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the cinematic void

desert iconographies in michelangelo
thirteen

antonioni's zabriskie point

matthew gandy

The mode of expression in the cinema of Antonioni
is characterized by a layering of mystery and indeter-
minacy in which there is a blurring of any distinction
between objective and subjective dimensions to visual
perception.

Céline Scemama-Heard'

introduction

On a warm summer evening in Berlin one can occasionally see a vast
desert landscape shimmering beneath the blinking lights of the Alexan-
derplatz Fernsehturm on the city’s skyline. The Feilufkin, or ‘apcnrau
cinema,” ashrine to one of

most enduring movies o emerge from the lae 19605, bﬂhmg £ mlldly
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bleached gypsum. The rlease of Michelangelo Antonion's Zabrik Fot
amix of adulati

ity ot least because of the enormous expense and mystery surround-

of American society has subsequently acquired something of a cult sta-
tus in its guise s existential desert drama rather than in its originally

political revolution. Part psychedelic passion play and part neo-Marxian
d he £l i

landscapes of Arizona and southern California.

One of

tion of  “dialogue” between the actor and the landscape in which the
the pres-

ence of the human figure.* This

of place,

but s an emphasis on the experience of landscape in human conscious-
ness. The modern idea of landscape that Raymond Williams succinctly
characterized as one of *separation and observation” has in the cinematic
space of reunited within the psycho-geographic realm of
cinematic protagonists.” Antonionis engagement with the power of
‘modern spaces to provoke fear, anxiety, and disorientation has become
significant philosophical attempts to delineate (or unbound) our
understanding of place as a corporeal experience that cannot casily be
contained or categorized within modernist conceptions of rationality
or spatial order. The most powerful of these interactions between the
human figure and the landscape is provided by Antonion's fascination
with those desolate spaces that have the power to evoke deep unease or
catharsis. Even his earliest and now largely destroyed documentary film
Del gente del Po (1943/1947), which explores the landscape and people of the
Po estuary in northern Italy, contains many of the distinctive elements
of an “Antonionian landscape™ the use of slow and lingering tracking
shots; the deployment of cloud, mist, and other natural elements to add
complexity to the mise en scéne; and the exquisite attention to aesthetic
detail.* We can trace a shift within Antonioni’s films from the neoreal-
ist “urban deserts” portrayed in earlier features such as La nate (1960) and
Ledise 1962) toward a gradual engagement with real deserts as powerful
‘metaphors for social and cultural redemption in Zabriske Pint 1969) and
The Passenger (1975) (Figure 13.1).* The desert is for Antonioni not only a
concete spac 9 b comveyedinall s assthere complesity but o an
Im through which we can exps
h

ent facets of|
as E i w




Figure [3.1

Production still from Zabrikie Point.

a powerful tableau for the enactment of a particular form of cultural e
tique framed within the teleological discourses of modernist thought.
Despite the classic insights of film critics such as Béla Baldzs, André

i under-

explored and somewhat enigmatic dimension of modern culture. This
may in part be due to the perpetual uncertainty surrounding the rela-
b iégorical iehi

popular however, the neglect

cinema. The very idea of the cinematic landscape as an object of critical
inquiry consequently facesa degree of “dislocation” in which the cultural

i i be occluded
from critical analysis or theoretical discussion. This chapter attempts to

wider social and

ltural tothese
external influences. In relation to Zabriski Pai, for example, the desert
landscape introduces a medley of intersecting themes ranging from the

of “primitivism” as an implici riposte to the perceived artificality of the
urban landscape. Yet, as this chapter seeks to show, Antonioni’s use of
these arid ies of limitations

0 the director’ attempt to use ideological motifs drawn from nature in
order to articulate a wider critique of American socicty.

Pron sne g1
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Following the resounding critical and commercial success of Blow-Up
(1967), set amid the vibrant cultural scene of 19605 London, Antonioni
secured an unprecedented degree of financial and artistic freedom from
Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer studios for the making of his first American fea-
ture, Zabriske Pont (1970), named after a remote desert outcrop in Death
Valley, California. His strong bargaining position emerged at a unique
juncture in the history of U.S. cinema when many of the top grossing
films were being made outside of the Hollywood studio system. This

i Antonioni to bring in key person-

nel, such as the cinematographer Alfio Contini from taly, to the chagrin
of the Hollywood studio unions. No editing was to be carried out in the
United States (an unprecedented departure from the usual Hollywood
practice), and the two lead roles were to be flled by unknown nonpro-
fesional actos. Location shoors were consisently used in prefrence to
extra floor was
to the Mobil Oil hudq..mm In Los Angeles,for example,tobe used
instead of a cheap i "
id,

