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1. Animation is not the art of DRAWINGS that move but the art of MOVEMENTSthat are drawn.
2. What happens between each frame is much more important than what exists on each frame.
3. Animation is therefore the art of manipulating the invisible interstices that lie between frames.
—Norman McLaren, qtd. in Pierre Hébert’s Corps, Langage, Technologie
The art of movements that are drawn is
animation’s dance of the between. When
animation dances, it foregrounds incipient
movement rather than actual displacement.
Norman McLaren works with movement’s
incipience, creating techniques to animate this
virtual quality of the in between. His techniques
are many, including those he invented: the pastel
method, which he first used while creating Là
haut sur ces montagnes (1945), and the
stereoscopic three dimensional technique used in
Around is Around (1951). Each of the techniques
for animation McLaren invented or used involves
making the virtual interval of movement’s
preacceleration felt.

of movement moving: “How it moves is as
important as what moves” (McLaren 2006). The
how of movement moving is movement’s virtual
becoming, its preacceleration. Movement’s
preacceleration is expressed in animation through
the active interval between frames. Thanks to the
persistence of vision, the interval between frames
remains imperceptible as such, the moving image
apparently a seamless unity across the cuts of the
frames. Yet the interval is nonetheless active in
the watching: it is a virtual event in which the
spectator unwittingly participates. We do not
actually see the interval, but we do feel its force
as it infolds into the perception of movement
moving.

Like Étienne Jules Marey before him, McLaren’s
experimentation with the incipiency of movement
involves creating new techniques to catch
movement in its passing. His interest in technique
is an exploration with the technicity of the “how”

In his work, McLaren explores the feeling of
movement moving. He asks: How do we activate
this feeling, and keep it active in perception? To
make incipiency appear, McLaren privileges
movement over “content”: “For me, the ‘purest’
]H[ espacio cine experimental  ISSN 23468831 | 43

hambre
nov. | 2014

cinema is that which communicates the essential
of information, thought, and sentiment by
movement itself, and allows no other factor or
almost to intervene” (qtd. in McWilliams 1990,
17; my translation). To allow no other factor to
interfere ensures that movement remains the
subject of animation.
The interval is never neutral. It holds in abeyance
the traces of movement passing and prepares
movement coming. That we do not see
movement as such in the interval suggests that to
experience the feeling of movement is not to view
a displacement. It is to sense the force of a
movement
taking
form
through
its
preacceleration. This is what McLaren means
when he says he seeks to “film the essence of
movement” (qtd. in Bastiancich 1997, 102; my
translation).
McLaren draws movement such that it takes
consistency not on the frame itself but across
frames. Thus, movement is felt not in a pose but
in its experiential taking form across time and
space. Keeping such a complex process of
animating alive involves creating different
techniques for different animating scenarios.
McLaren was very pliable in this regard, creating
forms of animation that evoked the complexity of
the kinds of movement he sought to create.
Sometimes he drew directly on the fi lm stock;
sometimes he filmed the procesual traits of a
painting in progress; sometimes he filmed with
stereoscopic techniques; sometimes he used an
optical printer. Each of these and many other
techniques were used to explore the consistency
of
the
virtual
interval—movement’s
preacceleration—as it expressed itself through the
experiment of the “how” of movement moving.
Animating movement is not restricted to drawing
in McLaren’s work. For McLaren, sound plays an
equally important role, oft en providing the

rhythm for the moving intervals he draws. “For
myself, indeed, with an abstract fi lm the most
pleasing forms are those which come closest to
the music.

There must be visual equivalence” (McLaren
2006). Begone Dull Care (McLaren 1949) Works
this way, its sound animating the surface of the fi
lm. In this eight minute short, the music of the
Oscar Peterson Trio carries the becoming forms
of the images shifting across frames, themselves
folding into the musicality of the sound. The
visual forms are resonances of color and line
more than they are figures. In one particularly
evocative section, the colorful screen shift s to
black and white, the complex colors morphing
into the simplicity of a line. It is as though the
consistency of the image were reshaped by the
quietening of the sound. The minimalism of the
foregrounded line is felt as an animation of the
music’s affective tonality. The line is perceived
through the sound more than it is seen visually,
shading into a dot, then reappearing as a line
dancing with another line, melding into a musical
singularity, then decomposing into the traces of its
passing, the piano dancing its formation, the
activity of the line appearing and dispersing over
a black background with slight traces of color that
momentarily dot the screen, only to disappear
almost as soon as we’ve felt a change in tone.
This dance of the line’s transformation evokes a
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quality in McLaren’s work that resonates with his
desire to make animation dance. His focus is
never on the completed image but on the ways its
transformation alters the process of experience.
“It’s constantly changing,” he writes of the
process of animation’s dance, “You’re repeating a
drawing with change and it’s the change that’s the
interesting part” (qtd. in Richard 1982, 32).
Drawing with, McLaren plays with the potential
for animation to become animate form.
Greg Lynn defines animate form as the activity of
force
within
movement’s
animation,
distinguishing it from the action of movement’s
displacement. For Lynn, animate form “implies
the evolution of a form and its shaping forces; it
suggests
animalism,
animism,
growth,
actualisation, vitality, and virtuality” (1999, 9).
The process of animating form involves working
with the force of the incipiency of movement’s
preacceleration rather than with the addition of

movement to already executed poses. Lynn uses
naval design as an example, “where the abstract
space of design is imbued with the properties of fl
ow, turbulence, viscosity, and drag so that the
form of a hull can be conceived in motion through
water” (1999, 10). Animation is the how of
movement’s potential to alter the force of form.
Pas de deux (McLaren 1967) is the most
evocative of McLaren’s films on dance, and an
important instance of animate form. Similar to

