

1
Aidan McMahon
ENGL 4900
November 22nd, 2018 
Aidan McMahon

The Pain of Change:
The Montage Framework of The Collected Works of Billy The Kid

In 1975, Michael Ondaatje said that in The Collected Works of Billy the Kid he was “trying to make the film [he] couldn’t afford to shoot, in the form of a book” (Solecki 20). How literally can we take this claim? If Ondaatje is making a film, what kind of film is it, and how does he adapt film form into literature? Although scholars have written about Ondaatje’s deceptive use of historical photography (Boldrini), Billy’s camera-like narration (MacLulich, Nodelman), what the text owes to documentary film (Jones), and compared it to Ondaatje’s film experiments (Marinkova), no one yet has analyzed how and why Ondaatje adapts film techniques into the text. 
To adapt film techniques into a book is to create what is broadly labeled a “cinematic” novel. The concept and phrase comes from the early 20th century when authors like Joyce and H.D used film to modernized their writing. Steven G. Kellman claims they “[assimilated] the vibrant qualities of [film,] the new art— ‘anti-graceful, deforming, impressionistic, synthetic, dynamic, free-wording’" (Kellman 472). Their attempts to emulate the cinematography, pace, and editing of film came to characterize “cinematic” literature. Typically, prose or verse that renders the authorial voice invisible and emphasizes images will seem camera-like. An imagist poem, for example, forgoes psychological or conceptual adornment to use visual, functional language to render a direct treatment of the thing. While the juxtaposition of distinct chapters, paragraphs or sentences can create a montage effect. Conciseness of narrative or action also may make a piece more cinematic. Depending on the filmic genre the author desires to emulate, whether it be documentary, surrealism or avant-garde, they will exaggerate or minimize different facets of film. But are these mediums really as similar as their cross pollination suggests? Or, are they as George Bluestone claims, “overtly compatible, secretly hostile?” (Bluestone 5) 
The concept “cinematic” literature is only helpful when it draws attention to the ways cinematography and film-editing influence a text’s composition of time and space. The Collected Works is “cinematic” because the prose mimics the camera and sound recorder, while the structure is the film-editing technique montage. Originating from the French word “to mount” as a camera to a tripod (Lechte 1), montage is the juxtaposition of distinct elements to implicate an idea through contrast (McBride 15). Originally a blanket term for any art made of dissembled materials recontextualized to express a new meaning (McBride 15), “montage” came to stand for two methods for constructing film sequences. The first is “construction” montage (Eisenstein 37), a single action continuously unfolding across separate shots. The second is “collision” montage (Eisenstein 37), the superimposition of two images to express in visual terms an abstract idea. For Ondaatje, film and literature overlap in editing. He says, “the editing of a manuscript [is] like the editing of a film, that’s when you determine the work’s shape, rhythmic structures ect” (Solecki 21). This statement along with textual evidence gives us reason to study how The Collected Works adapts film techniques. Adaptation is the transferal of a story and/or techniques of an art work into a new medium.  Content must be transcoded from one medium to the next, leading to the reinterpretation, exaggeration and minimization of aspects of the source material. The process of adaptation therefore creates a work that is both original and in constant conversation with another “source” piece. Analyzing the construction of prose, paragraph, and structure in The Collected Works as an adaptation of the montage technique exposes how the distinct and often contradicting points of view and forms of media contrast to destabilize each other’s authority as well as the authority of the author. Because of this structural instability, the reader is encouraged to engage viscerally with Billy’s representation as a dissipated, unstable cinematic blur. 
	To investigate the cinematic techniques of The Collected Works, I will first show how Ondaatje’s style and Billy’s point of view adapt filmic perceptual modes, such as the camera. Emotionless and strictly visual, Billy’s narration is a mechanical account of the random violence of the world around him. MacLulich compares Billy’s point of view to the seemingly objective way a camera captures the world. He states, “photography (naively understood) is thought to transcribe external reality without distorting it; and in a similar way each segment of The Collected Works gives the appearance of meticulously and unemotionally recording a moment in Billy’s life” (MacLulich 109). Billy’s photographic and detached perception is shown in his descriptions of violence. When recounting how he shot a man, he states matter-of-factly, “after shooting Gregory/ this is what happened” (Ondaatje 15). Billy also focuses on the details of images with mechanical precision. During the murder of his friend Charlie Bowdre, Billy notices the “snow on Charlie’s left boot” (22). Having stripped away emotion from these experiences, Billy remains removed, attentive and mechanical like a photographer collecting images of life. 
