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Casper Tybjerg, Kobenhavns Universitet

Artifacts, Series, and Solutions

The earliest mention of the idea of a film history without names that I have been able to find dates back
to the beginning of the 1980s and occurs in an essay by David Bordwell. I am going to begin by going back to
this early invocation of the phrase “Film History without Names” and point out the potential pitfalls I think
it reveals for a project flying that banner. Then I would like to present art historian George Kubler’s concept
of series and discuss whether it affords a way of structuring a film history without names in a way that does
not become overly deterministic. André Gaudreault has developed his concept of “séries culturelles” indepen-
dently from Kubler, and it has a rather different sense. I will briefly discuss these differences in the final part
of my paper, pointing out some of the drawbacks of Kubler’s approach.

Wolfflin and the Problems of Anonymous Film History

David Bordwell’s essay, entitled “Textual Analysis, Etc.,” is a pointed critique of Metz’s grand syntagmatique.
As an alternative to it, Bordwell offers the detailed study of a large sample of ordinary films, the project that
would become The Classical Hollywood Cinema a few years later. On the basis of this analysis, he hopes to
reconstruct historical norms of cinematic style. He writes: “You may object that a construction of histori-
cal norms of cinematic representation could become an autonomous history of style, a “film history without
names’ close to Heinrich Wolfflin’s conception of art history.”* Here, then, Bordwell suggests that writing a
“film history without names” would be an exercise in formalism so extreme that no right-thinking person (in-
cluding himself) would indulge in it, and to describe his project in such terms would be a caricature. Interest-
ingly, the reference attached to Bordwell’s mention of a “film history without names” is not to any of Wolfflin’s
works, but to Arnold Hauser’s The Philosophy of Art History from 1958. Hauser places his entire discussion
of not just Wolfflin, but most of academic art history under the heading “Art History without Names”: the
phrase appears at the top of every right-hand page for more than a third of his book 2

While Heinrich Wolfflin did use the phrase “‘Kunstgeschichte ohne Namen’” in the 1915 preface to the first
edition of Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe, we find that it appears as a throwaway remark, put in quotation
marks by Wolfflin himself> Moreover, Wolfflin left the original preface out of the subsequent editions of the
book, possibly because of the hostility provoked by the phrase “art history without names.” Nor is it included
with the English translation, Principles of Art History, first published in 1932.4 What Wolfflin seems to have
had in mind would be some kind of morphological atlas of visual devices, showing their development through
masses of illustrations. Such a work, presumably, would document the developmental trajectories of the visual
arts. He speaks of “developments in the drawing of figures, the drawing of cloth, the drawing of trees.” These
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