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This thesis examines Lucky People Center International (Erik Pauser 
and Johan Söderberg, 1998) through the lens of the audiovisual essay, 
focusing  particularly  on  montage,  fragmentation  and  non-verbal 
thought. Rather than viewing the film as a conventional documentary, 
this  study  analyses  it  as  an  essayistic  film,  drawing  on  theoretical 
frameworks from Theodor W. Adorno, Dziga Vertov, Gilles Deleuze 
and Laura Rascaroli. The analysis identifies key essayistic strategies 
in  the  film's  construct,  such  as  juxtaposition,  sonic  interstice  and 
visual  rhythm,  and  explores  how  meaning  emerges  not  through 
narrative  synthesis  but  through  disjunctive,  dialectical  relations 
between sound, image and voice. Particular attention is given to how 
the film handles spatiality, archival material and poetic argumentation. 
The argument of the thesis is that a form of cinematic thinking that 
privileges  ambiguity,  multiplicity,  and  fragmentation  as  productive 
conditions  for  audiovisual  thought  is  exemplified  by  Lucky  People 
Center International.
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1. INTRODUCTION
1.1 Thesis introduction

Most of the documentaries that I have edited, or have been working 

on, they make you think that… what you can hope for, when people 

have seen the film, is that they’re talking about it at the workplace, 

the day after. Or with their family. Or that some kind of small dis-

cussion arises. But Lucky People Center International has worked 

in another way. The film has been, as I have come to understand, 

really life-altering for a lot of people. As soon as I stick out my nose, 

to do something, there are people approaching, thanking me for this 

film. They have seen the film and tell me, ‘This is when I decided to 

start making music, or art’. That, ‘I started doing this, because I 

saw this film’ — like, period. That is pretty amazing, that the film 

has functioned in this inspiring and creative way. And this is not 

only in Sweden, but as soon as you’re abroad, as well, at some film 

festival  or  what  have  you,  there  are  always  people  approaching, 

bursting out ‘Lucky People Center!’. This despite of the film exist-

ing as such a secrecy, not being available anywhere. This I find very 

nice.1

I have founded a new International of uncontrollable torpedoes. We 

will cause mayhem.2

Premiered in 1998, directed and edited by Erik Pauser and Johan Söderberg,  Lucky People 

Center International today resembles something of a secret knowledge, shared among indi-

viduals invested in pockets of yesteryear counterculture. During the mid-1990s, the name 

Lucky People Center was associated with sample-based electronic dance music, with minor 

hits in rotation on the music television channel  MTVs dance music specials.  Backed by an 

enormous production budget, the diverse collective eventually came to present this feature-

length film, emerging in a unique intersection between ethnographic documentary filmmak-

1. Johan Söderberg in December of 2022. In FLM film journal, print edition, issue of Summer 2023; Web.
[flm.nu/author/anton-halldin/]

2. Russian artist Alexander Brener, introducing the film.
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ing and global community networks of underground art scenes and post acid-house club cul-

ture. The above quote reflects the reverence this film has attained, to this day, in spheres em-

bracing its communicated message of music, rhythm and global community.

An example relating to this international praise came to my own attention, some year 

prior to writing these words, as I was informed that the film was being included in the body 

of in-depth discussed films at the Lodz Film School, Poland, the small classes of international 

filmmaking students subjected to an outstanding example of razor sharp audiovisual montage.

Having had the idea for this project for quite some time, I was interested in linking 

this film to avant-garde film theory of the 1920s — at least as a starting point, from which I 

could assess further theoretical reflections. Eventually, and as I relate the film to the sensibil-

ities of essayist filmmaker Chris Marker, I was considering the essayistic form in film to be 

the most relevant basis for an analysis. This even if the film actually is a documentary, per  

definition.

This Master’s thesis (at 60 credits, concluding one year of master studies, “magister-

examen”) is related to a wider current project, in which I research this film and its many fa-

cets and external contexts. In line with this research I conducted interviews with directors 

Erik Pauser and Johan Söderberg, in a feature covering the making of the film and the wider 

background context of the eighties art scenes of Gothenburg. But the approach of my re-

search conducted here (in this thesis) will not be structured from this material. This since I 

aim not to focus, in this space, on the decisions and choices made by the actual filmmakers 

themselves. As the interviews have been specifically conducted within the context of an on-

going journalistic project, it has also been a deliberate decision to not include these inter-

views as part of the research of this thesis.

This thesis will neither be the space in which to expand on the vast gallery of parti-

cipants  in  the  film  —  Björn  Merker,  Franklin  “Bearchild”  Eriacho,  Cashus  D,  Annie 

Sprinkle, Toshiji Mikawa, Mayuko Hino, Bruno Manser, among others, all of which convey 

expansive biographical narratives in their own right. Instead, my method of choice in this 

thesis will be to analyse the internal characteristics of the film as text. Hence, I aim to not fo-

cus on external contexts, as I am about to (mostly) describe individuals such as they are ap-

pearing within the presentational frame given by the film.

In navigating theoretical matters, though, this project has been an opportunity to an-

chor the film in the historical trajectories of experimental filmmaking, experimental docu-

mentary and essayistic  film styles  (the  latter  compartmentalised into  the  genre  of  “essay 

film”). Furthermore, German philosopher Theodor Adorno has had a certain influence on my 
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research. I here take the opportunity to add, that, occasionally, I am weary of the underlying 

sarcastic angle permeating the associated Frankfurt School of thought. But I do find it appro-

priate to bring up Adorno’s view  — at times, also, so gloriously humorous — concerning 

academia in relation to the form of the essay, in which the student learning about expressions 

of art and methods of understanding “will usually learn about them only haphazardly, or at 

best receive information taken ready-made from whatever philosophy is in vogue and more 

or less arbitrarily applied to the content of the works in question.” (2017 [1958]: 69) This par-

ticular  quote  reflects  something  of  my own cautious  frame of  mind  — and  the  attitude 

through which I have conducted my research, and have kept with me since I, after having 

spent close to a quarter of a life-time as a worker, commenced my studies at the uni. 

In my choice of method, I am indebted to the work of Laura Rascaroli, professor of 

film and screen media at University College Cork, Ireland. The relatively recently published 

How the Essay Film Thinks  placed itself  as  the  foundational  theoretical  platform of  this 

thesis, as the framework of this book allows for the obscured and in-between meaning — of 

crucial importance in films of juxtaposed construction — to breathe and expand in the ana-

lysis.

1.2 Research question
“The essay is then not so much a genre as a form and an attitude.” (Montero 2012: 4) Follow-

ing this conclusion regarding the properties of the essay, my research is concerning attribu-

tions of the essayistic form in film; as mediated at large non-verbally; as shaping an overall 

cinematic montage. As this thesis refers to the essay in relation to film, it is hence the form of 

the essay that is considered, as opposed to a model of the “essay film” as a genre.

An important aspect of the literary essay is the concept of juxtaposition, in which an 

idea is measured against another. The essay, as a distinct form, functions as an on-going “de-

bate” of ideas along the pages. Importantly, a good essay avoids the presentation of an “an-

swer”: it is the juxtaposing event, the “debate” in itself, that carries the meaning of the essay.

Translated to the audiovisual architecture of cinema, one model in which these juxta-

posing traits of the essay could be discerned is the montage. This in such a way that a particu-

lar moving image, within the montage, is placed next to another: the two moving images now 

in juxtaposed relation. Especially, or dependent on, if the two specific moving images are in 

any degree non-related. The way we now understand the meaning of these two particular im-

ages,  is  discerned in the  in-between of the images.  Since the juxtaposition creates a  new 
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meaning, emerging (as thought, as will be explained in section 3.3) due to the linked relation 

created from the juxtaposition.

With this explanation, we now have: 1. the form of the essay, and 2. the purpose of 

juxtaposition in relation to this particular form. This thesis is about to analyse this relation, in 

examining the film Lucky People Center International as a case study.

There are several aspects about to be incorporated into this particular study of the 

film. One is the overarching effect of fragmentation. I will analyse the use of sound and mu-

sic and the particular use of cinematic techniques such as the close-up and the use of archival 

material, in relation to form and essayistic juxtaposition. With the focus on strategies of jux-

taposition, several facets concerning the particular form of the essay — in relation to Hegel-

ian dialectics — is to be considered in relation to the structure of the film.

1.3 Thesis disposition
The introductory CONTEXT of this thesis will consist of an overview of the “essay film”, as 

a genre, and of the essayistic in film, in relation to the history of film and film theory. This 

within a brief discussion on the intersection between the experimental documentary and the 

form of the essay in film. As a theoretical background context, I will also present two import -

ant discourses concerning the analysis of the essay film as a particular form in cinema.

Under the section title of THEORY AND METHOD, I am about to present the the-

oretical framework of the method applied in the analysis. Theoretical overviews explain each 

analytical method as extracted from the work of Theodor Adorno, Dziga Vertov and Gilles 

Deleuze. I will also make a brief overview of additional literature applied in the analysis.

In presenting the MATERIAL in focus of this thesis, I discuss the overall context and 

critical reception of the film Lucky People Center International. As this thesis is specifically 

focused on the form of the essay in film, I take the opportunity to reflect on associated the-

oretical contexts. To conclude this section, I make a very brief overview of my interviews 

with the filmmakers.

The ANALYSIS will loosely follow the actual progress of the film, with exceptions. 

The selected moments on which I conduct my analysis will function as examples, valid for 

the overall structure of the film. Within the succession of the analysis, priority will be given 

to the specific cinematic property in focus; each subsection adding a new facet in regards to  

the overall analysis of the audiovisual structure of the film.

Final CONCLUSIONS will then follow, in which I reflect on my research and dis-
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cuss its results. An overall summary is closing the thesis.

2. CONTEXT
2.1 The film essay

Let us just say first that, as can be expected, Montaigne remains the 

basic reference for those who try to adopt a historical or literary per-

spective of definition. (Bellour 2011: 232)

This quote from renowned film and video theorist Raymond Bellour concerns the his-

torical trajectory of the  “essay film”, defined as a form of filmmaking that is aesthetically 

shaped after Montaigne’s declaration of the “essay” in the sixteenth century. But rather than 

making a detailed overview of this special trajectory in film, I would like to highlight a few 

aspects that are of concern for this thesis.

In 1958, film theorist André Bazin celebrated a young filmmaker working under the 

nom-de-plume of Chris Marker. Not knowing how to define Marker’s  Letter from Siberia 

(1957),  Bazin suggests,  “to borrow Jean Vigo’s formulation of  À propos de Nice […],  I 

would say, an essay documented by film.” (Bazin on Marker; in Alter & Corrigan 2017: 103) 

Bazin’s formulation of the “essay film” is a key “historical marker” (Corrigan 2011b: 197), 

occurring as the specific form of the essay film is about to consolidate in post-war (European) 

cinema. Tendencies expressing the form of the (literary) essay in film had occurred previ-

ously in the history of film. But it is in this period, in the post-war 1950s, and especially  

centred on filmmaking in France, that technological developments (film sound and smaller 

film  equipment)  and  aesthetics  of  modernism  converge  into  a  certain  form  of  cinema. 

Corrigan (2011b) explains that the essay film, as a mode of filmmaking, arose in a context 

defined by a post-war (post-Holocaust, post-Hiroshima) “social, existential, and representa-

tional crisis that would inform and galvanize an essayistic imperative” (210).

The form of the essay in film is closely aligned with the experimental documentary. 

In 1928, German dadaist Hans Richter presented the film Inflation, today described as “the 

emergence of  the modern essay film” (Alter 2018: 32). Twelve years later Richter would 

compose a short text outlining the emergence of a new cinematic form, the “film essay”, in 

which the film aimed to “visualize thoughts on screen” (Hans Richter,  The Film Essay: A 

New Type of Documentary Film; in Alter & Corrigan 2017). Richter also evaluated this new 

type of film in relation to the documentary:
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The essay film, in its attempt to make the invisible world of imagina-

tion, thoughts, and ideas visible, can draw from an incomparably lar-

ger  reservoir  of  expressive  means  than  can  the  pure  documentary 

film. (92)

Two aligned examples in film, exemplifying the “film essay” as existing in close af-

finity with the experimental documentary, are  Man with a Movie Camera (Dziga Vertov, 

1927) and Chronicle of a Summer (Edgar Morin and Jean Rouch, 1961): the former film hav-

ing emerged out of constructivist concerns in 1920s Russia, the latter out of post-war mod-

ernism of late 1950s Europe. Dziga Vertov declared the invention of film as registering more 

than life itself, a  “kino-eye” of visually penetrative powers (Vertov 1984). Jean Rouch and 

Edgar Morin, inspired by Vertov, used the camera  — smaller, hand-held — to register a 

cinéma vérité, to “rely on the observational method of recording imagery without accompa-

nying commentary or critique” (Alter 2018: 83). With respective outlooks, both of these films 

intervene in the history of film using a hybrid convergence between experimentation and 

documentary.  Relating these two films to  Timothy Corrigan’s  (2011b) assessment  of  the 

ideological context of the essay film, as well as to the concept of “utopia” as an inherent as -

pect to the form of the essay, Elizabeth A. Papazian and Caroline Eades (2016) writes:

If we assess the essay film by the impact and measure of its posterity 

and consider it as a form of mourning for the lost possibility of utopia, 

for the lost potential of overcoming the fissures of a split reality, then 

the cinemas of Rouch and Vertov, which simultaneously long for that 

impossible totality and subvert and resist it, are essential precursors to 

the post-war essay film. (214)

Like the films of Chris Marker, the films of Vertov and Rouch have often been de-

scribed in a context of documentary filmmaking, labelled such as  “reflexive documentary” 

(Papazian & Eades 2016: 86). In an overview of a set of particular voices on the subject, the  

essay film as such indicates “a mixture of of documentary and fictional strategies” (Montero 

2012:  2).  In  the  article  Documentary  Film and  the  Modernist  Avant-Garde Bill  Nichols 

(2001) draws a trajectory spanning the early and interrelated modes of filmmaking of the 

documentary and the avant-garde, of the 1920s. In 1895, the invention of cinema in itself 

gave rise to documentary images; the form of the documentary consolidating in the 1920s 

with Nanook of the North (1922) and Drifters (1929), by Robert Flaherty and John Grierson 

respectively. But Nichols debates a traditional view on the history of documentary filmmak-

ing, the form emerging, rather, in a context closely related to avant-garde movements erupt-
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ing in the 1920s; a context that  “involves the combination of three preexisting elements  — 

photographic realism, narrative structure, and modernist fragmentation — along with a new 

emphasis on the rhetoric of social persuasion.” (14) Hence, within the context of modernist 

filmmaking emerged an avant-garde documentarist practice in which the form was as import-

ant (or more) as the filmed material; an aesthetic of “explosive power” (21) in opposition to 

any aspirations of realism:

