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Ephemeral Cinema, Invisible Media
Editor’s Introduction

Dan Leopard

notes on the Fleeting and the Unseen
1

Ephemeroptera. Mayflies are born in the morning, 
live a single day, then die in the evening. They live out 
their day on the pond in which they are born, breed, 
and die. At the conclusion of their short existence, 
they float on the surface of the water and rot into 
a putrescent substance upon which the pond’s fish 
feed. Apparently, the stench from the thousands of 
decomposing mayfly corpses can be smelled from 
a considerable distance. This malodorous signifier 
is all that marks the short—perhaps sweet, who 
knows?—life of the insect known as Ephemerid 
from the order Ephemeroptera.

2
Ephemeral cinema. Of all the films and media 
produced during any given year, most are not 
feature films made for entertainment. Rather, the 
majority are aimed at the industrial and educational 
markets. And this fails to account for all of the 
“home movies” created by aunts and uncles and 
travelers to tourist destinations. And then there are 
the films made by micro-auteurs—kids, teens, and 
adults who yearn to produce the great American 
movie which will launch their careers in the 
mainstream film industry. Despite this copious 
production, it is possible, as the discipline of film 

studies has consistently done over the past fifty 
years, simply to ignore these films. When they are 
noticed at all, these outcast films are denigrated to 
the status of amusing oddity or empirical data for 
use in larger arguments of a sociological nature. 
Thus, the majority of the films made over the past 
120 years, since moving image technology has 
been available for industrial production, remain 
within the categories of the marginal and unseen. 
The academic and critical attention given to 
documentary and avant-garde media seems vast by 
comparison.

3
Through a dead man’s eyes. On the pavement, head 
crooked at an angle against the marble wall of a 
luxury car dealership, lies a disheveled and soot-
stained man. As we pass by, my friend and I, 
buried deep within our passionate conversation, 
glance down momentarily and then avert our eyes 
as so often happens while walking in downtown 
San Francisco. Just another lost soul in a city that 
depends on lost souls. But several paces away, my 
friend and I abruptly break off our conversation 
and turn to one another. “Did you see his face? 
His eyes were staring directly at the sun.” We 
return to the place where the dead man lies. His 
staring, jaundiced eyes gaze endlessly past us, the 
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sun’s rays burning into his unseeing retinas. As we 
start for the door of the dealership, we hear sirens 
approaching and notice the commotion within. 
We are not the first to notice the man lying at their 
doorstep. The paramedics arrive, and we continue 
on our way toward hamburgers and coffee.

4
Nietzsche’s postcard. “It is of little importance on 
exactly which day in the autumn of 1888 Nietzsche 
went mad for good, and after which his texts no 
longer afford philosophy but psychiatry: all of 
them, including the postcard to Strindberg, belong 
to Nietzsche, and all are related to The Birth of 
Tragedy. But we must not think of this continuity 
in terms of a system, of a thematics, or even of 
an existence: Nietzsche’s madness—that is, the 
dissolution of his thought—is that by which his 
thought opens out onto the modern world. What 
made it impossible makes it immediate for us; 
what took it from Nietzsche offers it to us.”

Michel Foucault
Madness & Civilization1

5
Motorama 1956. I first became aware of the category 
“ephemeral cinema” at a screening of commercial 
industrial films held at a garage converted over to 
the showing of avant-garde and “exotic” film (as 
the programmer’s notes called it) run by a small 
San Francisco art space. Most of the films were 
shown on 16mm (were any screened on video or 
Super-8?), and most of these were graced with 
torn sprocket holes and heavily marred by cinch 
marks—those black lines that dance across the 
frame from top to bottom. The audience favorite 
was a rather high budget production created for 
General Motors, which introduced their new line of 
cars for the year 1956. The film used petit surrealist 
staging that featured the housewife of today (or at 
least 1956) using the timesaving kitchen devices of 
tomorrow. She is swept off her feet by a gentleman 
dressed in a tuxedo wearing a silver domino mask. 
They drive along the superhighways of the future 
in a new luxury automobile—a car that remains 
humongous by today’s standards, unless one 
considers a Hummer to be a typical family car. This 
film, Design for Dreaming (1956), later appeared on 
a video series entitled Ephemeral Cinema organized 
and curated by Rick Prelinger.2 With that series, I 

had a new genre, a naming, through which to view 
all of the educational, industrial, and commercial 
films I had enjoyed over the years.

