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even the "scenes" our eyes pick up when we walk down the street, 
across a field, or into a room.540 

The main structural similarity between the eye and the camera is that 
both have lenses, and that isn't very significant, since everything in 
their perspective systems is entirely different. The camera captures 
on film a superficial and momentary impression of a scene, with an 
all over evenness which is as un-analytical as it is impartial, and with 
a fixity which renders it incapable of interrogation, correction and 
re-vision. In comparison, human vision, or rather human attention, 
entails the operations of the mind's eye; that is to say, it works like a 
rough-and-ready but versatile and self-correcting computer, which 
can summate and integrate a variety of glances, and for which 'I see' 
means 'I understand' since it functions by feedback between seeing 
and knowing, between seeing-as and interrogation.341 

The visual world around us is rarely at rest: and if it is then we are not, 
because our eyes move so that the image on the retina is constantly 
unstable. And when objects do pass us, they change their fo rm con-
stantly; even the most static objects are in a visual movement when 
we approach them or move our heads. When we are moving through 
visual spaces, the exact definitions are usually less important than 
some kind of rough perception and spatial location. In visual and pic-
torial perception there's a powerful element of analogue approxima-
tion:' It looks roughly like one, so it probably is one. ' For analogy is 
elastic (just as similarity is a matter of degree) and selective (it operates 
even when limited to certain aspects."342 

VISUALISING MEMORIES 

Visual and cognitive perception is not only the gathering of informa-
tion or activating the mind and its representations. It is also some 
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kind of foreboding of future perceptions, as cognitive psychology has 
demonstrated. Visual experience of art is of ten kinetic, and dynamic, 
and deals with psychological and imaginative forces. In a psychologi-
cal framework image-based visual and cognitive discourse functions 
on many emotional, and other levels. The spectator uses a wide set 
of dispositions to make sense of the various levels of image-based 
discourse.343 Perceptual and cognitive inductions differ f rom logical 
inferences, because inferences are thought operations that add some-
thing to the given visual facts by interpreting them. Instead, percep-
tual inductions might be based on previously acquired knowledge of 
the world. If film would depict reality itself, its running time would 
be identical with the action t ime of the illusion. There are pressures 
in this direction, but insofar as a fragment of an action can suggest 
the whole, the general sense of time elastics swiftly. Rapid cutting 
and use of montage may quicken pace and sharpen time, and slow 
cutting can lengthen it, but the content of the narrative can even 
reverse this. Talking about visual perception and montage reflects 
strongly through the film art of Péter Forgács. Forgács started his 
series of films dedicated to the history of Hungary with the film The 
Bartos Family (1988). Forgács has since then assembled these Private 
Hungary documentary series f rom a collection ot home movie stock 
dating back to the 1930s and up to the present.344 On cognitive level 
Forgács's films offer an interesting and demanding way of combin-
ing the tradition of the montage film, archive film, and the so-called 
found footage film. 

Especially Forgács seems to revive the tradition of family film while 
examining the Central European history, and evoking the pathos of 
individuals living their everyday lives against the of ten tragic back-
ground of historically events. There is an ontological dimension in 
the work of Forgács, since his films reflect the work and nature of 
memory, the construction of history, and they create phenomenolog-
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ical reflections on the medium itself. The films have a psychological 
tendency, because they are comprised of intimate diaries, letters, and 
autobiographies. At the same time, they reflect experimental tradi-
tions, and the history of documentary film. Most of his films are col-
laborations with the minimalist composer Tibor Szemző, who creates 
a special sound-space behind the Forgács imagery. 

Usually in a Forgács film, there are at least two levels of narration, the 
macro and micro levels. The macro level offers a documentary view 
in the history of Europe. In this level Forgács uses archive material 
f rom the thirties on, and on micro level, Forgács provides the specta-
tor with an inside look into the family lives of certain individuals dur-
ing those times. For example, in Angelos' Film (1999), the narrative 
goes forwards with the combination of images, sounds, and texts. On 
micro level it tells about the life of a Greek Angelos Papanastassiou 
utilizing lot of home movie stuff photographed by the man himself. 
The pictorial material includes also still photos and maps. The texts 
are used to locate the shown material, and name the people, and 
places and times behind their stories. 

The soundtrack consists of the voices of narrators, music and dif-
ferent sound effects related to the happenings inside the narrative. 
Especially voice-over narration is frequently used, in Angelos' Film this 
is done through the protagonist's own voice or through narra tor ' s 
voice. Also music and other background voices do influence the nar-
rative, and they help the spectator to interpret the given material, 
and the connections between the parts and the whole of the narrative 
structure. The film depicts war and death, but also life and birth. It 
tells about shocking terror and cruelty, but also about happiness and 
hope. There are many symbolic levels in this and other films. Usually, 
the single images and scenes symbolize something larger. 

