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Abstract 

This dissertation explores the concept of loss and the possibility of consolation in Wim 

Wendersôs The Salt of the Earth, Laurie Andersonôs Heart of a Dog and Alexander 

Sokurovôs Oriental Elegy through a method that inter-reads the films with poetic elegies. 

Schillerôs classic German elegy ñDer Spaziergangò (ñThe Walkò) and Rainer Maria Rilkeôs 

Duino Elegies have been used in examining The Salt of the Earth and a late Hölderlin poem 

ñIn lieblicher Bläueò (ñIn Lovely Blueò) is utilised in perusing Oriental Elegy. In Heart of a 

Dog, Rilkeôs ñSchwarze Katzeò (ñBlack Catò) and Derek Walcottôs ñOddjob, a Bull Terrier,ò 

among others, shed light on the working of the elegiac. I have put these films in a 

conversation with poems to investigate how a filmic elegy can be informed by poetic elegies 

and how the two arts operate similarly while they are governed by varied sets of rules. While 

most studies on loss are informed by psychoanalytical theories, I have focused on the formal 

ways in which these films portray loss and consolation, using one art, poetry, as a guiding 

framework to illuminate the other art, film. I propose that in The Salt of the Earth, the 

movement of the elegiac benefits from Deleuzian montage as the film strides towards solace 

manifested in resuscitation of Amazonian forests and the art of photography. The technical 

montage and the thematic elegiac converge. Heart of a Dog, however, bases such a motion of 

elegy on the Buddhist concept of Bardo, where the narrator ñdecreatesò and then re-creates 

her self through the remedy of love. Finally, Oriental Elegy operates within an apophatic 

discourse, proposing metaphor and poetic thinking as potential yet transitory sources of 

consolation. While these films grieve different object of loss, ranging from humans, animals, 

lands, and even abstract, philosophical concepts such as the meaning of life and happiness, 
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and whereas they introduce various remedies such as art, love, and metaphor, they function 

similarly formalistically. Taking its cue from Diana Fuss who revisits Freudian melancholia 

and benefitting from the idea that correlates loss and creativity or ñfigurationò as observed in 

Julia Kristeva and Peter Sacks, this dissertation shows how the grieving subjects are 

positioned in an in-between status which allows them to move forward in the face of loss. 

This in-betweenness, I have proposed, is manifested in an elliptical structure in the films. In 

their passage from sorrow, the bemoaning subjects resort to small sources of solace, loci 

amoeni, signified by different formal and technical elements in the films. Once analysed 

cinematically and placed in a dialogue with poetic elegies, the Epilogue brings all the films in 

one place, examining them in relation to Robert Hassôs poem ñMeditation at Lagunitas.ò 

Inter-reading the films with this poetic elegy reveals that the musing speaker in the poem and 

the narrators in the films face loss similarly. What defines loss is the distance between the 

subjects and their loved lost ones or things, a lacuna that cannot be filled and, hence, the 

bewailing subjects resort to a kataphatic expression, to naming, which is repetitive, open-

ended, and elliptical.   
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Introduction  

 

Prologue 

 

In The English Elegy, American poet-critic Peter Sacks connects the genre of elegy back to its 

ancient origins, to myths, and explicates concepts of mourning and consolation in mythological 

stories such as Theocritusôs ñFirst Idyll.ò He even goes back to songs by Thyrsis before 

examining a long list of elegies written in English throughout different eras. Sacks keenly 

observes that elegies are ñre-enactments of an entry into a preexisting language and codeò (23). 

This connection means a merging of myths into poetry and points, more specifically, to creation 

of a new form in light of an old, mother form. Sacks unequivocally affirms that ñelegists seem to 

submit, by quotation or translation, to the somehow echoing language of dead poetsò (25). We 

know that, historically, the elegy has undergone transformations. According to Sacks ñthe elegy, 

a poem of mourning and consolation, has its roots in a dense matrix of rites and ceremonies,ò 

driving ñfrom the Greek elegiac verses, traditionally accompanied by the flute.ò Therefore, Sacks 

is speaking of mutation at the heart of the elegy.  

 In A Little Book on Form, another American poet-critic, Robert Hass, addresses the 

question of elegy by ñtracking Peter Sacksôs reading of the poems in The English Elegyò (303). 

Hass affirms such transformations in both the form and subject matter of the elegy, writing that 

the form ñwas originally associated with the elegiac couplet, one line of hexameter and one of a 

pentameter, and the term passed into Latin meaning any poem using the elegiac distich.ò Hass, 

then states, ñDonneôs erotic poems in couplets are óelegiesôò, adding ñHºlderlinôs ñBread and 

Wineò to the list of elegies, and continuing to name Spenser and Milton as belonging to the 

tradition of pastoral lament and indeed the start of the English elegy (296). In The Classical 
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German Elegy, Theodore Ziolkowski presents Schillerôs ñDer Spaziergangò (ñThe Walkò) as a 

precursor of what he calls ñclassical German elegy.ò This poem, in which the speaker goes on a 

ñmeditative mountain-climbing,ò serves as a model for ñGerman writers from Goethe, Hºlderlin, 

and Platen down to Rilke, Trakl, and Bobrowskiò (x).  

The elegy has become manifest in different mediums and genres. For example, William 

Empson speaks of varied types of pastoral in his book Some Versions of Pastoral. Other critics 

and thinkers draw attention to the availability of the elegy in prose. For instance, John B. 

Vickery investigates the elegy in fiction in Prose Elegy: An Exploration of Modern American 

and British Fiction. The emergence of newer arts, such as photography, places the critics in a 

relationship with a different set of questions about the elegy, one which is visual. Josh 

Ellenbogen specifically addresses such a relationship in ñOn Photographic Elegy,ò in which he 

connects photography and death both historically and formalistically.  

Subsequent to the invention of photography, the elegy found its way into the new way of 

artistic expression, cinema. Diana Fuss, one of the critics used throughout this dissertation, 

affirms, in her meditation on loss, that elegy is ña vital form in aesthetic transformationò (Dying 

Modern 3). With the creation of different arts, the new forms can be built on older ones. 

Photography and then fiction and nonfiction film express the concept of loss, benefitting from 

discussions that have long dominated poetry about loss. Some of these discussions include the 

relationship between the subject and object of loss, the possibility of consolation, and the 

presence of the absent loved one in the poem.   

Taking its cue from such critics as Sacks and Fuss, this dissertation holds, as starting 

points, that, first, elegy has undergone changes and can transpire in different modes of artistic 

expression, and, second, one art can be read through the premises of another. In other words, 
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following the logic of transformation identified by Fuss and Sacks, photography and film can be 

explored in the light of poetic elegy, poems of mourning, consolation, and desire for the loved 

lost one. 

This study explores the concepts of loss and the possibility of consolation in three films: 

The Salt of the Earth by the German auteur, Wim Wenders; Heart of a Dog by the American 

artist-storyteller, Laurie Anderson; and Oriental Elegy by the Russian filmmaker, Alexander 

Sokurov. The compound ñelegiac cinemaò points to two different art forms: to elegy, as a poetic, 

and then cinema, as a visual, medium. Another premise of this research is that while elegiac film 

is defined by the unique features of the film form -- camera movement, shot angle, sound, 

editing, etc. -- it is also informed by the older genre, the elegy. Carrying the word elegy at its 

heart, the elegiac film, as a rather new medium of visual expression, can be a perpetuation of the 

Western elegiac tradition, borrowing from ñdead poets,ò as suggested by Fuss, and displaying 

elements of the mother art. As much as elegiac poetry and the myths of lament and mourning are 

connected, as shown by Sacks, contemporary elegiac film is informed by the older elegiac 

poetry.  

Accordingly, I read the three elegiac films through conventions which have dominated 

the literature on poetic elegies but at the same time remain faithful to the unique features of the 

filmic medium. Attempts have been made to connect the ñpoetic,ò for all the ambiguity and 

imprecision of the word, and the nonfiction or documentary film in what has come to be known 

as ñthe poetic mode,ò theorized by film theorist and historian Bill Nichols. This is a mode of 

nonfiction film which seems to have very little connection with actual verse. Similarly, in 

ñpoeticò fiction films, little or no reference is made to poems. Instead, efforts to draw a link 

between poetry and film are mostly limited to films by independent filmmakers such as Joseph 
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Cornell, Lawrence Jordan, Stan Brakhage, Nathaniel Dorsky, and Jerome Hiler. Critics have 

explored these filmmakers in relation to the poetry of Federico Garcia Lorca, Robert Duncan, 

Gertrude Stein, John Ashberry, respectively. The connection between these filmmakers and poets 

is made, most notably, by the film critic P. Adams Sitney in The Cinema of Poetry. I will touch 

on some of these studies below, focusing mainly on two central figures who have coupled the 

poetic with the filmic: Sitney and Nichols. 

What might explain the particular link between elegy as a poetic form and films, both 

fiction and nonfiction, about loss? It is in fact surprising why critics and film theorists writing on 

loss and mourning in cinema have turned a blind eye to the existence of the ancient art of poetic 

elegy, overlooking the abundance of elegies and the elegiac literature, and making little use of 

the elegy in interpreting films on mourning. Much of the literature on filmic elegy is 

disconnected from elements of the elegy. Instead, the available probes into the elegiac film 

mostly draw on psychoanalytic theories by the towering figures of Freud and Lacan, and do not 

engage elegy as a poetic form. There seems to be no appetite for such a connection, perhaps, 

because of the different coordinates that these two different art forms create and the different 

tenets they are governed by. As the great Russian filmmaker, Andrei Tarkovsky states in 

Sculpting in Time, Reflections on the Cinema, ñevery art form é is born and lives according to 

its particular lawsò (60).1  

 This dissertation analyses film cinematically, benefitting from the discussions of the 

elegy. How can poetic elegies inform film? How, in analysing the film, can one cross-refer to 

                                                           
1 Tarkovsky sees the similarity between literature and cinema as ñthe unique freedom enjoyed by 

practitioners in both fields to take what they want of what if offered by the real world, and to arrange it in 

sequence,ò adding, ñthis definition may appear too wide and general, but it seems to me to take in all that 

cinema and literature have in common.ò Tarkovsky then says, ñbeyond it lies irreconcilable differences, 

stemming from the essential disparity between word and screened image; for the basic difference is that 

literature uses words to describe the world, whereas film does not have to use words: it manifests itself to 

us directly (60-62).  
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elegies to enrich readings of the filmic medium? My conviction throughout this research has 

been that we can gain a fresh outlook about the workings of elegiac films, about the features and 

elements that dominate them, by inter-reading the films with poetic elegies. We know, for 

example, that some of the structures of ñthe lament entered dramaò (Sacks 35).2 This migration 

of trope from one art to another leads to cross-fertilization of forms and these old and defining 

elements have found their way through the film art, too.  

In order to know what special features the elegiac films of this dissertation benefit from, I 

need to situate the films within both elegiac films and poetic elegy. Some of the questions which 

may be asked include: What is the elegiac film? What are the implications of reading an elegiac 

film in terms of an elegiac poem? Does or, indeed can, such a film act like a poetic elegy? Can 

elegy be visual? How does a visual form like film depict loss? What kind of affinity do these two 

different art forms, one verbal, one visual, have? In other words, can analysing a film about loss 

in the light of the discussions which have dominated poetic elegies be helpful? Is such a cross-

referring fruitful? Do these two forms of elegy, that is, poetic and filmic, have a bearing on each 

other? What are the elements of elegy that can be traced in nonfiction film? How can film qua 

film, represent loss and consolation while it benefits from a poetic form? In what ways can the 

technical elements of the film, such techniques as camera movement, types of shots, music, 

colour, the verbal aspects, cinematography, among many others, heighten the elegiac elements? 

In what ways is the ñpoetic modeò of documentary introduced by Bill Nichols, different from the 

elegiac mode that I am trying to investigate?  

Although not all these questions are addressed in this work, they certainly have been 

instrumental in my analysis of the films. This dissertation answers to some of these questions 

                                                           
2 This trope is called Kommos ñdefined by Aristotle as a ótragic lament in dialogue form between chorus 

and actorsôò (Sacks 35).  
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through a detailed analysis of all the three films which are first examined cinematically and then 

read in the light of poetic elegies. In what follows in this introductory chapter, I will first discuss 

elegy as a poetic form, providing a brief account of the literature on loss and mourning. I will 

then proceed to the wider discussion of the different kinds of intersection between poetry and 

film and will then narrow down to the studies on poetic nonfiction film before focusing on 

elegiac nonfiction film that this dissertation is set to explore. After these sections, that is, 

discussion of elegy/mourning/loss and intersection of poetry with film, I will present my method, 

setting my thoughts against the available literature on both poetic elegy and elegiac film in order 

to examine elegiac films. Subsequently, I will lay out my methods of analysing the films, 

discussing my findings thereafter. However, perhaps before addressing how I am going to 

embark upon reading the films within an elegiac framework, it is useful to speak briefly about 

the approaches and theories that inform my method in examining these films from an elegiac 

perspective. Let me turn my attention to the first part of this compound, the elegiac film, and 

discuss elements of elegy for a moment. In other words, letôs situate the work within the elegiac. 

 

Elegy, Mourning and Melancholia 

 

The elegy has not been exempt from formalistic upheavals and has, since its genesis, undergone 

transformations. An ancient form, the elegy portrays loss and consolation, however meandering 

its path has been throughout history. William Watkin points out such mutations in his book, On 

Mourning: Theories of Loss in Modern Literature, writing that the genre of elegy ñmoves over 

several thousand years from vegetation rites, through pastoral poetry, to pastoral poetry about 

loss, eventually ending up in the modern, post-Christian form,ò adding that the genre ñshift[s] 

from pastoral to elegiac conventionsò (68). Watkin, touching on Sacks, draws attention to ña 
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generic hybrid,ò suggesting that, in the genre, the pastoral and the elegiac have been 

amalgamated. Such a combination is what informs my work, as I have drawn on both the elegiac 

and conventions that govern the pastoral.  

In the twentieth century, and with a resurgence of poetry about loss, elegies have been 

written in which no one is dead and no one thing or person is mourned. There is a different kind 

of grief in these elegies, one which is existential, addressing the question of manôs existence in 

this world. The gloomy mood of the poems is a defining element of the elegiac. To this category 

belongs Wallace Stevensôs poems and T. S. Eliotôs ñThe Waste Land.ò Whether mourning the 

death of loved ones, humans, animals or things, or whether grieving Man existentially, much of 

the discussion surrounding the elegy is on concepts of mourning and consolation, its avowal or 

disavowal. Many of the works written on the genre deal with whether or not elegy can be 

compensatory. Peter Sacksôs book The English Elegy belongs to this group. 

In addition, a good amount of elegiac literature addresses the ethics of mourning. 

Novelist-critic Clifton Spargoôs work The Ethics of Mourning: Grief and Responsibility in 

Elegiac Literature is one such book. Spargo writes from a perspective which sees ñethical 

meaning to the elegyôs resistances to elegiac convention, to social commemoration, and even to 

the mournerôs own wishfulnessò (13), believing in an ñincomplete mourning,ò and holding that 

ethical mourning is one which ñsupposes an imaginative protection of the other who has already 

been lost.ò He argues at the same time that such a ñprotectivenessò is not possible. He, however, 

strongly supports ñliteratureôs fundamental capacity to include and advance ethical inquiryò (13). 

Diana Fuss, whose meditation on elegy I have found very inspiring, also reflects on the ethics of 

mourning, but I only utilise some of her theories and not those on ethics. Fussôs effort to 

transcend Freudôs well-known mourning/melancholia dichotomy has been a guiding point for 
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me. Of course, my intention is not to say the Freudian distinction is or is not correct. However, I 

find the binary interpretively limiting and not relevant to my study of elegiac film as the films 

studied here do not show a clear-cut difference between the two concepts. Freudôs terms and 

Fussôs revisiting them need to be addressed here.  

I focus on Freudôs ñMourning and Melancholiaò first. Freud writes, ñmourning is 

regularly the reaction to the loss of a loved person, or to the loss of some abstraction which has 

taken the place of one, such as oneôs country, liberty, an ideal, and so onò (243). Freud moves on 

to enumerate ñpainful dejection, cessation of interest in the outside world, loss of capacity to 

love, inhibition of all activity, and a lowering of the self-regarding feelingsò as features of both 

mourning and melancholia. He makes a distinction between the two, however, by arguing that 

melancholia is a reaction to ñthe loss of a loved object,ò adding ñone cannot see clearly what it is 

that has been lost.ò In melancholia, Freud clarifies further, the subject of loss ñknows whom he 

has lost but not what he has lost in himò (245). Freud quintessentially makes a distinction 

between ñmourningò and melancholia,ò arguing that while in the former ñthere is nothing about 

loss that is unconscious,ò in the latter the object-loss ñis withdrawn from consciousness.ò In 

addition, whereas for the mourning subject ñit is the world which has become poor and empty,ò 

for the melancholic ñit is the ego itself.ò Mourning, Freud says, ñovercomes the loss of the 

object,ò in a process that is gradual (255). In the words of Eng and Kazanjian, commenting on 

Freudôs essay, the mourner ñis able to declare the object dead and to move on to invent new 

objectsò (3). In melancholia, Freud writes, ñthe relation to the object is no simple one é due to 

ambivalenceò that exits between the subject and the object. Abraham and Torok, discussed 

below, interpret ambivalence in the melancholic, writing that ñmelancholia hovers between love 

and hate amid archaic unconscious representations that are unable to reach consciousnessò (135). 
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This means that one difference between these two words, according to Freud, lies in whether or 

not one can express, utter or represent the lost object. In their commentary on Freud, Eng and 

Kazanjian note, melancholia is a ñconfrontation with loss through adamant refusal of closureò 

and ñan enduring devotion on the part of the ego to the lost objectò (3). This means, according to 

Eng and Kazanjian, that melancholia ñresults from the inability to resolve the grief and 

ambivalence precipitated by the loss of the loved object, place, or ideal.ò These scholars add that, 

ñunlike mourning, in which the past is declared resolved, finished and dead, in melancholia the 

past remains steadfastly alive in the presentò (3-4). 

In the twentieth century, debates over loss and mourning are immensely influenced and 

informed by Freudôs work and the study of elegy took a new turn after Freud. In the words of 

Ramazani, Freudôs essay  

 

is the basis of most subsequent clinical and theoretical approaches to grief: psychoanalysts 

as varied as Karl Abraham, Melanie Klein, John Bowlby, Jacques Lacan, and Julia Kristeva 

have reinterpreted and reinvented its ideas, and literary critics and theorists have extended its 

terms into discussions of everything from literature of the Holocaust and AIDS to such 

genres as tragedy, elegy, and the novel. (28) 

 

Julia Kristeva, Nicolas Abraham, and Mária Torok among psychoanalysts, and Jahan Ramazani 

and Peter Sacks, among critics, are some of the most notable examples. It seems these thinkers 

have resided in my mind, but transpired in different ways and translated into a different 

vocabulary in this dissertation. Let me briefly talk about some of these key figures.  
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Julia Kristevaôs Black Sun: Depression and Melancholia, is a leading work on the 

literature of loss, its disavowal and the possibility of consolation. Deeply drawn on Lacan and 

Freud, Kristevaôs main preoccupation is to examine the ways in which grief, and more 

specifically ñdepression,ò is communicated through and in language and arts. In a chapter 

entitled ñBeauty: The Depressive Other Realm,ò Kristeva connects aesthetics and loss. In the 

beginning of this chapter, Kristeva speaks of ñnaming suffering,ò and ñexalting itò as ña way to 

curb mourningò (97). These words are important as I will refer to naming the objects of loss, 

later in my analysis, as a way to bring the deceased back to life, and thereby make a passage 

from mourning. Kristevaôs effort to link mourning and beauty is well articulated when she says 

ñthat which no longer is,ò that is, the object of loss, allows the subject of loss to ñremake 

nothingness.ò This ñnothingness,ò the lost or absent thing or person, is brought back to life 

ñwithin the unchanging harmony, here and now and forever.ò This ñunchanging harmonyò refers 

to an artifice, a work of art, or beauty, which, according to Kristeva, ñreplaces the ephemeral.ò 

The process of transforming the ñdepressive voidò into ña sublime meaningò or ñhypersignò is 

referred to as ñsublimationò (99). In other words, a replacement takes place within the process of 

sublimation. In this way, Kristeva connects loss to creativity, refusing to see melancholia as 

ñpathological,ò as Freud does. If for Freud melancholia is a destructive force, in Kristeva it is a 

creative one. This connection between mourning and art precipitated my thoughts about 

substitution. Engaged in a conversation with Kristeva as I was watching the films of this 

dissertation, I wondered if ñthe work of hand or of the wits of man,ò to quote from John Donneôs 

ñA Funeral Elegy,ò that is, art, photography, resuscitation of lost forests, abstract concepts such 

as love and metaphor-- the offered remedies in the films of this study-- could substitute for the 

lost object or person and, thereby console.       
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In The Shell and the Kernel, Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok dissect the working of 

mourning and melancholia using their groundbreaking theory of ñintrojectionò in a conversation 

with other major psychoanalysts of the field, mainly Freud. For Abraham and Torok, 

ñintrojectionò is similar to Freudôs idea of ñthe releasing of pent-up emotions,ò as Nicholas Rand 

says in the introduction to the book. Rand also likens introjection to Freudôs ñwork of 

mourning,ò that is, ñthe gradual acceptance of loss and the withdrawal of the survivorôs libidinal 

attachments from the lost object-of-loveò (8). Randôs summary of Abraham and Torokôs 

thoughts is very helpful and I cite him in some detail here. He writes: 

 

Introjection is the process of psychic nourishment, growth, and assimilation, 

encompassing our capacity to create through work, play, fantasy, thought, imagination, 

and languageé . At the same time, introjection represents our ability to survive shock, 

trauma, or loss; it is the psychic process that allows human beings to continue to live 

harmoniously in spite of instability, devastation, war, and upheaval. In short, introjection 

coincides with life as it advances through an infinity of forms. (14) 

 

These words about creating through ñplay, thought, imagination, and language,ò echo Kristevaôs 

connection of loss and beauty. They are, at the same time, strategies for coping with loss, as the 

mourning subject is nourished and grows through them. Abraham and Torok trace introjection to 

ñinfancy.ò This is a time ñwhen the mouthôs emptiness is experienced alongside the motherôs 

simultaneous presence. The emptiness is first experienced in the form of cries and sobs, delayed 

fullness, then as calling, ways of requesting presence, as languageò (127). The authors add 

immediately that ñthe transition from a mouth filled with a breast to a mouth filled with words 
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occurs by virtue of the intervening experience of the empty mouth.ò These words indicate that 

emptiness and the void experienced by the infant are compensated by a resort to ñsobs and 

cries,ò and then to ñwords.ò Abraham and Torok unequivocally assert such a connection, stating: 

ñThe absence of object and the empty mouth are transformed into words.ò  

 These psychoanalysts also speak of ñremedyò: ñthe wants of the original oral vacancy are 

remedied by being turned into a verbal relationship with the speaking community at largeò (128), 

continuing, ñlanguage acts and makes up for absence by representing, by giving figurative shape 

to presence.ò Abraham and Torokôs emphasis on how absence leads to representation and figural 

language resembles Kristevaôs underscoring the connection between loss and sublimation. 

Abraham and Torok directly engage with Freudôs ñMourning and Melancholiaò in their work. 

They are ñstruck,ò as they say, with ñthe recurrent image of an open woundò (135), a wound that 

the melancholic subject attempts to hide. This concealment of the wound of the loss, this refusal 

to represent it in language, is what distinguishes melancholia.  