Modernist elements of fragmentation, defamiliarization […] collage, 

abstraction, relativity, anti-illusionism, and a general rejection of the 

transparency of realist representation all find their way into acts of 

documentary filmmaking. As Dziga Vertov wrote, ‘I am eye. I have 

created a man more perfect than Adam.... I take the most agile hands 

of one, the fastest and most graceful legs of another... and, by editing, 

I  create  an  entirely  new,  perfect  man.’  (Nichols  2001:  21;  Dziga 

Vertov in another translation in Vertov 1984: 17)

In agreement with Nichols (2001), Malte Hagener (2007) extends on this evaluation, 

emphasising  “what  Nichols  has  termed  ‘modernist  fragmentation’”  (215);  Hagener  here 

evaluating the importance of sound, highlighting Walther Ruttman’s Melodie der Welt (1929) 

in regards to the “Griersonian tradition” (222) as influenced by modernist filmmaking. In re-

lation, in 1927 Walther Ruttman had premiered Berlin: Symphony of a Great City. Regarded 

as a city symphony, portraying the pulse of a city itself, a “world in motion” (Alter 2018: 46), 

the montage of the film was based on a rhythmically melodic interrelation between image and 

sound; created out of, as described by Nora M. Alter (2018) “Ruttman’s extraordinary use of 

rhythm, cutting, music, and montage to structure a film.” (45) Alter describes the extended 

context of the film as such: 

Indeed, one cinematic trait of the post-silent-essay film is the inter-

play between two tracks, the audial and the visual. Sometimes one of 

these tracks reinforces the other, and at other times they compete with 

each other or are completely contradictory. (45)

2.2 Essayism in film
A certain “cinematic subjectivity” (Rascaroli 2008: 25) emerges in the post-war French film 

environment, in which the individual director is regarded as expressing a subjective view of 

the world. This view is championed by the directors of the Nouvelle Vague movement. It is 
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here that the auteur-theory is formulated, in which the director of a film is seen as an author, 

who uses the camera as a  “camera pen”,  caméra-stylo (as coined by Alexandre Astruc in 

1948). With the director likened to the literary  “author” (auteur), the tendency remains (in 

academic discourse, and otherwise) to define the essayistic form as the expression of a single, 

authoritative voice; as this period in film history forges (in terms of theory) “a new direction 

that would dramatize cinematic subjectivity as an intellectual enterprise moving beyond nar-

rative and traditional documentary models” (Corrigan 2011b: 211).

The alignment of film and the idea of the literary “author” has been one of the reasons 

for why certain traditions of critics and scholars have emphasised the use of a literary text, 

and the use of a mono-voiced voice-over, as “setting the parameters of the form” (Rascaroli 

2017: 115), in defining the “essay film”. Hence, it has been debated which characteristics ac-

tually make a film into a such. While still aligned with the view of the essay film as “charac-

terized by a reflective and profoundly personal voiceover” (Montero 2012: 2), a 2003 Film 

Comment article by Paul Arthur (Essay Questions: From Alain Renais to Michael Moore. In 

Alter & Corrigan 2017) also emphasised other means by which a film could be influenced by 

the form of the essay, such as a fragmentary montage in a documentary. Laura Rascaroli 

(2008; also available in Rascaroli 2009; and in Alter & Corrigan 2017) further summarises, 

as the article,

also attracts attention to the use of found footage and collage, which 

produces  juxtaposition between their  past  tense  of  archival  images 

and the present tense of the commentary, and in which the emphasis 

is on inquiry rather than on nostalgia [...]. (34)

The essay film “is able to express authorial subjectivity at different levels” (37); and 

is thus not necessarily obliged to be constructed out of a written literary text, such as read by 

voice-over. In a passage, Raymond Bellour (2011) distinguishes between the  essayistic and 

the essay, in relation to two canonical films of Chris Marker:

[…] to speak of essayistic film as it appeared as a subtitle for the book 

Schreiben Bilder Sprechen [Christa Blümlinger & Constantin Wullf 

(ed.). 1992.] is itself more careful than to say overtly: an essay film.

      Just to take, as a footnote, the most elementary example from the 

work of Chris Marker, it is the way not to oppose La Jetée (1962) and 

Sans Soleil (1982) too simply as a fiction film and an essay respect-

ively, since La Jetée is also an essay on memory and Sans Soleil a fic-

tion reworking the genre of the letters novel. (237)
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Hence, both of these films are to be regarded  “essayistic” (though expressed with 

“care”). In describing the French new wave (nouvelle vague) director and film theorist Jean-

Luc Godard’s relation to the essay, Timothy Corrigan (2011b) writes that the director was, 

“[e]xplicitly drawing on the tradition of Montaigne”, in that the director “characterizes his 

work during this period [in the 1960s] as that of an experential improviser and a thinking 

critic, working to transport the logic of essayism to longer films”. (217) Jean-Luc Godard, in 

this context, was not making “essay films”, but films that were incorporating essayistic meth-

ods.

In this thesis, it is this particular relation to the concept of the essay that is about to be 

emphasised.  The  essay  will  be  regarded  as  a  (as  quoted  in  1.2)  “form and  an  attitude” 

(Montero 2012: 4), of certain properties, that the film stands in a certain relation to; this cir-

cumventing the problem whether or not the film itself is being defined as an “essay film”.

An example of the essay as an “attitude” of filmmaking (as distinguished from the es-

say film as a genre, in my view) is  Hour of the Furnaces (Fernando Solanas and Octavio 

Getino 1966/67/68, Argentine), the film existing in a convergence of essay film, document-

ary, archival compilation and political activism. The wider context here is 1960s Latin Amer-

ica, the essay film having emerged as the preferred expression for “oppositional, postcolonial, 

accented, exiled, feminist, and lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer subjects” (Ras-

caroli 2017: 5). Robert Stam describes the over six hours montage of Hour of the Furnaces as 

inheriting,

strategies ranging from straight forward didactism to operatic styliza-

tion, borrowing from avant-garde and mainstream, fiction and docu-

mentary, cinéma vérité and advertising, it inherits and prolongs the 

work  of  Eisenstein,  Vertov,  Joris  Ivens,  Glauber  Rocha,  Fernando 

Birri, Resnais and Godard. (Stam 1990: 253)

Quoting Stam (1990), Sjöberg (2001) discusses Hour of the Furnaces as incorporating 

fragments from films of (some) of the mentioned directors. The film is existing as a “less 

than stable status” (203) in specific regards to its genre definition. This as the context of the  

Third Cinema movement was one in which the purpose and political and aesthetic aims were 

formulated in manifestos of agitation. Taking inspiration from the manifesto The Aesthetics 

of Hunger by Glauber Rocha, Fernando Solanas and Octavio Getino released a 1969 mani-

festo carrying the name of the movement, Towards a Third Cinema. Here, the authors expli-

citly emphasised the essay film as a form for politically radical cinema, in which the essay 

film, as Nora M. Alter (2018) explains in The essay film after fact and fiction, was “centered 
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on structures, people, and groups” (245), rather than a filmmaking of individualistic imperat-

ives. In the manifesto, the authors celebrate the filmmaking practices of Jean-Luc Godard as 

well as of Chris Marker, the latter having handled out 8mm cameras to workers. A similar at-

titude was also reflected in the manifesto For an Imperfect Cinema by Julio García Espinosa, 

in which a filmmaking of directness and open-endedness was encouraged.

Concluding this overview, I would like to reflect on the use of voices in films of 

essayistic film practice. In between the documentary interview and essayistic voice-over nar-

ration, the voice of the interviewed here serves a different purpose, neither serving as mere 

documentary “information” nor as literary narration. In Cinema-Interval, essayist filmmaker 

Trinh T. Min-ha (2013) defines the  inter-view (with emphasis on the two separate words, 

“inter” and “view”) as emerging out of the interview as an essayistic portrait.

The  dialogue  occurring  has  a  specific  shape  and  purpose  that,  as  explained  by 

Timothy Corrigan, “self fluctuates in the intervals between expressions, on the edges of the 

frames of history” (2011a: 88). The inter-view, as conducted within the framework of essay-

istic filmmaking, results in a collaboration. Reflecting and expressing an in-between, between 

the self (the interviewed) and the other (the interviewer), the interview, as used in essay film, 

emerges “as a pronounced variation on ‘the forgotten image between two shots.’” (81)

Below Trinh  T.  Min-ha  (2013)  further  illustrates  her  relation  to  the  interview as 

method: 

It allows me to return to my work or to the creative process with dif-

ferent ears and eyes, while I try to articulate the energies, ideas, and 

feelings that inspire it. It is in the interval between interviewer and in-

terviewee,  in  the  movement  between  listening  and  speaking  or 

between the spoken word and the written word, that I situate the ne-

cessity for interviews. (4)

2.3 Dialogism and tripartite structure
Despite of a trajectory embedded in the history of film at large, the essay film was as late as 

2008 deemed as “under-theorized” (Rascaroli 2008: 24). As a discourse, the analytical ap-

proach has traditionally prioritised the artistically authoritative voice of the singular film-

maker, as well as the relation between film and spectator. In Thinking images: the essay film 

as a dialogic form in European cinema David Montero (2012) analyses the essay film as a 

“social dialogue” (11). The emphasis here is  dialogue, the analysis (as described by Laura 
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Rascaroli) based on “the presence of differentiated speech and encounter of socioideological 

positions in the essay film” (Rascaroli 2017: 8); through layers of meaning within contrasting 

voices (“double-voicedness”, (11)) within the film; the concept stemming from Bakthin’s the-

ory of language. As Montero argues in the book, this method has, traditionally, been used as 

an  argument  against  film  semiotics,  in  “anticipating  post-structuralist  concerns”  (13). 

Montero concludes: 

Not  surprisingly,  a  Bakthinian  perspective  in  film  studies  would 

primarily work towards reinstating history and ideology to film cri-

tique, by incorporating context as an integral part of the meaning of 

cinematic utterances. (13)

Following this trajectory of theoretical concerns, Laura Rascaroli (2009), in The per-

sonal camera: subjective cinema and the essay film, applies a similar framework of dialogism 

as a means to emphasise a context relying on, as the author reflects in 2017,  “a dialogue 

between enunciator/narrator [in the film] and spectator [of the film]” (2017: 8). Related to a 

framework with the emphasis on the essay film as constructed from the verbal voice-over, 

Timothy Corrigan (2011a), in The essay film: from Montaigne, after Marker, introduced the 

concept of the  tripartite structure; the method  “a testing of expressive subjectivity through 

[…] experiential encounters in a public arena, […] the product of which becomes the figura-

tion of thinking or thought as a cinematic address and a spectatorial response” (30). Focusing 

on the subjectivity of the “personal voice” (30), the tripartite structure incorporates the dis-

tinct expression of “an active and assertive subjectivity” (31).

3. THEORY AND METHOD
3.1 Dialectics and the essay as form
Having previously aligned with the method of dialogism, Laura Rascaroli (2017), in How the 

Essay Film Thinks, applies a method through which the essay film is analysed as a structure 

of dialectics. In this perspective, the film is neither studied in relation to genre nor to spec-

tator. Rascaroli quotes Thomas Tode as a seminal influence. Tode writes: “The ‘essayist’ ap-

proach is not to impose a definitive meaning to the images, but to create an opening.” (Tode 

1997–1998: 41; quoted in Rascaroli 2017: 1). Rascaroli concludes that “my hypothesis is that 

the dialectical disjunction that is at the basis of the essay form creates in film in-between 

spaces that must be accounted for”. (2017: 8) 
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Hence, the analysis is one based on form and dialectics. 

The form of the essay, as described and analysed by Theodor Adorno in 1958, is 

based on a conflict between opposites, a fragmented disruption of logic order, a tension of 

juxtaposed attitudes  — in  which  the  essay  “gains  its  unity  only  by  moving through the 

fissures, rather than by smoothing them over.” (2017: 74) Abstracted, this is what is meant by 

the “form” in The Essay as Form, the title of Adorno’s influential text. This thesis is about to 

use (this particular definition of) the form of the essay as an active method, as opposed to a 

concept of the essay as a passive model. Central to this method is to distinguish dialectical 

conditions within the essayistic structure of the film.

In Hegelian dialectics, the progress of the dialectic movement is unavoidable; the dia-

lectical opposites existing in a state of constant attraction towards the other end. Stanford En-

cyclopedia of Philosophy describes the resulting outcome of the clash between an idea and a 

counter-idea as such:

the form or determination that arises is the result of the self-sublation 

of the determination from the moment of understanding, there is no 

need for some new idea to show up from the outside.  Instead, the 

transition to the new determination or form is necessitated by earlier 

moments and hence grows out of the process itself. Unlike in Plato’s 

arbitrary dialectics, then — which must wait around until some other 

idea comes in from the outside3

In the process, something of the old ideas (determinations) are still preserved within 

the new idea that has arisen. This since “the determination in the speculative moment grasps 

the unity of the first two moments”.4 And, most important is that:  “Dialectics drives to the 

‘Absolute’, to use Hegel’s term, which is the last, final, and completely all-encompassing or 

unconditioned concept or form in the relevant subject matter under discussion”.5

Grounded in Hegel’s dialectics, Adorno defines the form of the essay as a disruptive 

counter-tendency, against a system; against a total. And this is why this very form, of the es-

say, is in itself a political act. Adorno’s stance (as defending the form of the essay against the 

totality of a system) is exemplified in this quote, in which totalising ideals (in philosophy,  

science and art) are in relation to dictatorship tendencies:

3. “Hegel’s Dialectics” in Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Web. [plato.stanford.edu/entries/hegel-
dialectics/]

4. ibid.

5. ibid.
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The ideals of purity and tidiness that are common to the enterprises of 

a veritable philosophy versed in eternal values, an airtight and thor-

oughly organized science, and an aconceptual intuitive art, bear the 

marks of a repressive order. (2017: 66)

For Adorno, the essay is “tenuously located between science and art and should not be 

tipped in one direction over the other.” (Alter 2018: 15) This is one of the (dialectical) ten-

sions through which the essay is always in a (disruptive) motion, through a push and pull of  

conflicting tendencies: of collapse (disassemblage) and rebuilding (reassemblage), concluded 

by Laura Rascaroli in that “stability is not of the essay, a form whose disjunctive ethos in-

scribes in the text the potentiality of a breaking down, a disassemblage.” (2017: 188)

Of specific  importance,  when evaluating an essayistic  construct,  is  also  Adorno’s 

definition of the essay as anachronistic: “The contemporary relevance of the essay is that of 

anachronism. The time is less favorable to it than ever.” (2017: 81) The essay is in (constant) 

contrast against its “contemporary relevance” — and hence, here also, a political agent.

3.2 Interval and juxtaposition
Dziga Vertov (1984) first presented the idea of the  interval in  We: Variant of a Manifesto, 

published in 1922. In both enthusiastic as well as aggressively polemic language, the theory 

was here presented as a utopian vision for a future cinema; the text being situated in a wider 

context of Russian formalism as well as the cinema of the contemporary European avant-

garde.