nments; and for the explosion sequence at the end of the
film an elaborate building complex, constructed in the American mod-
ernist style of architects such as Frank Lloyd Wright and Bruce Goff, was
built on a desert hillside surrounded by 17 cameras in specially prepared
concrete silos.*

bt ly 2
attempt to reverse its dwindling profits through the establishment of a
successful foothold in the growing market for youth culture.’In his occa-
sional interviews Antonioni declined to give any clear indication of what
the film would be about, yet MGM had already committed over $3 mil
lion dollars to the project ( figure which would be quickly exceeded as
production dragged on). Antonioni suggested somewhat obliquely that

22 . .

desert en

with billboards in the landscape. “The story
Twant to tell” declared Antonion, “is typically American, not only in its

cal meaning.™* “Zabriskie Poin,” explained Antonioni, “was not intended as

X -

messureof culurslauthenticiy hrough o cxample, the deployment
young play’ Fred Gardner
(the former Ramparts edlmr) to assist with the screenplay and perhaps also
to act as counterfoils to accusations of an establishment sellout through
his contract with MGM.
When 1970,
Antonioni had d since




LAwentura was booed at Cannes in 1960. A number of leading U.S. critcs
clearly resented Antonioni’s attempt to represent the contemporary cul-
tural and political upheaval facing American society. Elliot Morgenstern
of Newsweek for example, considered that the film was “bad enough to give
anti-Americanism a bad name’; Pauline Kael in the New Yorker lambasted
the film as “a crumbling ruin of a movie’s and Vincent Can "
in the New York Times, derided the film's “stunning superficiality.”® Parts
of the underground press were also hostile to Zakriske Pont, along with a
spate of other general release political films appearing in 1970 such as The
Adivs, Ge i, and The Srawberry S hat these films
failed to deliver
2002 But other USS. i '
and technical excellence (the vivid landscape photography, for example,
was enhanced by Antonioni’s first use of Panavision). Larry Cohen, for
instance, writing in The Hallyvood Reportr,found Continis photography to
be “uniformly brilliant” and defended the unorthodox use of nonprofes-
sional actors." Outside the United States the representation of landscape
festured far more prominently in the fil' riical rception but there
ase ove power of the film and
the clumsy handling of political themes."*

Part of the awkward complexity of Zalriske Pain i derived from Anto-
nioni’ attempt to convey so many different aspects of American socicty.
simulfancously: the political dynamics of the American youth move-
ment; the economic realities of American capitalism; the iconographics

his main
protagonists as they struggle to make sense of their situation. The tense.
interplay example,
land ithin the
ture of the film, istori
d the use of historical foot-

y represen-
tations of these events. Though the political import of Zabrisi int and s
associated critical opprobrium have waned since the early 1970s, the film
of allegorical

point of depa
portrayals of the American landscape.

the logic of disintegration

‘The title sequence for Zabriskie Pin,like Antonion?’s Red Desert (1964), uses

aseres of out-offocus images to signal a kmd of aesthetic and political
I yellow fil

are accompanied by ethereal psychedelic music to induce a trip-like fecl

£0 the beginning of the ilm befoe we fade o 4 raucous student meet-

ing. The fixes

with the diffuse
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and ab L p y of the film s sig-
nalled from the start by Kathleen Cleaver, the i ofthe Black Panthrs
leader Eldridge Cleaver, shown at the centre of a tense gathering of radical
student activists (Figure 13.2).” Cleaver and the few other Black activists
their white

g y
comrades. Amid demands to close down the university, a middle-class
female student asks what “would make white people revolutionary,” but
Cleaver warns that “the whole point i that the enemy are invisible.” The
discussion turns to the question of direct action and the risk of death for
the student activists. We encounter one of the films principal protago-
nists, Mark (played by Mark Frechette), who has been standing listening
to the discussion all along and suddenly announces that he is willing to
die too. The crowd turns toward him, and he leaves the room. His exit
provokes an angry reproach from another student who dismisses Mark's
utterance as “nonsense” and adds that if he wants to be a revolutionary
then “he has to learn to work with other people.” But anger and confu-
sion quickly turn to farce as another student quips laconically to scat-
tered laughter that he remains “resolute in his struggle against bourgeois
* The American political stage of the late

Figure 132

Production still from Zabriskie Point.



as a fractured and chaotic melee of differing opinions in which no clear

course of action can be discerned.

