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Abstract 

American animator Robert Breer has been credited in introducing the first visual bomb to cinema in his loop film Image 

by Images I (1954), Two abstract animated films by Robert Breer are examined: 69 (1968 5 minutes) and Fuji (1974 10 

minutes). Using Merleau-Ponty‟s phenomenological perspective, though these films are not representational or 

photographic in the traditional sense it is argued that they are still able to talk to us about real experiences because „the 

lived perspective, that which we actually perceive, is not a geometric or photographic one.‟(Merleau-Ponty, 1964b: 14) 

69 provides a metaphor for a system that collapses and Fuji as an articulation of that embodied seeing required for train 

travel. It is argued that Breer‟s work in its explorations of style ahead of content is research into an act of viewing that 

offers a contemporary simulation of the impact of a traumatic experience on the body. Just as one cannot grab each 

object in the landscape at the speed of train travel nor can one grab or understand each frame that is presented to the 

retina of a Robert Breer film. What is required to attain “stillness” is a more dissociated way of looking that allows the 

images to wash over you. Such a “stillness” may be more about suppression than contemplation and could involve a 

process of metamorphosis. 
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In film a lot of things have been repressed for so long that they‟re fresh. I explore the medium 

for that kind of thing. There is an awful lot of conformism. 

Robert Breer in (MacDonald, 1992: 42) 

 

Robert Breer‟s playful short quickly moving animations „research‟(MacDonald, 1992: 17) the 

perceptual experiences of cinematic reception that are generally ignored and buried by the industrial 

model of film production. They are rich in technical innovation and resist the narrative expectations 

of an audience weaned on entertainment films. As „a movie is not a thought; It is perceived‟ 

(Merleau-Ponty, 1964b) these films are read here as about „making sense‟. 

 

Breer has been making short animated films since 1952. In his continuous loop film Image by 

Images I (1954), which Christian Lebrat (1999:74) describes as the „first visual bomb in cinema‟, 

Breer first introduces the technique of a different image for every frame and so a different image 

every 1/24
th

 of a second. His highly compacted graphic animations are considered key films of what 

Sitney has coined a „Graphic Cinema‟(Sitney, 1979:175-304) and are included as foundation works 

in Anthology Film Archive‟s „Essential Cinema‟(Sitney, 1975: xiv). In their single frame or 

multiple frame bursts and clusters, they contain a mixture of abstract and concrete images that 

explore the illusion of motion through a reconstituted collage of fragments, sudden appearances and 

subliminal effects.  

 

69 and Fuji 

It can be argued that a new technology‟s impact on the body has to be negotiated to avoid scarring 

the senses. Historical situations where the body has been impacted by a „new‟ technology include 

fair ground joy rides, air and railway travel. Sometimes a technology‟s traumatic impact cannot be 

avoided, as in the machinery of war. It can lead to a list of traumatic symptoms often diagnosed as, 

in the case of war, shell shock and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). It is in the „crash‟ or 

breakdown of the technology that we can discern extreme cases of perceptual collapse of those 

body senses associated or interfaced with that technology.  
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Two films of Breer‟s 69 and Fuji are particularly useful in examining this notion of a bodily or 

sensual collapse precipitated by technology. 

 

Breer says that: 69 undoes itself. It starts out like a system, then the system breaks down and 

goes to hell. During the editing I came up with the idea that it should break down, so I 

shuffled the cards. (MacDonald, 1992: 43) 

 

In the system that 69 performs shapes go through repeating arcs of movement. There is the 

precision of architectural drawing to the imagery in the early stages of the film and the motion 

effect is like the movements of the rods on a locomotive wheel from early cinema, yet highly 

stylised and abstracted. Clusters of images are repeated throughout the film in various permutations. 

Now and then there are bursts of single frame abstractions flickering and flashing. With each new 

application of technique to the originating material each cycle or repetition of a sequence leads to a 

greater abstraction of gesture and movement. Any semblance of story is dissolved in the perceptual 

performance of the film. 

 

This experience can be interpreted as working at that threshold between making or not making 

sense. One can ask if there a traumatising of the image happening in these erasures upon erasures, 

this moving away from source through a relentless application of technique? 