In  ‘Our Eyes, Spinning Like  Propellersʼ:  Wheel  of  Life,  Curve of  Velocities,  and 

Dziga Vertovʼs ʻTheory of the Intervalʼ Simon Cook (2007) describes a trajectory of the the-

ory, the young Vertov using contemporary scientific discoveries as a means to develop form-

alist strategies in the art of cinema. Originally conceived as the technologically positivist idea 

that the film strip, through scientific progress, one day would be able to register a denser fi-

delity of the world than what is possible for the human eye, the theory eventually came to de-

scribe a certain characteristics of the cinematic montage. Cook describes the interval as the 

relation between the “movement-properties” (90) of the filmed objects. This particular rela-

tion could emerge through montage, even though this aspect is not crucial for the concept. As 

Cook explains:

From such a perspective the abstract geometry of objects in motion is 

continuous from one shot to another, regardless of the specific objects 
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depicted. As Vertov put it, “It’s entirely a question of the particular 

juxtaposition of visual details, of intervals”; ([Vertov 1984: 21]) and 

precisely the same form of juxtaposition of intervals was to be found 

both within a single shot, and within a montage of shots. (90)

Emphasising the interval as a sequence in which  gaps occur,  “a dynamic space on 

which the film is  built”  (Rascaroli  2017: 9)  — and,  hence,  through which new meaning 

emerges — Laura Rascaroli concludes that the concern of Vertov’s theory of the interval is, 

yet, “mostly rhythmic and aesthetic” (9). But, as is emphasised by Rascaroli, it is also pre-

cisely this aspect of the theory that makes it an appropriate tool in understanding the “filmic 

in-betweenness” (9) of the essayistic film.

Describing Walther Ruttman’s Berlin: Symphony of a Great City, Nora M. Alter also 

describes a classic example of the interval as a “visual rhyming” (2018: 46) (though “inter-

val” as such is here implied, but not explicitly stated) and as a montage technique:

which occurs when, for instance, the horizontal geometrical shapes 

dissolve into concrete crossbars on the railroad track, or when a shot 

of dogs fighting is followed by one of the men fighting. (46f)

3.3 Interstice and thought 
Ils Huygens makes a concise explanation of Deleuze’s theories on temporality and thought in 

cinema, from which I derive most of the following explanation. In his concept of  thought, 

Gilles Deleuze extracted from the ideas of Antonin Artaud that cinema, ultimately, makes us 

not think. This in contrast to the formalism of Sergei Eisenstein:

For Artaud cinema is not the association of clear-cut ideas through in-

tellectual montage, but on the contrary a radical  de-association, an 

ambiguous linking of unclear ideas, a decentred conflation of multiple 

voices  and  viewpoints,  that  cannot  be  assimilated  into  a  unified 

whole. (2007: Section ‘The nooshock: the whole versus the gap’)

Thinking, in Deleuzian terms, is not something that happens inside of us, but some-

thing that occurs, through automatism, from the outside. In this sense, the moving picture of 

cinema (as well as other forms of art)  is,  in itself,  engaged in thinking.  “Thinking”, in a 

Deleuzian sense, does not require a thinking subject — a human being — to occur. Thinking 

is something that exists in the film itself.

There is a distinction between the (moving) image that represents a thought and the 
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(moving) image that allows for  new thinking to occur.  The  representation shows what is 

already  there,  and,  hence,  “comprises  metaphysical,  metaphoric  and  dialectical  forms  of 

thinking” (2007: Section ‘Thought beyond representation: the time-image’). As Huygens ex-

plains:

The cinema of the time image with its bifurcations, false movements, 

disconnected  spaces  and  autonomous  images  and  sounds  does  not 

claim to show us a true world or a true idea, but instead recreates the 

object in a purely cinematic logic, which is defined by ambiguities, ir-

rationalities and uncertainties. (2007: Section ‘Thought beyond rep-

resentation: the time-image’)

Thought as such would be static, were it not for a presence of an “unthought”. The un-

thought is something that is outside of thought: “It is the confrontation with this unthought 

which forces us  to  think and re-think our  own thinking,  bringing about  a  new image of 

thought.” (2007: Section ‘Automatic thinking’)

The Deleuzian understanding of cinematic temporality discerns between “movement 

image” and “time image”. “Movement image” is mediated in the classical Hollywood-style 

editing of narrative film: this since narrative logic order is here the most important aspect in 

the montage. Drawing from post-war European modernist cinema, Deleuze outlines “time 

image” as the opposite: a property of cinema that is prioritising the disruptive, disjointed ele-

ments in sound and image. Rascaroli (2017) explains:

With the breaking of the sensory-motor linkages typical of the move-

ment-image, the interval is set free; what emerges is the irrational cut, 

which stands on its own. Images are no longer linked to each other; 

the chains of images are broken and the fissures between them be-

come larger. What matters, argues Deleuze, is no longer the associ-

ation of images but the interstice between two images, as a result of 

which these become radically external to each other. (9)

Here Vertov’s theory of the interval is set in relation to the “time image” of a spatially 

and  temporally  manipulated  (modernist)  cinema.  Interstice,  as  the  quote  mentions,  is  a 

Deleuzian concept, a  “method of in-betweenness that produces something new” (47); this 

“new” being the dialectic emergence of  thought; emerging in the in-between of juxtaposed 

cinematic images or sounds; the interstice of the Deleuzian time image describing “a thought 

that does not have its origin in the subject, but is provoked by forces from the outside” (Ras-

caroli 2017:10; referencing Deleuze 1989: 174).
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Describing interstice in the cinema of German filmmaker Alexander Kluge, Christa 

Blümlinger (2016) states that, “As with Welles and Godard, the cut in his films becomes an 

interstice” (188). With the aim of further outlining the meaning of interstice, as a theory, I am 

here quoting Blümlinger at large. In the emergence of interstice, the concern of the montage 

is not the narrative:

[…] but with selecting for each given image another image, in order 

to forge an interval that transports thought into the heart of the image. 

Within this void, it becomes possible to radically interrogate the im-

age. With a nod to Welles, Alexandre Astruc also rejected the meta-

phors and metonymies of montage, favoring in their stead relations of 

thought within the image: he held that cinema should find the form of 

a language so rigorous that ‘thought could write itself directly on the 

filmstrip without even having to resort to those heavy associations of 

images.’6 When the cut is no longer part of one or another sequence 

that  it  separates  and  distributes,  the  sequence  becomes  a  series. 

[(Deleuze 1989: 181)] The new linkage takes place through the frag-

mentation or transformation of strata: the interstice becomes an entity 

in its own right. (188; emphasized italics in original text)

3.4 Method summary and additional literature
This book argues indeed that essay films create interstices at multiple 

levels and through a variety of strategies, which are potentially infin-

ite. (Rascaroli 2017: 17)

The utilised method of this thesis analyses essayistic juxtaposition as the incitement of 

thought and interstitial meaning. I would like to emphasise that the application of the meth-

ods presented, in quoting How the Essay Film Thinks, “will think of interstitiality in its own 

ways, which are adapted to its object and which modify the Deleuzian interstice by extending 

the capacity of its ‘method of between.’” (13)

In discerning the relations between dialectics and thought, I am structuring the ana-

lysis in such an order that additional literature represents specific cinematic properties. Mary 

Ann  Doane’s  (2003)  overview  of  the  close-up,  The  Close-Up:  Scale  and  Detail  in  the 

Cinema, is referenced in order to relate this cinematic technique in regards to juxtaposition 

6. Alexandre Astruc, The Birth of a New Avant-Garde: La caméra-stylo. In The New Wave: Critical Landmarks, 
ed. Peter Graham. New York: Doubleday, 1968, p. 19.
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and interstice. In investigating the effect of archival material in relation to interstice, I have 

found The archive effect: found footage and the audiovisual experience of history by Jamie 

Baron (2014) particularly useful. An individual analysis in How the Essay Film Thinks is ref-

erenced, as well as further texts by Rascaroli (2020, Rascaroli & Saporito 2023), surveying 

framing as the instigator of gaps and the aspect of poetry in relation to the essayistic construct 

in cinema.

4. MATERIAL
4.1 A contextualised overview of Lucky People Center 

International (1998)
I started studying these creatures, and their song, and one day they 

inspired me to try to imitate them, with the human voice, to make the 

same loud sounds that the gibbons make. And in doing so, all hell 

broke  loose,  in  the  gibbon  cages.  All  the  different  species  started 

singing and vocalising, and running around their cages, some of the 

females  fled  up  in  the  rafters  of  the  cages.  And I  ran  around for 

twenty minutes, singing. With the result that I became completely in-

toxicated. It lasted for hours.

This quote from the film, as said by neuroscientist Björn Merker on his research on 

Sumatra’s gibbons, is introducing an overarching theme of music and rhythm. This theme of 

the film eventually forks into subthemes of spirituality, art and creativity, sex and love, life, 

death and global environmental destruction, as the structure of Lucky People Center Interna-

tional (hereafter abbreviated to  International)  revolves around philosophies and voices of a 

gallery of widely enigmatic individuals all over the globe. Within a seamless, non-interrupted 

progression of events, spoken words are excerpted as free-flowing monologues; out of dia-

logues (interviews); but there are also situations in which the participants are recorded in far 

different situations, such as during spiritual ceremonies. (This rather than voices as presenting 

a  set  of  “answers”  to  questions:  in  this  intimate  dialogue between filmmakers  and parti-

cipants, the inter-view as described by Trinh T. Min-ha (2013) is of apt reference.) Swedish 

neuroscientist Björn Merker’s singing with gibbons — in the film conducted in the jungle of 

Sumatra — is part of an overarching theme: the inherited global necessity of rhythm, singing 

and dancing in human societies.
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A prominent feature that is found in almost all compilation film is its 

fragmentary status and appearance. One could argue that film is the 

expression of fragments par excellence since almost all films not only 

consist of various film sequences that are edited together, but each 

filmstrip also consists of many single images, fragments of an illusion 

of movement and continuity. Compilation film shares this fragment-

ary status with other films, but to a greater degree since it is construc-

ted  from  disparate  fragments  on  a  more  concrete  sense.  (Sjöberg 

2001: 33)

In a way,  International could be defined as a “compilation film”, the mode of film-

making here described by Patrik Sjöberg in the 2001 doctorial  dissertation  The world in 

pieces: a study of compilation film. In its fragmentary character, the audiovisual characterist-

ics of the film revolves around an overarching and transforming soundtrack. The music is 

(most often) constructed out of the noises, sonics and spoken phrases registered in the depic-

ted space of the film (ie.,  diegetic sound). A non-diegetic soundtrack is  “pulling along” the 

diegetic sound of the film within its rhythm, like a river flow grabbing stranded debris, of 

noise and sonics, as the rhythm of the film ascends and descends in pace. The diegetic sound 

in the film is being used as “samples”, in the same way that sample-based music (such as hip-

hop) is being constructed out of “sampled” and looped sonic fragments. But as the technique 

of “sampling” is being utilised, in the soundtrack, the visuals linked to the particular sound 

piece — chants, spoken words, various sound fragments at large — are recurring, too, as both 

sound and image become equal properties of the film’s juxtaposed audiovisual landscape.

In the audiovisual construction, the non-diegetic music is at times based on modern 

electronic music  — but this in a fashion that is making these non-diegetic rhythms stand 

back, in emphasising the diegetic sonic architecture. More often, the music used in the film is 

being entirely diegetic, an example being the contemplative use of an enormous Japanese 

taiko drum. Across the film there are also several moments of calmness, emerging as meditat-

ive pauses in an otherwise fast-paced visual and sonic texture.

Concurrently, extended intervals of dancing interrelating bodies and movements and 

the rhythmic banging on instruments are all linked across a montage that is global in its span,  

as the film heightens into dizzying interrelations between, in the words of Dziga Vertov, “the 

elements of the art of movement” (1984: 8). At other times, juxtaposed intervals of urban city 

velocities invoke an atmosphere in pursuit of the “city symphony” of Walter Ruttmann.

As with the subject of the  “compilation film”, the terms presented below by Jaimie 
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Baron (2014), in The archive effect: found footage and the audiovisual experience of history, 

is, likewise, quite applicable as a description of this film.

Moreover, the proliferation of terminology for both the source mater-

ial  — including  ‘archival footage,’ ‘found footage,’ ‘stock footage,’ 

and ‘recycled footage’ — and for the films into which these sources 

are  incorporated  —  including  ‘compilation  film,’  ‘found  footage 

film,’ ‘collage film,’ and ‘appropriation’ film as well as ‘montage,’ 

‘détournement,’ ‘mash-up,’ and ‘remix’ — is itself a signal that we 

need a new way of talking about these objects. (8)

There  are  sequences  in  International that  are  constructed  from archival  material, 

“found footage”. Furthermore, the documentary material of International — its collected in-

terviews and various filmed environments — has been scrambled, juxtaposed, as subjected to 

an audiovisual “remix” and a “mash-up”. But with the overall objection to Sjöberg’s (2001) 

“compilation film” and Baron’s (2014) terminologies coming with a twist: the “found” and 

“remixed” footage is, with a few exceptions, original footage from the film crew’s extensive 

travels all over the world. The film — as per definition a juxtaposed “mash-up” — is the sole 

original result out of an extensive amount of original working material.

Hence, my argument in this thesis is rather to analyse this film as an essayistic con-

struct. Though correctly labelled as an experimental documentary, there are three main prop-

erties justifying International to be incorporated into the corpus of the cinematic essay. These 

are: 1. the juxtaposed characteristics of the overall presentation, 2. the fragmented quality of 

the relation between individual voices in the film, and 3. the themes of the film as open-ended 

and philosophical, rather than closed argumentations. As with the literary essay, the film also 

encapsulates poetic sensibilities in its montage. The form of the is film an audio-visual per-

formance in itself, a careful construction held together by an overarching thematic progres-

sion.

