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The dialogues and engagements between the fields of anthropology and contemporary art emerging over the last decades have been increasingly nuanced, provocative and insightful. They are also interestingly elusive. As an anthropologist who has long been drawn to incorporating elements of artistic practice into my own research, I still struggle with defining such work—is it art or anthropology or something else entirely? For all my efforts to situate my own practice within a distinct disciplinary framework (art-anthropology?), it is still not entirely clear to me how to articulate this framework, where exactly it belongs. Plenty of artists and anthropologists now collaborate or borrow ideas from each other and apply them to their own work, whether this involves filmmaking or exhibition-making or social practice. But most of these projects are still classified ultimately as either art or anthropology, leaving insufficient space to explore the subtleties of their intertwined relationship. Such readings leave these works in a bind: categorized as art, they often are accused of falling short of proper anthropology; categorized as anthropology, they often are dismissed as bad art. 

Where is the sweet spot of convergence, that enigmatic ground where both art and anthropology can co-exist, each on their own terms but also in genuine correspondence with one another? The field has now developed to a point where the space between these two arenas has sharper focus but is still in flux, not quite fleshed out to its full potential. Arnd Schneider’s most recent book, Expanded Visions, adds another integral component to this evolving scaffolding, examining the configurations of ‘consilience’ that arise when these two realms come into contact (a space he refers to as ‘art-ethnography’). From experimental filmmaking practices to the social dynamics of film production, Schneider engages with a diverse set of examples, delving into the theoretical implications of such work within contemporary anthropology. 

The book builds upon questions raised in his earlier volume (co-edited with Caterina Pasqualino), Experimental Film and Anthropology (2014), which explored the capacity of experimental filmmaking to contribute to a more innovative body of anthropological theory and practice. In Expanded Visions, Schneider reiterates the need to transcend the ‘realist-naturalist paradigm’ that still dominates visual anthropology and ethnographic filmmaking (p. 15), arguing that the continued unproblematized treatment of the medium of film as a mechanism of verisimilitude hinders the potential for more profound anthropological insights into processes of vision and perception. He maintains that a deeper and more radical dialogue with the arts is critical for developing new approaches to ethnographic research and representation. 

In the first part of his book, Schneider presents an overview of experimental filmmaking practices, and considers their contributions to anthropology. He invokes Baudrillard, warning that because most ethnographic film verges on the ‘hyperreal’, too often presumed as a simulacrum of reality, such illusionary practice can only be successfully interrogated through experimental and artistic means. Such disruptive strategies might include physical manipulation of the camera, film or other equipment, highlighting its role as a ‘medium coming between us and our senses’ (p. 48) and calling attention to the materiality and objecthood of the image itself. They might involve more embodied approaches to camerawork, conveying the subjectivity and perspectival biases implicit in all processes of observation. Or they might incorporate what Schneider refers to as ‘off-center’ approaches to filmmaking, underscoring the artifice involved in what and how we see through the cinematic image, a requisite starting point for any critical anthropological theorization of vision and perception. 

Schneider analyzes works by Juan Downey, Sharon Lockhart and Michael Oppitz (all produced between the late ‘70s and the mid ‘90s) as some of the earliest practices demonstrating visual media’s capacity to mobilize critiques raised by anthropology’s ‘writing culture’ debates and apply them beyond text-based arenas. These projects played with the formal possibilities of the moving image, expanding the reach of film, photography, video and installation within anthropological contexts. Schneider shows how their uses of technical experimentation, structural editing, narrative fragmentation and the deliberate curtailing of contextual information rejected the authoritative and totalizing tendencies of ethnographic analysis, and challenged conventional visual processes of representation.

Another experimental, hybrid form that Schneider examines is the photo film, a cross between film and photography, where a sequence of stills is screened throughout a film’s temporal duration. Aside from a few references to the classic photo films by Chris Marker and Alain Resnais, Schneider notes, anthropological literature has paid scant attention to this genre. He evaluates photo films made in the 1960s by the German duo Hubert Fichte (a writer) and Leonore Mau (a photographer), and those made just over a decade ago by John Haviland (a linguistic anthropologist) and Dick Blau (a film professor). Rather than perpetuating the illusion of movement, as traditional films do in their projections of 24 frames per second, they convey an extended sequence of discrete images, fracturing any seamless sense of temporal continuity. As Schneider argues, this filmic treatment of the still image has the capacity to draw viewers toward a more heightened awareness of the visual mechanisms at work, with important implications for anthropological understandings of time, narrative and memory.

In a chapter on filmic engagements with the topic of museum decolonization, Schneider again cites Marker and Resnais as examples of filmmakers who in their pioneering work Statues Also Die (1953) used experimental visual language to critique colonialism and question the white, Western, othering gaze. Schneider goes on to discuss contemporary films, video installations, distributed screens and performances by Duncan Campbell, Ariella Azoulay, Amanda Strong, Theo Eshetu, Janine Prins, Leone Contini and Khadija Von Zimenburg. He examines how these works, with their performative approaches toward ethnographic artifacts and experimental treatments of the gaze, constitute expanded forms of visual practice, contributing to critical anthropological dialogues around issues of decolonization and repatriation. 

Schneider also explores how particular elements associated with film production can be linked to an ‘expanded sociality of cinema’ (p. 105), where both the sites and practices of filmmaking can be seen as mediating new kinds of social relations. He recounts his own research into the production of an Argentinian feature film on a Mapuche indigenous reservation, linking the constructed realities of the film set to those of the anthropological field site, and drawing parallels between the ‘hyperreal’ qualities of script interpretation and those of fieldwork and ethnographic research design. In another chapter, Schneider relays how a participatory cinema organization in a small town in Argentina not only generated new relationships among community members, but also contributed to a revitalization of interest in local cinematic culture, including theatres and production studios. 

The chapter that delves most deeply into a specific practitioner of ‘art-ethnography’ focuses on recent work by Cyrill Lachaur, a German filmmaker and anthropologist. As an ‘ethnographically inflected moving image artist’ (p. 145), Lachaur embraces a thorough blending of artistic and anthropological knowledge and practice. His films incorporate bodily and sensory approaches toward their subject matter, preferring oblique and meandering modes of audio-visual presentation over more direct forms of explanation. His pieces involve evocative reflections on such issues as cultural displacements, political struggles, abandoned landscapes and lost histories. His attentive camerawork (unstaged scenes, small details, drawn-out zooms) reveals the contingent relationship between the people and places he is filming, and calls attention to the tenuousness of the observer’s perspective. As Schneider notes, the meaning of Lachaur’s work can be found not only in the images he presents, but also beyond the palpable, within the realms of the unspoken and the unseen.

Through its wide-ranging case studies, this book serves as a valuable inquiry into how typically non-anthropological modes of filmmaking can both question and amplify the contents and forms of conventional anthropological research and practice. It depicts well-known and lesser-known projects that address the material processes of vision and other sensory modes to promote deep and original engagements with anthropological issues of representation, observation, narrative, performance, positionality, agency, othering and the material and social dynamics of cinematic production. It offers readers much to ponder regarding the next steps for the field of art-ethnography. It is now time to seriously (but also playfully) investigate and theorize what happens when experimental and artistic practices become more integrally fused with anthropology and its objects, and to evaluate these outlooks and approaches not as strategies to be applied, or as fundamentally external to each discipline, but rather as a curious mixture of shared and divergent operations that are co-constitutive of new, mysterious, dynamic and unpredictable forms of looking, reflecting, telling, understanding and making. 
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