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Shinji Kohmoto

Avrtistic Director
ParasophiaiKyoto International Festival of Contemporary Culture 2015

Thank you, everyone, for taking the time to attend this lecture. My name is Shinji Kohmoto, and | am
the artistic director of Parasophia: Kyoto International Festival of Contemporary Culture 2015. Today
we will present our very first event, a lecture by Mr. Akira Mizuta Lippit, but before that, | would like to

speak briefly about the exhibition in 2015.

The Kyoto International Festival of Contemporary Culture is an international exhibition of con-
temporary art, like for example the Venice Biennale or the Yokohama Triennale, that will be held here
in Kyoto. There is however a major difference between Parasophia and most other international
exhibitions: This project was initiated by the private sector, by a member of the Kyoto Association of
Corporate Executives. In other words, the project was conceived by the private sector and has won
the support of the public sector, an extremely rare case in Japan. We would like to continue to fully
support this voluntary action taken by a citizen of Kyoto and to work toward its realization.

As a brand-new project starting from absolute ground zero, with no previously existing organi-
zation on which to be based, and with the intention of communicating the direction our team is taking,
Parasophia is presenting the Open Research Program. In this program, we will open part of the Para-
sophia Office’s research process to the general public, so that it can be shared with as many people
as possible and to gradually build an understanding of what we are working for.

The main venues for the exhibition in 2015 will be the Kyoto Municipal Museum of Art and the
Museum of Kyoto. It is very fortunate that the first Open Research Program can be held at the Muse-
um of Kyoto. Many of the artists who will be participating in the exhibition in 2015 will most likely be
deeply involved in film/cinema, or the structure of film. In this sense, we feel deeply honored to have
the opportunity to work in partnership with the Museum of Kyoto, an institute that is highly respected

for their longstanding studies in Japanese film.

Without further ado, | would now like to introduce our lecturer for this evening, Mr. Akira Mizuta
Lippit. Mr. Mizuta Lippit is based in the University of Southern California. His specialty is film studies,
particularly East Asian films, and he has published excellent research papers on the subject. He is
absolutely brilliant. His perspective in reading films is extremely unique and also very broad, and when
he talks about films, he is actually talking about the problems of language as well. | trust you will see

what | mean by this by listening to his lecture today.
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The incommensurability of/cats and|dogs _provides a rhetorical frame for D. W. Giriffith’s The Birth of
a Nation (1915), a revisionist history/of the American Civil War (1861-65) and its aftermath. Early in
the film, Griffith visualizes the expression “like cats and dogs” to underscore the absolute divide of
race. The differing views of race and race relations between the North and South take on, in Griffith’s
paranoid histery, an evolutionary dimension. The Cameron family patriarch reads news of the coming
war with'his son, while petting the kitten in his lap; at his feet are two puppies, which the kitten espies.
As the two men discuss the state of affairs, the camera notices the kitten’s gaze and tilting downward,
and reframes the shot around the kitten above and puppies. After some more family scenes including
Ben Cameron’s interactions with his youngest sister—identified in the film only as “Pet Sister”—and
views of the family’s Mammie in blackface, another daughter Margaret descends the staircase, and
discovers a letter from their family friends to the north, the Stonemans. At that moment, the father
drops the kitten onto the puppies below. A single-word inter-title, “Hostilities,” interrupts the scene,
which concludes with the Kitten assaulting the puppiesh The meaning is not particularly subtle: just as
cats and dogs don’t get along, North and South ought o remain apart. But the invocation of animal
species extends the metaphor beyondNorthérners.and Southerners to the races, whites and blacks.
From above, from the north, blacks will descend onto the south, and with them, catastrophe. The
downward movement is important; everything falls from above. Catastrophe, from the Greek “kata-,”
also means “down,” a force pressing downward. Unnatural forces from the North bear down upon the
South, and the perverse unions it seeks are rendered in metaphor, like cats and dogs.

