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Doctor and Poet Oliver Wendell Holmes once made the statement: “A mind that is streched to a new idea can never return to it’s original dimension.” That once we finally see something, we can never un-see that same thing.


It’s oddly circular how things occur at times, and I had to completely re-write this opening essay on the film PI for this year after watching the 3rd season of the TV show Heroes. Inspiration always occurs in the least  likliest of places they say, but that’s not quite it. .


There will be a point you come to in life, maybe in ten years, maybe tommorow, maybe it’s already happened, maybe today... where your mind will be stretched to that new dimension Holmes talks about... to a small degree you probably experience this all the time, especially on the weekdays from 8 to 3 - it’s called learning. Now there are two kinds of learning... gradual learning - which is what you’re probably used to - where ideas and concepts are slowly introduced, and you are guided through the understanding and acceptance (or the negation) of them by trained proffesionals... Then there is the other kind, the kind that is more in line with Holmes’ statement - this would be the pail of ice water in the face method: where your entire life can be changed in the blink of an eye, usually by a sudden cataclysmic experience or realization... I have been through both these kinds of learning, and can vouch for the validity of each. And even though I can list off the all major “ice water” defining moments of education in my life on one hand, and I can still vividly recall the exact moment and pretty much what I was thinking at that time; and even though all that other “gradual education” stuff is a non defined blur that I can barely remember, it’s that blur that I look at as the preparation for me being able to recognize those few “moments”, to not miss them, and most importantly to make the right choice when it happened - or to at least trust in yourself to make the right choice.  

Because, inspiration is found in the unlikeliest of places and the truth always reveals itself in strange mysterious ways, and one needs to be prepared to catch these moments when they happen.

.So, anyway, back to Heroes.


During the 1st episode of season 3, a season where the definitions of “good” and “evil” and the permeating line in constant flux between the two is explored in this quasi cheesy well made soap opera about super heroes. Mohinder Suresh, the middle eastern doctor with the washboard abs and never ending supply of “the wet look” hair style, who also doubles as the series’ narrator, began to speak in a somber voice over.


The visuals under the words were these panning shots over various countrysides, all the places the myriad of stories that season would begin to take place. The intent with this visual montage of places was to create this sense of space - the space of the Heroes saga about to emerge, and as well to create a sense of loss -  as the main plot of that saga was about the fall from grace and the forming of sides for the coming battle of good and evil. The words Suresh were speaking quickly appeared earliy familiar to me, like I’d heard them before. Halfway through I realized he was reciting the very Yeats poem we will be covering in this section. And while part of me was more blown away that Heroes would be quoting a Yeats Poem... I mean, it’s Heroes... another part of me was able to recognize this as a moment that could be used. Over the years, I have trained myself to not shrug off coincidence or similarity, but to use those instances as ways to try and figure things out. If the world is an equation to be solved, then these things would be the evidence, or the proofs that would back up any theories one might have.


There are no accidents.


I would suggest tracking down that episode of Heroes, as the reading of the poem is a great reading - I don’t have the heart to endorse the watching of Heroes... I like it... but I don’t want to force my opinions on anyone.


Now, while I’m loathe to bring up the spectre of Avatar at this moment, I feel like I must, because, to me, it fully belongs in the conversations found in the Lopate and Avant-Pop readings as well as the Yeats poem. The creators of Avatar have proclaimed themselves to be the ones who, through this movie, have pushed the art of film- making to the next level... I have two problems with that.

A: this is very much not true if one looks closely at what that particular film is and how it compares to the history of film-making in general - it pushes one small boundry solely related to realistic facial expressions in digital animation... that’s all it does, period.

And B: The creators of the movie are self proclaiming themselves to be the next revolutionizing force in cinema - self proclaiming... and the world is following their lead. Which is very dangerous for cinema.


I will now make the monumental jump from Avatar to PI - a film whose budget probably wouldn’t be able to pay for a second of Avatar, and which came out 12 years before it... but in many ways is more revolutionary to this day then Avatar can ever hope to be. Much of the hype behind Avatar is in relation to it’s ability to immerse the viewer in the false world of Pandora through it’s 3-D technology, well what you may soon realize is that PI is also able to acheive a very similar immersion effect, but through it’s use of the most basic and fundamental techniques of movie-making, and the immersion into the world of PI is probably a much more intense and lasting one.


The four films I have chosen for this section are not merely random choices from my own personal set of “favorite films”. Each one was chosen for it’s relation to the next, and all four play upon each other to tell what I see as a larger tale. There will be certain connections and similarities to be seen in each - some will be very meaningful, and some will be less so.


I choose PI to start off with, because ultimately, PI tells the story of this class. Max, the subject of the film, searches deeper and deeper into what appear to be the most random and meaningless signs and signals to try and discover what he cannot see for himself on the surface. This is what I want you to do over the next two  

weeks, to follow the lead of Max... at least up to a certain point -   

we want you to follow the concept of Max, not neccesarily his actions (why we don’t condone what he does will become very clear, very early on, and most especially at the end)


Imagine Max to be a metaphor for learning.


