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6 (Art) History Reconceptualized

Mieke Bal is a literary theorist, an art historian, a filmmaker, an installation artist, a
teacher, and a theorist of pedagogy among other things.! She works across and between
these different identities in ways irreducible to any one of them. For instance, her back-
ground in literary theory (of which she held a professorship at the University of Amster-
dam from 1991 until 2011), inevitably affects how she adapts a novel to the screen,
raising the question of whether the adaptation cannot itself be taken as literary theory
by other means. Indeed, Bal uses the term “theoretical fictions” to classify many of her
films on their DVD packaging, and she has spoken of “my octopus-shaped, rather than
linear, mind and my civil disobedience as an academic who has never felt at ease in any
single discipline.”® For these reasons, Bal is exemplary of a type—or, better, a non-type—
of scholar-creator whose practice encompasses and mixes a range of formats, including
conventional and experimental scholarly work as well as art, literature, cinema, and
other creative modalities, that extends beyond the institutional parameters of either the
art world or academia. This type of figure is not altogether new to the landscapes of cul-
tural or intellectual production. Giorgio Vasari, an inaugurator of art history, was also
a painter, architect, and more, and his Lives of the Artists is as much a contribution to
the literary genre of biographical writing as it is to the discipline of art history. However,
Bal distinguishes herself from distant predecessors such as Vasari and more proximate
modernist scholar-creators such as Meyer Schapiro or his student Robert Motherwell by
way of her deep reflections on the very sort of interdisciplinary work that she does, which
is to say that, in Bal’s work, the work itself achieves a heightened kind of self-reflexivity
that discloses more fully its worldly stakes and their relational capacities.> For instance,
she often takes thinking as an issue for thought and poses questions about what thoughts
are, how people think them, why they engage in thought, when someone is thinking or
not thinking, what thinking does, and so forth—and then thinks through these questions.
This is the self-reflexivity of a subject that is not located in a defined location (like a mod-
ern subject being self-conscious) but dispersed socially—more like a concept is.

Bal’s self-reflexive assumption of responsibility for thoughtful boundary collapse clari-
fies how identities such “art,” “artist,” “scholar,” “scholarship,” and “discipline” as
well as the categories of identity characteristic of identity politics (Bal is an ardent femi-
nist, for instance) function after the ends of modernism precipitated massive shifts in
cultural and intellectual life that occasioned both her preferred modes of creative pro-
duction, video and installation, in the art world and the interdisciplinary approaches
to the humanities—Bal has come to practice what she calls “cultural analysis” rather
than critical theory, literary theory, or art history per se—to which she has contrib-
uted so significantly in and through the academy. Rather than the self-justifications of
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modernism, she pursues a highly mobile practice that operates between multiple modes
of understanding and conveying ideas. For instance, in her book Reading “Rembrandt”:
Beyond the Word-Image Opposition, she transgresses boundaries separating art history
from literary analysis, refusing to restrict language and visuality to separate domains.*
While she is not directly linked to the group of artists around whom the category of insti-
tutional critique developed (her connections are closer to the orbits of social and feminist
art history and critical theory than to conceptual art), her work is thoroughly conceptual
and more institutionally critical about the academy than that of most art historians who
write about institutional critique.® At the core of her renegotiation of identity is the role
concepts and conceptuality play as subjects of study that are themselves subjects of modi-
fication, permutation, combination, reconfiguration, and other kinds of change. Through
close scrutiny of how concepts do and can function between scholarly disciplines and
across the arts and humanities, she has developed a sophisticated approach to working
that provides a clear way for its various forms of intellectual adventure to remain timely
and of the present, connected to past traditions and all that they provide, and generative
of directions for thought to go, including especially beyond the opposition of scholarship
and creative activity that parcels audiences and inhibits the mobility of ideas in society.