In the next sequence Mark embarks on a brief tour of Los Angeles in

a red pickup truck. Our first encounter with the world outside the uni-

by aseries of with

idealized landscapes of the American Southwest. Beyond these imagi-

nary landscapes the real city is depicted as an alienating jumble of office
ldings, fac i i

music. This “jarring of the senses” denotes a Simmelian reading of the
urban landscape as one thatis dominated by commerce, abstract human
relations, and, of course, a *blasé” outlook. Perhaps in a reference to his
earlier depiction of industrial Ravenna in Red Deser, we are confronted by
a sequence of red signs set to the clanking reverberations of mechanical
music. “The billboards are an obsession of Los Angeles,” reflects Anto-
nioni. “To us the billboards are so contrary, but for the people who live

¥ " The vi )

tation of Los Angeles as a threatening and alienating city is interwoven
isis of the 1960s.

In one understated yet powerful sequence, Mark and a colleague buy a
gun from a firearms store. They manage to obtain a weapon without 2
license on the pretext that they live in a *borderline” neighbourhood. As

ey P prop y
shoot into the house. An implicit urban topography of fear and racism is
l justi

in the defence of property.

Another crucial dimension to the carly part of the film is the rolc of
4 real estate company in the unfolding drama. We first encounter the
film's other principal protagonist Daria (played by Daria Halprin) by the
security desk of what is represented as a dynamic property company
in downtown Los Angeles. We sce her adopting a somewhat coguett-
ish demeanour with her new boss, the successful real state attorney
Lee Allen (played by Rod Taylor), in the air-conditioned steilty of the
company’s reception area. In  later scene we find Allen promoting his
scheme for aluxury desert development complex called “Sunny Dunes™
10 3 room of potential investors. The promotional films for the project
depict an array of water features in a clear intimation of the centrality
of water to wealth and power in southern California. Grinning man-
nequins populate a synthetic utopia of model golf courses, manicured
lawns, and state-of-the-art kitchens.

I the final scene, which takes place on the university campus, vio-
lence erupts between large crowds of students and heavily armed police
during which
pus unrest at Berkele

" Mark witnesses a ituation in which an unarmed
the

pron sum 41
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in an ambiguous moment which leaves us unsure who shot the police
offis ek s “borzowing”
akesol y t. Mark'saerial

play on the

technological vistas associated with Tellan Faturist tradisions:fs, we
encounter a scemingly endless expanse of homes, swimming pools, and
parking lots; then, as we gain altitude, we observe vast freeway intersec-

the
tant haze of the desert beyond.

The film d level view of d
and ridges of the desert a5 scen through the window of Daris geen
Buick. ilm

returns us briefly to the real estate office in Los Angeles where e
opment project is being negotiaed over large-sale e and plans with
talk of “water and E -
erfully juxtapose the serenity of Daria’s encounter wnh the real desrt
and the remote commodification of land and nature m...g undertaken

in downtown Los Angel the desert

with @ stop-off in a godforsaken place cled Btliser where shc pecis
ly the past.

fading 4 “small town values™

g

the combined threats of displacement and redevelopment. The main

street s littered with the debris of former prosperity. Rusted upturned

cars e lifelessly under the full glare of the mid-day sun as if to empha-

size the sense of a redundant community facing both social and physical
. b N

town after being pestered by a gang of street kids and hurries back to her
car. We are left with a final image of a lone man in profile sitting at an

i bar; the sense of torpor is emphasized by cigarette smoke curling
languidly toward the ceiling
the beautiful void
The fl the film
away from din Los an

exploration of more abstract themes. In this sense Zabriskie Pt marks a

continuity with Antonionis earlier explorations of spatial voids, waste-

1 hich

as Lawentara (1959) and Red Desert (1964). As we leave the last vestiges of
h

“decentred” or unbounded space in which any distinction between real
i eroded.