PI is a film about the search for truth, the search for knowledge, it’s about the path’s one must take in order to get to that place of learning where no one else has been - to break new ground, to understand the world like no one else, and to then clear the way for others to follow you towards that truth you have revealed - to provide the platform for the creation of those “moments” I talked about, moments that can bring people to that very next dimension. In the past, I’ve used a metaphor here, that learning is a path which ultimately brings the student towards a cliff’s edge - the edge being the extent of their teachers knowledge. The emptiness which stretches out past the edge in front of the student is daunting, and many would turn back because they see nothing further out there. Some may see glimpses of certain undefinable things in the darkness, but unsure of how to get there without falling, will turn back as well - then there are some who can see those tangible things out there and believe that they can also see the way to bridge that gap and reach the next piece of the path - then they actually try it... they make the blind leap forwards past the safe zone of the cliff’s edge. There are two sorts of people who fall into this category - really smart people, and really crazy people. The smart person is the one who sees the way over the emptiness, who goes there, and returns with the way cleared for everyone else. The crazy person is the one who also sees something there and makes the effort to reach it, yet they either where imagining the place that would support them, and fall into the void; or they really do reach a substitive place of enlightened knowledge, but they cannot figure out how to get back to the rest of us and become trapped in that place they went. These are the risks one must take when you venture into new uncharted levels of thought and intelligence, one must have faith that one is right, because if one is wrong - there’s no coming back.



Filmmaker Daren Aronofsky is very much an embodiment of this ideal.  

He has made four films (PI, Requiem for a Dream,  The Fountain, and The Wrestler), all of which have been daring in their own ways, and each of which very much have braved that fall into the depths, and each have succeeded in various aspects. His films hit high and hard, defying all the senses of what we know and are comfortable with in the movies. He knowingly plays with the format, the pace, the structure, and especially the beauty of film. His films one might say are grotesquely beautiful.


In around 1916 or so an art form grew out of Europe called DADA - it grew from a feeling of unrest; a feeling that the world around them was falling apart. The dadaist believed that global warfare and the rise of the machine were contributing to the decay of modern society; that life, love, art and all of humanity was falling under the mechanic wheels of mass industry. To them, romanticism and all things so associated where dead and irrelevant - something had to be done.  

DADA was born from a belief in the form, function, importance and more specifically the beauty of chaos; that in order to create one had to first destroy everything that you knew, or thought you knew, about the way it had always been. The dadaist was an anti-artist who created anti-art. To them, DADA was everything and yet DADA was nothing, it was serious yet a joke, it should change the world and it should be ignored, it should exist and it should die. Aronofsky’s films are by no means DADA films, but they play off a similar viewpoint - you must attempt to destroy what you think you know about movies in order to accept them... they are not welcoming works of art, his films will brush you away and annoy you, but at the same time are completely engrossing and impossible to turn away from.


PI is Aronofsky’s first film. It is a film about the line between genius and insanity, and what that leap into the void will do to a person if they are a little off course, or even if they are dead on the nose - for there is always genius found inside insanity as there is always insanity found inside of genius. Many respected historical discoverers of new ideas or techniques were ridiculed and considered insane in their day, ignored and shunned in their lifetime, yet revered after they were long gone - this is the curse of the genius and the insane, it’s not all that clear which is which, and occasionally they merge into one. PI is made in a filmic style and structure that was very new for it’s time - many of the things he does in this film are fairly common today, but when it came out in

1997 it was a jarred people awake, some stuck around, and some who ran in disillusionment. What is so dangerously genius about this film is not that he invented new camera angles, or any sort of filmic technique  - everything that he does in this film had been done before - it’s that he took all the ingredients that go into a “film”  

and tore them apart and then put them back together in a new form and function never seen before. It was as if he created a new language for film to be spoken in, or, more precisely, a new dialect. Things like quick edits into extreme close-ups, jerky handheld mobile cameras that stalk and move with the main character at all times (and is even occasionally at imes attached to his body) were all things that had been done before, but where given a new face in this film.  

Aronofsky took the language of film and twisted it into a maddening spiral which echoed the reeling's of his main character - through the very style of this film we become forcibly intertwined in the mind of Max, we trail along behind him like a comet’s tail in his quest for reason inside the unreasonable, logic inside the illogic, order inside the disorder, the calm inside the hurricane... the meanings to be found between numbers. As the film progresses it begins to turn inwards on itself like the snake eating it’s tail, as the film, and Max, search for that genius inside the insanity, and as a result eats us along with itself - it runs headlong toward that edge of reason and insanity and hurtles itself and us over it headlong into the darkness of the unknown... into that abyss. This film is madness, and in becoming that, so proves it’s own genius.


Any true search for truth and knowledge, successful or not, will leave you permanently altered - for good or bad... To learn is to forget, to discover is to destroy, to succeed is to fail, to live is to die or most importantly: the reverse - To forget is to learn, to destroy is to create, to fail is to succeed, and to die is to live.

