
ABSTRACTS

A NIGHT AT THE OPERA OF TALMUDIC REASONING: THE “JEWISHNESS” OF JEWISH 

CINEMA 

Shai Biderman (Tel Aviv University)

Jewish cinema is a hybrid concept which invites a multitude of interpretations. It can stand 

for an anthropological or cultural classification, as well as for historical or film-studies per-

spectives. While all these are valid paths into the nature of the phenomenon, I find the most 

revealing path to be that which explores Jewish logic and argumentative techniques, as they 

appear in predominant Jewish texts.

Hence, my main contention rests on a unique analysis of Talmudic reasoning. I detect a 

paradigmatic inclination, which underlines the Talmudic argumentation and reasoning, 

which can be characterized as leaning towards the absurd and as a thematic challenge to 

conventional logic and traditional argumentation. Once established, I use the films of the 

Marx brothers to demonstrate the way by which Jewish films are uniquely defined by the 

way they embrace smarty argumentation and subversive reasoning, to create a unique (and 

challenging) cinematic point of view.

Keywords: argumentation, hermeneutics, Jewish cinema, Judaism, logic and reasoning, the 

Marx Brothers.

FROM UP IN THE AIR TO THE ROOTS OF AVATAR’S TREE OF SOULS: HOSSEIN NASR’S 

ISLAMIC TRADITIONALISM AND THE HOPE FOR WESTERN FUTURES GROUNDED 

IN THE SACREDNESS OF THE EARTH

Daniel Bradley (Gonzaga University)

In the first half of this article I situate Up in the Air (2009) and Avatar (2009) within the recent 

preoccupation in English language cinema with reflections on the future. I then argue that a 

juxtaposition of Ryan Bingham’s world of detachment and isolation, lived in airports and ho-
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tels, with the rich and interconnected life of the Na’vi on Pandora powerfully evokes the con-

temporary need, crucial for any discussion about our possibilities for the future, to overcome 

alienation by recovering our understanding of the sacredness of the world. In the second half 

of the article I take up the suggestion, implicit in Avatar, that perhaps it will be the peoples in 

actual battle with Western forces that can provide a model for this renewed encounter with the 

sacred. This cannot be true in any facile sense, for often the philosophies of so-called funda-

mentalist Islam that have inspired the fiercest resistance to European and North American 

capitalist imperialism, prove to be merely the sterile inverse of Western modernity, in which 

both sides share a common decoupling of the sacred and the profane. However, within the so-

cieties of the Middle East we also see a much deeper and richer current of traditionalist Islam 

that does maintain a powerful connection to the sacredness of the world and thereby may pro-

vide an invaluable dialogue partner for recovering the sacred and renewing our hopes for the 

future. To support this claim and to begin the dialogue for which I am arguing, I then give a 

sympathetic reading of Hossein Nasr’s assertion that it is the commitment to tradition in his 

strand of Islam that could be of value to a Western world that seems to be yearning for the 

goods that he believes are deeply intertwined with traditional practice. In his view, tradition 

grounds the encounter with the sacred in three main ways. First, the exegesis of scripture 

within a traditional framework reveals that every act of knowing involves an inner illumina-

tion by which the human mind participates in the divine intellect. Second, tradition as the 

handing down of divine truth places this personal experience of divine intellect within a his-

torical and geographical context, thus revealing the worldly aspect of inner illumination. Third, 

within the bounds of tradition the things in their sensuous materiality can reveal their richly 

sacramental nature as transcendent symbols manifesting the divine.

Keywords: alienation, Hossein Nasr, Islam, James Cameron, Jason Reitman, sacred.

REVISITING DHVANI IN THE CONTEXT OF THE AESTHETICS OF EXPERIENCE IN FILM 

Anuradha Chandra (Indian Institute of Technology, Bombay)

In India, film and religion have always been very closely aligned. Early cinema in India was 

focused on stories from Indian mythology specially stories with religious significance — for 
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example, the life of Krishna, Sri Pundalik, and Raja Harish Chandra. In more recent years, 

the concept of darshana with its religious connotations has been related to the place that cin-

ema occupies in the national conscience with reference to the role of the “gaze” in Indian cin-

ema; temples dedicated to super stars in the country are a case in point. 

In this article I will address a more implicit relationship between religion and film, 

through the study of a 2008 film in Hindi, Khargosh. The film at first simply seems to be a 

coming-of-age story. But on further exploration it comes through as exploring an image of 

transcendence in immanence, a central idea in monistic Kashmir Saivism.

