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Introduction
Kim Knowles and Marion Schmid

Since at least the turn of the millennium, notions of film as a medium and 
cinema as an institution have undergone significant transformation. The shift 
from film to digital media, now a familiar historical narrative, has given rise to 
a moving image culture no longer bound to traditional sites of encounter and 
modes of address but taking on fluid identities in new contexts. Circulating 
widely in the wake of the digital revolution, the ‘death of cinema’ discourse 
describes the latest in a series of ‘deaths’, that, as André Gaudreault and 
Philippe Marion argue, have come to define a modern medium in a con-
tinual state of flux and transformation. Nonetheless, ‘[w]hat has incontest-
ably changed today’, in their view, ‘is that cinema no longer has exclusive 
claim on our heart and is having a lot of trouble getting over the fact.’1 In 
an era of media convergence, the association of the seventh art with what 
Raymond Bellour refers to as ‘the lived, more or less collective experience of 
a film projected in a cinema, in the dark, according to an unalterably precise 
screening procedure’ is now only one of the many ways that audiences see, 
feel and think the moving image.2 The wealth of scholarly attention paid in 
recent years to redefining the contours of film as an art form and recasting 
the theoretical paradigms employed to understand it point to a form of 
self-searching that has several historical parallels. For D. N. Rodowick, ‘there 
has never been a general consensus concerning the answer to the question 
“What is cinema?” And for this reason the evolving thought on cinema in the 
twentieth century has persisted in a continual state of identity crisis.’3

For if ‘convergence culture’ – to quote the title of the influential book by 
new media theorist Henry Jenkins – increasingly describes the contemporary 
media landscape, one could equally argue that the medium of film has always, 
to some extent, been defined by its intersection with other art forms and tech-
nologies.4 Paradoxically, the search for specificity has frequently folded the 
other arts into ideas of what constitutes and characterises cinematic expres-
sion, from visual music and film poetry to kinetic painting and photography 
in motion. While the early film theorists of the 1910s and 1920s – Germaine 
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Dulac, Jean Epstein and Ricciotto Canudo, for example – fought for film to 
be taken seriously as an art form through analogies with these more estab-
lished forms of expression, the pioneering works of avant-garde cinema were 
made primarily by artists working in other media. Man Ray, Fernand Léger, 
Marcel Duchamp, Hans Richter, Walter Ruttmann, Viking Eggeling and 
László Moholy-Nagy invigorated film language with formal ideas derived 
from painting, photography and sculpture, rejecting the reliance on narrative 
causality and characterisation that had come to dominate an art form in the 
grasp of commercial concerns. The element of time inherent in the film 
medium allowed Man Ray to set his photographic compositions in motion 
and extend his interest in light and shadow, whilst for Richter, Eggeling 
and Ruttmann it provided the means to explore the temporal evolution and 
rhythmic relations of simple forms on a flat plane.

The ontology of film, it seems, is intricately bound up with other art 
forms, and the pursuit of its essence inevitably brings us back to its fun-
damentally hybrid nature. It is hardly coincidental, then, that the wave of 
scholarship devoted to redefining film studies in this most intensive period 
of self-searching should be accompanied by a corresponding ‘intermedial 
turn’. Although reflections on creative cross-fertilisation have been present 
throughout the history of film – from André Bazin’s 1952 article ‘For an 
Impure Cinema: In Defence of Adaptation’ to the numerous studies of liter-
ary adaptation – intermediality as a term and as a key critical paradigm has 
gained traction from the late 1990s onwards.5 In her extensive and thought-
provoking study, Ágnes Pethő argues that intermediality has the potential 
for ‘becoming one of the major theoretical issues of contemporary thinking 
about cinema’.6 Rather than simply focusing on artistic hybridity as an object 
of analysis, contemporary scholars have uncovered the radical theoretical 
implications of its application as a method, opening up, in the process, new 
ways of understanding cinematic expression in all its hybrid complexity. This 
is cogently articulated by Lúcia Nagib and Anne Jerslev in the introduction to 
their collection of essays Impure Cinema: Intermedial and Intercultural Approaches 
to Film:

By calling impure cinema a method rather than an object, we are proposing 
not to betray or thwart Bazin’s original purpose but, on the contrary, to bring 
to the fore his dramatic call for a new emancipated criticism, capable of 
understanding cinema beyond the constraints of the medium’s specificity.7 