Jahan Ramazaniôs Poetry of Mourning: The Modern Elegy from Hardy to Heaney, 

drawing on Freud, gives a rather thorough account of poetic elegies written in English in the 

twentieth century. Ramazani observes that the elegy has been an experiment in transition, much 

like Sacks and Watkin: ñmodern poets reanimate the elegy not by slavishly adopting its 

conventions; instead, they violate its norms and transgress its limitsé at times appropriating and 

resisting the traditional psychology, structure and imagery of the genreò (1). He believes that 

modern elegists were ñanti-elegiac,ò ñanti-consolatory and anti-encomiastic, anti-Romantic and 

anti-Victorian, anti-conventional and sometimes even anti-literaryò (2). Ramazani uses a 

Freudian vocabulary, distinguishing between melancholia ñthat is unresolved, violent and 

ambivalentò (4), and ñnormativeò mourning, holding that modern elegists tend to not submit to 
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redemption of loss but to ñimmersionò in loss. He adds, modern elegists do not resurrect ñthe 

dead in some substitute,ò but ñpractice losing farther, losing faster,ò borrowing the oft-quoted 

line from Elizabeth Bishop. Ramazani adds that ñthe modern elegy is not so much a suture as óan 

open woundôò (4).  

In my analysis, I have taken a rather different perspective, which allows me to oscillate 

between these two extremes of mourning and melancholia and indeed go beyond these two ends 

of the spectrum. I do not believe in the open wound. Each wound may be sutured but only 

partially, needing another ñsuture.ò Such a repetition creates an effect, which I have referred to 

as ellipticity, that can be seen in all the films dissected here. This elliptical process places the 

subjects of loss in an in-between status, between multiple yet small and brief moments of 

consolation which I have referred to as a locus amoenus, a visual arts term which means a 

pleasant spot. It is such an in-between state that allows for revisiting the mourning and 

melancholia binary.  

Now let me focus on Fuss and her work, Dying Modern, in which she, too, seems to be 

revisiting Freudôs Mourning/Melancholia distinction. Seeing elegy as ña vital form in aesthetic 

transformationò (3), Fuss writes that critics ñtend to read modern elegy as a poetics of 

melancholia, a despondent and dispirited body of verse that refuses all forms of substitution, 

transcendence, or redemption,ò adding that such an ñargument carries considerable moral 

weightò at a time when death has become ever more dehumanized é, compensations like nature, 

religion, and even art come up shortò (4). Fuss, however, continues ñeven with the most 

despairing of modern elegies, we are never, in truth, entirely óbeyond consolationôò (4-5). 

ñBeyond consolation,ò is, at the same time, a response to Zieglerôs book Beyond Consolation in 

which Ziegler writes on elegies about the loss of AIDS and breast cancer victims. Fuss believes 
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that by writing elegy, the subject of mourning invests in ñreparation, resuscitation, and 

reclamation,ò believing that writing elegy is ethical. She comments on what she means by 

ñethicalò: ñin a very real sense ethics is elegy: speaking, acting, and surviving in the face of loss, 

no matter how irretrievable those losses may beò (7). Such an ethical outlook allows Fuss to go 

beyond mourning and melancholia distinction, for although she believes that there can be no 

consolation, she nonetheless deems it ethical to write. Fuss asks, ñwhat, after all, could be more 

consoling than the knowledge that there can be no consolation?ò and then continues, 

ñmelancholia has become the new consolation, relieving elegists of the burden of finding and 

providing emotional compensation, either for themselves or for their audienceò (5). This way of 

looking at melancholia acknowledges the difficulty of finding solace in art and writing but clings 

to it nevertheless, and refuses to regard it an illness. In fact, melancholia becomes a mourning 

with the knowledge that consolation is not exactly possible. If there is any consolation, it is that 

the deceased is given a voice in poetry and is brought back to life in the poem. If the lost ones 

canôt be brought back to life, they can at least be given a voice in elegy: ñEven when elegyôs 

rhetorical arts of resuscitation fail to console, as they often do, poetry is no less worthy, or less 

ethical, for the endeavorò (7). This refusal to read melancholia as an illness is in the spirit of 

Alice Kuzniar who treats melancholia not as a mental disease or disorder. Kuzniar believes that 

ñto speak in terms of a redemption of loss through representation is to invoke a different tradition 

of melancholia in juxtaposition to the Freudian one that robs the depressed patient of 

consciousness of her loss and the ability to voice itò (11). These remarks by both Fuss and 

Kuzniar suggest their efforts to go beyond Freud and see melancholia in a different way. In 

Freud, the melancholic is not capable of voice, while in both Kuzniar and Fuss the melancholic 

is.         
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The effort to transcend this binary can also be observed in the work of Spargo on ethics, 

discussed briefly above. However, itôs important to note from the outset, that this dissertation, 

while attempting to go beyond the oft-mentioned distinction, is not about how disparate losses 

should or should not be mourned or if they should be grieved differently. In the words of 

Lambert, discussing the pastoral elegy in Placing Sorrow, ña lament for a shepherd will not 

sound just like a lament for a king or one for an intimate friend; and neither of these last two will 

sound quite like one composed for a poetic mentor, who is at once both friend and father to the 

elegistò (xiii). This research is not on ethics, or on mourning and melancholia, or the way varied 

losses may or may not be lamented in different ways or varied intensities. It is rather, and 

specifically, on the ways in which film can be elegiac and how the literature used for a long time 

in poetic elegies can also be used in the analysis of filmic elegies. This dissertation is, in 

addition, about the structure of elegy and its workings, as it appears in films. 

The preceding paragraphs mainly discussed elegy as a poetic form, giving an account of 

the literature on loss. However, my work is on filmic elegy. The use of two central terms in this 

compound filmic elegy or elegiac film demands situating this research within both elegy, as a 

poetic form, and film, as a visual art. Certainly any medium requires paying attention to the 

special structures that rule that medium. I have treated my elegies as films about loss. I am aware 

of the distinct characteristics of the film art and, hence, I have attempted a detailed analysis of 

films in the main chapters. In fact, one of the main premises of this research is to say how, 

despite being a new and different medium with its own distinct features, the elegiac film is 

informed by the older form.  

With the emergence of new forms at the turn of the 20th century, and then the subsequent 

advent of the motion pictures, as I briefly argued in the prologue, the fusion of these new forms 
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and old ones is not a surprise. Let me for a moment give a brief account of how poetry and film 

have been in a conversation since the invention of motion pictures in order to locate the work 

within its filmic landscape, and portray a picture of the kind of affinity elegy has with film. But 

before I rush into this coupling, I need to highlight the ways in which film and poetry in general 

have interacted in the work of filmmakers and film critics. Iôll then narrow down to the kinship 

between the nonfiction film and elegy before laying out a map of my method and the prism 

through which I have treated my filmic analysis.  

 

Film, Poetry and the Poetic  

 

Many attempts have been made to consider these two art forms together. However, within this 

broad field of study, few have brought nonfiction film and poetry together to investigate how 

they have informed each other and thereby open up new horizons in the artistic production of 

both genres. Of course, these endeavors have approached the intersection of these media 

differently. Some try to explore the multiple ways in which cinema has been influenced by 

poetry and some, conversely, explore how poets have been informed by the film art or by certain 

individual films. In addition, there have been trends to wed these in a sub-genre called poetry 

film and film poetry.  

 What is the meaning of ñpoeticò in cinema? In Adventures of Perception, Scott 

MacDonald touches on this complex debate and states, ñthe meaning of ópoeticô é refers neither 

to the act of writing poetry nor to particular poetic texts but to a human sensibility that can take a 

wide variety of formsò (105). The prominent Spanish filmmaker Buñuel, MacDonald says, 

attempted a definition of ñpoetic film,ò while delivering his much-cited talk, ñCinema as an 
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Instrument for Poetry,ò in Mexico in 1958. He defines ñpoeticò in cinema as ñartistic expression 

or more concretely cinema as an instrument of poetry, with all that this later word holds of a 

sense of liberation, subversion of reality, a passage into the marvelous world of the 

subconscious, and the nonconformity to the restrictive society that surrounds usò (MacDonald 

106). Even for Buñuel who is usually considered to be one of the poets of cinema, ñpoeticò has 

little to do with poetry.  

MacDonald writes that during the development of the avant-garde cinema in the 1920s, 

Germaine Dulac, Man Ray, and Salvador Dali made films which were seen as a medium for 

artistic experimentation, incorporating Dadaism and Surrealism, into cinematic form. These 

filmmakers sought to find whatever artistic means they could in their experimentation and 

poetry, arguably the oldest art, was given a special place. For example, Manhatta (1921), jointly 

directed by photographer Paul Strand and painter Charles Sheeler, was a combination of text and 

image, using Walt Whitmanôs poetry.  

In the 1940s, the use of poetic images with sound tracks included readings of poems -- a 

sort of precursor to a genre which has come to be known as ñfilm poetry,ò according to 

MacDonald. In the 1950s, the symposium ñPoetry and the Filmò was organized by Cinema 16, a 

New-York based film association, based on the idea that, as MacDonald remarks, ñpoetry and 

avant-garde were closely relatedò (107). At a notable event in 1953, Dylan Thomas, Maya 

Deren, Arthur Miller, Willard Maas, discussed the relationship between cinema and poetry. In 

the 1960s and 1970s, the idea of filmmaker as poet was less of an issue than it was in the earlier 

decades. The most important figure in this period, as pointed out by MacDonald, was Jonas 

Mekas who continued to include ñpoetry in his films, in the form of intertitles and spoken in 

voice-overò (110). 
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P. Adams Sitney is among the few scholars who have conjoined poetry and film. In 

almost all his books, he attempts to wed the two forms. Sometimes he inter-reads3 films with 

poetry, using the latter to illuminate the former. Stan Brakhage, who called his own films poetic 

does not cite poems in any conspicuous way. Although a visual rendering of poems is one of the 

most interesting novelties which Brakhage brought into his art, his oeuvre is devoid of actual 

poems. Despite this lack of poems in Brakhageôs work, Sitney attempts to read the filmmakerôs 

art in the light of poetry. Sitney, as an eminent film scholar, needs special attention in this 

introduction as my method is similarly heuristic. However, while Sitney rarely uses actual lines 

from poems, I have attempted to use elegies whenever possible to analyse the films. In other 

words, whereas Sitney mostly focuses on critical literature about poetry and on the poetsô visions 

as delineated in their prose, I have employed actual poetry to speak about film.   

In Eyes Upside Down, Sitney explores the genealogy of American avant garde cinema 

and connects it back to Emerson, saying ñAmerican artists -- poets, composers, painters, 

filmmakers -- have largely perpetuated Emersonôs transformation of the homiletic tradition in 

their polemical position papersò (3). In this book, he devotes one complete chapter to the ways in 

which Brakhageôs autobiographical films, as a ñcinematic sequence,ò can be compared with and 

indeed act like ñthe major poetic sequences or minor epics produced by Americans in the 

twentieth century in similar organic patterns,ò mentioning Eliotôs The Waste Land, Craneôs The 

Bridge, Poundôs The Cantos and Williamsôs Patterson as examples (82), although Sitney does 

not cite actual lines from these poems.   

In the same book, Sitney, in addition, focuses on Brakhageôs ñMeditative Cinema,ò 

discussing the filmmaker and Gertrude Stein and Walt Whitman together, quoting the filmmaker 

as writing: ñI have made my óVisions in Meditationsô an homage to Gertrude Steinôs whole 

                                                           
3 I first came across this word in Jahan Ramazaniôs Poetry of Mourning.  
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meditative oeuvre epitomized by her Stanzas in Meditationò (330). Sitney attempts to indicate 

how poetry can inform the film in different ways, ranging from the use of metaphor to a 

photographic adaptation of a poem, and even the fragmentary use of verse in a film. In one 

seemingly far-fetched comparison, Sitney discusses the ways in which Brakhageôs 

autobiographical Sincerity/Duplicity series is consistent with Charles Olsonôs ñpoetics in which 

the triad óTopos/Tropes/Typosô constitutes the generative matrix of poetryò (77).4 Sitney 

observes that The Book of Family as part of the series ñwould find its ótoposô in Lump Gulch 

(Rollinsville, Colorado), as The Maximus Poems do in Gloucester, Massachusetts. However, 

such a connection remains a bit vague in Sitney as he does not compare actual verse with single 

films or parts of a film. Letôs see other ways in which this scholar reads film and poetry together 

and interconnects them.  

 Sitney refers to Tarkovskyôs film, The Mirror, in which poetry by the filmmakerôs father 

is used as parts of the filmôs script and we hear the poetôs voice in the film. He argues that 

Brakhageôs first part of the Visions in Meditations ñshares several lociò with Walt Whitman's 

poem ñProto-Leafò -- the sea, Canadian woods, and Niagara Falls -- all ñcommonplaces of the 

North American sublimeò (335). But does Visions in Meditation incorporate any poems? While 

the answer is no, Sitney, constantly quotes from the poetry and also from prose of both Stein and 

Whitman in order to comment on the filmmaker's deeply meditative and experimental style as if 

experimentation with the filmic art can be demystified through the poetic art.  

Visionary Film: The American Avant-Garde similarly makes a connection between 

British Romantic poetry and particular filmmakers such as Brakhage, Maya Deren, Sidney 

                                                           
4 In ñVisual strategies and the mapping of space in Charles Olson's poetryò Christian Moraru writes, 

ñOlson's 'field composition' is a continuous celebration of this textual trinity. It integrates, as we shall see 

in the following, poetic topography (spatial imagination, the theme of space), poetic typography (formal, 

typographic strategies of suggesting space) and the figuration of space at the level of tropes (especially 

metaphors and symbols)ò (255). 
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Peterson, Kenneth Anger, and Gregory Markopoulos, by ñvirtue of their creation of expansive, 

imaginative visions of the place of poetry and the poet, in this case the filmmaker-poet, within 

modern societyò (108). In a chapter called ñThe Lyrical Film,ò he specifically connects 

Brakhageôs film Anticipation of the Night to English Romanticism and especially to 

Wordsworthôs insights. Sitney finally decides that ñin his aesthetics Brakhage has arrived and 

revised the Romantic dialectics of sight and imagination which had been refocused in American 

Abstract Expressionistic painting and American poetry (particularly in the work of Wallace 

Stevens) during the film-makerôs intellectual formationò (166). In these two books, Sitney uses 

poetry on rare occasions and mostly relies on the prose by poets and filmmakers to highlight 

similarities.    

 In The Cinema of Poetry, maybe his most widely read book, Sitney specifically theorizes 

a kind of filmic perusal which is based on a cross-referencing to and inter-reading with either 

poems, when possible, or poetics. In the introduction to The Cinema of Poetry -- the title is taken 

from an article by the Italian filmmaker and theorist Pier Paolo Pasolini5 -- Sitney states ñmy 

work has always been centered on the interpretation of specific films and textsò (5), adding, 

elsewhere, that ñI repeatedly isolated cinematic rhetoric -- shot-counter-shot, camera movements, 

superimpositions, etc. -- as the key to the filmmakerôs style and its evolutionò (257). In this 

work, on a few occasions, he brings single films and different poems together to say how a 

filmmaker might have been informed by a poem in making a film. For example, he gives an 

account of the films by the avant garde filmmaker, Gregory Markopoulos, connecting his films 

with the work of Goethe, Schiller and Hölderlin. Sitney states that in David Constantineôs 

Hölderlin, Markopoulos ñdisregard[s] context to read himself in to the textò (245), adding, 

                                                           
5 ñThe Cinema of Poetryò by Pier Paolo Pasolini in Movies and Methods edited by Bill Nichols, 

University of California Press, 1976. 542-558. Pasolini first presented this text in the first New Cinema 

Festival at Pesaro.  
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ñMarkopoulos saw his own cinematic practices anticipated in Hºlderlinôs poetic strategies.ò He 

points to the editing process of Markopoulosôs Eniaiaos -- a silent film of 80 hours and 22 

cycles-- drawing an analogy between Hºlderlinôs poetic practices and Markopoulosôs editing 

style. Sitney quotes the filmmaker as writing, ñFor it was Hºlderlinôs practice é not to erase but 

rather to leave first versions and their expansions or replacements standing as long as possibleò 

(245).  

While still on the subject of Markopoulos, Sitney speaks in great detail about Hölderlin, 

not tangentially, as one might expect since the focus is film, but in great depth. However, and 

surprisingly, the scholar does not refer to Hºlderlinôs actual poems or to scenes from the 

Eniaiaos or any other film. He attempts to explore the ways in which the filmmakerôs and 

Hölderlinôs practices and their outlook are similar. It is important to note here that, although my 

method is like Sitneyôs -- heuristic and exploratory and guided by the analysis of filmic 

techniques -- I have used, unlike Sitney, verse or poetic elegies in my analysis whenever they can 

help me explore the films from an elegiac perspective.   

Sitney is not the only person who, in the last few decades, has attempted to join together 

the two arts. Poet-critic Susan McCabeôs method has similarities. However, she reads poetry in 

terms of cinema and her approach allows her to close-read films or parts of them and lines from 

poems. In Cinematic Modernism, she explores ñdirect historical links between modern poetry 

and film where and when they can be establishedò (3). Although her focus is on poetry, her 

interrogative approach, like the method deployed by Sitney, allows her to look ñwhere and 

whenò connections can be made between the two arts, that is, the relationship between them is 

explored heuristically. In the following chapters my method allows me to do just the same; 

however, I have attempted to delimit the scope to poems which are considered elegies by critics. 
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McCabe explores the ways in which modern poetry, like film, can be ñfragmented,ò looking for 

ñdissociated corporeality, most notable the hysteric and mechanical bodyò (4), characteristic of 

modern films which she discovers in modernist poems. The following chapters, notwithstanding 

their subject matter which is about mourning and loss, does not show a tendency towards 

fragmentation, that is, the chapters are not concerned with fragmentation.   

 McCabe also examines ñthe more literal collaborationsò between filmmakers and poets in 

the first three decades of the twentieth century, for example, between poet Robert Desnos who 

inspired ñMan Rayôs LôEtoile de Merò (8). She explores how poets were informed and inspired 

by the filmic medium and tried to ñwrite cinematicallyò (13), believing that H. D., W. C. 

Williams, Marianne Moore, and Gertrude Stein were ñshaped by cinemaò and ñrepresent a 

ótraditionô of openness to cinematic possibilities for enacting new forms of embodimentò (17). 

We also read in McCabeôs book that W. C. Williams ñwould see in the medium a match for his 

own anti-narrative impulse to break with óbanality of sequenceô and óthe paralyzing vulgarity of 

logicôò (9). I choose to reverse the phrase ñopen to cinematic possibilitiesò in poetry to poetic 

possibilities which can be observed in film in my following chapters.  

Stephanie Sandler, similarly, studies poetry and film together6 in her article ñOn Grief 

and Reason, On Poetry and Film: Elena Shvarts, Joseph Brodsky, Andrei Tarkovsky,ò where 

elegies of Brodsky and Shvarts are studied in the light of Tarkovskyôs The Mirror. Although 

Sandlerôs essay bears resemblances to my work in that she talks about poetic elegies and film, 

her method is in fact the opposite. In the introduction of her essay, she writes that The Mirror 

ñprovides an apt counterweight to the discussion of these two poetic examples.ò7 She turns to 

                                                           
6 Sandler uses the word ñconverge,ò saying ñPoems and films converge, in fact, in surprising waysò (649).  
7 Sandler advances her arguments through a close reading of Shvartsôs ñA Minor Ode on Happiness,ò and 
ñSmoky Stars,ò and Brodskyôs ñAugust Rain,ò and ñIn Memoriam.ò Sandler points to Andrei 

Tarkovskyôs The Mirror, which includes four poems by the filmmakerôs father Arseny Tarkovsky.   
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film, in her words, ñboth for its own representation of grief, and for its ability to clarify how 

poems work through the losses and gains of griefò (648). Such a use of the filmic medium to 

shed light on the poetic form is the converse of what I seek to do in this research. I employ poetic 

elegies to enrich my analysis of the films. Of course, Sandlerôs method is fruitful in other ways. 

She further elaborates on ñjuxtaposing poetry to film,ò asserting, ñI believe that poetry is done no 

favors by always viewing it in isolation from other art forms. She then adds ñwe will benefit 

greatly if we allow ourselves the luxury of other contexts,ò emphasising again that she creates 

ñcinematic context for reading poetryò (649). I would likewise believe that analysis of the 

elegiac film by deploying the elegiac poems augments the depth of analysis.8       

Famous for being the poet of cinema, the Russian auteur, Andrei Tarkovsky, employs 

poetry in his cinematic work and speaks about it in his prose, although he clearly admits, as a 

filmmaker, he is ñchary of making comparisons with other art formsò (67). In his precious 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Sandler, in the beginning of this essay, mentions a ñLacanian approach to loss,ò and how ñtheorists of 

mental processò and ñidentity formation,ò try to ñbind loss to psychic development and in artistic texts 

dependent on languageò (647). My understanding is that Sandlerôs discussion of loss is Kristevean, as 

Sandler speaks about how mourning in poems leads to an ñactò of ñself-creation.ò She refers to Richard 

Stamelmanôs discussion of elegiac poetry: óñwe try to overcome loss by naming it é we invent objects, 

icons, talismans, memories, and phantasms to mediate the loss. é That lost object or being é becomes 

part of the of the lack that loss establishes; it is swallowed up by the óhole in the real,ô as Jacques Lacan 

calls it, the gaping void, which death, exile, and loss createôò (664). ñNaming,ò of course, has been 

discussed by Peter Sacks, Derrida, Diana Fuss, and Robert Hass, scholars that I discuss in the following 

chapters.  

Sandler cites Paul de Manôs essay ñAutobiography as De-facement,ò speaking of how poetry 

ñcompletes the act of óself-restorationôò that de Man ñwould teach us to expect from an óautobiographical 

momentôò (661). Her arguments in her essay revolve around this ñóself-restorationôò of the self that she 

refers to as ñself-creation.ò I have used a similar word re-creation of the self in the chapter on Heart of a 

Dog; however, I have been inspired by Simone Weilôs mystical notion of ñdecreation.ò While Sandlerôs 

use of the word ñself-creationò seems to have informed by de Manôs ñde-facement,ò my reference to re-

creation of the self is informed by Weilôs ñdecreation,ò which allows me to discuss the Buddhist concept 

of ñBardoò in which the self takes a new form. In fact, Bardo allows, first, ñdecreation,ò and then re-

creation of the self.        
8 I disagree with Sandlerôs conviction that poetry will be ñdone no favorsò if we read it in isolation. While 
I agree with her in that cross-reading arts and creating a conversation between them is beneficial, I also 

believe in the purity of forms and reading poetry qua poetry, as it has been studied for many centuries, is 

in itself rewarding and enriching.     
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Sculpting in Time, his reflections on the cinema, Tarkovsky addresses the intersection between 

the two arts, writing, ñpoetic cinema as a rule gives birth to symbols, allegories and other such 

figures ï that is, to things that have nothing to do with the imagery natural to cinemaò (66). 

Tarkovsky makes repeated references to actual verse and especially to Japanese haikus in this 

book, arguing how poetry and cinema share similarities. For example, he quotes a few haikus by 

BashǾ one of which is: ñThe old pond was still / A frog jumped in the water / And a splash was 

heardò (106). Tarkovsky states this is an example of ñhow simply and accurately life is 

observedò (107), adding these ñthree lines of observation,ò resemble cinema in the way 

ñobservationò as ñthe first principle of the imageò takes a central place in this art. At the same 

time, Tarkovsky repeatedly alludes to poetry especially by his poet father while reflecting on his 

own films, Stalker and Mirror .       

