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This is a very special kind of book, appropriately enough for a book which has a very special approach to screen media.  Those two elements are related: the richness of the understanding of screen media finds its expression in a richly understood form of the book, one which takes us back to very early forms of the book.  Before printing, books were often compilations, libraries between bound covers: sometimes random, sometimes systematic, thematic gatherings of writings on particular subjects.  They were resources for learning and understanding, books made and of making rather than passively read, fixed tomes.

The spirit of that history of the book is invoked in the structure and form of this book, as Ross Gibson notes in his “Foreword:”

It’s not a book designed to instruct you didactically in the old way; rather it helps you speculate about the possibilities for powerful and persuasive compositions in sound and image.  It’s a book with education and impact in mind, a book designed to facilitate your own discovery of principles for effective audiovisual cognition and communication.  Attuned to the way electronic systems are now letting us think and feel, it’s a book [that] grants you access to the underlying principles of the media arts.  (Ross Gibson, “Foreword,” Screen Media Arts: An Introduction to Concepts and Practices, p. ix.)

It’s a book which encourages its readers to read with two hands, with a lot of space around them to pile up the other books with which it speaks; with a computer available to look up references, and to make use of the accompanying dvd; and access to a film library.  Reading this book will not be a solitary, static, or silent experience. 

Two histories, then: the history of the book, and the history of screen media.  The book of history: the screen of history.

Structure

The book is structured in four parts:

Part 1 — Key Concepts in Screen Media Arts


Photograph and image: Interpretation and Representation


Narrative Forms and Screen Media Arts


Contemporary Genres


Audiences and interactivity

Part 2 — Stages and Techniques in Screen Production


Preproduction


Legal Issues in Media Production


The Production Process and Directing


Editing


Distribution

Part 3 — Histories and Techniques of Screen Media Arts

· The International Cinema Screen

· The Experimental Screen

· The Documentary Screen

· The Animated Screen

· The Community Screen

In introducing this part of the book, the authors make a key claim:

One of the key and most fundamental questions in communication and media studies is that of the nature of mediation.  We live in a world (a reality, so to speak) that is mediated by its symbols, signs and language.  … media (systems of mediation) are able to exert a great deal of influence and control over the way history and culture are presented on screen.  They also construct meaningful ways through which to talk about — or show — matters relating to history, class, ethnicity and gender.  (Cohen, Salazar, Barkat, Screen Media Arts, pp. 217–218.)

It’s a key claim because it provides the rationale for the overall approach to this book and its subject.

Part 4 — The Future Screen


Interfacing Digital Media Arts


New Media/Social Media


Aspects of the Present and Future in Screen Media

The DVD resources run alongside each of these four parts, constituting an integral fifth part of the book.

This book presents a vision of screen media, where past, present and future practices enjoy a continuity, rather than be subjected to a facile segmentation on chronological grounds.  The now and the new are placed in the context of what has been done or thought before, and can be understood as extending or reprising past practices and concerns.

In so doing, it invokes a number of projects of understanding screen media arts as providing for distinctive modes of thinking and engaging with the world, its diversity, and its history, such as those of Jean-Luc Godard and Gilles Deleuze.

Deleuze’s account of cinema as a practice of concepts takes up Henri Bergson’s transformation of "philosophy [which occurs] by posing the question of the ‘new’ instead of that of eternity (how are the production and appearance of something new possible?)" (Cinema 1: The Movement-Image (London: Athlone, 1986), p. 3).  That is, Deleuze looks at cinema from the point of view of someone trying to understand how new cinematic thoughts and practices are developed.  As he puts it in Cinema 1:

This study is not a history of the cinema.  It is a taxonomy, an attempt at the classification of images and signs (Preface to French edition, p. xiv).

Likewise, this book attempts to be a guide to the practice and production of images and signs.  As Deleuze goes on:

The great directors of the cinema may be compared, in our view, not merely with painters, architects and musicians, but also with thinkers.  They think with movement-images and time-images instead of concepts.  (Preface to French edition, p. xiv.)

Similarly, for Screen Media Arts: it’s about how to think with screen media.

To get another angle on Deleuze's project of a taxonomy of cinematic images and signs, let's think for a moment about the way any system of meaning operates through a structure in which each element carries its own ideas.  Think of language: what sorts of ideas to the different parts of speech convey?  Nouns: ideas of identity, permanence.  Verbs: process, transformation, action.  Adjectives: qualities of things.  Adverbs: qualities of actions.  Conjunctions: this plus that.  Syntax: this, then this, then that.  We don't think of these aspects of language as carrying ideas or forms of concepts until we start to learn another language and find that structures of meaning that we might take for granted don't translate.  Deleuze's taxonomy of cinematic signs is concerned with the way that the most basic cinematic elements express ideas about the world, or ideas in themselves (about time, space, movement, etc.).

What Hart, Juan, and Iqbal have done with this book is provide a comparable attention to screen media arts as a broad body of conceptual practice, which they do by providing a conceptual grounding for screen media arts, together with a guide to practice, an account of a variety of exemplary screen media art texts, and a consideration of digital futures for these practices.

If Deleuze clearly states that his account of cinema is not a history, Godard’s approach to cinema is to understand it as history, as Kaja Silverman has explained:

The big history, [Godard] maintains, does not remain external to cinema; it is, rather, cinema itself, or at least what cinema could be if it were to confront the "nothing" that it now is.  "To me," he says, "big history is the history of cinema."  The rest of Histoire(s) du cinéma comes as a clarification of this astonishing claim.  From it we learn that cinema is not just the primary place of historical representation, but also the primary place where history happens. (Kaja Silverman, "The Dream of the Nineteenth Century," Camera Obscura, Volume 17.3, 2002: 2.)

This thesis develops a politics, one with which this book appears to be aligned.

One of [Godard’s] primary projects in Histoire(s) du cinéma is to critique the world domination that the United States has effected through film and television — its extinction of one form of alternative cinema after another. (Silverman, "The Dream of the Nineteenth Century," p. 11.)

Histoire(s) du cinema provides Godard’s critique of that domination and elimination of alternative forms and practices of screen media arts in both its argument and its form.  As a screen media text combining cinema, literature, music, painting, and photography, it enacts an audiovisual anticipation of the diversity of screen media arts which have become easier to produce with the resources of contemporary digital media applications.

It’s ethical point is also, to cite a line from Le Mépris which is quoted in the Introduction to Part Three of this book, drawn from the argument that:
Le cinéma substitue à notre regard un monde qui s’accorde á nos desirs.

 “Film gives us not the world as it is but the world as we desire it to be.”  Fritz Lang, Le Mépris.

Screen Media Arts provides its readers with the opportunity of creating a screen world more in accord with their disparate desires, rather than having their desires made for them.

All in all, it’s a rather dangerous book, if I can adopt a university management perspective, because any student who engages seriously with the riches of this book might decide that they don’t need to go to class, so much as spend time in the library, and a media lab.  You might be doing yourselves out of a job, in doing your job so well.

To return to my comment about this book’s form, it is indeed a book dedicated to realizaton of Alexandre Astruc’s notion of the caméra stylo, as Ross Gibson notes.  That mid-twentieth century anticipation of a screen media art that could render thought as effortlessly as writing, but in ways writing cannot is enacted through this book’s combination of a range of media and texts.  In this, it is a work of great integrity, and aesthetic seriousness: ethical, and profound.

Peter J. Hutchings, November 29, 2008.

