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The tension created between these two
approaches is known as the “Lumière/
Méliès Dichotomy”. The lines between the
two are often blurred today as filmakers
create “fantasies” so convincing as to be
reality; or they document “realities” which
are so bizarre that we would prefer them
to be fantasies. 

ment the marvels
of the world with
their film camera. 

It’s hard for us to believe--as our eyes
have long been trained--but when the
Lumières first projected the image of a
train arriving at a station, it is said that
the audience leapt from their seats and
fled the building in fear. For the Lumière
brothers the goal was to present snap-
shots of daily life--“realities”--which
included films of workers leaving a facto-
ry, a couple and their baby eating, a gar-
dener watering his flowers. 

We’ve seen a number of direc-
tors revisiting their past work
and providing us with updated
“directors cuts.” In The Five
Obstructionsdirector Lars von
Trier challenges his mentor,
Jørgen Leth, to recreate his
cinematic masterpiece The
Perfect Human(1967) five
different ways. He provides very
precise instruction as to how
each version is to be done.
Reluctantly Leth gives in. The
results are interesting to see,
but ultimately it is the rela-
tionship between these two
notable directors that capti-
vates the viewer.

DVD: The Five Obstructions
(De fem benspænd)(Koch
Lorber Films, 2003)
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The power behind Chris Marker’s La Jeteeis that it is a  told
almost entirely through narration and still photography. It
is not a “movie” in that there is no motion in the film. So a
book of all the film stills is a perefect way to study this mas-
terpiece which inspired Terry Gilliam’s 12 Monkeys. The
film was recently re-released on DVD by Criterion.

Book:  La Jetee-cine roman (MITPress, 1992)
DVD:   La Jetee/Sans Soleil(Criterion Collection, 2007)
DVD:  12 Monkeys(Universal Studios, 2005)

Stan Brakhage(1933-2003)
used film as a means to share
his vision--notof man’s fallen
condition--but of man’s
curiosity for creation. His films
are notnarratives, so viewers
must learn how to watch these
shared visions. Brakhage
films are symphonies for the
eyes--full of rich colors and
textures. He exploits the medi-
um in order to make it speak
as no other filmmaker has ever
done. Stan was fond of using
organic particles and painting
directly onto the negative. His
most powerful and spiritual
meditations are three films on
marriage, birth and death.

DVD: By Brakhage - An
Anthology (Criterion
Collection, 2001).

Lumière v . Méliès: Cinematic Dic hotom y
Cinema is about sharing not only what we see, but how we see

it. For some directors of cinema the goal is re-presentation or doc-
umentation of reality presented before them; for others, reality is

re-cast in light and shadow as a cinematic
parable or fantasy. The “reality” and the
“f antasy” each embue their own unique
conveyence of truth. Can there be true
“truth” in cinema? That quest dates back
to the inception of the film medium.  

In the late 1800s, French film pioneers
Auguste and Louis Lumière set out to docu-

And then there was Méliès (1861-1938),
the magician, casting child-like visions and
fantastical journeys (inspired by Jules Verne)
onto the screen. Méliès worked almost
entirely in the studio. He was the first in the
history of the film medium to contrive elabo-
rate special effects and use  elborate sets
that were supposed to simulate the surface
of the moon or North Pole (complete with
giant snow monster).

“In art we are once again able to do all the things we have forgotten...
walk on water...speak to angels...move unfettered among the stars.”

--Madeline L’Engle, Walking on Water

Lumière
l Focus = Actual 
l Shot on location
l Document events
l Camera role =  

witness real event
l Truth = Surface

Méliès
l Focus = Fantastical
l Shot in studio
l Tell magical stories
l Camera role = make

fantasy believable
l Truth = Embedded

The mark of a talented director lies in his ability to transport
us into his world--if only to gaze through his lens for a brief
moment in time. Our task is to recognize the tension between the
director’s lens (world view) and our own; and reconcile the two.


