
Michael Snow at Montreux. (Photo: Babette 
Mangolte.) 

MICHAEL SNOW 

Notes for 
Rameau's Nephew* 

To me it's a true "talking picture" . It delves into the implications of lhal 
description and derives slruclures lhat can generate contenls that are proper lO lhe 
mode. It derives its form and the nature of its possible effecls from its being built 
from the inside, as il were, with the actual units of such a film, i.e., the frame and 
the recorded syllable. Thus its dramatic development derives not only from a 
represenlation of what may involve us generally in life but from considerations of 
the nature of recorded speech in relation to moving light-images of people. Thus 
it can become an event in life, not just a report of it. 

Echoes reverberale to "language", to "representation" in general, to repre­
sentalion in the sound cinema, to "culture", to "civilization". Via the eyes and 
ears it is a composition aimed al exciling the two halves of the brain into 
recognition. 

* The full title of the film is given as Rameau's Nephew by Diderot (Thanx to Dennis Young) by 
Wilma Schoen . The selection of no tes offered here is follow ed by the shooting script of ont' se<jlll'nc<' of 
the film. We are indebted to Anthology Film Archive for assistance in thi s publication. 
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A clear use of ambiguity. 
Can you extrapolate from "not being able to understand" 
(in terms of intelligibility of parts of the separate segments) to 
"not being able to understand" the whole? 
"Understand" -Two shades of meaning. 
LAUGHTER AND ORGASM: relation? 
Style is a way of saying. Styles of different sections. Ways of 
saying several things at once. 
DIFFERENT MEANINGS AT DIFFERENT READINGS connecting 
different "strata". 

INTERNAL 
Appearance/ disap-

pearance 
Substitution 
Metamorphosis 
Auto-motion 
Changes of light 

intensity 
color 
position 

Repetition 
Normal movement 

EXTERNAL 
Focus 

SOUND 
Appearance/disap-

pearance 
Color Substitution 
Light intensity (F stop) other voice, 

fade in/out other sound, etc. 
exposure- Pitch change 
over/under Timbre change 

Opticals room-tone, 
WIpes echo, fuzz 
fold-overs Volume (loud to 0) 

Superimpositions spatial position 
Repetition (printed) Repetition 
Camera position "distortion" 
Camera movement 
Camera speed 
Screen shape 
The other external is the actual 
film strip. Editing. 

CROSS CAUSES AND EFFECTS 
Cause: action "in" picture. Effect: "external" change (image color, focus, 

etc.) 
Cause: action "in" picture. Effect: 

"Entering the image": TOUCH: caress, feel, eat, fuck, smash. 
Verbal description, "journalism". Dialogue sexual. 
Eventually, the camera enters the image by fast changes of position, hand 
held stuff, wild cuts, dollies, etc. 
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List all possible manipulables. 
Computer/cross-index all the permutations, combinations. 
Use this as a script. 

5 6 1 2 3 4 action 
6 5 2 4 3 reaction Superimpose 
5 6 2 4 3 action several locations 

2 1 5 6 4 3 reaction or sets or backdrops 
4 3 2 1 5 6 
1 2 4 5 6 3 Trees by a river NO 
3 2 4 5 6 New Orleans Street 
5 2 4 6 3 Babylonian (ancient) scene 

Do film in four or five tempi. 
medium (long) 40 minutes 
slow (medium) 15 minutes 
fast (medium) 20 minutes 
slow (short) 5 minutes 

Control of WAVES OF "COHERENCE" necessary. 
Rhythm continues but certain elements become more sequential 
then become more varied again. 

e.g. dialogue 
becomes more sequential 
"normal" 
then starts 
fragmenting again. 

COMEDY Commedia dell'Arte Comedy of Art 
Same characters exchange positions but original voices are still heard. 
Characters are replaced but original voices are still heard. 
Characters are replaced but new voices are heard. 
Characters change spatial position but sound continues. 

FRAMES: The Fact: Everything can be changed between frames. 
Film absolutely not videotape. 

CUTTIN G-Disj uncti ve. 
ABSOLUTELY non-sequential patterns. 
No proportionate modulations, glissandos, fades. 
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But: 6 2 I 9 3 8 4 

Must be 
staccato, 
not 
legato 

OCTOBER 

All this applies to sound, too: it can be changed "between frames". 
Needn't be sequential, needn't be sentences, needn't be a story. 
Words interchangeable. 

... 

Internal reactions to external causes. 

During fade-out people say "what's happening to the light?" 
Over-exposure; people cover their eyes. 
Flood of color-they watch it rise. 
They comment on changes that happen to the sound, 
e.g., a bit of music is substituted for a phrase of dialogue. 
Another person says "That's by J.S. Bach, isn't it?" 
A superimposition of a group of people is imitated by the people 
in the scene. 
A person reacts within the scene to 
other people's reactions to 
an external cause. 

A SERIES OF JOKES: crude enough that some 
will survive dismemberment. 

A man got on the elevator in his apartment building. There 
was a woman in the car and she.was completely nude. He was 
a little taken aback but he said, "My wife has an outfit 
just like that." (Aunt Rhoda's joke.) 

MOVE CAMERA SLIGHTLY (on tripod) ON EACH 
FRAME OF S.F. REAL-TIME SHOOTING-JITTER. 
DON'T FORGET: This thing is absolutely SOUND-IMAGE 

RELATIONSHIPS 
OK plan to studio re-record some things with changes. 
Have sound man change something on every image, 
change treble, bass, or volume. 
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A bit where sound disappears 
when something is held in front of the camera. 
Something opaque? 

The entire film an "example" of the difficulty (impossibility) 
of the essentializing-symbolizing reduction involved in the 
(Platonic) nature of words in relation to experience (object) etc. 
discussed. The difference between the reduction absolutely necessary 
to discuss or even describe the experience and the experience. 
Each is "real" but each is different. 
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INTERNAL REACTION: People in the shot notice, see, pay attention 
to a manipulation: e.g., a bottle appears, reappears (8 frames, 
4 frames, 2 frames). 
They watch this, continuing to talk about 
something else. They screen their eyes during over-exposure. 

Change camera position in mid-conversation 
(continue in the middle of a word). 
Should especially concern itself with the people. 
Lots of medium shots, close-ups. (2 or 4 heads, etc.) 

All-woman cast? 

PSALMANAZAR: Georges Psalmanazar (1679-1763), assumed name of 
a Frenchman who represented himself as a pagan from Formosa and 
invented a language, "Formosan" and a religious system; he later 
repented of the imposture, which is described in his memoir, and 
became a serious scholar, a friend of Dr. Johnson. 

Each sequence made like a spoken word-like an actual word?­
so each has a distinct character. 
No, it's the language of film. 

Introduce "relativity" into the use of speech: 
contextual nature of nuances of meaning. 
Words common but everybody having nuances. My uses to make this 
work of art. 
Words as material (recorded). 
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