6
The pure gaze. “The ‘eye’ is a product of history 
reproduced by education. This is true of the mode 
of artistic perception now accepted as legitimate, 
that is, the aesthetic disposition, the capacity to 
consider in and for themselves, as form rather 
than function, not only the works designated for 
such apprehension, i.e., legitimate works of art, but 
everything in the world, including cultural objects 
which are not yet consecrated—such as, at one time, 
primitive arts, or, nowadays, popular photography 
or kitsch—and natural objects. The ‘pure’ gaze is 
a historical invention linked to the emergence of 
an autonomous field of artistic production, that 
is, a field capable of imposing its own norms on 
both the production and the consumption of its 
products.”

Pierre Bourdieu
Distinction3

7
A binary exclusion. Film historian David E. James 
calls the distinction between films as art and films 
as trash the avant-garde/culture industry binary. 
Through a critical discourse dependent on this 
opposition of the aesthetically sophisticated with 
the crassly commercial, many types of media are 
overlooked or denigrated. He states:

First, they make invisible the culture 
that people make for themselves. 
In film, for example, they exclude 
home movies most obviously, but also 
the more or less amateur, certainly 
noncommodity and anti-industrial, 
participatory film practices developed 
from home movies, as well as the more 
clearly oppositional filmmaking of 
minority or dissident social groups—
beats and hippies, ethnic minorities, 
political collectives like Third World 
Newsreel, and the practices of gays 
and women…Second, the avant-
garde/culture industry binary excludes 
purely commercial art, the forms of 
advertising itself, as it has emerged 
in new identifications with art, and 
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in its generalized integration into the 
political process at large.4 

Of course, at times it is immaterial which side of 
this divide certain works of film and media fall 
on as they are completely ignored by those in the 
know.

8
Melodrama. As is well known by those who study 
media, scholars have reclaimed many forms of 
cultural production over the past thirty years. It 
could be said that at the heart of the disciplines of 
film, media, and cultural studies lies a reclamation 
project. Film, once considered morally and aes-
thetically suspect, has been reclaimed, and in the 
art cinema versions of the discipline, moved up in 
the pantheon of the arts now occupying a place of 
honor for many. Television fares not so well. Its 
cultural products still retain the faint odor of the 
ill reputable. Melodrama, I was taught as a young 
film student in the 1970s, was hardly worth the 
time and effort necessary to consume it. It was, 
perhaps, worthy of a lazy Sunday afternoon, but 
certainly not of the rigorous academic study of 
the classroom. And prior to its reclamation in the 
1980s, television soap opera was considered by 
most to be worthless or at best a guilty pleasure. 
Now melodrama and soap operas have a place 
within most film studies programs on par, if not 
with Kurosawa and Fassbinder, then at least with 
Film Noir and Classical Hollywood cinema.

9
The fairy-tale show. “What they cannot bear, I 
think, is that there exists a poverty and marginality 
of experience to which they have not access, 
structures of feeling that they have not lived within 
(and would not want to live within: for these are 
structures of deprivation).  They are caught then 
in a terrible exclusion, an exclusion from the 
experience of others that measures out their own 
central relationship to the culture.”