 

Fuji, the other film to be discussed, is constructed from more recognisable imagery: 

 

I had a neat little fifty-dollar super-8 Kodak camera, which I still use. The handle folds up, 

and you can slip it in your pocket. A no-focus idiot camera. I shot the footage out the 

window of the Tokaido Express, a 135-mile-an-hour train…    …The film plays with deep 

space and the flat picture of the screen. (MacDonald, 1992: 45) 

 

There are a number of wide-angle shots, a panorama of the Japanese countryside being moved 

through by the train window, with a special contemplative emphasis, through rotoscoping, on Mt. 

Fuji. These sections focusing on Mt Fuji are broken up, paused, by moments of black that could 

simulate the going through a tunnel in a train. After such pauses we receive another animated 

sequence out of the train window, often re-using frames from previous sequences at different 

speeds. 

 

I found the most interesting sections involve graphic shapes over rotoscoped shots looking out the 

train window where the posts and shrubs that flash past close to the window offer a connection to 

the aforementioned graphic shapes, in both shape and abruptness of appearance and disappearance. 

There is a play here in tensions between depth imagery and the screen surface that re-enacts the 

perceptual processes of train travel. The technology of speed impacts on what and how we see, 

Breer seems to imply. 

 

The Railway Journey 

We must go back to the working actual body- not the body as a chunk of space or a bundle of 

functions but that body which is an intertwining of vision and movement. 

       Merleau-Ponty (1964a: 162) 

 

I used to take lessons in a biplane and do stunts and things. 

       Robert Breer in (Griffiths, 1985) 
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Let is examine further in respect to train travel and the train accident this notion of perceptual 

collapse that technology can bring about. What is the impact on the senses? How can 69 and Fuji, 

as examples of experimental film, comment on these encounters with technology, and provide 

insights into the perceptual shift these technologies may impose? 

 

The aeroplane appears in sound and image in many of Breer‟s films as well as images of birds and 

flight. As a perceptual event flying stunts can be considered as the ultimate of joyrides and it is 

„real‟. It involves the disorienting push and pull on the body, the images moving past at changing 

angles and the depth perception involved at locating yourself to the ground and horizon. Flying 

stunts provides a classic un-simulated embodied pre-reflective encounter with technology and 

suggests a trace in Breer‟s work of what Gunning has named a „Cinema of Attractions‟. One that, in 

Breer‟s case has distilled its movement and unhinged itself from re-presentational context in similar 

way to that articulated in Marinetti‟s Futurist Manifestoes. „Attraction‟ is Eisenstein‟s term taken 

from the fairground. „An attraction aggressively subjected the spectator to „sensual or psychological 

impact‟‟(Gunning, 1990 :59).  

 

Such exhibitionist and often joy-ride films from early cinema were about showing and enacting 

„direct stimulation‟ rather than telling or recounting a narrative. They were usually constructed 

serially and generally utilised trick effects and held a position in public space akin to the pre-cinema 

toys‟ status in the home. 

 

Dadaist shock tactics have also been compared by Benjamin (1976: 238) to the visceral impact of 

film. For Gunning contemporary effects in their strategic placement within narrative film are 

„tamed attractions‟. For Kirby such effects can still act with the „force of trauma‟. She identifies a 

male specific hysteria within such early cinema forms and identifies how shock has not only been 

co-opted by the avant-garde but resides within film more generally: 

  

If shock was by this time a programmed unit of mass consumption, and a principle of modern 

perception, it could clearly turn back in on itself and frighten- or thrill- with the force of 

trauma,  (The flicker film is a perennial tribute to this power.) (Kirby, 1988: 121) 

 

In its essential re-enactment of perception itself Breer‟s work connects back to this early cinema 

tradition. Such films challenge the conventions of narrative cinema and play with the cinematic 

apparatus. For Breer going around in circles, doing his loops is not about getting lost, though this 

may well be the impact on the viewer.  

