8  GARDNER'S BLISS

DAVID MACDOUGALL

There is a serious gap between studying films as “texts” and studying how they are received
by viewers, for within that gap is the largely unexplored territory of what the filmmaker in-
tended by the film and how it came to fruition. Textual analysis and reception studies each
have their limitations. The first tends to dehistoricize films, focusing on their internal con-
struction and assuming wider understandings for what are often no more than the culeural
and ideological responses of the critics. Reception studies, on the other hand, may provide
insights into how different kinds of viewers interpret films, bur they also tend to disconnect
these from the actual process of filmmaking. Even when films are placed in an historical
context, they are often interpreted within binary frameworks (idealist/materialist, artistic/
scientific, romantic/classical, realist/visionary, and so on) that oversimplity their motives
and the realities of the creative process. Assessments of nonfiction films, in particular,
frequently measure them against a highly specific vision of historical or anthropological
“truth,” in which they must all too often be found wanrting.

What we lack are more commentaries on the intellecrual underpinnings and creacive

processes by which films are made. Ethnographic filmmakers, possibly even muore than ot h-

vrs, tend co write lide about their work, perbaps belicving that in the scademic word s

can result only in superficialicy—a substitution of words for the products of their labors.
They may even take a perverse pleasure in foiling this process. “Making a film,” says Jean
Rouch (1985), “is such a personal thing for me that the only implicit techniques are the
wery techniques of cinematography .l s also very dithicule for me to walk abous v and,
abiove ll, wiite shoue it (32}, Filmmaking abio consumes moee energy than is generally
rally

appatent to outsiders, ofen leaving e for writing. Mureover, 1t entails a faanida
ditferent ariude wward communicaring with others. Rouch las made over a hundred
films but produced only a handful of articles about film itself. Similar explanations could
be given for the relative silence of other figures in ethnographic film, such as Robert Fla-
herty, John Marshall, Timothy Asch, and lan Dunlop. It is not that filmmakers are unre
flective, for they are often quire talkative about their work, but the ideas, descriptions, and
reflections they express are ephemeral. This is the perspective most easily lost to history.
What survives in writing is usually fragmented and anecdoral.

If we had them, more comprehensive, fine-grained accounts of the filmmaking process
would allow us to compare our own ideas of films with an understanding of how the

filmmaker’s ideas and desires had been pursued in them, within the intellectual and artistic
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movements of their times. They would allow us to see how a film had progressed through
the phases of planning, production, and editing and to witness the filmmaker’s struggles
o define issues, confront n?%n:_o_cmwn& problems, and make his or her ideas and un-
derstandings manifest. Ideally, such an account would interrogate the filmmaker and the
work at every stage of its production, although in most cases this is probably impractical.
Buc until we have more tull-length accounts by filmmakers, we will have to settle for less
exhaustive testimany—diaries, production notes, interviews, and recorded conversations.
When Robert Gardmer's Forest of Blisy received s hrse public scrcening at the Royal
?:?0@&0%8_ Insticure Film Festival in September 1985, it was introduced by Gardner’s
colleague and fellow filmmaker Timothy Asch. After the screening, Asch suggested to the
audience that it was the film Garduer had alwiys wanted 10 make and was, in effecr, the
crowning achievement of his filmmaking career. Since then, Gardner has made more films,
but Asch was probably right in attaching such importance t this one. Forest of Bliss was
many years in preparation and required several years more in the filming and ediding. Un-
like many films in which Gardner has been involved, it was not the result of a short-term
collaboration such as The Nuer (1971), Rivers of Sand (1974), and Altar of Fire (1976), nor
did it emerge trom 4 group praject, 4s hud Deiaad: Bipe {1963); vather, it wasa film Gard-
ner had conceived and nurtured himself in a series of trips over several years to the city of

Benares (now Varanasi). Although made with the close involvement of Akos Osior, Forest

of Bliss really seemed o be a work close to Gardner’s heart and the most mature expression

uf liis creative thinking. More than that, it brought wgether two sometimes contridictory

seranals in his maleup as an arise— s desire w immeise himsell in the physical exisren
af another socivey and his desire o explore its underly sparibolic sysems and el
[CSOIENCEs.

Two years after its releasc in 1985, Forest of Bliss became something of a cause celebre
through articles published in the pages of the Sociery for Visual Anthropology Newsletier.

These included several incontinent attacks on the film and on Gardner himself (Moore

1985; Parry 198%; Ruby 1989), followed bicer by more emperane discussions |
Luieas 1995; Ruby 1991, 20000, Hhe anacks seemsed o be fuelled by o kind ol carpistie
outripe, a if Gardner liad somehow let the side down or been guilty of insubordinarion.
e film (L hopra 1984 Orstiir 198Y; Seaal )

one ol then as bracingly spleneric as those chas biad provoked it (Carpenier 19849),

apur 1907

Several ther articles uppeared supporting

Since ches much of the critcal discussion.of Forer of Bl has rovolved around he

propriety of Gardner producing an ikerprostion of lifie Lanel death) in Benares thar mighn

reinforce the misconceptions of uninforoed viewers. Gardner's subsequent reflections on
the film, in a published conversadon with Akos Osior (Gardner and Osidr 2000 ), was

cspecially welcome in explaining his intentions and illuminating the fibam eself, although i
r el

will noc do much o Satisty his derracors, Many of the cri

quees can in face fre read
us objections wo Gardiér’s worldview than as any actual fear of harm being done, The Rl
vends 1o divide its critics into thuse who have & view— of historical _r.,.__:av... of Besares, ol
Ludia, or anchropolagy—thar the Gl offends and those whis, sometins cven in spite il