That Bal’s doctoral degree is in comparative literature—a field that privileges breadth,
interrelation, and multiplicity—only begins to explain the range of her work, the enor-
mous expanse of which she addresses in the preface to A Mieke Bal Reader. (That book’s
title, with its use of an indefinite article, aptly conveys that wholly other ways to organ-
ize a representative sample from her practice can be imagined.) She posits, however, an
interest in conceptuality as one significant linking concern: “the unity underlying the
diversity of the topics discussed in these essays is an interest in concepts and the help
they can offer in our attempts to understand a cultural artifact or object in the fullest
possible way.”¢ This makes sense given literary studies’ focus on language and, therefore,
concepts, but she does not limit language’s and conceptuality’s relevance to the study of
literary texts. Rather, they have import for all manner of intellectual work. In a character-
istically socialized self-reflexive fashion, Bal offers a theory of conceptuality as “the tools
of intersubjectivity” that “facilitate discussion on the basis of a common language.””
This operative definition skirts the difficulties that concepts present when used, rather
uselessly, as labels. “In fact,” Bal writes, “concepts are, or rather do, much more” when
used conversationally “to articulate an understanding, convey an interpretation, check
an imagination run wild, and enable a discussion, on the basis of common terms and in
the awareness of absences and exclusions.”® In such discursive spaces, concepts “travel—
between disciplines, between individual scholars, between historical periods, and between
geographically dispersed academic communities,” and in this congress they “can trigger
and facilitate reflection and debate on all levels of methodology in the humanities.”

Bal develops this understanding of the relationship between concepts and interdisci-
plinarity at length in her book Travelling Concepts in the Humanities: A Rough Guide
and, in a more condensed form that incorporates and expands upon some of the verbiage
in her reader preface, with the introduction she contributed to the volume Conceptual
Odysseys: Passages to Cultural Analysis edited by her frequent collaborator and inter-
locutor Griselda Pollock.” In the latter, she restates some key points: “Working with
Concepts,” the text’s title, emphasizes working, that is, a practical matter concerned with
how concepts can be used in actual intellectual endeavor. This does not bracket theoreti-
cal investigations out of consideration; rather, it stresses the importance that concepts
function within the working lives of thinkers as they work on the problems that occupy
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their time. Second, to work with concepts in the sense Bal has in mind is to do “cultural
analysis,” which she defines not straightforwardly as an academic discipline but as a kind
of undefining of disciplines:

The field of cultural analysis is not delimited because the traditional delimitations
must be suspended; by selecting an object, you question a field. Nor are its methods
sitting in a toolbox waiting to be applied; they, too are part of the exploration. You
do not apply one method; you conduct a meeting between several, a meeting in which
the object participates so that, together, object and methods can become a new, not
firmly delineated, field.!*

Such analysis, for Bal, “must seek its heuristic and methodological basis in concepts rather
than in methods,” hence the linkage of conceptuality and interdisciplinarity.’> Methods
belong to disciplines with established protocols. Cultural analysis, lacking established
protocols, has no methods of its own and, indeed, is the act of operating in their absence,
a process facilitated by recourse to concepts, which can mediate between different disci-
plines, facilitating travel that may “appear like armchair trips” but nevertheless makes
possible “humanist study in that large, unmanageable field called ‘culture.””** (The very
concept of a “travelling concept” has itself already traveled, as it recalls the concept of
“traveling theory” that Edward Said articulated in the 1980s and revisited in the 1990s
as a way to account for thought in motion.')

This approach extends to analyzing art. In a quartet of books published in the 2010s,
Bal elaborates a theory of art and politics based on literal and metaphorical mobility
that stresses the need for art to be artistically and theoretically sophisticated enough—as
she finds the work of installation artist Doris Salcedo to be—to enable publics to navi-
gate, sometimes physically, the work in a thoughtful and open-ended way." She stresses
the importance of movement when she writes of Eija-Liisa Ahtila’s work: “the (mov-
ing) image, which leaves the actual moving of the viewer in interaction with the image
open to difference and doubt [...] is the heart of the political potential of the (figurative)
image.” ' When discussing the abstract work of installation artist Ann Veronica Janssens,
she insists that the spectator’s transience through an installation resembles the experience
of migration, an inherently political topic.'” In the case of Nalini Malani and her dura-
tional shadow play work, Bal makes plain the performative dimension of what an art-
work practices: “Images are, in addition to many other things, also forms of thought that
do things to their viewers, who are affected by the visual thoughts.”*® Artworks, in short,
move their viewers in politically relevant ways. Bal also voices an extra-artistic politics of
mobility involving migrants in Europe when, in an interview with longtime colleague and
friend Michael Ann Holly, she speaks of her hopes for “non-assimilationist integration of
migrants,” meaning that “people are at home where they live, wherever they come from,
and are free to live their beliefs and cultural backgrounds openly.”*

