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Abstract

This practice-based thesis explores a new way to know
the structural film. Through an engagement with Albert
Camus’ The Myth of Sisyphus (1942), Jean-Paul Sartre’s
Nausea (1938), and Saritre’s theory of existence, this
practice process connects existential philosophy with
structural film. It uncovers a latent link between the
two, based on the concept of borders and transcendence.

Employing contemporary practice research and
existentialism as a theoretical framework, this project
constructs a unique five-part structural film series,
based on my own existence. The practice is framed as
a repetitive search for meaning, wherein both film and
philosophy are engaged in a systematically subjective
system. The practical creation process focuses on
Barabara Bolt’s notion of material handling (2010),
with the project as a whole working from Robyn
Stewart’s neonarrative method (2010). In this, there is
an engagement with bricolage in the research process,
with autobiography, research history, film analysis,
phenomenological extracts, philosophical discussion,
creative diary, and first person writing used to journal
this (repetitive) process and expose the connection
between structural film and existential philosophy. This
work idiosyncratically creates, connects and collides, a
new understanding of the structural film, through the
privileging of subjective, fluid and partial knowledge.

(Extract modified from the introduction of my practice PhD, “Borders and transcendence : the existential
structural film”. Any omissions are due to a shortage of words, with 43’000 in the project, and five films.
Any missing pieces can be filled in over email or in person)

In this practice | construct, expand and explore, a new way to know the structural film through a five-part
structural film series that exposes a link between the structural film and existential philosophy. The main
theoretical focus is Jean-Paul Sartre’s philosophy, where he proposed human existence is based on a
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fundamental dialectic of the being for-itself; active, conscious and able to affect change in its world, in
relation to the being in-itself; an inward focused object, unable to create conscious change - an inert being
(1. Simon Blackburn, 2016). In this concept there is an important idea to be grasped: borders and
transcendence. | argue this is the unacknowledged organiser of the structural film and its spectator. To
capture the existentialist’s general view, Sarah Bakewell states, “Human existence is thus ambiguous: at
once boxed in by borders and yet transcendent and exhilarating” (2. 2017: 34). This is the start of my
existential structural film project.

The structural film relates to a wave of minimal films that took hold of the north American avant-garde in
the late 1960s, moving over to British filmmakers in the early 1970s. These films correlate with a general
movement in the arts toward minimalism, a focus on structure and drive toward self-reflexivity (3. Annette
Kuhn and Guy Westwell, section — structural film, 2020). The systematic focus on structure (4. A.L Rees,
1999:74) in the period is where | argue an essential ambiguity arises; the minimal components of the film
alone cannot fully determine the spectator’s experience of watching. These are the borders, the formal
elements that fill these films, like Michael Snow’s zoom in Wavelength (1967), the repetitive and colourful
nature of the landscape scenes in Malcolm Le Grice’s Whitchurch Down (Duration) (1972), the abundant
darkness and repetition in Peter Gidal’s Room Film 1973 (197 3), or the simple structure in Hollis
Frampton’s (nostalgia) (1971). Whatever the form takes it is a border within the film and these films
proliferate on structure, however, | argue, borders alone cannot satisfy a full appraisal of the film; they
are ambiguous, like existence. Hence, to work toward Bakewell’s exhilaration, the other side of this duality
must be explored in the structural film, the transcendence away from borders (being for-itself — active,
transcendent, being in-itself — inert, bordered). In viewing these minimal films, the spectator is primed by
the borders (separated by the ambiguity in between) to imagine and complete the film in their mind when
they transcend away from it (the integral ambiguity that separates Sartre’s duality, named by the
philosopher as nothingness see 5. Being and Nothingness, Sartre, 1958. Also 6. William Pamerleau, 2009:
25-26, for a summary of the concept). | contend this is a new and innovative way to comprehend these
films and bring forth Sartre’s philosophy of consciousness and imagination to film theory. It is maintained in
structural film theory that in refining these films down to their basic elements, the zoom, the repetition, the
grain, the light and so on, it gives the spectator more control in how they engage with the film (Argued by
7. Le Grice, 2019: 172-183, and 8. Gidal, 1976: 1-22, discussed by 4. A.L Rees, 1999: 72-75, 82-83, 3.
Annette Kuhn and Guy Westwell, section — structural film, 2020). | do not doubt that these films are
engaging but the focus, | argue, has been misdirected. In focusing on transcendence, we start to uncover
the other side of the existential and structural film coin. Formal borders alone cannot satisfy; we need to
understand the film’s transcendence. Transcendence here means to move beyond, where the spectator
understands the structural film in their mind, outside of the film itself; it is nothing of the spiritual sought
commonly associated with the word.

