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Cinema has often been considered as a form of virtual experience:
elusive, weightless and immaterial. Inside the chamber of glowing
darkness, cinema embarked on a virtual journey, transposing
its audience to the realm of ghostly shadows. Cinema frees the
physical body from its cumbersome material and earthly being,
opening a fantastic world of ethereal doubles unhindered by the
laws of physics. Imaginations thrive without the need of a body,
free and pristine.

This ephemeral incorporeality, while wonderful and magical in all
its lure and might, should not however be taken as an inherent
quality of the cinematic medium. Quite on the contrary, it is a
specific effect and construct carefully engineered by meticulous
design, supported and institutionalised by a set of technical and
symbolic arrangements.

A conventional cinema is usually designed as a black box that is
marked off from the rest of the main architecture, with audience
facing a frontal screen, main speakers hidden behind. Audiences
are expected to be seated and remain silent in the dimmed room
during the film presentation. The film projector is located out-of-
sight in the back, often high above, in a separate sound-insulated
booth. The main function of this elaborate setup is to temporarily
suspend the (real) space inhibited by the audience and to conceal
the various materiality of the filmic presentation (e.g. projection,
speakers, etc) from the audience. This unique arrangement of the
cinema space, together with its associated codes of spectatorship,
seeks to render the material conditions of cinematic presentation,
immaterial. In short the effacement of materiality and spatiality is
what underlies the operation of modern cinema.

Modern cinema’s tendency to conceal its very own materiality and
spatiality stands in sharp contrast to its earlier history and practices.
Compared with the early days of cinema (and by extension the
history of its predecessors such as magic lantern shows and optical
toys), which often foregrounded and highlighted its own material
and production conditions, cinema as we know and experience
today took on a rather opposite trajectory.

While it is easy to mistakenly reduce film to an immaterial
medium, it is at the same time not difficult to rediscover cinema'’s
corporeal self as well, especially if we consider celluloid-based
analog cinema, a technology that belongs to a time that is after
all not so long ago. Celluloid cinema, which is the foundation of

cinema for over a century, is notoriously cumbersome, fragile and
messy. The unwinding rolls of film, the heavy heat and noise of
the mechanical projector, the toxic processing chemical as well
as scratches and dirt left on the film prints, all constitute a much
more recognisable material and corporeal identity of the filmic
medium.

The digital age perhaps rendered the question of cinema'’s
materiality more problematic and hidden. Pristine images and
sounds brought forth by recent digital cinema system further
obscure and complicate the status of cinema’s material being.
What used to be the signature marks of cinema’s material being,
e.g. dirt and scratches on film; noise floor inherent in analog
soundtrack, are now effectively superseded by crystal-clean noise-
free digital pictures and sounds.

However, while it is true that digital cinema operates in a much
less physical way as opposed to its previous analogue form, it does
not then follow that cinema has no material being and bearing
at all. Like many discussions related with digital media, people
often wrongfully equate digital media with immateriality. Under
this view, people see digital data as a crystal form of immaterial
permanence that can flow freely without the need of any material
base. However, digital cinema, as intangible as it seems, still
requires some forms of medium for storage and transmission.
In this sense, digital cinema is not significantly different from its
analogue predecessor.

The suppression of materiality in cinema is an interesting
phenomenon that is worthwhile for us to take a serious second
look. Hence in this exhibition, we are interested to explore
the physicality, materiality and spatiality of cinema: the “other”
dimensions of cinema that are often being overlooked. We
intend to explore these alternative sides of cinema, sides that have
been systemically neglected and marginalised under standard film
practices and spectatorship. Through this probing, we attempt to
unleash cinema’s creative potentials, extending and experimenting
cinema as a tangible, sculptural, kinetic and spatial medium.

Hard Cinema, a term that is selected and adopted as a playful and
satirical response to Lev Manovich's widely celebrated project “Soft
Cinema’, is the key curatorial concept of the current exhibition that
aims to raise questions about cinema’s material being in the post-
digital age.
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Put forward by artist / theorist Lev Manovich a decade ago, Soft
cinema is a concept as well as a multi-faceted creative project that
explores the use of algorithms and software in the filmic creative
process. It also highlights the multiplicity and hybridity of the

"

cinematic medium.  The curatorial concept of “Hard Cinema’
takes on the latter idea as a starting point but departs from
Manovich’s primary focus on screens and software. It relocates
the locus of investigation from the soft(ware) to the hard(ware) of

cinema.

“Hard Cinema” aims to explore cinema’s material and hybrid
being while re-examining its physical potentials under the current
technological and cultural conditions. It attempts to extend
cinema’s customary identity as a screen-based and time-based
medium to one that also encompasses sculptural, kinetic and
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spatial dimensions. To put it back to a historical context, the idea
of "Hard Cinema” shares similar roots, concerns, and spirits with the
traditions of expanded cinema and materialist films, which critically
and creatively explore the apparatus and physical materials of
films. The concept echoes the materialist film theorist Peter Gidal's
idea that regards films as both “object and procedure!

To revisit the physicality, materiality and spatiality of cinema is not
meant to be nostalgic (artistic or intellectual-wise), nor meant to
outright deny traditional practices of filmmaking; rather it is a way
to realise, unearth and continuously expand the full potentials and
experience of the cinematic. To put it in a different perspective, it
is essentially a question about the cinematic, and the conditions
that constitute the cinematic experience.
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CINEMA 2.0 spatial concept by XCEED a motif of film mechanics and cinematic process to echo with the theme of Hard Cinema.

www.ifva.com