The north brings not only Blacks but also Elsie Stoneman, whose appearance in the film is also
associated with a cat. Although she appears once in an earlier scene with her father, Griffith introduc-
es the film’s star, Lillian Gish, from behind a curtain. With only her feet visible at first, Elsie’s debut is
preceded by her cat. When she finally steps out from behind the curtain, Elsie appears cradling her cat
like a Madonna and child, an emblem perhaps of her unavailable sexuality that drives everyone in the
film crazy. It is also Elsie Stoneman and her sex that rains down from above, like a kitten descending
on the sleepy dogs below.

North and South, Blacks and Whites, women and men, cats and dogs—these are the immiscible
and unnatural couples that The Birth of a Nation abhors. The true targets of Griffith’s film are the mu-

lattoes, the mixed. In this imaginary history, the racist phobias are directed most vehemently against
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the phenomenon and phenomenology of miscegenation, while proclaiming the virtues of historical
purity, and the fantasy of a pure cinema “written in lightning,” as Woodrow Wilson is alleged to have
said of the film: “It’s like writing history with lightning. And my only regret,” he says, “is that it is all
terribly true.” The terrible truth is cinema’s ability to write history with lightning (photography) without
figures and without even language. Giriffith’s film, however, mobilizes an arsenal of mixed metaphors,
the substitution of figures for events, a rhetorical and filmic miscegenation that mimics the very phe-
nomenon it assails. Mixing the immiscible is like comparing cats and dogs, or like breeding cats with
dogs to be more precise, and such intercourses, along with the discourses they engender, threaten to
pervert natural order irreversibly. The mulattoes that populate The Birth of a Nation are the specters
and spooks of this perversion incarnate, monsters mixed black and white, cat and dog. If the North
and South—the values, races, and ideologies that define each—are as immiscible as cats and dogs,
then Giriffith’s own blend of history and fiction, fact and fantasy under the authority, if not authenticity
of “the Bible and Shakespeare,” two immiscible literary works invoked in the film’s prologue, introduce
the figurative dimension of literature into Giriffith’s history, and with it an array of rhetorical tropes,
perhaps none more conspicuous than catachresis. Giriffith’s scene of cats and dogs offers a mixed
metaphor about mixing metaphors.

Catachresis, the misuse or strained use of words, refers more broadly to misapplied figures of
language, especially mixed metaphors. The “abuse or perversion of a trope or metaphor,” says the
Oxford English Dictionary. Catachresis includes one of the worst abuses of language, mixing meta-
phors. But what exactly is wrong with mixing metaphors? It presumes that figurative systems should
remain closed and kept apart one from the other, that the integrity of a rhetorical system rests with its
purity. Mixing metaphors mixes not only elements of different systems together, but mixes the entire
systems, putting at risk those very systems. Still, how does one abuse or pervert a trope if tropes are
in some basic sense already abusive and perverse uses of language? Metaphors are by definition
mixed systems (systems of mixing) in which meanings from one system are carried over to another
in the effort to illuminate an idea in one with the force of signification from another. The very point of
metaphor is to transpose figures from an outside register to supplement a meaning where no viable
figure already exists. In this sense, the very expression “mixed metaphor” is redundant, and could
be considered itself a catachresis. The trespass of mixed metaphors, perhaps, is the confusion of
secondary systems of meaning that produce figures for figures without end, an infinite regress without
return to a primary system of meaning. Mixed metaphors threaten to displace meaning further outside
until meaning can only take place outside in a state of permanent eccentricity. But what if such out-
sides were in fact the destination of meaning? What if this is where one finds meaning—always—in
the abusive and perverse inscription of tropes?

