
Roy Lichtenstein
Born New York Ci ty,  1923
Resident New York Citv

From the ear l iest  staf f  meet ing in the Spr ing of  1968,
Roy Lichtenstein was considered by us in connect ion

with Universal  Fi lm Studios.  MT saw Lichtenstein in
June in New York,  descr ibed A & T, ment ioned some
avai lable companies and suggested that the art ist  tour
Universal .  Roy was interested, and al though he was
unable to t ravel  West unt i l  the Fal l ,  we were so conf i -
dent of his col laboration that we postponed considera-
t ion of  any other art ist  for  Universal  unt i l  af ter  h is v is i t .

Lichtenstein toured the studio on September 12, 1968.
In two days he vis i ted most of  Universal 's key faci l i t ies

on their  vast  grounds in the San Fernando Val ley.

Several  department heads explained the capaci t ies of  the
f i lm laborator ies,  including opt ics,  cut t ing,  edi t ing and

special effects. There was a visi t  to the set of Topaz,

then being f i lmed; and a behind-the-scenes look at  the

mechanical  set-ups for the publ ic tour of  the studio.

Lichtenstein was enthusiast ic about Universal 's faci l i t ies

and was introduced to Alexander Goli tzen, Supervising
Art  Director,  who was establ ished as our pr imary con-
tact man. The art ist also met several top executives, two

of whom had Lichtenstein l i thographs hanging in their
of f ices.  There was no problem in obtaining Universal 's
agreement to work with Lichtenstein as art ist- in-resi-
dence, even though he had made no indication as to the
nature of the work he might do there.

Before Roy returned home, he said he would probably

work wi th f i lm. This was a surpr ise to us,  and. we later
learned, to Universal .  Comic str ips,  basic to Lichten-
stein's past work, possess, at least for him, a dist inct
c inemat ic qual i ty-he ment ioned how narrat ive is devel-
oped in comics wi th abrupt composi t ional  t ransi t ions
from close-up to aer ia l  to inter ior  v iews. etc.  One pro-
posal which he outl ined would be a sequence of shots of
a woman's face with contrast ing l ight ing ( for  example,
green l ight on the left ,  red on the r ight),  or tattooed
with dots. or with variet ies of makeup. He rejected this
plan because i t  was too "zippv," or sl ick; also i t  would

have been too expensive and elaborate an enterprise to
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just i fy the idea. He was also intr igued with making a

l i teral ly "moving picture."  On the basis of  th is pun, he
proposed a series of landscape moving pictures. The

f i lms, displayed as a group, would be sequences of

landscape f  ragments-water,  c louds, sky- in combi nat ion

with synthet ic images such as textured aluminum for

sunrays or a Ben Day dot gr id for  sky.  He wanted i t  to

look " fa i r ly  phoney."

Lichtenstein aff irms a direct relat ionship between the

f i lms and his 1964-65 ser ies of  landscape col lages made

from heterogeneous materials-shiny. textured plast ics

and metals resembl ing rays of  sunl ight  or  expanses of

undulat ing water.  [1]  Some of these col lages were

kinet ic,  incorporat ing motor-dr iven parts to s imulate

moving water or dayl ight  to night- l ight  changes. The idea

for showing the f i lms simultaneously on di f ferent

screens der ived from the instal lat ion of  k inet ic land-

scapes at  the Pasadena Art  Museum's Lichtenstein

exhibi t ion in 1967. They were displayed side by s ide and

their  d i f ferent rates of  mot ion fascinated the art ist .

Our in i t ia l  impression of  Roy's idea was that i t  was too

simple;  we were later disabused of  th is opinion. We

A&T

encouraged him to develop his idea for f  i lms and exploi t

Universal 's technology and expert ise.  L ichtenstein fe l t

his best work in the past had always evolved from a

basical ly s imple concept and that he might at tempt

something more complex af ter  h is pr imary project  was

accompl ished.