Anandavardhana, an important acharya of monistic Kasmir Saivism lived in the second 

half of the 9th century. He proposed the concept of dhvani vada, the philosophy of aesthetic 

suggestion. Dhvani is a key idea in Indian aesthetics. Abhinavgupta, a century later, added 

important elements to the theory of Dhvani, through his ideas of camatkara (rapture) and 

alaukika (other-worldly). This article will locate the idea of dhvani viz-a-viz phenomenological 

approaches to studying films. A close study of the film Khargosh will show how it creates 

meaning through an “aesthetics of experience” versus an “aesthetics of representation”. 

The film explores ideas of faith, loneliness and rapture or camatkara, an experience of 

transcendence. I argue that the key idea of Khargosh is located in the idea of transcendence in 

immanence, an approach to spirituality through being in the world more fully rather than 

through a forsaking of it. The film Khargosh, through both its form and content, works to em-

body the concept of dhvani as an aesthetic form of the philosophy of Kasmir Saivism. The ar-

ticle will conclude with the proposition that the concept of dhvani can be useful in studying 

films at large; specially films that share a similar mode of address or cinematic language, an 

“aesthetics of experience.”

Keywords: aesthetics, dhvani, experience, film, Hinduism, phenomenology.

THE TAO OF BWO: DELEUZIAN BECOMINGS IN KUNG FU CINEMA

Amir Vodka (University of Amsterdam)

This paper attempts to explore kung fu not just as a fighting technique but as a mode of per-

ception and thought, an image of film and mind. Through kung fu cinema I ask to underline 
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a relationship between the philosophy of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari and Taoism, es-

tablished by a link between the concept of the Body without Organs (BwO), which Deleuze 

and Guattari describe as the zero degree of intensity, and Tao’s concept of emptiness.

Deleuze and Guattari described the BwO as unformed matter, a bodily plane which ren-

ders the organs formless. “The organs distribute themselves on the BwO, but they distribute 

themselves independently of the form of the organism; forms become contingent, organs are 

no longer anything more than intensities that are produced, flows, thresholds, and gradi-

ents.” Taoism, I argue, forms its own kind of BwO. Tao translates as “the way,” that is, a plane 

of movement, which is defined by Lao Tzu as “the shape that has no shape, the image that is 

without substance.” The Tao is conceptualized as emptiness that is the generative ontological 

process through which all things arise and pass away. Once we inhabit the sourceless source 

of Tao, we are no longer bound to a concrete form (“man,” “woman” or even “human”) but 

become what Deleuze and Guattari call “haecceity,” subjectless intensities that spin out of the 

BwO without ever actualizing an organism.

In order to inhabit the BwO, Kung fu masters often pass through a stage of what appears 

as masochism. The second part of this paper deals with this apparent masochistic tendency 

and its  justifications from a Deleuzian/Taoist perspective. The concept of BwO is by defini-

tion a process of becoming. Deleuze and Guattari describe many becomings, all connected to 

each other: “On the near side, we encounter becomings-woman, becomings-child […]. On 

the far side, we find becoming-elementary, -cellular, -molecular, and even becoming-

imperceptible.” The third part of this paper examines the recurrent theme of becoming-

animal in kung fu cinema, while the fourth and last part deals with the notion of perceiving 

the imperceptible in contemporary virtual kung fu cinema.

Keywords: Deleuze and Guattari, kung fu cinema, Taoism. 

SILENCE AS THE SPACE FOR LOVE: BERGMAN’S TRILOGY AND THE ABSENCE OF GOD

Earl Allyson P. Valdez (Ateneo de Manila University)

Among the works of the iconic filmmaker Ingmar Bergman, his famous trilogy of films con-

sisting of Through a Glass Darkly  (Såsom i en spegel, 1961), Winter Light (Nattvardsgästerna, 1962) 
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and Silence (Tystnaden, 1963) became the subject of much intrigue and controversy from a re-

ligious standpoint. These three films portray different situations which refer to God’s with-

drawal from the human being, which is something that challenges the human being’s faith 

and his view of God. Given this, Bergman asks: What shall the believer do when God withdraws 

Himself, out of one’s reach? This work answers the question by pointing out that God’s silence 

provides the space to experience God in another way, making Himself manifest in the rela-

tionships that exist between human beings. Through Jean-Luc Marion’s phenomenological 

investigation of Divine Revelation and   religious experience, this work interprets God’s si-

lence as a withdrawing that manifests God as otherwise than Being, surpassing the human 

being’s metaphysical view of God centered on mere presence and within human categories. 

