
The Unfinished Film 

A program in connection with the exhibition Unfinished: Thoughts Left Visible, with films selected by Thomas Beard, a 

founder and co-director of Light Industry 

 

Films will be shown on the second floor of The Met Breuer, Madison Avenue at 75th Street. 

Free with admission on a first-come, first-served basis. Seating is limited.  

Tickets are available in the lobby on the day of the screening. 

 

Introduction 

What can be learned from unfinished films, from works that arrive to us as fragments? Considered collectively—from 

the infamous excesses of Erich von Stroheim’s Queen Kelly to the grand ambitions of Hollis Frampton's Magellan—

perhaps they constitute a secret canon, one made up of the most raw and, in turn, revealing sides of an artist’s 

practice. Such works might be held in any number of intermediary states: left intentionally unfinished, abandoned out 

of frustration, cut short by death, curtailed by political circumstance. To watch these films is to unveil the 

particularities of their origins, to see the vicissitudes of their process and production laid bare. 

 

Thursday, April 7, 6:30 pm 

Introduction by Thomas Beard 

Puce Moment, Kenneth Anger, 1949 

Queen Kelly, Erich von Stroheim, 1928 

Kenneth Anger’s Puce Moment was originally conceived as but one part of a feature-length project 

titled Puce Women, a work that was to be a parade of early Hollywood starlets, each corresponding to 

a different time of day—Anger once remarked in an interview that "the morning woman would evoke 

Clara Bow, and the noon woman would be like Barbara La Marr"—though only Puce Moment was 

made. The film itself is an extraordinary sequence, a glamorous fever dream, and its fragmentary 

quality serves not as a shortcoming but rather an asset, amplifying the film’s already strange, oneiric 

character. Puce Moment, which draws upon the formal vocabulary of the silent era, is paired with Erich 

von Stroheim’s Queen Kelly, a tale of doomed innocence about a convent girl embroiled in a love 

triangle with a rakish prince and a mad queen. Though von Stroheim, notorious for his extravagant, 

budget-busting productions, was fired from the set before shooting could be completed, this dark, 

lacunary fable endures thanks to its visionary style and a memorable performance from Gloria 

Swanson. 

 

Thursday, April 21, 6:30 pm 

Introduction by Thomas Beard 

It’s All True, Richard Wilson, Bill Krohn, and Myron Meisel, with Orson Welles, 1993 

Following his work on Citizen Kane, and while he was still completing The Magnificent Ambersons, 

Orson Welles journeyed to Brazil at the request of the Inter-American Affairs office to make a film in 

the interest of “hemispheric solidarity.” A story of his time there, and the catastrophes that befell him, 

are chronicled in this revealing documentary, which also features extraordinary rushes from what was 

to be the work’s centerpiece, “Four Men on a Raft.” Welles’ film was planned as an anthology, with an 

episode about the history of samba as well as a recreation of the epic journey of four fisherman who 

sailed from Fortaleza to Rio over two months to draw attention to the plight of their region. But Welles’ 

interest in the disenfranchised of Brazil was met with suspicion by the Vargas government. Meanwhile, 



the director’s studio, RKO, had undergone a regime change, and eventually they pulled their support 

for the production. Tragically, here as elsewhere, Welles’ film buckled under the weight of his ambition. 

“Too much effort and real love went into the entire project for it to fail and come to nothing in the end,” 

Welles wrote to his friend Fernando Pinto. “I have a degree of faith in it that amounts to fanaticism, and 

you can believe that if It’s All True goes down into limbo I’ll go with it.” 