As much as the four great modern poetsô work, as explored by McCabe, can be analysed 

in a discourse that engages cinema, but not particular scenes or shots from cinema, nonfiction 

films about loss, can be put in a conversation with poetic elegies. Similarly, if Sitney can 

incorporate prose about poetry and, to a lesser degree, specific poems in his analytic system, I 

take up the task of using poetic elegies in perusing elegiac nonfiction films. By the same token, if 

in the work of Markopoulos, perceptions can be compared with Hºlderlinôs, that is, the poetôs 

visions can be decoded in the filmmakerôs practices and thoughts, and if Brakhage in his 

commitment to the filmic adopts poetry and adapts it to suit his purpose, then elements guiding 

the poetic elegy can serve to illuminate films about loss and mourning.9  

 

                                                           
9 Among other scholars who have explored the affinity between poetry and film, one can mention Sarah 

Keller ñóAs Regarding Rhythmô: Rhythm in Modern Poetry and Cinemaò and We Saw the Light; 

Conversations between New American Cinema and Poetry by Daniel Kane.    
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Nonfiction Film and Poetry 

 

The work of the American film theorist and historian Bill Nichols represents the most notable 

study to conjoin poetry and documentary film. In the art of documentary, there is a poetic mode, 

which includes films about loss. That is, elegiac films have been explored under the umbrella 

category ñpoetic mode.ò In Introduction to Documentary, Nichols describes a ñpoetic modeò in 

cinema as emphasising ñvisual associations, tonal or rhythmic qualities, descriptive passages, 

and formal organizationò (33). Arising ñlargely from the cross-fertilization between cinema and 

the various modernist avant-gardes of the twentieth centuryò (88), this ñpoetic experimentationò 

points to poetic modalities where ñcomments hint and suggest rather than declare or explainò 

(48). Nichols argues that these documentaries ñresemble fragments of the world poeticallyò with 

their chief characteristics being ñlack of specificityò and the fact that they are ñtoo abstractò 

(138).  

ñThe poetic modeò begins in tandem with modernism as a way of representing reality as 

a series of fragments, subjective impressions, incoherent acts, and loose associations, concepts 

that McCabe considers central to the study of poetic as well as cinematic modernism. Nichols, in 

addition, writes, ñbreaking up time and space into multiple perspectives, denying coherence to 

personalities vulnerable to eruptions from the unconscious and refusing to provide solutions to 

insurmountable problemsò are some of the features of the poetic documentary (103). Elsewhere 

in this book, Nichols maintains that all facets of the poetic mode emphasise the ways in which 

ñthe filmmakerôs voice gives fragments of the historical world a formal, aesthetic integrity 

peculiar to the film itselfò (105).  

 In a similar method, Susanna Helke, in ñV®rit® in the Eastern European Tradition,ò points 

to ñphilosophical lyricismò as a defining feature of poetic documentary, believing that ñthe 
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primary concern of cinema of poetry is not to tell a story based on a plot structure but to create a 

fabric of visions and observationsò (247). Nichols also argues that ñstress on fragmentation and 

ambiguity remains a prominent feature in many poetic documentariesò (104). These words on 

fragmentation echo Susan McCabeôs words about the connection between modern poetry and 

modern cinema. 

Examples of early films which are given the adjective ñpoeticò include Joris Ivensôs Rain 

(1929) and Laszlo Moholy Nagyôs Lightplay: Black, White, Grey (1926). These films are silent, 

not using any words, but they are in agreement with Nicholsôs definition of the poetic mode in 

their ñpoetic experimentation,ò in reflecting the ñfragments of the world poetically,ò in lacking 

ñspecificity,ò and in being ñtoo abstractò (138). Examples from ñpoetic mode,ò seem to be 

ñbreaking up time and space into multiple perspectives,ò which Nichols adds as a feature of this 

mode (103). None of the examples of the mode presented by Nichols uses poetry in them. Scott 

MacDonald critiques Nicholsôs description of the ñPoetic Mode,ò saying ñpoetic documentary is 

a slippery term that is often used more broadly to other kinds of filmò (Adventures of Perception 

105). 

 While I have certainly been inspired and informed by the works of these critics and artists 

in their efforts to bring together poetry and the film art, my objective is different in a few ways. 

First, I have used poetic elegies in order to analyse elegiac films. Secondly, I endeavor to explore 

the ways in which elements of the old form can be seen in the new art. While Sitney draws 

mostly on the prose written by poets, conjoining the poets and filmmakers in their overarching 

perspectives, and sometimes in the way a filmmaker has been directly influenced by a poet, my 

work specifically focuses on individual poems, inter-reading films with poetry, when possible, or 

on a few occasions, reading the film in relation to elegies. In other words, the problematic here in 



 

27 
 

this dissertation is not influence, of one over the other, but rather it is about conjoining, about 

inter-reading and about perusing one, in terms of conventions of the other, here film in terms of 

elegy, in order to enrich my analysis of the film.  

In addition, while the afore-mentioned critics do not give a complete analysis of films 

they mention in their explorations, I analyse the three films thoroughly using cinematic terms, 

and examining the movement of elegy from loss to consolation. A focus on loss and delimiting 

my work to individual films, as well as single poetic elegies, allows me to remain committed to 

the cinematic medium while making numerous references to the poetic form. Moreover, while 

most of the work on such a bringing together leads to a fragmented methodology, which is of 

course heuristic, and by all means fruitful, my dissertation is attempting to demonstrate how 

films about loss can share similar features. These common characteristics, put together, can place 

the films under the same category called the elegiac film. They include: first, continued process 

of consolation, an ellipticity in the process of solace which is resulted from the repetition of loss, 

which places the loss subject in an in-between position, second, a search for a small locus 

amoenus which can be portrayed in the form of a resort to naming or kataphasis, after loss and, 

third, the impossibility of filling the gap or distance between the subject and the lost object.10  

For the purpose of this research I would like to focus on the path less traveled; that is, 

how nonfiction cinema can be read in the light of poetry in an exploratory fashion. The Salt of 

the Earth is read along with Schillerôs ñThe Walkò and ñEighth Elegyò in Rilkeôs Duino Elegies. 

Oriental Elegy is analysed in relation to Hºlderlinôs ñIn Lovely Blue,ò and in Heart of a Dog, 

Derek Walcottôs poem ñOddjob, a Bull Terrierò follows a perusal of the film, serving as a 

                                                           
10 I deploy the word kataphasis, which resembles Kristevaôs ñnaming,ò to emphasise the formal, and 

rhetorical thrust of this dissertation.  
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recapitulation of the workings of the elegiac in this film. I have also used other poems by the 

filmmaker and ñBlack Catò by Rilke in my reading of Heart of a Dog.   

The link between film art and poetry has been drawn by these scholars and critics. The 

most famous of these studies are Adam Sitney and Bill Nichols, the former on poetry and film 

and the latter on poetry and nonfiction film. In the preceding paragraphs, I tried to discuss briefly 

the different ways poetry and film, then poetry and nonfiction film, have been studied together 

by filmmakers and critics to indicate, first, the ways in which my approach here on the elegiac 

film is different from theirs, and secondly, how my elegiac fil ms are structurally different from 

ñthe poetic mode,ò theorised by Nichols.   

 

Elegiac Films 

 

In delineating my method in this research, I should indicate my awareness of the importance of 

all the thinkers I have studied, especially Freud and Kristeva whose footprints are visible 

throughout the literature on mourning and loss. Indeed, what I argue can be traced back to these 

psychoanalysts, but I make my arguments with a different terminology. For example, I take my 

cue from Freud in his inclusive view of loss: he speaks of a loss of ña loved person,ò ñsome 

abstraction,ò ñliberty,ò even ñan idealò and ñoneôs country.ò Diana Fuss speaks of a similar 

notion when she, in defining the genre of elegy, writes: ñIn the dance of eros and thanatos that 

defines the genre from its inception, elegiac utterances were provoked by the loss of what one 

desired and the desire of what one lostò (6). According to Fuss, ñelegies were always about more 

than the death of a person.ò Based on such an inclusive view of loss, I have selected three films, 

each of which portrays a different kind of lament. The Salt of the Earth, I argue, depicts loss of 

land, and persons who are both known and anonymous to the narrator. Heart of a Dog focuses 
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mainly on the loss of the narratorôs rat terrier and her husband and, along the way, it also laments 

the death of the narratorôs mother and a friend. The main source of grief in Oriental Elegy seems 

to be the gap between the filmôs subject and answers to the questions about the meaning of life 

and happiness that elude him.  

 At the same time, all three films tend to display the loss of certain meanings and all of 

them, in an intricate matrix of relationships, bring together all the losses they mourn. They take 

on more than the particular lost objects, considering larger problems and losses. For example, 

The Salt of the Earth, laments the discontinuity between man and nature while mourning the lost 

objects. Heart of a Dog shows a similar grief over the complete disconnection between the 

human and animal realms. The choice of different films portraying various objects of grief 

ranging from humans to animal beings, to abstract ideas and forests are based on this inclusive 

understanding of loss, which goes back to the beginnings of the genre and continues to the 

present times. I have benefitted from Freud and Sacks in such an inclusive perspective of loss. I 

have also profited from Kristevaôs thought that melancholia drives creativity and artistic 

representation. In all the three films, the subjects of mourning engage in meaning-making and 

creation as a response to their experiences of loss.11 In the study of elegy and loss, my 

                                                           
11 Reading these words in Freud, ña loved person,ò ñsome abstraction,ò ñoneôs country,ò ñliberty,ò and 

even ñan idealò in the context of mourning and melancholia made me start thinking about the ways in 

which different objects are mourned. I wanted to know in what ways a film about loss portrays these 

different objects of loss. After spending some time on picking and choosing, I eventually decided on three 

elegiac films in which different objects of loss are portrayed. One of the films, The Salt of the Earth, is 

about farms and forests, one the one hand, and loss of persons, on the other. The second film, Heart of a 

Dog, depicts the loss of a dog and, along the way, some abstract ideas about our kinship with animals and 

how such an affinity seems to be ignored. But, at the same time, this film also attempts to remind us of 

how animals are stripped of their gaze, which I discuss as another loss. The third film, Oriental Elegy, 

shows how Man seems to be incapable of acquiring a knowledge about the meaning of life and happiness. 

This evasion of meanings constitutes another loss, ñan abstraction.ò How do the films, I asked, portray 

these different losses and, what common features do the films have if that they are about loss in some 

ways. Another question that occurred to me was whether in an analytic work on elegiac films, one can 

speak with a different terminology than that offered by Freud, Kristeva, and Abraham and Torok. I also 

wanted to know if, these films, carrying the word elegiac in them had anything to do with elegy. Are they 
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understanding and perusal of the films is, however, more in line with the readings of Sacks and 

Fuss who have studied the poetry of mourning from a more formalist perspective, relying less, 

very little indeed, on giant thinkers like Freud and Kristeva and following a close reading 

methodology.  

I follow Fuss, discussed earlier, who believes in some sort of solace, although my 

proposed consolation puts the mourner in a special place. I refer to this place as in-betweenness. 

Any analysis of film should look at formal, structural elements, trying to indicate how techne in 

the film engages with and heightens meaning. For example, in The Salt of the Earth, I show that 

Deleuzeôs notion of montage can be used to illuminate a wholeness, an interconnectedness 

observed in the film. Montage in Deleuze is achieved through the movement of different filmic 

elements and the unity these elements effect. What distinguishes Deleuzeôs montage is how even 

light and colour are seen as constituents of movement. These elements are pieced together in a 

way that shows the disparate objects of loss eventually converge, or meet at a particular point. 

The movement of the elegiac from mourning, to disavowal and then to an elliptical consolation is 

achieved by montage.    

In Heart of a Dog, the Buddhist concept of Bardo is the macro structure of the film and 

the elegiac takes place within this scaffolding. The film acts like a metaphorical bardo in which 

the subject of mourning enters to effectively come out as a new subject. As in the Buddhist 

Bardo, the dead are given a new form by erasing their past one, here in the entire film, the 

narrator engages in re-writing her past. Andersonôs elegy is her bardo.  

                                                                                                                                                                                           
elegiac simply, I asked, because they have a sorrowful tone? I realized that a film about loss, rightly 

called elegiac, can be related to the ancient genre of poetic elegy and I thought these films, as they are 

elegies, could be studied and scrutinised with the same critical vocabulary with which poetic elegy has 

been studied.  
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Finally, in Oriental Elegy, an apophatic discourse has been deployed which is in line with 

the ineffability of the filmôs questions. Apophasis is a Greek term which means denial but was 

used by theologians as a rhetorical device to speak about the inexpressibility of God and 

transcendence. I have employed the term to speak about the difficulty the subject of Oriental 

Elegy faces in finding the meaning of life, happiness, and the reasons behind sorrow in poetry.  

One notable scholar who has specifically addressed the question of the elegy in film is 

Paul Coates who, in ñMoving Pictures at the Edge of Stasis: Elegy and the Elegiac in Film,ò 

observes that there are ñvery few films classifiable generically as elegiesò (587). While I agree 

with this observation, I disagree with the reasons for his proposition. He states that ñwhereas 

most films are narrative, elegy is not a narrative form,ò adding also that ñthe meditativeness of ... 

elegiac moments dampens the congenital filmic immediacyò (588). This ñimmediacy,ò he 

comments, refers to ñthe suspenseful action that has been central to so much cinema.ò Of course, 

elegy can be observed in narrative elegiac films and all three films in this work follow a narrative 

line which, however hard it is to observe in the first watching or even in the second, can 

eventually be elicited. The elegiac in the nonfiction film can be a narrative. It is true that 

ñmeditativenessò of elegies can lessen such elements as suspense which can be created by 

flashbacks and flashforwards that the audience is not aware of, but there seems to be no 

formulaic correlation between this lack of ñfilmic immediacyò and generic definition of elegy.  

Coates moves on to propose that ñelegy disrupts the forward impulsion of suspenseful 

narrative.ò However true that the subject of mourning in films ñis turned backwards,ò as Coates 

rightly observes, all the subjects in the films analysed here stand in-between past grief and future 

prospects, between lamenting and consolation. This in-between propels the narrative forward. 

Elegy ñdisrupts the forward impulsion of suspenseful narrative,ò but it also leads to a propulsion 
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of the narrative line in the process of consolation. I challenge Coatesôs ñparticular attention to 

films whose relationship to temporal succession is a disturbed oneò (589).   

Coates analyses a few films about the horrors of the world wars including Claude 

Lanzmannôs Shoah (1985), and Alan Renaisôs earlier Night and Fog (1955), focusing on the 

concept of silence. He writes, Shoah ñis replete with lengthy silences in which the camera circles 

the green, overgrown sites of the camps, as if silence were the only possible response to the 

horror of such eyewitness accounts as that of Filip Mullerò (594). While silence is inevitable in 

the face of mourning, it eventually, in a conversation with different elements in the film, leads to 

a consolation in a continued process. Coatesôs words about the disturbance of ñtemporal 

succession,ò recall McCabeôs words about fragmentation in modern film and cinema and echo 

Nicholsôs defining features of ñthe poetic mode.ò None of the films that I have perused here 

follow a merely fragmented pattern. On the contrary, they move towards an interconnectedness 

of elements -- as opposed to fragmentation of elements -- that coincides and heightens the sense 

of solace, however brief that remedy might be. This unity also makes clear narrative lines. These 

few points, presented by Coates, as defining features of the elegiac in the film are exactly what I 

seek to argue against in the films under study in this dissertation. Of course, many of the films 

which are famous for being elegiac can follow the pattern suggested by Coates, most remarkably, 

Shoah and Night and Fog. Indeed, filmmakers and film criticism about loss usually believe these 

films are made in a fragmentary way.  

While critics and scholars seem to think that poetic film has little to do with poetry and 

the elegiac film little to do with the elegy as a poetic form, I have attempted to argue that elegiac 

film is especially close to the poetic traditions of elegy. What I will do is show how these films 

are similar in form and content to poetic elegies. I will read the films through the premises that 
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have long been discussed in contexts pertaining to poetic elegies only. And what are these 

defining elements? Elegy, a lyrical form about a loss, is also about the presence of the deceased, 

the absent ones in the poem. This simultaneous ñaffirmation and negation,ò to use a binary 

proposed by Watkin (54), the main subject of discussions of elegy, leads the question of whether 

or not elegy can console. Elegy, by definition, places the mourning subject between the past, 

indicating the absent one, and the future, a tendency to move on and make a passage from 

mourning. Studying these elements in film can provide a different, novel way of reading elegiac 

films which are mostly studied within Nicholsôs ñpoetic mode,ò a mode that has little to do with 

poetry. This is a form that focuses on abstraction and free association, creating the elegiac 

through fragmentation of images, not using poetic elegies.     

The three films selected from three different filmmakers represent disparate geographies 

and varied kinds of loss. Wim Wendersôs The Salt of the Earth is about loss of people. At the 

same time, this film also laments the disappearance of huge swathes of Amazonian forests which 

were once home to the subjectôs childhood dreams. By contrast, Laurie Andersonôs Heart of a 

Dog, is mainly about the subjectôs canine companion, the narratorôs rat terrier and also her 

husband, the renowned American singer Lou Reed. In a completely different atmosphere, 

Alexander Sokurovôs Oriental Elegy grieves the loss of fleeting time and the evasion of 

meanings from human grasp. At the same time, these films, in their multidimensionality, also 

exhibit other types of loss which are more abstract. For example, when Anderson mourns the 

death of her canine companion, she also meditates on the concept of animal gaze and the gap 

between humans and animals. Similarly, Wim Wenders speaks of the suffering that man and 

animals and plants share on this planet, lamenting a discontinuity between man and nature. In 

both of these films, the discontinuity between humans and the environment is emphasised. 
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Oriental Elegy, however, broaches philosophical and abstract concepts such as ñthe meaning of 

life and happiness,ò which the film seems to show, are ungraspable. Notwithstanding these 

differences, the films share similar features, namely, the subjectôs method of mourning the 

absent, the presence of the lost ones in the work, the possibility of consolation, the subjectôs 

position between the past and the future.  

 If, for example, Theocritus, Virgil, Spenser, and Milton can be said to be pastoral 

elegists, as Lambert argues, because, they ñshare a certain outlook as well as certain formal 

similaritiesò (xiii), these films can be assembled under the same category to form a new mode or 

convention. This mode is certainly incompatible with Nicholsôs ñpoetic mode.ò According to 

Lambert, ñóConvention,ô as Harry Levin has reminded us, means a ócoming together.ôò This 

dissertation maintains that these films are examples of a mode which, when grouped together, 

can form a new convention of elegiac film. A subset of the poetic mode, these films can be 

similar to poetic elegies, they surpass the mourning/melancholia binary by showing a continuous 

elliptical form of mourning, which is revealed through the structure of the film and its elements, 

both verbal and visual. As a suggestion for a later study, I propose that the elegiac film can be 

situated under an independent category recognized by its similarity to poetic elegies and, hence, 

potentially lending themselves to being analysed through the discussions which dominate those 

of poetic elegy, although as films they must be looked at qua films and, therefore, explicated 

with a cinematic vocabulary. Such a study needs to be more inclusive and larger in scope than 

the current dissertation. 

The aim of reading these different films together is to talk about the ways in which loss, 

in its many facets, can be mourned in nonfiction film and how lament in my selected number of 

elegiac films can be read in the light of poetic elegies. The objective is, additionally, to 
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reconsider the ways in which mourning is looked at, which is mostly through a clear-cut 

distinction between avowal and disavowal of loss, and to propose, instead, a status which allows 

transcending the mourning and melancholia distinction.  

 How is then consolation treated in the following chapters? Different kinds of loss can be 

consoled by way of various remedies. We know that ñpastoral elegists, writing over an extended 

period of time, describe various kinds of losses and propose varied remedies to the problems of 

death and mourningò (Lambert xii). I have introduced different kinds of consolation, including 

art, love, and metaphor, with this last one sometimes referred to as poetical thinking, following 

Heideggerôs reading of Hölderlin. I propose that in these films, consolation is not a one-time act 

which happens once and remains unchanged for long periods of time. Solace is, rather, 

continuous and happens over time. There is not a final closure in any of the films.   

In addition, replacement does not take place, as the object of loss is irreplaceable. Sacks 

in his introduction to The English Elegy quotes Freud who states ñóNo matter what fills the gap, 

even if it be filled completely, it nevertheless remains something elseôò (7). Ramazani makes a 

similar point, stating ñFreud admitted in letters and other writings that mourners typically remain 

inconsolable, never filling the gap of lossò (29). Sacks also refers to this impossibility, writing, 

ñApollo and Pan embrace, respectively, the laurel and the reeds, according them the passion 

meant for the nymphs. Yet even in this moment, they recognize that they are embracing 

ósomething elseôò (29). 

Art or love or metaphor are things the subject of loss resorts to not as substitutes for the 

objects lost. The subjects of sorrow stand always in between a desire to stay and a tendency to 

move forward and in this way, they come and pass by different loci amoeni, different and brief 

sources of solace. The word Locus amoenus, of course, invokes the idea of moment, a brief 
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epiphany, which is important to lyric poetry, and indicates transience, and the fleeting nature of 

solace.  

One of the reasons why the films I discuss move beyond fragmentation, as discussed by 

McCabe, is that their subjects of loss are consoled by this brief locus amoenus. I have borrowed 

the term from painting and the pastoral convention, meaning a pleasant spot in the vast landscape 

of sorrow they are traversing. However, as the films reveal, any loss and the subsequent 

consolatory remedies are temporary and, therefore, the mourning subjects are in-between the past 

loss and the future ones. In searching for such a locus amoenus, they resort to naming. In the 

distance or gap that is created between the subject and object of lament, only the power of 

imagination, language, or arts, can be summoned to function as brief spots in which the mourner 

can stay before moving on to the next loss. 

Such a resort to language and imagination is certainly Kristevean. In the beginning of 

ñBeauty: The Depressiveôs Other Realm,ò Kristeva writes, ñNaming suffering, exalting ité is 

doubtless a way to curb mourning,ò adding later that art can ñsecure for the artist and the 

connoisseur a sublimatory hold over the lost Thingò (97). In The Salt of the Earth, the loss of 

people as well as forests cannot be compensated by the resuscitation of those forests and nature 

photography that the subject turns to after a long career in social and war photography. In Heart 

of a Dog the proposed remedy, love, cannot ñturn the time around,ò as the film repeats in the 

end. In Oriental Elegy, finally, the loss of meanings can only be consoled by the availability of 

numerous metaphors the subject can make in his effort to grasp the meanings of life. However, 

this metaphor-making and seeing the lost meanings through the lens of this trope is the closest he 

can get to the lost object. A belief in the impossibility of substitution does not contradict creation 

of art, as imagination and language are the only things the grief subjects have at their disposal.   
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My idea of elliptical structure, closely connected to the repetition of elements in the film, 

recalls Sacksôs words. He writes: ñjust as each loss recapitulates a prior loss and each turn to 

consolation repeats an earlier deflection of desire, our experiences of loss fold upon themselves 

in gathers, creating the highly stratified óoccasionô that each elegy óbegins againô or enters óyet 

once moreôò (18). It is on the basis of such a logic that in the films of this study, the proposed 

consolation is not a final one, making it elliptical and continuous. Remedies to loss are not acts, 

but processes of finding small spots in the landscape of grief. Sacks, while speaking of the 

metaphor of ñweavingò for consolation, affirms that consolation is, indeed, a process. He says 

ñto speak of waving a consolation é emphasizes mourning is an action, a process of workò (19), 

indicating that consolation happens not instantaneously but is rather a process. Even the ancient, 

and familiar motif of death and rebirth observed in many studies of the elegiac tradition and 

considered to be the ritual origin of the elegiac tradition, points to an ellipticity and to the 

repetitive nature of loss. Sacks is aware of such an origin. He states: ñAs for the content and 

direction of its ritual movement, the elegy follows the ancient rites in the basic passage through 

grief or darkness to consolation and renewalò (20). Sacks later comments: ñthe ritual origins of 

the genre, is marked by a significant use of repetitions,ò adding, elegy is ñconventionally 

repetitiveò (23). Such a repetition, in addition to the ways it can be seen in the final act of open-

ended consolation towards or at the end of each film, can also be discerned in the process of 

mourning throughout the films. In the words of Sacks, ñrepetition takes several formsò (23).  