	Ondaatje also adapts the perceptual mode of sound to create continuity across scenes and in the book as a whole. Billy’s awareness of sound is akin to his photographic perceptiveness. As his eyes are cameras, his ears are microphones. One poem begins with the phrase “sounds up,” and details some heightened noises. Billy describes his “ears picking up all the burning hum of flies… The mattress under Pete Maxwell shifting its straw, each blade loud in its clear flick against another.” (90) The phrase “sounds up,” signals the start of the poem like the term “roll sound” cues a sound mixer to begin recording. His ears are then equated to microphones “picking up” sounds with mechanical, heightened sensitivity. Much like a film editor, Ondaatje uses sound to create thematic links and to tie one scene to the next. The former is shown with the repetition of the “MMMmmm” sound throughout the book. One poem begins with “MMMMMMMM mm thinking…” (11) and paints a nightmarish image of Pat Garrett. The sound is Billy murmuring as he falls asleep. It reappears later at the start of Billy’s death scene. This sonic link suggests Billy’s paranoia about Pat inevitably catching him and connects death with sleep. Billy’s death scene demonstrates another structural uses of “cinematic” sound. On page 90, the poem ends with the phonetics, “hisssssssssss ssssssssssssss,” a photo follows, then the next poem begins with the aforementioned, “MMMmmmmmm…” (92). In film, this is called a J- cut. Audio leads before the image from the next scene or shot. The phonetics in this passage bridge the photo and creates continuity like a J-cut. For some scholars, introducing the recorder and cinematographic perceptual systems into the text not only makes the novel more “cinematic,” it redirects attention to the boundaries of the novel.
For Milena Marinkova and Patricia C. McBride, adding the sensory elements of sound and image, typically foreign to a novel, forces one to reengage with what makes a novel, the modes of communication, and most importantly, the material presence of the text. Milena Marinkova writes, “The Collected Works… partakes of the visual, the verbal, the aural and the tactile mediums… [The] formal instabilities allow for a more participatory reader, not only in terms of determining the meaning but also in terms of engaging with the physicality of the text. Billy the Kid’s ‘collected works’ resemble an endlessly proliferating cinematic reel, which is all too material and visceral…” (Marinkova 9). Patricia C. McBride too argues that attention to “cinematic” modes of perception also draws attention to materiality. She writes that “the new awareness about the perceptual potential of technologies like film and photography redirects attention to a medium’s physical qualities, including those of print” (38). For these thinkers, the representation of these perceptual modes redirects attention to the monopoly of language as the novel’s perceptual mode, and therefore, draws attention to the materiality of the text. For Bluestone though, the attempt to adapt cinema’s sensory qualities is fruitless. The aesthetic experience of text and image are intrinsically different. He argues, “word symbols must be translated into images of things, feelings and concepts through the process of thought. Where moving pictures come to us directly through perception…” (20). One way perhaps to resolves this tension is to examine the equivalency Ondaatje creates between words and image. On pages 12-13, the right-hand side shows a photograph by LA Huffman. Ondaatje has cropped the original photo in half. On the left page, there would have been the image of a grave, but instead in the book there is a poem describing the death of Charlie Bowdre. The poem stands in for the image of the grave, suggesting that the text is the continuation of the photos and vice versa. By extension, Ondaatje perhaps wants us to consider the whole text as a photo album. But this analogy is only an analogy and does not discredit Bluestone’s point. Furthermore, to considered the text as a photo album omits the presence and importance that motion plays in its construction.