Lichtenstein returned on February 3,  1969 and was
given as a studio Jack Benny's old dressing rooms. He

had decided to do the landscape, or as they turned out,

seascape f i lms. Each sequence would be div ided by a

heavy black "horizon" l ine. Above i t  would be a "sky"

image, ei ther c louds of  a blue expanse, or a gr id pattern

of Ben Day dots; below would be a r ippl ing water

surface, or an underwater scene with tropical f  ish, or,

again,  the dot pattern.  Some of the image combinat ions

would rock slowly back and forth as i f  the camera were

in a boat.  Roy stressed two requirements for  the f i lm:

that i t  be projected in such a way that the viewer would

not see or interfere wi th the l ight  source or mechanics of

the system, so that the f i lm would appear to exist

autonomously,  as a paint ing;  and that the images be

except ional ly c lear and precise.
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Although his ideas were intel l ig ib le,  i f  not  yet  complete-
ly def ined, and his demands were by no means beyond

the capabi l i ty  of  the Universal  faci l i t ies and experts.  i t

seemed di f f icul t  for  them to comprehend why he wished
to use f i lm in th is way or combine images of  th is sort .
Despi te their  uncertainty as to the esthet ic intent ions of
the art ist,  they were eager to evolve a method for pro-
ject ing the f i lms as Lichtenstein wished. The only rear
screen project ion system developed to date required
forty feet of throw between screen and projector, which

*\s*

would be an impract ical  use of  exhibi t ion space. Cus-
tomari ly,  a ser ies of  mirrors is used to reduce the dis-
tance between projector and screen but this results in a
loss of  c lar i ty.  Universal  technic ians agreed to invest igate

ways to shorten the project ion throw without sacr i f  ic ing
qual i ty.

By this t ime the logist ics of  the project  became a pr i -

mary concern.  Because of  other commitments Roy

could only stay in Cal i fornia for  about two weeks, but i t

was necessary that he be closely involved in every stage
of the operat ion,  part icular ly in the in i t ia l  steps of

select ing certain types of  images to be f  i lmed. l t  was

agreed that on his return to New York he would consult

wi th his f r iend Joel  Freedman of  Cinnamon Product ions

and propose the idea of working with Freedman on

some exper imental  f i lming.

ln his New York studio,  Roy made a ser ies of  sketches

showing f i f teen var iat ions of  combined images. [2]  With

these drawings and a precise idea of the imagery and

effect he sought, Roy approached Freedman. After

studying the problems and searching for sui table loca-

t ions, Freedman, Roy and two technical assistants began

f i lming near the art ist 's  summer house at  Southampton,

Long lsland. For the f i rst attempt the assistants stood on

the ocean shore and held a four by six foot wooden

board, painted with blue dots on a whi te f  ie ld,  suspend-

ed over the water. The camera was rocked back and

forth to s imulate the mot ion of  a boat.  When this f i lm

was processed the results were unsatisfactory for several

reasons: the color could not be control led,  as the dots

and ocean required dif ferent exposures; the foreground

of dots and background of  ocean could not be held in

focus simultaneously;  and by t i l t ing the camera, they

could not s imulate the water 's movement successful ly

because of the "depth of f ield" phenomenon. After this
unsuccessful  at tempt,  they decided to f i lm the natural
landscape fragments and the dots separately,  combine

the images on f i lm, add hor izon l ine and rocking mot ion,

and synchronize the whole in an opt ical  laboratory.

They f  i lmed clouds, var ious bodies of  water in both

color and black and white,  and tropical  f ish in a tank.

Roy part icular ly wanted a ser ies of  sunr ise,  dayl ight ,

sunset and star l ight  sequences in which the sun would

r ise and set in a vert ical  course direct ly in the center of

the picture,  not  in an arc as is apparent in nature.  To

f i lm a sunr ise over the At lant ic and keep the sun in the

center of  the scene required an elaborate t ime exposure
procedure. The sequence was made frame by frame in

intervals of  two minutes.  The camera was shi f ted af ter

each shot to keep the sun in the center.  But th is ef for t

resul ted in fa i lure.  In the pr int  the sun wiggled back and
forth.  Another unsat isfactory t r ia l  was made, using a

telescope cal ibrated to the camera.