201 



COGNITIVE PERCEPTIONS A N D CINEMATIC MODELLING 

The Danube Exodus (1998) is a film, where Forgács uses footage shot 
by riverboat Captain Nándor Andrásovits to follow his voyages up and 
down Danube, through Bulgarian and Romanian territory, transport-
ing Hungarian Jews to the Black Sea for passage to Palestine, and 
then returning with German farmers, driven out ol Bessarabia by 
the Soviet army for eventual relocation in occupied Poland. In the 
film these happenings and voyages are chronicled in illustrative ways. 
The depicts the special passages in European history, the intercon-
nected stories into a fascinating experience by showing lot ol intimate 
connections under fear and destruction. The narration goes on with 
voices of commentary, and the feelings are of ten made stronger with 
special sound effects connected with the happenings. The relation-
ship with the image and sound is of ten counter-pointed. Szemzö's 
music reveals the real nature of the film material, and of ten provokes 
the spectator to interpret things in a certain way. Music can even 
change the content of the images, and through that it can lead the 
spectator to build up certain meanings. 

Cognitively, a process of focusing the gaze occurs in Forgács's oeuvre. 
We might normally arrange to overlook a shot's edges, even when 
our protagonist walks off it, abruptly disappearing, or are laterally 
bisected at the neck (in close-ups) or waist (in mid-shots). If we 
mentally abstract the shot f rom its own edges, we connect each shot 
with the next, although they are visibly separate entities, and not 
simultaneously visible. In Forgács's films montage depends on this 
mental overriding of the film's form. The perceptual movements like 
eye movements and re-focusing of the attention, or more elusively 
mental, like movements of attention, are physiological. As co-ordina-
tions ol mental and physical operations, they involve physical ten-
sions, which aesthetic theory has treated in terms of tension, rhythm, 
balance, and all the other elements of pictorial composition and its 
many significations. 
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This is special tor cognitive understanding of Forgács's films. Images 
seem to provoke these factors in which real life viewing does not. 
This is partly through the picture's tight unity, partly through the 
relative restriction of the eye movements, partly through contradic-
tions between the pattern and the implied scene, and partly insofar 
as looking at images uncouples perceptual processes f rom most being 
there reflexes, leaving them available instead for more sensitive signifi-
cance. Forgács's documentary material is shot in real-life situations, 
w hich is reflected in these images, and it brings in new levels of tes-
timony into the narrative. 

Although montage by Forgács deals in successive, separate shots, not 
one continuing shot it involves exactly the same visual mechanisms 
and elements. But whereas the single, continuing shot is an image with 
sub-configurations, the sequences are configurations, some of whose 
sub-configurations are images. In a sense, the eye has less freedom, 
since the succession and duration of each image is controlled, and 
presumably eye movements cease or diminish, at least if the editing 
is fast enough. On cognitive level the mind has more freedom, since 
the on-going configuration never presents itself as a fixed whole. It is 
a deduction f rom the multiplicity of images and held together only in 
the memory. In a film shot the form disappears as fast as it appears. 
The structure is space in time but like the single image, it combines 
looseness in some respects with integration in others. Integration 
means that shots have a pictorial relationship with one another. For 
example, the juxtapositi6n of two strong compositions can create a 
shock, a collision, and a sensation of optical clash, or contradiction, 
and a kind of kinetic dynamic. The montage by Forgács brings in new 
associations, and cognitive understanding of art and film. Many nar-
rative levels are mixed and brought together. 
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This might mean looseness in that sense, that the eye can prioritise 
the change of shot, and concentrate instead upon elements that link 
two shots. Thus one can recognize a second shape as the same thing 
from another angle, and prioritise the continuity. The juxtaposition 
of shots is only a prelude to the semantic interaction between shots. 
Editing practice is dominated by the dialectics of contrast and con-
tinuity, difference and similarity. The spectator's mind must handle 
all this very fast, usually relating two shots and overlooking the cut. 
Frequently the spectator does to the cut what he does to the edge: he 
overlooks it, since it is more important to focus on the information 
within each shot. But there are cases, when the clash, the "interval" 
between the shots, becomes conspicuous. 

Forgács's films mix macro- and micro levels of narration, and there-
fore try to repair the web of time. The problem of representing his-
tory for Forgács is bound up with finding a new way to write history, 
one that acknowledges, rather than occludes. Forgács searches the 
processes of constructing history; a form ot history that finds a place 
for history's indeterminacies, in terms of both the limits of represen-
tation and the problems that beset our understanding of the tempo-
ral. Another way for Forgács involves an attempt to convey something 
of history's polyphony and, through the mutability of signification 
and the refusal of closure, to represent story as a living presence, 
bring the images and sounds of the past into living again. 

