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“History, like pornography, couldn’t really begin until photography was invented. Before that, every 
account of events is merely somebody’s panting prose fiction. Have you ever read Herodotus’ description 
of a crocodile? It is the Fanny Hill of zoology.” —Hollis Frampton

“I began with the desire to speak with the dead.”   —Stephen Greenblatt

I. GATTEN’S BYRD: AN INTRODUCTION
The purpose of this essay is to make some general 

observations about a recent development in avant-garde 
film and video that I will refer to as the emergence of 
the New Historicist Film. As a foundation for what is 
to come, I would like to recount a brief story that has 
become well known to adherents of avant-garde cinema 
through filmmaker David Gatten, who, for almost 
fifteen years, has been working on an as-yet-unfinished 
series called The Secret History of the Dividing Line 
(1999–). In these films, of which four of a projected 
nine have been completed, Gatten takes as his subject 
William Byrd II of Westover, an 18th-century plantation 
owner and politician who, among other achievements, 
led an expedition to map the original dividing line 
between the states of Virginia and North Carolina. He 
also owned the largest library in the colonies, which 
consisted of over 4,000 volumes ranging in topics from 
history to politics to the sciences. Upon his death in 

1744, the library was auctioned off, and the bulk of the 
titles eventually passed to Thomas Jefferson, becoming 
the basis for the Library of Congress and a major site of 
the transmission of European ideas into the Americas.

Byrd was certainly one of the more fascinating 
public figures in early American history, but his 
personal life proved just as absorbing. For decades, 
he kept a secret diary, written in a code of his own 
devising, consisting of thousands of entries that are 
nearly identical in their delineation of a rigid, almost 
slavish devotion to routine. In his spare time, he 
enjoyed taking walks in his garden, reading Hebrew 
and Greek in the original, and organizing his library. 
Byrd’s eldest daughter, Evelyn, was extraordinary in 
her own right. As a young woman, she fell in love with 
an Englishman, presumed by scholars to be Charles 
Mordaunt, an association forbidden by her father on 
political grounds. After a long-distance correspondence 
that lasted years and a thwarted stateside rendezvous, 
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Deborah Stratman, These Blazeing Starrs! (2010), 
frame enlargements. Courtesy the artist.

Mordaunt was drowned at sea, leaving Evelyn 
heartbroken. On one of their regular garden walks, 
Evelyn made a pact with her best friend, Ann Carter 
Harrison, that the first to die would visit the other and 
divulge the secrets of the afterlife. At the young age of 
29, Evelyn died of a heart attack (or a broken heart, 
as the legend goes) and became one of Virginia’s most 
famous ghosts, with hundreds of reported sightings. 1

The story of the Byrds, to which I will return later 
in this essay, seems like an unlikely topic for a series of 
avant-garde films, but due to their elegant black-and-
white cinematography, conceptual rigor, and unique 
synthesis of rival aesthetic paradigms, the Dividing Line 
films have come to signal an emerging tendency that 
I call the New Historicist Film. In this essay, my goal 
is to describe certain affinities between a number of 
films and videos that refract themes common to avant-
garde cinema, such as personal subjectivity, myth, and 
the nature of the cinematic experience itself, through 
the prism of historical narrative. New Historicist Films 
draw from diverse subjects and seemingly unrelated 
disciplines in an effort to understand the present through 
an inquisitive, often oblique examination of the past. 
Taken together, these films represent a turn from the 
diaristic, first-person impulse of the avant-garde to the 
world “out there,” as it has been represented in primary 
documents, literary texts, and historical scholarship. 
In particular, this essay will compare and contrast the 
works of four filmmakers—Gatten, Rebecca Meyers, 
Deborah Stratman, and Erin Espelie—although 
this list is by no means exhaustive or exclusive. My 
intention is to outline some of their shared thematic 
preoccupations, aesthetic predilections, and formal 

strategies, as well as provide context for their work 
in relation to both methodological shifts in historical 
writing and the history of avant-garde cinema. 

