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The title of the film is from the Hopi language; it implies that

what you are viewing illustrates a world out of balance i.e.
things are not as one would wish; the film provides evidence
for this sense.
The origins of the film are seemingly rather more opaque
than the title would imply. Assembling the eventual footage
began in 1975, being completed over a six or seven year
period. The seed money for the film came about as a
consequence of $40,000 that was left over from a project
that Reggio and Fricke had collaborated on. This had featured
a number of billboards, whose impact had been significant
when featured in a television documentary. Fricke suggested
to Reggio that they should attempt to film what he later
came to call a ‘visual tone poem’. His point was that man, the
environment and technology were now ‘out of balance’ due
to the sheer ubiquity of technology.

As one might image, given the limited
amount of seed money available, and
given that there was to be no set
script, some of what was filmed was in
essence because ‘it looked good’. For
example the scenes of individuals
walking past a grey back-cloth were
shot in New York. People thought that
photographs were being taken and
acted accordingly, not realising that
their movements were being
recorded. Initially Reggio felt that this
approach was ‘foolish’, but later
applying a particular chemical to the
footage he deepened the shadows and
was thus taken with the footage.

The film seemingly uses some images
because they arresting, others perhaps
were more fully considered, but
overall they are essentially presented
at random. The viewer, as with
abstract painting may see ‘Art,’ but
what makes it so?
Having exhausted the $40,000 Reggio
became a waiter to earn some money
to continue, whilst Fricke made a 20
minute reel of images, but without any
particular perspective or meaning to
be conveyed. Even when they began
shooting once more, they resorted to
many technical innovations that they
would have eschewed if money and
equipment had been available.

When Reggio viewed some commercial
work they decided to incorporate timelapse filming into the project, and this
became a defining aspect of the imagery
used. This required another camera, which
was adapted by Fricke in terms of the
timings at which it was set. Indeed the
means of the filming would be of interest
to those of you with a technical cast of
mind, and is an example of necessity being
the mother of invention. As will be noted in
the film credits various film-makers
contributed; Francis Coppola’s name
occurs because having run into Reggio and
having asked for a viewing of the film in an
unfinished state, he stated that this film
was the kind of interpretation that he had
been looking for and that he felt that it
should be seen. He presented its opening
at Radio City Music Hall, which gave it a
visibility it well might not otherwise have
had.

The film is the initial and best-known
of a trilogy, (Powaqqutsi 1986 and
Naqoyquatsi 2002). Due to copy-right
issues however even this initial film
was not seen for much of the 1990’s.
Reggio has said of his movies that
‘...these films have never been about
the effect of technology, of industry,
on people. It’s been that everyone:
politics, education, things of the
financial structure, the nation state
structure, language, the culture,
religion, all of that exists within the
host of technology...’ He seems to be
saying that technology has become as
ubiquitous as the air we breathe, so
that the films are perhaps less of an
ecological rallying cry, and more of an
artistic expression, recording what is
rather than what should be.
Whether this is how you reflect upon
the film once viewed will be of interest
to those who choose to take part in
our discussion that will follow on from
our viewing of this unique piece of
cinema.
The film has its ardent supporters
including critic Leo Hickman who
states in an article for ‘The Guardian’
that it is his favourite film, and pure
cinema. According to Reggio, it is
meant to offer an experience rather
than an idea.

Hickman writes that it is ‘the
quintessential environmental film – a
transformative meditation on the
current imbalance between humans
and the wider world’.

I suspect that Reggio would look
askance at the word ‘current’; he has
moreover refused to define the film’s
meaning. He even fought shy of its
having a title. Reggio himself has said,
‘For some people it’s an
environmental film. For some, it’s an
ode to technology. For some people,
it’s a piece of shit. Or it moves people
deeply. It depends on who you ask. It
is the journey that is the objective’.
You will have an opportunity to voice
your own thoughts following the film’s
showing on the wide-screen,
something that Hickman as its great
admirer has yet to do, despite his love
for this film. Whatever you think, it is a
wonderful coming together of images
and Phillip Glass’s musical score.
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