Film as a visual medium and the object text of this study reveals this passage and this 

repetition. The Salt of the Earth portrays many deaths, human and natural, but ends, ultimately, 

in the rain and renewal and moves from black and white photography to colour after oscillating 

between still and moving images. In its consolatory note, too, the film is repetitive as it admits 
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that true restoration of forests is multi-generational. Heart of a Dog, similarly, shows different 

losses, indicating how these various losses end in a love which is repeated a few times. In 

Oriental Elegy, the metaphor offered as remedy cannot be the final one and the speaker has to be 

constantly in search of further metaphors if he seeks further discoveries. In this film, we are led 

from the dark and misty atmosphere to a coloured ambience and the metaphor of the tree. In all 

the three films, there is a contrast between when the loss is portrayed and when remedy is given. 

In all of them, the remedy is magnified through a contrast. Varied as these sources of consolation 

are in their form, there seems to be a similar pattern, a form of repetition. Repetition also 

suggests that the offered consolation is not the end. Another small source of solace, a small locus 

amoenus can lie on the horizon, a small pleasant spot which acts like an oasis, and continues to 

the end of life. According to Sacks, ñloss recapitulates a prior lossò and elegies tend to ñbegin 

again or to commence with a óyet once moreôò (23). In The Work of Mourning, Derrida, writing 

on the death of Roland Barthes, was ñconcerned about the singularity of death and its inevitable 

repetition,ò according to Brault and Naas (2). 

 This small temporary consolation, I shall argue in the epilogue of this study, acts through 

both verbal and visual elements. Sacks briefly touches on this ñmediating fabric of language, a 

tissue of substitution that may cover a preceding lack.ò He says that elegy creates ña fabric in the 

place of voidò (18). Such a fabric, the small consolation which is portrayed as a locus amoenus, 

comes to materialization in varied forms in these films as the sources of consolation differ in 

them. In The Salt of the Earth, we see an overlapping or superimposition, as a new picture is 

sown on the ashes of the old one. We learn that the source of solace in this film is a new 

photographic collection and restoration of lost forests. Similarly, in Heart of a Dog, an image, 

showing love, acts as this ñpleasant place,ò and finally in Oriental Elegy, the void in meaning, is 
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filled with the metaphor of a tree, the ultimate source of solace for the subject of the film who is 

in search of answers to such questions as the meaning of life and definition of happiness.   

 Accordingly, the focus of this dissertation is not the ubiquitous mourning/melancholia 

distinction but is, rather, on the process of consolation and its ellipticity and on the delicacy of 

the source of solace which acts like a pastoral ñpleasant spot,ò and is, therefore, fleeting and 

transitory. My scrutiny of the three films of this research shows that such an inter-reading of the 

nonfiction film, and indeed any film, with poetic elegies does not jeopardize the independence 

and uniqueness of the visual art but, on the contrary, enriches it and opens horizons for further 

unfolding of the highly multilayered and stratified form of film art.  

While the three films are connected structurally and share similar features, each of the 

films resonates with me personally. When I was three, a devastating war broke out in the Middle 

East that lasted eight years. We were first to be internally displaced, as my hometown is right on 

the border with the invading neighbour. There was not a single day that passed without the sound 

of sirens and the sight of coffins. And I always think about the many who were killed on the 

other side of the conflict. Millions suffered and hundreds of thousands perished! Then I was a 

migrant in my own country, and returning home at the end of the war, the sense of loss ate into 

my soul. Later, as an immigrant to another country, thousands of miles away, I experienced 

another loss which was further intensified as, with environmental and ecological disasters, rivers 

were drying out and little woods wiping off the maps. When I watched The Salt of the Earth for 

the first time, I thought of how close the film was to me. Similarly, I found Heart of a Dog very 

intimate. I lost two brothers, one when I was a child, mourning his death many years later when I 

became, heart and soul, familiar with the concept of loss, and when I could think about 

mourning. I lost another brother just recently, a loss that brought all the griefs of the past only in 
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a different unique way, making me think about how singular each loss is. The filmôs 

ñgrandmotherò reminded me of my own whose sagacious sayings were often quoted as the 

saviour when we were children. I lost her, too. Finally, Oriental Elegy provided me with ample 

food for thought about the meaning of life, my life, and whether or not there could be a solace in 

my continued effort to write poems and if these poems, these acts of metaphor-making, could be 

any help delving into the complex web of meanings of life.   
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Wim Wenders and The Salt of the Earth:  

Montage, Elegy and the Solace of Art  

 

Overture 

 

The Salt of the Earth is a 2014 elegiac film about the Brazilian photographer Sebastião Salgado 

co-directed by Wim Wenders and Juliano Ribeiro Salgado. Throughout his artistic career, three 

major trends can be observed in Wendersôs cinema. Wenders has made elegiac films; he has 

produced films focusing on other arts, especially film and filmmaking; and he has also 

cooperated with other artists. For example, in Buena Vista Social Club (1999), Wenders portrays 

the famous Cuban music ensemble of the same name. A Trick of the Light (1995) is about the life 

of the Skladanowsky brothers, who built Bioscop, a movie projector, in Germany and the start of 

cinema there, while in Tokyo-Ga (1985) Wenders pays an homage to the Japanese auteur and 

legendary filmmaker YasujirǾ Ozu. Similarly, Lightning Over Water (1980) is a film in which 

Wenders pays tribute to the American director Nicholas Ray. If Buildings Could Talk (2010) and 

The State of Things (1982) are about architecture and film production respectively. All of these 

films are clearly instances in which Wenders treats filmmaking and/or filmmakers; and all are 

documentaries with the exception of The State of Things, showing the extent to which the 

medium as subject matter occupies a central position in Wendersôs oeuvre.  

 In addition, Wenders has collaborated with other artists either in directing or writing 

films; his collaborations, for example, with Peter Handke in Wings of Desire (1987) and with 

Peter Carey, the Australian novelist, in Until the End of the World (1991), are among the most 

widely known. Wenders also worked with Sam Shepard in his Paris, Texas (1984). Meanwhile, 

Lighting Over Water, Tokyo-Ga and Pina (2011) are elegiac films, paeans of praise to some of 
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the artists he admired, intimating a predilection in Wendersôs films to pay homage and to 

commemorate.  

The Salt of the Earth is a documentary in which these three proclivities, that is, 

collaboration with other artists, portraying and incorporating another art, and commemorating 

another personôs life and work, converge. Wenders collaborates with another filmmaker, Juliano 

Ribeiro Salgado, reflects on the art of photography, tells the life story of another artist, namely 

Sebastião Salgado, while lamenting the death of people and destruction of forests Salgado is 

portraying. In so doing, Wenders reflects on some of the fundamental concepts of life, such as 

loss and consolation. Incorporation of another medium in this film and its elegiac nature 

necessitate treatment of those other arts in this chapter. The Salt of the Earth portrays the life and 

career of an artist who narrates his story through his art.  

The Salt of the Earth presents a series of black and white photo collections shot by 

Salgado over a few decades of artistic production and put together by Wenders. These photo 

collections are interspersed with moving images, and there is a dialogue between moving 

pictures and still photos. Wenders incorporates many freeze frames: Salgadoôs pictures, of 

humans, non-human animals and plants in disparate geographies and at different times. 

Throughout, the three artists, that is, Salgado the photographer, Wenders, and Salgado Jr., who 

joins them in a number of their ventures, take turns and narrate over both still and moving 

images.  

 The objective of this chapter is to read The Salt of the Earth as an elegy. To this end, I 

demonstrate that The Salt of the Earth portrays loss of nature, including land, animals and plants, 

and people, including those familiar to Salgado and those who are not, those who are named and 

those who are anonymous, unifying all lost objects. I suggest that the film portrays those deaths 
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to specifically lament a universal loss, which is the discontinuity between man and nature. 

Moreover, I want to propose that the film deals with both private and public losses and in this 

sense, too, the film unifies themes at the end. This unification takes place on both thematic and 

technical levels. Salgado, Wenders shows, grieves personal losses of land and of his child, while 

at the same time he laments the destruction of public Amazonian rainforests and the deaths and 

suffering of people, especially in Africa and Europe, that he depicts in his photo collections. In 

other words, the film fuses the public and the personal, on the one hand, and man and nature, on 

the other, thereby creating a constellation of losses which are interconnected. Such an 

interconnection is made possible through montage. The film laments the particulars yet 

ultimately grieves on a global scale. But what is this interconnection, this universality, and what 

is its import? Wenders attempts to portray loss on human, animal and plant levels while, at the 

same time, it depicts disparate geographies. In this sense, the film is about the planet earth, and 

the ways in which degrading the environment is closely connected with a disregard for human 

life. This global scale is spatial as the film represents a multiplicity of lands and temporal as, we 

learn towards the end of the film, the scars inflicted on the face of the planet, by deforestation 

and degradation of lands, can only be recuperated after multiple generationsô attempts. Wenders 

seems to be trying to draw an affinity between man and his environment, a kinship, a continuity 

which has been forgotten.  

I also propose the film makes an attempt to move towards consolation, which, as I will 

show, is of two types. One remedy is production of a new photographic collection called 

Genesis, a change from Salgadoôs typical collections which are social, political, in which he 

portrays people living in extremis. Another solace is restoration of Amazonian forests, home to 

Salgado's childhood dreams. The photographer, having witnessed the atrocities committed in 
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different parts of the world and having seen huge swathes of green lands destroyed, decides to 

resuscitate them. Inspired by his wife, he spends a decade in this cause. I propose that just as the 

objects of loss are inextricably bound together, these two consolatory sources are interconnected. 

Both the process of reforestation of barren lands and the new photographic collection, Genesis, 

seek to state the continuity between man and nature and both of them have the power to console. 

It is this reconciliation between man and the environment which can offer solace. Moreover, I 

suggest that this consolation, this acknowledgment of the kinship between man and the earth, is 

only attempted and, although only a necessary first step, as the film affirms in the final moments, 

takes generations to complete and is, hence, elliptical. I have used this word, to refer to a sense 

of ellipsis but the term, at the same time, alludes to something that is missing, and here in this 

film, it is the continuity of the consolatory source. The film clearly suggests, at the end, that true 

and sustainable life can return to the restored forests only after generations. This multi-

generational effort heightens the sense of ellipsis, making the source of solace in the film 

elliptical.  

 Cinematically, the filmôs movement and interconnectedness of elements of loss, on the 

one hand, and overlapping and merging of sources of consolation into one, on the other, rely 

substantially on and are achieved through different elements of montage. Montage -- the art of 

editing and piecing together different elements to achieve a whole -- gives structure to the 

elegiac in the film and The Salt of the Earth functions through it. The art of montage makes the 

movement of elegy possible. Similarly, the elegiac is a movement from lament and mourning to 

consolation. The film is based on an amalgamation of photo collections and moving pictures. I 

demonstrate that movement in the film is constituted of, first, the parallel between black/white 

and colour images, which alternate at different intervals. While the former represents bleak 
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realities, violence, wars, and the deaths, the latter generally signifies more hopeful segments of 

the film. Secondly, the film moves forwards by playing on the contrast between still and moving 

images. These two are, in fact, ineluctably bound together and constitute the structural and 

thematic foundation of the film. Whereas the stills display Salgadoôs photos, the moving parts 

are shots by Wenders. The moving and the still, as part of montage, overlap with the elegiac. 

Lament indicates a desire to keep the dead, while the moving intimates passage from mourning. 

In addition, the filmôs forward movement relies on the contrast between light and dark and/or 

shadows. Moreover, dark interstices, which happen in the film in the form of fading as well as 

black stills contribute to the movement in the film. Finally, the absent and the present, the lost 

ones, and the ways in which they are given a voice through the rhetorical figure of prosopopoeia, 

constitute another important element in the film. I demonstrate all these constitutive elements of 

montage make movement of elegy, from mourning to consolation, possible and it is the structural 

motion in the film that facilitates the thematic movement of elegy. In other words, if montage 

allows the matrix of images (still and moving, colour and black/white, light and dark) to move 

towards the end, thereby constituting a whole, the elegiac permits a movement from mourning to 

discovering a remedy, thereby attempting to bring mourning to a closure. The two thematic, and 

structural motions not only coincide but enhance each other. I have used the word convergence 

to allude to such an imbrication, as converge can indicate a merging together.  

In this dissertation, as I attempt to show how the filmic elegy can be informed by poetry, 

I demonstrate how The Salt of the Earth resembles Schillerôs classic elegy ñDer Spaziergangò 

(ñThe Walkò), especially in form, while it draws on Rilkeôs Duino Elegies and the eighth elegy 

in content, particularly towards the end of the film in the consolatory part. My reading of ñThe 

Walkò and Duino Elegies is informed by Theodore Ziolkowski and his The Classical German 
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Elegy 1795-1950. I also exploit Heideggerôs thoughts on Duino Elegies as delineated in Poetry, 

Language, Thought. My allusion to Rilke as explored by Heidegger is mainly based on the views 

of the poet and the philosopher about the interconnection, or lack thereof, between man and 

nature signified in the concept of ñopenò introduced in the eighth elegy.12   

In the following pages, I will first lay out a methodological map. My perusal of the film 

focuses on objects of loss and will then address the technical methods that Wenders deploys to 

converge actions and effect a whole, not only as an aesthetic value but as part of the elegiac in 

this film. In fact, this whole is especially important as in most elegiac films, there seems to be a 

fragmentation resulting from a subjectôs inability to mourn and express his/her grief and I have 

argued against such a fragmentation. In other words, in this film a wholeness is achieved which 

allows for the final consolation. I would now discuss the ways in which the film grieves, and 

start by focusing on the key methodological terms. As I indicated, my discussions are based on 

the movement of, first, montage and second, the elegiac. I will start with montage.  

 

Montage: Change, the Whole, the Open 

 

To open this section maybe it would serve me well to begin at the end, in the concept of the 

whole. Itôs also useful to elucidate how montage works, and what the formal and dynamic 

features of montage do for or to elegy and its movement. The Salt of the Earth portrays an 

interconnection between different objects of loss, on the one hand, and the sources of 

consolation, on the other. The film grieves the loss of man, animals, plants and the discontinuity 

among these species, fusing these different elements together. A similar interconnectedness can 

be observed in the different kinds of consolation the film seems to be offering. The sources of 

                                                           
12 Similarly, Wendersôs Wings of Desire (1987) has allusions to Rilkeôs Duino Elegies.   



 

47 
 

solace include the new photo project entitled Genesis, which interestingly, invokes change and 

also recuperation of dead lands. In other words, in both loss and consolation, the film is unifying 

elements to create a whole. On the other hand, the movement of The Salt of the Earth from loss 

to consolation evinces a change, which results from the interaction between the multitudes of 

elements at play with each other in the film. That is to say, the change happens in the whole. This 

whole, this complete system, however, is not a closed system and is rather open at its end. In 

other words, this change from loss to consolation, this movement from mourning to avowal of 

loss, the passage from lament to consolation, is open-ended and elliptical.  

In order to speak about the passage from loss, the interconnectedness the film is 

picturing, and the open-ended nature of consolation, I draw on Deleuzeôs concepts of  ñchange,ò 

ñthe whole,ò ñthe open,ò investigated in Cinema I.13 Deleuze writes, ñif one had to define the 

whole, it would be defined by Relationò (10), saying that ñwhole is not closed, it is open.ò 

Deleuze also brings ñchangeò into the equation and states, ñmovement é is change in duration 

or in the wholeò (10), and repeats again ñmovement expresses a change in é the whole.ò 

Deleuze believes that because the whole is open, ñits nature is to changeò (9).14 But why 

Deleuze? Apart from the fact that Deleuzeôs thoughts on cinema are largely based on the 

overarching and binding technique of montage, the three pivotal Deleuzian terms in montage, 

namely, ñthe open,ò ñthe whole,ò and ñchange,ò enable me to discuss the elegiac and the 

transition to solace. The movement of elegy from loss to an open-ended consolation is made 

possible through a transformation that I see as Deleuzian ñchange.ò Investigation of the elliptical 

character of consolation in this film can benefit from the concept of ñthe open,ò while the 

interconnection between different filmic and elegiac elements can be explored through ñthe 

                                                           
13 I have put these three words in quotations marks as I have borrowed them from Deleuze.  
14 In discussing all these terms, Deleuze is drawing on Bergsonian philosophy on the concept of time.  
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whole.ò In Deleuze and Cinema: The Film Concepts, Felicity Coleman rightly affirms that 

montage ñis movement, whether mechanical activity é or movement within perceptual 

processesò (58).  Deleuze similarly notes, ñThe whole is not a closed system, but on the contrary 

that by virtue of which the set is never absolutely closed, never completely sheltered, that which 

keeps it open...ò (10).  

The particulars in the film, such as photo collections lead to a whole. In The Salt of the 

Earth, each photo, is a closed system which is connected to the next still through editing and 

sometimes through black gaps which allow the ñchangeò to take place.15 Moreover, there is an 

overarching interaction between movement and stillness and one changes to the other, allowing 

the motion of the film. In the course of this process, some things change. However, the 

apotheosis of this change is best exemplified in a superimposition of a photo taken at the end of 

the lamentation period and a photo belonging to the consolatory period.  

In The Salt of the Earth, images engage in a dialogue with each other that lead to a whole 

that Wenders is trying to achieve. Collections are from different times but sit next to one another 

in a montage or in ñBenjaminian constellations of imagesò (qtd. in Rascaroli 60). As Rascaroli 

remarks, dialectical montage16 ñhighlights resemblances by linking together temporally divergent 

moments that are thus allowed to enter communicationò (53). In The Salt of the Earth there is a 

conversation between the elegiac, which moves from mourning to solace, and the filmic 

elements. Divergent elements converge not only temporally but also conceptually. More 

                                                           
15 In the first chapter of Cinema 1, Deleuze writes ñmovement is a mobile section of duration, that is, of 

the Whole, or of a whole. Which implies that movement expresses something more profound, which is 

change in duration or in the whole. To say that duration is change is part of its definition: it changes and 

does not stop changing.ò He then adds ñmovement always relates to a change.ò (8).  
16 ñDialectical Montageò is a kind of montage that allows the audience to infer something, like an abstract 
concept, which cannot be shown directly. ñWhile a concept cannot be directly represented in an image, 

tensions and discord between juxtaposed images could stimulate an audience to grasp a conceptual 

connection by inferenceò (A Dictionary of Media and Communication).    
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specifically, the unity achieved in the elegiac corresponds to the whole made possible through 

montage. Deleuze mentions three types of montage; however, only one of them he calls montage 

of ñconvergent actionsò (31). It is this type of montage that brings together things to create a 

whole that I am drawing on in my analysis.  

Elegiacally speaking, different elements of loss, people, animals, plants, constitute a 

whole, as they are interconnected and the film is an elegy to ñthe whole earth.ò17 This elegy will 

ultimately undergo a transformation, making a transition towards consolation, a movement 

which can be seen in poetic elegies but not in filmic ones as they are mostly fractured into 

segments which are hard to piece together. However, and importantly, this consolation is ñopen,ò 

which I would refer to as ellipsis. Let me explain why this ñopenò is important in my analysis of 

The Salt of the Earth as an elegiac film.  

The whole is only made possible through the interaction of elements and their movement. 

These elements open up to connect to the next elements. In the words of Deleuze, ñthe openò is 

like a ñthread which traverses sets and gives each one the possibility é of communicating with 

another, to infinity.ò (Cinema I, 17) ñChange,ò by contrast, indicates transitions from shot to 

another or from one part to the next. The open points to an ellipsis that is part and parcel of The 

Salt of the Earth, and ñchangeò indicates the motion in this film from grief to a period of artistic 

suspension onto a consolation which is open-ended. ñOpenò connects, in the film, photo 

collections with each other and facilitates the filmôs wholeness, while ñchangeò points to 

                                                           
17 Wenders is giving an image of the whole world in this film. He is portraying our world which is 

grappling with wars, violence, annihilation of lands. The whole earth evokes A. R. Ammonsôs Sphere 

discussed in Kevin McGuirkôs ñA. R. Ammons and the Whole Earth.ò Ammonsôs ña world picture,ò 

referred to as ñthe whole earth imageò by McGuirk, is one which Wenders is attempting to portray. 

However different Wendersôs image of whole earth in this film and Ammonsôs ñthe whole earthò might 

be, I think they both are, in McGuirkôs words, ñsymbolization of our destructive power.ò In a way 

Ammonsôs visionary image of the whole earth is, in fact, Wendersôs declining earth. This global scale, the 

planet earth, can also be observed in a conversation between John Berger and Salgado titled ñA Tragedy 

the Size of the Planet.ò               
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transitions of a moving image to a still, and of colour to black and white, and finally, from dark 

to light. These three are the main elements of movement in the film.  Deleuze states ñThrough 

movement the whole is divided up into objects, and the objects are re-united in the whole, and 

indeed between the two óthe wholeô changes.ò Deleuze states: ñmontage is the determination of 

the whole é . Eisenstein continually reminds us that montage is the whole of the film, the Ideaò 

[Italics is mine]. He asks ñwhy should the whole be the object of montage?ò and immediately 

responds ñBetween the beginning and the end of a film, something changes, something has 

changedò (29). In further clarification, he writes ñmontage is the operation which bears on the 

movement-image to release the whole from them.ò The corollary is that montage acts through 

movement. Deleuze states that movement in film ñhas two facets ... it is the relationship between 

parts and it is the state of the wholeò (19). A bit later in his discussion of movement in film, 

Deleuze refers to ñshotò and defines it as ñmovement-image,ò because ñit relates movement to a 

whole, which changesò (22). Now another question is what causes this change? The answer lies 

in the different modes of movement in the film.  

I take my cue from Deleuze and exploit any technique of movement, including colour, 

light, the binary of still and moving images, that can aid me in making a connection between the 

movement of elegy -- passage from mourning -- and montage in the film, both of which are 

based on the concepts of change, the whole, and the open.18 Why should such an emphasis on 

different types and facets of movement matter? The answer lies in the centrality of the movement 

of the elegiac, from mourning to the open-ended and continuous process of consolation.  

                                                           
18 Deleuze introduces four different types of montage, including American organic montage, the Russian 

dialectical montage, ñthe quantitative-psychic montage of the French schoolò and finally ñthe intensive-

spiritual montage of the German school,ò adding, however, ñthe only generality about montage is that it 

puts the cinematographic image into a relationship with the whole; that is, with time conceived as the 

Open,ò as open-ended and having the potential to continue (55).  
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The transition from collection to collection is made possible through gap, an interstice, 

which also helps the elegy move forward. The movement of elegy is made possible through this 

transition from still to still, and from collection to collection. Transitions eventually take us to 

the final collections which is made during the process of consolation and ultimately the film 

leaves us with the three dots, an ellipsis, the open.   

 

What the Film Laments 

 

ñWith each dying person, a piece of everyone else diesò  

ñI saw unfolding before me the history of mankindò  

ñWhat was left for him after Rwanda?ò  

(from The Salt of the Earth) 

 

ñWe have transferred our own mortality onto the forests in our destruction of 

them. They have become as mortal as we are, and their life or death now 

depends mostly on usò (Robert Pogue Harrison, ñDeforestation in a Civilized 

Worldò) 

  

The Salt of the Earth laments the loss of the whole earth, on two levels of private and public. The 

film is gradual in depicting the losses Salgado mourns, which range from personal to public and 

entails both human and non-human. In other words, in its portrayal of loss, The Salt of the Earth 

is aptly inclusive. It is an elegy for the people lost and/or killed, while at the same time, it is a 

lament for the natural environment and the gradually disappearing flora and fauna. The film is an 
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elegy for the planet which is despoiled on a widespread, global scale.19 But the film is also about 

the ways in which the fate of those living on the earth is bound together. The filmôs inclusivity is 

not limited to only its losses. It is global in the sense that it addresses the known and the 

unknown (Salgado portrays people that he knows and those he doesnôt), the public and the 

private, the animal, the plant and the human, in many corners of the world. Such a universality, 

similarly, results from the temporal and spatial scales within which the film functions.   