For example, If | think over a confrontation | could have with a friend, | make the situation out in my mind
before it has happened. Through memories, thoughts, feelings, and imagery it exists in my consciousness; |
have transcended my borders; | am outside of myself. Importantly, these borders of the mind do not
define me; | am not an object and | have countless options; | can imagine differently, act differently or
move to new a set of borders. This is important to keep in mind as although | am always attached to
borders (the being in-itself), | am always able to transcend them (the being for-itself). This situation must be
taken forward if we are to have a fuller understanding of how the structural film works and how the
spectator transcends past its (formal) borders.

Through a detailed philosophical discussion of key case studies and relevant histories, this project builds a
fuller picture of the structural film’s potential for imagination. The practice research builds from three key
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lenses: The Myth of Sisyphus (9. Albert Camus, 1942), Nausea (10. Sartre, 1938) and my existence, to
create five unique episodes on the existential structural film, these are Closed Eyes (2023), Film about a
light on a wall (2023), Stand Within (2023), My Gravestone (2024) and 365 (2024). Through engaging
with influential existential texts, the films are resolutely existential and personal, with their main aim being
that of a repetitive search for meaning, akin to Sisyphus repetitively rolling a rock (for eternity). Repetition
and structure proliferate in aim and output of the practice, with my existence as the necessary data by
which the research is built. Innovatively, the focus is twofold: first, the discussion of borders and
transcendence offers a new way to research the structural film movement, with the philosophy becoming a
technical theory to understand the relationship between (ambiguous) formal structures and spectator
engagement. Second, the practice illustrates my own transcendence onscreen, as the concept is the
fundamental organiser of the films, and they proliferate on repetitive borders filled with my life, which are
restlessly moved beyond. As an existential character behind and on these films there has been a conscious
effort to show that every image, every repetition, every contradiction, can be transcended. The concept
frames and creates both sides of this unique investigation (and illustrates both sides of my practice
research).

The concept of practice as research in this project is connected to Nausea, The Myth of Sisyphus, and
contemporary theory from Barabara Bolt’s practical handling (11. 2010), Robyn Stewart’s neonarrative
(12. 2010), and Donna Haraway's concept of feminist objectivity (13. 1988) . In taking on these texts as
the cornerstones of the project, there is a creation of method, process and structure, with existential
philosophy being the all-encompassing cloud that billows amongst every research action. Numerous films
and first-person extracts have been created, shared and scrapped, in an effort to probe at existence the
way Sartre’s fictional character Roquentin did in Nausea (1938) and Camus’ Sisyphus did in his
reawakening (1942). The thesis, in and of itself, is a repetitive search for meaning and method, as
existential philosophy and structural film collide throughout, creating a new sense of understanding (14.
Graeme Sullivan, 2010: 44). My project’s intention is not aimed at explaining structural film or existential
philosophy, but in understanding them when they are collided together in practice research. As Sullivan
notes, “Oftentimes what is known can limit the possibility of what is not, and this requires creative practice
to see things from a new view.” (ibid., 32). There are sufficient spectatorship theories on film, and detailed
discussions of existentialism in philosophical literature, though my practice research is framed to see
experimental film spectatorship anew with a deep connection to the philosophy. Through creative collision,
borders and transcendence seeks to understand the structural film anew. As Jerome Bruner notes:

The object of interpretation is understanding, not explanation; its instrument is the analysis of text.
Understanding is the outcome of organising and contextualizing essentially contestable, incompletely
verifiable propositions in a disciplined way.... The requirement, rather, is verisimilitude or “truth likeness,”
and that is a compound of coherence and pragmatic utility, neither of which can be rigidly specified (14.
Cited in Sullivan, 2010: 45).

Both existentialism and structural film have previously been understood on their own terms. This thesis
merges them together in a reasoned, structured, autobiographical and repetitive journey of borders and
transcendence in the structural film.

This project is resolutely existential in its knowledge production; to become Roquentin, Sisyphus and have
my existence as the foundational pieces of this practice and explore the corners of my mind (for memories,
for research, for analysis, for practice and for autobiography) the subjective is where it starts (I think
therefore | am, | practice because | am human). This thinking practice is the creation of an idiosyncratic and
(un)repeatable method.
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In the end, ambiguity outlasts the search for my childhood; where | have been, where | come from, is no more
solid then where | am going, and where | want to end up. However, this five part structural film project, offers
important practice research on its moment of creation, frozen in time, simultaneously mine, me, my existence,
nobody else’s and transcendent, moved beyond, outlasted, fantasy, mystery, outside of itself, non-existent.
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Fraser Cornall is a Practical PhD Candidate in Film at
Lancaster University. His practice explores a latent link
between Existential Philosophy and Structural Film.
Motivated by The Myth of Sisyphus (Camus, 1942), he is
creating a structural film series based on a restless search
for meaning. His recent article in Open screens explores
his practice approach. Part of the project has been
showcased at the ‘Let Us See You’ exhibition, 2024, and
for collective-iz, 2023, and at the International
Experimental Fictional Film Conference in 2023. More has
been shown at INEFF, 2024, the Arts and Communities
Symposium, 2022, and BAFTSS, 2022.
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