Roy returned to Los Angeles in July wi th the sample

footage. Gol i tzen arranged a screening of  th is f i lm for us

and several  Universal  technic ians including Wil l iam

Wade, head of Camera Department, James Phil l ips of

Project ion Department,  and Wes Thompson, head of

Process and Projection. The moving water shots (some of

which Roy had f i lmed himsel f )  were especial ly impres-

sive. In the next few days Lichtenstein selected footage

from Universal 's f i lm l ibrary of  sequences which he and
Freedman had been unable to shoot-an airplane passing

hor izontal ly through the sky and going through a c loud

bank, as wel l  as certain sunl ight  and art i f ic ia l  star l ight

shots. He asked to have these sent to him in New York.

Again, Lichtenstein opted to return to his New York

studio and his summer house in Southampton, where he



F---:<-l

| - ; 
t=t 

I n- [N" ttr - lct-"Q- t{Pt
.n

l t  t_
I  |  

- t  
,  n-  I

A&T

l r io i l i io. .o.roodl l io a aa aoJdI V*to o- l  o.  o. . . .  o ol  r l  o l f  i r  o oo ao
a

5 V---, l* -rr^*4 *("-tu,a^thw
I 

----1c- ," ada*'*hi L

r5 l  oo t  A o.oooaroa oa aa aocoaaaaaa

, lF- = I rtL'1 --4 @/''^/- ) /f4:e f-5F\- 
^- 

l
I -i t \ rlr I L-/-qJ _A-4 c

Fll-:l .L-0^$ o4-4 "^* ull y

I4'{ -tuh'i {-^1 c

. - ' ]
\

{
f

I
]\-

\dq
- l

e--.6.0r^r /ti. 
^^ 

WJt ,yrra<l \

+-.r-^-ft,t--^*; *-o-lc';^ a

{- LL"*4 '-/e1o.,4 t/7zc
4- .^baft\* .*-*i^- B.*qr

1d ['--.,ll
f"--.-----.-l

-z.**^i". 'L*t
Jlq"{"4-t *- *d"^ c_

l'----T;---
.1.- .1r l l ' - . ' : l

-t =: .g--:._ |

,P'+w"6ft
4-4b-/-^A-rr--q \

l '  n l -+ '  /7
, , l -  ._-  J I  uukJ -17-<t-4 c
t - l  -  \ l  I

l- ':. .. - ' l *Ll'*L {,t __ ̂ /It C

,, [=-ll @, ^at^,\, r, do,a*/ e
'L l  e^'r. , ,*, :*,  

"

,.- [@l a,-riA,,a c-
l \  |  -  |

-e..tJ;L^^>ait* 
(

and Freedman would cont inue f i lming and edi t ing.  Roy
commented later,

I  th ink .  .  .  that  had I  been in Cal i fornia and l ived
there,  I  could have real ly worked with them closely
but as i t  turned out,  most of  th is was done with Joel
Freedman in Cinnamon Product ions.  He's a f reelance,
independent f i lm maker who l ives in New York and i t
was easy for me to work with him and get the f i lm
made. l t  was a quest ion of  proximity and of  course
our f  r iendship more than anything else.  Universal  was
perfect ly wi l l ing to give me al l  the help I  needed, but
I wasn't  there. And some of these things have to be
f i lmed and looked at  and color-corrected, and you
can' t  real ly-al though they would be wi l l ing-f ly
things back and forth. So most of the work toor
place between Joel Freedman and me, even though
Universal footed the bi l l .  I  learned a lot about how to
proceed from them.