Salgadoôs losses, forming the backbone of this elegy include his family farm and his 

family members while he, at the same time, laments the loss of other natural environments as he 

strives to resuscitate, towards the end, the forests. The coupling of the personal and the 

collective, and binding man and nature together, sustained throughout the documentary is no 

surprise as, in the beginning, Salgadoôs preoccupation with the ñhistory of mankindò attests to 

this tendency. The public and private binary, in one layer, and the man and nature couple, in 

another layer, move forward in parallel with each other to the end of the film, forming a thematic 

interconnectedness. 

We witness the first instance of loss, of both the earth and man, when the film displays an 

array of pictures of ñBabel,ò a wide shot of a gold mine, ña huge hole,ò we are told, where, 

ñ500,000 people worked.ò We observe these shots immediately after the idyllic scenes in what 

seems to be an attempt to point to what man has done to the earth. There are always two sides to 

nature in The Salt of the Earth, that is, the barren is juxtaposed to the lush and the green. Except 

for medium photo shots, the shots in the mine, all taken in black and white, are mostly long and 

wide, acting as a general prelude which will lead into more specific names, geographies, and 

                                                           
19 In a chapter in Understanding a Photograph titled ñA Tragedy the Size of the Planet,ò John Berger sits 

with Salgado for a brief conversation about the Brazilian photographerôs work. Salgado speaks about 

some of his travels including Rwanda. The title of this conversation indicates the magnitude of Salgadoôs 

work which is global.    
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characters. Here, for instance, we are given the image, in the foreground, of a man in a freeze-

frame leaning on what appears to be a dead tall tree trunk while in the background hundreds of 

labourers are busy searching for gold at the mine. This is the first instance of exhausting and, 

hence, destroying the earth and its resources, observed for the rest of an hour and fifty minutes. 

We hear the voice-over reflecting ñall this earth had to be removed.ò Apart from disappearance 

of nature, one further cause of grief is that it is, in fact, man who is doing horrendous things to 

fellow men and to nature. This is an image over which Salgado comments, stating, ñI saw before 

me, in a split second, the history of mankind.ò Right from the outset, Salgado speaks of the 

plights and pains of people and also about exhaustion of the earth and, in this sense, he is 

massively inclusive. The stills portray a few nameless characters. Salgadoôs reference to ñthe 

history of mankindò foreshadows the universal scale of the film. But how? First, this long-

duration shot foreshadows how man exhausts the earthôs resources, destroying the forests, and 

secondly, it presages how people live in hard man-made conditions, in extremis (Fig. 1-2).  

 

Figure 1. The Salt of the Earth" Image 1 Figure 2. The Salt of the Earth: Image 2 

 

Such an inclusivity can equally be illustrated in a collection of photos, the first of 

Salgadoôs, of Brazil, in which we see loss of private lands. We witness the same fate to 

Salgadoôs family land the same way that the earth suffered at the hands of man in the ñBabel.ò 
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Later, when the Salgados return to Brazil thanks to ten and a half years of political upheavals in 

their country, he is shocked by massive changes that had swept across Brazil, including 

Salgado's hometown. In Brazil 1981-1983, a collection entirely in black and white, Salgado 

exhibits the first instance of human death in the film: infant mortality. Salgado reveals to us that 

ñinfant mortality was very high,ò showing pictures of children who ñdied before they were 

baptized.ò This is immediately followed by another sad reality: the drying up of vast swathes of 

land, causing huge amount of internal displacement. This tragedy also affected Salgadoôs family 

farm which fell victim to drought, leaving no trace of ñthe paradise he remembered as a child.ò 

The losses of man and nature move forward in parallel with each other, that is, from the outset to 

the end, the film focuses, at certain intervals, on both man and environment and this is the way 

these things are presented in this film.        

Salgadoôs earliest memories are those of forests, and the loss of those lands leaves a 

devastating and enduring effect on him. He mourns the lost lands of his childhood. Later again 

after the devastating work in Rwanda, Salgado returns once more to Brazil only to witness yet 

another sad reality; he faces ña barren land,ò where all living things are gone; ñthe birds, the 

alligators, the majestic forests were gone, all childhood memories.ò  

We witness examples of the parallel between man and nature in an early collection which 

portrays the African continent. Nigeria 1973, a collection in black and white, captured at a time 

when Nigeria was grappling with a massive drought, is a more sombre collection compared with 

the previous Brazil. Similarly, in Sahel; The End of the Road 1984-1986, Salgado speaks of a 

widespread famine caused by manôs reluctance to share resources. The photographer again puts 

this human tragedy next to natural disasters, saying ña large part of humanity was suffering from 

great distress é and not just a natural disaster.ò In Mali, upon seeing the afflicting drought and 
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the ensuing suffering destroying every living thing, Salgado can't help but compare the dying 

man with a dying tree, saying ñthe skin becomes like a tree barké like a tree marked by desert 

windò (Fig. 4).  

The loss of animals is an important public loss in the film. Animals figure prominently 

throughout, when they are used by man to exhaust the earth and when they die because of manôs 

actions. For example, when the three men, the co-directors and the photographer, have a journey 

to the Arctic Ocean, to ñphotograph the last big congregations of walruses,ò portraying a species 

which seems to be disappearing, we see the first instance of death in the film: a dead walrus on 

the shore here, heightening the sense of extinction. The Salt of the Earth portrays this death even 

before the countless human losses it depicts. Even in Brazil when Salgadoôs loss of family lands, 

and public rainforests is predominant, we hear him lamenting, ñthere were a lot of cattle here but 

they are all gone now,ò adding ñthis land was so plentiful, there were lots of birds, canaries, and 

ticoticoes, blackbirds.ò In Africa, similarly, animals are shown to suffer and perish along with 

their human companions. In one profoundly revealing picture, a small child is shown to be facing 

the same fate as his dog. We hear Salgado speaking with a wire of grief in his voice about the 

child who, having a guitar in his hand, is milling the desert ñwith his dogò (Fig. 3). 

  

Figure 3. The Salt of the Earth: Image 3 Figure 4. The Salt of the Earth: Image 4 
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Similarly, in a collection called Workers where the film pays ñhomage to men and 

women who built the world around us,ò we witness the suffering animals undergo. The one 

group of photos Wenders focuses on here is Kuwait where we observe the destruction of birds, 

animals, trees and green farms. Workers, shot during the first Persian Gulf War, shows a land 

ñruined by war,ò as we hear Salgado narrate. Salgado comments that there were lots of ñhorses, 

thoroughbreds that had gone completely, desperately insane,ò adding ñanimals are the first to 

flee a catastrophe when they are free to leave, but here they werenôt. There were birds there 

tooé . Birds couldnôt fly anymore as their feathers were stuck togetherò (Fig. 5). 

 

Figure 5. The Salt of the Earth: Image 5 

  

Nowhere in the documentary does sorrow over loss of men figure more prominently than 

in the collection, Exodus 1993-1999, where we are left agape with incredulity at brutal atrocities, 

wars and violence in Africa, especially Rwanda and, similarly, at the heart of Europe in former 

Yugoslavia. It is in this collection, in the main, that Salgado mourns the death of common 

people, almost all of them anonymous, bemoaning the loss of those who died and memorializing 

the pain and suffering of those who survived wars. This collection was devastating to Salgado 

who, deeply sad, laments ñthe number of dead bodies I saw on that roadéò adding ñit was 150 

kilometers of dead bodies,ò grieving not only the dead but also the mere fact that such an 
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unspeakable tragedy was perpetrated by man to man: ñthose not killed by grenade were killed 

with machete.ò In Yugoslavia, similarly, Salgado gives an account of human-inflicted death and 

suffering, creating an indescribable human catastrophe in Europe. Salgado mourns through his 

pictures countless men and women who died in a continent where ñpeople had a standard of 

living, a European standard of living, a European intellectual level, a European infrastructure.ò 

By juxtaposing Rwanda and Yugoslavia, Salgado emphasises how man can inflict death and 

destruction on man regardless of where he is, expressing extreme sorrow over inhuman deeds of 

man. Salgado laments, ñI was ill, my body was very sick, I didnôt have any infectious disease, 

but my soul was sick,ò admitting, ñI no longer believed in anything, in any salvation for the 

human species. You couldnôt survive such a thing. We didnôt deserve to live. No one deserves to 

live. How many times I [laid] my cameras down to cry over what Iôd seen?ò Such an unutterable 

tragedy, especially in Rwanda, takes place in the last collection in which Salgado grieves loss of 

human beings. Wenders in his sad voice-over says, ñSalgado had seen into the heart of darknessò 

(Fig. 10). This human loss at such a huge magnitude, a public loss, immediately segues into a 

private one of the paradise Salgado once had as a child. This is the zenith of elegy, the most 

intense moment in The Salt of the Earth when the narrator laments not only both the private and 

the public but at the same time grieves the loss of human life and nature. ñSick in soulò of the 

immensity of human loss, Salgado goes to Brazil where the family farm ñwas nothing but a 

wasteland. The birds, the alligators, and the majestic forests were gone,ò and, Wenders reflects, 

ñthere was nothing left from Sebasti«oôs childhood memories.ò 

Salgado, bearing witness to the disappearance of animals, plants, and mourning the death 

of people in different parts of the world, now encounters a further personal sorrow. However, 

there are two other lost objects here which need to be addressed. First, is the near loss of a belief 
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about the value of the art of photography as he begins to think about the futility of photography, 

indicated in Wendersôs comments that Salgado ñdeeply questioned his work as a social 

photographer.ò Secondly, the loss of childhood memories. These two abstract or conceptual 

objects of loss, at the worst of times when Salgado is experiencing woes resulting from personal 

and private losses of both human beings and nature, mark the end of the griefs Wenders portrays. 

Observing the collections and reflecting on the multitude of deaths and suffering they illustrate, 

one realizes that the scale of the film is indeed global, not only in terms of the objects of 

lamentation and remembrance which include people, lands, animals, but also with respect to the 

geographies covered.  

However, by speaking about all these disparate acts of mourning, the film uncovers 

another important conceptual loss, the most important of which is arguably the discontinuity 

between man and nature. All the losses in The Salt of the Earth, private and public, as well as 

man and nature converge to lead to this gathering point. By the most important, I mean the most 

consequential, to man and to the planet as it is such a discontinuity that is the cause of disregard 

for nature. In The Salt of the Earth, his discontinuity is manifested in the ways Salgadoôs 

childhood forests are lost in parallel with the destruction of human lives, that is, the fate of the 

two are bound. As I will demonstrate soon, both Salgado and Wenders believe that saving the 

forests is tantamount to saving the humanity. Such a separation between man and environment is 

also evinced throughout the film in the way man despoils nature, including the plants and 

animals demonstrated in pictures such as those of Kuwait, Mali, Brazil and gold mines of Latin 

America discussed in the preceding paragraphs.      

This discontinuity is, moreover, represented in the way Salgado moves away from an 

idyllic childhood, distancing from forests and then returning to and re-uniting with them at the 
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end. Such a rift  is also displayed in how shots and sequences of natural scenes, green spaces and 

forests have been separated from those in which we see man. Robert Pogue Harrison complains 

about the current discontinuity between the two in Forests: The Shadow of Civilization. Harrison 

laments that ñthe forest remains a margin of exteriority with respect to civilization,ò writing 

   

we have found that the word itself, foresta, means literally outside. The entire history é 

could be seen as the story of human outsideness. Because we exist first and foremost 

outside of ourselves, forests becoming something like an ancient and enduring correlate 

of our transcendence. (201) 

 

The disconnect is clear here in these words, which seem to be drawing a line between the forest 

as the transcendent and us humans who live outside that transcendence, not only physically but 

as beings belonging to different realms. The transcendence is, of course, ours but we 

paradoxically live outside ourselves in that transcendence. However, we tend to take our 

secondary selves as really us, and forget where we live ófirst and foremostô ï in that 

transcendence which is figured by forests. 

In each single collection Salgado continues to grieve the objects of loss, including man 

and the environment, until his final decision to undertake restoring vast swathes of Amazonian 

forests, which can be seen as an effort to overcome lamentation, to make a passage from 

mourning to move towards new possibilities after his state of melancholia in which he thinks 

about foregoing photography. The film as just discussed also grieved such conceptual losses as 

that of memories, the discontinuity between man and nature as well as losing faith in the power 

of art.  
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How the Film Laments 

 

ñPhotography is inherently elegiacò (Josh Ellenbogen, ñOn Photographic 

Elegyò) 

 ñThe truth inhabits the middle spaceò (Goethe, qtd. in How the Essay Film 

Thinks) 

 

The film operates through montage. In fact, the presence of photos is so prominent that one is 

tempted to use the word photomontage as these images appear one after another to speak of a 

particular loss. I analyse the film in terms of disparate elements it exploits and conjoins from 

small to large, and from still to moving. These elements in their movements converge in order to 

create the whole. The film itself, The Salt of the Earth, is an elegy and, hence, montage, this 

cinematic whole and elegy converge. It is this interaction between these multiple elements that 

allows the movement of elegy from memorializing and mourning to the passage from grief to 

open-ended consolation.  

Let me begin by perusing the small element first. A photo is an elegiac element because it 

makes the absent come to presence. Photos bring the dead back to memory and give a voice to 

the dead. The focus on the art of photography and a photographerôs oeuvre as the subject of The 

Salt of the Earth is no accident. ñPhotography is inherently elegiac,ò asserts Josh Ellenbogen, 

who broaches the notion that there is a ñkinship between the medium and elegyò in ñOn 

Photographic Elegy.ò Such an affinity between photography and elegy has also caught the 

attention of Robert Pogue Harrison who touches on the Latin word imago which means ñthe 

ancestorôs death mask.ò The imago ñwas an image é the dead person lived on once the 

disembodiment process was realizedò (Dominion of the Dead 148). Another Latin word defined 
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by Harrison includes persona, meaning ñthe actorôs mask,ò which ñfamily members sometimes 

don during burial ceremonies.ò Harrison extrapolates from this definition to the art of 

photography and concludes that ñto this day the photograph retains the essential links to its 

ancestral origins in the death mask, if only it allows a personôs likeness to survive his or her 

demise, to say nothing of the photograph similar ceremonial role as ancestral portrait in the 

family albumé .ò Harrison immediately draws attention to the technical aspect of imago and its 

relation to death, maintaining ñwhether cast in wax, painted in oil, or exposed on celluloid film, 

the image is essentially mortuaryò [my italics] (148). In other words, the image, or a photograph, 

is an elegy to what it represents. Such a perspective is especially supported in the film as we see 

lots of images of the dead in coffins, themselves mortuaries, which can be seen in many 

collections but most prominently in Otras Americas. This relation between the signifier, the 

image, and the signified, the deceased, echoes a line from an elegy titled ñMeditation at 

Lagunitas,ò written by contemporary American poet, Robert Hass, who writes ña word is an 

elegy to what it signifies.ò That photos of the loved ones are always present with the grieving 

person is no surprise. The image of the dead is always with the mourner and, therefore, 

photography is the modern imago. Wenders takes the arts of photography as captured by Salgado 

back to its roots.    

The use of photography as a means of lament is further heightened by a special technique 

used by Wenders. This technique needs a small introduction. In their study of Wendersôs oeuvre, 

Kolker and Beicken quote the filmmaker as saying, ñI was also aware of myself as the observer 

é I was not reflecting upon movies. I was reflecting them, periodò (92). The use of the word 

ñreflectò needs to be addressed, as it is directly related to the filmôs voice-over, and how the 

voice grieves through photography. The Salt of the Earth portrays a photographer who appears, 
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through Wendersôs editing technique, on the photos he has taken, is superimposed on those 

photos, and meditates on them in a way that both the image and the photographerôs face are 

evident. Salgado is not only reflecting on photographs by commenting on select number of stills 

or freeze-frames but is, at the same time, ñreflectingò the photographs in his work. One can say 

the photos are ñreflectionsò of reality, a homonym signifying two concepts: reflecting upon 

things, and reflecting things. In other words, the images reflect realities and then the image-

maker contemplates his images. Wenders mentions ñreflecting moviesò as a filmmaker and here 

we have Salgado who, as a photographer is reflecting photographs. What I'm suggesting is that 

the boundary between the artists and their work, the demarcating borderline, disappears, and the 

artist and the art become one. This is a method used by Wenders to allow the objects of loss to 

speak through the voice of the mourning subject. 

In a similar reflection on his paintings, Paul Cezanne seems to be affirming such an 

interconnection. In the last few pages of her study of ñgazeò in a concluding, suggestive chapter 

called ñletting the landscape speak itself in us,ò Kaja Silverman analyses Cezanneôs thought. 

Silverman, who is in fact contemplating the French philosopher Merleau-Pontyôs ñCezanneôs 

Doubt,ò quotes the painter as saying ñthe landscape thinks itself in me and I am its 

consciousnessò (World Spectators 143). Let me go to the source itself.  Merleau-Ponty quotes 

Cezanne as musing, ñI amé the medium through which the things of the world paint 

themselves.ò Cezanneôs reflection reveals a similar conviction that the film holds vis-à-vis elegy. 

Wenders dissolves the discontinuity of ñpersonaò and ñimagoò by using a technique where these 

two are superimposed, and Salgadoôs face is placed literally on the image (Fig. 6-7). If we 

concede that the image is a mortuary, as suggested by Harrison above, and if again a photograph 

ñallows a personôs likeness to survive,ò then having this technique, that is, the photographer 
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speaking through and in the images, reveals more than simply the affinity between the present 

voice and the absent subject. Having these photographs speak in the way they do can in fact be a 

kind of ñprosopopoeia,ò a rhetorical figure in which the absent is given voice to, allowing these 

images to speak with the voice of their photographer and also allowing the subjects of these 

photographs, that is, the objects of loss, to speak through a living voice, as if the film is indeed 

bringing the ghost of the dead back. Harrison, while discussing the poem, ñLa Feuille,ò by 

Antoine-Vincent Arnault, refers to this technique saying itôs a medium ñthrough which the 

eidolon in Hades become loquaciousò (Dominion of the Dead 152). The eidelon in The Salt of 

the Earth is the voice of absent people from different parts of the world whose wraith is present 

through their photos. Harrison is aware that ñit is not only poets who lend and borrow voice 

through the medium of prosopopoeiaò (153). The technique of prosopopoeia and giving voice to 

the voiceless, the absent and the dead is what the film does. In her meditation on elegy, Dying 

Modern, Diana Fuss affirms that elegies deploy ñthe powers of figurative language, like 

prosopopoeia, not merely to recognize the dead but also to bring them back to lifeò (7).   

The ñpersonaò and ñthe imageò in The Salt of the Earth merge. The persona and the 

image are the same as the boundary between them dissolves through the technique employed by 

Wenders. This oneness is reminiscent of Yeatsôs poem ñAmong School Children,ò in which it is 

hard finally to tell ñthe dancer from the dance.ò Wenders employs the technique right from the 

beginning, shortly after the opening credits when Salgadoôs face is montaged on the photos of 

the gold mine and workers (Fig. 6-7). This wide shot is followed by another long shot on top or 

through which Salgadoôs full face, addressing the camera directly, is superimposed, allowing us 

to see both the image and Salgadoôs face at the same time. In the collection Nigeria, however, 



 

64 
 

the pattern becomes more prominent, suggesting that the technique is mostly used to first talk 

about the past and second speak of a loss.  

In each of the photo collections in the film where Salgado mainly reminisces about the 

lost ones, the photographer is seen gazing directly into the camera, either with a photo in what 

appears to be background and commenting on that photo or he gazes at the camera over a 

thoroughly black background. Salgado speaks over images and into the camera during the 

mourning and memorializing phase as he is bringing the absent ones back to life through his 

words and photos. However, when he despairs, when he is ñsickò at what he sees, and when he 

reaches a point where he questions his role as a social photographer, the background is pitch dark 

because no photos can bespeak the magnitude of the tragedy and because he seems to be losing 

faith in his art. Salgado is shown looking directly into the camera in a close-up saying ñwe didnôt 

deserve to live, no one deserves to live,ò remaining silent for a few seconds that fade into dark. 

The screen is total dark but we hear Salgadoôs voice: ñhow many times did I lay my camera 

down to cry over what Iôd seen?ò All this is said over the dark screen and this sense of darkness 

is further heightened when Wenders comments, ñSebastião had seen into the heart of 

darknessé,ò with Salgadoôs head right in the heart of darkness, the black background. This 

darkness takes ten seconds overall (Fig. 8-10). However, it should be noted that the most 

heartbreaking and tragic photos speak for themselves as Salgado never in the course of The Salt 

of the Earth speaks while the pictures of the dead are shown. He let the image speak for the dead 

as his words cannot communicate the magnitude of the tragedy. 
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Figure 6. The Salt of the Earth: Image 6 

 

Figure 7. The Salt of the Earth: Image 7 

 

 

Figure 8. The Salt of the Earth: Image 8 

 

Figure 9. The Salt of the Earth: Image 9 

 

 
Figure 10. The Salt of the Earth: Image 10 

 

Capturing moments and frozen within frames, a photo is a closed system which gives 

voice to the absent -- it is the montage that allows them to interconnect and be a part of an open 

system. This voice-giving is what prosopopoeia does. The closed system of photos is especially 
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conspicuous when Salgado and Wenders discuss the photos, when we see the framed images. We 

see the photos as stills, each standing independently from others. These frames only heighten the 

sense of enclosure. Deleuze defines frames as ñdetermination of a closed system, a relatively 

closed system which includes everything which is present in the imageò (12). In the film these 

frames, presented to us as shots, are interconnected, forming a continuum. Framing, of course, 

implies a choice that Wenders makes, attempting to create a whole. Such a choice is almost 

exclusively limited to portrayal of objects of loss. All the photos in different collections are 

framed in a way as to foreground and magnify the absent ones, whether human or nonhuman, 

give them a voice and lament their absence. By cutting, instead of dissolving or fading, the film 

gives tribute to the lost ones separately, one at a time, as every single loss should be remembered 

individually. However, as the film brings together all types of loss, converging everything, these 

closed systems of photos separated through cuts, effectively interconnect with each other. In the 

photos Salgado shows, the objects of loss, whether land, people, animals or plants, are 

foregrounded; however, in order to create a whole, these separate and closed systems should be 

sitting next to each other.  

 This process of transition from shot to shot and from frame to frame is movement, carried 

out not only by cuts that separate photos in each collection but by dint of other elements 

including dark spaces between collections. For example, the last opening credit is segued into a 

completely black shot lasting for a few seconds in which Wenders, the first person to be heard, 

gives the definition of photography, taking it back to its Greek roots: ñto draw with light.ò This is 

done where everything seen on the screen is pitch dark and as soon as the word ñlightò is heard, 

light appears onto the screen. Wenders then defines a photographer as ña person who literally 
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draws with light,ò a photographer is a person ñwho writes and rewrites the world with light and 

shadow.ò  

Dissolving into dark, the black gaps at the end of each collection not only make the 

movement, a link into next section possible, hence allowing the gradual interconnection between 

sections, but suggest at the same time a silence paid as an homage to the lost ones. In a way, 

elegy, while operating through image and words, resides in these dark interstices, in these black 

gaps between collections, allowing the film to move from one act of mourning to the next, hence 

allowing the movement of elegy. Goetheôs dictum, quoted in How the Essay Film Thinks, on the 

presence of truth in between spaces, ñthe truth inhabits the middle spaceò (12), is true for The 

Salt of the Earth in which black spaces draw demarcating lines between collections20. These 

repeated dark spaces also signify the undercurrent ellipsis in the film magnified by the many cuts 

and fades into dark at the end of each collection. At the end of each book of photos in the film 

there is a black space, a trend that continues to the end. The longest dark space appears after 

Rwanda photos. This elliptical movement becomes conspicuous in the end as part of the 

consolatory section to which I devote a complete section below. 