In its global outlook, the film relates to a context of ethnography. A related moment in 

documentary filmmaking is Jean Rouch’s interest for, and theory of, a “shared anthropology” 

(Russell 1999: 193) in which the filmmaker become an equal part of the ritual; much in rela-

tion to scenes in International involving (as with Rouch) a vodou ritual. The enthusiastic ap-

proach of Jean Rouch has subsequently been prominently criticised. I am of the opinion that 

the filmmakers of International slightly differ from the intentions of Rouch, in spite of Rouch 

being (as described by Catherine Russell)  “inspired by the ecstatic character of the rituals 

themselves” (193).
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Surplus: Terrorized into Being Consumers (2003) is a film that is mirroring the aes-

thetics of International, directed by documentary filmmaker Erik Gandini and audiovisually 

executed in the distinct editing style of Johan Söderberg. (Söderberg is the main editor on 

most of Gandini’s documentaries; such as Afterwork (2023) and The Swedish Theory of Love 

(2016), incorporating signs of the  “mashed-up” editing style of  International, fragments of 

diegetic voices at times being part of a sonic palette of juxtaposing transitions.) Revolving 

around consumerism and starting off at the 2001 protests erupting at the international G8 

Summit in Genova, the film is mixing filmed documentation with archived television media, 

the montage structured around a continuous soundtrack and a juxtaposition of sound and 

visuals. One of few available analyses on Gandini’s film is to be found in  How the Essay 

Film Thinks (Rascaroli 2017). In a focus on Pier Paolo Pasolini’s La Rabbia (1963), this film 

being measured to Santiago Álvarez’s Now! (1964) and Surplus: Terrorized into Being; the 

two latter being “predicated on a synchronous and symbiotic rapport between soundtrack and 

image track, mostly based on rhythm” (137). I find the comparison to Pasolini’s chaotically 

choreographed La Rabbia also fitting to International, as I find that these two films share a 

certain trajectory of aesthetic affinity. Hence, I would like to here quote at large as Rascaroli 

uses the comparison of choice in order to extend on the analysis on La Rabbia; the observa-

tion, to my eyes and ears, valid also in comparison to Johan Söderberg’s editing style as evid-

ent in International. 

[…] after considering these examples, the unmitigated dissonant com-

plexity  of  La  rabbia’s  musicality  is  even  more  in  evidence.  In 

Pasolini’s film, the irrational cut between syntagms, units of images 

and sounds, dominates to the point that the whole film, taken together, 

comes across as pure noise (rather than noise turned into music, so to 

speak,  domesticated,  to  achieve  rhythmic  musical  effects)—as  if 

Pasolini had wanted to capture the “noise” of the twentieth century. 

The collagist  accumulation of  sound images  means  that  difference 

and cacophony prevail over harmony and unity. (137f)

Following the release of International, Söderberg (as director and editor) and Pauser 

(sound) went on to work on  Tokyo Noise  (2002).  Co-directed by  International cinemato-

grapher Jan Röed, this film, like Gandini’s Surplus: Terrorized into Being Consumers, owes 

much of its overall themes and aesthetics to International. As the three films share a context 

of style,  production and overall  execution,  International is  the preferred originator of the 

achievements of the subsequent.
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4.2 Critical reception
Lucky People Center International carries  us from a shot  of  Earth 

from outer  space  through a  tour  of  cultures  and philosophies.  We 

meet an anthropologist who has found a way to converse with gib-

bons  and  an  African  priestess  who explains  the  rituals  of  voodoo 

[sic].7 New Mexican shaman Franklin Bearchild Eriacho tells us to 

respect everyone else’s religion;  holy man Baba Ghi exhorts us to 

seek out the path that serves us best. Toshiji Mikawa is a Tokyo office 

worker who moonlights as a performance artist and Annie Sprinkle a 

former porn star turned DIY sexual therapist.8 9 Maori warriors chant 

their protest over the implications of an international banking system 

and Rastafarian philosopher Cashus D spells out a revisionist history 

of the US. Crowds dance in tribal villages and at western clubs. As 

Tibetan lama Sogyal Rinpoche meditates on the nature of death, the 

sun sinks slowly on Earth.10

This zoomed-out synopsis of International introduces a lukewarm review in the 1999 

November issue of the BFI’s film journal Sight and Sound. Describing the film in terms of an 

extended music-video, the reviewer reports on a lack of  “editorial voice” in which “sound-

bites are scratched and repeated for added emphasis”.11 A similar attitude is stated in Variety, 

with  the  American industry  magazine informing readers  that,  “Pic  may look formless  to 

over-40s, but it’s well-geared to MTV-saturated youth”.12

The extensive production of the film was made possible due to a sensationally high 

budget, in a co-operation between Swedish Memfis Film (that year also premiering the unex-

pected national sensation  Show Me Love, directed by Lukas Moodysson) and Danish Zen-

7. The correct denomination of this ritual is either vodou or vodun.

8. Toshiji Mikawa is a legendary pioneer of the Japanese noise-culture.

9. Though I will chose to refrain from any extensive presentation of individuals, I here make an exception. As 
retrieved from Guggenheim Fellowship website: “Annie Sprinkle is a feminist filmmaker with a Ph.D. in 
Human Sexuality. She toured one-woman theater pieces, including Post PornModernist and Hardcore from 
the Heart, from 1989 to 2003 to 20+ countries. Before bridging into the art world, Sprinkle made X-rated 
films from 1974 to 1994. She also appeared in dozens of documentaries, B movies, and arty films. The 
people she met along the way shaped her involvement in social justice, human rights, and freedom of ex -
pression and she remains avidly committed to these ideals. She is heavily inspired by Fluxus. Awards in-
clude Kathy Acker Excellence in Avant-Garde, Performance Studies International Artist/Activist/Scholar 
Award, Tom of Finland Lifetime Achievement, and a Eureka Fellowship from Fleishhacker Foundation.
[…]” [www.gf.org/fellows/annie-sprinkle/]

10. Sight and sound. 1999, Vol. 9, Number 11, pp. 48–49. London. Review by Xan Brooks.

11. ibid.

12. Variety. November 1 1998. Reviewed by Ken Eisner.
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tropa, along with production grants from several Scandinavian film institutes.  The Swedish 

Film Database, managed by the Swedish Film Institute, reports that (in my translation), in 

1998, “The film had a mixed but at large benign reception, even if there was judgements such 

as ‘fuzzy’”.13 In Sydsvenska Dagbladet, film critic Jan Aghed writes that (in my translation), 

“The structure is mostly following a simple and banal dialectics between the religiosity of 

nature people, myths and threatened environments, at one hand, and the banking skycrapers 

of big business, materialistic values and forest depletion at the other.”14 Concurrently, the en-

tertainment sections of the daily press covered Lucky People Center rather enthusiastically, 

describing the wider project as an adjoint cultural platform that involved “music, art, dance 

theatre, films, art, performance, etcetera”.15 “There are also plans for a project called Lucky 

People City, inviting the people that is participating in the film”,  Göteborgs-Posten repor-

ted.16

Since the fading away from mainstream attention, there has been a lingering discrep-

ancy between the film as considered an artefact of relative obscurity, in certain spaces, and as 

a given cultural reference, in other. As Swedish film culture journal FLM conducted a poll for 

the best 25 Swedish films of all time in 2022 (conducted decennially by critics and scholars,  

as a Swedish rendition of the international poll of British film journal Sight and Sound) Inter-

national was at all mentioned at one brief occasion, in all of the hundreds of votes from 72 

invited participants.17

4.3 Lucky People Center
To a European dance music audience, the name Lucky People Center would appear as makers 

of the 1993 minor hit Rodney King. In 1991, African American US citizen Rodney King was 

brutally beaten by white cops, having been arrested on a minor offence. By chance, the racist 

violence had been captured on video, the nationwide broadcast of the abuse subsequently 

sparking protests all over the US, a wave that also erupted in riots and looting.

Presenting the music, as it rotated on late hours MTV, was a music video “mash-up” 

of tightly synchronised visuals and music; grainy images out of American news coverages of 

the event, in tight synch with a hip-hop like sonic texture of sampled funk beats. The archival 

13. The Swedish Film Database on Lucky People Center International.
[www.svenskfilmdatabas.se/en/item/?type=film&itemid=35394]

14. ibid.

15. Dagens Nyheter På Stan, 13 Mars 1998.

16. Göteborgs-Posten. 1998, Mars 25.

17. FLM film journal, print, edition “Fall/Winter” 2022.
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media  project  Filmform (a  long-standing  and  multi-purpose  organisation  of  Swedish 

experimental film and video art, founded in 1950) describes the music video, its inclusion in 

the archive in itself a statement of Lucky People Center as having existed in a very specific  

divergence between mainstream dance music culture and underground video art:

Rodney King is included in the film ‘Information is Free’, which con-

sists of eight short films/music videos. They explore and deconstruct 

political, religious and private events from a media perspective. Erik 

Pauser and Johan Söderberg use their own images and appropriated 

material from various TV-channels.18

Mentioning the making of International, Filmform states that:

The experience from making the short films as well as the way of 

working, were utilized in Lucky People Center’s most notable work, 

the full-length film ‘Lucky People Center International’, directed and 

edited by Johan Söderberg and Erik Pauser. The difference being that 

in this film the directors collected all the material themselves during a 

year and a half of travels around the globe. Released in 1998, the film 

is showcasing the diversity of human experiences and shedding light 

on social and cultural phenomena around the globe.19

With the overarching name of Lucky People Center, a communal spirit originating 

from underground club culture would become an integral part of the creative expression. Per-

forming live as a music act — circa between 1992 and 1999 — visuals were projected onto 

huge on-stage screens; the spectacular, and perfectly synched audio-visual experience (no 

small technological feat in the mid 1990s) of the live performances eventually moving to 

huge stages of city-centre festivals, in Stockholm and Gothenburg in Sweden, as well as to 

festivals and dance music events around Europe.

Filmform defines the mediated spirit of the Lucky People Center project: 

At the heart of Lucky People Center’s creative philosophy was the 

idea of interconnectedness. That art could be a powerful tool for fos-

tering understanding and empathy across different cultures and back-

grounds.  The  film and  the  live  performances  primary  aim was  to 

break down geographical and cultural boundaries through art and mu-

18. “Rodney King by Erik Pauser & Johan Söderberg” [www.filmform.com/works/1150-rodney-king/]

19. “Lucky People Center – Information is Free by Johan Söderberg & Erik Pauser” 
[www.filmform.com/works/347-lucky-people-center-information-is-free/]
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sic and make people dance.20

What I would like to underline, regarding the focus here, is the name Lucky People 

Center as comprising of various compositions of individuals depending on the occasion, due 

to either the creative expression or, simply, spontaneous circumstances. As a music act, Johan 

Söderberg and Jean-Louis Huhta were two main music producers, with Christian Falk and 

Simon Hartley involved at different occasions (all of which are known names in their respect-

ive contexts, which are film music composing, club culture, and, actually, the Swedish music 

industry). In collective spirit, International is presented as, “A film by Lucky People Center”.

4.4 Söderberg and Pauser: interviewing the filmmakers
A cinema that is music for the eyes can easily do without music, just 

as music can do without without cinema. But a cineaste, musician and 

composer capable of joining in a single work the rhythm of images 

and music — a symphony of notes and a symphony of images — will 

undoubtedly have a great chance of achieving cinegraphic truth, of 

creating the visual and sound symphony that is the dream of every 

composer of films. (Dulac 2019: 164)

These are script notes on lectures given in 1925 by French avant-garde filmmaker and 

theorist Germaine Dulac. This quote I chose as an apt introductory segment, as I wrote on the 

overall context of International for the Swedish film journal FLM in the summer of 2023, in-

terviewing directors  and editors  Erik Pauser  — visual  artist,  film producer,  documentary 

filmmaker — and Johan Söderberg — high-profile film and music video editor.21 I would 

briefly like to highlight a few insights on the making of the film. Coming from a background 

of world-wide interest in rhythms, music making and sampling, Söderberg decided, encour-

aged by Pauser, to infuse his techniques of music making into audio-visual video editing. 

This resulted in the first music videos of Lucky People Center, assembled out of a process in 

which the visuals and the sonics were, already at this stage, in symbiotic interdependence; 

both the image and the adjoining sonics “looping” in synch, creating a sonic “mash-up” that 

already has adjoining and interrelated visuals linked to each sonic fragment. This is what later 

shaped the juxtaposed audiovisual style of International. Concerning the documentary aspect 

of the film, Pauser told me, the crew were mindful in not approaching the depicted spaces and 

individuals in the manner of journalists searching for a story. Rather, the most important as-

20. ibid.

21. FLM film journal, print edition, issue of Summer 2023.
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pect was to tune in on a certain energy, emerging out of a shared sense of giving and receiv-

ing; this as filming sessions were conducted out of a shared spirit of friendship and trust, of-

ten lasting for two or three weeks at a time. As the editing process continued, between travels 

around the world, Pauser and Söderberg picked up on certain sounds and phrases they wanted 

to expand on as they went on to the next phase of travelling: this was the gradual process be-

hind the detailed sonic landscape of the film. Erik Pauser eschews a comparison to Godfrey 

Reggio’s Koyaanisqatsi (1982), as was sporadically made in contemporary reviews.22 Even if 

that film is a narrator-free montage spiritually commenting on modernity and the western 

world, Pauser states that Koyaanisqatsi is a completely different film altogether.

From time to time, the two return to artistic collaboration. In may 2025 the document-

ary Leif Elggren – Livet Döden Konsten Makten premiered, directed by Pauser and with pro-

nounced editing by Söderberg.

5. ANALYSIS
5.1 An essayistic project
The fragmentary character of the film is here outlined in relation to Adorno’s definition of the 

form of the essay. The interval is exemplified as a container of juxtaposition, in an extended 

overview of a thematic segment in the film. Overall, the introductory subsections of the ana-

lysis are about to serve as extended overviews of the introductory segments of the film. This 

as later sections of this analysis are about to refer to these overviews.

5.1.1 A rhythm commences (film description)
A few minutes into the film, we follow a treking researcher (Björn Merker) in the jungle. In 

voice-over he is speaking about his research of gibbon apes. The apes respond to him as he 

(diegetically, in the jungle) mimics the singing gibbons, as the soundtrack alternates between 

voice-over and the diegetic sound of the jungle. The calmness, of the montage, is suddenly 

interrupted — by the commencement of a pulsating rhythm, an electronic bass drum; pulsat-

ing in slow tempo; the sudden (non-diegetic) pulse appearing in synchronisation with the 

close-up of an oscilloscope wavelength. Transitioning from the images in the jungle, and the 

voice-over explanation of that humans have the same need to sing, the pulse of the electronic 

bass drum works as an introduction to scenes of dancing and singing, at a vodou tribe ritual; 

22. As in the aforementioned review in Sight and sound, among other examples.
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the occurring scenes a display of joyous community, as well as of intergenerational steadfast-

ness and spiritual celebration.

The (non-diegetic) pulse of the electronic bass drum gradually evolves, as the rhythm 

turns into a driving soundtrack. This as the leader and priestess of the vodou tribe (Djossou 

Hounsikpê Edwige) speaks about her god-given duties, the dancers being under the influence 

of the powerful forces of the vodou; images of the vodou ritual (at one occurrence sacrificing 

a goat) and the brief appearances of the oscilloscope wavelength are cross-cut across the 

chanting, singing and music making of the tribe; the images alternately intertwining with the 

pulsating electronic rhythm.