—.._._”...

is inevitably a periloas business, for it takes the stutf of real human bives aond ormsdarns o

this, see value in such a radically ditferent kind of flm being made. Monficrlon filn

There are some whis see this as fundamentally immoral, yer ic is also the process by which
most of us observe the world around us and represent it to ourselves and others. One of

the paradoses of nonfician bim s thar while we may dewy i the possibiling of abjectbe

el thor it i alwavs cided, abways ideological), we somehuw cxpec it 1o [ae "1

reprisentations,
Cardner chose wo remain aloal fram che debage, perhaps thinking of thie discasabog of
the film that he and Akos Ostor had recently recorded in 1987. In this conversation, the

exchanges berween the twi are detailed and wide muging, hilled with specalations, freahi

abservirions, doubus, aed CUESTLIES, o ANYONE CUTES .__u_.”__.:. the :._________.__...__”._m.... (R
ol

film reviews. Reading the edited transcript is like listening in on some very highly polished

herie 3 far ore of nteress in them than can be found in any numbee of crivical essiys

shuopralk

Phuring the course of the conversation, Gandner lammenes the Bacn that films over wheee
vistl qualiciés the makers rake endles cane arc su often shown in degraded copies, | wee b
in facr a disjunction in public expectarions abour ferion angd ponbcrien films, when non
fiction is so rarely seen on anything bue e small welevision sereen, [0 is part al the popula

miythology of nonhcion dat it should be ugly and mugh, dhat the camera eye slled b
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even to the extent that fictional-

imprecise, with no love or patience for the things it sees
ized documentaries simulate a roughness that no nonfiction filmmaker would rolerate. All
these things are, of course, anathema to Robert Gardner.

Partly because of the controversy surrounding ic, Forest of Bliss has achieved a certain
notoriety among ethnographic films. But the same was true of Dead Birds before it and
several of Gardner’s intervening films. "There is more than controversy involved: the films
announce themselves as deliberate and uncompromising works, demanding to be taken
seriously. They are not simply films “about” something but the products of a distinctive
and rigorous imagination.

[ am one of those who has no problem in regarding Forest of Bliss as an ethnographic
film, not because Gardner does (he is discrustful of the label) but because it seems to
me to mark out new conceprual possibilities for visual anthropology. Ethnography on
film—the description of particular sociocultural systems and settings—is open to a variety
of strategies: illustrative, didactic, narrative, and associative. Gardner is one of the very few
filmmakers who has atcempred the last of these. 1 believe it is useful 1o see the film as a
prototype: an experiment in a radical anthropological practice that explores the largely in-
visible interrelations of the visible world by visual (and, it must be added, auditory) means.
Moreover, it seeks to do so in a fashion that resembles the way in which sensory awareness,
cultural meaning, and mewphorical expression are combined in social experience and that
film can evoke so cloquently. As Gardner remarks at one poing, “We scem to comprehend
the world in ways that the world itself provides for its comprehension, and metaphor is
one of the wools at hand” (Gardner and Ostér 2001, 65). Forest of Bliss provides an alterna-
tive way of thinking and feeling about the world, one that may strike some as familiar and
others as utcerly alien. It is  film that interprets reality by providing, to use Susan Sontag’s
phmse; 2 “realicy m il seconed _.r,,.".__nn... {Sanuag 1977, 52).

In 1957, Gardner wiote @ statement alour il and anchropology shat can be when

as a prolegomenon for his later carcer in filmmaking. “At least two characteristics, fun-
damental to all people, help distinguish human beings from every other manifestation of
nature. The first is the capacity for putting meaning into the reality apprehended by the
senses. .. The second characteristic is a capacity for being responsive to the meaningful-
ness of each other’s behavior, either of deed or of thought” (Gardner 1957, 344-45).
Forest of Bliss is a challenge to ilmmakers and Blm viewers to be more responsive to the
meaning-potential of everyday life.

Gardner and Ostér's discussion returns often to the ways in which objects in the film os-
cillate between the literal and the meraphorical and how they can be perceived as both. This
is but one facet of the redoublement thar lies at the heart of film iwself or any representa-
iion. But it is especially pertinent to film as an indexical medium, in which one periodically
has the sense of seeing chrough the images o the objects thac occasioned them. Film, used
with a sensitivity to this conundrum, offers a unique approach o the ways in which the
mind and the senses integrate culeural experience. However one regards Gardner’s particu-
lar Benares (and there are many others)—whether one would prefera more “ethnographic”

Benares or a Benares more situated in contemporary Indian history and polides—Gardner’s

way of secing social and cultural interconnections can still be productive for anthropology.
But this way of secing owes much to an older tradition.