Another factor of movement in The Salt of the Earth is the binary of still and moving 

images. The alternating move-forward of the film and its progression is a pattern of pause and 

move. Such a binary serves two purposes. First, it propels the film forward and, second, it creates 

a discontinuity that the film bemoans. This discontinuity implies movement of elegy. In other 

words, montage in the film is done in a way that formal discontinuity intimates thematic 

discontinuity. In ñTaking Steps Beyond Elegy: Poetry, Philosophy, Lineation and Death,ò 

William Watkin, argues that in elegy there is an oscillation between ñpas,ò and ñits negationò 

                                                           
20 Rascaroli quotes Goethe in Dimitrios S. Latsisôs essay ñGenealogy of the Image in histoire(s) du 

Cin®ma: Godard, Warburg and the iconology of the interstice.ò Latsis, in turn, quotes Goethe from 

Warburgôs Mnemosyne.   
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(Textual Practice, 1021). ñPasò in French means a step, while ñne pasò is used to formulate 

negations. Agamben, according to Watkin, compares prosody in poetry to ñwalking.ò As I shall 

argue later in this chapter, The Salt of the Earth acts like a poem, ñDer Spaziergangò (The Walk) 

by Schiller and, drawing on the metaphor of ñwalk,ò we can make another analogy, proposing 

the film is a ñpas,ò meaning ñstep and negationò at the same time, with the photos signifying the 

ñstressedò and the moving images ñthe unstressed.ò In The Salt of the Earth the photo is the 

stress and the film the unstressed, and not the other way, as it is the images and stills which are 

foregrounded. Besides, they are the subject of The Salt of the Earth and capture the most 

important part of the elegiac, grieving the lost ones and at the same time showing the subject of 

the film mourning. In addition, these photos ñreflectò in the sense I discussed earlier. This 

process of repetition, the ñpasò and its ñnegationò which Watkin characterises as the defining 

element of elegy, continues to the end. On a different layer, the photo collections captured by the 

photographer stress the woes of people in different parts of the world while the moving images 

shot by Wenders mostly narrate an episode from the life of the photographer.  

In addition, colour palette in the film both reinforces the sense of discontinuity and 

contributes to movement. The black-and-white and colour binary and the contrast between light 

and shadows intensify the pattern in the same way that the difference between still and moving 

images enhances such an effect. In the film, colour is part of movement. The contrast between 

light and shadows, a defining component of photography that Wenders specifically alludes to in 

the beginning is one of the elements of montage. Deleuze states that in the French school of 

film 21 ñeverything is for movement, even lightò (44). Elsewhere he remarks that ñthe French 

                                                           
21 In Cinema 1, In a chapter called ñMontage,ò Deleuze explores different styles of montage, which 

include the Soviet school, the pre-war French school, German expressionist and finally the American 

school. The French school, according to him breaks ñwith the principles of organic compositionò (41), 

and adheres to a ñmechanical composition of movement-image.ò Although Iôm not arguing The Salt of the 
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schoolôs luminous grey is already like a movement-colour.ò This contrast, Deleuze affirms, is not 

ñthe result of a violent struggle between light and darkness or of an embrace of light and dark. 

Grey, or light as movement, is alternating movementò (49). Similarly, in his explication of 

German Expressionism, Deleuze argues that in this movement light is a ñpotent movement of 

intensity, intensive movement par excellence,ò adding ñof course light is movement, and the 

movement-image and the light-image are two facets of one and the same appearing.ò Deleuzeôs 

statement can shed light on how even colour, and the contrast between light and dark, is an 

element of movement.  

 Deleuze discusses the contrast between light and darkness in German Expressionism: 

 

the infinite force of light is opposed to darkness as an equally infinite force without which it 

would not be able to manifest itselfé . It is an infinite opposition as it appears in Goethe 

and the Romantics: light would be nothing, or at least nothing manifest, without the opaque 

to which it is opposed and which makes it visible. (49)  

 

Deleuze believes that in the German school, montage is ñintensive-spiritual.ò This intensity as 

discussed is achieved through the play on light and darkness and through colours.  

In the preceding paragraphs I argued how the twin binaries of moving/still images and 

black-and-white/colour images are montaged in such a way as to facilitate the movement 

forward of elegy. However, these two pairs are engaged in a dialogic relationship. What I 

propose is that the still photos and moving pictures are in a rather consistent correlation with 

colour scheme. The dominating pattern in the entire film is that many of the photos which evoke 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Earth belongs to any particular category, and for all the fact that Deleuzeôs thought seems abstract and 

philosophical rather than concrete, the techniques and styles of each category delineated by Deleuze can 

be used in this analysis to shed further light on the workings of montage in this film.    



 

70 
 

loss and grief are in black-and-white while those that intimate hope are mostly in colour. 

Whereas stills mostly bespeak a sense of sorrow, motion images are about Salgadoôs life and are 

suggestive of the hope and movement in the photographerôs life. We know that etymologically 

the word photograph, composed of ñphotoò and ñgraph,ò connotes stasis, as Nora Alter affirms, 

while the word cinema, ñgoes back to the Greek word for movementò (ñSound Scores: Musical 

Armature in Displaced Personò in Skollerôs Postwar: The Films of Daniel Eisenberg 61). The 

rainforests, as part of the moving images captured by Wenders are in colour, while Salgadoôs 

childhood forests destroyed by drought are in black and white. 

 Moving images are, mainly, in colour and stills are mostly in black and white. In 

addition, in between black and white photo collections there are colour intervals which mostly 

exhibit an aspect of environment, suggesting that the artists are reflecting and mourning 

simultaneously the loss and/or suffering of humans and that of nature. Moreover, they appear to 

be vacillating between sheer lamentation and a desire to move forward and open up to 

possibilities; the former represented by the black-and-white photography and the latter 

manifested in colour, and at times, by moving images which are mostly on the environment. In 

other words, The Salt of the Earth portrays artists who oscillate between still photography and 

moving images, from the stasis of photography to the dynamism of cinematography. This 

vacillation has also been materialized in the ways in which Salgadoôs photos, especially his 

freeze frames, seek to stop the time, focus on the objects of lament, while Wendersôs moving 

images seek to make them move towards new possibilities. In other words, while photographs in 

the film commemorate, moving pictures in the film redress and compensate, and it is the 

interrelationship between these two that creates the elegy, as the subject constantly is in a 

vacillating status, between avowal and disavowal of mourning, which ultimately ends in a 
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passage from mourning. In cinematic terms, montage in the film is convergent. This is to say 

while the film unifies or merges the objects of loss, different elements of montage similarly come 

together to create the whole, which happens to coincide with the end of the mourning process.   

The binaries of colour and black-and-white and the coupling of moving and still pictures 

reach an apotheosis, indeed a climactic point, when the film places harrowing pictures from 

Rwanda, still and black-and-white next to, or just before, moving and colour images of the 

Salgadoôs family farm, ñturned into a wasteland,ò as part of the Brazilian rainforests. These two 

calamities are separated by ten seconds of total dark. This juxtaposition on one level is that of 

private and public and on another level that of man and nature. The film converges everything, 

however, not only technically but also thematically in this quintessentially elegiac part of the 

film. In addition, the presence of two voices in the film helps the convergence to take place more 

smoothly. We know there are at least two clear voices in the film: one is the photographer's and 

another is the filmmakerôs. Wenders has the godôs voice in The Salt of the Earth. In other words, 

Wenders can be like a poet whose poem has an internal voice or a narrator. The voices 

complement each other. For example, when Salgado, profoundly sad, becomes silent, it is 

Wendersôs voice which comes to the fore and comments. In this part, the filmmakerôs voice-over 

acts like a sound bridge, linking sections before and after the black space to each other, helping 

the film to carry forward. Sound bridge, as the name implies, is a bridge between two scenes: 

sound from a previous scene carries over to the next scene or sound from the next scene can be 

heard before a scene ends.  

The kind of relationship between Salgado and Wenders resembles the ancient Greek 

laments which showed, according to Peter Sacks, ña divided voice structure.ò (35) Sacks touches 

on ñthe use of division between or within mourning voices,ò as a ñconventionò in elegy, adding 
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that this duality of voices could be found in ñGreek threnos, a formal chant performed by 

professional mourners, in conjunction with the goos, the less formal wailing of the bereaved. An 

antiphony would result, the voices of the bereaved coming to chime with the refrains of the paid 

singers.ò Later when this tradition transferred to Greek drama, Sacks continues, ñthe lament 

would have to include the semblance of another voice as stage director, introducing and 

spotlighting apparently other voices or choruses.ò The double voices in the film can contribute to 

the movement forward of elegy in the film. Sacks writes ñA separation of voices [thus] reflects 

and carries forward the necessarily dialectical movement of the work of mourningò (36).  

The binary of movement and stasis, similarly, is manifested in music. Just like colour, 

light, contrasts, and voice, music, too, is inextricably bound with movement in the film. In other 

words, the vacillation between lingering in lament and moving forward, as much as in 

photography, can also be traced in music. In ñSound Scores; Musical Armatures,ò Nora Alter 

states that ñmusic, like time, must move forward in order to exist. There is no freeze frame for 

music, no still photography or still lifeò (61). This suggests that while photographs want to stop 

the time, the film invites us to move forward. This moving forward, as it were, is made possible 

by the music score that Wenders mounts on still images. More than heightening the emotions, 

the music is associated with movement in this film. The score helps the film move more 

smoothly forward, allowing the film progression because, as Alter affirms, ñthe movement of 

music, like that of history is inexorable, it cannot be frozen or stilled.ò Salgadoôs stills seek to 

freeze the frame to mourn the losses but music seems to be pushing ahead, not because music is 

not on the lamentation side but because there are other losses. Music is indeed a bridging factor 

between stills which are separated by cuts and it is, hence, a converging element. In the words of 

Alter ñif the fragmentary nature of image track breaks time and space, music just does the 
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oppositeé it [music] becomes the acoustic mortar in which the visual mosaic is set and which 

holds the whole togetherò (61).  

However, music plays multiple roles in this film and montage in The Salt of the Earth 

benefits from music in a different way. It is usually said the ineffable is expressed through the 

language of music or maybe that only the ineffable can be articulated through music. German 

poet Heinrich Heine, for example, in an oft-quoted statement reflects, ñmusic begins where 

words end.ò The film employs music at the same time on all the dark interstices, acting 

sometimes as a sound bridge: the music starts on an image but segues into the black screen 

where the music reaches a height. Music, of course, enhances the elegiac mood, reinforcing the 

effects of the photographs and voice-over. However, the score also acts contrapuntally. In 

ñWorkers,ò for example, the tone of the narration becomes more somber and the tempo turns 

slower moving towards grave -- a term which refers to a slow and solemn tempo -- in which 

chime-like sounds, reminiscent of choral music, can be heard. The chorale in this part heightens 

the effect of the voice-over and serves as a converging element which connects seeing and 

hearing. The film is edited in a way that the layer of sound, in the form of voice-over and music 

accompany the photos, reinforcing its elegiac effect. Kolker and Beicken in The Films of Wim 

Wenders argue that ñmusic authenticates the visual experience; the eros of seeing and the eros of 

hearing merge and create an infatuated union and perception and beingò (13). Now that I have 

attempted a formal analysis of the film, let me take a look at its overall structure through 

interreading the film with a poem.  

 

Schillerôs ñThe Walkò 
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I discussed the structure and the movement of the film above. Let me turn to the ways in which 

this film can be read in the light of a poetic elegy such as Schillerôs ñDer Spaziergangò (ñThe 

Walkò). Examination of the film with cross-referring to the poem can shed more light on the 

structure of the film. Both The Salt of the Earth and Schillerôs elegy are exploratory and spiral. 

In his interpretation of Schillerôs widely-read elegy, Theodore Ziolkowski surveys traditional 

interpretations of the poem, which tend to see it as circular, arguing, instead, for a movement 

which is more spiral than circular. Ziolkowskiôs reading can mainly be beneficial in illuminating 

the ways in which The Salt of the Earth opens and ends with reference to scenes of nature and 

native peoples, which encircle the film. Much like this scenario in the film, Schiller, as explained 

by Ziolkowski, meditates over ñthe countryside, farms, villages, towns and cities successively 

exposed to his viewò (3). Ziolkowski then states that this meditation is a ñwell-organized essay 

on the rise and fall of Western civilization,ò moving from ñnatural manò to ómodern manò (4). 

The word ñcivilizationò bespeaks a large magnitude, a universality that can be seen in the film 

too. Furthermore, both The Salt of the Earth and ñThe Walkò run between ñscenic descriptionsò 

and this structure is especially prominent in the earlier version of the poem titled ñElegie.ò 

Another analogy between these two works is the way they magnify the importance of ñseeing.ò 

Ziolkowski believes that ñThe Walkò emphasises ñthe act of seeingò (11). The Salt of the Earth, 

similarly, accentuates seeing and then lamenting by foregrounding the photos.  

The beginning and the end of the film at the opening and closing credits are like 

Schillerôs work. We are taken in the beginning, subsequent to the appearance of the title and then 

right at the very end, to Native peoples of Indochina in Indonesia and the Amazonian forests in 

Brazil. This is suggestive of a continuity on the surface of the earth, signified in these tribes and 

their natural dwellings, places in which man and nature are at one, and there seems to be an 
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idyllic kinship between man and his environment, a continuity that is lost in between the two 

ends of the film. Thereôs one scene in which the indigenous people in the outset start dancing and 

their cheers are lost into music. The duplicate of this scene would be employed at the end over 

the closing credits in which the voice of the native dancers blends into non-diegetic music, 

attesting to the filmôs effort to speak of an interconnectedness, an affinity with nature represented 

by these peoples. Itôs important to note that these opening and closing sections are both moving 

images shot in colour, symbolising hope.   

Salgado talks about a ñcycleò when he says ñthis land is extremely important to us. We 

are completing a cycle with this land. Within this cycle, we have spent our livesò (1:43:28-

1:44:02). This circular movement becomes more conspicuous when Salgado, speaking of his 

childhood land, states that ñit formed my childhood, and accompanies my old age. And when I 

die, this forest will once again be like when I was born. And the cycle will be complete. Itôs the 

story of my life.ò Just as the filmôs beginning and ending show the continuity represented in 

green, so too Salgadoôs childhood farms that he refers to as ñparadiseò in the film can be seen in 

the opening and the ending.  

The Salt of the Earth ends with Salgadoôs meditation on the cycle of life while we see 

pictures of green lands and clouds -- cloud is a regenerative symbol -- and hear the sound of rain, 

also signifying regeneration, and reminiscent of death-birth imagery. Accordingly, the film 

shows different parts of the world by exhibiting Salgadoôs photos through the art of montage, 

makes a full circle and eventually returns to the artistôs birthplace. Just as Wendersôs film starts 

in Salgadoôs home, so too Salgadoôs first major collection starts in his own home continent, in 

countries like Ecuador, Peru and Bolivia and Mexico, places where he ñdreamed of seeing 

mountains.ò  



 

76 
 

Schillerôs poem, according to Ziolkowski, commences with ñscenic descriptions,ò moves 

on to ñmeditationò about ñnatural man,ò onto other meditations on ñdiversified civilizationsò and 

finally, towards the end, speaks of ñdecline of civilization.ò Scenic descriptions in the beginning 

of the poem are lengthy:  

 

Free the meadow receives me with carpet widespread in the distance, 

       Through its affable green coils the rustical path, 

Round me hum the industrious bees, on pinions uncertain 

       Flits the butterfly by over the clover red-hued, 

Glowing strike me the sun's bright rays, the Westwind rests silent. 

       Just the song of the lark trills in the genial air. 

Now it roars in the bushes nearby, the crowns of the alders 

       Bend deeply, and the wind waves through the silvery grass. 

Night ambros'al closes me round: in sweet-smelling freshness 

       O'er me the shadowy birch join in sumptuous roof. 

 

These few lines of the poem bear resemblances to the beginning of the film when Salgado is 

rejoicing in the beauties of nature, taking photographs of the native peoples. In the film, the first 

shots are immediately followed by the title and the subtitle and we see Salgado start recounting 

his photographic journey, one which gives a bleak image of the world. In the poem, similarly, we 

realize such a change when the speaker asks 

 

But who now robs me so suddenly of this fair prospect? A foreign 
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       Spirit spreads quickly out over the foreign terrain.  

Brittly separates out what was just lovingly blended. 

 

Subsequent to this point, the poem meditates on the status of Man and civilization and, as 

Ziolkowsky points out, ñdecline of civilizations.ò However, the poem, eventually, ends in 

another ñscenic descriptionò (9) at the end, when the speaker is back to nature: ñé Nature, 

again, ah! and it was but a dream, / Which did shuddering seize me with life depicted so 

frightful, / With the fall of the vale fell too the darkness away.ò Interestingly, Schiller mentions 

nature as having the power to fend off ñthe darkness.ò At end of the film, we learn, it is nature in 

the form of restoration of farms and landscape photography that brings hope to the life of the 

photographer. The poem ends with  

 

       'Neath the same azure sky, on the self-same growing green.  

Wander the near and united the distant do wander,  

       And see! Homer's fair sun, also is shining on us. 

 

The poem is now back to under the same sky and in the same green land it started from. This 

resembles the end of the film when the photographer speaks of ñgenerationsò of people who are 

benefitting from the resuscitated forests.   

The poemôs structure provides a clear guideline of the ways in which the film moves 

from picturesque lands in the beginning to portrayals of ñnatural man,ò strikingly similar to 

ñnatural manò of the ñThe Walk,ò then onto how man destroys nature and is hence destroying 

man. The film at the same time proclaims disappointment with ñhumanityò -- a word which 
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recalls the poemôs ñcivilizationò -- as it portrays brutal atrocities and countless deaths in Rwanda 

and Yugoslavia.  

Salgadoôs walk, his journey, elevates his vision and at the same time leads to the 

resuscitation of his family farm. However, he is cognizant of the fact that such a recovery takes 

ñgenerations,ò as he states, and is, hence, continuous and open-ended. Salgadoôs journey as 

shown by Wenders is reminiscent of Schillerôs climb of the mount in ñThe Walk.ò Ziolkowski 

believes that the poem is ñtopographically, historically, and psychologicallyò spiral and not 

circular. Let me quote him in detail here as his words encapsulate the form of The Salt of the 

Earth:  

 

First, the poetôs walk leads him up the mountain, and at the end his gaze is directed 

farther up, to the eagle and the sun beyond- not back down toward his own house. 

Second, the history depicted in the poem is clearly progressive and irreversible, not 

cyclical: there is no suggestion of a return to a Golden Age; the poetôs present action 

fulfills the historical past. Finally, the poet specifically does not return spiritually to some 

earlier and more primitive state of mind. His óreturn to natureô is no naive naturism; it is 

marked by a higher level of consciousness that clearly sets him apart from the óhappy 

people of the fieldô and the happy warriors of the heroic culture.  (13)   

 

In the film, the photographer has a vertical, climbing movement. This elevation is manifested in 

the film, literally, in how the photographer treads the hills and mountains in the beginning and 

the end. He even gazes ñfarther up,ò beyond the hills and looking at the skies when he is standing 

on top of hills in the recovered forests. Salgado, at the same time, comes to the understanding 

that a continuity between man and nature takes a long time to emerge. It is the photographerôs 
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ñpresent action that fulfills the historical past,ò to repeat from the quote above. Even the concept 

of home, Salgadoôs ñomphalosò in Brazil, a place where ñyoung Sebastião grew up playing on 

the banks of the Rio Doce rivers,ò as Wenders comments, has undergone a transformation and no 

longer exists. The ñomphalosò the film turns or re-turns to at the end is a totally different place 

than in the beginning. In addition, on a deeper level, the film raises Salgadoôs cognizance about 

his art and about the fate of humanity, which is shown to be interconnected with that of the 

environment. These three converging factors, which are elevating in direction, at the same time 

highlight the importance of closure. Just as the poem is ñprogressiveò in its being spiral, which 

intimates the sense of open-endedness and continuity, so too is the film elliptical and open at the 

highest point of the spire because not only is there no end to the efforts man can make towards 

bettering the environment but also because the consolation resulted from such a contiguity is 

continuous and is achieved over time.  

 

A Turning Point, a Change after a Hiatus: Consolation and Art  

 

The end of Salgadoôs experiences in Rwanda and Yugoslavia marks a new beginning in the 

photographer's life and in the film. His profound grief after seeing and recording those lost or 

living in extremis, ñthe human condition,ò in short, as Wenders states, brings him to a point 

where, according to Wenders, Salgado ñdeeply questioned his role as a social photographer.ò 

Having ñwitnessed to the human conditionò in different geographies at various time frames and 

having mourned the destruction of life through photography, Salgado, ñsickò of human brutality 

and also bemoaning human suffering, decides that ñthis is my last trip, that disastrous time in 

Rwanda,ò believing ñthere is no hope in salvation of human [species], while looking directly at 

the camera (1:19:24). He adds a bit later, ñhow many times é I mourned what I saw,ò feeling 
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struck by a profound sense of melancholia. Mourning, as discussed above, is repeated through 

different photo collections, but the sense of grief is so profound that he is made to admit to 

something deeper, a sense of melancholia. As explained in the introductory chapter, according to 

Freud, the impossibility of leaving mourning behind is the characteristic of melancholia. 

Although repetition, the many times Salgado grieves the losses through photography, is 

reminiscent of Freudian mourning, the question he asks after Rwandan atrocities reinforces the 

impossibility, the difficulty of a passage from mourning. Wenders here asks a crucial question, 

the answer to which can be seen in the rest of the film: ñwhat was left for him to do after 

Rwanda?ò (Fig. 10) This deep sorrow was further intensified as Salgado returned to his family 

farm in Brazil, but much to his further grief, the farm ñwas nothing but a wasteland.ò This is to 

say the wider wasteland out in the world is now coupled with a private wasteland at home.  

There is a turning point here, as the tone of the film turns less sombre, however. The 

photography and cinematography become colour. Salgado, having lost a son, all childhood 

memories, and his fellow humans, now embarks on a new project to resuscitate the green forests. 

This is done at a time when the process of loss seems to be irreversible yet possibilities exist and 

Salgado cannot afford to miss them. The voice-over here says, ñDo the plants take roots?ò 

Nature seems to offer a solace, a compensation, to use a Kristevean term, to the losses or a 

solution to the hiatus in which he is deeply entrenched. This compensation becomes most evident 

when Wenders comments, ñthe land was the solution, the land healed Sebastiãoôs despairò 

(1:27:40-1:27:51). This ñsolutionò helps Salgado re-turn to photography, as Wenders explains, 

ñjump-starting Sebasti«oôs calling as a photographer once more,ò allowing him to move towards 

the future.  
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Salgado turns to landscape photography and in a sense compensates for his losses 

through, first, actual growth of green forests and also through memorializing them in his colour 

photography. This resulted in a collection appositely titled Genesis, which according to Salgado, 

was ña tribute to the planet.ò This is what connects the two sources of solace, converging them in 

one point. In fact, Wenders muses that Salgadoôs collections were a ñlove letter.ò The word 

tribute, like homage, points to the elegiac nature of the project, indicating that as much as the 

film speaks of the whole earth in the loss section, it believes in such an inclusivity in the 

consolatory part, too. Having witnessed the destruction of the paradise he remembered as a child, 

Salgado now attempts to find a replacement for that idyll. This collection, portraying humans, 

animals and plants, took Salgado eight years to complete, almost the same amount of time it took 

them to recover the barren forests. These are exactly the things he laments on in his previous 

collections. The consolatory sense and a passage from mourning becomes all the more vivid 

when we hear Wenders saying, ñthe land was the remedy to Sebasti«oôs despair.ò Just as the 

photographer lamented the loss of humans, and nature in general, the consolatory part, that is, the 

new photographic collection captures both humans and nature.   

