
Atom Egoyan is one of the most celebrated filmmakers on the 
contemporary international scene. While studying international 
relations at the University of Toronto, Egoyan began making his own 
films, which delve into issues of intimacy, displacement and the 
impact of technology and media in modern life. He debuted with 
Next of Kin (1984), which won Germany’s Mannheim International 
Film Week Gold Ducat Award. Family Viewing (1987) earned him 
notoriety when Wim Wenders declined the jury prize for Wings of 
Desire at the Montreal Film Festival, handing it over to his “Canadian 
colleague.” Next came Speaking Parts (1989), The Adjuster (1991),  
Calendar (1993) and Exotica (1994), winner of eight Genies, including 
Best Picture and Best Director. The Sweet Hereafter (1997) became 
the most honoured film at the 50th Cannes Film Festival, taking the 
Grand Prix, the International Critics Prize and the Ecumenical 
Award for Humanist Filmmaking. His most recent films are Felicia’s 
Journey (1999), Ararat (2002) and Where the Truth Lies (2005). He has 
been involved in the Canadian Opera Company’s production of 
Richard Wagner’s Ring Cycle, directing Die Walküre, and he mounted 
an installation entitled “Auroras” at Toronto’s Luminato Festival in 
June 2007. He is the co-editor of Subtitles: On the Foreignness of Film 
(2004). The recipient of numerous awards and honours, Egoyan  
has been knighted by the French government with a Chevalier des 
Arts et Lettres and inducted into the Order of Canada. He currently 
serves as the Dean’s Distinguished Visitor in Theatre, Film, Music 
and Visual Studies at U of T’s Faculty of Arts and Science.

Searching for the 
Sacred in the 
Cinematic Image
Charlie Keil talks with Atom Egoyan about  
the influence of the digital revolution on his  
film and art work 
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In Speaking Parts, a tv monitor 
in a video mausoleum shows 
footage of departed loved 
ones to help people cope with 
their grief.  



charlie keil: Some filmmakers are still creating films where, one 
can argue, changes in technology have very little impact, either on 
the way these filmmakers make their films or on the subject matter. 
For someone like you, for whom technology is such a central 
concern, the changes wrought by the digital era almost cannot be 
ignored. 

atom egoyan: One of the most interesting revelations I had this 
past summer happened at Cannes. I participated in an omnibus film 
entitled Chacun son cinéma, spearheaded by Gilles Jacob, in which 
33 filmmakers were asked to reflect on the status of cinema. I sud-
denly understood where I fit into this enterprise because mine was 
one of the few segments that dealt, in a relatively open way, with 
what might become of cinema in the future—the inevitable trans-
formation of the cinematic process. 

I’ve always tried to refrain from taking a moral position as it 
relates to technology in and of itself. Technology is a means by which 
we open up channels. We have to be aware of the intrinsic properties 
of those channels in order to better understand our emotions as 
they are being transferred. We cannot take as a given that technology 
is a direct form of address, as alluring as that might be; rather, it 
transforms our feelings in ways that must be considered and inves-
tigated. Very often, the dramas are set up such that the characters 
may not be aware of that consideration, but the viewer is certainly 
involved in assessing the limitations and paradoxes in a character’s 
choice to use that technology. It’s an inevitable aspect of a filmmaker 
presenting images for a viewer. Short of my recent experiments  
in installation work, where the privileged position of the viewer is 
being destabilized, I’m not sure how to avoid it. 

I’m confronted with this very question in preparation for my new 
film, Adoration, which deals with groups of kids communicating 
visually through the Net. I’m anticipating a technology which does 
not yet exist (at this point, in June 2007, there is iChat, which allows up 
to four people to communicate through the Web), but perhaps will 
by the time the film is released. How do we represent this situation? 
Do we frame it in a distinctive way or do we just use a traditional 
full-screen approach? 

If we take a traditional approach, we’re using a device which 
involves watching another human face speaking to us on a screen. 
It is fundamentally the same as the one used in 1989’s Speaking Parts, 
although the properties of the technologies are radically different.  
In Speaking Parts, both parties knew that there was a finite time that 
had been booked and both were also aware that they could be cut 
off when that time ran out. It was a rarefied situation: there was  
a certain location that could be accessed and only from that space 
could that relationship be transmitted. 

Now, almost 20 years later, technology is ubiquitous: the rooms, 
or channels, are completely open; there is absolutely no restriction. 
However, the device is fundamentally the same: we’re still looking 
at people on screens. While that particular technology has radically 

different implications, I’m interested not only in marking a particular 
period and how we use the technology of that moment, but also in 
anticipating and projecting into the future, which is why the notion 
of a young man looking at colour home video in Family Viewing, in 
1987, for instance, would have been impossible. 