First, however, a few disclaimers are necessary. 
Although I find the New Historicist Film to be an 
exciting development for the avant-garde, I do not intend 
to suggest that it represents the exclusive, dominant, 
or even most significant trend in contemporary avant-
garde filmmaking. This is an especially fruitful period 
for films produced outside the margins of mainstream 
cinema, and this is but one approach among many, 
albeit a particularly innovative one. It would also be 
misleading to claim that New Historicist filmmaking 
is a unified movement with an agenda, manifesto, or 
set of artistic or theoretical principles to which all of 
the filmmakers in question subscribe. Although the 
filmmakers to be discussed have collaborated in both 
work and life (Gatten and Espelie are married), their 
films retain the singular interests and sensibilities of 
their makers, and the congruities that will be traced in 
this essay are based upon my own observations, not the 
stated intentions of the artists.2

Finally, the term “New Historicist Film” explicitly 
alludes to New Historicism, a school of cultural 
criticism that emerged in the 1980s. Taking their lead 
from Althusser, Foucault, and other contemporary 
theorists, New Historicists, such as Catherine 
Gallagher and Stephen Greenblatt, contend that all 
expressive acts, from literary and non-literary texts 
to cultural objects to representations of all kinds, are 
“embedded in a network of material practices.”3 This 
leads them to examine connections between cultural 
activities, institutions, and texts previously held to be 

1 Gatten’s most elaborate articulation of this 
story in print appears in Scott MacDonald, 
“Interview with David Gatten,” in Adventures 
of Perception: Cinema as Exploration: Essays/
Interviews (Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: 
University of California Press, 2009), p. 309-
329. For more detailed accounts of different 
aspects of the Byrd story, see: Robert Beverley, 
The History and Present State of Virginia, in 
Four Parts (1705; reprint, Chapel Hill, N.C.: The 
Institute of Early American History and Culture 
at Williamsburg, Va., by the University of North 
Carolina Press, 1947); William Byrd, The Secret 
Diary of William Byrd of Westover, 1709-
1712, eds. Louis B. Wright and Marion Tinling 
(Richmond, VA: The Dietz Press, 1941); William 
Byrd, William Byrd’s Histories of the Dividing Line 
Betwixt Virginia and North Carolina (Raleigh: The 
North Carolina Historical Commission, 1929); 
L.B. Taylor Jr., Ghosts of Virginia’s Tidewater 
(Charleston, S.C.: The History Press, 2011); and 
Edwin Wolf, “The Dispersal of the Library of 
William Byrd of Westover,” Proceedings of the 
American Antiquarian Society 68 (April 1958): 
19-45.

2 In this regard, this essay shares certain affinities 
with Tom Gunning’s efforts to define a “minor 
cinema.” See Gunning, “Towards a Minor Cinema: 
Fonoroff, Herwitz, Ahwesh, klahr, LaPore and 
Solomon,” Motion Picture 3, nos. 1-2 (1989-
1990): 2-5.

3 H. Aram Veeser, “Introduction,” in The New 
Historicism, ed. Veeser (New york and London: 
Routledge, 1989), p. xi. A good introduction to 
the basic tenets of New Historicism is Catherine 
Gallagher and Stephen Greenblatt, Practicing 
New Historicism (Chicago: The University 
of Chicago Press, 2000). The history and 
methodology of material culture studies is 
detailed at length in Dan Hicks and Mary C. 
Beaudry, eds., The Oxford Handbook of Material 
Culture Studies (Oxford and New york: Oxford 
University Press, 2010).

unrelated, or germane to a single, isolated discipline. In 
their desire to seize upon the revealing anecdote, bring 
to light neglected historical details, and situate literary 
texts within a system of circulation and exchange that 
also encompasses the non-literary, behavioral codes, 
metaphors, and entire systems of knowledge, I find 
certain family resemblances between New Historicism 
and a particular subgroup of recent avant-garde films. 
These similarities will be developed throughout the 
course of this essay, but I should stress at the outset 
that the connections are my own, and none of 
the filmmakers has expressly identified with New 
Historicism or claimed it to be a guiding framework in 
the conception or execution of his or her films.