So far, I’ve considered the photographic and auditory aspects of The Collected Works, but it is only when analyzed as a text with film-like editing that The Collected Works become truly “cinematic.” Soviet film maker Pudovkin says so much when he claims, “’every object must, by editing, be brought upon the screen so that it shall have not photographic but cinematographic essence’” (Bluestone 18). Film-editing makes photos into film. The first way Ondaatje uses filmic-editing to create motion is by adapting Pudovkin’s “construction” montage technique. Pudovkin edits individual shots into a sequence that continuously unfolds a single action or sightline. A cut, in this format, has the linguistic equivalent to a conjunction. These cuts express “because,” “meanwhile,” “then.” The scene between Angela Davidson and Billy in bed is an example of this construction. It begins with the stanza, “she leans against the door, holds/ her left hand at the elbow/ with her right, looks at the bed” followed by a page break, then the description of the bed: “on my sheets – oranges/ peeled half peeled/ bright as hidden coins.” The passage continues in this format: looker/ sightline, action/ reaction. It concludes with Billy’s line “I am very still/ I take in all the angles of the room” (21) as if he were the scene’s cinematographer. But towards the end of the book Ondaatje points out the artificial didacticism of “construction” montage in how it directs your mental eye and reading. An unknown narrator sets the scene before Pat Garrett shoots Billy. They explain that “Garrett leaves the deputies sitting smoking… and goes into the dark room where Maxwell is asleep    Meanwhile [page break] Billy is just yards away drinking with Celsa Guitterrez” (92). Although it is the same format as the earlier passage, this “Meanwhile” in combination with the page break self-consciously points out the artifice and didactic nature of a “construction” montage. Ondaatje’s alternative to the didactic “construction” montage is the more participatory “collision” montage.
Sergei Eisenstein’s “collision” montage is the superimposition of two separate, concrete elements in a sequence to create an idea in the viewer’s mind (Eisenstein 37). Eisenstein explains that the process of editing is the combination of shots that are “depictive, single in meaning, neutral in content- into intellectual contexts and series” (Eisenstein 30). In theory, ‘dialectic’ montage should take two elements that in themselves only represent a single material reality and juxtapose them to conjure a myriad of abstract implications. Ondaatje adapts the superimposition and motion of “collision” montage to structure The Collected Works on the level of the single poem and multi-page sequences. First, his verse, paragraphs, and pages are as separate as shots in a film. He cuts events into self-contained poems, typically confined to a single page, and scatters them throughout the book. For instance, Chalie Bowdre’s death scene is described unchronological on pages 12, 22 and 48. As a result, these fragments are juxtaposed with other events creating stark montage “collisions.” The final part of Charlie’s death scene sits beside an account of Billy and Charlie waking one morning to sniff the wind. Charlie is associated with Billy’s freedom, as shown in the poem where he and Billy weave like nomads over and across the Canada/ America border (20). Ondaatje’s prose too is clipped and made for dissemblage and recomposition.  The poem about the “pot of luke warm tea” (27) is constructed as a palindrome, printed twice, once forward then again backwards. In the first stanza, Billy remembers a violent surgery while at tea, while in the second he remembers going to tea as he operates. As Eisenstien suggests, montage produces variant ideas through images with only one meaning. Here, Ondaatje demonstrates how variant combinations of the same lines create totally different outcomes using the same elements. 
 “Collision” montage as a framework structures Ondaatje’s contradictory characterization of Billy as lover, murderer, friend, gentleman, villain and many other roles. These characterizations come from a century of film makers, novelists and biographers casting Billy in different roles. As one poem sums up Billy is a “dartboard/ for your midnight blood…” (85). He is an empty subject we interpret and reinterpret. Ondaatje juxtaposes these distinct, often contradicting representations of Billy to create an impression of a character. For instance, on pages 52 and 53 we are presented with a visual and intellectual contrasting representation of Billy. On the bottom of 52 is Sallie Chisum’s account of Billy from Walter Burns’s The Saga of Billy the Kid. She describes Billy as a “good looking, clear eyed boy” (52). While at the top of 53, we have a piece of fiction in which Billy waits in the dark lusting after Pat Garrett’s blood. These passages contrast both in content and kind. The account of Billy on page 52 is both positive and ‘historical,’ while the passage on 53 is frightening and ‘fiction.’ This juxtaposition prohibits the reader from definitely characterizing Billy one way or the other, as well as undermines the authority of a historic text. As Jones puts it, “through its ‘editing’ or ‘collage’ of documents, The Collected Works ensures that Billy the Kid remains… [in trail] without settling on a verdict” (78). Even when Ondaatje seems to settle on a moment of clear characterization, it is, in fact, actually a challenge. The bloodlust passage ends with Billy exclaiming at Pat “AMATEUR!” (53) while the next page begins with the question, “a motive?” (54). Ondaatje provides a citation, again from The Saga, describing the murder that ostensibly engendered Billy with violence. But the simplicity of the answer that Billy is violent because of this specific event seems insufficient. As Jones writes “the question posed by The Collected Works is less, therefore, What made Billy the Kid so mean? Than, What makes him mean? That is, How has this legendary figure acquired this significance? (79). The answer is found in the co-creation of myth Ondaatje puts front and centre with the “collision” montage technique.
