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Postmodern Hi-fi vs. Post-Cool Lo-fi:
An Epistemological War

Laurent Jullier

For every narrative cinema challenge there are at least two solutions: one involv-
ing costly techniques, and one involving only a single camera. If a contemporary
director reads in a synopsis “then our main character is fighting in Austerlitz,
among troops of 200,000 men,” she or he can hire armies of 3D compositors
and match move artists to design the battle, or find a narrative or visual idea to
avoid the screening of the whole battlefield. Let us imagine an ideal situation and
take for granted that the choice is not a matter of money but a matter of art, and
call the first solution “hi-fi” and the second one “lo-fi.” One already knows “fi”
stands for fidelity, but which kind of fidelity? A cartographic fidelity, i.e., a bird-
view of the event. Scores of digital designers will authorize large establishing
shots of the battlefield, as if we are birds flying over the madness going on below
— see the STAR WARS or the LORD OF THE RINGS film series. The hi-fi choice
then means an exocentric type of encoding environment data. It allows a kind of
disembodied experience in order to embrace the wholeness of a scene. All details
must be calculated, since the hi-fi choice has to “impartially” show the world “as
it is,” not as it is seen.” High resolution domestic displays, 48 FPS shooting and
3D glasses, among other technological inventions, run for the same team. On the
other hand, the lo-fi choice will probably mean an egocentric type of encoding
environment data,> where we will be thrown at the heart of the battle, briefly
seeing three or four other fighters. Smoke, blasts and run-and-gun style? will
forbid any clear gaze on what happens, while fast cutting and numerous close-
up shots will provide disconnected samples of the event.

Now we have our two competitors: on the left, hi-fi exocentric computer-gen-
erated imagery; on the right, lo-fi egocentric hand-held cameras, both having the
same purpose: describing a scene with the most possible accuracy. As suggested
by the title of this chapter, this is an epistemological war which gives rise to the
question: “How can I know, as a spectator of a fictional narrative, what a Napo-
leonian battle was like?” Answering this question, i.e., trying to provide some
reliable (or at least believable) knowledge, even if the spectator only intends to
have fun watching a good movie, supposes at least two antagonistic technologi-
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cal means. The aim of this essay is to establish the extent to which these means
differ when considering the kind of effects they produce on the spectator.

Hi-fi: From Keplerian Replicas to Vasarian Substitutes

First of all, the dichotomy “hi-fi vs. lo-fi” reflects a culturally biased terminologi-
cal pick, coming from the northwestern European tradition. During the 17th cen-
tury, according to Svetlana Alpers, there were two different ways for a painted
image to describe the world: the cartographic eye of the Dutch masters, who
provide lens-like Keplerian images as replicas of the world, and the narrativist,
self-interpretative way of the Italian masters, who provide window-like Vasarian
images as substitutes for the world.* Then, for many reasons, the dichotomy “hi-
fi vs. lo-fi” appointed the cartographic fidelity of the birdview as a touchstone to
the former, while implying that the hand-held shaky camera provided so-called
low-fidelity shots, which reflected the wedging of our senses and provided a
knowledge which was located to a single point. Now imagine the touchstone no
longer entails the disembodied mapping of the event but the embodied feeling to
live this event. No human being can fly as an eagle over the battlefield, scanning
and storing visual data as a machine, but computer-generated imagery (CGI) sure
can make you feel you can. In this new linguistic setup, the computer-generated
imagery should be called lo-fi, and the run-and-gun style hi-fi, since it manages
to put us onto the battlefield, assuming fear and distress prevent our reason to
manage any rational data treatment. Then, the hierarchy associating hi-fi with
computer-generated imagery does not value “realism” but “photorealism.” A cal-
culated scene does not “objectively” inscribe itself on the screen: to deserve such
a reputation and give all the scientific guarantees of optical truthfulness, it
should rather consist in raw data, i.e., columns of numbers and measures. In-
stead of these numbers which probably could give one a good idea of what “the
world as if nobody was here to watch it” is like; what spectators see on the
screen looks exactly like a photograph or a shot of the scene, including the distor-
tions and errors usually induced by an average camera. It is easy to understand
this “irrational” preference (irrational from a scientific point of view) when com-
paring the first and the third installments of the TOY STORY franchise.