 There is, however, one revelation that needs to be addressed here. A return to nature or 

landscape photography and a turn to revival of nature is suggested as being a long, continuous, 

multi-generational feat, pointing to the ellipticity of such a consolation which is, at the same 

time, signified by the gradual growth of plants. This affinity between the consolation and the 

growth of plants can be inferred by ñwhatôs wonderful is that an idea can develop and grow,ò as 

Salgado states immediately after we hear his reflections about the growth of trees.  

Forests are central civilizational assets. Robert Harrison argues in Forests: The Shadow 

of Civilizations that the importance of forests lies in the emergence of civilizations. Just as the 
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photographer saw prospects of hope in reforestation, thereôs the prospect of hope for the wider 

world, too. Wenders clearly articulates that ñthe land healed Sebasti«oôs despair.ò In other words, 

the task of saving has been assigned to nature and to land, intimating a continuity between 

humanity and nature. If the main loss seemed to be such a discontinuity as discussed above, then 

consolation can be found in removing the separating ñdis.ò Manôs kinship with and his distance 

from nature can be summarised in these few words by Harrison: ñwe have transferred our own 

mortality onto the forests in our destruction of them. They have become as mortal as we are, and 

their life or death now depends mostly on usò (ñDeforestation in a Civilized Worldò). The 

dissolution of this discontinuity is manifest in the end when the art of Genesis meets the art of 

forestry, both human artifacts, and in this sense, there is kinship between nature and man. 

Interestingly and probably wittingly on the part of Wenders, this coincides with a movement 

towards the future and getting past the profound grief. Harrison notes, ñthe forest has always 

represented regeneration in a way that contrasted with the mortality of humans,ò continuing, 

ñforests are places of redemptionò (ñDeforestation in a Civilized Worldò). Although the film 

does not attempt to suggest any redemption as a definitive, final consolation, the word 

approximates the mind to a solacing possibility this continuity can offer, one which is shown to 

be multi-generational.  

Towards the end, Salgado clearly admits the interconnectedness of all species and things; 

Salgado, upon looking at an iguanaôs paws, meditates: ñI cannot help thinking in the hand of a 

knight in the Middle Ages with those metallic scales to protect him. Looking at the pawôs bone 

structure, I see that iguana is also my cousin. That we came from the same cellò (1:25:55). I 

argued that in addition to all the losses of people and nature, one further loss was the 

discontinuity between the two and, in addition, despair over the things that man does to man and 
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to nature. I propose here that, in addition to the solace that the art of photography and bringing 

forests back to life offer, there is a further conceptual comfort which can be found in the 

revelation about the continuity between man and environment. All these three facets of 

consolation are offered in the continuous consolatory part of the film, that is, right after the 

superimposition of drought-stricken lands with recovered lands, thirty minutes of emphasis on 

such an affinity warrants an elaboration given, especially, that this interconnectedness is in itself 

a comfort. I peruse such a unity through inter-reading the film and the eighth elegy in Rilkeôs 

Duino Elegies, as delineated by Heidegger.  

As a visual elegy, this film bears resemblance in this interconnection to a poetic elegy 

written by Rilke, whom Heidegger in ñWhat Are Poets For?ò sees as ña poet in a destitute time,ò 

a line from Hºlderlinôs poem ñBrot und Weinò (ñBread and Wineò)22. Heidegger unequivocally 

asserts that in Rilke  

 

The different things, plant, beast on the one hand and man on the other, are identical in that 

they come to unite within the same. This same is the relation which they have, as beings, to 

their ground. The ground of beings is Nature. The ground of man is not only of a kind 

identical with that of plant and beast. The ground is the same for both. It is Nature, as ófull 

nature.ô (Poetry, language, Thought 100) 

 

Towards the end of the film everything seems to be connected. Salgado admits, ñIôm as much 

part of nature as a turtle, or a treeé or a pebbleò (1:27:05). As Salgado is showing the pictures 

of Genesis to Wim Wenders, and the two artists are conversing about the pictures and continuity 

                                                           
22 In line 14 of section 7 of ñBrot und Wein,ò Hölderlin asks ñund wozu Dichter in dürftiger Zeit?ò 

Heidegger refer to this question in his discussion of the poets Rilke and Hölderlin.  
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with nature, they focus on the image of a gorilla. The camera first shows the beast in a wide shot 

and cuts to a close-up and finally shows the animal from different angles (Fig. 11-12). We see 

both the low and the high angle shot of the beast. We hear at the same time Salgadoôs voice-over 

which I bring here in full:  

 

amazing how he looks at us, indeed. There is depth in there. He was coming closer. I was 

photographing him, his hands in his mouth. He was seeing himself in the mirror for the first 

time, the front of the lens. He was taking his finger out, putting it back, realizing that it was 

him. He was becoming aware of his image and I sensed total identification.ò (1:28:25-

1:20:06) 

 

This is where the idea of continuity culminates. The word ñidentificationò is central as it 

heightens what we hear in the voice-over about nature being our home and belonging to all of us, 

that ñwe are as much part of nature as a turtle is.ò The gorilla is ensconced among trees and the 

whole image is framed such that, especially in the close-up, it is saturated and ñyou can no 

longer even distinguish between the principle and the secondary,ò to use words from Deleuze 

speaking about frames. (Cinema I 12). 
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Figure 11. The Salt of the Earth: Image 11 Figure 12. The Salt of the Earth: Image 12 

 

Discussing Rilkeôs Duino Elegies in ñWhat Are Poets For,ò Heidegger refers to Rilkeôs 

idea of ñThe Openò23 which he defines as ñsomething that does not block off. It does not block 

off because it does not set bounds. It does not set bounds because it is in itself without all 

bounds.ò Heidegger continues: beings ñfuse with the boundless, the infinite. They do not 

dissolve into void nothingness, but they redeem themselves into the whole Openò (106). Nature, 

contrary to man, is open and connected or interconnected with infinity, as Rilke says: 

  

Weôve never possessed, not for a day  

the clear space in front of us, in which flowers  

constantly open 

 

Heidegger reminds us that Rilke, in a letter to a Russian reader, explicates ñthe open,ò arguing, 

based on Rilkeôs words, ñplant and animal are admitted into the Openò (Heidegger 108). Why 

Open? Let me go to the poem and cite directly from there, using Heidegger where necessary.  

In the beginning of the eighth elegy Rilke says, ñAnimals see the world before them / with their 

whole eyes. Only our eyes are turned inward.ò These lines bespeak a difference between animal, 

as part of nature, and us, humans. Not only ñanimalò but also ñflowerò is different from us as 

even plants, a flower ñconstantly open.ò Let me quote a stanza from the section in full to show 

how Rilkeôs animal is fully connected with nature and is thus ñOpen,ò while humans are not. 

They see the Open, but we do not and the little we know, ñWhat really exist out there we can tell 

only / from an animalôs face.ò  

                                                           
23 Rilkeôs ñopenò is different from Deleuzeôs, which is a technical aspect of montage, and ñthe whole.ò   



 

86 
 

 

But if our kind of awareness existed 

in the confident animal moving towards us 

from the other direction -, his knowledge 

would drag us behind him. But the creature  

knows itself unknown, not understood, blind 

to its own state, complete and pure as its gaze. 

Where we see the future only, it sees everything 

and itself in everything, eternally healed and whole. (47) 

 

This is a very suggestive stanza, indeed, and completely in line with the shot of the gorilla just 

discussed. Manôs lack of cognizance about the continuity with nature is behind the beastôs. The 

animal, as part of nature, is not understood, he remains ñunknownò to man who is blind to its 

ñgazeò and the meaning of that gaze. This is exactly the discontinuity that the film complains 

about, a separation that Salgado seems to be overcoming through a revelation. And ñthe 

creatureò has an awareness that he is ñunknownò and ñnot understood.ò This lack of intuition on 

the part of man about natureôs animals, which are ñhealed and wholeò through an immediate 

intuition, is indeed part of the lamentation in The Salt of the Earth. The eighth elegy elsewhere 

reads,  

 

... an animal  

lifts its calm and silent eyes and looks through us.  

Thatôs what fate is: to be opposite. 
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The gorilla gazing directing at the camera from the ñoppositeò further suggests how distant the 

man and nature are from each other, coming from different and in fact opposite directions. 

Salgadoôs use of ñidentificationò tells of the intuition the photographer has succeeded in 

acquiring. The gorilla, gazing at Salgadoôs camera, is said to have an awareness of his image. By 

placing the man face to face with the animal, the film suggests how little we know and care 

about such an affinity: In the words of Rilke, ñto be face to face / and nothing but that and 

always opposite.ò In other words, while animals and humans are connected, man is not aware of 

such a kinship and destroys the very earth he is a part of.  

 The knowledge attributed to nonhuman creatures is not limited to the gorilla of the film. 

In a similar example, we hear Salgado comparing man to a cicada who ñsings and diesò and a 

termite who ñbuilds,ò suggesting an affinity between man and other creatures in our mortality. 

As Rilke writes ñClose to death é / One stares ahead, with an animalôs huge gaze, perhaps,ò 

suggesting we are one in death. A theme he returns to later as the eighth elegy meditates on such 

an affinity   

 

O, the felicity of a tiny creature  

living forever in the womb that carries it; 

the joy of the gnat, still able to leap inside the womb, 

even on its wedding day; for the womb is everything. (47) 

  

And before these lines, Rilke beautifully yet in a deeply elegiac tone reflects on how animals are 

sad, indeed melancholic, because of such an awareness of mortality and the end, something 
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humans and animals share and this shared knowledge constitutes another connection between the 

two. Letôs hear his words in full: 

 

Yet there sits inside the warm, alert beast 

the weight and care of an enormous sadness.  

Something of that melancholy, which often burdens us 

remain with him: almost a memory, 

a vagueness, that the things we struggle for  

were nearer once, faithful to us, infinitely tender 

in their attachment to us. Everything is distance now, 

then all is infinite as breath.  

 

Despite the mentioned kinship, we have a lack of awareness of such a relationship as we are 

simply ñspectators,ò as Rilke says towards the end of the eighth elegy. We look at everything, he 

says, but we are ñnever part of anything.ò Rilke sadly muses how we, humans, simply look at 

things, but donôt feel we are part of anything in nature, adding ñWe organize it. It falls apart. / 

We organized it again, and we fall apart.ò These lines indicate a tendency of man who, being 

simply a ñspectator,ò tries to organize nature but eventually falls apart. The following lines 

reveal manôs breakdown as a result of bad treatment of the outside nature and exhausting its 

resources as though he transcends all and everything in nature: 

 

And we, onlookers, always, everywhere,  

turned toward everything and never from! 
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We are surfeited. We set it in order. It breaks. 

We put it in order again and break down ourselves. (tr. C. F. MacIntyre)   

 

The last few lines of the eighth elegy bears striking resemblance to the ending of The Salt of the 

Earth, speaking of man who, having lived in this world and seen the world destroyed, comes to 

the end, to death: 

 

Who has twisted us like this, so that - 

no matter what we do - we have the bearing  

of a man going away? As on the last hill 

that shows him all his valley, for the last time, 

he turns, stands still, and lingers, so we live, 

forever saying farewell. (tr. C. F. MacIntyre) 

 

If we concede that both our artists, Wenders and Salgado, believe in the connection of everything 

in this world including plants, animals, humans, a question we need to ask is whether or not 

ñeverythingò does also include themselves, the lamenters, as well. In other words, is the film 

ultimately and equally a self-lamentation? In Dominion of the Dead, Harrison, asserts that we 

have a ñcognizance of the fact that the living share the mortal fate of the deadò (70). To put it in 

Heideggerian terms, we have a knowledge of our ñbeing-towards-death,ò an awareness which 

Heidegger denies animals. In The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics, he states, ñOur thesis, 

on the other hand, asserts that the animal is poor in the worldò (192), believing that ñman is 

world-formingò (193), putting man on a superior sphere. These words from Heidegger can 
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indicate the extent to which Heidegger's words stand in contrast to what both The Salt of the 

Earth and Rilkeôs poem seem to be doing, that is, speaking of and critiquing a discontinuity 

between man and nature (animals and plants). Letôs hear Heidegger: ñThe animal is poor in the 

world, it somehow possesses less. But of what? Less in respect to what is accessible to it, of 

whatever as animals it can deal with, of whatever it can be affected by as an animal, of whatever 

it can relate to as a living being.ò He continues-- and these are more important in the context of 

the film and the poem-- that ñLess as against more, namely as against the richness of all the 

relationships that the human Dasein has at its disposalò (193). ñDaseinò is a word used to refer to 

existence and is usually closely discussed in relation to death, as manôs existence places him on a 

path towards death. The poverty Heidegger speaks about here can be extended to death as he 

clearly uses the word ñDasein,ò which makes little sense without a knowledge of death. In other 

words, Heidegger denies the animal even such a knowledge while the film and the eighth elegy 

both clearly speak of a shared understanding of death. In addition, while Heidegger speaks of the 

poverty of other creatures, ñthe bee, the frog and the chaffinch,ò meaning their poverty in 

ñaccessibility of things,ò the film and the Rilke poem attribute such a knowledge to animals.       

But this knowledge in humans can only be acquired through the death of others, ña lesson 

that only the death of others can teach,ò as Harrison contends. Harrison also touches briefly on 

Gerard Manley Hopkinsôs poem, an elegy titled ñSpring and Fall,ò in which the child in the 

poem ñgrieves óover Goldengrove unleavingòô but ultimately, ñlearns that all grieving has a self-

referential dimension and that in the end óit is Margaret you mourn for.ôò Harrison continues: ñin 

the otherôs grief I hear and see my own, for mortality makes brothers and sisters of us allò 

(Dominion of the Dead 70). The identification that Salgado speaks of upon looking at the 

gorillaôs gaze can similarly be extended to our shared mortality. In other words, if Salgado 
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rejoices in the revelation of kinship with nature, this also includes the intuition about human 

mortality and if he mourns the loss of others, he is at the same time reflecting on his own 

mortality.  

This interconnectedness is achieved through montage. Letôs recall that Deleuze defined 

montage as ñthe wholeò in which ña changeò takes place. In non-Deleuzian terms, this whole is 

the interplay of all the elements in the film including shots, scenes, collections from Salgado and 

moving images which produce a whole at the end. Change, on the other hand, refers transitions, 

to cuts, to sound bridges which allow the film to move forward and, as I said, this cinematic 

ñchangeò coincides with the elegiac transformation from mourning to consolation. Letôs also 

remember that the filmôs mode of montage is convergent yet ñopen.ò Cinematically, the film 

reaches the height of montage in a move that unifies or, to use a word by Deleuze, ñconvergesò 

in the form of a superimposition. Technically, the zenith of an attempt at offering solace, 

manifested in the resuscitated forests and the new landscape photos of Genesis, takes place with 

the aid of a photographic revelation, by superimposing the green image of the restored lush 

forests on the black-and-white image of the old deforested lands during the drought (Fig. 13-16).  

 

Figure 13. The Salt of the Earth: Image 13 Figure 14. The Salt of the Earth: Image 14 
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Figure 15. The Salt of the Earth: Image 15 Figure 16. The Salt of the Earth: Image 16 

 

In elegiac terms, there is an attempt at replacement, an effort to substitute the old barren 

represented in black-and-white with the new green pictured in colour. Such a dissolve into 

luscious green, as the montage does through superimposition, is indeed a kind of replacement, 

one which takes place gradually with the tinges of green becoming increasingly visible, 

indicating the gradual process of recovery. Accordingly, cinematic replacement represents 

elegiac substitution and indeed the two overlap. However, this source of solace, this restoration 

takes place not at the end of the film but rather an hour and twenty minutes into the film when 

there is still another 27 minutes left to the end, a half hour in which the narrator and the 

filmmaker take turns contemplating the affinity between man and nature and at the same time 

reflecting on the open-endedness of their endeavor. They unequivocally articulate that it takes 

generations for the ñdestructionò to ñbe reversed.ò Salgado points out that ñthe destruction can be 

reversedò (1:40:13). He, of course, does not believe it will be but rather ñcan be.ò This 

possibility, this consolation is ñopenò and elliptical, and according to the film, can take 

generations.   

Let me for a moment focus on the mechanism of ñchange,ò from loss to consolation 

encapsulated in the moment of superimposition of green over black-and-white. In a conversation 

with Mary Zournazi, American philosopher Alphonso Lingis asserts that hope is a kind of birth, 
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and that ñit does not come out of what went before, it comes out of in spite of what went before. 

Abruptly thereôs a break and thereôs an upsurge of hope, something turned to the future. Like the 

birth of anything newò (Hope: New Philosophies for Change 24). The element of hope is 

essential to the definition of consolatory elegy and classical elegy in which, as Kristeva argues, 

substitution or compensation takes place.24 The despairing Salgado would not have been able to 

embark on a new photographic journey after the horrors he witnessed had it not been for the 

hope that ñlandò gave him in an abrupt moment of anagnorisis which lead to the possibility of 

moving towards the future; this becoming is, in fact, despite the past losses. Interestingly, 

Salgado mourns through his art while at the same time is given consolation through that very 

art.25   

Substitution operates through and within representation in the film. According to Jahan 

Ramazani, Peter M. Sacks ñuses é the widely held view that compensatory mourning is the 

psychic basis of elegy.ò He continues explaining Sacksôs views and writes that, according to 

Sacks ñthe poet redresses loss and overcomes grief by installing a substitute for the lost 

personéò (Poetry of Mourning xi). Let me go to Sacksôs The English Elegy. In the opening of 

this book Sacks states that this ñredressò happens because of ñthe structural relation between loss 

and figurationò (1). Salgadoôs Genesis, the remedy to his grief, and Wendersôs use of 

superposition of green farms on the barren farms, as a converging element of montage are 

                                                           
24 In Black Sun Kristeva maintains that ñsublimation alone withstands deathò (100). Kristeva expands on 

ñsublimationôs dynamics,ò suggesting ñit weaves a hypersign around and with the depressive void. This 

is allegory é which regains for myself a higher meaning because I am able to remake nothingness é for 

the sake of someone else. Artifice, as sublime meaning for and on behalf and the underlying, implicit 

nonbeing, replaces the ephemeral. Beauty is consubstantial with itò (99).   
25 In the Kristevean terms, art can be a substitute for loss. The depressive knows, of course, that he is only 

deceiving himself into such a belief in consolation because sublimation is a form of repression. In my 

analysis of the film, such a sublimation, to use a Kristevean word, is only temporary and this 

temporariness is, in fact, the reason why the subject of loss is inbetween and always moving on. No 

consolation, that is, can be ultimate and one should be followed by another as loss is also repetitive.  
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figural. This is to say that in the film art and its figuration substitutes mourning. In The Salt of 

the Earth, the repeated public and private losses the photographer bemoans finally, after a period 

of ñdespair,ò find a voice in the representational device or art Genesis. Figuration intimates a 

relationship; something stands for or points to something else. The film, however, replaces and 

substitutes through montage and in this particular case of ñchangeò from loss to consolation, 

through a superimposition. A similar conviction about the relationship between loss and 

substitution through figuration is held by Harrison in Dominion of the Dead, where he argues 

how figuration helps the lamenter overcome grief. Harrison devotes one whole chapter to ñThe 

Voice of Grief,ò discussing the ñpurpose of ritual lament,ò which for him ñis not to honor the 

dead, not to mechanically discharge emotion, but to master grief by submitting destructive 

impulse to objective symbolizationò (65-7). Similarly, Sacks argues that ñthe origin of 

architecture, sculpture and even dance are essentially funeraryò (2). It was argued above that 

ñphotography is elegiacò as suggested by Harrison and Ellenbogen and as illustrated in many of 

the photos in The Salt of the Earth, which is funerary not just because it gives voice to the dead -

- we see the film is replete with corpses and the presence of coffins is salient -- but because, at 

the same time, the film commemorates and this remembrance helps the mourner overcome grief. 

Commemoration in the film is ritualistic and is further heightened by tribal rituals at the two ends 

of the film.  

 

The Salt of the Title 

 

The title of the film references a famous passage in The Gospel According to St. Matthew 5:13-

16. What does the title refer to? Who are the salt of the earth? Initially Wenders states that 

ñpeople are the salt of the earth, after all,ò which seems to be in line with the usual understanding 
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of the word: the poor, the downtrodden. According to Eduard Schweizer, the Jewish ñLawsò 

were commonly referred to as ñthe salt and light of the worldò (The Good News According to 

Matthew 101). The Laws refer to the five books of the Hebrew Bible, or the Torah, two parts of 

which constitute Salgadoôs work: Exodus and Genesis. In fact, these two pivotal collections 

constitute the backbone of The Salt of the Earth, with one, Exodus, connected to the act of 

lamentation and the other, Genesis, associated with consolation and/or compensation, which 

marks the end of the filmic elegy and a passage from lament.  

Therefore, I propose that the salt of the earth in the title can refer to the photography, 

which, records and preserves with and through ñlight.ò Schweizer also states that ñIn Matthew, 

the ñearthò (vs 13) and the ñworldò (vs 14) simply refer to the totality of mankind (vs 16). In 

addition, the salt as preservatives reminds that Salgado helped preserve the earth, resuscitating 

the forests. In this literal sense, the salt can also be said to refer to this photographer in this film. 

The corollary, in relation to the biblical use of both ñsaltò and ñlight,ò is that the former may 

refer to the man or men, while the latter can be connected to the domain of art. We know the 

dissolution of the boundary between photographer and his work is also accentuated by 

Wendersôs cinematographic technique in which the photographer and the photography merge.  

The photographer here in this film can be compared to a ñpoet in a destitute time.ò In 

Hºlderlinôs poem ñBrot und Weinò (ñBread and Wineò), it is asked ñwhat are poets for in a 

destitute time?ò26 The answer is important. The poetôs answer is they are ñlike the holy priests of 

                                                           
26 ñBrot und Weinò is an elegy written in elegiac hexameter distich. In The Classical German Elegy, 

Ziolkowski writes, the poem ñhas been exhaustively interpreted by various scholars,ò adding, ñthe poem 

consists of a personal framework embracing a meditative core. In the opening half of the framework the 

poetic persona is driven by his elegiac despair at living in an age of deprivation, a nocturnal period of 

god-remoteness.ò Ziolkowski then adds, the ñcentral meditation brings him to the realization that he has 

come too late: Greek antiquity has irrevocably disappeared.ò Yet we learn that ñthe poetôs own crisis is 

resolved,ò as he moves from ñdarkness to light.ò The poet, according to Ziolkowski ñsees the justification 
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the wine-god / Moving from land to landò at a time when ñThe Father turned his face from 

people, / And great sorrow began, as it must, to spread upon the earth.ò  We learn from 

Heidegger, who notes ñto be a poet in a destitute time means to attend, singing, to the trace of the 

fugitive godsò (Poetry, Language, Thought 94), moving on to conclude that ñpoets in a destitute 

time must especially gather in poetry the nature of poetry.ò We can extend this to photography to 

propose that the photographer should especially gather in photography the nature of 

photography, which, according to Wenders, is to show light, in both a literal and a metaphorical 

way. By literal I seek to point to the sense that photography is about light as affirmed in the 

beginning of The Salt of the Earth and by metaphorical, I mean light, that is, hope or rather a 

solace can always exist and it is on the artists to record it and show it. That the film is about the 

life of a photographer also makes such an interpretation of the title all the more meaningful. The 

subtitle of the film is ña journey with Sebasti«o Salgado.ò  

In addition to the photographer who works with light and darkness and can be said to be 

the salt of the earth, there is a subtler reference to the art of filmmaking ñin a destitute time.ò The 

passage of our photographer from mourning and his stride towards the future, subsequent to the 

revelation that solace is possible and indeed achievable is heightened by Wendersôs unique way 

of editing the film, which ends in rainforests. This ending signifies another interconnection, 

bespeaking ñcinema as redemptionò and in this sense, in a self-referential move, film can be a 

preservative, a recorder, a writer with light and shadow, and hence, the salt of the earth. The 

Films of Wim Wenders explores this notion in Wendersôs art, attributing the power of film to 

ñredemptionò and speaking of ñthe filmmaker as redeemerò (4), contending that Wenders desired 

the camera to ñengage in a great rescue mission, arresting, recording and memorializing what 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
of his own óHesperianô society as the new site to which the gods will return when mankind has proved 

itself to be readyò (129).      