5.1.2 Fragmentation as form
As the montage juxtaposes two interrelated scenes of focus  — gradually, back and forth, 

shifting from the gibbon researcher to the vodou tribe — there is, also, and through the juxta-

position, a non-committal freedom from narrative guidance mediated, across the developing 

course of the montage. A theme is formulated: but gradually, in the course of associative 

meaning as emerging across the juxtaposition of events. Here, the film starts to construct on 

fragmented but interrelated sounds and images; an example here being the monologue (as in 

the mono-vocal voice of the inter-view) of the vodou priestess, associatively picking up (the 

cross-cut juxtapositions of) the researcher’s ongoing conclusions on the gibbon apes.

At this stage in the film, its themes and its material is still as though, aesthetically,  

“under construction”; gradually formed and mediated through a developing process. Adorno 

writes of the relation between concepts and the essay as though “the behavior of someone in a 

foreign country who is forced to speak its language” (2017: 71) (with the Hegelian, dialect-

ical concept here relating to the impossibility of a defined answer, an overarching ideology, 

or what Adorno also defines as part of the essay’s “utopian intention” (71)). This as the film 

mediates its material as fragments; each visual or sonic fragment carries meaning, as part of 

an essayistic construct in which the concept is concealed in “foreign country” (71). Regarding 

this specific metaphor, Adorno writes that the essay “remains vulnerable to error, as does the 

essay as form” (71). As a project, the essay is a risk-taking practice, shaking of internal disas-

semblage and reassemblage; of internal destruction and rebuilding.

There has been no extra-diegetical guidance (such as intertitles, or a voice-over of ex-

planation) introduced into the film; the montage of the film functioning as a continuous and 

non-interrupted construct, in a cinematic juxtaposition between voice, sound and image. This 

is also why it is the fragments that are of the essence in the film, the juxtapositions in them-
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selves constructing a theme, as the theme is being  formed. (And not the other way around, 

such as had been the case with a presenting intertitle, that would had served to define and im-

pose a theme onto the images.) This relation is also what makes the fragments of the film to  

interrelate across a shared framework of essayistic freedom, in defence of a form that, “is rad-

ical in its non-radicalism, in refraining from any reduction to a principle, in its accentuation 

of the partial against the total, in its fragmentary character.” (67) 

In the relation between the overarching theme of the film and the particular focus here 

described, the latter is constructing the former as the film progresses; the theme (of the film)  

being a property formed and added to in the course of the essayistic progression. The film, 

like the form of the essay, “does not try to seek the eternal in the transient and distill it out; it  

tries to render the transient eternal” (69); ie. this film does not present a concluding thematic 

answer in order to fill in pre-defined meaning. Like the essay, International creates alternat-

ing meaning across the course of the presentation.

5.1.3 An interval of juxtapositions (film description)
As the montage of the film progresses, there is a succession of cross-cuts depicting meditat-

ive and spiritual practices, the segment being introduced by the mother tongue voice-over of 

a male native American elder (Franklin Bearchild Eriacho) invoking blessings of ancestors; 

the montage here introducing religion and spirituality as a theme. As a pulsating, non-diegetic 

rhythm evolves into a main soundtrack, the succession of individuals talk about their worship 

of  choice;  all  appearing  briefly,  and one  by  one,  in  tune  with  the  unifying  non-diegetic 

rhythm of laid back electronic music. The overall montage here includes faces and individu-

als that have, by now, been introduced into the film at an earlier stage; and, likewise, also in-

dividuals about to appear in later segments. (Among which includes a meditating monk, a 

hindu elder, images from an orthodox church, the vodou ritual priestess (FIGURE 1), and 

Annie Sprinkle, meditating in smoke trajectories of incense.) 

The non-diegetical  rhythm is  being integrated into a  non-diegetic  and diegetically 

shared and interrelated sonic landscape; of voices, sonics and instruments; this as the com-

mencing montage, of sounds and visuals, is one of rhythm and music, exclusively, with the 

diegetic sonics of the montage incorporated as fragmented sounds and spoken words, across 

the montage, in infusing melody and sonic phrasing to the overall soundtrack. Here, the rela-

tion between diegetic sound and the non-diegetic rhythm of the soundtrack is functioning like 

the relation between instruments in an orchestra; the sonics working symbiotically, and in 

pace, within the rhythm. As individuals express their worship of preference, across the mont-
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age, the overall effect is a certain ambiguity concerning the subject of spirituality: what is 

here communicated are names, of deities, gods and spiritual practices; an interval succession 

leading to, in the words of Dziga Vertov, a  “Continuous shifting of the pieces until all are 

placed in a rhythmical order such that all links of meaning coincide with visual linkage.”  

(1984 [1929]: 90) Of the visual and sonic fragments recurring within this overall juxtaposi-

tion, one is that of an ascetic guru (Baba Ghi); the monk asking us to, seek, seek, keep on ask-

ing, as the cut recurs and loops within the montage (FIGURE 1).

FIGURE 1
Vodou Priestess Djossou Hounsikpê Edwige (Left); Ascetic Guru Baba Ghi (Right).

5.2 Sonic dialectics
Referring and extending the overview in section 5.1, the function of music and rhythm in the 

film is in the following subsections regarded in relation to the form of the essay. Within the 

framework of music and rhythm, the emergence of interstice is evaluated in relation to dia-

lectical tensions as the outcome of juxtaposition.

5.2.1 Sonic interstice
In the first moments of the film, a meditating monk (Toyoshige Sekiguchi) is seen at an urban 

street corner, by himself, somewhere in a country of unknown specification; cautiously drum-

ming on a thin and hand held skin drum, as busy pedestrians pass by. In this moment, the die-

getic rhythm, of his drumming, serves as introducing rhythm and music as a theme, one that 

will eventually overarch the film as a whole. At a later stage in the film, the theme (of rhythm 

and music) will be expressed by the practice of noise-music (which could be described as a 

sonic short circuit of very loud, very electric and very atonal musique concrète, the happen-

ing-like art form traditionally and decidedly being associated with urban Japan). This later 

sonic performance of Japanese  noise could be said to function as the logical outcome of a 
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rhythmical tension that evolves and progresses across the entirety of the film.

With this description of events, I would here like to focus on the very moment the 

electronic pulsating rhythm first occurs. As gibbon researcher Björn Merker (FIGURE 2) 

concludes on the need for humans to dance and sing (as described in subsection 5.1.1), the 

comment is immediately followed by the commencing pulse; as there is a cross-cut to the 

close-up of oscillator wavelengths (FIGURE 2).  Immediately after which there is a brief 

cross-cut  to  a  joyous  moment  of  the  vodou tribe:  hands  clapping,  everyone singing;  the 

sounds here (and briefly) all diegetic. After which the (non-diegetic) electronic pulse gradu-

ally returns, to evolve along the steadfast determination expressed by the vodou priestess (in 

her monologue on the vodou ritual).

At this moment, the relation between these two segments (of the research of the gib-

bons and of the vodou tribe) has been discerned as connecting a wider theme at large: a 

theme revolving around rhythm, singing and dancing. The gradually evolving manifestations 

— the two recurrently juxtaposed situations — are being presented as open-ended, as one 

emerging argument positively supports the other. There is a shared intent emerging, its direc-

tion pointing towards a dialectical resolve between two voices. But the dialectical resolve is 

not to be: rather, the rhythm, gradually functioning as the main soundtrack, is not a resolution 

of dialectical interests — but a property that is, in itself, a continuation of the dialectic tension 

within the prevailing juxtaposition.

Adorno describes the essay as a construction of  “no scaffolding and no structure” 

(2017: 71). And continues: “But the elements crystallize as a configuration through their mo-

tion. The constellation is a force field, just as every intellectual structure is necessarily trans-

formed into a force field under the essay’s gaze.” (71) The rhythm, in itself,  grows into an 

essayistic property, that is gravitating in a direction, in a dialectical “motion” — with a result-

ing “force field” that is drawing its energy from juxtaposed images, sounds and voices; emer-

ging in the in-between across essayistic practices of dialectical juxtaposition.

What I would like to define here, is the relation between the pulsating rhythm (as hav-

ing been introduced at this moment in the film) and interstice. The function of this rhythm is  

to emerge in a “direction”, of a dialectics unresolved. The electronic pulse (the rhythm) is in-

troduced: at the first beat, the interstice, in this premier introduction of external (non-diegetic) 

rhythm, is exactly pointing towards the commencement of this shared moving direction; the 

rhythm occurring as the start of a dialectical “motion”.

It is this particular “direction”, towards resolve — evolving across themes, emerging 

out of dialectics — that is one of the very essences through which the essayistic practices of  
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International is executed; the rhythm here signifying a dialectic striving for, in the words of 

Adorno,  “a conflict  brought to a standstill” (74).  Eventually,  this dialectical striving,  this 

“motion” — as signified by rhythm — is finding one of its logical disassemblages — as over-

thrown by the conflict — in the ear-shattering performance of noise-music in Tokyo, as the 

dialectical tension is here finally collapsing.

FIGURE 2
Björn Merker in the Jungle (Left); the Oscilloscope Close-Up (Right).

5.2.2 Interstice and sound image
In an analysis of the voice-over in essay film, Rascaroli (2017) assembles an overview of 

Deleuze’s concept of  sound image (of modernistic time image filmmaking), in which the 

sound (the voice-over) exists in a “broken” (117; quoting Deleuze 1989: 251) relation to the 

image:

For Deleuze, in time-image cinema “the sound itself becomes the ob-

ject of a specific framing which imposes an interstice with the visual 

framing” ([Deleuze 1989:] 180; emphasis in the original), and the ir-

rational  interval  that  separates  sound  and  image  relates  to  the 

autonomy of both and to their autonomy from their externality, from 

the out-of-field. (117)

Extending my analysis on the use of rhythm in International, I propose that the func-

tion of this rhythm is precisely that: a certain framing; mirroring a visual framing; a property 

of autonomy, that is imposing an interstice. But instead of a voice-over, it is here the rhythm, 

alternating between non-diegetic and diegetic, that is “imposing” an interstice. But as the use 

of music in the film functions both on a non-diegetic and diegetic level (as the extending and 

evolving rhythm is a factor external to the image, but simultaneously incorporates sonics that 

is  diegetic to  the  image)  the  issue  of  a  rupture,  a  “break”  between  the  image  and  the 

soundtrack is of a fractured matter.
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(I here take the opportunity to stress, that my overall description of rhythm in the film 

does not point to a specific rhythm or drum sound per se, but rather the way this rhythm is 

about to, both thematically and factually, evolve across various forms of musical expressions, 

diegetic and non-diegetic.)

The pulse commences. The first beat occurs in synchronisation with the close-up of 

the oscilloscope wavelength. As this sonic and visual moment occurs it signifies a transition,  

between diegetic rhythm (as conducted by the vodou tribe, and in extension: by the introduct-

ory drumming street monk) and non-diegetic rhythm (the electronic pulse). As this moment 

occurs, it is the first overt manifestation of that the film is about to use (non-diegetic) rhythm 

as an interconnecting property in the montage, and not only as a mere soundtrack. Further-

more, as this specific moment occurs  — this transition between diegetic and non-diegetic 

rhythm — it also signifies an overt link: between the ecstatic ritual of the vodou tribe, and  

connotations of modernity as inherent in the electronic and “modern” pulsating rhythm (con-

notations also further emphasised in the electronic wavelength of the oscilloscope as visual 

counterpart to the electronic pulse). The symbolistic connotation is here explicit, the rhythm 

of the ritual and the rhythm of the pulse both functioning as an overt expression, of rhythm as 

— as Björn Merker has informed us — a fundamental human necessity.

And it is precisely this juxtaposition — between the non-diegetic electronic pulse as 

sonic base for the  diegetic rhythms of the vodou ritual  — that creates (further) sonic inter-

stice; emerging as a Deleuzian  “sound image” in which the interstice is in relation to “the 

sound itself” (Deleuze 1989: 251); emerging not as a soundtrack “linked to an out-of-field” 

(Rascaroli 2017: 117), but as “sound image” as frame for dialectical tension.

The electronic rhythm lingers with its presence; the vodou ritual ascending as the im-

perative part of a thematic progression. Having smeared themselves in grease, and sacrificed 

chickens, the ecstatic preparations for the ritual (to varied degrees being juxtaposed across the 

montage of the film) is also in preparation — thematically speaking — for the further pro-

gression of the film itself.

5.3 Essayistic approaches
In the following subsection, visual mirroring is analysed as conditions for thought, with the 

concept of a frame within a film defined as an essayistic technique. The second subsection 

focus on a similar cinematic property: that of the close-up. Referring to the close-up as de-

scribed in  film history  (and  film theory),  the  specific  function  that  the  use  of  close-ups 

31



attracts in the film is set in relation to the emergence of thought within the juxtaposed inter-

val.

5.3.1 Framing
In relation to framing as a device in essay film, Rascaroli (2017) emphasises the essay as a 

process of searching, attuning. Though that particular analysis specifically revolves around 

“the physical act of framing, either through a lens or through postproduction devices” (170), I 

am here drawing from these conclusions, and the analysis of a dialectical “in-between”, as 

applicable in relation to a context of comparison, as such. This in the sense of (as I am about 

to conduct in this part of this analysis) a  “source” being compared to an altering frame of 

“emblematic and critical dimensions” (170). (The use of the word framing here alluding to its 

most common denotation, such as the frame around a painting; as distinguished from the dis-

cussion around “framing” in 5.2.2.)

At the introductory beginning of  International, there is a montage (about to be ana-

lysed below) of aggressive aesthetics, working in the direction of “derailing” viewer expecta-

tions. In regards to this, I am here quoting Rascaroli’s Adornian perspective at length, in or-

der to emphasise these conclusions in relation to International.

This practice is both literal and conceptual, insofar as it is a filmic op-

eration used to clarify that the essayistic object is not in evidence, is 

not natural, but must be looked for, circumscribed, and ‘cut out,’ and 

that this process is always a fabrication and the selection of a per-

spective. It is a process of framing the world from a particular view-

point, but it is also the coming-into-being of the object of the essay, 

which does not preexist it — and, thus, the coming-into-being of the 

essay itself. As such, framing in the essay film often becomes the vis-

ible evidence of a process of thinking; it becomes performative, it per-

forms the act of essayistic reflection, and in so doing it relativizes it.  

By isolating the object against its background and by wedging a gap 

between them, framing contributes to undermine the totality of the 

text and its mastery of meaning as truth. (171f)

During a cataclysmic and dense time frame, of approximately half a minute, a flicker-

ing, raster-filled frenzy is visually flickering across close to all of the major visual compon-

ents of the film; this during a fierce, mono-authoritative and aesthetically non-compromising 

audiovisual eruption. But here  — as opposed to throughout the film that is about to com-
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mence — the flickering images are of a distorted quality, appearing as distorted close-ups;  

rendered through thick television-surface raster bars, an appearance as though of distorted 

archival  “found footage” (FIGURE 3).  The aesthetics  are  confrontational,  aggressive,  as 

Japanese noise-music adds fuel to fire (here used non-diegetically, from the later diegetic per-

formance); the music crushing the montage into frenzied submission; the faces and images 

that are about to be familiar during the coming course of the film passing by in a disruptive 

flickering haze. Eventually, the pace (of the flickering visuals, and, symbiotically, of the ad-

joining noise-music) descends, as the montage turns into a briefly flashing exhibition of mov-

ing images, the material of which are the actual segments about to appear in the film.