Carolyn Kay Steedman
Landscape for a Good Woman5

10
The unseen. There are many media productions that 
will remain unseen by most viewers. Home movies 
are an example. They are created for consumption 
by family members in order to recall what is now 

past—faces, personalities, family members. Only 
occasionally do home movies take on a status 
that makes them of interest to a larger public. 
The Abraham Zapruder footage of the Kennedy 
assassination is one example; George Holliday’s 
video of the beating of Rodney King is another. 
Incorporated into more aesthetically powerful 
forms, beyond the raw form of the family record, 
as in Péter Forgács’s use of pre-Holocaust home 
movies in his avant-garde documentary Maelstrom, 
the material is transformed by the intellectual 
and artistic practice of another and thus loses its 
original context. Or, home movies can serve as 
documents of the historical and sociological record 
and become valuable for the “social facts” they 
appear to embody.

11
Loss and remembrance. “Why should a moment 
be recorded, if not for its evanescence? The 
photograph’s seizing of a moment always, even in 
that very moment, anticipates, assumes, loss. The 
record looks towards a future time when things 
will be different, anticipating a need to remember 
what will soon be past.”

Annette Kuhn
Family Secrets6

12
The fleeting. Another of the educational films 
that resides deep within my memory—The Loon’s 
Necklace (1949). I saw this short film during my 
fourth grade year as part of a unit on the Pacific 
Northwest Coastal Indians. The film reenacts the 
Native American legend that explains how the 
loon, a water bird similar to a duck, got the colorful 
markings around its neck. The film uses highly 
expressive masks carved by coastal Indian artists 
as a form of surreal puppet show. Later, during 
my high school art class, I reencountered the film 
as part of a weekly 16mm film series that my art 
teacher put together to inspire the young artists 
that he was shepherding. In its original context, 
the film was simply a diversion from the normal 
routine of the class—a bit of respite from having to 
do school work. But later, as I became increasingly 
interested in avant-garde film, I found overlaps 
between this film and some of the performance-
based work being done during the late sixties. 
Having recently seen The Loon’s Necklace as an 
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adult, it seems diminished by the actuality of its 
production and the condition of its material—the 
image was faded, scratched, and overall pink in 
hue. A dissapointment perhaps, but the original 
experience lingers.

13
The elementary forms of cultural life. All of the films 
and media explored in the essays that follow have 
been considered at best marginal to the objects of 
study that dominate the disciplinary concerns of 
film studies. The cultural forms that are examined 
herein are too deeply embedded in daily life to 
be seen as worthy of the textual, theoretical, or 
historical analysis that has for the most part defined 
the practices of film studies. While, as mentioned 
above and throughout the articles of this issue, 
sociologists and communication scholars have 
addressed many of the media forms mentioned, 
the methods of these disciplines, whether from 
a quantitative or qualitative perspective, have in 
effect “disappeared” the cultural forms themselves. 
What they have contributed to the discussion is 
a way of looking at the effects of media upon an 
audience or the number of times that a certain 
figure or form appears, but for the most part the 
cultural product is simply seen as a by-product of 
the relations that weave around the form itself. The 
articles herein assign a value—aesthetic, cultural, 
social—to each of the media discussed while still 
venturing beyond the confines of the text. They 

roam through the world of daily life and appreciate 
the pleasure and intellectual excitement that these 
cultural forms can bring to a scholar’s research.

14
Rick Prelinger and the mayflies. The pile of rotting 
mayfly corpses provides fish with nutrients. The 
ephemeral archive, thanks to Rick Prelinger, 
provides film scholars access to a range of media 
and cultural practices that would otherwise have 
been unavailable. Of course, we, the film critics and 
scholars of our day, are now overlooking or failing 
to examine work that will one day seem crucial to 
the discipline, but, nevertheless, it is necessary that 
each generation take its elders to task. It is often 
that one hears mocking laughter from established 
film scholars about this or that media being 
ridiculous—television for many still holds that 
position as the object of ridicule (The Sopranos, or 
for that matter any HBO original program, being 
the exception to this dismissal). While a slip into 
relativism may be horrible in manners and morals, 
it is not necessarily so when evaluating cultural 
forms. Are young film students who have never 
seen The Bicycle Thief damned?

15
Coda. “I place a delphinium, Blue, upon your 
grave.”

Derek Jarman
Blue7
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