II. THE WORLD IS ALL THAT IS THE CASE: SOmE 
QUALITIES OF THE NEW HISTORICIST FILm 

The fundamental characteristic of the New 
Historicist Film is its complex, and often labyrinthine, 
engagement with history. This frequently takes the 
form of what has come to be called material culture: 
the study of historical texts, objects, and artifacts as 
representative of cultural and social relations in a 
particular period. Just as often, these films incorporate 
or suggest more speculative questions about 
historiography, the methodology and development 
of “history” as a discipline. Formal paradigms and 
thematic concerns that have preoccupied the avant-
garde cinema for decades—personal subjectivity, ritual 
and myth, the ontological and technological character 
of the medium, ethnography, and popular culture—are 
not so much abandoned as dispersed across a matrix of 
historical allusions, excerpts from primary documents 
and philosophical treatises, and poetic images intended 
to bolster more conceptual suppositions about history 
and knowledge. If the avant-garde cinema has garnered 
a reputation for being almost willfully insular, dedicated 
to Romantic notions of personal expression and the 
exploration of the artist’s personal consciousness, New 
Historicist Films remain emphatically committed to 
the external world, what we might think of colloquially 
(and perhaps dismissively) as “book history.”4

To cite several examples: Deborah Stratman’s 
…These Blazeing Starrs! (2010), commissioned for 
an omnibus film about the solar system, juxtaposes 
illustrations from 17th-century European manuscripts 
with NASA Jet Propulsion Laboratory footage to reflect 
upon the ancient practice of treating comets as oracles 
of divination about the formation of the universe. 
Erin Espelie’s Valleys of Fear (2010) relates the story 
of Cameron Todd Willingham, a wrongfully executed 
Texan man accused of murdering his three children by 

arson, through a lyrically dense patchwork of allusions 
to (and in some sections, straightforward biographical 
information about) Edgar Allen Poe, Arthur Conan 
Doyle, and Charles Sanders Peirce, to ponder the 
irresistability and volatility of the science of deduction. 
And in blue mantle (2010), Rebecca Meyers—whose 
early films incorporated home science experiments and 
images of primordial forces of nature—focuses on a 
40-mile stretch of ocean off the coast of Massachusetts 
notorious for the myriad shipwrecks that occurred 

4 The “Romantic thesis” is articulated most 
forcefully in P. Adams Sitney, Visionary Film: The 
American Avant-Garde, 1943-2000, 3rd ed. 
(Oxford and New york: Oxford University Press, 
2002).
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Deborah Stratman, These Blazeing Starrs! (2010), 
frame enlargements. Courtesy the artist.
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3 H. Aram Veeser, “Introduction,” in The New 
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the basic tenets of New Historicism is Catherine 
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there in the 19th century. A dense amalgamation of 
historical account and literary text, blue mantle blurs 
the lines between documentary and poetic reverie.

Importantly, the specific historical figures that 
constitute the subject matter of New Historicist Films 
are typically treated as points of departure, conduits for 
headier, more theoretical speculation about the systems 
that humans have devised to understand the world. 
As much as history, these filmmakers are interested in 
epistemology, which shifts the films toward intellectual 
history instead of biography or historical narrative. The 
arcanity of the subject matter, to be discussed later, is 
frequently not for its own sake, but because it suggests 
something about the principles according to which 
knowledge is processed and disseminated. For instance, 
blue mantle ruminates upon the vastness of the ocean 
through filmed images and paintings of roiling waves, 
sailing vessels idling on a distant horizon, and statues 
erected in nautical museums. These images are intercut 
with passages from 19th-century accounts of shipwreck 
and turbulence on the high seas, by seafarers both 
famous (Thoreau, Melville, Shelley) and anonymous 
(reader contributions to Harper’s Magazine and The 
Sailor’s Magazine, and Naval Journal). This juxtaposition 
prompts the viewer to contemplate attempts to harness 
the immensity and inscrutability of the natural world 
by creating representations of it on film and with paint, 
celebrating and fearing it through the written word, and 
devoting monuments to it crafted in bronze. Similarly, 
the real subject of Valleys of Fear is not Willingham, 
Doyle, Poe or Peirce, but deductive reasoning itself, and 
how philosophers, literary figures, and criminal justice 
systems have understood its value as a scientific and 
aesthetic method of classifying information.