The main proof of the exocentric quality of a computer-generated visual scene
is the freedom for the artist to choose the point of view after the modelization is
achieved by the machine. Here we have the opportunity to bridge the gap be-
tween painting and sculpture: imagine Leonardo storing all the visual data con-
cerning Mona Lisa, including her back and her legs, then deciding at the last
minute: “Let’s capture her with a simple classical medium close-up, and store
the complete data, in case the audience asks for a sequel.” To fight the methodi-
cal calculating side of this attitude toward representation, directors make exten-
sive use of hypnotic and vertiginous crane moves, mainly track-in shots

POSTMODERN HI-FI VS. POST-COOL LO-FI: AN EPISTEMOLOGICAL WAR 155



Fig. 1. Left: Toy SToRY (John Lasseter, 1995). Behind Woody, all background
details are in sharp focus in the depth of field. Each white bar of the bed is clear-
cut, for example, even the ones far off. Right: Toy SToRY 3 (Lee Unkrich, 2010).
Behind Woody, this time, background details are blurred, due to the shallow
focus. In 1995 the address to the spectator was: “Hey, look at how we calculated
every single detail as is!”; fifteen years later, it became “Please concentrate on
what Woody has in mind (and remember that shallow focus suggests
psychological introspection, since a character appears oblivious to the world
around her/him”").

associated with wide-angle lenses, allowing to do what the human body cannot
(such as soaring or flying). These fluid movements “enroll” the spectator in spite
of the fact the screen in front of him/her shows no strong epistemological
boundaries between diegesis-related pixels and production-related pixels.® The
editing is in line with the use of this technique, providing numerous action-
match cuts without continuity — a characteristic trait of music video effects: the
movement of a figure in shot A will be completed by that of another figure in
shot B (classical cinema mostly refused this type of practice which, by underlin-
ing the plastic qualities of the figures onscreen, ran the risk of preventing the
spectator from seeing them as traces, which would have endangered the reality
effect so dear to classical cinema). Synaesthetic music video effects, which have a
direct influence on the body — based on binary metronome beat music, rich in
low frequencies and, if possible, broadcast very loudly — eventually bring some
help. Here the soundtrack has the upper hand on the visuals, imposing its law on
picture editing (whereas in classic cinema the very opposite happened — as in
circuses where the orchestra has to adapt to what was happening on stage, the
music had to conform to the picture).

In this aesthetic and technological frame of the music video effect, “commu-
nication” (as the conveying of descriptive information) is substituted by “com-
munion” (as harmony and attunement with the data).” Audiovisual fluency rocks
and rolls us into a pleasant state of mind, even when the time comes to make
moral evaluations on what happens in the diegesis — “high fluency is associated
with positive affect and results in more favorable evaluations.”® Maybe it even
equips us to cope with the representation of harsh events on the screen. “Tradi-
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tionally, psychologists studying evaluations viewed them as resulting from the
slow and careful consideration and integration of relevant stimulus attributes. In
contrast, recent psychological research suggests that evaluative judgments are
often formed without such considerations, for example, by consulting one’s ap-
parent affective response to the stimulus.”® Therefore the role technology plays
in ethics, when considering CGI “cool” exocentric and fluent representations, is
to induce a Nietzschean or dandy moral point of view, centered on the aesthetic
apprehension of the spectacle. Compare for instance two versions of this tragi-
cally narrative episode: a young man fails to come back home in time to prevent
his aunt and uncle, who raised him since his infancy, being savagely murdered by
barbarians. This scenario takes place in THE SEARCHERS (John Ford, 1956) as
well as in STAR WARS (George Lucas, 1977). In the former, neither the desperate
journey home nor the hideously wounded and burned corpses of the boy’s rela-
tives are shown, and Max Steiner uses dissonant chords to score the scene. In the
latter, we follow the boy driving his speeder (this machine glides over the
ground: perfect for fluency, not to mention Lucas is fond of wipes — transition
effects which give the editing work more fluency), then watch him discover the
bodies while the pleasurable chords of John Williams’s score accompany the
scene.