 

The regular „political‟ line coming from experimental filmmakers has been that such experimental 

films have to be watched in a different way. You have to be willing to put in the effort. Carels made 

this point recently in his discussion of Dutch Experimental Film: 

 

Viewing experimental films is always a bit like experimenting with yourself, being confronted 

with your own expectations, attention span and viewing habits. We try and watch without 

inhibitions but rarely succeed. (Abrahams, 2004 :14) 

 

Audiences weaned on entertainment are often resistant to their insights and inherent critical position 

and find such films dull, boring and unreadable, and often too stressful to watch. Lebrat has made 

this point about Breer‟s films: 

 

The frustration imposed by the film‟s short running time, and its denied communication which 

ensues, upsets people‟s habits and demands a new kind of spectator. (Burford, 1999: 75) 
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It is of some interest here that the argument around the reception of experimental film re-plays the 

debate around the advent of railroad travel. In discussing this period Schivelbusch notes that: 

 

Dullness and boredom resulted from attempts to carry the perceptual apparatus of traditional 

travel, with its intense appreciation of landscape, over to the railway. The inability to acquire a 

mode of perception adequate to technological travel crossed all political, ideological and 

aesthetic lines. (Schivelbusch, 1986: 58) 

 

In a phenomenological reading, in both cases the issue of resistance and disorientation lies at the 

pre-reflective stage of perception. The products of reflective thinking are irrelevant to our 

disorienting experiences, which are manifest physically on our body. Political, ideological and 

aesthetic positions are the product of intellectual discourse and cognitive decision-making and 

values subscribed to reflect the result of such thinking and are articulated reflectively. 

 

Schivelbusch identified three perceptual adaptations, or organising principles that train travel 

delivered (1986: 160): Panoramic vision, the compartmentalisation of time and space and a shift to 

a more sampled reading strategy while travelling. These shifts made the old way of seeing seem 

alien. This dispersal of attention, de-centredness can also prove useful in negotiating Breer‟s rapid-

fire films whose images disappear as soon as they are presented. Visually capturing each fragment 

and fracture generates too much visual fatigue. Letting them wash over you avoids its stress.  

 

Schivelbusch also talks of the abruptness of motion of train travel as delivering a sense of stress and 

bodily fatigue through a „series of small and rapid concussions‟ (1986: 117) to the body. This is 

what could be said Breer delivers to the eye: a series of small and rapid concussions. If such 

cumulative stresses of travel can lead to metal fatigue, what effect may it have on the body? 

 

Can railway shock be seen as the extreme case of the more general impact of train travel? Is it all 

a question of degree? Kirby in her exploration of Male Hysteria and Early Cinema (1988) 

conceptualises this relationship in terms of „real and anticipated „ shock and lays out the 

argument  

 

That the railroad accident victim becomes in relation to early train films, and early cinema 

more generally, the film accident victim- a traumatised, and, in one sense, hysterical spectator. 

(Kirby, 1988: 116) 

 

Each dose, the accident and „mere‟ travel, impacts on the body and senses as lived experience in the 

world. Travel itself can be read as an accident‟s anticipatory prelude.  

 

In Fuji Breer‟s rotoscoped view out the train window into the moving landscape has been described 

as layered with intermittent abstracted shapes. Detail has been lost in both the depth and surface of 

these moving images. This can be read as faithfully articulating the blurred view out of a moving 

train window as related in Victor Hugo‟s account of train travel from the turn of the 19
th

 century:  

 

The flowers by the side of the road are no longer flowers but flecks, or rather streaks, of red 

and white: there are no longer any points, everything becomes a streak. (Schivelbusch, 

1986:55) 

 

In Breer‟s rotoscoped traces in Fuji it is also evident; though reduced we still know it is a flower, a 

field, a telegraph pole, a mountain. 

 



 

 

Biennale of Electronic Arts Perth: CADE: Computers in Art and Design Education Conference 12-14 September 2007. Conference Proceedings, 

ISBN 1 74067 530 4 

Within the moving railway carriage the eye at times focuses on the surface of the window and its 

flecks of dirt and inconsistencies, at times it can quickly sample into the distant slower moving, yet 

less detailed horizon line or then one is staring out of focus at those shadows and blurs that flash 

past in an instant. Sampling in and out of these layers of movement harnesses different visual skills 

that need to be practiced and learnt for the cinematic experience of a Breer film as they were for 

train travel.  To change the way we see this world requires a whole re-alignment of the senses. 

What is critical here is that perception is:  

 

Not a sum of visual, tactile and audible givens: I perceive in a total way with my whole being; 

I grasp a unique structure of the thing, a unique way of being, which speaks to all my senses at 

once. (Merleau-Ponty, 1964b: 50) 

 

In adjusting to new technology the sensory cluster can undergo what could be described as a 

metamorphosis. As with train travel the act of viewing can at times be a simulation of dissociative 

state and failure to go along with can be even more stressful and disorienting.  