But if the concept of ‘impure cinema’ derives from Bazin, modern theories 
of cinematic intermediality express an interest in the creative articulation of 
‘in-betweenness’, a concept first developed by Raymond Bellour in a series of 
essays exploring the intersections between film and other art forms.8 Riding 
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the edges and in-betweens of different artistic media can be a way of exploring 
liminal identities and states, eliciting complex affective responses that appeal 
to the physical body of the spectator. Pethő’s Cinema and Intermediality: The 
Passion for the In-Between remains the most detailed theorisation of intermedial-
ity from this perspective, offering valuable insights into how artistic overlaps 
draw out the inherently multi-sensory nature of the film medium. Drawing on 
the phenomenological tradition, Pethő states: ‘“Sensing” the intermediality 
of film is therefore grounded in the (inter)sensuality of cinema itself, in the 
experience of the viewer being aroused simultaneously on different levels of 
consciousness and perception.’9 This approach highlights the difficulty in 
consciously articulating artistic boundary crossings in the viewing process, 
arguing that the merging of media calls upon the body to make ‘sense’ of 
these often very tangible layers. Pethő’s formulation of in-betweenness ben-
efits from its extensive theoretical scope and provides a source of inspiration 
for a number of chapters in this volume. 

Emerging from the International Research Network ‘Film and the Other 
Arts: Intermediality, Creativity, Medium Specificity’, funded by the Arts and 
Humanities Research Council (2015–17), the present collection of essays 
develops ideas first explored in a series of workshops that brought together 
researchers from a range of Humanities disciplines (Film and Media Studies, 
History of Art, Theatre and Performance, Modern Languages), as well as 
creative practitioners. Fostering dialogue between theory and practice, the 
network examined the manifold ways in which the moving image is revitalised 
by artistic crossovers and fusions, with a particular emphasis on the perme-
ability between cinema and the other arts in avant-garde and experimental 
practice and its legacy in mainstream film. Veering away from the relationship 
between literature and film, which has tended to dominate discussions of 
cinematic intermediality, our aim was to explore how intermedial practice, 
both historical and contemporary, can be understood either outside a narra-
tive context or in relation to works that problematise narrative in some way. 
Central to this examination was the consideration of process – how and why 
artists work with specific materials, technologies and aesthetic approaches 
– as well as a plural interpretation of intermediality as a theory, method and 
intersensual approach.

Pursuing these reflections, this volume investigates a broad range of films 
– from cinema’s beginnings to the digital era, including both mainstream and 
experimental practice, world cinema and peripheral cinemas – with a view to 
offering a more comprehensive understanding of the role of intermediality 
in moving image creation. Giving voice to both theorists and cinema 
practitioners, we try to emphasise the material gesture as much as the visual 
texture, and the chapters shift variously between the haptic image on the 
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screen and the lived experience of making and thinking between one art form 
and another. From the spaces of creation to the sites of artistic encounter, our 
attention also turns at times to works made not only for the cinema but also 
for the gallery space, bringing us back to the problematisation of those once-
familiar terms ‘film’ and ‘cinema’. If intermediality involves the consideration 
of sensuous in-betweens, then the liminal space of the gallery and its itinerant 
visitor surely open up fertile ground for a reassessment of how the spectator 
of moving image works can, to return to Pethő, be ‘aroused simultaneously on 
different levels’. Bridging the gap between theory and practice, this collection 
aims to stimulate debate along some recognisable trajectories, whilst at the 
same time opening up new pathways for thinking about how intermediality, 
as both a creative method and an interpretative paradigm, might be explored 
alongside probing questions of what ‘cinema’ is, has been and can be.