These very politics inform the origin of Bal’s own filmic work, which began with the
forty-four minutes documentary short Mille et un jours of 2004, a collaborative pro-
ject involving Bal, Zen Marie, Thomas Sykora, Gary Ward, and frequent Bal collabora-
tor Michelle Williams Gamaker, that takes migration as a subject, introducing viewers
to multiple generations of a Tunisian family in Sens, France before, during, and after
the wedding of one of its members, Ilhem, to fellow Tunisian Tarek, who migrated to
France seeking education and lacks a green card. The film creates a sense of proximity
to the couple, their family, and their friends to present viewers with a sincere group of
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people confronting the systemic failures of the European immigration system. The police
and other civil officers in the town hall attempt to scuttle the marriage, but their efforts
ultimately fail. The loving couple wed, which secures Tarek’s ability to remain in France,
and they are eventually able to hold a separate ceremony in Tunisia for family living
there. Shot on handheld video cameras, the film’s mise-en-scéne often presents Tarek
and Ilhem as they drive in their cars, which emphasizes how movement, speed, time, and
urgency factor in the view of migrant life that Bal and her collaborators provide by fol-
lowing their subjects’ direction as Tarek’s and Ilhem’s movements disclose their worlds
to the filmmakers’ cameras.

Bal describes how her interest in making a film about migration came about, inaugu-
rating a turn toward cinema in her work, in a short book of hers titled Exhibition-ism:
Temporal Togetherness:

What happened in 2002, were two seemingly unrelated events that became deeply
intertwined. On the one hand, a nasty event happened to my then neighbor, a then
undocumented immigrant, and I felt I should stand by him and become a witness to
the blatant injustice and cruelty perpetrated in my name as a European citizen. On the
other hand, as a keen cultural analyst, I was seeking other methods, ways, and tools to
analyze the contemporary — the world around me — than an objectifying analytical
writing based on documentation, which is always belated. The primary motivation
that made me acquire a simple video camera was the wish to do both.?

The entanglement of migrancy with the specific medium of filmmaking as the kind of
thoughtful artform she theorizes in her books on art and politics makes sense given that
the Greek word kinema, meaning “movement,” lies at the root of the word “cinema.”
More generally, turning toward creative activity enables Bal to pursue worldly effective-
ness for scholarly work, shedding the disengaged retrospective posture so often taken
by humanists in conventional modes of writing to enmesh with the phenomena being
analyzed, here migration. She might, in other words, be able to move understanding of
movement, even move movements, such as the research community that Bal helped to
create, the Amsterdam Institute for Cultural Analysis at the University of Amsterdam.

Semiotics and Visual Studies

Bal’s institution-building efforts followed on her earlier work developing the Graduate
Program in Visual and Cultural Studies at the University of Rochester, which played a
large role in bringing ideas about visual culture and critical theory into humanistic study
in the United States, especially where art and images are concerned. In other words,
when Bal turned to cinema as a vehicle for doing cultural analysis, she was no stranger
to moving around between disciplines or between images and texts. Her academic career
had trafficked extensively in both, including significant contributions to the introduction
of semiotic methods from literary studies into art history as well as her efforts to contest
visual studies as a possible alternative to or even replacement for art history. In 1991, Bal
coauthored, with Norman Bryson, the essay “Semiotics and Art History,” which begins
with the interdisciplinary premise that “it seems obvious that semiotics has something to
contribute to the study of art.”?! To this shared endeavor, Bal brought her background
in literary studies, while Bryson, a scholar of French art well versed in recent develop-
ments in French theory, brought a similar acumen for transporting ideas developed by
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philosophers, linguists, psychoanalysts, and literary theorists to the visual arts.? Briefly,
colleagues at the University of Rochester during the fermenting stage of its graduate pro-
gram, Bal and Bryson find themselves perhaps outside of art history, functioning as lin-
guists or literary theorists bringing their methods to bear on new objects: visual images.
Crucial to these semiotic maneuvers is their radical rethinking of art-historical practice,
which begins to operate through an interdisciplinary borrowing of concepts and tech-
niques that remakes art-historical methodology or, perhaps, questions its very identity by
opening it up to ways of thinking about art that draw on all that linguistics and literary
theory offer in their efforts to scrutinize language and texts.