In 1975, Jean Rouch (1995) wrote that it was 1o Robert Flaherty and Dziga Vertov “that
we owe all of what we are trying o do today” He went on to quote Vertov, to the effect
that “ic is not sufhicient to present fragments of reality on the screen, to represent life by
its crumbs. "These fragments must be elaborated upon so as ro make an integrated whole
which s, in turn, the thematic reality” (82-83). It is hard to think of Forest of Bliss without
also thinking of Vertov's Mun with a Movie Camera (1928) and the cluster of “city sym-
phonies” made between 1926 and 1930 by Walter Rutrman, Alberto Cavalcantd, Mikhail
Kaufman, Jean Vigo, and Robert Siodmak. Gardner’s ilm belongs to this tradition in more
ways than one. [f ever a ilm were a “city symphony,” Forest of Bliss is one, and if ever a
filim was the work of one man with a movie camera, this film certainly is. Gardner is not
interested in Vertov’s self-reflexive gestures, pointing toward the materiality of film, but he
is interested in integrating fragments of experience into a themaric reality—a “filim trudh”
that can never be the truth of other methods.

I Forest of Bliss, Gardner is committed to bringing us into a closer communion with
wordless things and the networks of associations, by no means fixed, that may surround

them. (Jyotsna Kapur is right in stressing che materiality rather than the otherworldliness
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of the film.) He is resolute in refusing, except for quoting a few lines from Yeats, to employ
words or explanations or to translate speech in subitles or in any other way to “linguify”
the film (co borrow Lucien Taylor’s expression). ‘The published transcript of Gardner and
Ostor’s explication of the film may thus serve as an antidote for those made uncomfort-
able by the lack of explanation in the film or what they sce as a world made unnecessar-
ily wordless. Gardner and Ostor remark at several points that if speech in the film had
been translated, we would not be much the wiser—it is the emotional tone of the various
exchanges that is important. In eschewing verbal explanadons, Gardner credits viewers
with a good deal more intelligence and sensitivity to images and sounds than most other
Almmakers would, and for an aficionado of words such as Gardner, this is significant. The
film becomes a testament to seeing, but it is also intended as a challenge to our unthinking
recourse to language as the first line of understanding. It is not that the film is so dithcult,
Gardner seemns to say, only that we make it so.

Gardner and Ostor’s conversation about the film proceeds as a kind of gentle inter-
rogation of Gardner by Ostor. If there is sometimes 2 sense of each feeding off the other’s
views or of mucual congrarulation, this is perhaps to be expected between colleagues and
collaborators. And like the letters and diaries of writers and statesmen, the conversation
was probably never meant to be wholly private: posterity was always in mind and publica-
tion always a possibility. It is not unexpected that these two would see the film through the
logic of its creation. From their conversation, one begins to gain a sense of the knowledge
and forethoughr abour struceusal wnd anthropological ssues thit underlie the Bl biuar rhat
thie film eself wears lightly: One discovers that what some critics have seen s blird spens,
such as political and veological Tsues, were in fact mariees of eurly debire and conscivug
chatce. ‘The flmmakers are aware of the limig of what a film <o hope w achleve. At the
same time, the film’s meanings are never regarded as exhausted or exclusive of other views.
“Lhe discussion is open-ended and a process of further discovery.

Farly in the conversation (and in the film because they are working their way through it

chranologieally), Cardoer and Crstiir reber to the scene of dogs Reheing on the “Far shoed”

of the Ganges, Gandner says that he had in mind an carly warning w the andience i “rhe
world is not the best of all possible places 1o be; to survive there is going to be an awtul
lot of anguish to deal with, and sometimes you don’t quite make it” (Gardner and Ostor

2001, 22). Thinking about the possible responses to the film, Ostdr remarks,

I know that it disturbs people a great deal when they see this scene the first time. 1 re

member on this occasion—and many others when we were filming such scenes—I was
disturbed for reasons chat 1 stll have w puzzle out, and maybe in this conversation 1
will. While you were filming, | was really sensicive about the scemingly negative aspects
of dogs, and you remember we had a lot of discussion and arguments about filming the
filth and the corpses, all these matters that outrage the uninformed visitor. It’s not that
one wants to deny these things and play into the hands of the superficial apologists fora

“modern” India. Benares is not a hell-hole of death and corruption, but if certain people

see any evidence for some of these things they will assume the basest motives for the

images being included. (22-23)

Ostor is modest about his role in the film, acknowledging thar at times he could not
visualize what it would look like, but he is also frank in his disagreement when this matters,
both on points of ethnographic detail and in his assessment of Gardner’s aesthetic choices.
Sometimes he sounds less protective than Gardner of the viewer’s sensibilities. This is the

tone of one of their exchanges:

RG: his is the first dme that anyone actually sees cremation, a discernible body being
consumed by discernible Haines. “his is the only time in the film that the audience is
asked 10 sec this way—passively, | would say, since there is nothing being usked of any-
one except that they keep their eyes open. | was very concerned when | was doing this,
and I remember this pact as the hardest part of the film to edit. The rest of the tilm, by
comparison, really almost edited juself. That’s obviously not tue, but it felr that way
because it had a remarkable feeling of inevitability o it. Buc this part was very probleni-
atic, very difficulr, and 1 wasn't sure what [ should do. The whole Manikarnika episode
in the film had w end in a way that resulted in some understanding and that also created

some useful mystery. 1 worked a Jong time 1o get it to satisty these two requirements.

ik
wkidl A
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AC: Well, ’'m not sure. Here 1 find myself almost unequivocally on the other side, in
the sense that it could have gone on much longer. The fire somchow makes it look more
abstract. You werent reticent abour the earlier glimpses of corpses in the river and so

forth, which have a far more recognizable and candid aspect. lhis body is somewhat

screened by the fire.