Marey’s later work on movement, in Pas de deux
McLaren uses a chronophotographic apparatus to
focus not on movement’s poses but on the activity
of the interval through which movement’s
preacceleration can be felt. “I had always been
interested in the ballet in its purest form, stripped
of narrative and anecdotal conventions. I like
movement for movement’s sake. Abstract ballet”
(McLaren 2006).
Abstract ballet divests ballet of its fixity,
foregrounding the experience of movement’s
taking form as accompanied by the techniques
implicit in movement’s execution. Abstract ballet
does not devise a movement that negates ballet’s
precision. Rather, it foregrounds the quality of the
interval that emerges between the rehearsed,
ordered, precise techniques of balance, strength,
and extension that define ballet. In this regard,
McLaren’s exploration of the affective potential
of balletic precision is close to the work of the
Frankfurt Ballet as choreographed by William
Forsythe, where what is foregrounded is not the
hold ballet has on movement, but its potential to
use techniques to transduce the precision of pose
into the qualitative open endedness of force
taking form. Foregrounding the affective tonality
of ballet’s technicity gives McLaren’s fi lm its
grace. Pas de deux is an experience of grace
taking form.
A few sequences stand out. In the first, a solo
woman dancer is lit up against the black screen.
Her body is outlined by the darkness of the
background, the light almost piercing through her,
lending to her form the quality of an evanescence.
She moves alone at first. Then, her alone is met
with the trace of her movements evaporating.
Movement emanates from the poses of her
movement stilling, traces of her becoming
movement left behind. And then she leaves the
pose of her stilled body to move somewhere else.
At different time intervals, the posing body
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follows her continuing movement, creating a
refrain of past movement in future becoming.
Soon these traces of the surplus of movement
passing begin to take over the apparent stillness,
folding through the animation’s dance, landing
not into the next pose, but into the surfacing of its
disappearance.
The solo dancer in Pas de deux dances her own
form taking, her displacements soon no longer
discernable as such. Foregrounding the virtual
event of movement moving as animate form,
McLaren makes the process of force’s
contribution to form felt. Incipiency is perceived
not in the execution of a movement per se, but in
the elastic force of movement’s decomposition,
allowing “form to occupy a multiplicity of
possible positions continuously within the same
form” (Lynn 1999, 10).

displacement. Rather than foregrounding the
representation of coupling in the dance, McLaren
uses the relation between the dancers to make felt
the rhythms of passage from the virtual to the
actual and back. He plays with the beyond of
coupling, making felt the way movement moves
the relation. By the end of the fi lm, the feeling of
relation has become so intensive that the
separateness of the bodies no longer stands out.
The individual dancers have melted into the
interval, relation itself foregrounded.

For Lynn, the most important factor of animate
design is the “co presence of motion and force at
the moment of formal conception” (1999, 11).
Animate form is not about adding force to the
already thought or to the already executed. It
involves working with the force of potential that
is co constitutive of animation’s dance. This is
how McLaren works in Pas de deux. Rather than
off ering a filmed version of the ballet dancers’
performance of the pas de deux, he opens the
force of movement moving to perception.

In traditional ballet the coupling oft en feels
choreographed and standardized. What McLaren
achieves in Pas de deux is the transduction of the
coupling into the force of individuation taking
form through the quality of movement tracing its
future anteriority. This individuation is not the
taking form of a single individual. It is the
essence of movement felt as the becoming body
of dance.

Pas de deux animates movement’s virtual
preacceleration as it takes form. The pas de deux
itself—a dance choreographed for two in which
the male dancer supports the ballerina in slow
movements, a dance that involves a solo for each
and a final coda in which the couple dance apart
and together—traditionally represents relation
through the choreography of the partner’s
coupling. The history of relation’s role in the pas
de deux is key to McLaren’s exploration of the
intensive
passage
from
incipiency
to

In the last section of the short film, after the
coupling has disintegrated into the intensity of
relation, the incipience of movement becomes so
intensified that what is foregrounded is no longer
dancers dancing, but the interval itself. We watch
as becoming bodies of force taking form
individuate, emerging through the traces of
blurring
movement
meeting
movement.
Animation’s dance becomes crowded with
preaccelerations, intervals of movement forming
not held to the precision of the balletic pose, but fl
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uid in the transformation of the actual into the
virtual. In a steady rhythm of transformation, the
choreographed pas de deux morphs from an
ordered geometry into a fluid topology, the
becoming spiral taking over the shape of the
dancers’ bodies, proposing an individuating
curvature poised on the cusp of becoming.
_________________
iPublished

in “Relationscapes : movement, art, philosophy” | Erin
Manning. 2009
Reference:
•Bastiancich, Afl io. Norman McLaren: Précurseur des nouvelles
images. Montreal: Dreamland, 1997.
•Hébert, Pierre. Corps, Langage, Technologie. Montreal: Les 400
coups, 2006.
•McLaren, Norman. Norman McLaren—The Masters Edition.
DVD. Ottawa: National Film Board, 2006.
•McWilliams, Donald. Creative Process: Norman McLaren.
Ottawa: National Film Board, 1990.
•Lynn, Greg. Animate Form. Princeton, NJ: Princeton
Architectural Press, 1999.
•Richard, Valliere T. Norman McLaren—Manipulator of
Movement. Toronto: Associated University Presses, 1982.

]H[ espacio cine experimental  ISSN 23468831 | 47

hambre
nov. | 2014

]H[ espacio cine experimental  ISSN 23468831 | 48

hambre
nov. | 2014

]H[ espacio cine experimental  ISSN 23468831 | 49

hambre
nov. | 2014

McLaren's Negatives
by MarieJosée SaintPierre
2006 |10 min. |Color, 35mm. Film
https://www.onf.ca/film/negatifs_de_mclaren
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