As should be evident from these brief synopses, 
the histories of art and cinema are frequently shuttled 
to the background of New Historicist Films, which on 
the surface seem more absorbed with histories drawn 
from other disciplines: literary, philosophical, colonial, 
maritime, astronomical, biological, and medical. 
In many of the films, literature plays an especially 
prominent role in reinforcing content drawn from other 
intellectual domains, calling to mind the deeply held 
conviction of New Historicism that literary and non-
literary texts circulate inseparably, ricocheting off each 
other in surprising and often elusive ways. Erin Espelie’s 
films, which draw from the filmmaker’s background in 
molecular biology and genetics as well as her role as 
an Executive Editor for the journal Natural History, 
combine environmental issues and epistemological 
problems in the history of science with excerpts from 
literary and philosophical texts. Biologically inflected 

films with titles such as What Part of the Earth Is 
Inhabited (2009), Silent Springs (2011), and The Sea 
Seeks Its Own Level (2013) are dedicated to Pliny the 
Elder, Rachel Carson, and James Joyce, respectively. 
Beyond Expression Bright (2012) explores connections 
between the empirical methodologies humans have 
devised to measure immensity and the scientific 
instruments designed to inscribe these methods, from 
photomultiplier tubes to film projectors, but its title is 
derived from Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667) to suggest 
that which is beyond description or knowability. 

This commitment to “thick description,” 
whereby events, anecdotes, and texts drawn from 
seemingly unrelated disciplines synchronically collide 
with others, is fundamental to the New Historicist 
ethos; recall Stephen Greenblatt’s seminal essay, 
“Fiction and Friction,” a reading of Shakespeare’s 
cross dressing Twelfth Night (1601-02) that combines 
traditional literary analysis with anecdotes drawn from 
contemporaneous medical and gynecological thought.5 
Because of their status as art first and scholarship second, 
however, New Historicist Films are more accepting of 
admitting the diachronical, collating material from 
different historical periods to speak to the vicissitudes 
of knowledge over time. …These Blazeing Starrs!, 
Valleys of Fear, and Gatten’s Film for Invisible Ink, 
case no. 323: ONCE UPON A TIME IN THE WEST 
(2010)—an epithalamion for Espelie that merges Sir 
Francis Bacon’s 27 privileged instances and Western 
Union telegraphic code—form poetic and somewhat 
anecdotal conceptual linkages across disciplines and 
historical epochs to address different facets of their 
subjects as they have manifested in different eras.

Raiding disparate intellectual disciplines for 
source material bespeaks an intellectual curiosity that 
has direct ramfications for the working processes of 
New Historicist filmmakers. Instead of recording a 
direct, first-person encounter with the world, New 
Historicist films display a research-based aesthetic, 
foregrounding the intellectual legwork that constituted 
their making. The films often convey the sense that 
they are propelled by their makers’ interests rather than 
their subjectivities, and that the pre-production process 
consisted of hours spent in libraries, not studios. Taylor 
Dunne, whose recent Katah-din (2014) could also be 
described as exhibiting the New Historicist tendency, 
describes her process as an archaeological dig. According 
to Dunne, a film “usually starts with wanting to learn 
more about something and then making a film about 
it as an excuse. I like to include all of the archival/
research rubble in the making of it. Sometimes I feel 
like I should have been a scientist or an historian.”6

5 Stephen Greenblatt, “Fiction and Friction,” in 
Shakespearean Negotiations: The Circulation of 
Social Energy in Renaissance England (Berkeley 
and Los Angeles: The University of California 
Press, 1988), p. 66-93.

