
A L U M N I
S P O T L I G H T

The In-Betweenness of Cinema

by Natasha Chuk

The early experimenters of photographic motion, and 

ultimately cinema, catapulted us into a territory of the impos-

sible. Through a perfected mechanical trick, representational 

live action—a contradiction in both words and concept— 

became possible. What we failed to realize then, and per-

haps only peripherally understand now, is that the magic of 

the moving image lies in the delicate place between pres-

ence and absence. Cinema is a machine act of movement 

operating at this tense intersection, and is thus a mechanism 

at play with truth and fiction.

 We experience moments of cinematic truth when we 

witness the reproduced actions of human movement and 

sounds, personal experiences and memories, each likeness 

intact. But cinema is not anything without the illusions upon 

which it is built. It is an instrument of deliberate and con-

certed deception, suspending or simply delaying perceptual 

doubt. The success of the trick plays on this deceit: we yearn 

for the image’s return, masking its stasis and absence, so the 

illusion is fulfilled. The information output of the moving image 

also relies on a disappearing act. Information is registered  

by the blocking of light, sculpting stories through its negation.  

A film’s playback depends on a symphony of actions: speed, 

light, and a moment of rest—like a mechanical blink—be-

tween each frame are necessary to administer the magic 

act, the illusion of movement. As such, cinema performs the 

invisible: a device of sleight-of-hand trickery in its construc-

tion and replay, which alternates between concealment 
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and revelation. Without the fictions of cuts, cross-dissolves, 

double-exposures and the like, cinema does not exist and its 

truth isn’t believable.

 At its core, cinema demonstrates Derrida’s notion of 

the crypt—that which disguises the act of hiding and hides 

the disguise. We could say it is a device of showing and hid-

ing, and therefore necessarily showing through hiding, and 

ultimately hiding through showing. But in this magic act  

of profound trickery, cinema delves into the real in ways that  

are incomparable. Cinema acts as a stand-in for reality, a 

shared realism that entertains and moves. Benjamin puts  

it this way: “Magician is to surgeon as painter is to cin-

ematographer. The painter maintains in his work a natural 

distance from reality, whereas the cinematographer pen-

etrates deeply into its tissue.” 

 Cinema is at once tethered to the real and entirely  

a rejection of it, illustrated by the ways in which it documents 

parallel but diametrically opposed spatially and temporally 

enacted situations. There is a remarkable kind of violence  

in the act of filmmaking, calling to mind the parallels to war  

outlined by Sontag: we shoot film, we capture images, we 

splice (cut) them together. The so-called violent logic of 

cinema is precisely what allows us to bear witness to the un-

graspable truth of its fiction, never mind the medium in which 

its images and sounds are collected, organized, and played 

back. We read its images (shadows) as truth. 

 For these reasons, the cinematic form is an impres-

sive one: it is a construct which is tied both to life, along with 

the virtue of being animate; and to death, in as far as it is 

an object that occupies a space in which nothing happens 

except the illusion of making stillness appear to be in motion. 

The projector is thus a life support machine, entangling life 

and death in a suspension of realism while mimicking reality. 

The digital form is all the more illusory, no longer dealing with 

the tangibility of objects required to produce shadowy forms 

or whirring machinery for playback. Against the backdrop  

of digital transformation and ubiquity, cinema has been ac-

cused of losing itself to the intangible substance of data.  

With data, the medium is further concealed, coded by a lan-

guage not exclusive to cinema. But regardless of its medium 

of capture and replay, cinema has always taken pleasure  

in yielding a figurative dance between looking and seeing. 
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 The indifferent mechanical or digital eye looks and 

we see. As Bazin believed, the impassivity of the photo-

graphic lens captures only the raw truth of the object it pho-

tographs. Unfiltered and unencumbered by human error or 

bias, recorded images and sounds instrumentalize a certain 

kind of truth that invariably collapses with fiction. The very 

basis of cinema—its rearrangement and distortion of time 

and space—depends on this. There is no denying cinema’s 

power to transform and inspire audiences. Through it, we 

have the capacity to remember, fantasize and invent. A film’s 

opening shots are a window into another world. Its collected 

images and sounds persuade and shape experience, which 

are unmeasurable and endless. 

 The indifferent mechanical or digital eye records, 

therefore it bears the truth, but in its recording also lies  

its fiction. 

 The trick of cinema is not only in its inherent illusion; 

it’s in its refusal to pick sides. Neither truth nor fiction, alive or 

dead, present or absent, cinema lies in a state of in-between-

ness, a place decidedly between simulacra and confession.
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