As this particular montage commences, the images are being thrown at the spectator 

like an aggressive “point of no return”; the montage incorporating the images of the film as 

though a brief flickering experiment, about to explode from the tension of essayistic  disas-

semblage. This particular montage, introducing the film, also has the function of a framing 

device, serving to disrupt a balance; deliberately disrupting the coming “attraction value” of 

the very same fragmentary sequences that are about to assemble into the construct of the film.

As a framing device — as I here refer to Rascaroli (2017) — the montage reminds the 

viewer that the coming film is to exist as a “fabrication” (171), the montage used in order to 

“undermine” (172) the essayistic project, one that is in the process of “coming-into-being” 

(171). This prior display of visuals  seems to tell us, provocatively, intensely, that there is 

“nothing more to it”; that the coming selected order in which the montage will use these im-

ages, in searching for its object — the thinking generated — is under the influence of being 

(in aesthetic regards, I should stress!) “performative” (171). The images to come are robbed 

of pristine value, about to be mediated in a relation that is an aftermath, infused with dialect-

ical tension, a conflict, as it were; the montage having been “wedging a gap” (171), in the in-

between of the introductory frenzied montage and of the film itself, of juxtaposed intent.

The introductory montage subjects the film with a particular “frame”, one that sets a 

comparison underway. As the films opens with a “remix” of the entire film, the coming film 

could in itself also be regarded as being subjected to another kind of “remix”, a “mash-up”, 

such as already occurring in the opening montage.23 The film becomes an essay that works 

against a  “membra disjecta” (Adorno 2017: 79); meaning that the essay is not the “original 

aim” (79) (ie., the totality within Hegelian dialectics), but a copy, as the result of outpouring 

scatterings turning into, or relating to, “a pure detrimant of the presentation itself” (79). In 

23. A “mash-up” as mentioned in Baron (2014), but here alluding to a general context of pop culture.
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other words,  a  “remix”,  as  this  Adornian explanation could be interpreted,  changing and 

altering in relation to its original subject (ie., the totality), and changing “just as the function 

of many musical features changes in autonomous music” (79). Which merits a description of 

one of the fundamental dialectical properties through which the fragmented essayistic form of 

International is being implemented.

FIGURE 3
Thick Distorting Raster Bars (Left); Distorted Close-Ups (Right).

5.3.2 Close-ups
Brief close-ups of pulsating oscilloscope readings are cross-cut into the frenzied and flicker-

ing opening montage; a fluorescent green of the pulsating oscilloscope dot and wavelength 

scrambled between the images during the brief time span of the montage. The final images 

closing this introducing montage is a display of the pulsating lit name of the film, now ap-

pearing as a variation of the oscilloscope readings (FIGURE 4); the very last image of the 

montage, prior to this presentation of the name of the film, is an image of an eye (FIGURE 

4), in a close-up of distorted colours.

The eye as motif, as symbol, for the possibilities of the art of cinema occurs recur-

rently in the history of film. Un Chien Andalou (Luis Buñuel, 1929) illusory lets a human eye 

being cut open. Prior to this moment in film, Dziga Vertov used an eye as a symbol in Man 

With A Movie Camera, alluding to the theory of the all-seeing “kino-eye”. As Timothy Cor-

rigan (2011a) explains: “Graphically dramatized by the different shots that superimpose a hu-

man eye and the camera lens, Vertov’s ‘cinema eye’ […] overcomes the limitation of subject-

ive human visions by integrating them within the larger objective truths of life […].” (199) 

These two occurrences in film could be read as symbols for a cinema that “opens the eyes” 

(Un Chien Andalou) and of cinema able to penetrate and capture unseen layers of the visible 

world (Man With A Movie Camera).  In the concluding final words of  The Essay as Form, 
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Adorno (2017) deems the “innermost formal law” of the essay as “heresy”, in its very form: 

and in the ability of the essay to make visible, and open our eyes to, what the “orthodoxy” 

would like us not to see; as “something in the object becomes visible which it is orthodoxy’s 

secret and objective aim to keep invisible.” (81)

In International, the aggressiveness of the introductory montage forebodes a display 

of non-compromising attitudes, both in terms of values (ideological, moral) and, symbiotic-

ally, in terms of form; both of which make visible an Adornian sense of “heresy”. It is these 

attitudes, compressed into this introductory half a minute, that, in my reading, is part of what 

is symbolised, and visualised, in the inclusion of the close-up of the eye.

The image of the eye is not used as any more overt cut (or image) than any other, in  

terms of the relation between this image and the overall juxtaposition. I would like to stress 

this. Its power as a motif lies in what it signifies — as a human eye, rendered in distorted col-

ours across a grainy television-like surface, with heavy visual contrast between darkness and 

bright colours. Because as the image yet occurs, recurrently, it is in relation to disruption, dis-

tortion, ideological riot: as in relation to a dolly shot of Japanese suburbs, the brief cut (most 

probably filmed from a train, a Shinkansen) being extended in time by neurotically looping; 

the soundtrack here being aggressive, confrontational. The image of the eye appears in rela-

tion to spoken word ad-lib agitation; on the US as a nation of murder and violence, cross-cut  

along images of chanting and drumming Navajo native Americans. And the eye appears dur-

ing a second montage of flickering frenzy, towards the ending of the film, closing circle with 

the opening montage.

The image of the eye, and the eye as a motif, signifies a sub-theme of International: 

of seeing, visibility, exposure. The image stands in shared relation to the recurring close-up 

of the oscilloscope wavelength; the shared connotations alluding to measurements, close ob-

servations, an exposure of the obscure — and, related, to a disruption of order. As these im-

ages appear, it is through classical montage: in the sense that there are not any special trans-

ition effects occurring. (These are rare in the film, at large; the cross-cut a display of “image, 

cut, image, cut”. Raw cinema cutting.) In 2003, Mary Ann Doane writes about the close-up, 

the technique that “is always, at some level, an autonomous entity, a fragment, a ‘for-itself.’” 

(90) Here, a conclusion is made in the context of an overview spanning across film theory of 

the 1920s French avant-garde, to Russian formalism, to Gilles Deleuze, among others:

However, I am not confirming here the banal argument that the close-

up must always be read in context and that therefore film theory’s es-

pousal of the idea of its autonomy, its unavoidable despatialization, is 
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simply wrong. Indeed, I would agree that there is always a residue of 

separability, an uncontainable excess, attached to the close-up. (104f)

As the close-ups appear, across the overall montage of International, the cuts are each 

forming (here in relation to the quoted general overview of classic film theory) “a threshold 

onto a world” (91). It is this same “excess”, informing the image of the eye as used by Vertov 

(The Man With The Movie Camera) and Buñuel (Un Chien Andalou), in which the close-up 

blocks out the surroundings: in becoming, inevitable, a fragment.

The close-ups in International, as here discussed — of the eye and the oscilloscope — 

are, in this way, infusing new meaning, to images preceding and coming; the close-ups exist-

ing as spatially and temporally detached fragments of meaning within an  environment of 

fragments; ie. within “an interval that transports thought into the heart of the image” (Blüm-

linger 2016: 188; emphasis in original). Which means, that the important factor is not the in-

dividual close-ups as such, but their relation, respectively, within the interval. As the close-

ups appear as visual slivers, interstice — as emerging from dialectics set in motion — is here 

being “an entity in its own right” (Blümlinger 2016: 188). 

FIGURE 4
Oscilloscope Readings as Film Title (Left); the Close-Up of the Eye, in Distorted Colours (Right).

5.4 The archive as juxtaposition
Analysing the impact of archival material within the overall juxtaposition of the film, the 

framework of the  archive effect is evaluated in relation to the aesthetic imperatives of the 

Third Cinema movement. This as the inclusion of archival material serves a provocative in-

tention in relation to interstice.

5.4.1 The archive effect and Third Cinema lucidity
In the film, the segment that is depicting spiritual practices eventually incorporates sequences 

36



of regime repression and cult exploitation into the montage. These images bring a sudden 

dark atmosphere to the theme, as fragmented images of archival news coverage show forces 

of the Chinese regime attacking a Buddhist monastery (FIGURE 5). Following these images, 

the leader of the American “Heaven’s Gate” cult — wide-eyed, a manic stare at the viewer 

(FIGURE 5) — precedes another set of adjoining fragments, also out of archival television 

news coverage (out of American television), the found bodies of dead sect members scattered 

in beds. The visual impact is confrontational, as the blurry archival television fragments is be-

ing provocatively imposed at the viewer. This incorporation of archival material is bringing 

fragmentations of news coverage realism into the overall juxtaposition of the film. This as the 

images are not only sourced from American television broadcasting: there is also a rustic 

quality to these images, in heavy television-set raster lines across grainy visuals.

In The archive effect: found footage and the audiovisual experience of history, Jamie 

Baron (2014) describes the “archive effect”, which is a sensory reaction to archival material 

when  this  appears  as  non-contextualised  fragmentation  in  film.  Referring  to  philosopher 

Eelco Runia, Baron explains that “today the key trope of historical narrative is no longer 

metaphor but metonymy, which points to its own gaps in knowledge” (123). The metonym is 

all about  presence;  “a transfer of experience and affect generated by the uncanny contrast 

between words,  objects,  and contexts  that  are  incommensurable with – and install  a  gap 

between – one another” (123), this provoking “a sense of the ‘presence’ of history rather than 

its meaning” (13).

The archival images of Chinese oppression against the Tibetan monastery provokes, 

in the viewer, a reaction that is highly sensory. These images immediately follows after non-

archival images of a Buddhist gathering, of monks making music by the use of a wide array  

of instruments (as this diegetic sound is being incorporated into non-diegetic rhythm.) There 

is a powerful contrast, between the music-making monks, full of integrity, and the cross-cut 

into the montage of images in which violence is conducted against their monastery (as the 

viewer might assume that the archival images convey). The purpose of this contrast is to pro-

voke a  feeling — as opposed to the archival images becoming mere information; about the 

actual politics of the actual context itself. The archival images display the violence as in rela-

tion  within a  juxtaposition;  as  an  example  of  brutality,  the  images  functioning  as  mere 

“samples” (here in  the meaning such as  samples in hip-hop music)  within a  juxtaposing 

“mash-up”. But importantly, this somewhat aesthetic intent does, nonetheless, not devalue the 

impact of the actual images themselves:
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Rather than offering us a ‘meaning’ that can all too easily be under-

mined and destabilized, these films [of archive fragmentation] allow 

for a transfer of and an affective sense of the presence of history that 

cannot be so easily dismissed. (Baron 2014: 124)

In Third Cinema (and related sixties  and seventies global  movements),  confronta-

tional visual directness as a method of political urgency was, as Paul Willemen describes 

evidently (in 1989), in “an opposition to colonial and imperialist intellectuals” (1994: 180). 

Here, in slight contrast to the argument of Baron (2014), the visual confrontation is a means 

to provoke both emotion and cognition, while also not departing from the intellectual impact. 

This, as Willemen further declares, referring to Glauber Rocha, Julio García Espinosa and 

Third Cinema at large:

[…] this antagonism is never used to devalue the need for the most lu-

cid possible critical intelligence to be deployed as a crucial part of 

making films. What is at stake here is the yoking together of the cog-

nitive and the emotive aspects of the cinema. As Espinosa put it, this 

cinema is addressed ‘in a separate or co-ordinated fashion at the intel-

ligence, the emotions, the powers of intuition.’ (Willemen 1994: 180; 

Espinosa quote in MacKenzie 2014: 228)

 As the archival images of the monastery attack is juxtaposed across the overall mont-

age, the images here speak of a Third Cinema lucidity of “critical intelligence”, the images 

being provocatively evident of regime oppression. This while these images could also not be 

“dismissed” (Baron 2014: 124),  to refer to the quoted argument of  Jamie Baron. (All  of 

which, throughout the audiovisual montage, is mediated without any verbal or intertitle in-

formation.) 

Here, I conclude, it is not an indexical (documentary) set of facts that is of the concern 

for our senses, but the thought that this particular cinematic construction provokes. The inclu-

sion of these images have been preceded by the general theme of spirituality; as bridged by 

an on-going non-diegetic rhythm, that continues to weave fragmentations of diegetic sounds 

and voices into its texture. With the contrasting sudden brutality of the described archival im-

ages, the visual provocations they convey infuse dialectical thought into the montage, emer-

ging in the fractions between: 1. the rhythm of the soundtrack, 2. the (preceding) mediated 

messages of spirituality, and of 3. images of oppression and death.

In this, there are layers of interstice at play (emerging as an extension of the particular  

use of archival images in relation to the rhythm and the overall montage of the film), in the 
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sense that there is a lingering sensory conflict mediated. As these archival fragments of moral 

wrongdoings appear — and disappear — we (as viewers) are not allowed to rest our gazes for 

very long, at these images of oppression and mass suicide: because there is an immediate 

“zapping” away, a switch of “television channel” (in aesthetic terms), that bring images in 

and  out  of  the  overall  juxtaposition.  The  fragmentations  of  television  news  coverage  of 

archival indexicality provoke a feeling — a presence, an “archive effect” — of chock and 

anger, occurring as a “window” (of news coverage images) opens into a context that is brutal 

and oppressive. The archival images — of the monastery attack and of the cult mass suicide 

alike — appear, in the overall juxtaposition, as though the viewer (of the film) would be 

seated in front of a television set, zapping between its channels, as though “zapping away” 

from violence and death: the result of which leaves an interstice of disruptive in-between, 

between an “archive effect” and the continued flow of the juxtaposed montage.

FIGURE 5
Archival News Images From a Repressed Buddhist Monastery (Left); Wide-Eyed, Manic Stare of Cult Leader (Right).

5.4.2 Essayistic imperfectness
In The Essay as Form, Adorno (2017) defines the essay as “antisystematic” (70) in its very 

nature, in conveying a form that “introduces concepts unceremoniously,  ‘immediately,’ just 

as  it  receives  them.” (70)  There  is  a  spontaneous quality  to  the  sudden inclusion of  the 

archival images here discussed, as the usage of these images mediates a presence of them 

having been “found”; the rustic quality of the images making them appear as being “thrown 

in”, on the fly, into the essayistic fabric of International. There is a sense of this material aes-

thetically throwing the overall montage  “off balance”, the images occurring as dissociative 

“imperfectness” in relation to the regular, non-archival material of the film. This in a symbi-

osis  of  structured  dissonance,  visual  and  sonic,  between  the  pulse  and  sounds  of  the 

soundtrack, the pulse of the montage and of the confrontational visuals at hand. All of which 
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mediates the disjointed fragmentation of an irregular essayistic architecture. The directness of 

the  mediated  aesthetics  described,  the  “imperfectness”,  is  also  in  line  with  Julio  García 

Espinosa’s essayistic aesthetics described in For an Imperfect Cinema, of a cinema “[…] cre-

ated equally well with a Mitchell or with an 8mm camera, in a studio or in a guerrilla camp in 

the middle of the jungle” (in MacKenzie 2014: 229).