 

Thursday, April 28, 6:30 pm 

Introduction by Jonas Mekas 

Witch's Cradle, Maya Deren, 1943 

Haiti Footage, Maya Deren, 1947–54 

This program considers two very different, yet equally fascinating, unfinished projects by Maya Deren, 

one of the key figures of avant-garde cinema in America. The first, Witch’s Cradle, was a never-

completed collaboration with Marcel Duchamp shot amongst the works in Peggy Guggenheim’s Art of 

This Century gallery, while the second is a rarely-screened selection from the 18,000 feet of footage 

Deren shot between 1947 and 1952 while making a film about Haitian voodoo rituals. And though she 

died before she was able to complete the project, the reels she left behind can be counted as 

ethnography of the highest poetic order. “In voodoo,” the writer Marina Warner has observed, “Deren 

found an organized, collective stimulus to extreme mental states that already fascinated her...by 

enhancing film’s qualities of spirit-like transparency, she etherealizes the voodoo rites, turning the 

celebrants into angelically transparent luminous beings and the island into a paradise of light and air. 

There is no blood of sacrifice or squawking of the fowl as they are strangled: only the white feathers 

whirling, like cherubim.” 

 

Saturday, April 30 

Introduction by Thomas Beard 

Eisenstein’s Mexican Film: Episodes for Study 

Sergei Eisenstein, 1930–32 (shot)/1955 (footage compiled and annotated by Jay Leyda),  

Part One (120 minutes): 11 am–1 pm 

Part Two (108 minutes): 3 pm–5 pm 

Sergei Eisenstein’s ¡Que viva México! stands as one of the most famous of all unfinished films. 

Following a brief tenure at Paramount, in which he unsuccessfully pursued projects like an adaptation 

of Theodore Dreiser’s An American Tragedy, the great Soviet auteur journeyed to Mexico in late 1930 

to begin shooting a film. With backing provided by Upton Sinclair and his wife, Eisenstein planned to 

make an epoch-spanning pageant of Mexico’s cultural and political history, moving from the pre-

Columbian era through colonization and, finally, revolution. But the picture was ill-fated. Stalin grew 

concerned that Eisenstein would become a deserter and, with the project running over budget after a 

year of work, in which more than two hundred thousand feet of rushes had been shot, funding was 

pulled by the Sinclairs and the film was shut down. Though better-known versions of the film cobble 

together surviving material in an effort to give the work some narrative coherence, this event provides 

a special opportunity to view the unedited camera rolls, assembled and annotated by film historian Jay 

Leyda. Here, in the absence of montage, one is forced to attend to Eisenstein, one of the supreme 

theorists and practitioners of film editing, in a radically different way. Foregrounded instead are aspects 



that otherwise might be overshadowed: the way he uses nonprofessional actors, for instance, or the 

striking mise-en-scène. In the ruins of ¡Que viva México!, we discover Eisenstein anew. 

 

Thursday, May 5, 6:30 pm 

Normal Love, Jack Smith, 1963–64 

A noted influence on Mike Kelley and Andy Warhol, among many others, Jack Smith was a 

consummate artist’s artist, and Normal Love is one of his most remarkable achievements. Made in the 

wake of his succès de scandale Flaming Creatures, the film is a dimestore fantasia, rendered in a 

palette of voluptuous pinks and greens. Smith channels the cult actress and camp touchstone Maria 

Montez while riffing on the iconography of old monster movies, resulting in a thoroughly stylized, 

Dionysian romp. “Normal Love,” the critic J. Hoberman once noted,” is sumptuous but static—in part 

because Smith never completed editing it. Rather, he exhibited Normal Love rushes and rough cuts 

through 1965, and thereafter showed excerpts in various combination with different sorts of exotic 

musical accompaniment as a projection-performance piece. Thus, like Sergei Eisenstein’s unfinished 

¡Que viva México! and various Orson Welles projects, Normal Love’s extant 135 minutes can only 

exist as a presentation of footage.” Yet this footage is singular, and the images it contains—drag 

legend Mario Montez as a bejeweled mermaid lounging in a milk bath, revelers swaying atop a Claes 

Oldenburg cake—are not soon forgotten. 