The very concepts “visual culture” and “visual studies” are born through this sort of
interdisciplinarity. Bal’s 2003 essay “Visual Essentialism and the Object of Visual Cul-
ture,” which appeared in the Journal of Visual Culture, proffered her heterodox position
within debates about the relationship between art history and visual studies:

I wish to submit that the term, or would-be concept, of visual culture is highly prob-
lematic. If taken at face value, it describes the nature of present-day culture as primar-
ily visual. Alternatively, it describes the segment of that culture that is visual, as if it
could be isolated (for study, at least) from the rest of that culture. Either way, the term
is predicated upon what I call here a kind of visual essentialism that either proclaims
the visual “difference” — read “purity” — of images, or expresses a desire to stake out
the turf of visuality against other media or semiotic systems. This turf-policing is visual
culture’s legacy, its roots in the paranoid corners of the art history to which it claims,
in most of its guises, to offer a (polemical) alternative.?

Bal makes a conceptual intervention here, challenging how the concept—or “would-be
concept”—of visual culture gets construed through disciplinary (o, in this case, interdis-
ciplinary) consensus. With this rhetorical gesture, Bal operates “from within the aim to
contribute to visual culture but not as a firmly believing acolyte” or from what she calls a
“self-critical perspective,” which here figures as an unwillingness to subsume one’s point
of view entirely to the parameters of any given concept (be it a discipline, an interdiscipli-
nary field, or something else), preferring the kind of mobility and displacement instanti-
ated when, for instance, semiotic methods arrive into art-historical settings.?*

Anachronism as a Conceptual Tool

Bal’s twenty-minute single-channel video Hubert Damisch: Thinking Aloud of 2011
(Figure 6.1) is not the most representative of her cinematic works, but it is helpful for
understanding how she enacts the self-critical perspective amidst a tendency to concep-
tual elusiveness. A portrait of a fellow art historian whose work, like Bal’s, wanders
beyond the boundaries of disciplines—namely, the eponymous Hubert Damisch, who
studied with Maurice Merleau-Ponty and is renowned in philosophical and psychological
circles as well as art-historical circles—the video situates itself on the boundaries between
the identities of Bal and Damisch and between the documentation and enactment of art-
historical thinking. Shot at an international seminar co-convened by the Institut National
d’Histoire de ’Art (INHA) and the Clark Art Institute from June 27 through July 2,2011
at the Hartung-Bergman Foundation in Antibes, France, Bal depicts Damisch “thinking
aloud” in the intimacy of a discussion format, delivering remarks, conversing with inter-
locutors, listening, gesturing with his hands, eating a snack, walking around the venue’s
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Figure 6.1 Micke Bal, Hubert Damisch: Thinking Aloud, 2011

grounds, and so forth. A description from the Clark provides an overview of the event,
at which Damisch was the central figure, and its topic:

This workshop addressed the phenomenon of writers who have been known for their
work on historically distant periods and who have now turned their attention to con-
temporary art. They discussed how this theme affected their writing on both old and
recent art.2

Bal herselfis, of course, very much a scholar of older art, having written widely on baroque
painting, who found herself interested in the art of her own time, but she is noticeably
absent from the images she shoots, opting to remain behind the camera, becoming a
contemporary artist herself rather than merely writing about them, and her own voice,
her art-historical implement, is silent, allowing others, particularly Damisch, to come to
the fore in her video. She takes something closer to the fly-on-the-wall approach typical
of certain kinds of cinema verité, her own “thinking aloud” occurring through choices
about what to include in and exclude from the video as its cinematographer and editor.
In other words, if Damisch largely thinks aloud with words, the conventional medium
of art history, Bal thinks aloud primarily with captured images and recorded sound, that
is, mediums more associated with art. Despite that difference, their thinking is largely
consonant.