As archival material is being incorporated into the montage, it subjects the material 

having been filmed for the purpose of inclusion in the film to a shift of hierarchy. The juxta-

posing montage renders all of the material as equal. The rough quality of the archival televi-

sion material, and the way it is incorporated into the larger body of the montage (ie., the 

film), hence transmits a commentary on the film itself: the inclusion of the external archival 

images is affecting the way we perceive all of the images in the film – in their shared purpose 

of existing, on equal ground, as fragments; this mechanism also subjecting the overall mont-

age to an anachronism, in which the “contemporary relevance” (Adorno 2017: 81), in terms 

of the essayistic qualities of the film, is, likewise, equalised, across the overall juxtaposition.

The disruptive effect, of the archival images here discussed, adds further dissociative 

elements to the essayistic texture; a juxtaposed construct in which “moments are interwoven 

as in a carpet” (70). This in a continuous motion of extending dialectics, that evolves into the 

images that follows, and to the next thereafter. The threat manifested by oppressive regime 

forces and insane cult leaders is in opposition within an audiovisual “carpet” (70), of spiritu-

ality and community: the resulting contrast mediating a sense of that the latter,  the com-

munity, is being under threat of an oppressive closure from the former. This nerve of conflict-

ing dialectics continues across the entirety of the essayistic construct, continuously added to, 

as the film balances across “a conflict brought to a standstill” (74).

5.5 Geography as fragmentation
Outlining the  analysis  within the  framework of  travel  in  relation to  the essay film (as  a 

genre), geographical spatiality is evaluated in relation to the form of the essay as well as to 

questions of authenticity and ethnicity as compounds of essayistic assembly. As an extension 

of the geographical properties in the film belonging to a fantastical utopia, the title of the film 

is read under the consideration of spatial interstitiality. The subsections are introduced with a 

description of a moment in the film that is highlighted in the analysis.
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5.5.1 The hunter-gatherers of Sarawak (film description)
A nomad and  Swiss  environmental  activist  (Bruno  Manser)  speaks  about his  life  in  the 

Borneo rain forest. A progression of events depicts the Borneo rain forest’s tribe of hunter-

gatherers (the “Penans of Sarawak”, as credited at the visual ending credits); the chief of the 

tribe (Along Segá; actually uncredited in the film) raging against the machine of the cross-cut 

destruction of the Sarawak rain forest (FIGURE 6). These sequences are then, eventually, 

contrasted against modern high-rises of Tokyo (FIGURE 6); the stark contrast, between the 

rain-forest and the city, gesturing a thematic progression, as the city-scape is being thematic-

ally allied with images of bulldozers felling the Sarawak trees.

As the chief of the Penans defends the tribe’s existence, there is a vibrant rise of ten-

sion that, eventually, leads into gradually cataclysmic images of urban Tokyo; the soundtrack 

and visuals here of an aggressive attitude (as images of a marching military and of a con-

trolling police force are cross-cut into the juxtaposed texture). There is an outcry in defence 

of the rain forest, through juxtaposition, as a Maori woman (Erina Rhöse) chants to the gods, 

her face covered in traditional face tattoos; this as the trees of Sarawak, by way of juxtaposed 

cross-cuts, are being felled.

FIGURE 6
The Chief of the Sarawak Penans (Left); Modern High-Rises of Tokyo (Right).

5.5.2 Spatiality as equalisation
The film commences  — this after the opening credits — with archival NASA images, of 

planet Earth as seen from space. A voice-over reflects on our planet as a “fragile bubble of 

life afloat on a sea of nothing” (audio and visuals actually fragments out of a 1970s American 

television documentary).

The filmmakers, of this film, are of western origin — but in the film itself, there is no 

implied geographical centrality around which the cinematic structure revolves: there is no 
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“travelling” taking place in the film. In this, the “international” implied in the title serves as a  

border-less “utopia”: since no one’s travelling, there’s also no one “visiting”; the voices and 

images  — global,  international  — mediated  from a  de-centralised,  non-hierarchical  geo-

graphical spatiality. The introductory images of Earth from space serves as the introduction 

of a theme, a sub-theme, revolving around the origin of humankind; further extended, visu-

ally, at certain occasions in the film, as archival images of outpouring magma at deep sea vol-

canic vents functions as an association to the beginning of life on this planet.

Travelling and movement across geographical boundaries are often compositional as-

pects of the essay film, as a genre. If also transformation is of the very subject, in the essay  

film, it is also symbiotic that, as Timothy Corrigan (2011a) writes, “[…] one of the experen-

tial encounters that most generally test and reshape that subject are, naturally and culturally, 

the spaces of the world.” (104) With the perspective of the journey and the travel in the films 

of Chris Marker, Corrigan continues, “a multitude of many other essay films have emphas-

ized travel and space as a central motif around which complex ideas and reflections have 

been put in play.” (105) But in the mono-vocal film of voice-over essayistic portrayal, it is  

most often (in the actual films of this particular perspective) taken for granted that there ex-

ists a geographical source, a centrality, from which the travel has commenced — and from 

there having extended into new places, as the narrator is being rooted in the former in order to 

observe the latter.

I would here like to intercalate Adorno’s objection regarding the essay’s “relationship 

of nature and culture” (2017: 77), here quoting at length a part out of The Essay as Form that 

I find particularly argumentative:

This is why the origin has no more value for the essay than the super-

structure. It owes its freedom in the choice of its objects, its sover-

eignty in the face of all priorities of fact or theory, to the fact that for 

it  all  objects  are  in  a  certain  sense  equally  close  to  the  center  — 

equally close to the principle that casts its spell over all of them. It 

does not glorify concern with the original as more primordial than 

concern with what is mediated, because for it primordiality is itself an 

object of reflection, something negative. (78)

In the essay, the fragments of its construction are all measured as equal. (This as also 

concluded previously, in relation to the archive and indexicality.) Here, I equal Adorno’s 

definition of a non-valued origin with the geographically non-centralised structure of the film 

— and by this also stressing that I accept the utopian character of this evaluation (ie. the film 
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as a mediated image of a border-less utopia).

Writing on the risk of, and tradition of,  “a particular ‘ethnographic gaze’ projected 

onto the racialized Other” (2017: 72), Laura Rascaroli emphasises the mode of essayistic film 

practice as existing

in a paradoxical interstice between two genres: ethnography, intended 

as a discourse based on a scientific approach to the record of peoples, 

places, traditions, and practices strongly shaped by discourses of au-

thenticity  and  of  objectivity;  and  spheres  of  unreality/surreality  as 

associated with both surrealism and science fiction. (71)

This is true of International in as much as there is an overlap of purpose, in which an 

intent of authenticity is intertwined within a structure that swirls its subjects into a certain 

sphere of “unreality”.

To subsume: the  “superstructure” (Adorno 2017: 78) of  International is of no geo-

graphical focal point; is being equal to the “origin” (78); and is one in which its subjects are 

fragmented into a contrasting mixture of (respectful) authenticity and (respectful) unreality.

This is a definition of the very framework through which “the fragmentation or trans-

formation of strata” (Blümlinger 2016: 188) — across interrelating shifting layers of dialect-

ical juxtaposition — is made seamless: by way of a dissolved spatiality that integrates a non-

hierachial relation, between the urban modernity of Tokyo and the native hunter-gatherers of 

Sarawak. As an extension, there are none of these layers, or “strata”, within the audiovisual 

fragmentation that are not integrated into this film-wide juxtaposed and non-hierachial inter-

connection; there is no interrelated layer that is keeping “still” (in a dialectic sense) in regards 

to a mode of shifting juxtaposition. (Actually, there are one or two thematic exceptions, but  

these are not given any superior position in relation to the non-hierarchy of the montage.) All 

of the layers of the filmed material is handled as morally, geographically and ideologically 

equal;  all of the juxtaposed material being, dialectically,  “equally close to the center” (Ad-

orno 2017: 78). The superstructure that exists, is the narrative organisation of the film itself. 

In which there are no geographical focal point; and no (dialectically) “still” centre.

The essay, Adorno reflects in regards to Descartes, “point beyond the specific object 

in which they are assembled” (72). It is in the moment – in the fragment – that the essay “has 

its life” (72), a life in which the essay as a whole “becomes dissociated” (72) from its totality. 

As the chief of the Sarawak Penans is spokesperson for the collective rage of the tribe, he is  

not a speaker in a geographical periphery. He, in fact, in this moment,  is the centra of the 

essay, since it is here, where the Penan chief is located, that the essay of the film “has its life” 
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(72). As European dancers attend the Love Parade in Berlin (occurring at a later stage in the 

film), the images are of few that does not relate to diegetic music or voices accordingly. It is 

this  aspect,  and that  the  images  hitherto  have  not  been part  of  the  continuously  moving 

“strata” of fragmentation, that make these dancers seem to appear a bit exotic and foreign in 

the overall  context.  This since the juxtaposing essayism of  International has managed to 

“point beyond” (72) any implied, external or expected western centrality, as the essay as a  

whole “becomes dissociated” (72): from exactly this expected centrality.

5.5.3 The film title as utopian intention
With the name Lucky People Center International, what is alluded to is that all of the parti-

cipant voices in the film are actively engaged in a communal and collective project. Originat-

ing in the wider (actual) project of Lucky People Center, the name also alludes to a utopian 

vision — in being an essay of “utopian intention” (Adorno 2017: 71) — rather than to a spe-

cific set of actual individuals. Here, through the existence of this film, and through the name 

of this film, the utopianism of its name is extended to be of an actual international scope; in 

blending documentary indexicality with “spheres of unreality” (Rascaroli 2017: 71) in its pro-

ject.

Presenting a trajectory of the essay film in film history, Timothy Corrigan (2011a) 

elaborates on the title of 2 or 3 Things I Know About Her (Jean-Luc Godard, 1967); the title 

inheriting connotations of, “the somewhat ironic awareness that modern knowledge is shaped 

and frustrated by fragmented and reified subjects within a landscape of acquisition, enumera-

tion, and accumulation.” (53) Laura Rascaroli (2017) reflects on the name of Here and Else-

where (Jean-Luc Godard and Anne-Marie Miéville, 1976), in stating that, “[…]  Here and 

Elsewhere is placed already by its title in an in-betweenness, one that is defined not only spa-

tially, but also temporally and ideologically.” (9) It is a title conveying ambiguity and aliena-

tion;  creating  an  interstice  of  movement,  reflecting  European  post-war  moral  crisis  and 

alienation.

Drawing from these remarks, I here make a comparing regard of these qualities — of 

modernity, spatiality, temporality and ideology — as inherent within the title of this film, 

Lucky People Center International. Here implied is a state of bliss, and a meeting point, a 

centre, located in a sphere that is “international” in scope. There is a direction, in which the 

momentum is  towards,  towards a promise of shared lucid community. And here, already, 

there is a gap, an in-betweenness created; an interstitial unreality located in the in-between of 

documented reality and blissful utopia. In this, the title Lucky People Center International is 
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mirroring the ethos of a booming mid-nineties post acid-house European dance culture; a 

communal striving for bliss and primordial global community.

5.6 The poetic argument
With an extended overview of the concluding final moments of the film as a backdrop, poetic  

sensibilities are analysed as an independent argument within the form of the essay. The emer-

gence of a specific contrarian argument, within the essayistic construction of the film, serves 

as particular conditions for the emergence of interstice.

5.6.1 A crescendo and an aftermath (film description)
In an extended segment, Annie Sprinkle speaks about her life, touching on subjects such as 

being in touch with “sexual energy”; this as a subtle soundtrack of calm, non-intrusive notes 

is heard in the background. (There are archival images of her former career as a porn star in-

serted into the montage: but here the material is used as a supply of information, as context. 

And not as means of adding juxtaposed fragmentation.) The overall montage is an expression 

of Sprinkle’s meditative calmness and natural presence (her  inter-view voice here cross-cut 

between diegetic and voice-over). 

Suddenly the recognisable close-up of the oscilloscope wavelength appears, in synch 

with the pulse of an electronic drum beat, an electronic pulse returning, now in a radically 

more aggressive version; as sonics and visuals of the film is being gradually juxtaposed into a 

shared texture of visual and sonic interrelatedness (as well as of philosophical). An ascending 

tension is mediated, centred around cross-cuts of an aggressive (diegetic)  noise-music per-

formance (the second of two in the film, here performed by Mayuko Hino). As the montage 

proceeds, the (non-diegetic) rhythm gradually gains in tempo, as the rhythms (diegetic and 

non-diegetic) of musical performers, and dancers, around the world, are scrambled, juxta-

posed, into a shared audiovisual fabric; of dancers, drummers and chanting singers; all driven 

by the beat of electronic kick drums and, eventually, by the high-pitched singing of gibbon 

apes. Towards a crescendo, of flickering visuals, and gradually more intense sonics, the or-

gasmic exercises of Annie Sprinkle (FIGURE 7) flickers between silhouettes of late night 

European techno dancers. Suddenly the pace, and the music, stops, abruptly. In silence, there 

is the exhausted slow collapse of a vodou dancer in trance.

With this crescendo, the montage has here, overtly, been associating the ascending 

pace and rhythm with sexual intercourse; the sequence ending in an audiovisual cinematic 
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“orgasm”. This crescendo, and its silent aftermath, is also the logical closing of a circle — a 

final essayistic disassemblage, ending a rhythm that was introduced by the calm (diegetical) 

drumming in the very beginning of the film. The silence gradually transitions to the calmness 

of  jingling  bells  of  a  monastery’s  (Gitagong  monastery)  enormous  and slowly  revolving 

Buddhist prayer roll; the calm diegetic sound of the bells eventually playing hide and seek 

with non-diegetic, cautious bass tones. An environmental activist (Bruno Manser) performs 

the stunt of gliding down cable car wires, like a projectile across the sky over Alpine moun-

tain tops. Concurrently, and similarly, various cross-cuts conclude with the resolving end of 

several narrative arches in the film. A wrinkled old man stares profoundly at us, occupied 

with an age-old process of thread spinning, himself dressed in simple linen — the association 

here suggesting the thread as a symbol of spiritual connotations.

Across all of this final montage, there is a spiritual, meditative monologue on death, 

as a spiritual elder (Sogyal Rinpoche) alternates as voice-over and as diegetic voice. “In fact, 

to die is very simple”, this spiritual elder tells us (FIGURE 7). “You know, I'll show you. 