This withdrawal eventually calls the human being to dwell on that silence and be open to 

God’s revelation, in his own ways and according to His own terms. And given that God re-

veals Himself as Love, what Bergman points out that only in the  exercise of love for others 

and the nurturance of meaningful relationships can God, in His silence, be truly experienced.

Keywords: Christianity, divine silence, Ingmar Bergman, Jean-Luc Marion, phenomenological 

theology.

A LINGUAGEM E OS RITOS SACRIFICIAIS NO CINEMA DE JOÃO CÉSAR MONTEIRO

[THE LANGUAGE AND SACRIFICIAL RITES IN THE CINEMA OF JOÃO CÉSAR MON-

TEIRO]

Catarina Maia (University of Coimbra)

João César Monteiro shares with George Bataille many ideas, perhaps one could even say 

that they share a certain worldview where violence has not abandoned us, but remains a part 

of our DNA. We are fierce beings, wounded beings in search of a lost continuity. For both 

authors, only through violence can we communicate with that which is outside of the imme-

diate, the useful, outside the sphere of knowledge.

In this article we will be exploring the tensions between the profane and the sacred, a 

central dichotomy in Bataille’s thinking, something that instigates the movement in which 

the violence of the sacrifice of blood is transferred in all its intensity to the field of lan-
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guage and words are shown capable of opening wounds in reality. Shepherded by Christi-

anity, this is symptomatic of the plastic impulse of sacrificial rites and of the performative 

power of words and art. In the particular case of the work of Monteiro, we will analyse 

how his films can serve the experience of continuity, putting us in communication with the 

sacred.

The experiences of laughter, eroticism, or poetry, also known as sovereign experiences 

(i.e., independent of the rational and instrumental logic of language that governs our daily 

lives), are presented as the last bastions of the sacred in modern societies. These are the mani-

festations César Monteiro explores in his work as discourses of not-knowing, which as expe-

riences of continuity can only be known through our participation in the excess that charac-

terizes his cinema.

Keywords: communication, Georges Bataille, João César Monteiro, language, sacred, trans-

gression. 

APPROCHES D’UN STYLE SPIRITUEL AU CINÉMA : DANS LA BRUME DE SERGEI 

LOZNITSA

[APPROACHES TO A SPIRITUAL STYLE IN FILM: SERGEI LOZNITSA’S IN THE FOG]

Inês Gil (Lusófona University)

The relationship between cinema and religion has always existed. Film history is littered 

with  explicitly religious films and implicitly spiritual films. It is this second category that 

interests us because it never imposes, but proposes.

How can we define the spiritual style of a film? Is there a spiritual cinematographic 

style?  How does it manifest?  Several theorists, Amédée Ayfre, Robert Bresson, Susan Sontag 

and Paul Schrader tried to answer this difficult question, because the spiritual is an intangi-

ble concept and still in becoming. We propose to analyze their thoughts and see how it is pos-

sible to apply them to the very spiritual In the Fog (V tumane, 2012) directed by Sergei 

Loznitsa, involving the issue of the ethics of the other proposed by Levinas which is insepa-

rable from the aesthetic of the film.
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Keywords: Emmanuel Levinas, realism, Robert Bresson, Sergei Loznitsa, spiritual style.

HOW FILM CAN CARRY BEING: FILM MELODRAMA AND TERRENCE MALICK’S THE 

TREE OF LIFE AS A POST-RELIGIOUS FILM

Warwick Mules (University of Queensland)

This paper argues that Terrence Malick’s film The Tree of Life (2011) can be read as a post-

religious film that offers its audience an experience of the “beyond” of the non-cinematic 

real. In order to make this argument, the paper employs Schleiermacher’s concept of relig-

ious experience as the beyond of human existence, experienced in moments of openness to 

the infinite-divine otherwise blocked in the natural state of finite human being. In western 

culture, cinematic experience is enclosed within the apparatus of melodrama, serving a 

quasi-religious function by offering audiences an amelioration of human existence in a world 

from which God has withdrawn. Hollywood melodrama subjectifies the audiences’ belief in 

the moral good within the mythic presentation of a world defined by ideals of historical pro-

gress linked to the power of industrialised capitalism and the nation state. The cinematic real 

is simply this reality presented as an experience of an ameliorated state of being unfolding in 

the film melodrama itself. Terrence Malick’s film The Tree of Life breaks with the apparatus of 

melodrama, and opens into the non-cinematic-real — the nothing of the cinematic world 

opened up by the film breaching its own framework. My reading will show how The Tree of 

Life presents human life as an evolved way of being blocked in a masculinised mode in mid-

twentieth century America. The film releases this blocked way of being through the unwill-

ing of the will of masculinised power, shown in visions of nature as the “beyond” of the 

cinematic real. These visions of nature, appearing through cracks in the film frame, enable 

the feminine way of being, otherwise blocked by the masculine will to power, to lead the 

way into the beyond of the non-cinematic real. 