Lo-fi: Justifying the Alterations

On the so-called lo-fi side things are quite different. A reflexive device seems to
have been borrowed from literature: the false document. From Miguel de Cervan-
tes’s Don Quixote to Jean-Paul Sartre’s La Nausée, not to mention Robinson Crusoe or
Dracula, thousands of novels used it, usually asserting in their first pages that the
author “found” (instead of “wrote”) the very text we are about to read. THE
BLAIR WITCH PROJECT (Eduardo Sdnchez & Daniel Myrick, 1999) remains a
famous example of how a lo-fi movie can benefit from using the false document
device. What appears on the screen when the narrative begins is presented as “all
that remains” of the footage shot by three student filmmakers who disappeared
while filming a documentary in Maryland about a local legend known as “Blair
Witch.” As soon as we take this “truth” for granted, we indulge in the poor non-
broadcast quality of the images because that is all we have. We even welcome tech-
nical mistakes, since if (1) “to err is human” and if (2) a real human being is
supposed to have made these images, then (1+2) these images must display er-
rors. Indeed the capacity to be believed, “far from being undermined, is much
rather confirmed by the reader’s customary expectation that self-representation
always involves a measure of misrepresentation.”’® This kind of lo-fi apparatus
adds a second apparatus to the hi-fi one: we are not supposed to believe the
(unmediated) presented world, but rather the (mediated) presented world to be
part of a real world. Home-movie film look, mobile phone-recorded shots, single
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Helpime!

Tape everything. GEtlout of the way.

Fig. 2: [REC] (Jaume Balaguerd & Paco Plaza, 2007) displays the same kind of
apparatus as in BLair WrtcH. Television reporter Angela and her cameraman
Pablo are following firemen and policemen in Barcelona, until everybody is
locked up in a deadly building full of infected demonic creatures. Left: Angela
asks Pablo to “tape everything”; meanwhile, her face, blurred due to the motion
induced by the shaky cam, looks like some Francis Bacon painting. But we
understand this technical failure as a proof of humanness. Right: The diegetized
operator interferes with the main action, “testifying” to the validity of his images:
“Get out of the way!” yells the fireman to him, i.e., to us.

microphone poor sound, etc., are all the more true because in the real world we
are accustomed to link their presence to truth, from Rodney King’s beating to the
g/1x attacks. To bring back memories from his honeymoon, Shrek, the epon-
ymous character of SHREK 2 (Andrew Adamson, 2004), films the event with a
Super-8 camera, the very same tool with which Abraham Zapruder recorded the
assassination of JFK: how could we refuse, at least in the first place, to “believe”
the validity of the clumsy and scratched shots of him and Princess Fiona?

The lo-fi apparatus is not limited to the “false document” taped by a diegetized
operator. Numerous movies, especially when it comes down to action sequences,
allow the operator to become a visible and unblinking witness in order to express
her/his emotions by moving the camera in a non-broadcast way. Maybe the start-
ing point of such a habit was given by the universal success of a device that
turned into a cliché; the shaking of the camera caused by the T-rex when he
brushes past “us” in Steven Spielberg’s JURASSIC PARK (1993). Indeed he is sup-
posed to be so heavy the earth trembles — this lo-fi device can be seen as the
desire of the CGI crew to give some weight to their hi-fi but immaterial creation
(the T-rex weighs nothing, since he is made from o and 1s). Nowadays, neither
car chase nor fighting sequence comes without its lo-fi shaky shots, even if the
sequence is not presented as found footage or live broadcasting. This lo-fi device
can even be found in films that depict a time when the camera was not yet in-
vented. From DANCES WITH WOLVES’s buffalo-hunting Dutch-angle shots (Ke-
vin Kostner, 1990) to ROBIN HooD’s run-and-gun style fights (Ridley Scott,
2010), numerous examples can be found. But do not forget that these alterations
must be diegetically justified, except for when the audience is looking for a
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modernist Brechtian movie. For instance, spectators who only went to see RA-
CHEL GETTING MARRIED in 2008 because it had been directed by Jonathan
Demme, and expected the same mainstream narrative and forms as his well-
known success SILENCE OF THE LAMBS (1991) offered, were definitely thrown
off balance by the use of its lo-fi apparatus, which they failed to link to either the
operator or the characters in the film. In this respect, casting a glance over a
single page of IMDD user reviews of this film will be clarifying:

A great performance by Anne Hathaway and a good story gets lost inside a
horribly shot and edited film. Way too many “why did they do this” questions,
way too many overly long scenes, and quite possibly the worst use of hand
held camera technology in recent memory. (Rachel Gets Married, Audience Gets
Headache, 11 Oct. 2008, by Ira Sez from the United States)

When I was an engineer and again as a programmer, we had a saying, “Just
because you can do something doesn’t mean you have to do it.” Last week I
saw W. and had the same comment about it. The hand held, shaky, up your
actor’s nose close-ups all distract from what could be an interesting story.
How I miss the carefully plotted camera work of people like Gregg Toland
(THE GRAPES OF WRATH and had the same comment about it. The hand
held, shaky, up your actor’s nose close-ups all distract from what could be an
interesting story. How I miss the carefully plotted camera work of people like
Gregg Toland (THE GRAPES OF WRATH and CITIZEN KANE). (An Old Cur-
mudgeon’s View, 25 Oct. 2008, by Al Weiss from the United States)

Ten minutes into watching this movie I was thinking: how much longer will
this last? This film sort of reminded me of the time my neighbor brought their
daughter’s wedding video over and, to my wife’s embarrassment, I fast for-
warded thru the ceremony, in front of them. (Calling a Spade a Spade, 30 Nov.
2008, by mrblimp from the United States)™

These IMDD reviewers convey their inability to enter the diegetic world in spite of
a true desire to be absorbed. They were unable to worry or to feel happy for
characters — which obviously for them is the common way of “using” film narra-
tives — because the lo-fi apparatus puts some inappropriate distance between the
two sides. Only an audience well-versed in the Verfremdungseffekt could feel com-
fortable with it.

From Absorption to Experience
Aside from these communication problems — these IMDb reviewers of RACHEL

GETTING MARRIED should ideally have been warned or should have been look-
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ing for further information about the film’s style — the intermedial import of the
lo-fi apparatus into the mainstream style nonetheless is a hit. For the sake of
argument, let us put the extensive use of the shaky camera as part of what one
could call the post-cool style, since it is a testament to the desire to believe again as
opposed to keeping an ironic “dandy” gaze on what is shown on the screen,™
while the extensive use of CGI remains as part of the original postmodern style.
The table below summarizes a few characteristics of these styles by basically
comparing it to both the Hollywood Golden Age “classical” style and the Euro-
pean “modern” cinema of the 196os. Of course these four categories are just
convenient labels used nowadays to signify the collective presence of formal fig-
ures, the seeds of which were already mostly present in films dating back to the
early years of cinema."”

CLASSICAL MODERN POSTMODERN POSTCOOL
Ethics  Overall project Lesson Criticism Cool moment  Lively moment
and Requested kind Absorption Distance Enrolment Experience
ideology of spectatorship
Expected use (Distracted) Critical reflection Resonance and  Self-conscious
learning allowed by ostra- vibration commitment
nenie
Tech Relation of Images as mir- Images as Images of Images of
nolo images to the  rors or lenses  images images (quota- images as mir-
gy world tions or photore- rors (feigned
alist CGl) found-footage)
Typical shots Basic classical Zoom and tele- Vertiginous Shaky cam, run
“grammar” of  photo shots, track-in, techno- and gun
the so-called “caméra- crane and
“transparency”  épaule”* Steadicam shots

* “Caméra-épaule,” used by documentarists, Free Cinema and Nouvelle Vague operators, is
technically the ancestor of the run-and-gun style but should not be confused with the shaky cam
as we actually know it. The visual culture of the 1950s is not the one of the 2010s, and a shaky
shot does not always mean the same thing.