RG: It has someching o do with the obviousness of what is happening. I mean, when
you set firc to something that’s combustible, it's going to burn up. That’s not only pretry
obvious, it is completely unambiguous. Bur you are right about the possibility of ab-
suraction, the fire screening the body, and so forth. A lot depends on how the shot is
made, what the camera does to the subject. I think | may not have been too resourceful
here. (Gardner and Ostér 2001, 106-7)

Interestingly, it is often Gardner rather than Ostdr who alludes to the need for fidelivy
w0 ethnographic detail, as when he includes in the film the healer, Mirthai Lal, blowing
three times on a conch shell, where many filmmakers would cur corners and show him
blowing it only once (Gardner and Ostor 2001, 50-51). The rhythms of actual life may
here come into conflict with the rhythms of the film, but for Gardner the choice of which
to observe is often a matcer of respecting the dignity of a person or the forms of human
invention, which may go deeper than we think. Later in the film a boat is being repaired,
and rituals are being done for its “rebirch.”

RG: When those hands are printed with yellow ochre on the pavement... T actually
show all five dimes it happens. 1t would have been very easy to begin the shot with the
third or fourth time ic’s done. Ie's a lictle like the three blowings of the conch at the be-
ginning of the film. J think that five is an auspicious number on an occasion like this,
s0, cthnographically speaking, there may be a reason for shooting and editing the scene
to include it all ... Nonfiction fitms, especially those made for commercial release, will
not usually give more consideration to the original shape of the behavior than to the
edirorial requirements of keeping the film moving. But my feeling on this is that if you
ignore the internal thythms of things, you stand to lose more than just authenticity.
(Gardner and Ostor 2001, 87-38)

It would be difficult to underestimate the imporrance of chance and circumstance in Gard-
ner’s thinking. Again and again, he refers to the filmmaker as the recipient rather than
the bestower of gifts. ‘The leitmotif of luck keeps surfacing, like the freshwarer Ganges
dolphin that makes an unexpected appearance—one so slight that Gardner did not see it
until viewing the rushes. We are made aware, if we did not know already, how dependent
the nonfiction filmmaker is on fuck and, as a corollary, how often critics mistake luck for
intention. And yer this is only half the story, for the filmmaker makes his own luck through
patience and observation and a talent for anticipation. “T would guess,” Gardner says, “that

one of the ways an argument might be made that chis kind of filmmaking has some art to

it is to develop the idea of there being a sensitivity to the way things unfold in actuality.
How much this is a talent and how much it is simply craft gained through long experience
in observing life is hard to answer” (Gardner and Ostor 2001, 36-37).

How then does luck becomes entangled in intention? Nonfiction filmmakers do not
simnply wait for actuality o happen w them, for, as Dl Vaughan (1999) bas e v,

il is about some

1, whereas raalivy Is noe” {21, i the evidence ol 4 ardner’s ub-
servations, it is a matter of seizing the gifts that extend and deepen one’s own vision and

vere was the moiment when Gardner was

of respecting the warld'’s enacimens of iself,

fliing the evening skyline and o monkey jumped into the [z, o che sool ol

callest building. “How can such gifes of acaliy be rejected?” he asks, To Gardner, “the

monkey afforded a wanderfully surrealisic comment on the whole urban pansnani.

it this warld were bemg wan hed ower by relarives of a lower order” (Gardner and Chatih
2001, 113).

One sometimes has the experience while making nonfiction films that cerrain motifs
recur uncannily in different combinations, as if they formed a thinly veiled nectwork of un-
derlying meanings—he sorts of meanings that in liction seem consciously devised. These
miay becore apparent immediaely oremerge ouly long after the film s fiished. Ag chese
times, the world seems metaphorically charged, as if there existed only a limited num-

ber of possible connections in human life. Are such experiences simply reflectons of the
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metaphors we live by and perhaps look for, or do they correspond to deeper resonances in
the structures of society? Clearly, for Gardner, these are the taproots of his art,

Much of the talk between Gardner and Ostdr is about the convergence of elements that
CGardner has chosen to focus on—water, wood, fire, boars, steps, marigolds, corpses, dogs,
kites (as toys), kites (as birds), and so on. What astonishes Gardner as “luck” but what
is objectively not really so astonishing is when some of these clements converge on their
own, perhaps reinforcing the intimation of an underlying order that has arcracted him ro
Hinduism in the first place. In a wholly constructed sequence, Gardner imagines a boy’s
kite pulling up the fire of the sun ar dawn. He keeps on filming kites as ambiguous sym-

wr

bols of childhood, flight, the spirit, the body, and so on. “There was also,” he says (with
an air of innocence), “some obscure feeling thar kites drifting off toward the far shore and
sometimes falling into the river had a larger meaning” {Gardner and Ostor 2001, 110). He
keeps on filming kites, trying ro film one falling into the water. One evening he is filming
a boar drifring out ro deposit a child’s body in the river, and there happens a kind of magi-

cal event:

Here, in the shot where the body is being dropped in the river, a kit falls in the back-
ground. So as the body is put in, the kite joins it. You know, the whole thing scems 1o
get said in one quite simple symbolic passage that is, at the same time, powerfully actual.
“Lhis was preat luck, and someday we should ask ourselves what proportion of nonfiction

film proceeds from luck. (110)

Hardly luck, one mighc suggest, but the other side of circumstance. For, as Gardner re-
marks at another point, “one of the few welcome accomplices of a nonfiction filmmaker is
accident ... | really think thar putting oneself in the position to encounter accident is very
much a part of succeeding in this genre” (60).