Part of the responsibility that any artist has is to look at the ways 
in which we define who we are. We cannot do that, at this moment in 
our evolution, without immersing ourselves in technology. What is 
fascinating with the new film is that the students have relationships 
with each other in the physical space of classrooms, but have totally 
different relationships with each other in virtual space. 

It is, finally, a generational question: the degree of infiltration 
depends on an individual’s formation and fluency in a particular tech-
nology. In doing the research, I’ve found that, in families who are 
using iChat, there are different degrees of ease with which the various 
members use it: older members exhibit a self-consciousness, while 
the teenager is completely comfortable with the performative aspect 
of relating to someone else through the video camera. 

ck: How much do you think the advent of digital technology has 
spurred you to develop into areas that, strictly speaking, are  
non-cinematic, such as the installation work to which you alluded? 

ae: It would have been inconceivable to present a work like “Auroras,” 
my installation at Luminato, a few years ago using certain film loops 
because of the synchronized nature and technical demands of the 
piece. I am very aware of not only what the technology allows me to 
do, but also the mysterious aspect of digital technology, the fact that 
it is not materially present. Some of the pieces have been a meditation 
on that mystery. “Steenbeckett,” a work commissioned and produced 
by Artangel and presented at the Museum of Mankind in London, 
involved taking the last shot from an adaptation of Krapp’s Last Tape 
and physically suspending it in the exhibition space on rollers, driven 
by an old Steenbeck editing machine. The result was an incredibly 
cumbersome cloud of 35-mm film running through a deserted theatre. 
And right next to that was a digital projection of the same image. 
Over the course of the month, the digital projection was absolutely 
constant, but the 35-mm image went through a process of decay—
through dust that had accumulated, through scratches, through people 
physically trying to maul the film. So a piece like “Steenbeckett” is 
dealing with the relationship of analog technology—and its basis 
in physical principles of the graven image, whether it be on silver or 
through the displacement of oxide on magnetic tape—to certain 
corporeal aspects of decay. 

ck: I am reminded of André Bazin’s theory of the inherent realism of 
the cinematic image. This theory, which recognizes cinema’s origins 
in photography, holds that the trace of the phenomenal real is left on 
the celluloid. Nature’s imprinting of itself on the image privileges 
cinema, just as it does photography in relationship to the experienced 
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real. I don’t know whether you were deliberately referencing Bazin’s 
theory or not, but what you’ve said has echoes of it. Do you see a 
radical break with how the digital relates to filmed reality that differ-
entiates it from what celluloid offers? If so, what are the implications?

ae: The implications have to do with the notion of scarcity and of 
something having an added value by virtue of the fact that it raises 
issues of preservation, storage, deterioration and decay. When you 
transfer knowledge to a hard drive, you are surrendering it to some-
thing which is abstract and which is not really accessible through any 
physical means of which most of us are aware, whereas archiving 
home movies or any sort of physical negative reminds us at all times 
of its materiality. I am fascinated by what that means in terms of the 
function of memory and experience, but also how it relates directly 
to the way in which we form a sense of what we are presenting to 
someone else. 

When you shoot digitally on set, there isn’t a sense of a concen-
trated moment, as there is when the film camera is turning—and 
that creates a particular tone. There is something casual about digital 
imagery. But other issues are raised, such as how to train a new  
generation of students to understand that an entire aesthetic of  
cinema was based on the notion of scarcity. The long take demands a 
tremendous commitment—all the resources of time, preparation and 
celluloid—which won’t necessarily be relevant for a contemporary 
filmmaker. 

Ultimately, what cinema does is it focuses a number of different 
energies onto one particular thing that is being watched. The more 
you understand about the considerations that constitute that gesture, 
the more you realize that the most powerful aspect of a lens is not 

what is in front of it, but all the economic, social, historical and  
dramaturgical factors that are behind it. And those are the most mys-
terious things to ascertain: they determine whether or not that image 
has a visceral effect and power. 