As Damisch makes clear in his remarks and as Bal gives proof in her videography, art
is a good partner in dialogue for art historians. The video begins with a shot of flowing
water sourced from a pool on the Hartung-Bergman Foundation grounds that fades into
a shot of the conference underway with Damisch and others socializing, a cinemato-
graphic decision that emphasizes movement and flux as well as mixture and combina-
tion, all in time, themes that are relevant both to Bal’s video portrait of the thinker and
to the thinker’s thoughts themselves. Indeed, at the beginning of the seminar, Damisch
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introduces himself and, of the title that overhangs the proceedings to come, “Looking at
Contemporary Art though Eyes Trained on the Past,” says, “for me it would be, ‘Looking
at the Art of the Past through Eyes Awakened by Modern Art.”” This reversal of time’s
arrow immediately challenges art-historical conventions, be they advocacy for contextu-
alizing art within the conditions of receivership available at the time of its making (seeing
art, as closely as is possible, on its own terms) or stress laid upon traditions of viewing
and discerning that accumulated in the past as the privileged means by which the art
ought to be viewed (seeing art through accumulated ways of seeing it). What Damisch
proposes is, effectively, a different conceptual framework for seeing critically, a retroac-
tive approach that learns the lessons of art that antecedes the art one wants to study for
all that it can teach the analyst about seeing their analytic object proper. Along these
lines, at one point in the video, Damisch points out that the mirror in Diego Velazquez’s
Las Meninas can no longer be seen except as reflected in the mirror of Edouard Manet’s
The Bar at the Folies-Bergére—and, underscoring the heterodoxy of such thinking, notes
that Artforum refused to publish an essay of his on this topic.

This is, inherently, an anachronistic thing to do, and Damisch stresses that
anachronism—including the willful divorce of text from context, a deliberate provo-
cation aimed at semiotics—will be central to the discussion about doing art history
that is now well underway. As he talks about his book A Childhood Memory of Piero
Della Francesca (which appeared in English translation as part of a book series that
Bal co-edited for Stanford University Press titled Cultural Memory in the Present), Bal
begins montaging images of the Piero fresco Madonna del Parto that is the main focus
of Damisch’s book.? Art and discourse get woven together here, as Damisch questions
whether the central concern with art should be its origins—noting that Piero’s Mary
gestures toward her pregnant womb, origin of life—or its end, noting that both Pliny
the Elder and G. W. E. Hegel begin their reflections on art not from its source but from
its endpoint, working backwards. The video then cuts to the group looking at and
talking about work by Hans Hartung (who, along with his wife, the artist Anna-Eva
Bergman, is the namesake of the Hartung-Bergman Foundation where the workshop
took place), and a voice—not Damisch’s—notes that early scholars of Hartung’s work
had no access to archives and thus, implicitly, no way to begin working on it from the
beginning, so to speak. Art history, in these conversations, inevitably takes place in a
disjunctive retrospective temporality that is bound to be historically unsatisfactory but
can be conceptually generative for that precise reason, facilitating the work of recon-
ceptualization by reframing how concepts are conceivable.

Bal’s treatment of the workshop itself relies heavily on postproduction in the editing
room, itself a kind of working or reworking backwards. She chops up Damisch’s discus-
sion, interrupting its linearity, rendering it incoherent as a plotted argument and instead
calling attention to the ways that key phrases and references can coalesce into coherence
or dangle incoherently. She reconfigures the temporality of the talk in cinematic terms
that perform visually much of what it contends textually—the viewer scans Damisch’s
text in a manner closer to how a painting gets viewed as an assemblage of fragmentary
glimpses than how a speech gets heard as an unfurling of language. She makes use of
art-historical techniques for juxtaposing images, too. Before Damisch discusses them, she
flashes Marcel Duchamp’s Bicycle Wheel and a Buddhist dharmachakra or wheel sym-
bol, a kind of filmic slide comparison of two artworks enacted in the mise en scéne that
gets revisited again and again in the film as a motif, though what Damish has to say about
it remains elusive, for Bal withholds his main claims, assuming he made some. However,
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it gradually becomes clear that this pairing has relevance for Damisch’s proposal for
constituting a new concept—a spatial equivalent to anachronism, “ana-space”—that can
traverse worlds as spatially distant as they are temporally separate, providing insight in
the interstices between them through the creative juxtapositions an art historian makes. If
that sounds much like the kinds of montage Bal herself employs, perhaps that is because
there is a cinema of sorts in the jumps and juxtapositions Damisch encourages, which
generates analysis via an art-historical analog to the Kuleshov effect, and equally in the
idea that, as Bal’s individual shots accrue (recurrent returns between seminar room and
meals in the dining room mark the passage and pattern of time), the fragments of Dam-
isch’s discourse accrue (treating new and different subjects), so a generality emerges from
particularity that in many ways resembles the anachronistic and “ana-spatial” process of
concept formation that arrives at workable if flawed and revisable general ideas through
creative processes that are as artistic as they are art-historical. As with the artists Bal
champions for their politics of occasioning open-ended thought, Damisch provides con-
ceptual tools for thinking creatively—as does Bal herself, for that matter.