The conflict implicit in finding meaning in the randomness of life—when so much of
the film rests on such a process—seems to be tested when such fortuitous situations as the
kite scene fall, as it were, into Gardner’s lap. In that particular scene, the relationship of
clemencs is so subtle and the accidental quality of the events so evident that the problen: is
muted. Buc what if one filmed a body on a bamboo licter just as it passed by the bamboo
workers yard, as often happened? “No one would have believed it was really happening,”
says Gardner. Or, more to the point, “it would come off as something unquestionably
contrived” (Gardner and Ostér 2001, 58). There is a paradox, then, about asserting, at one
and the same time, consequence and seeming inconsequence. Here, Ostér goes to the heart
of the martter more directly than Gardner when he refers to what is left ouz of a film: “Itis
symptomatic of the power to make things happen or make them not happen, and that says
2 lot about the very artificial crafting of these so-called real or actuality films. What is it thar
makes the ‘realness’ of one scene more or less acceprable than some other scene?” (58). Lam
not entirely convinced of the profundity of Gardner's reply: “I think part of the problem is
that the very act of filming changes the state of realness in things.”

Later the issue recurns when, as the newborn boat is taken to the river, a body is taken to
be ceremonially immersed. But once artifice has made its appearance, it cannot be conve-
niently suspended. “Here is a good case of actuality ourdoing artifice,” says Gardner. “Nev-
ertheless, despite this sancrion of reality, the inference might be drawn thar the acualicy is
too contrived. | have not felt it was a mistake to use this comparison, only that it failed 10
be entirely convincing” (Gardner and Ostor 2001, 87).

There is repeated speculation in the conversation abour how many of the connections
and associations intended in the flm will come through to the audience. It is not a futile
question, but nearly so without the benefir of reception studies (and these can rarely get at
the subtleties involved). ‘Ihere are so many audiences; and each viewer will make a some-
whar different set of conscious and intuitive connections, some intended and some not.
One would really have to sound out many viewers at length o discover o consensus an
even one point. Filmmakers are understandably reluctant to cross-examine their audiences,
but there is also a certain vanity involved and a strong conviction as well. One makes the
film for its own sake—less as a message than as a testament ro what one has seen and whar
one cares about. Sometimes it is cnough to know that the connections are there in the body
of the work, available to those who may someday discover them.

Doubts about viewers responses are aired early in the discussion in connection with the
sounds of creaking oarlocks over several indistinct shots of boats in the mist. ‘This sound
will recur throughout the hlm, often evoking a boar that remains unseen. Gardner seems
uncharacteristically tentative at this stage: “I don’t cthink anybody just looking at this scene
in the early morning mist would know what is gliding by, but the sound of the oars tells
everyone water is involved ... 1 have a feeling that at some level it is working” (Gardner
and Ostér 2001, 19). Not long after this, there is a shot of the holy fire at Manikarnika
ghat. Ostor says he associates the fire with steps, which are to become an important the-
matic element in the film. “ associate the steps with the fire,” he says. “Well,)” Gardner
replies, “maybe you can, but maybe nobody else can.” What is curious here is that ncither
of them, here or elsewhere in the conversation, thinks in terms of a second or subsequent
viewing of the film. It is always as though the film will be seen once and only once. Is this
just hard realism, or is it a misapprehension among filmmakers? Or is it simply thac they
are impatient for the film to deliver everything of itself on the first viewing?

By the time the discussion is a liccde further udvanced, Gardner sounds more conhi-
dent. Perhaps it is because here the elements of the film are being assembled more blundy.
‘lhere are vultures wheeling overhead and a shot of an “unmistakable” corpse in the water.
“Spliced rogether they're making the usual A + B = C,” says Gardner, as though reciting a
bit of Eisensteinian algebra. There's also a barge full of wood being rowed upriver. "t is not
just for keeping people warm at night. [ would hope all this is fairly clear from the editing”
(Gardner and Ostor 2001, 48).

A little later, Gardner again sounds a despairing note. The stairs above the ghat are a re-

current image in the film, and we have now moved inside the Mukd Bhavan, a charity-run
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hospice for the dying, and are looking up a staircase. Gardner says that while he was shoot-

ing this, he was thinking of stairs in association with the transicions of life and deach. But is

there any point in all this?

