Dear Professor Barbara,

I read your interesting book “Cinema e montaggio” (Cinema and montage) which offers a lot of opportunities for reflection.

I’d like to dwell upon what you write in chapter 3 about the techniques of attraction which “generate emotions and challenge thought”. As you may remember, in my first e-mail I wrote about a new sensibility which is becoming manifest in modernity through expressive forms dominated by cutting and discontinuity: Baudelaire’s “shaken and nervous” prose whose imagery sets forth an extraordinary psychic storm, but also Ejzenštejn’s cinematographic images.

In “Tempo svagato – Marco Aurelio: il savio, il distratto, il solitario” (Distracted time - Marcus Aurelius: wise, absent-minded, solitary), Maria Tasinato explains that distraction and phantasìa both cause the frantic restlessness of the psykhḗ to which the philosopher-emperor opposes concentration strategies. This frantic restlessness of the psykhḗ stirred up by images becomes manifest in modernity through publicity and advertising (this is what Calasso maintains about Baudelaire’s “shaken and nervous prose”) but also through other expressive forms dominated by cutting and discontinuity, including the ones you analyze in your book about montage.
The attraction techniques stimulate an emotive and unthinking response, they distract. With regard to this, montage could be not only a  way of thinking but also an irrational activity which eludes the concentration strategies that the philosopher-emperor uses in his attempt to stop the wavering and irrational motion of the psykhḗ. “Erase phantasia, stop this puppet restlessness”, writes Marcus Aurelius, referring to a movement which is at the same time that of the body and of the psykhḗ or pnệuma, as linked to each other by the network of nerves as the puppet is to its maneuverer by a network of threads. Ejzenštejn’s theory of the “lines of movement of forms”, based on an idea of emotion as movement and of movement as a reflex action, seems to fit perfectly with the previous description. The restlessness of the psykhḗ deplored by Marcus Aurelius is not the one of the psyche which characterizes the modern age, of course, but it is often impossible to understand one’s time without interpolating it with other times, anachronistically, and so I’m wondering whether the utility of Maria Tasinato’s essay might be this: to stimulate a reflection on the restless activity of our psyche provoked by images in a culture which expresses itself through cuttings and distractions in the flux of information and, at the same time, to start a reflection on the pneumatic essence of this spasm, of this unwavering, feverish and frantic activity of the psyche. We’re dealing with a complex matter and I don’t want to underestimate the conceptual component in the principle of attraction. The results of connotative montage are no doubt  “conceptual” but, as connotative montage is a corollary of the principle of attraction, the irrational restlessness of the psyche has to be reckoned with because, as you rightly point out, there is a “friction between the sensible (emotional, attractive) dimension  and the rational (critical, analogical)  dimension of the image”. The communication techniques which segment and fragment the flux of information through attraction strategies develop what could be called a way of feeling or suffering rather than a way of thinking, a form of sensibility that could be referred to Warburg’s category of pathos. In “Cinema e montaggio” you claim “with Warburg we are then in a culture which thinks about montage as an instrument of knowledge, however strongly based on elements typical of Ejzenštejn”. 
Do you think a study of attraction may discover a complexity in the process of knowing through images which comprises the attractive, totally dark and irrational force of emotions alongside the critical rationality of intellectual montage? This is an idea which seems to appear in your study on montage, where the discontinuity caused by the forms of attraction is joined by a nervous, energetic and pathetic component, opposing the intellectual or conceptual component it coexists with.
Best regards
aurelio andrighetto

Dear Aurelio,

even though theories about Ejzenštejn commonly regard his “chief” montage as an essentially intellectual process, in which associations are manoeuvred in order to produce simple or dialectic concepts, Ejzenštejn was always very sensitive to the pure, physical or “material” collision of images, to their attraction, be it purely formal, plastic, chromatic or dynamic, through which a thought develops, a thought based on the body and so really close to feeling, and coming from it anyway.
For that matter, moulding the feelings of the audience (its nerves, its pre-logical reactions) was always one of the aims of Ejzenštejn’s work both as a director and essay writer, since his first definition of collision, friction between images which he calls attraction: 
“An attraction is in our understanding any demonstrable fact (an action, an object, a phenomenon, a conscious combination, and so on) that is known and proven to exercise a definite effect on the attention and emotions of the audience and that, combined with others, possesses the characteristic of concentrating the audience’s emotions in any direction dictated by the production’s purpose.”
As time goes on the idea of steering the feelings and believes of the audience (in clearly propagandistic terms) is lost and the theme of the psycho-physiologic shock provoked by the images is investigated, together with their possible “resemblance with the line of movement of shapes” (one of those famous  non-sensuous resemblances Benjamin mentions in his definitive study of the mimetic faculty, which would thus connect montage to magical thinking, where analogies are radical, absolute, almost impossible to grasp for the human eye).
In reality, Ejzenštejn’s idea is rooted in other, older theoretical assumptions: on the one hand the definition of emotion as movement (following Diderot), on the other hand the idea of movement as a nervous reflex, according to the Russian neuropsychologist Alexander Lurija, often quoted by Ejzenštejn, who conceived our brain as an enormous archive of motor schemes, “kinetic melodies” activated by proper stimuli. 
Under the influence of these, and more, neuropsychological suggestions, Ejzenštejn ventures to explore the pure contagion of shapes, their ability to “resemble” and provoke emotions; with this aim he mainly reflects on movement: the actors’ one, as a direct stimulus to the audience’s nerves transferring pathos from one body to the other, and that of the images, ruled precisely by montage.
Best
Barbara Grespi