Post-cool egocentric cinema goes together well with fictional autobiography,
which, like “false document” movies, is “the deliberate artificial simulation of a
discourse that refers to the past of a real speaker,”™* and displays “feigned reality
statements.”” Does that mean that postmodern exocentric cinema excludes any
subjectivity in order to warm up to its representations? Not at all. We already
noted how, from JuRAssIC PARK to TOY STORY 3, directors allow imperfections
to voluntarily waste the “objectivity” of their computerized worlds, and how
these imperfections are not only tolerated but valued by the audience when they
can be linked to humanity on both sides of the screen (the fear of the operator to
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be wounded, the feelings of the character made “readable” by some technical
alteration, etc.). But a lot more CGI effects can be related to this thawing.

What Happens, What | Saw, What | Remember

See for examples two recently released features teeming with CGI: LIFE OF P1
(Ang Lee, 2012) and THE GREAT GATSBY (Baz Luhrmann, 2013). In the former,
a sad and tragic story is seen as a fairytale by a boy and narrated as such. All that
we see onscreen is untrue considering the “real” world, but true considering Pi’s
heart and mind. In the latter, another sad and tragic story is seen as an epic by a
writer who narrates the story. All we see on the screen (and what we hear on the
soundtrack) is untrue considering the “real” world, but true considering Nick
Carraway’s heart and mind. Neither Pi nor Gatsby are true cases of “autobiogra-
phical pacts”:™® Pi is half himself, half Ang Lee and his crew; and Nick Carraway
is even more so the offspring of several instances — he stands for both Fitzgerald
(since he is writing a novel called The Great Gatsby) and Luhrmann’s alter egos.
But the point is not to find “who speaks.” It is to see the world through some-
body else’s eyes. When a writer recalls a memory, she or he distorts it, and “these
encodings and re-encodings of experience necessarily become increasingly sub-
jective. Memoir, then is less about relating the past than editing it.”"” The task of
CGI, in both P1 and GATSBY is to display this “editing” work. In both cases, every
pixel, every composition, every bigger-than-life match move effect is not in-
tended to deliver the cold exocentric calculation of a world, but to permit our
journey into the character’s imagination and sensibility. This mark is not hit by
imperfections, this time, but is hit by overstatement: to use a common psycholo-
gical dichotomy, CGI does not display bottom-up perception of the world, but
top-down cognition. For instance, Fitzgerald writes in his novel:

A breeze blew through the room, blew curtains in at one end and out the
other like pale flags, twisting them up toward the frosted wedding cake of the
ceiling — and then rippled over the wine-colored rug, making a shadow on it
as wind does on the sea. The only completely stationary object in the room
was an enormous couch on which two young women were buoyed up as
though upon an anchored balloon. They were both in white and their dresses
were rippling and fluttering as if they had just been blown back in after a
short flight around the house. I must have stood for a few moments listening
to the whip and snap of the curtains and the groan of a picture on the wall.®

In order to visualize this description of Nick’s environment, from the “frosted
wedding cake of the ceiling” to the impression the girls give of having made “a
short flight around the house,” Luhrmann and his CGI crew spare no costs: ceil-
ings as high as in a cathedral, never-ending curtains moving in slow motion are
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“stroking” us when we watch with our 3D glasses on, not to mention smooth
waves of low-frequency sounds. No place on earth has such ceilings, curtains,
and sofas, and certainly not Tom Buchanan’s house — but we do not see Tom
Buchanan’s house, we see it re-encoded by the memories of a Yale graduate and
World War I veteran from the Midwest named Nick Carraway. In this respect, we
could say we also (through the intervention of totally unnatural CGI effects) are
astonished by Tom Buchanan’s house as it appeared in the summer of 1922 — In
fact, it was Hemingway who wrote:

All good books [for us: all good movies] are alike in that they are truer than if
they had really happened and after you are finished reading one you will feel
that all that happened to you and afterwards it all belongs to you; the good
and the bad, the ecstasy, the remorse and sorrow, the people and the places
and how the weather was."
But of course, the audience is made of “perverse spectators,”*® and as was the
case for RACHEL GETTING MARRIED, such a commitment does not automati-
cally happen. A modernist audience, for example, considering getting absorbed
in the diegesis is a regressive childish pleasure, would resist the audiovisual ex-
cesses or feel uncomfortable with it. That explains, in France, why the daily
newspaper Le Monde — which remains one of the cornerstones of the orthodox
modernist cinephilia®* — regularly despises this kind of movie. Unsurprisingly,
they declared GATSBY a poor movie, full of “these dreadful digital track-ins
which transform any narrative situation into a videogame trial [...].”** Another
danger, in terms of harmony between audience and aesthetic features, lies in the
ageing of technology. When Jack Clayton directed his own adaptation of THE
GREAT GATSBY, in 1974, he could not of course use CGI, but he resorted to the
then up-to-date technology, mainly zoom-in associated with telephoto lenses.
This device was supposed to give a representation of Nick Carraway’s gaze, since
Nick (I am here referring to the same scene) is astonished by Tom Buchanan’s
house but at the same time feels far from the ethical way of life it accommodates
(to see something through a telephoto lens means to be able to study details
without being physically close). But nowadays — think of Quentin Tarantino and
other postmodern directors who quote such devices just for fun — a zoom-in
associated with telephoto lenses “means” above all else the beginning of the
1970s era. It lost its evocative power in aid of becoming an outmoded signal in
the history of film style. And one day the 3D CGI and hip-hop music of Luhr-
mann’s GATsBY will suffer the same fate.

However, CGI and other large-scale cinematic technological displays keep an
ultimate card up their sleeves. It is the ability, on both sides of the screen, to take
pride in a job well done. The photorealistic precision of an average blockbuster, as
suggested by the hundreds of names lined-up under the heading of “CGI effects,”
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Fig. 3: Two cases of remediation. Left: In Toy STORY 3, the hi-fi apparatus
appropriates the lo-fi one. The aspect ratio falls from 1:1,66 to 1:1,33, leaving two
vertical black stripes; the REC signal and the four white frame marks are clearly
visible, complete with the battery signal; the entire image is blurred because the
autofocus system takes a long time to move on; the upper horizontal part of the
image is deformed due to the tape’s wow and flutter. All these “deficient”
characteristics are feigned by a technically perfect high-tech system. Right: In
C1oVERFIELD (Matt Reeves, 2008), the lo-fi apparatus appropriates the hi-fi
one. The hideous alien comes from CGl disembodied hi-fi representations of
reality, while the little pale stains between him and us signaling “reality” is
mediated by a simple handy cam whose lens is dirty because it fell on the grass a
few seconds before.

is achieved by several months of hard labor and armies of experts. Most specta-
tors, even if they are not convinced by the story or by the aesthetic biases of the
movie, at the end acknowledge it was “technically well done.” A sociological in-
quiry, in this respect, showed a few years ago why numerous French communist
steel workers of the 1950s were overly fond of Hollywood Golden Age movies: the
ideology displayed by these movies was of course not their cup of tea, but they did
not care about ideology. The point was: they saw jobs well done, i.e., jobs done
(mainly by actors and actresses) with as much dignity and sense of responsibility
as they themselves put into their factory work.>* And when on the screen the RMS
Titanic sinks or when Manhattan is destroyed by alien invaders, the amount of
work is undeniable. Behind the amount of work, at last, lies the fascination for
larger-than-life spectacles, in which John Dewey, building the basis of a pragma-
tist aesthetic, saw the roots of the human tendency to be moved by artworks:

In order to understand the esthetic in its ultimate and approved forms, one
must begin with it in the raw; in the events and scenes that hold the attentive
eye and ear of a man; arousing his interest and affording him enjoyment as he
looks and listens: the sights that hold the crowd — the fire-engine rushing by;
the machines excavating enormous holes in the earth; the human-fly climbing
the steeple-side; the men perched high in the air on girders, throwing and
catching red-hot bolts.>*
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Fig. 4. Left: STAGECOACH (John Ford, 1939). The fixed camera on the ground is
level, and the aim is to increase our fear about the plight of one of the main
characters who (voluntarily or not) falls out of the coach — he or she will
irremediably get trampled. Right: Seventy years later, in a mainstream Disney
cartoon (TANGLED, Byron Howard and Nathan Greno, 2010), the staging is
both close to and far from its ancestor. The camera is not level anymore — it is a
Dutch-angle shot — and it uses a wide angle “lens” (quotation marks since this is
CGl, which means no real camera nor real lenses were used). The feelings that
are evoked changed too: in this little medieval fairytale town, there is an operator
trying his best to tape what suddenly happens. He has no time to level his
camera. We understand how astonishing the event is — Flynn escaped death and
he ran away! — because this shot is not technically perfect. The mediation
produces a direct effect on us more than the narrative episode itself, especially as
a Jurassic PARKk-style shaking effect has been added at the very moment the
horse reaches the ground with its front hoofs.

Nobody would deny CGI the power to represent convincing fire engines or “en-
ormous holes in the earth” (see the caving in of a football field in THE DARK
KNIGHT RISES, Christopher Nolan, 2012).

Cinema as a Situation

To finish, one must not overstate the opposition between CGI hi-fi scenes and
shaky camera lo-fi scenes, since nowadays they come mixed. Every side finally
understood how useful the weapons of the other side could be, and appropria-
tions go both ways.

As a result, and all problems of ethical ambition and artistic achievement
aside, experiencing movies probably is now more “vivid” than ever, thanks to the
combination of hi-fi and lo-fi devices. Let us have a final example and compare
two cinematic solutions to a single aesthetic and narrative problem: how to scare
a spectator by showing him how vulnerable he would be if he were in danger to
be trampled by a stampede of unleashed war horses.

164 LAURENT JULLIER



In this chapter, we have seen that the CGI hi-fi apparatus and lo-fi shots are
engaged in a war whose trophy is truth. Which one is telling it? The hi-fi side,
claiming CGI is apt to model the “real” world? or the lo-fi side, claiming that
high-tech devices build post-human cold calculations of a world that never ex-
isted and will never exist, while lo-fi includes the observer in the observation in
order to improve the sharing of the experience? In such an epistemological di-
chotomy, technology appears itself as a condition which permits or forbids the
access to a useful knowledge of the world. But it is a (bad) formalist way to think.
As we have seen too, not only hi-fi and lo-fi technologies are more and more
intermingled in each new release, but we have to think of cinema as a situation,
and not as a technologically built text, in order to understand how some truth
can be found in it. To sum up, a situation is a collective agreement between
individuals about the different ways to appropriately react and adapt to a given
socially situated interaction, as interactionist sociologists, from W.I. Thomas to
Erving Goffman, stated. As soon as 1933, Herbert Blumer — himself an interac-
tionist sociologist — already asserted,

[M]ovies do not come merely as a film that is thrown on a screen; their wit-
nessing is an experience which is undergone in a very complex setting, [as
they] serve as a source for considerable imitation. Forms of beautification,
mannerisms, poses, ways of courtship, and ways of love-making, especially,
are copied.”®

What was acknowledged two years later in the academic anthropological field by
Marcel Mauss and his conference paper “The Techniques of the Body,” in which
he underlined the fact that cinema is a kinesthetic form of imagery ever since he
saw girls walking in a particular manner both in Paris and in New York — a man-
ner they had seen in the movies and imitated.®

Once one considers cinema as a sociohistorical succession of situations, it
becomes difficult to assign a particular technology to a particular effect.>” The
way we read technological effects varies through time and depends on cinephile
communities — everybody knows a given aesthetic device, which moves us to
tears, can appear as unbearably Kitsch to the spectator seated next to us in the
theater; and the other way round. Nevertheless this variability does not keep both
filmmakers and spectators from studying preferences for the so-called lo-fi or hi-
fi ways of making images, and the categories of arguments they may use to justify
these preferences.
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