6 Taylor Dunne, e-mail message to the author, 
March 29, 2014.

ABOVE Erin Espelie, Valley of Fears (2010), 
frame enlargements. Courtesy the artist.

RIGHT Deborah Stratman, These Blazeing Starrs! 
(2010), frame enlargements. Courtesy the artist.

The pluralistic impulse of New Historicist 
Films is closely related to their unabashed affection 
for antiquarianism, perhaps their most recognizable 
surface feature. With some exceptions, most of the 
films dwell in the 16th-19th centuries and display 
the erudition of the scholar. The media-saturated, 
late-capitalist preoccupations of avant-garde artists 
from Andy Warhol to Ryan Trecartin are replaced 
with Leonardo da Vinci’s attempts to build a flying 
machine by studying the physiology of birds, Hevelius’s 
observations of comets and meteors, and Guglielmo 
Marconi’s invention of wireless radio transmission. In 
this way, New Historicist Films can seem deliberately 
esoteric upon initial viewing; we are more accustomed 
to encountering these particular historical figures 
and this kind of interdisciplinary cross-pollination in 

books, not cinema. To borrow a phrase that has trickled 
down from colonial-era writers to the poet Susan Howe 
to David Gatten, these films divulge “secret histories,” 
personages and ideas that more recall the pet subjects 
of the committed, obsessed academic wading through 
scores of archival documents than the popularized 
historical narratives that appear on the Nonfiction 
Bestseller lists.
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5 Stephen Greenblatt, “Fiction and Friction,” in 
Shakespearean Negotiations: The Circulation of 
Social Energy in Renaissance England (Berkeley 
and Los Angeles: The University of California 
Press, 1988), p. 66-93.

6 Taylor Dunne, e-mail message to the author, 
March 29, 2014.

ABOVE Erin Espelie, Valley of Fears (2010), 
frame enlargements. Courtesy the artist.

RIGHT Deborah Stratman, These Blazeing Starrs! 
(2010), frame enlargements. Courtesy the artist.
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with Leonardo da Vinci’s attempts to build a flying 
machine by studying the physiology of birds, Hevelius’s 
observations of comets and meteors, and Guglielmo 
Marconi’s invention of wireless radio transmission. In 
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esoteric upon initial viewing; we are more accustomed 
to encountering these particular historical figures 
and this kind of interdisciplinary cross-pollination in 

books, not cinema. To borrow a phrase that has trickled 
down from colonial-era writers to the poet Susan Howe 
to David Gatten, these films divulge “secret histories,” 
personages and ideas that more recall the pet subjects 
of the committed, obsessed academic wading through 
scores of archival documents than the popularized 
historical narratives that appear on the Nonfiction 
Bestseller lists.
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But this antiquarianism does not usually register 
as precious or insincere. In fact, this aspect of New 
Historicist Films is thrown into relief when one observes 
that their subjects more often than not pre-date the 
invention of cinema. In an essay that has proven 
influential to the New Historicist filmmakers, especially 
Gatten, Hollis Frampton reflects upon the problem that 
pre-photographic history can only be known through 
language in the form of a written description of events: 
“The trouble with the Universe, seen from a rigorously 
historical point of view, is just this: no one was there 
to photograph the beginning of it.”7 This leads him 
to posit two distinct kinds, or perhaps experiences, of 
time: Historic time, characterized by the imposition 
of language upon the past – a burdening of history 
with artificially contrived causality, linearity, and 
sequentiality – and ecstatic time, which he takes to be 
lived, embodied, or experiential time. In developing his 
theory of a metahistory of film, Frampton goes further 
by suggesting that all that remains as one era passes into 
the next is the art form that it has invented for itself out 
of an evolutionary need: “What I am suggesting, to put 
it quite simply, is that no activity can become an art 
until its proper epoch has ended and it has dwindled, 
as an aid to gut survival, into total obsolescence.”8 
Therefore, a commitment to the archaic, outmoded, or 
obsolete is nothing less than a commitment to the art 
of previous epochs.