RG: The question | would like answered is when or even whether, wich all the intenition-
ality in the world putting as much metaphorical spin on the images as | or anyone clse
can manage, the audience is ever going to know that they are being asked to look at the
stairs in this movie in a way they haven't thought to look at such things before. 1 think
they will be willing o admit w a certain bombardment of their senses, buc the question
remains whether and how much they are focusing on the idea of stairs having more than

just architectural significance. (Gardner and Osi61r 2001, 61-62)

The issue is never resolved in the conversation, but it is clarified at one point when Gardner
concedes that the filmmaker’s conscious linking of ideas and objects may never rise to the
level of cognition in the viewer, and perhaps this is just as well. "We are being very precise
about our associations. The average viewer won't be. He or she will just undergo, at best,
some strong but quite inarciculare feelings” (65). This is the minimalist view, from which
he can take some comfort, bue it is not, of course, entirely true, nor is it expected to be.
Even the “average” viewer (whoever that is) will understand some of the meraphors of this

film at a cognitive level (the corpse-bearing litter as ladder, perhaps, or the kite as spirit).

it explication e tecte |s not wlar any Alimker

[he muore imporiant leson bere i

5 after. Despite a great deal of effure organiding 2 film, much of its power as 4 source ul

understanding necessarily works ot the level of feelings and ambiguous possililities, 1 one
wants the viewers to live the flm, it is counterproductive 1o encourige tem constantly
to decode it. Moreover, in Gardner’s view, explanation can easily displace other modes of
understanding. Given an explanation, viewers “will no longer neal 1o pay quite the sume
kinel of atrention” (1147, The problem one sometimes encounters with inellecruady wha

are unable to “see” a film is that they are too busy trying to think what they are supposed

i et ing aboue ic, The consequence, of course, is thar they ane then likely 1o conclide

" i . : i
that the film has “no” meaning or is “incomprehensible,” as some criries did in this cae

In what Gardner regards as a highly pregnant sequence, a boy is seen trying to {aunch
his kite in the air rising trom the cremation ground, with a scale for weighing wood in
the fareground. This is followed by a shor of an importnt Hindu shrine, with sparruws
pecking at the otferings. Gandner vhserves, *1 dou't know whether the audience sees thiese
connections. | would be consent if they merely registered rhe facts: fires, seales, buoys, kives,
thermals. I'm confident they would then, at some level of their imagination, work out their
meaning” (Gardner and Ostor 2001, 83).

Gardner’s obsession with metaphor becomes unsettling only when it seems to atflict
him with the sort of interpretive tunnel vision that he would find excessive in others. He
confesses to not knowing why he felt compelled to include shots of sand being loaded on

the “far shore” and then unloaded in Benares. He seems to feel obliged to explain chis as his

dreariness of human labar or to dme itsclf (rand running thaeugh

response to the “unelike

the v inclinad b

an houarglass). B "._r._.;__ﬁ... @ LT ATy _...”_. chotee. Ceardner seeims ity

tuien everything i the world meraphorically 1o lis purpose, even the need ol Tanan bemgs

v miake 3 Jiving or o dig sand for the cement w build thesr civy. It is a detachiment thas sies

uneasily with his more intimate moments of sypmpathy for human beings and their b

stalix

This sympiathy expreses wselfina s dhae some nay fnd boardd tu fuslbuw i

for coolness. Mast nonbomon Almimalers have tew _”__.__v.m..____._.__w.__u abwat ok g lilnis abwiie

s, B dur

uthier people—indeed, it is in filming them thar they find an endless Fas

Caardner, th

i presuripruous in the extreme, " The very ides of inding o way t pepiisluce
some reality that can be called another person s, on its face, a wotal absurdity” (Gardner
and Ostor 2001, 99). His poruayals of individuals are therefore circumspect and, above all,

respectiul of whin fames Agee once called “the immeasurable werghe in acrual cxsience”™ of

un with Ohsvior, Gardne

an being {Agee and Evang 1964, 12), Linhig comvers
kieeps citcling sround the problem of human dignicy, never gquite lerserwinng huow 1o find it

center, except perhaps by indirecraon. Alihough thene sre thiee main “characters” in thwe

film——the healer, the priest, and the Dom Raja

cach maintains a mystery and autonomy
thar the film seems reluctant to break in on.

Gardner males it clear that none of these persons is being developed “as 4 character in the
familiar, narrative sense” (Gardner and Ostor 2001, 49). The one to whom he seems closest

in an oddly companionable way is the old healer Mithai Lal, perhaps the most mysterious
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of the three. There is no clearly discernible core to this character, perhaps because so much

of his stock in trade is mystification. And to Gardner, there are no obvious rules for re-
specting someone’s dignity: one must assess each instance separately. Sometimes the result
is counterintuitive. In the midst of a ritual, Mithai Lal gives a great belch. “1 didn’t really
hesitate to include that when editing. Why hasn't it diminished his dignity? Could it have
anything to do with the way it was shot? ‘The way it was graphically delivered? That chere
is a context already provided within which to deal with this event?” (51). All the above, no
doubr, but also because there has been no artempr to recruit Mithai Lal to a moral position
within the classical structures of character narration. Within such a universe, there can be
1o real embarrassment. Perhaps that is the difference between filmmaking that strives to
preserve good manners and Gardner’s relative indifference to them. As he says at another
poin, it is amazing that fiction films that strain to achieve realism “never show anything as
ordinary or as innocent as someone taking a pee” (41).