 

Thursday, May 12, 6:30 pm 

Introduction by Ken Eisenstein 

Selections from Magellan, Hollis Frampton, 1972–80 

What if a film were so grand in its design that it could never be completed? Could a film be 

unfinishable? Hollis Frampton’s Magellan might be the most ambitious of all unfinished films. His 

elaborate cycle, which he began in 1972, was to contain nearly one thousand individual pieces totaling 

thirty-six hours in length that would unfold calendrically over 371 days, with individual films 

corresponding to specific dates (only 24 were completed). The serial enterprise, which takes its 

conceptual structure from Ferdinand Magellan’s circumnavigation of the globe, was Frampton’s major 

preoccupation at the end of his life, and its many goals included the “making of a coherent body of 

work that shall systematically map the terrain of film art, together with its boundaries, according to 

poetic principles extrapolated or induced from film’s irrational natural history,” or, put simply, “making 

film over as it should have been.” 

 

Thursday, May 19, 6:30 pm 

Introduction by Hilton Als 

Peggy and Fred in Hell, Leslie Thornton, 1984–2016 

Leslie Thornton’s Peggy and Fred in Hell is an ongoing and deeply idiosyncratic chronicle of the 

eponymous Peggy and Fred, two children navigating a post-apocalyptic landscape littered with the 

detritus of the twentieth century. More than thirty years in the making, it is unfinished insofar as it 

maintains an open form, being perpetually revised and reconfigured, with Thornton frequently altering 

the sequence and composition of its many episodes; its screenings migrate from film to video, from 

monitor to screen. Thornton’s epic, an extended play date at the end of the world, now seems 

predictive, portending an age in which a state of unfinishedness is not only a possibility but a kind of 



norm. Indeed, a line from one of her texts about the series doubles as a succinct evocation of our 

present moment, with its glut of images that are endlessly circulated and reshaped, never again to be 

fixed or final: “Peggy and Fred approach this flattened spectacle like one would any desert—they keep 

moving.” 

 

Thursday, June 2, 6:30 pm 

Introduction by Ed Halter 

Versions, Oliver Laric, 2009 

Redistribution, Seth Price, 2007 

Oliver Laric’s ongoing project Versions is a testament to the ways in which unfinishedness defines the 

age we live in, an era of malleable digital forms and increasingly vast online networks. The first 

iteration of the video took the form of an essay about the appropriation and alteration of pre-existing 

images, from doctored photographs of an Iranian missile launch to celebrity pornography and 

Reformation-era iconoclasm. Though this was not the final version of Versions: the piece itself became 

a kind of found footage for new variations of the work, in which the same procession of images is 

accompanied by alternative narrations, thereby engendering a new set of correspondences and hinting 

at the possibility of other, future Versions. Seth Price’s Redistribution likewise migrates away from the 

finished. Building from video of an artist talk Price gave at the Guggenheim in 2007, the piece is re-

edited with every presentation. “All goods and concepts,” the artist explains at one point in the work, 

are “subject to shifts in form and meaning executed as quickly and easily as the movement of a 

decimal point." 

 

Saturday, June 4, 2:00 pm 

Presentation by Mariam Ghani 

Artist Mariam Ghani will speak about What we left unfinished, “a long-term research, film, and dialogue 

project centered around five unfinished Afghan feature films shot, but never edited, between 1978 and 

1992: years that encompass the Afghan Communist coup d’état, attempted reforms that met bitter 

rural resistance, a series of internal purges and assassinations, the Soviet invasion and withdrawal, a 

five-year attempt at national reconciliation, the handover of power to a mujahidin coalition, and finally 

dissolution into civil war.” Looking back at these works, “unfinished films commissioned, produced and 

canceled by various iterations of the Afghan state, in various moments of the Afghan Communist 

project,” Ghani argues that “we can reconstruct not the truths, precisely, of how the state existed and 

acted in those moments, but rather its most important fictions: its desires and fears, ambitions and 

ghosts. In the imaginary presented by most finished films of the period, we see the ideal People’s 

Democratic Republic that could have been, but wasn’t; in the unfinished films, the reality – a utopian 

project secured by violent force – lingers like a shadow, just barely concealed behind allegories and 

codes. The world around the films, where filmmaking itself was a dangerous enterprise, seeps into the 

world onscreen.” 
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