The disturbing thing I  feel  about any idea that people

present to me (and I  th ink there is a tendency to
present art ists with things to do-everybody's doing

that-they have projects they want done and they

want certain art ists to do i t .  l t 's  the same ten art ists

al l  the t ime, but that 's something else) is that  you're

gett ing led by other people's ideas. Sometimes i t 's

interest ing and sometimes you get into th ings that are

useful and lead you to interesting things; but other

t imes i t 's  l ike f i l l ing orders.  I  d idn' t  real ly get that
feel ing in this project, I  must say, but there are so
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many things that people want you to do. I  th ink you

could f i l l  orders and never go in your own direct ion.  I
prefer not to be led .  .  .  .  I  l ike to work in my studio
and let  one paint ing lead to the other.

We were ser iously consider ing Lichtenstein 's project  for

the Expo show and asked Alexander Gol i tzen to advise

us about a project ion system for displaying the f  i lms. ln
discussing this wi th Lichtenstein,  we descr ibed the

special  condi t ions of  a World 's Fair  exhibi t ion-part icu-

larly the massive crowds expected to pour through the

U.S. Pavi l ion-and explained that there would be room

to have only two screens, rather than the optimum

arrangement of ten to twelve. Lichtenstein then selected
two seascape sequences he felt  were suitable. One was a

seguence of  gent ly moving blue-white-black water below
with blue dots on a whi te f ie ld above; the other used
footage of  r ippl ing sunset- l i t  water below and blue sky
above, wi th a whi te seagul l  poised in f  l ight  but  stat ion-
ary. [3] The water in each rocked back and forth, but at
di f ferent rates.  He had el iminated the scenes with

tropical  f ish,  and those with the passing clouds-passing
water combinatlon, because those images were too
exot ic or interest ing.

To sat isfy Lichtenstein 's standards of  qual i ty,  the job of
edi t ing and composing each f i lm loop became a complex

task,  involv ing much consul tat ion wi th opt ics and
animat ion experts.  First  i t  was necessary to determine
the exact composi t ion of  the images. After f i lming many
shots of  seagul ls-both f locks and single birds-Boy
selected a bird image that he l iked, but i t  appeared in the
wrong sect ion of  f rame on the or ig inal  f i lm. l t  was cut
out f rom the frame, blown up and remounted on a f  ie ld
of  b lue sky in the correct  locat ion.  The exact speci f ica-
t ions for the dot pattern-how many. of what size, and
in what grid configuration-were calculated through a
series of graphs and charts. Lichtenstein was especial ly
concerned about the quali ty of color; he attempted to
control  the color of  the f i lm as precisely as he would in
mixing paint ,  and therefore demanded numerous correc-
t ion pr ints.  Roy's decis ions about composi t ion and
motion were made intui t ively,  on the basis of  each f  i lm's
internal  consistency, as wel l  as i ts relat ionship to the
group and the type of  instal lat ion.  In the two f i lms for
Expo, the mot ion of  the internal  e lements was minimal
and thus cal led for  rocking mot ion.  ln the Museum
exhibi t ion,  on the other hand, there wi l l  be ample t ime
for spectators to view the f i lm, and i t  wi l l  be possible for
Lichtenstein to select sequences with more engaging
internal  act iv i ty,  as wel l  as a rocking mot ion.  But for  a l l
sequences that rock, the key factor is that they be set
out of synchronization with the others in the group.

After processing the f i lm, the f inal step was to match
exact ly the beginning and ending frames to form a
cont inuous loop, wi thout skips.  At  the complet ion of
th is tedious edi t ing process. which took about nine

months,  Joel  Freedman commented in a let ter  to us,  " l t

was qui te a di f f icul t  project ,  l 've now got to say-behind
the quiet  t ranqui l i ty  of  a suspended seagul l  over sunset

water there is a maze of graphs, charts, photography,

animat ion,  Neanderthal  lab technic ians dr iv ing me nuts

and-a bi t  of  money."