Today’s generation is used to manipulating imagery to a much 
greater degree. Right now, there is a necessary disregard of that  
element of mystery because these images are traded so effortlessly. 
Even images which clearly are meant to be hidden—like those of 
Lily Tomlin and Dustin Hoffman and David Russell having a melt-
down [on the set of I Heart Huckabees]—are stored; then they are 
leaked and find their own means of distribution. What is amazing is 
that, even in digital format, it is not about the tension happening  
in front of the camera; you really feel the anxiety of the crew and the 
camera is able to transmit what is happening both in front of and 
behind the lens.

ck: One could argue this example is an extension of the revolutionary 
impact of photography and cinematography. The notion, at the turn 
of the century, was that, suddenly, all manner of things, from minute 
facial expressions to intensely personal interactions, could be recorded 
and exposed in ways they could not previously. A movie camera 
could be placed surreptitiously in such a spot that your clandestine 
meeting with someone could be recorded and shown on a theatre 
screen, as it is in the 1903 film, The Story of the Biograph Told, also 
known as The Story the Biograph Told. [The “Biograph” of the title refers 
both to the movie camera employed within the film and to the 
company producing the film.] The argument that these technologies 
were facilitating intrusion into people’s personal lives in a way that 
was not experienced by previous generations reminds me of what you “S
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Below: “Steenbeckett” involved taking the last shot from an adaptation of  
Krapp’s Last Tape and physically suspending it in the exhibition space on rollers, 
driven by an old Steenbeck editing machine.

Right: Shot on a Sony Mini dv camera, Citadel is an experimental camcorder 
documentary that records a woman’s return to her hometown in Lebanon 28 years 
after the civil war, as it interrogates the ubiquity and ethics of captured images.
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are saying about the digital. In some ways, what now seems like the 
sanctity of the cinematic image is ceding to the totally democratized 
digital image, in which anything can be captured at any time and 
immediately relayed in all sorts of ways.

ae: Maybe what persists in the film image is its cumbersome nature. 
Cinema needs a number of people to move the camera and to set 
up and alter lighting—there is a whole industrial approach that 
persists in taking a film image that becomes irrelevant with the dig-
ital image. The digital image is a one-person show. The scene you 
describe in the 1903 film would not have been realistic because the 
film camera would have been noisy and someone would have 
noticed it. You cannot put a 35-mm camera anywhere, as you can a 
digital camera. 

ck: If you envision yourself making films at a time when filming 
on celluloid becomes a minority practice, do you see that altering 
the way you would approach the filmmaking process? 

ae: That is a huge issue with which I am wrestling now. As long as  
I can raise the budget for 35 mm, I will strive to do it. I love being 
able to transmit a concentrated vision of a number of people. Even 
in a film like Citadel, which was shot very spontaneously, a degree 
of consideration was given in the voice-over, the narration, the 
structuring of the piece. Any time I try to simplify the process on 
one of my bigger films, it feels forced. Any time I try to make it seem 
spontaneous, it doesn’t. People have remarked that some of the 
most spontaneous moments—in films like Calendar, Family Viewing 
or The Sweet Hereafter—are when the video is being used, when I am 
shooting away from the crew in a solitary activity and the footage  
is then woven into the more considered, clumsy and cumbersome 
traditional work. That contrast is an interesting one.

ck: What is revealing is that the idea of the purported spontaneity 
that might come from a more immediate technology as it is employed 
in your installation work is actually belied by your approach to it— 
using it as a means to explore images or duration in a way that the 
traditional feature film format would not allow you to in quite the 
same way.

ae: Yes, but only because the viewer is in a very different place in 
those galleries. The viewer has a different approach to the projection. 
You are not invited to lose yourself in a gallery as you are in a film 
theatre. In the earlier films, I was interested in creating that gallery 
experience within the film itself—the sets of the woman walking  
into a video mausoleum in Speaking Parts, or the strip club in Exotica, 
or the screening in The Adjuster operate as gallery spaces for the 
characters to negotiate within the film itself. Even a film like Ararat 
has a sculptural gesture—a gallery gesture, if you will—of the physical 
installation of the video camera on top of all these film canisters.  

As I began to do installation work, a split emerged in my work 
between the commercially-oriented—or pointedly not so—feature 
films and the gallery work. But it’s a tricky thing. 

ck: Your comments collectively acknowledge the physical fact of film, 
to which the image from Ararat points. As a culture, we also cannot 
seem to shake the hold that the idea of film exerts. I am reminded of 
a talk you gave at Innis College in April, where you alluded to the 
fact that we still use the term “film” for all these different versions 
of visual manipulation. That may be in part because we just do not 
know what to call them yet, or it may speak to the protean nature 
of film. A lot of students still want to be filmmakers. That’s how they 
envision what they’re doing.

ae: Yeah, I spoke to many of them that evening. They were all still 
shooting on 35 mm and I was curious as to why . . .