You breathe out.” A red evening sun sets behind a night time urban silhouette, as the (non-

diegetic) breathing of Annie Sprinkle is heard; Sprinkle calmly exhaling as part of self-erotic 

meditative  practices,  as  the  extended  breath  patches  into  (non-diegetic)  American  native 

chant-like singing (of New Mexican spiritual elder Franklin Bearchild Eriacho). After which 

the ending credits appear.

FIGURE 7
Orgasmic Exercise of Annie Sprinkle (Left); a Monologue on Death (Right).

5.6.2 Disassemblage
Writing on Pietro Marcello’s Lost and Beautiful (2015) Laura Rascaroli and Paolo Saporito 

(2023) contribute to a discussion concerning poetic sensibilities as argument, in and of itself,  

in lyric essay film; exemplifying an essay film of (“intruding”) multiple voices as eschewing 
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the ideological mono-vocalism of a single narrator:

[...] the polyvocality and multiperspectivism that this intrusion allows 

in terms of both critical and affective contribution to the film’s argu-

ment is what enables the lyric essay film to undermine ideological ho-

mogenisation and the naturalisation of situated subjective positions. 

(485)

The poetic qualities counteract and evolve the overall argument of the essayistic film, 

creating  “a mode that runs contrary to the essay’s scepticism” (465; as quoting Rascaroli 

2020: 77). It is this  disruption of  “ideological homogenisation” (485) that makes the frag-

mentation of  International to  gravitate  towards  interrelated coherency.  As the  meditative 

monologue on death follows after the  “orgiastic” montage, it is the thematic clash in  itself 

that contributes to essayistic argument. Neither the preceding celebration of dance and joy or 

the calm awareness of memento mori — “remember dying”, as Sogyal Rinpoche asks us to 

do – is, regarding the essay of International, an argument in itself. The argument is found in 

the contradiction, as emerging in the in-between; in, as Rascaroli concludes, “dialectics that 

contributes to argument” (465; as quoting Rascaroli 2020: 77).

This is also why International — on a moral, narrative and structural level — does 

not close the film with the montage of the orgiastic crescendo. The “counter-pace” and the 

“counter-philosophy” of the actual closing montage is needed in order to avoid a resolve of 

the essayistic project. The closing of the film — to turn the argument around — needs the 

juxtaposed “chaos” mediated prior (here pointing both to the immediately preceding montage 

and to the film as such), in order to convey its message.

Within the essayism of the film, the individuals, the sonics and the images are all in-

terrelated,  across  “transformation  of  strata”  (Blümlinger  2016:  188).  Hence,  as  Annie 

Sprinkle performs orgiastic exercises, with the montage here emphasising a symbolism, what 

is here mediated is the overall function of these images within the overarching essayistic mes-

sage (or: argument) of the film. In outlining Deleuze’s “time image”, Huygens specifies that 

the image, of modernistic cinema, becomes autonomous — its purpose relating to temporality 

and meaning as opposed to indexicality and narrative — as cinema, “then develops its own 

specific autonomic thoughts” (2007: Section “Auto-temporalization”).

It is precisely this essayistic and interrelated function, of the images, that makes the 

juxtaposed character of the film to be interstitially “present”  — as Deleuzian thought — 

within the calmness of the closing segment. Like a heavy freight train slowing in — as the 

train’s mass of forwarding velocity is being inherent within a counter-movement of descend-
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ing physicality — this interstitial in-between is, during this final montage of descending pace, 

in a dialectical relation to the “velocity energy” that has preceded; the contrast between the 

described two segments (the orgiastic crescendo and the monologue on death) emphasising 

inherent moral contradiction, as poetic argument within the essayistic structure of the film.

6. CONCLUSION
6.1 Conclusions
Despite the title of Adorno’s essay,  The Essay as Form, I have in this thesis not been con-

cerned with the essay as a pre-defined moulding that the analysed film is or is not conforming 

to. When the form of the essay — as defined by Adorno — has been applied in order to ana-

lyse this documentary of experimental qualities, the concern has been to understand the film 

as a container of dialectical fragmentation. It is in this sense that the form of the essay has not 

been used as a  “model”, but a  method. Non-verbal dialectic tension has been the primary 

property of this method, through which the structure of  Lucky People Center International 

has been analysed.

It is in the focus on dialectics, and its relation to Adorno’s definition of the form of 

the essay, that the method of use has incorporated the concepts of interstice and thought — 

with the interval and juxtaposition as the spaces and formations in which these concepts 

occur. 

This particular method has allowed the analysis of this thesis to move across a variety 

of facets, all of which are connected throughout the fabric of dialectics that make up the 

structure of the film. This has been of particular value in analysing the link between sound 

and image, since both of these properties are of equal importance in the overall structure of 

the film.

The analysing section of this thesis has given attention to three connected aspects. Fo-

cus has been directed at the actual description of the film, since it has been an important 

factor of this thesis to closely align the analysis with the film itself. One main focus of the  

analysis has been to use the form of the essay as a method through which to discern the work-

ings of dialectical juxtaposition. Aligned with both of these aspects, an analysis of the rela-

tion between interstice and the structure of the film has been conducted.

It has been an important aspect of this thesis to stay close to Adorno’s original text. 

The fierce attitude of Adorno’s dialectical understanding of the essay has proved to be well-
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suited in relation to the attitude mediated by the film that has been here analysed. In the first 

subsections of the analysis, Adorno’s text has been the defining framework through which the 

fragmentation of the film, at the introductory stage of the analysis, has been defined as essay-

istic in form.

In the film analysed, sound has been defined as a particular and independent space of 

dialectical thought. The over-arching use of music in relation to diegetic sounds has been 

analysed as spaces of dialectical tension. The specific importance that music occupies in this 

film has been defined in relation to thought and the form of the essay, with the music in the  

film being part of an audiovisual dialectical construction. This particular tension is in itself an 

in-between in which thought emerges: an in-between of sonic interstice.

As an example of interstice as a property of essayistic attuning, I have quoted Rascar-

oli (2017) at length regarding the use of a “frame” within a film. The mirrored aspects of the 

analysed film, in this thesis, has here been viewed as a “frame”, against which the further 

progression  of  the  montage  is  measured.  The  result  is  a  distancing  space  of  in-between 

thought, subjecting the film to disruptive attitudes. The dialectical perspective is underlined 

by referencing Adorno, with the conclusion that the use of a “mirroring” cinematic frame is  

an essayistic technique.

The singular image of the human eye is a classic motif in cinema. As a background 

context, this particular motif, as used in the analysed film, has been viewed in relation to The 

Man With The Movie Camera and Un Chien Andalou. The close-up, as technique, has been 

defined as provoking thought within the juxtaposed interval. The close-up as well as the use 

of a frame, as discussed in the same section, are spaces of emerging thought. The overall con-

clusion suggests that this is true in as much that these techniques, as productive conditions for 

thought, must be observed in relation to the interval.

The archival image breaks into the film as disruptive intrusions. This in itself gives 

rise to a certain aesthetic tension, between the images of the original material of the film and 

archival images from televised news. As the focus of this thesis has been a non-verbal under-

standing of the juxtaposed form of the essay, the dialectical tension arising from the use of 

archival  images has been regarded with a  focus  on fragmentation and thought.  With the 

“archive effect” and Third Cinema “lucidity” as part of the argument, the conclusion has been 

that the archival images infuse disruptive dialectics into the interval. Which, as an extension, 

give rise to  specific forms of conditions for thought. The images appear as a provocation, 

with an indexicality of archival qualities that function as essayistic interruptions.

The juxtaposed construction of the film has given rise to interrelated layers of dialect-
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ical tension. With this conclusion as a framework, the analysis has suggested that the property 

of geography is a non-hierarchical factor through which the execution of the film-wide juxta-

position is being structured. The conclusions define interstice as emerging in an in-between 

of documentary reality and utopian tendencies. As an extension, the conclusion is also that 

this particular interstitial quality is present also in the name of the film.

Concluding the thesis, the poetic values of the film is measured as a dialectical argu-

ment. This argument is in dialectical tension against the form of the essay. This as the essay,  

as a form, incorporates tensions within its construction. As an argument, the thesis here em-

phasises the cataclysmic segments towards the ending of the film, and the contrast arising 

from the subsequent meditative ending. The analysis returns to the specific use of juxtaposed 

layers in the film, with the conclusion that the overall juxtaposed characteristics of the film 

infuse thought as a poetic argument. This conclusion is based on the structure of the film as 

defined as essayistic in its execution.

6.2 Further concluding remarks
Adorno  categorises  the  essay  as  anachronistic.  Lucky  People  Center  International,  as  a 

statement, is an anachronism: premiered in a moment in film (1998) in which a term such as 

indexicality were (gradually) tipping over into a confusion of what is digital and what is not.  

As such  — and despite  of  being a  film devoid of  digital  post-production — the film is 

speaking to the present fragmentary media culture, and to the “post-cinema” of contemporary 

scholarly  studies.  In  this  context,  the  fragmentary  character  of  the  film  is  also  an 

anachronistic precursor to the creativity of an online media culture in which the images of the 

world are juxtaposed within the framework of digital grass-roots creativity. The film is also 

anachronistic  in  terms  of  its  relation  to  ideology,  as  a  utopian  promise  of  a  shared 

community.

In analysing film in relation to the essay as a literary form, the most relevant question 

should not be, is this an essay film? Rather, the question should be targeted at what particular 

attributes in the film that lend themselves to the form of the essay.

The  definition  of  what  constitutes  an  “essay  film”  has  shifted,  within  theoretical 

debates traditionally having regarded the genre of the essay film as having mostly verbal 

precedences in renderings of an individual experience. But as a contrasting example in film 

history, Dziga Vertov’s Man with a Movie Camera is a film in which the essayistic qualities 

are non-verbal, and instead defined in the montage. As Raymond Bellour states (as quoted in 
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2.2), concerning the idea to oppose the films of Chris Marker in terms of a proposed vicinity 

to the essay, both La Jetée and Sans Soleil are essayistic, though the actual forms of the films 

differ. In this context, International falls within the essayistic project. With this thesis, I have 

proposed an inclusion of Lucky People Center International into the corpus of this particular 

trajectory in film, of films that are to be regarded as “essayistic” in their implementation.

6.3 Summary
The  structure  of  the  documentary  film  Lucky  People  Center  International (1998)  is 

multifaceted and polyvocal in its execution. Studying the film in relation to the form of the 

essay, a framework is created from which specific and non-verbal concerns of the cinematic 

structure are analysed. This as opposed to an analysis based on the essay film as a genre.

Influenced by Laura Rascaroli’s argument in How the Essay Film Thinks (2017), the 

thesis presents  a theoretical framework based on Theodor Adorno’s  The Essay as Form, as 

well as Gilles Deleuze’s concept of interstice and thought. This in relation to Dziga Vertov’s 

theory of the interval in cinematic montage. This analytical framework serves to examine the 

non-verbal structure of the film; across the visual as well as the sonic aspects.

The disposition of the research is ordered in such a way that six different sections fo-

cus on various aspects accordingly. This while still roughly following the actual order of the 

film.

Making an overview of the introducing moments of the film, the fragmentary struc-

ture of the montage is set in relation to the form of the literary essay; such as analysed and 

described by Adorno.

Emphasising  a  montage  of  fragmentation and  juxtaposition as  the  motivator  of 

thought, the conclusions presented define these aspects of the film as central for its essayistic 

qualities. The “essay” in the film is due to the juxtaposed qualities of the narrative execution.

It is this conclusion that, concurrently, also serves as a framework for the overall ana-

lysis. As the montage juxtaposition also involves the soundtrack, this aspect is also analysed 

in relation to Adorno’s emphasis on the essay as dialectical in its form; interstice emerging in 

the in-between of visuals and sonics that are, gradually and recurrently, contrasting against 

each other across a montage of juxtaposition.

With this framework at hand, further aspects of the film is analysed.

As the film differs wildly between its sections, an introducing montage, constructed 

from the actual coming sections of the film, is measured as a “frame” as initiator of intersti-
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tial thought. In referring to film theory in regards to the use of close-up, the specific use of 

this technique is measured in relation to interval, thought and the overall structure of the film.

Analysing the effect of archival material as inserted into the juxtaposed construction 

of the film, the archive as an interstitial specific space are analysed in the framework of the 

archive effect and the politically motivated use of archival material in the context of the Third 

Cinema movement of the 1960s.

The geographical and spatial values of the film is measured as spaces of fragmenta-

tion, in relation to the form of the essay. The juxtaposed construction of the film creates “lay-

ers” of interrelated intervals, in connection to the spatial values defined as non-hierarchical. 

This is also evaluated in relation to the title of the film as aspiring to a utopian intervention.

Concluding the thesis, the final moments of the film is measured as poetic argument 

within the form of the essay; the tension within this argument giving rise to spaces of intersti -

tial thought.

Overall, the thesis defines the film in relation to the dialectical form of the essay. As a  

juxtaposed construction, the visual and sonic intent is analysed in relation to interstice, the in-

terval in the juxtaposed montage defined as productive conditions for audiovisual thought.
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Film List

2 or 3 Things I Know About Her (Jean-Luc Godard, 1967)
Afterwork (Erik Gandini, 2023)
Berlin: Symphony of a Great City (Walther Ruttman, 1927)
Chronicle of a Summer (Edgar Morin and Jean Rouch, 1961)
Drifters (John Grierson, 1929)
Here and Elsewhere (Jean-Luc Godard and Anne-Marie Miéville, 1976)
Hour of the Furnaces (Fernando Solanas and Octavio Getino, 1966/67/68)
Inflation (Hans Richter, 1928)
Information is Free (Johan Söderberg and Erik Pauser, 1995)
Koyaanisqatsi (Godfrey Reggio, 1982)
La Jetée (Chris Marker, 1962)
La Rabbia (Pier Paolo Pasolini, 1963)
Leif Elggren - Livet Döden Konsten Makten (Erik Pauser, 2025)
Letter from Siberia (Chris Marker, 1957)
Lost and Beautiful (Pietro Marcello, 2015)
Lucky People Center International (Erik Pauser and Johan Söderberg, 1998)
Man with a Movie Camera (Dziga Vertov, 1927)
Melodie der Welt (Walther Ruttman, 1929)
Nanook of the North (Robert Flaherty, 1922)
Now! (Santiago Álvarez, 1964) 
Sans Soleil (Chris Marker, 1982)
Show Me Love (Lukas Moodysson, 1998)
Surplus: Terrorized into Being Consumers (Erik Gandini, 2003)
The Swedish Theory of Love (Erik Gandini, 2016)
Tokyo Noise (Jan Röed and Johan Söderberg, 2002)
Un Chien Andalou (Luis Buñuel, 1929)
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