Throughout his associat ion wi th A & T, Roy maintained

a certain skept ic ism regarding the possibi l i t ies for  tech-

nological  col laborat ion which he later explained in an

interview:

The thing that 's advanced scient i f ical ly is the theory,

and art ists don't  get anywhere near the theory;

they're usual ly using the equivalent of  a refr igerator

or a l ight  bulb or some by-product of  the theory,  i t

seems to me. In being avant garde. they're real ly using
old-fashioned products.  There's nothing to under-

stand in a laser,  even i f  you understand the pr inciple.

l 'm not putt ing down the laser as useful  in art ;  l 'm
just  saying that you can immediately comprehend the

laser-what i t  does, what i t  looks l ike and how i t 's

done. l t  can be explained to you in f ive minutes and
you get i t .  There's nothing mysterious about the

medium. I 'm not sure i t  should be myster ious;  that 's

not the point ,  e i ther.  Very few art ists are real ly using

anything that can be considered advanced tech-

nology. l t 's  not  putt ing i t  down, i t 's  saying that i t

isn ' t  advanced. and one tends to bel ieve i t 's  advanced.

There's something disturbing connected with both

the art ist  using technology and the scient ist  wishing

he were an art ist,  and I think that both of them get

into a k ind of  romant ic fantasy- i t 's  a longing for
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something, to be something you're not.  And there's

nothing wrong with that ,  e i ther,  esthet ical ly;  i t  could

real ly work out.  I  don' t  th ink art  has anything to do

with ei ther of  those things. l f  you real ly invent

something in order to conceive of  i t  you also have to

have a new conception of form. You don't  conceive

things without conceiv ing their  form. To invent the

theory is real ly being the inventor;  to use the product

is the same thing as using a paint  brush- i t  isn ' t  any

more advanced.

In spi te of  Roy's disclaimer regarding the complexi t ies

of technological  tools,  i t  is  worth not ing that perhaps

alone of  a l l  the art ists who worked in th is program,

Lichtenstein completely altered the conventional nature

of his medium. In fact ,  he used f i lm in an ut ter ly ant i -

f i lmic manner.  This ant i - f i lmic qual i ty,  which is common

to al l  f i f teen f i lms, involves a basic sense of  contradic-

t ion,  "a play,"  as he said "between real i ty th ings and

art i f  ic ia l  th ings."  In part  th is der ives f  rom Lichtenstein 's

method of  structur ing the two composi t ional  e lements,

water and sky, as one image on the picture surface. They

are meant to be seen as a total  v isual  f ie ld.  In a custom-

ary c inemat ic sequence of  water,  hor izon l ine and sky,

the intended effect is a vista, and the ordinary percep-

tual process of the viewer is to integrate foreground and

background into a visual pattern which creates the

i l lusion of  three-dimensional  space. In Lichtenstein 's

f i lms this ef fect  is  intent ional ly avoided and even contra-

dicted, and makes i t  impossible to feel  any sense of

spat ia l  recession. Al l  mot ion takes place on the picture

plane; the r ippl ing water does not move back into space

but up the surface of the screen, abruptly meeting the

hor izon l ine.  This l ine i tsel f  fur ther underscores the

flatness of the picture plane. Moreover. Lichtenstein
gives no visual  c lues (no local ized objects l ike a boat on

the hor izon) but isolates f ragmented bodies of  water or

sky.  In the case of  the t ropical  f ish which swim in

random mult i -p lanar patterns,  a certain degree of  three-

dimensional i ty is def ined, but the area ( that  of  a foot

deep f ish tank) is str ict ly c i rcumscr ibed and conf ined.

The instal lat ion planned for the Museum, using three

screens [4] ,  should discourage a focused concentrat ion

upon any single image and should induce a scanning,

contemplat ive v iewing of  a l l  the images in the v isual

f ie ld.  This inclusive or "dedi f ferent iated" way of  v iewing

is possible because nothing happens in any of the f i lms.

There is no act ion,  no narrat ive element.  L ichtenstein

remarked that they are "useless" f  i lms. In th is context

Andy Warhol 's f i lms come to mind, part icularly Empire.

In both the effect is boredom. But there is a dif ference:

in Empire, the f i lm's act ion is created by the environ-

mental  changes af fect ing the bui ld ing dur ing an eight

hour t ime span; whereas Lichtenstein's f i lms are perpet-

ual cycles of repeti t ive imagery with no beginning and

no end.
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