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ADEQUATE IMAGERY
PROGRAMMES FOR LIVING:
AMOS VOGEL AND CINEMA 16
By PaulCronin

“As a race we have become
aware of certain dangers
that surround us. We
comprehend, for example,
that nuclear power is a real
danger for mankind,
that over-crowding of the
planet is the greatest of all.
We have understood that
the destruction of the
environment is another
enormous danger.
But I truly believe that the
lack of adequate imagery
is a danger of the same
magnitude”.

Thus spake German director Werner Herzog in a
recent interview. Although he has always been an arch
autodidact, I do wonder how much of an influence his
conversations with friend and mentor Amos Vogel have
had on him over the years. Born in Austria in 1922,
Vogel has lived in New York since 1938 and is one of
America’s most innovative film curators and historians.
In 1947 he created Cinema 16, a pioneering film club
aimed at audiences thirsty for work ‘that cannot be seen
elsewhere’ and in 1967 established the New York Film
Festival where, the following year, he screened Herzog’s
first feature Signs of Life. Vogel later published the
culmination of his thoughts (along with an extraordinary
collection of stills) in Film as a Subversive Art, a book

that drives home the notion Herzog states so eloquently
above: that most of the images around us are worn-out,
suffused with commercialism, pernicious in their banality.

“In the 1940s, it was very difficult, even in New York,
to see the kind of cinema I wanted to see”, says Vogel. “I
knew there were lots of films that were far more
interesting than the Hollywood product most people
were seeing. At the time there were lots of artists
working on small, personal projects but there was no
showcase for experimental and documentary films,
short fiction, and abstract animation”. After seeing avant-
garde filmmaker Maya Deren introduce her own films at
a small Greenwich Village theatre, Vogel decided to hire
the venue himself and started screening 16mm shorts
under the banner of Cinema 16, a membership-only film
society “for the adult moviegoer”.

Vogel soon became one of the most important
figures in what today would be considered
‘independent’ film. Within two years he was exhibiting
an extraordinarily eclectic range of work to over 3,000
people a week. A single programme might contain films
such as Deren’s masterwork Meshes of the Afternoon,
The Garden Spider, a short featuring close-ups of a
spider at work, New Faces Come Back, a documentary
about the plastic surgery performed on “horribly maimed
RAF fliers”, Living in a Reversed World, a German
science film that documents a singularly bizarre
experiment, Weegee’s New York, the only film made by
the legendary New York photographer (and the only film
that Vogel himself edited), The Eternal Jew, a piece of
virulent Nazi propaganda and Fiddle-De-Dee, an
animation by Norman McLaren.

As Jonas Mekas, the other grand old man of New
York underground cinema and founder of America’s
most important showcase for experimental film,
Anthology Film Archives, tells historian Scott
Macdonald for his book about Cinema 16, “for some
time, it was the only place you could see the American
avant-garde. Of course, it affected my whole life. I
consider it one of my universities”.

Once people knew that Cinema 16 was a place
where their films might be screened, Vogel was flooded
with prints from around the country. Every year he spent
months working through the hundreds of reels
filmmakers sent to his New York office. Vogel’s natural
curiosity soon took him around the world, to archives
and film festivals, in search of interesting new fiction and
non-fiction shorts.

Due to his wide reading habits, Vogel was able to
seek out films that few even knew existed. “I heard that
there was interesting work being done at Lodz film
school in Poland”, he recalls. “They sent some of the
films over and I ended up screening one, Two Men and a
Wardrobe, by a young man named Roman Polanski. It
was the first time any of his work was screened in
America, several years before he made his first feature”.

Vogel, who never saw a distinction between
experimentation in mainstream cinema and any other
realm of filmmaking, was soon finding space on Cinema
16’s busy schedule for classics from Hollywood and
elsewhere. As respectful of Chaplin, Eisenstein and
Kurosawa as he was of Anger, Brakhage and
Broughton, the titles seen at America’s largest private-
member film club during its 16-year existence include
The Magnificent Ambersons, Rashomon, La Belle et la
Bête, the first ever screenings of Cassavettes’ Shadows
and, perhaps a little surprisingly, Hitchcock’s 1956
version of The Man Who Knew Too Much (followed by a
Q&A with the director himself). Vogel also established
the first distribution company in America specialising in
the kinds of films that made Cinema 16 so unique.

What made Vogel’s venture especially exciting was
his success in bringing the European film society
tradition to the United States. As Scott Macdonald
explains, “the most remarkable thing Amos did was to
assume that the idea of showing films is to build
audiences.

A film society isn’t directed just to a small coterie
group which already likes the kinds of films you’re
showing. What the curator should be doing is trying to
show the public that there are other worlds of cinema
out there, equally as provocative and interesting as the
commercial product they go to see. Cinema 16 was
Vogel’s attempt to create a true community where
people would come together to talk about political
issues, to become better citizens. The film society was,
for Vogel, an aid to good citizenship in a democracy”.