Keywords: film melodrama, Friedrich Schleiermacher, post-religious film, Terrence Malick.
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DES FILMS CANNIBALES, OU L’HUMANISME MIS À MAL

[CANNIBAL MOVIES, OR HUMANISM CHALLENGED]

Frédéric Marteau

Christophe Becker

If the question of the body is often predominant in movies, it is mainly because directors 

have always been obsessed with the idea of filming the Other and the Same.

Does filming the Other mean that we recognize someone of the same kind as ourselves? 

To answer this question, we will study a phenomenon, or rather a symptom, that is at the 

core of “extreme cinema,” namely cannibalism.

Two moments seem to respond to each other throughout history. The first one linked 

with the writing of Michel de Montaigne’s famous text Des Cannibales published in 1580, a 

text that  exerted a fundamental influence on Western philosophers (Voltaire, Rousseau, Em-

erson among others) while asserting a definition of Humanism and the relativity of the no-

tion of barbarism. The second one linked with the growing interest of filmmakers around the 

world in anthropophagy, especially with the production of cannibal movies in Italy in the 

late 1970s and early 1980s, but also with a tradition of American movies from Scott Sidney's s 

Tarzan of the Apes (1918) to recent “Hillbilly movies.” These films, quite a few of them consid-

ered duds, are important to us as they seem to contradict, or even parody, the ethnological 

tradition emphasising the existence of a “noble savage.”

While studying the theological questioning arising with the first stories of anthro-

pophagy as well as the symbolical links between transubstantiation and cannibalism as it 

was established by Thomas Aquinas, we will show this series of movies “beyond help” (as 

Roland Barthes once said of Pier Paolo Pasolini’s Salo) echo a philosophical and theological 

tradition which turns the cannibal into a unique phenomenon, both seducing and frightening 

at the same time.

We know that for Montaigne and Voltaire the cannibal is first rejected as inhuman before 

being turned into an object of thought that challenges our own humanity; it is, to them, an 

opportunity to criticize society, its inner violence, as well as the notion of Otherness. Such 

questioning can also be found in Italian cannibal movies shot during years of political upris-

ing in the country, movies whose subtext seems to be entirely different and very much con-

tradictory. In these films, often seen as misogynous or racist, displaying images that seemed 

CINEMA 4 · ABSTRACTS! 11



unbearable at the time, one can find the negation of Montaigne’s Humanism, namely the in-

anity of considering the Other as part of humanity as a whole.

Keywords: anthropophagy, barbarism, cannibalism, Humanism, Thomas Aquinas.

A CANNIBAL’S SERMON: HANNIBAL LECTER, SYMPATHETIC VILLAINY AND 

MORAL REVALUATION

Aaron Taylor (University of Lethbridge)

Sympathizing with villains in horror cinema seems to present us with a kind of moral para-

dox: we occasionally form allegiances with these immoral individuals despite the prohibi-

tions against condoning behaviour we know to be despicable. Confronted with the challenge 

that so-called “perverse allegiance” seems to present to one’s moral integrity, a viewer may 

contend with this paradox by locating pragmatic moral value through this very act of taxing 

sympathy. Through a close study of Silence of the Lambs (1991) and Hannibal (2001) that em-

ploys the Nietzschean concept of revaluation, it is suggested that horror cinema occasionally 

represents characters whose evil actually represents a valuable critique of specious moral 

norms. The figure of Hannibal Lecter seems to transcend those limited (and limiting) ethical 

strictures, and in so doing, reworks a conventional moral framework informed by outmoded 

Judeo-Christian values.

Rather than being conceived of as antithetical to the good, Lecter’s cruelty may be rec-

ognised as an important albeit neglected aspect of our conception of kindness.

Keywords: Friedrich Nietzsche, Hannibal Lecter, horror, narratology, sympathy.
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