¥ P Pl ly
Recent philosophical explorations of unusual spatial forms have
played a significant role in reinterpreting the critical legacy of Antonioni




d Iresponses to
his work. Gilles Deleuze, for example, has identified the changing land-
scapes of the 1960s and ashifc
in cinematic space from the “movement-image” to the “time-image."*
Deleuze attempts to break free from the Metzian legacy of structural-
st cinematic theory by exploring the emergence of cultural forms or
images within the medium of cinema that do not correspond with any
a priori conceptual schema. He is not interested in the identification of
any putative visual syntax but in an engagement with filmmaking as a
form of philosophical and cultural innovation.” It s difficult, however,
to subsume Antonioni’s intllectual project within @ postsructuralist
ork because vision

a largely teleological, dualistic, and hierarchical conception of modern
culture® His depiction of relations between nature and culture, for
example, remains resolutely nondilectical inis neoromantic emphasis
on primal origins that lie outside of * During the production of
the film, Antonioni referred to the landscapes of Zabriske Paint as “pri
tive? in a clear intimation of his search for  primordial aesthetic to jux-
tapose with th ved ‘modern urban

2).

‘The German cultural critic Tom Holert has recently suggested that

opment of North American Land Art exemplified by the work of artists
such as Robert Smithson, Michael Heizer, and Walter De Maria. Whilst
i J

in
within popular culture, he tends to elide different strands of landscape
aesthetics by overextending his analysis of the intellectual complex-
ity behind Land Art. He treats it as if it corresponded with the kind of
increasingly abstract desert vision articulated by Antonioni. The
cal difference between Antonionis representation of nature and leading
Land Artists such as Robert Smithson is that in Antonioni’s conception
of primal or *first nature” relations between nature and culture remain
essentially pre-given rather than socially constructed. While Antonioni
and Smithson both enjoyed an ambivalent relationship with contempo-
rary forms of social and ecological critique, they nonetheless stem from

thson, for example, b ical quality, whereas for
ved antis nature and
In this 's depiction of th
does not f pancf prure i i prac-
lind the emer-

gence of Land Art in the late 19605 Antonioni uses “nature” in Zabriskic

Poinin pl g

prox smewauE 1
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of *history™: something
layer of human consci d . Yet within
ofhistorialerasure lurks the ‘ghost of colonialism? in which pre-Euro-

i
of Western culture.” This is reflected, for instance, in f\moni:nl's use of
Native American motifs such as Daria’s buckskin clothes at the close of
the film toindicate bis attachment 0.3 bighly romanticied conceprion
of cultural the

th leological

i A
Land Art.” The role of nature within the development of abstract expres-
sionism, for example, emerged within the critical discourses of “high
modernism” as a twentieth-century extension to the romantic sublime

perience. The issue,
then, i the relationship between cinematic abstraction and the history of
cultural modernism within which the postwar move toward abstraction
played a significant yet historically specific roe.

The juxtaposition of desert landscape with a “primal” conception
of nature is most strikingly evoked in Zabristi Pont by the eroticization
of landscape. This is gradually developed in the film by the powerfully
anthropomorphic representation of the arid landscape as a series of
undulating flesh-coloured human forms. When we eventually arrive
at the remote desert promontory after which the film is named, we are
confronted by an expanse of deeply dissected and folded hills bathed in
aluminous rosy light. The framing of the two figures in the landscape

prurein

y of but
the camera hovers over the “empty” space and draws back to depict the
hillside in stunning clarity and detail. The bleached landscape appears
to listen and respond to the human figures, creating ts own echo of spa-

of “ "is
reached with th Daria and Mark that

a panoramic expanse of lovers across the arid hillside (played by mem-
bers of Joe Chaikin's Open Theatre). The desert orgy sequence i clearly
an imaginary projection of Daria—like the film’s violent finale—and
can be interpreted as a means to represent her sexual pleasure through
a temporary loss of identity. The scene of desert ecstasy can be read asa
play on the p: ofan

out irony to the arid badlands of Death wnm However,the bleached
colouration of the desert sex scene (in contrast with the vivid pink hues
deployed on the arrival of Mark and Daria in the desert) also implies a
morbid juxiaposition of erosicism with death. As Mark and Daria make
love thereisa

i
o fhex s gl iprsentedaste il of gt T e se of the



b d ‘Marxian
bert M.

in the i freed form of political
action.™ But Antonioni’ of sexuality
than this i Zabriske

withia deep sense of melancholy. This s suggested by the brupt epre-
sentation of an empty expanw of rocks at the end of the love scene in
which
and the slamming of a car izt i ot
the desert landscape.