	The montage of sources and perspectives in The Collected Works assures that the reader co-creates meaning with Ondaatje, who repositions himself as reader and editor rather than author. Jones cites Smaro Kamboureli saying, “’(Ondaatje) foregrounds his role as reader, a reader of found narratives, a reader who becomes a writer’” (69). This claim is substantiated with the book’s credits, wherein Ondaatje writes of his source material “I have edited, rephrased and slightly reworked the originals. But the emotions belong to their authors” (Credits). Because Ondaatje gives up his role as author, the reader’s participation in the creation of meaning is enhanced, in particular through the “collision” montage sequences. “Collision” montage is more than mimetic representation, it is, for Eisenstein, a “psychological” (32) experience. That is, an event that happens in the reader’s mind. Ondaatje draws our attention to our role as active participant with the lines “up with the curtain/ down with your pants/ William Bonney/ is going to dance” (63). The “your” directly addresses the reader while vaudeville setting points to our desire to be a passive audience as Ondaatje retells the Billy the Kid story. Jones calls this poem a “burlesque of the confessional form,” writing that “the audience is asked to ‘expose’ themselves in their roles as producers rather than passive consumers of Billy’s character” (82). The following montage sharply jumps from sex to violence and unsettles our passivity. Page 64 describe Angela Dickinson’s sexual voraciousness juxtaposed with an illustration of a women in bed who, through context, we associate with Angela. The verso side of the illustration page ‘jump cuts’ to a bloody description of Angela being shot in the wrist. The superimposition of violence and the sex affronts the reader’s passive enjoyment of the text. They cannot trust the director. Though it is not clear if there even is one. 
The Collected Works and Ondaatje’s documentary Sons of Captain Poetry rebel against the didactic, director controlled “CBC kind of documentary” and share, what Jones calls, a “cut-and-paste” composition and “multiple film makes” (Jones 78). The montage sequences of Billy’s escape in The Collected Works and B.P Nicol’s family history poem in Sons show how Ondaatje challenges documentarian didacticism. The former begins with a fictional eye witness account of how Billy shot his way out of prison. “No the escape was no surprise to me…” (86) the interviewee replies to an implied interviewer. They continue, saying that a crowd of citizens watched Billy fall off a horse as he attempted to flee town. The interviewee, though, explains that they were out of town when this happened (86). Their testimony therefore participates in the making of the Billy’s myth. It is juxtaposed with two historical accounts of Billy from The Saga of Billy the Kid. Again, the juxtaposition of history and fiction engages the reader to create their own reading, to co-create with Ondaatje. The sequence continues, cutting to an aside about Pat Garrett’s taxidermy. Bracketed in parenthesis, the passage is a tangential disruption of the documentary sequence and mirrors the use of comic book stills in Sons of Captain Poetry. During the montage of family photographs, saturated images of superheroes begin to interrupt the flow of historical documents. Like these comic book frames, the taxidermy passage shouldn’t be included in the montage as it disrupts the historical sequence, which recommences on the following page. Ondaatje oscillates between fiction and history, and jumps around different perspectives to create greater engagement in the montage sequence. 
Ondaatje’s montage framework uses “parodic repetitions” (McBride 37) of historical documents to create a mythological, “historiographic” (Jones 71) version of Billy. Citing Hans Blumenberg, McBride define “parodic repetitions” as a representation, reproduction or artifact that attempt to be as “real” as the “actual” documents it represents. She writes that a novel using the montage technique “is not an object or a practice that abstracts from experience in order to adequately represent its truth, but is rather implicated in the ‘making’ of experience…” (37). Instead of attempting to represent the historical Billy The Kid, The Collected Works is a “historiographic” representation of Billy (Jones 71), a character in the middle ground between truth and fiction. The cover and first pages of the Anasi edition conveys Ondaatje’s “parodic repetition” of Billy. On the cover, we see the portrait of Billy wherein he holds his gun in his left hand. This photo was taken with a daguerreotype camera, which flips the image. The photo gave rise to the myth that Billy was left handed (Mayes). Ondaatje references this myth with the subtitle of the book Left Handed Poems. The opening page, an empty frame ostensibly showing an overexposed photo of Billy, continues this theme. If you hold this page to a light, the poem on the flip side is framed perfectly, appearing inverted. The poem we see through this frame is an exaggerated, unhistorical list (Roberts) of those killed in the long contest between Billy and Pat. This inversion articulates Ondaatje project to create a portrait of Billy drifting between representation in documents and myth. Here we encounter a problem though. Can the reader confidently connect various sources and depictions of Billy if the line between fiction and reality is blurred? 