I would suggest that New Historicist filmmakers 
take Frampton’s general remarks as an implicit 
challenge: To represent pre-cinematic history on film, 

not by ignoring the entrapments of historic time, as we 
might see in Hollywood biopics or television miniseries 
such as Amadeus (1984) or John Adams (2008), but by 
engaging directly with its contradictions and ideological 
implications. In place of a chronological or even causal 
account, we find a melange of historical figures and 
ideas rendered in elliptical fragments that the viewer 
often has to piece together through association. In the 
title film from The Secret History of the Dividing Line 
(2002), David Gatten ignores cinematic “imagery” 
altogether, presenting the story of Byrd’s dividing line 
expedition entirely through dueling onscreen texts, 
tears in the filmstrip, and optically printed blow-ups 
of cement splices. This contrast between the pre- and 
post-cinematic is never more apparent than in …
These Blazeing Starrs!, as Stratman’s juxtaposition 
of frontispieces and textual excerpts from 17th-
century tracts on cometology with footage of comets 
culled from the NASA Archive literally compares 
pre-photographic scientific observations with their 
“actualized” counterparts. The film draws a distinction 
between two historically contingent representational 

7 Hollis Frampton, “Incisions in History/Segments 
of Eternity,” in Circles of Confusion: Film 
Photography Video Texts 1968-1980 (Rochester: 
Visual Studies Workshop Press, 1983), p. 88.

8 Frampton, “For a Metahistory of Film: 
Commonplace Notes and Hypotheses,” in Circles 
of Confusion, p. 112.

OPPOSITE LEFT Rebecca Myers, blue mantle (2010), 
frame enlargement. Courtesy the artist.

OPPOSITE RIGHT Erin Espelie, Valley of Fears (2010), 
frame enlargement. Courtesy the artist.

ABOVE David Gatten, The Secret History of the Dividing 
Line (1999), frame composites. Courtesy the artist.



82 83M I L L E NN I UM  F I LM  J OURNAL GLANC I NG  OUTWARD

But this antiquarianism does not usually register 
as precious or insincere. In fact, this aspect of New 
Historicist Films is thrown into relief when one observes 
that their subjects more often than not pre-date the 
invention of cinema. In an essay that has proven 
influential to the New Historicist filmmakers, especially 
Gatten, Hollis Frampton reflects upon the problem that 
pre-photographic history can only be known through 
language in the form of a written description of events: 
“The trouble with the Universe, seen from a rigorously 
historical point of view, is just this: no one was there 
to photograph the beginning of it.”7 This leads him 
to posit two distinct kinds, or perhaps experiences, of 
time: Historic time, characterized by the imposition 
of language upon the past – a burdening of history 
with artificially contrived causality, linearity, and 
sequentiality – and ecstatic time, which he takes to be 
lived, embodied, or experiential time. In developing his 
theory of a metahistory of film, Frampton goes further 
by suggesting that all that remains as one era passes into 
the next is the art form that it has invented for itself out 
of an evolutionary need: “What I am suggesting, to put 
it quite simply, is that no activity can become an art 
until its proper epoch has ended and it has dwindled, 
as an aid to gut survival, into total obsolescence.”8 
Therefore, a commitment to the archaic, outmoded, or 
obsolete is nothing less than a commitment to the art 
of previous epochs.