Fundamental to Gardner as a filmmaker is his desire to forge a closer relation with the
physical world through the camera’s almost prehensile vision. One is reminded of Barthes’s
notion of the punctum in photographs and his attention to the erotics of language. It could
as easily be Gardner as Vertov, saying, “1 am the ‘cine-cye, the mechanical eye; [ am the
machine that will show you the world as only the machine can see it. Henceforth 1 shall

be liberated from human immobilicy” (cited in Rouch 1995, 82). For Gardner’s camera is
everywhere, climbing stairs, sweeping along laneways, stopping to glance ata child’s bro-
ken kite on the ground, at a marigold, orata pile of refuse. There is a sense of urgency
Gardner’s filming, in both its movement and its moments of stillness, as it too livde dme
remained to see the world with a clear eye. ‘This way of sceing is strongly sensory, made
all the more immediate by Gardner’s refusal to allow us to sce ic through the screens of
information or narrative. ‘The subjectivity involved is explicitly his own, but it comes to us
with a stardling inimeacy,

I ardmer and Owear's discusston, the vrotics and haptics of flming wenad 1o et covered
over by the talk of meanings and connections. Qccasionally, however, the conversation
alludes ro the more visceral aspects of bodily experience, including bodily functions. Gard-
ner remembers the morning when he had to avoid stepping in piles of human excrement
on the steps above the river and of finally resolving his feelings af aversion by including

this i che filtm. Abour this, he remains a licde bronic, referming ro mater "of suspiciousty

human origin” as iF less comtorable with wming than secing, This diffidece surtuces i

evenly throughour the discussion and thie film. There are shows of o man defecasing on the

steps and another relieving himsell in the gutier, both passad over fairly cusually as
of “innocence” and indifference.

About shots of human corpses, Gardner and Ostér are forthright, and perhaps naturally
so since this was bound to be an issue among viewers. [ have already noted their discussion
of the cremation sequence: Although explicic shoes of corpses e rare in the film, Cindae

cely to be reveived. OF u)

and Osear discuss how they ane shot guite early in che film—of

a water-whitened body being chewed by a dog—Gardner says he is "a litle astonished
when people don't know what it . They are moare alfhand ubout another seguence, pur-
hiaps from having discussed it before—a bady in thie wister, anws up, preveded by a shot of
circling vultures. They choose not to point out the implications of this, that vultures begin
consuming a body through its orifices.

Although the possibiliny of disgust (ar violence to bodies and cecretion) is given suiie

arrention, the possibility of visual pleasure {s rreated more renatively. Much of Caaridier’s

vislvement

HIlEDesr in —.__p\._.__nur.__._.__rrr__ _l“f.i...._..".e. <= in __.v. —.“__.._&._rlq__hl_h n-_q _lln.__—.l._rﬂ._mnf_mf ____f._ _l_LHH.—-—._f
ity the world, bur this is more difficult o tlk abour than its ligrary aspecs, He obviousdy
waloes __.__..._..-._L._._.. i certaln sensary r.__._._.__.__m_..w inrrinsic 1o the hlin—its sorunsds, is poments
of reanguility, the form and details of certin rituals. At one poine, he speaks af the com

paratively rare moments (ten, he etimates, during the whole dme in Benares) when he
sces something unfolding chrough the viewfinder with 4 kind of wonder—as, tur example.
when the Dom Ruju is waking fram his slecp. On those tesisions "powre at the height of

vour power, at the hetehe of your costasy as a Blmmaker.” he says. Gardner is mare reticen
k, 4 ] J 3

abuout orher ermpathies, such as the sensuality—perhaps in sheer reli f from the dissolurion

of human bodies—of the healthy boatman rowing the wood barge upstrean, This iwelves

several extended sequences, but they are mentioned only bricfly.
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Forest of Bliss contains shots of a rather more formal pictorial composition, such as a

huge rising sun and boats with sails at dawn and dusk, filmed with telephoto lenses from
the “far shore.” For me, these represent the only aesthetic slippages in the ilm—QGardner’s
occasional weakness for the conventionally beautiful image in place of the distinctive
character of the rest of his filming. When speaking of these rather dreamy images, he has
a tendency to invoke classical and literary parallels whence one reaches the final image
of a rowboat in the mist, grainy like a poindillist painting, suggesting the crossing of the
river Styx.

In contrast o his silence on some of these matters, Gardner regularly takes up ques-
tions of structure and rhetoric. He notes the arrival of the film at various crucial juncrures:
the end of the introductory section of 11 shots; the end of the “initial phase” of the film,
with the return of Mithai Lal w his house; the point “two-thirds of the way into the film”
when the wood barge docks; and so on. The idea of scructuring the film around a single
fictive day is raised early in the discussion as central to the film’s conception. ‘lhereafter,
three forward structures are interwoven—the progress of the day from dawn to dawn, the
movement of bodies from the inner pares of the ciry to the river, and the gradual conver-
gence of symbolic objects. Gardner notes the way in which mortifs that are “planted” at an
carlier stage, such as the sound and sight of wood being cut and delivered or the making

of the bamboo “ladders” and how these gradually reveal their fuller significance, resulting

in a sense of unfolding. One is reminded here of Flaherty’s technique of presenting a series

of details that gradually resolve themselves into a whole—with a sense, for the audience,
of discovery.
At one point, Gardner and Ostor discuss the general convergence over the endre length
of the film of its chosen objects. Gardner has spoken carlier of the dithculty of approach-
5

ing “complexity as complexiry” since this almost invariably requires some sort of verbal

exegesis (Gardner and Ostor 2001, 45). e is also a potentially bewildering method for a

