Editor’s Note

There is not one, but several realisms.

Each era looks for its own.
—André Bazin

Realism is a contentious term. Championed in the ‘40s by
theorist André Bazin as the asymptotic zelos of the filmic
medium, and adopted epithetically by the Italian neoreal-
ists to denote the testimonial candor of their post-war cin-
ema, its usage and subsequent connotations came under
fire in the ‘60s and 70s, charged with empirical dogmatism
and ideological complacency in the wake of Grand Theory’s
intellectual vogue. Since then, the term has been held at a
cautious remove in film studies, paired often with histo-
ricizing prefixes to mark the contours of movements past
(poetic realism, neorealism, kitchen sink realism, etc.) but ut-
tered always in retrospective turns, pointing to the finitude
of its mimetic prowess—what Christian Metz labelled its
“reality-effect.”

Yet in the last decade or so, a reappraisal of realism
has risen to the fore. Sparked by the demise of cinema’s on-
tological basis (the existential link between film’s corporeal
nature and its real-world referent) and the renewed perti-
nence of Bazin’s cardinal question, Quest-ce que le cinéma?,
realism has been re-framed as a generative area of study
in a parlous digital age, enabling new (or newly situated)
discourse on cinematic reportage, authenticity, and rep-
resentation. Recent scholars who have embraced realism’s
epistemological subscription—yet managed to traverse the
epistemic fissure of a positivist approach—have recognized
moments of contingency in contemporary art house and
marginal cinemas, rooted either in classical tenets (spatio-
temporal integrity, social extension, moral despondence)
or emergent ones (“haptic” visuality, profilmic exclusivity,
ethical engagement). This issue of Cinephile is situated at
the intersection of such discussions.

To begin, Ivone Margulies negotiates the ruptures of
literal reenactment in the Brazilian documentary Serras da
Desordem, offering a tempered look at the contradictions
inherent in the replaying of cultural erasure and displaced
identity. Next, Richard Rushton rehabilitates the critique of
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realism in light of digital technology’s usurp of analogue in-
dexicality, observing in digital narratives an ideological real-
ity distinct from those exhibited in the classical Hollywood
model. Justin Horton then traces the lineage of Bazanian
realism in mumblecore entry Kissing on the Mouth, mediat-
ing its quotidian, sexual frankness with a Deleuzian decou-
pling of sound and image. Marc Di Sotto’s article returns
us to the site of reenactment cinema, this time the fictional
recounting of the 72 Derry massacre in Paul Greengrasss
Bloody Sunday, to consider the limitations of historical rep-
resentation and the aesthetics of trauma. In “Beyond Neo-
Neo Realism,” James Lattimer puts the supposed neorealist
impulse in recent American cinema into perspective, and
finds in Kelly Reichardt’s revisionist Western Meek’s Cutoff
a subtle retooling of Bazin and Zavattini’s narrative propo-
nents. And finally, Tiago de Luca engages in a phenomeno-
logical reading of Gus Van Sant’s Gerry, proposing a more
embodied version of realism—"realism of the senses™ —to
understand the text’s visionary images.

While not exhaustive of the surfacing strains of realism
being considered in film scholarship, this issue of Cinephile
acts as an insightful survey of at least the most absorbing
areas dedicated to this reinvigorated field. My deepest grati-
tude to the authors for the caliber of their contributions. I
must also extend thanks to my advisor Lisa Coulthard and
the editorial team for their tireless dedication to an admit-
tedly precarious topic, and the Department of Theatre and
Film at UBC for their continued support.

Lastly, when initially mounting this project, I had in
mind not only critical analyses but also visual evocations,
some kind of testament to cinema’s century-long wedding
to the photographic medium. I want to thank Hanahlie
Beise for bringing this to fruition, her beautiful 35mm pho-
tos poised at the start of each article. Enjoy.

—Shaun Inouye
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