I would suggest that New Historicist filmmakers 
take Frampton’s general remarks as an implicit 
challenge: To represent pre-cinematic history on film, 

not by ignoring the entrapments of historic time, as we 
might see in Hollywood biopics or television miniseries 
such as Amadeus (1984) or John Adams (2008), but by 
engaging directly with its contradictions and ideological 
implications. In place of a chronological or even causal 
account, we find a melange of historical figures and 
ideas rendered in elliptical fragments that the viewer 
often has to piece together through association. In the 
title film from The Secret History of the Dividing Line 
(2002), David Gatten ignores cinematic “imagery” 
altogether, presenting the story of Byrd’s dividing line 
expedition entirely through dueling onscreen texts, 
tears in the filmstrip, and optically printed blow-ups 
of cement splices. This contrast between the pre- and 
post-cinematic is never more apparent than in …
These Blazeing Starrs!, as Stratman’s juxtaposition 
of frontispieces and textual excerpts from 17th-
century tracts on cometology with footage of comets 
culled from the NASA Archive literally compares 
pre-photographic scientific observations with their 
“actualized” counterparts. The film draws a distinction 
between two historically contingent representational 

7 Hollis Frampton, “Incisions in History/Segments 
of Eternity,” in Circles of Confusion: Film 
Photography Video Texts 1968-1980 (Rochester: 
Visual Studies Workshop Press, 1983), p. 88.

8 Frampton, “For a Metahistory of Film: 
Commonplace Notes and Hypotheses,” in Circles 
of Confusion, p. 112.

OPPOSITE LEFT Rebecca Myers, blue mantle (2010), 
frame enlargement. Courtesy the artist.

OPPOSITE RIGHT Erin Espelie, Valley of Fears (2010), 
frame enlargement. Courtesy the artist.

ABOVE David Gatten, The Secret History of the Dividing 
Line (1999), frame composites. Courtesy the artist.



84 85M I L L E NN I UM  F I LM  J OURNA L GLANC I NG  OUTWARD

methods – the textual and the indexical – ultimately 
finding them to be similar in their aesthetic appeal and 
epistemological inadequacy.

Frampton’s belief that our access to pre-
photographic history is “doomed by the structure 
of language” partially explains the New Historicist 
filmmakers’ awareness of the role of language in 
an image-based medium.9 In nearly all of the New 
Historicist Films, language becomes a crucial element, 
either in the form of onscreen text, voice-over, or 
allusion. Like many contemporary historians, New 
Historicist filmmakers seem acutely aware that 
our experience of history is mitigated by layers of 
mediation, an epistemological problem that is to be 
interrogated rather than avoided. In some of the films, 
images compete with text for our attention. In blue 
mantle, intertitles displaying poems, diary entries, 
and excerpts from ship logs regularly disrupt our 
langourous gaze at the sea; in Gatten’s The Great Art 
of Knowing (2004), 18th-century auction notices are 
superimposed in full over images of the newspapers 
in which they first appeared. Valleys of Fear avoids the 
use of onscreen text, but instead features voice-overs 
that present biographical information about the film’s 
subjects, as well as audio fragments culled from film 
and television representations of C. Auguste Dupin and 
Sherlock Holmes, linguistic cues that help to render the 
film’s themes intelligible. 

Indeed, the issue of legibility becomes paramount 
in New Historicist Films. In some of the text-based 
films, such as Gatten’s Moxon’s Mechanick Exercises 
(1999), onscreen text hovers at the brink of illegibility, 
as though the semiotic resonance of the typesetting takes 
precedence over the necessity of the viewer to process it 
fully. Furthermore, by including photographic images 
of old manuscripts, foregrounding the antiquated 
spelling and diction of previous centuries, preserving 
the paragraph-length titles of the books themselves in 
the names of the films, and even paying close attention 
to font, New Historicist Films playfully engage with 
the semiotics of antiquarianism. This fascination with 
words and the particular eras or literary styles that 
they signify at first registers as a demonstration of 
the awareness of the role of language in structuring 
our understanding of history, but it also carries an 
emotional charge as we realize that these are the words 
through which real people made sense of their lives. 
“How will the world use me?” asks the author of an 
early 20th-century fortune-telling manual in Gatten’s 
The Matter Propounded, of its possibility or impossibility, 
treated in four Parts (2011), and we sense the hope, 