«

grand confusion” (85). In-

-

filmmaker, who may end up simply filming unenlightening

stead, he has chosen to start with the detailed observation of “ordinary realities”™ —dogs,

wood, kites, marigolds, and so on—trusting that cheir interrelationships can be gradually

developed. And so we come to the sequence in which woodworkers are busy splitting

pieces of wood and weighing them on a scale. The sequence brings together the stairs, the

wood, the scales, the dogs, the boats, and the river. Here, as Ostor observes, these elements

« »

incredibly charged.” Gardner points to the two kinds of “layering” that can occur

become
at such moments. In addition to the convergence of elements, forming a complex in which

«

they are interrelated, each element can be layered “as o the significance or meaning of its

w

content” (73). In other words, there can be an “optical” layering where we see the clements
connected and a symbolic layering in which each element takes on multiple meanings from

its associations in different contexts. We get an insight here into Gardner’s strategy for
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creating a narrative of ideas and associations. ‘The film gains much of its torward motion
from a gathering comprehension of its larger structure.

‘Ilhe dynamics of this narrative also involve a gradual increase in the pace, scope, and di-
rectionality of the film as more and more bodies are brought troward the river: a “stream of
death going down toward Manikarnika” (Gardner and Ostor 2001, 91). At Manikarnika,
the burning ghar, the film reaches its dramatic climax, after which Gardner acknowledges
he faced a difficule transicion. ™
powerful place” (108). One of the rherorical features of the film is its shifts of mood

»

The editing problem was to find a way to get out of this
from intensity to relaxation and from “metaphorically loaded” to “realist” or observational
modes of expression. These changes seem to propel the film forward, as though releasing
andl staring up encrgy, then springing forward in & new way, Qsiiir comments that it is sur-
prising to him that the film can encompass several radically different filmmaking styles. “kc
shows up the futility of legislating for film—saying wha it should or has to do—because
here an allegorical, cven abstract, sequence is followed by real time without any conflict,
the film form accommodating both” (34). Gardner confesses that it is hard for him to put
himself in other people’s heads but tha, like any filmmaker, he tries to attune himself to

had 1o work pretty hard,” he

“

a hypothetical viewer's sensibilidies. After the audience has
tries to give them a respite, a chance to find their teer and reorient themselves. His remarks

on placing the first marigold sequence give a sense of this method and also of the tension

berween the film’s rhetorical and developmental requirements.

Of course, the placement of this marigold passage here, after the Mithai Lal sequence, is
to some extent arbitrary. [ actually chink it was done pardy for the sake of the light in thar
I was trying to sustain the notion of a day passing; but Lalso put it here because 1 wanted
another quict passage betore gerting swept away by the din and clatter of Benares. (47)

"There is the suggestion here of an analogy berween musical and filmic construction,
although music is ever explicitly mentioned as a model. However, Forest of Bliss would have
to be one of the most musically constructed filins of the 1980s, with its movements, recur-
ring mionifs, and fuguelike overlapping of actions, Gandner refers w prefudes and thythms
that

and rempo end melody, Discussing the last shot before nighebull, he seys, "L did 1

»

there should be a pause before the film went into its final sequences (113), much as a com-

poscr might speak of a pause before the final return of the main theme. Passibly even more
msical in feeling is the one insance ol slow-motion cingmatography—girs ssen playing
hopscotch—a characteristic Gardner touch.

Even if not in formal terms, the film could be judged musical for its uses of ambient

music, ritualized speech and chanting, bells, and natural sounds. ‘The sound of creaking
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oatlocks is heard long before oars are actually scen, and this is the most important sound
in the film, to which it keeps returning. Gardner notes that after a day of filming tree fell-
ing in the forest, all he wanted to use was the sound of it (Gardner and Ostor 2001, 25).
At four puins at least, mention is made of the “enhancement” during ediring of existing
sounds, which Gardner regards as a way of correcting for the inadequacies of location
recording. Mithai Lal’s grunting as he goes up and down the steps refers not only to the

effort and discomfort of an old man but also to the steps themselves, which will become

prominent in the film. Later, the sound of o donkey’s dead body being dnzgged Jdown
the steps is also enhanced, and entirely new sound is created for the tapping of a blind
man’s staff (68). Gardner often uses sound to evoke images that would be less expressive
if actually scen or to create the sense of a larger world offscreen. Here, as always, he is as
much concerned with the viewer's imaginative contribution to the film as with whar the
film itself can show.

In following the contours of the filin, Gardner and Ostor’s discussion also reveals the
contours of a particular set of assumptions abour it. As it mediates between these and our
OWIN responses 1o the film, it constandy invites our _ﬁ.c._:&n,.m and interventions. 1t thus
functions differently from most available writing on ethnographic film. e aflows us 1o wit-
ness how memory and conversation bring to the surface ideas and intuitions crucial o a
flm's construction. In their conversation, Gardner and Ostor seem to rediscover the film
and, as they ralk, come to understand it more deeply. In listening in on them, it may come
s a revelation to some that films about social and cultural insttutions can rake paths so
different from those of social and political science and depart so radically from the struc-

tures of expository prose.

NOTE
I An earlier draft of this chapter was published as “Gifts of Circumstance” in Visual Anthropology
Review 17 (1, 2001): 68-85. Reprinted here with permission of the American Anthropological

Association © 2007 Amcrican Anthropological Association.
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