What disturbs the protocols of fiction and figurative language is not necessarily disruptive in other
media, like cinema for example. While weak metaphors, such as the cats and dogs in The Birth of

a Nation are weak regardless of their medium, the logic of aligning non-contiguous materials into a
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single economy forms the very basis of film editing and the celebrated montage of the Soviet School,
among many others. The dialectical “copulation,” as Eisenstein calls editing, generates meaning
where none was previously visible, a logic taken to extreme by the Surrealists. It is the rhetorical basis
on which cinema operates. Given the structure of montage, are mixed metaphors even possible in
cinema? When isn’t a film metaphor mixed?

Nowhere more or less so than in Leni Riefenstahl’s epic catachresis, The Triumph of the Will (1935).
The film’s opening sequences follow Hitler as he travels by motorcade toward the site of the 1934 Nazi
Party Gongress in Nuremberg after his symbolic descent from the heavens. (The catastrophe from
above.) The cheering masses, many of them women and children, salute and wave to Hitler, who
acknowledges themgbenignly=asshesmoves throughgthescitym=ihe views=aresoften from behind Hitler’'s
shoulder, looking downwards from his Vantage/point and also from above.' The constant verticality
of the film reaches an apex when at one point'in the procession, the camera finds a cat perched on a
windowsill, shot in low angle, an unfurled swastika by its side. With its back turned toward the FUhrer
(although peering from behind), the cat is licking itself until the camera passes by, when it seems to
take notice and turns,its ‘attention to Hitler, whose place in the scene is occupied by the camera. The
film cuts to Hitler who appears to notice the cat: he turns his head to the right and glances upward in
the direction of the cat.” Once again the cat above. The sequence is a classic example of film gram-
mar. It is unlikely that this exchange took place beyond the diegesis. Most likely, the encounter is
an invention of the film, created in montage. High andilow, feline and fascist; the downward look of
the cat, like Griffith’s falling cat, can be seen'as a figure'ofycatastrophey That to come and which is
already here.»How tosunderstandsthis instance’of .eye: contact forgedfin the edit; why is it there, this
encounter between the Fiihrer and the feline? Are even Germany’s cats Nazi? Is this the meaning of
Riefenstahl’s catachresis? Is Hitler’s charisma, on display in Nuremburg, so powerful that even cats
fall under his spell? Or is this cat licking itself an obscene gesture directed at Hitler, a refusal of fas-
cism, anti-Semitism, and National Socialism, like “Bobby,” the dog beyond the fence that Levinas calls
“the last Kantian in Germany”?' Is the brief flash of recognition between Hitler and a cat a figure of
something otherwise unnamable in this insufferable film, its redemption?

Amidst the energetic masses, the scene also frames a moment of solitude, the singularity of a
look, a shot-reaction shot, between Hitler and one other. Riefenstahl’s choice of a cat for this ex-
change with Hitler may not be so accidental. According to a website, “Cats That Look Like Hitler”
( ), some cats are born with a strong resemblance to Adolph Hitler. The
website calls such hybrids “Kitlers,” and features hundreds of portraits sent in by its visitors. Given the
apparent frequency of such likenesses, what if the union that Riefenstahl engenders between Hitler

and the cat in her film was already part of an illicit grammar, one that found points of contact where

1 Levinas recounts the appearance of a dog while imprisoned in a Nazi labor camp. Levinas and the prisoners named this
dog, the only living being that acknowledged them as beings, “Bobby,” and “the last Kantian in Nazi Germany” (Emmanuel
Levinas, “The Name of a Dog, or Natural Rights,” in Difficult Freedom: Essays on Judaism, trans. Sean Hand [Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1990], 153).
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there are none, or where none should exist? Are cats and Hitler really less dissimilar than cats and
dogs?