spectacle and denouement

After the desert love scene Mark returns the now gaudily painted plane
to the airfield in L les and surrounded by I
Moments later we see his body slumped across the control panel of the
aircraft. Daria continues her journey to meet her boss at an elaborate
meeting complexin the Arizona desert and hears of Mark’s death on the
car radio (Figure 13.3). In a moment of forlorn contemplation, she stands
by her parked car as if to abandon her journey but resolves to continue.
The imposing desert building provides a striking contrast with the dis-
sected and frangible landscapes of Zabriskic Ront: its gleaming angular
structure abuts the arid hillside in defiance of nature. Daria enters the
landscaped atrium of the building complex with its elaborate water fea-
cres and presses hr body against & water-covered rock in 3 moment of
The camera
pans bick to depict the entire complex with s intricate pateerns ofreflc-
i e i (b Tesecs b

We
can observe Allen and his business associates debating over the details of
the planned real estate scheme through large plate glass windows: only

igure 13.3
Still from Zabriske Point.
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‘momentary segments of dialogue are audible but the faces are closely
depicted in their intense negotiations. After briefly meeting with her
boss, who appears surprised yet delighted at her arrival, Daria wanders
through the strange building, She encounters a Native American domes-
tic servant in a stairwell, and they exchange knowing glances in a clear
intimation of her political awakening She then flees the building and
runs back to her car. She drives a short distance away, gets out of the car
and stands with her back toward us so that we face the desert real estate

ith her (Figure 13:4). The
pages of a copy of Natinal Geagraphic flutter in the breczes an abandoned
cigarette slowly burns; Allen and his business associates discuss a model
of the planned development (their faces oddly refracted through a glass
table top). The camera pans back again repeatedly to our shared vantage
point with Daria, and there is a momentary stillness. Then the entire
ng explodes; ot once, but repeatedl, and from diferent angles. A
burning debris

y
thrown in every direction.
Following the dramatic and repeated representation of the explod-

ing building, there is an extraordinary shift in tempo toward the elegiac

asa television set, rows of bookshelves, a clothes rail, and a fully stocked

i ul-
3 3. The sreen
is filled with a spray of pieces of white electrical gond( set against a pale
blue sky followed by an array of undamaged objects such as apples, fish,
sausages, whole cuts of meat, and black balloons. The strange assortment

Figure 134
Still from Zabriki Pin.



of moving abjects resembles a drop of pond water or some other micro-
scopic world magnified many times to reveal a menagerie of unfamiliar
organisms. The drifting detritus of consumer culture is reminiscent of
the garbage-strewn industrial landscapes in Red Desert and represents not
just a disavowal of avaricious consumption but also suggests the release
of things from the “prison of their existence.™™ The meaning of waste is a
recurring preoccupation in Antonioni’s cinema that we can trace back to
his stiking documentary, Nettzza whana (1948), about the street sweepers
of Rome. Antoni

i s clearly fascinated by the *ornate wastefulness” of

| disreg; ryday objects. He builds

L i forexample,

inF:Scott -

tion of the “roaring twenties” before the Great Crash and the emerging
postwar critiqué and bul

P
by Vance Packard. Waste s for Antonioni not simply a question of mate-
rial
t0 the experience of modernity and the perpetual forces of entropy and
disintegration.

s clear, howeve
Her destructive fantasy is both a political mirage and also an imaginary
attempt to avenge the death of her lover. It can also be read as a symbol
of her poli
between 4.1 debris
of the modernist citadel marks a simultaneous coalescence of abstract

icization driven by a new awareness of the interconnections

student debate. As with any utopian discourse, however, the new politi-
cal form must be imagined within the context of existing reality: hence
the cathartic aspect of the film as a repudiation of American society in
the face of the death of her lover and the wider injustices alluded to dur-
ing the duration of the film. At one level, the fantasy of v
tion for Mark’s death also represents a confrontation with the rapacious

dlandscapes o cal

lent retribu-

fornia. The explosion can be read as a disavowal of the violence that is
implicit not only in the cultural and political origins of commodities but
also in their. y. *In Zabriske Point,” i, “the.
material wealth of America, which we see in advertisements and on bill-
boards along the roads, isitself a violent influence, perhaps even the root
of violence” (1970). At another level, however, the eschatological theme
also connects with the menace of cold war nuclear destruction, the cen-
trality of desert space to the testing and development of military hard-
ware and the idea of a redemptive "maus-mLmhmm.m npocnlvp:e S
intersection betwween cinematic space and the development of military
spectacle.” The compound-like structure of the desert building edifice

of the real

pros U sy
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certainly shares some similarities with the kind of cell-ike architectural

spaces associated with the U.S. atomic testing program with its mixed

emphasis on defence and observation. Desert space emerges in Zabriske
litical,

which new kinds of landscapes are created and destroyed. Yet the desert
retains an “intact silence” in the words of Jean Baudrillard, even after its
violence.