 

Rewind 

We have described and reflected upon Fuji and 69 and Robert Breer‟s filmmaking practice in 

relation to early and pre-cinema and the perceptual qualities of train travel. It has become apparent 

in watching 69 and Fuji that we are uncannily confronted by what Merleau-Ponty calls the „real‟.  

 

The real is a closely woven fabric. It does not await our judgement before incorporating the 

most surprising phenomena, or before rejecting the most plausible figments of our 

imagination. (Merleau-Ponty, 1962: x) 

 

This is not always an encounter we do willingly or with pleasure. We may look away or shut 

ourselves down and go perceptually and reflectively elsewhere. We may even move our bodies out 

of the room. But even here Breer has us, incorporates this into his retinal performances. Like with 

trauma, there is no escape. Into this we are captured. What awaits the viewer of a Breer film is an 

encounter with one‟s own perception and a sublime suggestion on how it needs to function and not 

function in a technologised being-in-the-world.  

 

The perceptual shift or re-alignment of the cluster or gestalt of the senses required to confront 

radical experiences can be overwhelming. It can be experienced traumatically. It can shut the body 

down. In talking about „the film we need‟ specifically in relation to the holocaust, Baer sees in such 

a dilemma as is presented to the viewer of a Breer film a potential for film to uncover trauma:  

 

Film may uncover traumatic memory because it does not necessarily imply a cumulative effect 

or logic, or a unified point of view. This ability to register an event‟s lack of coherence is 

singularly programmed into the technology, whereas it is unavailable to human consciousness. 

Memory cannot replay an incoherent scene in order to examine it more closely as incoherent; 

it either surrenders to the craving for meaning or shatters under the impact of trauma. (Baer, 

2002: 171) 

 

After an extended analysis of the photograph as an instant of traumatic effect, Baer goes on to argue 

for a re-animation of photographic traces of the holocaust as a way of shaking loose something of 

the energy of lost aura of these captured holocaust images of the Lodz ghetto. This summons for 

„the film we need‟ seems to have commonalities with Breer‟s practice and experimental film more 

generally. 
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As Baer has pointed out the subjective experience a film gives can always be re-analysed by 

rewinding the film. It is the inherent nature of film that makes it open examining how trauma 

works. 

 

Because film presents images not as a succession of still photographs but as indistinguishable 

from movement, it can continually restage this “disintegrating unity” without either instituting 

coherence or succumbing to total fragmentation. (Baer, 2002 :170) 

 

Breer acts out such a „disintegrating unity‟ in his shuffling of the cards in 69. 

He works with the nature of film and „lays bare the device‟(Shklovsky, 1969)
 
 of its perceptual 

trickery: 

 

It has to do with revealing the artifice rather than concealing them. The fact of that rabbit 

sitting inside the magician‟s hat is the real mystery not how it is dissimulated. The hat should 

be transparent and show the rabbit. (Breer, 1973: 70)  

 

 

It is, as Baer (2002: 170-1) suggests, in its rewind-ability that 69 and Fuji present a historically 

specific traumatic structure that remains open for inspection. Rewind-ability acts here as a request 

to inspect history and is enabled because film continues to exist in its originating form after each 

performance. This availability can present us with a methodology of re-presenting (continually and 

upon request) the unknowable of trauma.   

 

As at the advent of photography at the beginning of industrialisation, the photograph was seen as 

offering a superior form of memory in its ability to record the most intimate of details that the 

naked eye missed, so too I offer up Breer‟s moving image for this new digital post-industrial period 

as a prosthetic memory. This is an aspect of moving images that has been incorporated into some 

installation art. It is offered up with an artistic methodology illuminated by phenomenological 

reflection, to trace the most invisible of missed relationships and to record the unspeakable and 

transgressive interconnectedness between and across bodies and objects.  

 

I submit that it is within the traumatic perceptual collapse of an „old way‟ of seeing that the senses 

can metamorphose (morph) into such a „new‟ whole, one that can deliver a new balance of the 

senses, a new kind of stillness to negotiate a the new technologically „real‟. It is a stillness that has 

been mapped and presented before. It can be traced through Robert Breer‟s films. As a retrograde 

gesture I offer up a photograph of the film Fuji in its can, in its insidious stillness as a trace of such 

a prosthetic memory for a contemplative moment at the end of this paper. Let this image predict and 

signify every database on every computer containing moving image art. 
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