For the past sixty years, Vogel has been in search of
what Herzog would call ‘adequate imagery’. Through his
writings and teachings, he has educated several
generations of filmgoers about the ‘other’ cinema that
exists, the one that doesn’t appear at the local multiplex
or video store. In this respect, Vogel’s contribution to our
understanding of experimental, deviant and thought-
provoking cinematic art is incalculable. v
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and neared the sun.

Ken Jacobs

Stan’s middle-C was ebullience. He
could be brought down by
circumstances - there seemed
always to be money and sickness
problems, and physical pain to bear
- but only so far. I listened yesterday
to a message-machine recording
from early 2002. He so doesn’t
want to speak to a machine. Why
aren’t we home? He’s waiting to
hear about this and that, the New
York report. It’s been an impossible
day. Teaching so many students. He
has a stomach infection, a foot
infection: “Can a hangnail do all
this?” Yet he ends up belting out
Over the Rainbow word for word in
its entirety.

Pip Chodorov

One day at the Rotterdam Film
Festival, January 2002, I
commiserated with Stan that his
films had been projected out of
focus - he was sitting in the front
row and it must have been torture,
and I was furious at the
projectionist. “Oh, that’s OK,” he
dismissed, “I’ve been seeing out of
focus my whole life!”

P. Adams Sitney

The night he died, Jonas Mekas
telephoned me: “It feels like an era
has ended.” Mekas is always so
reticent about the deaths of our
friends. I had never heard him say
anything like that in the fifty years
I’ve known him. Nathaniel Dorsky
called too: he couldn’t bring himself
to shoot film the next day, knowing
that Brakhage could no longer film.
Even though we knew this death
was imminent, the shock comes in
realising that the outpouring of films
has ceased. For five decades we
could always count on new
Brakhage films, in the bleakest
years, to affirm the continuity of the
art. Nothing could stop him but
death. (Originally published in
French in Cahiers du Cinema 578)
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understood. In the act of viewing,
and making, an image has profound
implications.

But he had another side. While
the muse was of great importance
to him, he could also joke about her.
At his three screenings at New
York’s Millennium Film Workshop in
1997, all the head and tail leaders
were projected — including the
woman’s face that labs use to test
print quality. The filmmaker Ken
Jacobs asked why, considering the
extreme care Brakhage had taken
with editing over the years, he was
including all this. Brakhage, whose
lifelong film lab was Western Cine
(now Cinema Lab Inc.), first
appeared bewildered and then
feigned surprise, saying, “oh, you
mean the muse! That’s the Western
Cine muse. They have had many
such muses over the years and I
love them all.”

I’d like to think that this wasn’t
only self-parody: that Brakhage was
open to the possibility that the muse
could be found in the lab lady too.

Courtney Hoskins

My fondest memory of Stan
Brakhage will remain forever in my
mind: an audience member brought
his young son to one of Stan’s free
admission Sunday evening salons.
The child kept commenting on the
silent films as we watched them.
The father calmly asked the child to
keep his voice down. When the
lights came up between films, Stan
told the father that there was no
need to hush the child, that he finds
it valuable to hear an honest,
unadulterated response to the films.
At the discussion that followed the
films, the child announced that he
had a question. When Stan agreed
to answer, the child stood up and
approached Stan until the two were
face-to-face. “What was the movie
about?” the child asked,
unabashedly. Smiling, Stan asked
him if he had ever seen colours
when he closed his eyes and
rubbed them or brilliant lights even
though he was in the dark. The child
smiled and nodded in response.
“That’s what the movie was about,”
Stan happily pronounced. He then
pointed at an object in the child’s
hands and asked, “And what is your
book about?” And to the mild
disgruntlement of a few of the die-
hards fans with burning questions
about Brakhage’s latest premiere,
the two new friends discussed
Icarus, whose father lamented his
own art - the wax wings that melted
as they approached the heavens

evening, right before bedtime, that
you would meet them at the rivers of
the world in their dreams; tonight on
the Yangtze, tomorrow on the
Thames, yesterday the Liffey…

And so, my friend, I finally
understand why you were so taken
with the idea of ‘closed-eye’ vision
during most of your lifetime.

Because, now, when we close
our eyes, there, amidst the sparks
and firings, the glints of the jewelled
ineffable,

there you are,
just across the river,
along the glistening snail’s trail in
our moonlight,
always,
awash with light,
in the brilliant domain of aura,
forever shining,
luminous,
with love…

MEMORIES
Fred Camper

I was teaching a class called Basic
Filmmaking at the School of the Art
Institute of Chicago when Stan
Brakhage, at the school for his bi-
weekly lectures, decided to sit in. I
was showing reels of old Hollywood
films and TV commercials for an
editing assignment; the students
were to choose what they wanted
and make little films out of it. There
was a fair amount of mirth, as the
students chuckled at the
absurdities seen and at the uses
they might put them to.

Increasingly troubled, Brakhage
got up and made a little speech to
the effect that this footage shouldn’t
be taken too lightly, because it had a
deeply serious and troubling import.
Not long after, when I saw how he
orchestrated footage from both a
cartoon and an instructional film to
depict a skein of deadly societal
traps in Murder Psalm (1981), I
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