In light of our aim to develop a more varied critical framework for explor-
ing the relationship between cinema and its sibling arts, the book is organised 
into four thematic parts. The first, ‘Mapping the Interzone’, maps out cin-
ema’s rich encounters with some of its most influential artistic predecessors: 
performance, sculpture, painting and photography. Our focus here is on the 
pathways and fusions between cinema and other non-verbal arts, as well as on 
the theoretical implications of these inter-artistic exchanges. The collection 
opens with a programmatic piece by Stephen Barber on the long-standing 
intermedial relations between moving-image culture and performance. 
Looking at the ways in which film reframes and refashions the experience 
of the live performance, Barber argues that the concept of intermediality – 
traditionally associated with the 1960s and 1970s – can, in fact, be traced back 
to early cinema’s roots in performance culture. Spanning more than a hundred 
years of film history, from Eadweard Muybridge’s experiments in sequential 
photography to the Berlin-based film pioneers Max and Emil Skladanowsky 
and contemporary Lebanese visual artist Rabih Mroué, the essay explores 
cinema’s enduring preoccupation with and incorporation of performance. 
Shifting our attention to the often overlooked intersection between cinema 
and sculpture, Steven Jacobs turns to Michelangelo Antonioni’s short film Lo 
Sguardo di Michelangelo (Michelangelo Eye to Eye, 2004) as a poignant example of 
filmmakers’ endeavours to give visibility to an art which, in all respects, seems 
diametrically opposed to their own. Reflecting on the differences between 
the two arts, Jacob foregrounds the ways in which the mobile, immaterial 
medium of film evokes, but also reconfigures and remediates, the static, 
tactile materiality of sculpture. 

In her essay on the interpenetration between the ‘photographic’ and the 
‘cinematic’, on the other hand, Ágnes Pethő looks at the photo-filmic quali-
ties inherent in three films at the periphery of world cinema: Abderrahmane 



	 Introduction	 5

Sissako’s Timbuktu, Alexander Kott’s Test and Elchin Musaoglu’s Nabat 
(all made in 2014). For Pethő, the recurrent tableau shots, as well as the 
incorporation of genuine photographs, in these films offer an ‘adequate 
form to unfold a kind of post-human landscape’, allowing them to address 
urgent questions of human violence, destruction and vulnerability. Martine 
Beugnet, in a wide-reaching essay that takes us from French Impressionist 
filmmaker and theorist Jean Epstein to our digital era, identifies low defini-
tion and blur as intermedial figurations that tend to ‘draw the cinema image 
towards painterly forms’. Connecting the concept of absorption – first 
developed in the context of painting – to the moving image, she examines 
the effect of blur on human representation, notably its soliciting of a more 
empathetic spectatorial involvement and its negotiation of intimacy and 
distance.

From the intermedial experiments of the historical avant-garde to Fluxus, 
Pop Art or Structural Film, the avant-garde has been a particularly fertile 
breeding ground for media encounters. Our second part, ‘The Intermedial 
Avant-gardes’, shines a spotlight on the 1960s and 1970s as a moment of 
heightened intensity for intermedial thought and practice, where questions 
of medium, method and creativity were being reconsidered and revitalised. 
In a historiographical piece examining the period from the 1970s to the 
present day, Christopher Townsend identifies two major tendencies in the 
study of the avant-garde. Whereas the first extensive scholarly scrutiny of 
the cinematic avant-garde originated in the visual arts and was conducted by 
practising filmmakers, he demonstrates, it gradually migrated into the  dis-
cipline of literary studies. Cautioning against the use of intermediality as 
‘a tool of academic recuperation and reification’, Townsend outlines the 
benefits and pitfalls of both approaches. Homing in on film artist Annabel 
Nicolson’s seminal 1972 article ‘Artist as Filmmaker’, Lucy Reynolds pin-
points striking commonalities in the use of the film medium between two 
movements in 1970s Britain that held themselves apart: conceptual artists 
and artist filmmakers. With reference to Nicolson’s ‘film actions’ and the film 
installations of David Dye, as well as to their conceptual counterparts such 
as Dan Graham and John Hilliard, she redraws the map of the ‘wider cultural 
networks, allegiances and art communities in London and internationally 
during the early 1970s’. Taking us to the other side of the Atlantic and into 
structural filmmaking, Barnaby Dicker illuminates the intermedial practice 
of visual artist Paul Sharits, whose 1968 flicker film N:O:T:H:I:N:G and its 
corresponding ‘Notes’, published in Film Culture the following year, establish 
a dialogue with Johannes Vermeer’s A Young Woman Standing at a Virginal. By 
means of connecting the theoretical notion of ‘differential specificity’ to the 
nexus between artwork and statement inherent in N:O:T:H:I:N:G, the essay 
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unravels Sharit’s ‘theoretically and emotionally driven’ stop-frame meditation 
on one of the most iconic paintings by the Dutch master. 