We might say that, for example, Forgács's Free Fall (1996) is a dem-
onstration of such a model of history What memory chooses to re-
member is a central theme in Forgác's films. Memory is the bridge 
between space and time. There are many moments in Forgács's films, 
which are described, as being among those memories whose only 
function is to leave behind nothing but memories. Forgács thinks 
through his images and sounds that the different concepts of t ime is 
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the great question of the century. According to this belief we live in a 
world of intensely tiny units of time. The real world and our image of 
the world no longer coincide. Szernsö's music is eerily effective, and 
Forgács turns salvaged images into a vivid glimpse of the lost world. 
The spontaneous gestures, improvised scenes, and concrete situa-
tions were not designed as indicators of broad historical forces but as 
animated mementos ot personal history.345 

Forgács's modes of presentation within the film represent a critical 
engagement with the question of representation itself. A more flex-
ible approach to the characterisations within Forgács's would there-
fore be to see these characters as positions within the film, which 
are mobilised to a variety ot structural, as well as autobiographical 
ends. They represent alternate approaches to representation, alter-
nate strategies and aesthetics to the question of the representation of 
memory which are deployed in the course of the films, and which at 
various moments Forgács himself has deployed. 

Forgács insists on there being no simple equivalence between the 
photographic images that record an event and events themselves, 
undermining any notion of an immanent relation between the two. 
The photographic image as a trace of an event acquires a materiality 
that substitutes itself for the contingency of the passing momen t it 
depicts. The photographic image renders a precise moment in time. 
Complicating this still turther, any at tempt to preserve a simple op -
position between events and the images used to depict them has to 
take into account the presence of technologies such as film or pho-
tography at those events, t his presence represents an intervention 
one that inflects and shapes the experiences and events it seeks to 
record. In this sense, by embracing cultural simultaneity in an ulti-
mate eclecticism of images across time and space, Forgács responds 
to the major social and cultural changes. 
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The rich repertoire of shooting and editing techniques in Forgács's 
films are employed to gain the spectator's complicity, by disarming 
and penetrating the subject f rom every possible angle. In documenta-
ry film, various kinds of direct and indirect address have been added 
to the expository techniques. For Forgács, it is an ethical imperative 
of representation that it declares its means, rather than present film 
as a transitive instrument of reality. In this respect, Forgács's criti-
cal use of self-reflexivity as a technique of raising self- consciousness 
should be differentiated from the more conservative and modish uses 
of self-reflexivity in much contemporary postmodernism. Devices 
for keeping the framing operations of the cinematic medium at the 
forefront of our consciousness comprise, on the one hand, strategies 
of interruption which draw the viewer's attention to the processes 
of construction, such as altering the speed of the film, freezing an 
image, substituting photographs for moving footage, or "tampering" 
with the image - for instance, "arbitrarily" altering the colour tones 
of images and sequences. This self-reflexivity extends even to discuss-
ing openly the processes of composition. 

The classical unities of time and place are constantly interrupted as 
Forgács's films traverse different places and different times, bringing 
them into a dialectical relationship with each other. At times, the ka-
leidoscopic nature of a Forgács film may convey a sense of randomness 
and even disorientation for the spectator, who searches in vain for the 
familiar footholds of the conventions of traditional narrative cinema. 
Forgács insists that his audience dispense with these structures and 
adapt to a different way of reading. The viewer has to respond to 
shifting modes of signification, and interpret the film according to 
both diachronic and synchronic modes of reading, constantly refer-
ring to what has gone before and reappraising its significance. Hence, 
to come to terms with the film's found footage requires one to fol-
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low the film's many-sided narrative, to attend closely to the style of 
presentation, which is inextricable from its content.346 

Cognitively an essential feature of the originality and challenging na-
ture of Free Füll is the form in which it unfolds its themes. Themes 
emerge both sequentially and cyclically, discreetly arising out of sub-
tle correspondences and repetitions that the edits establish in the 
course of the film. Forgács consciously and consistently undermines 
any clear hierarchical structure of the film's elements, replacing this 
with a more democratic form of shifting moments, in which each 
moment ot the film acquires a relative equality. This pertains even to 
the presentation of key imagery within the film. Although, as the film 
progresses, certain recurring images become of particular impor-
tance in the elaboration of the film's themes, and there is no attempt 
immediately to impose the larger significance of this imagery within 
the film upon the viewer's consciousness. 

On cognitive level, many of the most poignant images appear and 
disappear f rom the screen in a matter of seconds, whilst other less 
plangent moments may prevail for a longer duration. Only through 
an acute attentiveness to the associations that arise out of the juxta-
positions of commentary and images and the reoccurrences of cer-
tain structural units of the film does the viewer begin to decipher the 
significance of particular passages and their bearing on the film as a 
whole. The momentum of the film thus centres on the juxtaposi-
tions of images and the suggestive relationships of continuity and dis-
continuity, which these establish with the soundtrack and commen-
tary. Forgács's editing is exceptionally intricate, establishing subtle 
and complex relations between the diverse components of his found 
footage films. 
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