Creating with Anachronism

That Bal absents herself from the mise-en-sceéne of Hubert Damisch: Thinking Aloud is
noteworthy given that the topic of Damisch’s seminar, anachronism, is one about which
Bal has not only written extensively but also one that she has integrated into her practice
as a maker of films and videos. The book that, perhaps more than any other example
of her work, warranted Bal’s invitation to participate in the workshop Damisch led is
Quoting Caravaggio: Contemporary Art, Preposterous History, in which she develops
her own theory of anachronism via analyses of contemporary artists who refer to the
work of Caravaggio (essentially importing the concept of intertextuality from literary
theory into art history). Taking Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, via Gilles Deleuze’s book
on him, as a “philosophical ‘hub’ for the way Deleuze effects a contemporary restag-
ing of baroque thought, Bal examines works by a range of contemporary artists that
return to the baroque and transform understanding of past art, sorting her way through
what she calls “the double perspective of the relationship between language and images
and between past and present” that such a task requires, even going as far as to claim
that “this double ‘confusion’ is characteristic of the historical Baroque as it is recycled
today—preposterously.”” Along these lines, she notes that Caravaggio’s painting, despite
its highly theatricalized emphasis on visuality, “includes conceptual thought.”?

As would be expected from a literary scholar, particularly one whose early career
consisted largely of focused studies on narrative, including the well-known theoretical
primer Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative, many of Bal’s films turn
to the history of literature for their subjects, often retelling famous narratives: Gustave
Flaubert’s Madame Bovary, the source for Madame B of 2014, or Miguel de Cervantes’s
Don Quixote, the source for Don Quixote: Sad Countenances of 2019.2° However, it is a
non-fictional narrative about philosophy, the story not of Leibniz but of René Descartes
and Queen Christina of Sweden, that furnished the material for her most extensive effort
to think about thinking through an anachronistic reconceptualization. The subject of
that effort is Descartes and Christina themselves. Threading Descartes’s late work on
emotions, which he dedicated to Christina, through his intellectual encounter with her,
Bal provides a conception of Descartes that reconciles affect to rationality as well as a
conception of Christina as a serious intellectual when, in previous cinematic portrayals
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Figure 6.2 Micke Bal, Reasonable Doubt, 2016

(Greta Garbo in Queen Christina of 1933 and Liv Ullmann in The Abdication of 1974),
her love life, not her life of thought, centers the plot. Descartes, a generative figure for
modern conceptions of conceptuality (through his account of innate ideas), gets his
subjectivity reconceived along intersubjective lines in an entanglement with Christina’s,
which gets redeemed from earlier misogynistic conceptions in the process, its own agency
restored. Through this, “I think, therefore I am” becomes something like “we think
together, so our thoughts have consequences,” and whatever of modernity’s history is
traceable to Descartes’s formula opens to transformation.