ck: I think that part of it is the notion that that is the Holy Grail, 
even if all these other forms are available. It may go back to the 
democratization principle: anyone can do anything on YouTube; 
anyone can make a cellphone film; but only a privileged few earn 
the label of filmmaker. There is a difference between being able to 
summon people to a theatre and just making it available anywhere, 
at any time.

ae: You raise an interesting point, which is ultimately the notion of 
approval. I remember my path as a filmmaker from Super 8 to 16 mm; 
maybe students today are not so different from where we were in 
the 1970s. There are various stations in the journey to becoming a 
filmmaker and they involve levels of recognition and approval.  
The idea of being granted reins to this instrument, which is rare, 
probably has a great allure; the very convenience, disposability and 
democratization of YouTube and digital imagery raise the issue of 
what defines that work which requires and warrants attention. For 
the generation for whom there is a process of selection at festivals, 
that idea persists; but for a generation raised on a system of hits, it is 
strange and touching that they would want to use a medium which 
limits that capacity. Not only is 35 mm expensive and cumbersome 
to shoot, it is also expensive and cumbersome to show.

ck: There are two possible scenarios. One is that the digital image 
will produce a kind of dispersal and, perhaps, dissolution of what we 
take to be the cinematic to the point where we do not have the kind 
of situation we have now. It is not just about the elimination of  
the film cans; rather, the way in which films are seen, understood 
and consumed by viewers will change radically. We have that to some 
degree already in the wide range of different viewing formats and 
situations. Another scenario is that film becomes another niche 
product, so that its very cumbersome nature serves as a mark of its 
difference. Film, then, falls into a past lineage of fine art, sculpture . . .
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ae: . . . or seeing a live orchestra. This is what “Steenbeckett” was 
proposing. When you are aware of what 2,000 feet of film actually 
look like, what it means to organize and store that amount of  
material and keep it running, you come to appreciate the cleanliness 
of the digital. When I was doing the retrospective in Paris this past 
spring, they insisted on showing a 16-mm print, even though we had 
a digital version. I hadn’t seen a 16 mm in projection in ages. I was 
shocked at the registration and at how much movement there was 
in the frame—not only in the projection, but even on the negative. 
The sound was compromised. And I noticed an accumulation of 
dirt leading to the reel change mark, the cross-over. It’s touching, but 
also very distracting and, if I had a choice, I would have preferred 
seeing it digitally projected. 

ck: So, is it that the digital will provide a means to dissolve what 
for over a century has been the chief way in which cinema has been 
understood as a separate medium? Is that what is being lamented? 
The possibility of that dissolution?

ae: Yes, that and the possibility of the viewers’ manipulation of the 
inherent integrity of the work itself. Previously, when we were 
watching a projected image, we could not interfere with the process. 
We knew that the projector would be turned on at a certain time 
and that we had to arrive in that public space in order to partake of 
a projection that would be presented with or without our presence. 
It seems strange, but there is a tension between the way in which 
something is projected and our relationship to that process that has 
been altered. 

The transition to video was a transformation—a revolution, 
actually—and now it is at a point where the viewer has the means 
to source a digital version of a film, re-edit and reformat the film-
maker’s original version and then share that version with anyone 
who wishes to download a file. I can easily watch, on a file-sharing 
device such as YouTube, someone’s interpretation of The Sweet  
Hereafter based on Sarah Polley singing Tragically Hip’s “Courage”; 
someone has re-edited the film completely. There is a very easy 
license that a contemporary viewer gives him- or herself, which 
might be a good thing. People expect to see a dvd downloading on 
their own editing system. The idea of scarcity has disappeared. 

Ararat, about a kid who goes back to his ancestral homeland,  
is perhaps the best example of this: the fantasy of a young man who, 
for all the availability of digital technologies, feels it does not reflect  
a sense of spiritual search because it is too available. There has to be 
some element of the process which preserves a sense that meaningful 
images are the result of great consideration. Our access to these images 
must involve some sort of pilgrimage; if this sense of sacredness is not 
embedded in the image, then we must construct a series of rituals 
and gestures which dignify the quotidian process of watching. What 
you see is not necessarily what you get.  &
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In Artaud Double Bill, Egoyan’s contribution to Chacun son cinéma, two characters 
send text messages and images back and forth while sitting in two different theatres. 
Here, a screen-within-a-screen-within-a-screen is captured with this shot from  
Le Passion de Jean d’Arc, which is shown in Jean-Luc Godard’s Vivre sa vie, one of the 
films being viewed.
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