longing, and frustration implicit in a single, speculative 
question.10

This emphasis on language is not only of 
theoretical consequence, but also becomes a formal 
characteristic of New Historicist Films, as many possess 
an interest in displaying large portions of text as image. 
As Tom Gunning has observed, avant-garde filmmakers 
have consistently employed onscreen text, especially in 
the Structural Film era (see, for instance, Frampton’s 
Zorns Lemma (1970) and Poetic Justice (1972), Michael 
Snow’s So Is This, and Peter Rose’s Secondary Currents 
(both 1982)). But these films embed text within 
language puzzles that invite the viewer to engage in 
a cognitive game as the film unfolds over time, or at 
least to “imagine another scene that is described or 
referred to by the words.”11 While significant portions 
of Gatten’s Byrd films do address the viewer in just this 
way, Gunning is also correct in observing that New 
Historicist Films seem to treat language differently. 

Most straightforwardly, blue mantle presents entire 
poems onscreen for the viewer to read in real time. In 
this instance, the poems do not function as metaphors 
but carry their own thematic weight through Meyers’s 
decision to keep their original integrity intact. Other 
New Historicist filmmakers manipulate text so that it 
becomes a graphic element more closely aligned with 
the scratching and painting associated with handmade 
cinema. In …These Blazeing Starrs!, Stratman films text 
from Sara Schechner Genuth’s academic book, Comets, 
Popular Culture, and the Birth of Modern Cosmology, 
through a distorting lens that bends the words at the 
edges, so that at the instant they become legible to the 
viewer as information, they transform into abstract 
patterns.12 And perhaps no filmmaker has experimented 
with text-as-image as thoroughly as David Gatten. In 
his Byrd films, Gatten employs a process that involves 
affixing Scotch tape to books and then boiling the 
paper away, leaving only the imprint of the words on 
the tape. These words are then contact printed onto 
high-contrast film stock and magnified in an optical 
printer so that, in some cases, only a single letter or part 
of a letter will be visible. These are then edited together 
rapidly, creating the sensation that obscure markings 
and hieroglyphs are hurtling past at breakneck speed.

I would submit that these are some of the most 
conspicuous and significant characteristics of the New 
Historicist Film: A shift from personal subjectivity and 
inner consciousness to historical representation and 
material culture, especially in terms of epistemology, 
classificatory systems, and the variability of the social 
and intellectual paradigms that we have constructed 

9 Frampton, “Incisions in History/Segments of 
Eternity,” p. 94.

10 Gatten’s source is Mrs. John LeBreton, The 
White Magic Book: Fortune Telling at Your 
Fingertips (London: C.A. Pearton, 1919). 

11 Tom Gunning, “The Secret Language of the 
Traces of Light: David Gatten’s Dividing Line,” 
in Texts of Light: A Mid-Career Retrospective of 
Fourteen Films by David Gatten, ed. Chris Stults 
(Columbus, OH: Wexner Center for the Arts, 
2011), p. 7.

12 Many of the illustrations featured in Stratman’s 
film are also sourced from this book. See Sara 
Schechner Genuth, Comets, Popular Culture, and 
the Birth of Modern Cosmology (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1997).
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to understand the world; a portmanteau quality that 
speaks directly to other disciplines and the porousness 
of textual circulation; anecdotal or associative linkage 
between disciplines and epochs; a research-based 
working process; a devotion to the arcane, esoteric, 
or antiquated, especially in terms of how the pre-
cinematic might be represented on film; and a deep 
engagement with language and text as conceptual and 
formal elements. In the remainder of this essay, I will 
contextualize the New Historicist Film within avant-
garde film history by returning to William Byrd’s life 
on film.

The author wishes to thank David Bordwell, 
Taylor Dunne, Ken Eisenstein, Erin Espelie, David 
Gatten, James Hansen, Scott MacDonald, Rebecca 
Meyers, J.J. Murphy, and Deborah Stratman for their 
comments and assistance in the writing of this article.

(Part II of this article will be included in MFJ No. 62, 
to be published in Fall 2015).
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