From another side of history, Jacques Derrida invokes the scene or obscene of a cat, his cat,
which looks at him naked. Derrida describes at length his own embarrassment at finding himself the
object of his cat’s look, at finding himself watching his cat looking at him nude. Derrida’s embarrass-
ment effects a feeling of shame (and of feeling ashamed of his shame) when he recognizes himself
naked in the eyes of his cat. It is a moment of self-recognition in Derrida’s account, an instance of
the gaze like the one Sartre describes at the keyhole in Les Mots. Like Derrida, the cat is also naked,
stripped of all its figures: “I must immediately make it clear,” says Derrida, “the cat | am talking about is
a real cat, truly, believe me, a little cat. It isn’t the figure of a cat. It doesn’t silently enter the bedroom
as an allegory for all the cats on the earth, the felines that traverse our myths and religions, literature
and fables.” But unlike Derrida, this cat—and all animals—can never be naked the way that human
beings are, since only human beings, according to Derrida, are capable of being naked. Dressed and
undressed, or adressed, Derrida is naked before his cat, who is, in this instance, a tropeless cat.

Derrida’s cat, however singular, is not the only one. Carolee Schneemann’s Fuses (1964-67), an
experimental film that includes sequences of sexual intercourse between the filmmaker and her part-
ner, composer James Tenney, features her cat Kitch as a spectator, witness, voyeur. Not unlike the cat
that looks at Hitler, Kitch plays the role of a camera inscribed within the film’s diegesis. Looking and
looked at, at once seeing and seen, the cat embodies the figure of the look as a bioscope. Is it bad
taste for a cat to look at human sex? Is it kitsch; is Kitch the cat a figure for kitsch, another instance
of catachresis in the form of a cat?

There are more, everywhere it seems, in catastrophes. Elsewhere, a cat intervenes in Alain
Resnais@and Marguerite Duras’s interracial love story, Hiroshima mon amour (1959), a film that names
one catastrophe—a downward gesture, the bomb that drops from the sky—only to turn away from
itmgubhe=film=featuresgan endless=series of catachresesyHewand: ShepHiroshima andglNevers, fapan
and France, documentary/and fiction, disaster and|its_disavowal or erasure, each bound together
by Duras’s extreme French' This cat appears unexpectedly in a scene of unrelenting tension, one of
many that characterizes the film. After gazing intently into each other’s eyes, she turns away, and in
a gesture that recalls Griffith’s tilt downward (“cata-"), drops to the ground and begins to pet a white
catt He follows her downwardiand says, “You give me a tremendous desire to love.” (“Tu me donnes
beaucoup ’envie d’aimer.”)

If 'one of the film’s themes is absolute incommensurability, then the cat seems to appear at this
moment as its figure, its embodiment. But where did this cat come from, this real cat in an imaginary
French film aboyt catastrophe? Does every catastrophe involve a cat, a real cat? It was always there,

beyond the frame, until the camera’s tilt downward bringsiinto view. (This cat appears moments be-

2 Jacques Derrida, “The Animal That Therefore | Am (More to Follow),” in The Animal That Therefore | Am, ed. Marie-Louise
Mallet, trans. David Wills (New York: Fordham University Press, 2008), 6, original emphases.
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fore, when he finds her resting after her shoot.) Indeed, one could ascribe the original low angle of the
shot to the cat’s perspective. Duras’s writerly dialogue notwithstanding, this is a textbook example
of catachresis in any language. In any tongue, even a cat’s. But does a real cat (and cats are always
real, it seems) have to be in every scene of catachresis? Is this the way to underscore the rhetoric as
if there were some natural and thus non-catachrestic relation between the image of the cat and the
trope of catachresis? Are cats the real figures of catachresis? Is a scene of catachresis without a cat
incomplete, a catalexis?