To what extent was the invention of cinema the result of technological 
innovations or, rather, should we understand its emergence as an inherently 
intermedial phenomenon? How does intermediality alter the filmic appara-
tus, dispositif and conditions of spectatorship? And what role can cinema’s 
sister arts play in the non-verbal expression of affect and thought? These 
are the guiding questions our contributors have asked themselves in Part 3, 
‘Technology, Apparatus, Affect’. For Boris Wiseman, the origins of cinema 
are intimately – indeed, inseparably – linked to intermediality. Whether it 
be in early camera obscuras, Carlo Ponti’s Megaletoscopio, designed to view 
albumin photographs, or the ‘speaking photographs’ of Georges Demenÿ’s 
Phonoscope, Wiseman argues, ‘cinema emerges, here and there, in different 
forms, including accidental, in-between media’. His remarks on the ‘oddly 
in-between state – neither moving nor entirely still’ of moving images before 
the invention of cinema resonate in Gabriele Jutz’s chapter on the aesthetic 
potential of the film frame as an interstitial entity between photography and 
cinematography. If Jutz acknowledges the inherently intermedial character 
of visual practices predating the birth of cinema, her focus here is on the 
installations and filmic and photographic works of four contemporary visual 
artists: Gebhard Sengmüller, Peter Tscherkassky, Susanne Miggitsch and Eric 
Rondepierre. Broadening the discussion to ‘migrations’ between film and 
several other arts, including literature, painting and theatre, Marion Schmid 
identifies intermedial strategies at work in two recent French films revolving 
around questions of personal growth and transmission, Pascale Breton’s Suite 
armoricaine and Eugène Green’s Le Fils de Joseph [The Son of Joseph]. With special 
reference to Proust, Georges de La Tour and Caravaggio, she argues for the 
significance of the other arts in the two films as a way of ‘making “sensible” 
central human concerns without recourse to language’.

The final part of the book, ‘Intermedial Creation’, gives voice to four 
award-winning moving image artists, who draw on and reconfigure cinema’s 
sister arts in their filmic practice. We are delighted to showcase a selection of 
their works at the crossroads between film, dance, performance and photog-
raphy, and to offer them a platform to reflect on their creative practice. The 
section opens with an essay by London-based filmmaker, writer and curator 
Adam Roberts, who has made a series of films with dancers and choreogra-
phers, including Sylvie Guillem and Jonathan Burrows. Meditating on the 
intimate relationship between the filmmaker and the dancers in movement, 
Roberts evokes his ‘pursuit of the curve or stretch or reach of the body’, 
his ‘search of its capacities or its potential’, which the filmmaker captures 
in filmic frames. The expressiveness and fragility of the human body are 
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equally central to the creative practice of British–Spanish artist filmmaker 
Isabel Rocamora, who pursues her own roots in performance in her films 
and installations shaped by ‘human gesture, place, temporality and presence’. 
Rocamora foregrounds the humanist concerns behind her films Body of War 
(2010) and Faith (2015), two works that draw on the performative nature of 
combat or ritual to interrogate questions of trauma, human transgression 
and alterity. In an altogether different register, teeming with irony and mis-
chief, Vienna-based architect and media artist Anna Vasof takes inspiration 
from and reframes the pre-cinematic experiments of Eadweard Muybridge 
– evoked previously in Stephen Barber and Boris Wiseman’s essays – in 
her animation work. At the intersection between video, performance and 
photography, her ongoing project Non-stop Stop-motion ‘investigates where we 
can find the essence of cinematic illusion when we look into everyday life and 
what happens when we use everyday situations, objects, spaces and actions as 
cinematographic mechanisms’.

The volume closes with an essay by the British artist Sarah Pucill on her 
creative responses to Surrealist photographer, sculptor and writer Claude 
Cahun, an avant-garde artist best known for her gender-bending self-por-
traits. In her films Magic Mirror (2013) and Confessions to the Mirror (2016), Pucill 
re-enacts Cahun’s photographs in the form of tableaux vivants, creating new 
connections between the French artist’s visual and written work and her own 
creative practice. Pucill’s ‘dialogues’ with an artist engaged in questions that 
deeply resonate with her own, yet which were initially pursued in a different 
medium, sharply throw into relief what has concerned us throughout this 
volume: the manifold, dazzlingly creative ways in which moving image artists 
– from the origins of cinema to our digital era – have drawn on the other arts 
to nourish their imaginaries and enrich their artistic language. 
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