Bal’s film, titled Reasonable Doubt and released in 2016 (Figure 6.2), opens with a
shot of two middle-aged, greying men dressed modestly in black (one of whom appears
to be wearing denim and athletic sneakers), their heads uncovered, filmed from behind as
they walk with purpose, their feet crunching a gravel pathway, through a symmetrically
planned garden into a Dutch baroque building. Those who recognize it will recognize it as
the Frans Hals Museum in Haarlem, formerly the Oude Mannenhuis (Old Men’s House),
and, indeed, portraits of its regents and regentesses that Hals painted in 1664 remain on
display inside. (Hals also painted a portrait of Descartes in 1649.) Not Caravaggio, but
not far off—the anaspatial stage is set for an encounter with the “conceptual thought”
in baroque painting and contemporaneous philosophy. Bal cuts to an interior shot of
the same two men now standing in a gallery of early modern Dutch paintings. The film’s
dialogue begins with their art-historical observations about the artworks on display, and,
as in art-historical work, past and present collide. Modern contrivances—a meter on the
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wall gauging atmospheric conditions, a line on the floor taped off to prevent viewers from
getting too close to the paintings, an electrical socket, and a didactic label featuring a
headphones graphic to indicate that interpretative information about the art is available
on an audio guide accompanying the display—all suggest a twenty-first-century setting,
as does the way that the three visible paintings are hung plainly on neutral grey walls,
that is, as decontextualized, autonomous art in a museum and not as decoration for the
interior of a home or Oude Mannenhuis. Then, one of the two men says to the other,
in French, “Look, I brought you here to show you, through painting, how emotions are
expressed and develop. Because I have met that young artisan Baruch Spinoza, who has
given me some ideas about that.” Suddenly, time is thrust back imaginatively about four
centuries. At this point, about thirty seconds into the film, “when” is haywire. Costume,
location, props; dialoguerall arecat dighncture with oneanother: Ts it 1649 os2016?
Both? Neither? The men discuss the paintings a bit longer, focusing on the representation
of emotions as they appear flat and affectless in earlier paintings but bold and assertive
in later paintings, musing as they converse about this on the relationship between bodily
expression and “passions of the soul,” which happens to be the title of Descartes’s work
on the emotions, his final philosophical treatise, completed in 1649. A truly knowing
viewer will recognize the hang as part of an exhibition organized by Gary Schwartz on
the theme of emotions in the seventeenth century.

With a few extradiegetic plucked harp strings to ease the transition, Bal then cuts to a
close shot of a woman—her emotional state registering as pensive and anticipatory like a
figure from the paintings come to life—gazing out of a window onto something unseen.
Eventually, it becomes clear that she is looking out onto another symmetrical garden as
a lone man—a traveler—makes his way up its gravel path toward the camera. A credit
sequence overlaying these shots presents the film’s title and, for the first time, informs view-
ers that they will be dealing with “René Descartes” (played by Thomas Germaine) and
“Queen Kristina of Sweden” (played by Marja Skaffari), suggesting that one of the men
in the gallery (and presumably also the man now approaching the camera) is Descartes,
and the woman gazing out the window is Christina. Descartes and Christina, the two key
figures of the film, are separated: one inside, one outside; one above, one below; one royalty,
one commoner; one certain, the other confused. And they often trade places, reason, and
emotion chasing after one another. Such connection by way of disconnection is one of the
film’s driving themes. “Descartes’ struggle is of concern to me because of the particularly
tenacious dualisms that exist between cultural and economic—and academic and artistic—
values,” Bal writes in the booklet accompanying Reasonable Doubt’s DVD release.

In other words, dualism persists within intellectual and sense-based expressive thought,
analysis, and reasoning in spite of the benefits of merging such issues. As I live and
work in these dualisms, in order to help overcome them I look at the discrepancies
between the Descartes we have abused as a dualist and the one who was the point of
origin of a non-dualistic mode of thinking. Queen Kristina was moody but also philo-
sophical: she thought constantly about life. Thus she would come to carry the torch
of this different Descartes, and stands for those who would perform the after-effects
that resulted.®®