Are cats essential figures for the visualization of catachresis? Isn’t a system that recognizes the
shared letters of each already a catachresis par excellence? As if the sequence of letters provided
an essential affinity between the two? Like when Freud tells it like it is and says, “J’appelle un chat
un chat.” Resolute in his determination to speak frankly about sexual matters like a “gynecologist,”
Freud turns to the;French tonguesto characterize histechnicaldanguage withoutfigures. Isn’t this also
a catachresis? He callsacat a catjin French, this French chat or chatter meant tg emphasize his insis-
tence that “the best way of speaking about suchgthings [bodily organs and processgs] is to be dry and
direct.” At which point he offers a metaphor about calling cats “cats” in French. A double catachre-
sis and anacatachresis: Freud restores his French metaphor to the scene of its obscenity by stripping
away thefigure until a cat is just a cat. This wish to call a cat a cat is not only Freud’s; it is an originary
desire embedded in language to name properly all things, a deictic fantasy more photographic than
linguistic? Sartre invokes the same expression in his call for writers to engage politically: “The function
of the writer,” he says, “is to call a cat a cat.”* To tell things as they are, to bear witness, and to render
language photographic/ “V’appelle un chat un chat” can be understood as the desire for a language
that can never come tg pass, a language lost always in the essential catachreses (figures) that form all
language:. Freud’s gynecological expression is remarkable for bringing this language to bear hyster-
ically upon the body in the figure of a cat. La chatte, a female cat is also French slang for the female
sex, afigure folded within a figure in French. This pun, conscious or unconscious, works in multiple
tongues, and, in several translations. When Freud says “l call bodily organs and processes by their
technical names, and | tell those to the patient if they—the names, | mean—happen to be unknown to
her” and then calls them all a “cat”; isn’t his fantasy of a catachresis in reverse, of assigning technical
or/defigured names to “Bodily argansiandiprocesses,” in fact an exemplary instance of catachresis?®

It all.comes down'to, catachresis, marked by the downward spirals or catastrophes that bring
human figures to their knees, pushing them to all fours: Griffith’s Northern catachreses, Riefenstahl’s
German catachreses, Resnais’s Franco-Japanese catachreses. (These catachreses are as much

about races as they are about species. Could one see the bad rhetorical form of catachresis as a

3 Sigmund Freud, “Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria,” in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological
Works of Sigmund Freud, ed. and trans. James Strachey (London: Hogarth Press and the Institute of Psycho-Analysis, 1953),
VII: 48.

4 Jean-Paul Sartre, What Is Literature?, Bernard Frechtman (Gloucester, Mass: Peter Smith, 1978), 278. In the English trans-
lation: “The function of a writer is to call a spade a spade.”

5 Freud, “Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria,” 48.
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mode of desegregation, would such a claim be yet another example of catachresis without end?)
And what if it turned out that catachresis, far from defining a failed rhetorical form in cinema, came
to exemplify the medium’s very rhetorical foundation? What if the scene of a cat looking at Hitler, at
Schneemann and Tenney, at Derrida figured the essential impurity of pure cinema? The catastrophic
end of this and every grammar? And what about Chris Marker’s many cats, peering into his camera
as the figure for the possibility of cinema, not least of all his “Grinning Cat,” an echo of the Cheshire
Cat that leaves behind nothing but its affect, a smile or grin (or leer), a stencil, an obscenity embodied
at the precise moment of its disembodiment, of its disarticulation? Roland Barthes imagines the film
spectator “disarticulated” and “limp like a sleeping cat,” “Mou comme un chat endormi, il se sent peu
quelque désarticulé.”®

If the cinema’s signifiers are imaginary, as Christian Metz says, then aren’t all of its signs, its
visual and aural images, its movement and time images, “transferred from some other realm to name
improperly what has no proper name”? Film images are formed as likenesses, indices of signs formed
from referents. It is this simultaneous likeness and unlikeness of sign to referent that makes cinema
possible; cinema is most what it is, when it is like cinema, which is also to say when it isn’t at all like
cinema. This is also the logic of catachresis, the immiscible mixture of elements that can never be truly
alike, and yet whose incompatibility, like cats and dogs, makes meaning possible. Isn’t catachresis
then the rhetorical figure that drives cinema, and aren’t each of these cats figures of catachresis? Isn’t

every film image ultimately a cat? Like a cat, and not a dog?

Akira Mizuta Lippit
University of Southern California, 2013

6 Roland Barthes, “En sortant du cinéma,” Communications, 23, 1975, 104-107: 104.
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