conclusion

By the carly 19705, the cinematic desert had become a kind of tabla rasa
around which countercultural discourses could develop in opposition to
the perceived hegemony and cultural inautheniciy ofndustrial capial-
ism. In the case of European and North American cinema the shifting
relationship between landscape and popular culture combined with the

the philosophical and political possibilitis of desert space as a locus for
clturs critique.” The deset represeated 3 kind f cnematie ronter
new . Con-

sider,for example, Werner Herzog's ghostly depiction ofthe Sl
Mogana (1971), Nicolas Roeg’s mystical evocation of the Australian out-
back in Walkahou (1970), or Pier Paolo Pasolini’s use of location shoots in
o

n Fata

In these and other exemplars, desert space serves as  dramatic stage for
cultural redemption through a confrontation between different belief

plicidly pr implic-

iy,
tural “authenticity.” For Antonioni, however, the desert motifis deployed
not simply to assert the continuing cultural salience of the premodern
but to explore the existential dilemmas that underpin modernity itself
through the confrontation between his cinematic protagonists and the
looming emptiness or incomprehensibilty of these extraordinary land-

scapes. the city to the desert, the flandscape
vapour trails, and rock for-
part of alarger canvas: h

pomorphic quality to the eeri stillness of the desert. At the same time,
he retains a profound sense of an underlying "nature” buried beneath the
y the

toreveal i that

capitalism. Yet Antonion’s neoromantic attachment to the human sub-
ject s belid by his framing of the human figure within the andscape
to produce an i between human

the indifference of inanimate nature. Many critical responses to his cin-




ematic legacy have tended to take these universalist themes at face value

cultural and historical context. Or, more recently, his work has been sim.-
plistically appropriated within a putative postmodern cinematic canon
on account of its complexity and indeterminacy, thereby flattening and

y cogent histori cultural mod dits cin-
ematic expression.” In contrast, this chapter has sought to engage with
the cinematic landscape i Zabriski Point s 2 distinctive historical moment
reflected in the disparate encounters between different strands of envi-
ronmentalist and political critique ranging from the Marcusian repu-
diation of consumer capitalism to the contemporary “rediscovery” of
non-European and premodern cultural forms.

The film Zabriske Pon seeks to evoke a vivid sense of place—the spe-
cific cultural and political milieu of Vietnam-cra America—and at the
same time develop a more abstract experience of space through the jux-
taposition of Los Angeles with the vast desert landscapes lying beyond
the urban fringe. Antonioni uses the American landscape as a powerful
metaphor for intellectual uncertainty by indicating a different rhythm
of time, a geological space outside of modernity, and also as a means to
develop a “primiivii” critique of the perceived arificialiy of consumer
capitalism. In this sense, the film signals a far more ambitious intellectual

 project than his depiction of London in Blow-Up (1967) because he tries to

convey both an accurate porrait of late 1960s America and also uncover
a “structural truth” about the nature of reality.” The sharp if somewhat
caricatured political delineations of Zabriske i ace in part reflective of

p the devel-
opment of talian cinema even if Antonioni had himself moved further
away from neorealism than many of his Italian contemporaries. In this
sense, the mixed reception experienced by the film tetifics to the dif
ferent cultures of political filmmaking which developed in Italy during
the 19505 as distinct from those in the United States where the political
legacy of McCarthyism served to suppress the direct cinematic represen-
tation ‘Though widely regarded as  f

cal and aesthetic power of desert landscapes within the specific context
of the social and political upheaval facing 1960 America. For Antonioni

olitcal themes are often played out in terms of individual psychologi-
cal dramas rather than straightforward allusions to political movements
or ideas; in Zabriskie Pon we encounter a mix of representational strate-
gies ranging from the documentary style of the opening to the destruc-
tive fantasy sequence that closes the film. The significance of cinema for
‘modern conceptions of landscape stems from the malleability of the cin-
ematic medium as a locus for changing interpretations of space in which

bers
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and between cinema and the wider development of philosophical ideas
ar ngoged in. perperualprocess o sencgotstion nd rlormulation. |
is within legacy of lows
So many different conceptual vantage points from which to explore the
changing relations between space and modern culture.

notes
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