Reasonable Doubt, then, is a film that endeavors to perform what it is about, addressing
the dualities afflicting artistic and scholarly work by inhabiting them and struggling to
resolve them by reconceiving the figures of René Descartes and Queen Christina.
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Comparison to another film about Descartes helps to clarify the way Bal uses
anachronism to mediate conceptual bifurcations through reconceptualization. In 1962,
the filmmaker Roberto Rossellini called a press conference to declare that cinema was
dead and that henceforth he would only make educational work for television broadcast
in line with his new belief that teaching the public was of higher value than expressing
an artistic vision.? (The Italian “didattica” and “didattico” lack the negative connota-
tions of the English “didactic.”) Rossellini’s future efforts in this direction tended to be
biographical narrative films about key figures in the history of Western civilization, and
amount, in the estimation of one film scholar, to “the most serious attempt by a great
director to film history.”* Following the three-part The Age of the Medici of 1972,
in which art factors heavily, Rossellini directed his final history film for television in
1974, Cartesius. Focused on Descartes’s earlier career, particularly the years in the 1630s
during which he composed his Discourse on Method and first wrote the famous line
“Je pense, donc je suis,” Cartesius retroactively becomes a prequel to Bal’s Reasonable
Doubt, which reintroduces Descartes as an established thinker and traces his life up
to and beyond its end in Sweden. Both directors similarly approach the daily life of a
philosopher, emphasizing the psychological difficulty of thinking in a troubled world,
foregrounding the pursuit of method as a concern, and focusing attention on what might
be called the life of thought. They also make much of Descartes sleeping in late and of his
workspaces, even to the detriment of fully explicating the particulars of his thought itself,
drawing attention instead to the practical, creative, even artful aspects of philosophical
work. Thinking is more a verb than a noun in these films, and it rarely if ever achieves
the “clear and distinct” conceptual paragon that Descartes himself sought. Instead, the
philosopher figures as an artist making modernity in his studio.

Rosselini’s history films are often criticized for taking liberties with historical truth,
which is ironic given his earlier films’ reputation for cinematic realism. Financed in part
by French television, which then refused to air the film, deeming it inaccurate, Car-
tesius shares with Reasonable Doubt a recognition that the past is made relevant to
the present by means other than its exact reconstruction, the latter being an ideal that
struggles to justify itself when faced with cinema’s incredible capacities for imagination.
That Bal actively assumes responsibility for lapses of historical similitude anticipates
and short-circuits complaints about accuracy because she subsumes anachronism under
the auspices of her directorial intent. Her Descartes and Christina are free to think their
thoughts within a fictive space that is redeemed by the willfulness of its inaccuracy, as
when characters talk in obviously psychoanalytic terms about their inner lives, terms that
antedate the depicted moment by hundreds of years. Disarming fidelitarian responses,
viewers are asked not to fault find but to think about what, whether in the film itself or
in what they know of the historical lives and thoughts of those depicted in it, has value
for the viewer’s own time, and this reclaims from the advocate of perfect resemblance the
transformative political thrust of the cinematic undertaking by equipping viewers, peda-
gogically, with ideas they might need to live their lives—conceptual tools, as it were, for
navigating the inherent anachronisms in all conceptuality, for every concept is fashioned
and refashioned over time, pulling together particularities from different moments into a
generalizing semblance that never quite fits present circumstances just right, necessitating
further reconceptualization.

Bal’s anachronism emboldens imagination to overcome charges of didacticism, the
connotations of the Italian “didattica” and “didattico” notwithstanding, that could be
leveled at Rossellini’s films, in which characters often speak in belabored terms about
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their own historical present, anachronistically explaining things for viewers’ benefit that
a person of the time depicted would not have needed to be clarified. By contrast, Bal’s
anachronistic treatment of the past licenses a cinema of knowledge and ideas as some-
thing other than pedantic, which is to say as something alive and unfinished, kinetic
and moving, intellectual and emotional, undetermined and freeing. This is so because
she treats viewers to the sense, present in each instance of conceptual anachronism, that
things could have been otherwise, can still be otherwise, and thus that the ideas and
knowledge put before them are not sealed up in the past or purely present only in the
instantaneity of the present, nor are they deferred into a future in which they will make
no sense. Rather, because anachronism reopens concepts to their temporalities, they are
amenable to reconceptualization through the sensuously active movements of the film’s
very viewers themselves, who are subjects possessed of their own agency to conceive and
reconceive as they go about their lives in a world that they did not make but will have
made—together. Here, then, Bal’s Descartes, her Christina, Bal herself, and her viewer
coincide in a non-hierarchical model for the person who reconceives being an artist and
the artist being a person who reconceives how the past’s inheritance can be remade in a
changing present.
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