In The Collected Works, the separation of names and identifiers with the things they propose to identify is not reconciled through the reader’s associations since Ondaatje often leads us to make incorrect assumptions. One example of the reader’s assignment to connect signifier to sign is the prose paragraph that describes an evening at the Chissum ranch with Billy and Angela. The narrator is not identified in this description, but before the first line float the words, “Mistuh…Patrick… Garrett!!!” (42). The reader connects it to the passage, filling in the absent narrator as Pat. In this case they would be correct, Pat is identified as the narrator of these events later in the book (67). But this impulse to connect sign and signifier is undermined in other places.  One example is the introduction of Sally Chisum. On the left page, we have an italicized description that Sally is a “kindly, sweet faced old lady…” (30) and below is a brief description of her house in her own words. To the right is a photo of a man and a woman in frontier garb. To assume that this photo is Sally is instinctual, and false. Lucia Boldrini claims that the photo is not Sally but one of Ondaatje’s friends (35). She also points out that Ondaatje cites Huffman, Frontier Photographer as the source of the book’s opening quote, but no such book exists (34). The passage, as well, is a misquote, two different letters doctored together. Boldrini quotes Barbour to explain how Ondaatje’s misrepresentation complicates the link between sign and signified. Barbour writes the Huffman quote begins “a slippery rhetorical linkage of logos, topos and ethos [that] will hold throughout the rest of the book.” (35) For Boldrini, Ondaatje deceives and withholds to “raise the issue of authenticity as a sense, an impression, perhaps an emotion… rather than a fact-based certainty” (35). Fact, meaning, and associations are therefore reduced to an assumption. Even though Ondaatje encourages the reader to tie together passages through montage, the associations the reader makes are based on faulty evidence, leaving one to wonder if any continuity can or should be found. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]It is perhaps because of this slippery linkage of photos, text, and names that cinema, a medium comprised of the imperceptible connection of photos, is associated in The Collected Works with disorientation. Compared to the stability of photography, film is like water “dripping out of the photo” (50). Photography is something that Billy, or the reader, can use to stop or halt the world. Nodelman states that “photographers, like gunfighters, can shoot things successfully only when they are far enough away from them to get them clearly in their sights; and both stop movement” (Nodelman 70-71). MacLulich claims that Billy perceives the world as a random, violent place that can be controlled through the gun or camera (110). Photography, in a sense, would allow the reader to ‘capture’ Billy. Cinema, though, is associated with slipperiness and states of confusion. Drunk, Billy watches John rock in his chair. He describes him “going slow but his checkered shit leaves just a red arc daze like some blurred picture” (68). Or when Billy is killed he watches Pat leave the room “all seen sliding round/ the screen of a horse’s eye” (94). The most striking example is when Billy is ridden with a fever. He watches Sally approach him and says “I  didn’t know who it was, a tray of things in her right hand, a lamp in the other carrying them. Me screaming stop stop STOP THERE you’re going to fall on me! My picture now sliding so she with her tray and her lamp jerked up to the ceiling and floated down calm again and jerked to the ceiling and floated down calm again and continued forward crushing me against the wall only I didn’t feel anything yet” (34). His desire for Sally to “stop” and the picture “sliding” are married to the repetition of the sentence evoking a flickering, looping film reel. By the end of the book, the variability of Billy’s representations and the documents can leave you with nauseous sense of confusion and uncertainty, just as motion nauseates Billy.  
Montage provides a conceptual framework that offers some structural cohesion without committing to one interpretation, but it does not permit a clearer idea of Billy or the text because of it. As Jones writes “in film, if all images projected on the screen are identical, the effect is stasis… The differential positioning of documents in The Collected Works ensures that recuperation to stasis or ‘arrested’ movement is not possible” (82). Instead, the montage framework allows for, what McBride calls, a “horizontal” interpretation that does not attempt to pin down a meaning or a historical truth (37). The very thing that allows us to interpret Billy, the associations we make between the fragments, is never stable enough to permit anything more than an impression of Billy. In sum, a montage framework allows us to collect the fragments of Billy’s identity and find meaning in their connections, but Ondaatje’s continual undermining of both our role as engaged reader and of the connections we make means that Billy cannot be reconciled. He remains always a blur. 
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