 

97 
 

otherwise continually vanishes into the visible realm.ò Demonstrating a desire to ñredeem the 

transient state of things,ò Wenders, according to Koker and Beicken, alludes to Paul Cezanne 

who ñlamented the disappearance of thingsò (4). The word ñredeem,ò in addition to ñsaving,ò 

can mean ñto compensate,ò to ñredress,ò which for our artists here has been done through their 

consolatory, compensatory art offered as a substitute for things lost and lamented.  

However, we cannot disregard Wendersôs unequivocal statement that ñafter all, people 

are the salt of the earthò when he is looking at a picture of a Tuareg woman (Fig. 17), taken by 

Salgado, a picture that precipitated this whole cinematic project, The Salt of the Earth (Fig. 17). 

If, indeed the photographer and his art are one and the same as the film seeks to communicate to 

us, and if the lost ones are given a voice through the photographer, then it would make little 

difference to make a distinction between the two because ultimately ñpeople are the salt of the 

earth.ò (Fig. 17-18)  

Figure 17. The Salt of the Earth: Image 17 Figure 18. The Salt of the Earth: Image 18 

 

The central premise in The Salt of the Earth is that photography and film are each a 

means of memorializing the absent ones and are, hence, elegiac. The film converges and brings 

together to the point of imbrication, different objects of loss which include man and nature and 

their separation from each other. The film, similarly, offers a solace in the form of art and nature 

and the possibility of the continuity between man and nature. Montage provides a vehicle for the 
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progression of elegy, creating ña wholeò in which all elements, thematic and stylistic, are 

interconnected, offering a consolation which is ñopenò and elliptical as the process of 

resuscitation is continuous and multi-generational in a film whose scale is global and because 

reversing the process of destruction ñcanò be possible but is not an absolute certainty. Salgado, 

after seeing all the death and destruction, finally manages to re-write the world in a new 

collection Genesis, fashioning a different world and a new beginning. There can only be 

beginnings. 
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Laurie Andersonôs Heart of a Dog:  

The Bardo as Elegy and the Consolation of Love 

 

As an artist, I have always tried to connect two worlds. The so-called real world 

and the other world, an alternate world of possibility and chance: a dream world. 

(Laurie Anderson, Laurie Anderson)  

You should learn how to feel sad without being sad (Andersonôs Buddhist mentor 

qtd. in Heart of a Dog) 

Life can only be understood backwards but it must be lived forwards (Kierkegaard 

qtd. in Heart of a Dog) 

To live in the gap, between the moment that is expiring, and the one that is arising 

(Laurie Anderson, Heart of a Dog)   

Every love story is a ghost story (David Foster Wallace qtd in Heart of a Dog) 

The Purpose of death is the release of love (Laurie Anderson, Heart of a Dog) 

Prelude 

 

Laurie Andersonôs 2015 essayistic, lyrical, philosophical film Heart of a Dog is a 75-minute 

meditation on life, love, and loss. In this chapter, I focus on Heart of a Dog to explore the ways 

in which Anderson captures those topics, paying a tribute to four characters in her life: her rat 

terrier, Lolabelle; her husband, Lou Reed; an artist friend, Gordon Matta-Clark; and her mother. 

As she writes an elegy for these four beloveds, Anderson presents love as the panacea for a 

passage from mourning which allows her, as her Buddhist mentor contemplates, to ñfeel sad 
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without being sad,ò after she attempts to re-write her life story, being convinced, following 

Kierkegaard, that ñlife can only be understood backwards; but it must be lived forwards.ò  

Itôs hard to define Laurie Anderson. She has been described as a multimedia and a 

performance artist, blending sound and image. Listing all the works by Anderson in this 

introductory section is not possible. This short introduction only serves as an overture to a 

detailed analysis of her elegiac film, Heart of a Dog.  

Anderson has written poetry and has composed lyrics for her musical works. In fact, she says 

her first influence was the poetry of Vito Acconci ñwho had begun creating performances out of 

his confessional obsessionsò (Howell 20). Interestingly, her sound installation Handphone Table 

(1976) is based on George Herbertôs Divine Poem. Her musical works, produced by Warner 

Brothers Records, include the 1981 O Superman and the 1984 Mister Heartbreak. She is also a 

visual artist, creating drawings and sketches. Night Life (2006), colour drawings of her dreams, is 

an example which ñcapture[s] the main action in the dream.ò In a short note called ñThe 

Dreaming Bodyò at the end of this collection following all the paintings, Anderson presents her 

theories of dream, which she eventually returns to in Heart of a Dog.27 At the same time, she has 

made some of the most thought-provoking art installations such as Your Fortune One $ (1996), 

Handphone Table, and Tilt (1994). She has made short videos and photographs that have been 

used in her installations and documentaries like Heart of a Dog. 

 While her work engages with the lyrical and the philosophical, she is also deeply social 

and political. She turned to social issues as early as 1989 when she performed Empty Places: A 

Performance (1992), which ñfeatures her alone on stage, telling tales, and singing songsò 

(Howell 27). This work is the story of pain and suffering and loneliness in America. Like many 

                                                           
27 This book of paintings does not have page numbers and instead on top of each page the dates on which 

the paintings were drawn are given. ñThe Dreaming Bodyò as a short note comes after all the paintings 

and has no page number. I will return to this note later in my discussion of dream.  
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of her other works in which animals perform on the stage along with Anderson, in Empty Places 

there is a section called ñDuet with Dogs.ò Her work exhibits more political themes with another 

performance Voices from the Beyond, a monologue, ña reaction to the Gulf War,ò as she puts it, 

accompanied with only three songs and one image (Howell 29).  

 Andersonôs massive oeuvre attests to another salient feature -- the pervasive presence of 

nonhumans, which include objects like a phone in Telephone (1996) or a pillow in Talking 

Pillow (1985). Nonhuman animals also feature in her work. Examples include a dog, which can 

be seen in a section called ñTouring with Animalsò in her anthology Stories from the Nerve 

Bible; A Retrospective 1972-1992 (1994) and a parrot, as in the sound installation Your Fortune 

One $. Whether in the visual or musical arts, she always displays a tendency to blend forms. 

However, she prefers to be called ña storytellerò: ñI donôt think of my work as avant-garde. Iôm 

just a story-teller,ò she says (Howell 26). Her story-telling is especially reflected in Nothing in 

My Pocket (edited by Dis Voir books 2009), originally ña sound diary,ò which was later turned 

into a print book with the same title. This work also includes the artistôs photographs and 

drawings -- a work in which animals feature as well. Stories from the Nerve Bible, A 

Retrospective 1972-1992, according to Anderson, is ña widely free-form anthology of stories on 

tape which included fragments of songs, letters, theories about motion, history, and visionò (6). 

This book contains, as the title implies, the artistôs photos, her typographical/graphic art, her 

installations, and performances prior to 1992.  

Andersonôs documentary work is relatively small; she has made around four or five 

documentary films, depending on how the word documentary is defined. These include Home of 

the Brave (1986), ña concert documentary film,ò about which Anderson reflects ñI should never 

have directed itò because it seemed not a ñprimary experienceò (Howell 26) and another 
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documentary Dearreader (1974), ñabout sex in the 40sò but also ñabout how time gets 

compressed and expandedò (ñThe Big Pictureò). Although her documentary films are 

independent works of art, they should and can be seen in the light of her other artistic 

productions.   

Heart of a Dog is a documentary that blends many of these forms and techniques, 

employing them in order to talk about the lost beloveds. Anderson utilises her old home videos, 

her paintings, her photographs, her musical performances, and even typographic arts, to mourn 

the absence of her loved ones. Photos and videos sit next to each other and both are interspersed 

with Andersonôs drawings and even animation art and finally her musical scores. From the outset 

the filmôs narration, entirely Andersonôs voice-over, has a reflective tone, that is, Andersonôs 

lyrical script muses over life, death, and ultimately love, enhancing the personal atmosphere of 

the film. The whole film seems to be like a surrealistic dream, where she remembers her past and 

understands it, or writes it backwards. The film seems to display a parallel movement that shifts 

the focus from one beloved to another, engaging at the same time with both the private losses, 

and a public lament for victims of the Twin Tower attacks. Heart of a Dog is an elegy which 

portrays death and offers a consolation at the end in a very unique way by giving the stage to one 

of the absent loves it bewails -- Lou Reed.  In addition to grieving the absence of loved ones, the 

film bemoans a ñlost look,ò a look that acknowledges the kinship between man and animals and 

treats them similarly in death and love.  

Let me, first, turn my attention to my method in this chapter and explain a few of the key 

terms I use in my examination of Andersonôs film. Heart of a Dog is an elegiac film. To refresh 

our mind first, I should say one of my arguments in this dissertation is that the subject of lament, 

in his/her search for solace, looks for some sort of meaning-making, the nature of which is 
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continuous and elliptical. I use this word as an adjective of ellipsis. The process of searching for 

a meaning can be the creation of a form of art, or a philosophizing of sorts about death of 

beloveds. The three main sources of consolation which constitute my discussions and 

explorations include art (The Salt of the Earth), metaphor (Oriental Elegy) and love, as I 

propose, in Heart of a Dog. However, consolation, whether of art, metaphor or love, is a process, 

not an act and is, hence, continuous. Here in this chapter on Andersonôs film, the solace that love 

gives the narrator, the subject of mourning, cannot and does not stop once a temporary passage 

from grief is made. Consolation is only temporary as loss never vanishes and only moves from 

one form to another. In other words, there cannot be a final one-time relief from grief. The 

subjects of lament may, in the course of their life, constantly think about the lost loved ones, and 

such a process of consolation is made more complicated when there are multiple losses 

experienced.  

In Heart of a Dog, the narrator experiences and speaks about four deceased loves. The 

finality of consolation is just an illusion, something of a trompe l'oeil, and a matter of 

perspective. The narrator, the filmmaker in Heart of a Dog, embarks on a journey that helps her 

find love as solace. Such a continuous process of consolation, I intend to show, is directly related 

to and effects another process: a re-creation that the narrator undergoes. Such a re-creating and 

effectively the continuous, elliptical process of consolation is made possible through the Bardo, 

which points to ña stateò after death in which all sentient beings dissolve in order to take new 

forms, according to Buddhist tenets. The film makes references to the process of re-writing 

through narrating stories, and Heart of a Dog serves the purpose of re-writing the narratorôs life. 

I take re-writing as an equivalent to what happens in the Bardo. A Buddhist term, Bardo, this 

limbo-like phase or, indeed, space after death, signifies an in-between state at the end of which a 
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new form is created. Therefore, elegy, in which re-writing takes place and the Bardo in which re-

shaping occurs are taken to be one and the same in this analysis. In other words, the elegiac and 

the Bardo merge in the film and are one and the same. In fact, it is the act of re-writing, which 

facilitates re-creation of the narrator's self.  

Self re-creating through consolation of different types is comparable to the process of 

replacement and compensation that Kristeva espouses, especially in her influential work Black 

Sun, where she talks about art as compensation for loss. Re-creating of the self through 

consolation recalls works by other literary scholars of the field such as Peter Sacks and Jahan 

Ramazani whose insights on elegy, drawing on ñMourning and Melancholiaò by Freud, have 

been key texts in the study of elegy. To refresh our mind, mourning, Jahan Ramazani contends, 

following Freud, connotes a passage from lament and has solace at its core, while melancholia, 

especially characteristic of Modern poetry, suggests a deep state of grief in which the bewailing 

subject does not want a consolation. Yet, following Diana Fuss,28 I wish to carve a space for 

consolation; a space that is open-ended and similar to an ellipsis. It is this continuous process of 

solace that leads to re-creation of the self and it is within such a perspective that re-creation 

makes sense. In other words, loss becomes an occasion for re-creating the self. It is based on 

such a form- or life-changing logic in the intermediary period or process of the Bardo that I 

employ the idea of re-creation of the self because the subject of lament, the narrator who makes 

the film as a bardo, comes out of it eventually as a new self. 

                                                           
28 Fuss states: ñEven when elegyôs rhetorical arts of resuscitation fail to console, as they often do, poetry 
is no less worthy, or less ethical, for the endeavor.ò This refusal to read melancholia as an illness is in the 

spirit of Kuzniar who treats melancholia not as a mental disease or disorder. Kuzniar believes ñto speak in 

terms of a redemption of loss through representation is to invoke a different tradition of melancholia in 

juxtaposition to the Freudian one that robs the depressed patient of consciousness of her loss and the 

ability to voice itò (11). These remarks by both Fuss and Kuzniar suggest their efforts to go beyond Freud 

and see melancholia in a different way. In Freud, the melancholic is not capable to voice, while in both 

Kuzniar and Fuss, the melancholic is.         
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In Heart of a Dog, the elegiac and the process of re-creation of the self operates through 

the concept of the Bardo. The term was originally used in The Tibetan Book of the Dead or the 

Bardo Thödol. According to C. G. Jung, the book can be said to be ñinstructions for the dead and 

dyingò and ña guide for the dead man during the period of his Bardo existenceò (The Tibetan 

Book of the Dead xxxv). The concept refers to ñthat state of existence which continues for 49 

days after death until the next incarnationò (xxxviii). In this process, there is erasure of the self, 

and emerging or creation of a new form or self. I demonstrate how the literal use of the word, 

which can be seen in the film as referring to periods after the death of the narratorôs loved ones is 

coupled with a metaphorical or artistic bardo, which is the diaries the narrator keeps, starting in 

the middle of the film.29 The aim of such a diary-keeping is re-writing. The film as well follows 

the logic of the Bardo -- to experience transformation. Everything, formal and thematic, in the 

film emanates from the centrality of this concept.   

In Heart of a Dog, we know the narrator, well cognizant of the impossibility of replacing 

the lost ones, ends her film with ñlove,ò through giving voice and the stage to a loved lost one, 

Lou Reed. Consolation is possible through the imaginative presence of the lost one in elegy, a 

ventriloquial technique that brings the object of lament back to the mourning subject's life. 

However, the object of loss is not replaced by the source of consolation, that is, by love. In Heart 

of a Dog, the wraith, the spirit, or the memory of the objects of love dominates the work, and the 

presence of the lost ones in the work of art seems to be the actual act of mourning, as the subject, 

mourning their deaths, names them and gives them voice. To put it in a different way, 

                                                           
29 In this chapter, I have used the definite article ñtheò before Bardo as a noun. I have followed The 

Tibetan Book of the Dead or The After-Death Experiences on the Bardo Plane, according to Lama Kazi 

Dawa-Samdupôs English Rendering, with a commentary by C. G. Jung. However, I have taken the liberty 

to use ñaò before bardo when I refer to film as bardo, a metaphorical bardo that Laurie Anderson enters 

through her film. In addition, when the term refers to the period after death, it is written in capital B while 

the word is written in small b when it denotes metaphorical bardo.      
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ventriloquism serves the elegiac. It is the appearance of the lost loved ones that is the source of 

consolation. Anderson bewails the four deaths by giving voice to the dead through the figurative 

device of ventriloquism.  

Such a technique, used in lamentation, should come as no surprise. Diana Fuss discusses 

the presence of the lost loved ones in elegiac poetry, maintaining that ñprosopopoeiaò and 

ñventriloquismò are used to give voice to the departed ones and ñbring them back to lifeò (7). 

Fussôs deployment of ñprosopopoeiaò as a rhetorical figure is used in her ñmeditationò on poetic 

elegies and specifically in what she calls the ñcorpse poem,ò where she discusses the ways in 

which such an elegy revives corpses.30 Similarly, she utilises ñventriloquismò as a figurative 

device to especially explore what she calls ñthe surviving lover poem,ò (78) in which elegies 

ñhave also been powerful mediums of surviving.ò However, I exploit the technique to 

demonstrate how the film removes the boundaries between different voices including the 

survivorôs voice, that is, the narratorôs, in addition to providing a means of giving the absent 

beloveds a voice. For example, Laurie Anderson's voice mingles with her rat terrierôs and a 

similar merging of voices seems to exist between Anderson and Lou Reed. Ventriloquist 

techniques have long been used by Anderson in her installations and musical performances as 

suggested above. In Fortune One $ (1996) ña life-sizeò and ñanimatronic parrotò named Uncle 

Bob is used ñwho can turn its head and talk by moving its beak.ò The parrot is a ñdouble,ò or a 

ñsurrogate speaker,ò who ñperform[s] with Anderson onstageò and can have different forms 

including human or animal (Li and Lai 350). Li and Lai define ventriloquism as ñthe act or the 

art of speaking or uttering sounds in such a manner that the voice (or sound) appears to come 

from a source other than the speaker,ò continuing that the technique ñimplies the separation of 

voice and speaker, creating a double existence where the ventriloquist throws his or her voice on 
                                                           
30 I employed the term in my discussion of The Salt of the Earth. 
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the dummyò (351). In this chapter, I explore the ways in which, cinematically, the lost loved 

ones are given a voice and a stage in the film by the narrator in a process which is akin to 

ventriloquism. Fuss, of course, employs the term to ñhelp death be heard once moreò (5). She 

states that in what she calls ñlast-word poems,ò the poet assumes ñdying personas in order to 

imagine their own final moments on earth (13). I have used the term differently to speak about 

how Anderson gives voice to her dog and how she and her rat terrier can embody each other. I 

address such a technique later in the discussion of voice.31  

 Finally, as in other chapters, I inter-read my filmic elegy with a poetic elegy. The chapter 

broaches a poem that intersects, in form and content, with the film, treating subjects that the film 

reflects on. The poem is Derek Walcottôs ñOddjob, a Bull Terrier,ò which is akin to the film in 

the way it bewails different love objects, the human and the animal, and in the ways in which it 

removes any demarcations between these objects of lamentation. The poem portrays different 

deaths and attempts to offer consolation to the sorrows the speaker experiences. This poem 

follows the cinematic analysis of Heart of a Dog as it serves as a recapitulation of the main 

points discussed in the film.  

 

Formal Parallelism and Thematic Analogy 

 

                                                           
31 I first began thinking about the use of ventriloquial technique in poetry in a course on Seamus Heaney 

and later learned the technique, mainly and originally a dramatic technique, is used in other arts. Diana 

Fussôs elaboration of the term in her poetic meditation on elegy was instrumental in convincing me the 

term can be used in Heart of a Dog. I was further convinced the term can be used here upon reading 

ñVoice, Object and Listening in the Sound Installations of Laurie Anderson.ò The article, makes 

references to the term while discussing the use of nonhuman voices of both animals and objects in 

Andersonôs installation arts. I believe that the film art, as a form which is closest to dramatic arts, makes 

the use of ventriloquism all the more pertinent. 



 

108 
 

At the center of Andersonôs techniques lies a parallelism, which holds the whole film 

together. One can find many examples where the film makes progression through analogy. In 

fact, the underlying technique of Heart of a Dog is analogy. What is the parallelism and the 

analogy I am alluding to here? Anderson tends to move from man to animal and from things 

human to things animal, thereby blurring the border between the two, that is, between Lolabelle 

and Lou Reed, who constitute the narratorôs lost loved ones. In addition, the film deploys an 

analogy between the private and the public, moving so that the two domains engage in a dialogic 

relationship with one another. Let me briefly clarify these two words constantly used in this 

chapter. While the two terms are closely interconnected, with one evoking the other, I use the 

word parallelism to refer to the relationship between formal features of the film while the word 

analogy alludes to the thematics. Scenes from 9/11 and those from the narratorôs personal life are 

shown alternately. The filmôs representational and cinematic techniques seem to work through 

this parallelism. On the other hand, I utilise the word analogy and its derivatives to point to a 

thematic similarity and the ways in which the objects of elegising, that is, humans, and the only 

animal of the film are compared. 

Anderson treats her loved ones, whether husband, canine companion, friend, or mother 

with the same logic. It is this shared logic of grief on the part of Anderson that allows such an 

analogy to be possible and it is, in fact, such a similar treatment of absent beloveds that finds, 

ultimately, a consolation in love of both man and animal. The analogy is extrapolated to the 

concept of love in Andersonôs film, which is offered not only as source of solace in the end but 

is, at the same time, something that binds all together. Love is something that brings humans in 

the film and its only canine together. The film shows how ñlovingò is shared by Man and the 

animals.  
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Let me for a moment concentrate on the formal and technical ways in which the film 

moves along through switching from man to animals and vice versa. In the following few 

paragraphs I refer to certain scenes from the film and risk being descriptive as, first, I want to 

show how parallelism functions and, then, I seek to elicit a linear line of movement in a film 

which might otherwise seem fragmented.  In a section which resembles a prologue to the film, 

the narrator shows her ñdream body,ò32 taking us to a hospital where she gives birth to her rat 

terrier, Lolabelle. The scene is surreal as we hear the narrator in her mesmerizing voice say, ñI 

had arranged to have Lolabelle sewn into my stomach so that I could give birth to her. Lolabelle 

wasnôt a puppy. She was a full-grown dogò (Fig. 19-20). As the scene from the hospital comes to 

a close with the foreshadowing phrase, ñI love you forever,ò we are immediately catapulted, 

through a cut, to another place, very different from the birth scene. We know the narrator is on 

her motherôs deathbed when we hear her saying, ñIôm standing in the room where she was 

dying.ò This shift from birth to death, and from her rat terrier to her mother, is very sudden. A bit 

later, around eight minutes into the film, the viewer is taken, through a cut, to the tragic events of 

9/11 and the collapse of the Twin Towers. This switch also represents a change from the 

personal and familial to public and social. That is to say, Heart of Dog is functioning on multiple 

levels. This shift also juxtaposes birth and death. The juxtaposition of shots invites us to view the 

scenes analogically or metaphorically. As the different scenes are on different planes, we read 

them analogically. The hospital scene is important as it presages, first, the dreamlike atmosphere 

of the film, and second, towards the end we learn, retrospectively, it has been an important part 

of the narratorôs bardo.   

 

                                                           
32 In Night Life, a collection of paintings, Anderson speaks about ñDreaming Body,ò saying ñMaybe 

dreams are the secret language of the body. The body which has been silent all the day talk to us all night 

in the private language of images, puns, gossip, memories, dire predictions, fables and stories.ò 
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Figure 19. Heart of a Dog: Image 1 Figure 20. Heart of a Dog: Image 2 

 

In another equally abrupt shift of focus we are hurled back again to Lolabelle who is 

taken, by Anderson, to Northern California where the narrator intends to ñdo a kind of 

experimentò with language. However, instead of focusing on the experiment Anderson initially 

plans to do, the narrator and her rat terrier go on a long stroll in which Lolabelle is nearly caught 

by a hawk. The film returns to this experimentation with language and dispensing with it later. 

According to Anderson, in this scene, the expression on Lolabelleôs face bespeaks a ñrealization 

that she was prey and these birds had come to kill her,ò and more importantly, ñthe realization 

that they could come from the air.ò Such an eye-opening knowledge cuts to the thrusting of giant 

planes into the Twin Towers, that is, a dogôs cognition of the danger from the air comes after, in 

time and order, the human equivalent of Lolabelleôs realization, the danger the planes from ñthe 

airò posed to Man.  The response, Anderson comments, to this danger is the same for both the 

filmôs canine and humans. Anderson wonders, ñwhere have I seen this look before,ò only to 

remember that ñit was the same look on the faces of my neighbours in New York.ò A central 

word or rather ñtheò central word here is the ñsame.ò This sameness, as part of the filmôs 

analogy, which intimates not so much a likeness, not so much an identity between the species as 

a similar response to things, here natural reaction to threats from the air, pervades the entire film.  






















































































































































































