The director constructs a dialectic of erotic desire and Christological recognition that is otherwise alien to teleological and religiously reinforced notions of the sacred.

Anger cuts from a scene in which the biker Scorpio admires the same images of James Dean and Marlon Brando to shots of Christ. The pop song “I Will Follow Him” on the sound track focuses on the metaphor of articulating its possible ground: the biker’s allegiance to his gang and his admiration of Dean and Brando are like that of the Christian’s devotion to and deification of Christ. However, the bikers allegiances are made to look trite or even perverse; this gesture is similar to the way Clarke replaces religion with the use of narcotics as a sacred form of connection in her film, The Connection. Anger constructs a reality through a lyrical use of montage, wherein the body of the bikers and that of Christ, merge into a singular unit, contributing to the idea that forms of material and idle praise infect, and do violence not just to the physical body, though acts of sado-masochism visually enforce this in the film, but further, the larger body of society which can suffer greatly from cult like, and oppressive regimes of thought which damage both the politicized and sexual body. Anger also includes shots of Nazi troops and shots of motorcycle gang members submitting to sexual torture. The suggestion that this is something like Christian devotion prompts the viewer to see Christ as similar to the other icons of the film: a cult figure with a death wish.

In one of the most historical and sac-religious final moments in the film, we view a picture of a skull, emblematic of the Angel’s, which is then transformed when we next see an image of Christ appear in the eyes of the skull. Here anger imbues the biker cult with Christ’s gaze. Anger’s use of the skull functions similarly as the Medusa that appears in La Dolce Vita: the presence of each shifts the normative and historical modes through which we visually and cognitively process religious imagery, transforming the sacred into little more than a semantic illusion. Religion is used as a pathological and destructive tool in which Anger abstracts and reconfigures the methods through which we engage with essential usages of Christ.


 In contrast to La Dolce Vita, which focused on the isolation of individual consciousness, unable to communicate outside of itself, or The Connection, which physically performed the effects of spiritual decay through the injection of drugs, Anger’s dialectical use of imagery and sound transform the documentary into a shock horror ride for the unconscious. Images of Christ are interpolated into Scorpio Rising not to make the representation of Scorpio more vivid, but rather to make the viewer see Christ in a new, ironic light. 


My honors project will include an in-depth analysis of the previous films mentioned and possibly several others to be selected in the early stages of research and development, along with a detailed description of the conventions inherent within each of the following genres/film movements: Neorealism, direct cinema, and experimental underground film.  I will then trace the historical and cultural trajectory of the decade in efforts to identify the socio-cultural forces that directly contributed to the radical re-imagining of the sacred and the profane, and to detail how each of the filmic representations, though differing in aesthetic form and technique, violently shatter the normative and paradigmatic lens through which we have viewed the face of spirituality and the sanctity of religion in prior film decades. What I ultimately hope to demonstrate through my survey and analysis is an understanding of how earlier religious models were replaced by newer more subversive models, ushered in by the ethos of the sixties, a decade  informed by the performance and worship at the altar of the  individual rather than that of God.
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PRELIMINARY SCHEDULE
January 11th : Begin relevant reading, including Post-Theory: Reconstructing Film Studies and Theories of Cinema, 1945-1999. In addition,  view La Dolce Vita.

January 16th : Finish reading Post-Theory. View The Connection and read Jonas Mekas article “The Connection and the Uncertainty of Man.”

January 18th : View Scorpio Rising.

January 23rd : Finish Theories of Cinema, and begin reading Underground Film: A Critical History. Select 2 other possible films to examine and view one of them.

January 26th :  Finish Underground Film and begin Dreams of Chaos, Visions of Order. Select 5th film and view.

January 29th:  Meet with Professor McElhaney in order to assess my progress and discuss the direction that the paper is taking. In addition discuss my analysis of the 5 films selected in regard to their treatment of spirituality along with how the conventions inherent in each genre respond to the social culture of the sixties.

February 1st :Finish Dreams of Chaos, Visions of Order and begin reading Visionary film. At this stage I should be at the final research stages and ready to begin first working draft of the paper.

February 3rd : Begin the first draft of the paper of the paper.

February 23rd : Meet with Professor McElhaney in order to discuss my progress and the first draft.

March 8th : Turn in first rough draft to Professor McElhaney.

March 18th : Begin second draft of the paper after receiving notes from the professor on first draft.

April 5th: Meet with Professor McElhaney in order to discuss my progress on the second draft of the paper.

April 9th : Turn in second draft.

April 16th : Begin final draft of the paper after receiving notes from Professor McElhaney on the second draft.

May 7th : Final meeting with Prof McElhaney in which we discuss my progress and the final draft of the paper.

May 20th: Turn in final draft of my honors project to Professor McElhaney for final grade.
