Joseph Cornell Versus
Cinema The Wish List

Joseph Cornell:
Assemblage, Cinema, and
the Unspoken Wish List of
"Cinema the Wish List"

Joseph Cornell's enigmatic boxes, miniature worlds
meticulously crafted from found objects, stand in fascinating
counterpoint to the moving images of cinema. While not
directly a film, his conceptual work, particularly as it relates
to the imagined "Cinema the Wish List," reveals a deep
engagement with cinematic principles and a unique
perspective on storytelling. This essay explores the artistic
dialogue between Cornell's assemblages and the implied
filmic narrative of his imagined "Cinema the Wish List,"
examining how his techniques of juxtaposition, evocative
imagery, and the creation of atmosphere mirror and even
challenge traditional cinematic language.

The Miniature Worlds of Joseph
Cornell: A Cinematic Approach

Cornell's boxes aren't merely collections of objects; they are
meticulously orchestrated environments, each a self-
contained narrative unfolding in miniature. The careful
selection and arrangement of items - photographs,
ephemera, natural objects, and manufactured trinkets -
creates a sense of depth, mystery, and emotional resonance.
This deliberate orchestration echoes the directorial choices in
filmmaking: camera angles, editing, and mise-en-scene all
contributing to the overall narrative. Consider, for example,
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*Hotel de Medici*, one of Cornell's most celebrated works. Its
carefully arranged contents, including a miniature replica of
the Hotel, suggest a narrative of travel, longing, and
memory, akin to the evocative power of a well-crafted
cinematic sequence. This meticulous arrangement
anticipates the deliberate framing and composition
techniques seen in many cinematic masterpieces. This is also
true for the "collage" aspect of his work, which can be
considered a form of montage, familiar to both film and
visual arts.

This deliberate artistic approach directly informs our
understanding of his implied “Cinema the Wish List.” The
title itself suggests a curated collection of desires, much like
a director carefully selects shots and scenes to compose
their story. The implied film, we can imagine, would not be a
straightforward narrative but rather a poetic exploration of
themes central to Cornell’s oeuvre: memory, longing, the
passage of time, and the power of the imagination.

Juxtaposition and Narrative in
Cornell's Work and Cinematic
Storytelling

A core element of Cornell's artistic method is the power of
juxtaposition. He masterfully combines seemingly disparate
objects, creating surprising and often unsettling
relationships. A vintage postcard might sit beside a piece of
driftwood, a child's toy beside a faded photograph. This
technique mirrors cinematic montage, where seemingly
unrelated shots are edited together to create a new
meaning, often one greater than the sum of its parts. Think
of Sergei Eisenstein's groundbreaking work in Soviet
montage cinema: his juxtaposition of images created
powerful emotional and political impact. Similarly, Cornell’s
boxes, through their calculated juxtapositions, evoke a
potent sense of mystery and narrative suggestion, mimicking
the techniques of suspense and revelation in film.
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The Evocative Power of Atmosphere
and Mood

Beyond narrative, Cornell’s work excels in establishing mood
and atmosphere. His boxes are infused with a melancholic
beauty, a sense of quiet longing, and a pervasive mystery.
The muted color palettes, the carefully chosen objects, and
the overall feeling of fragility contribute to this atmospheric
effect. This mastery of atmosphere closely parallels the
techniques used in cinematography, particularly in
establishing shots and through the use of lighting, colour
grading, and sound design. This cinematic quality is
particularly relevant when considering the imagined “Cinema
the Wish List.” One can envision a film deeply concerned
with emotional impact and subtle atmosphere rather than
fast-paced action or clear-cut narrative. The subtle nuances
of Cornell’'s work would translate beautifully to a cinematic
medium focused on mood and atmosphere.

"Cinema the Wish List": An Unmade
Masterpiece

"Cinema the Wish List" remains a tantalizingly unrealized
project, existing solely as a concept that fuels scholarly
discussions and spurs artistic interpretations. Yet, its
absence enhances rather than diminishes its importance. It
serves as a powerful testament to Cornell's imaginative
capacity and his ability to create complete narratives within
the confines of his miniature worlds. The very act of
imagining this “cinema” invites us to consider the essence of
storytelling, the power of suggestion, and the evocative
potential of seemingly simple objects. The lack of a tangible
film forces us to engage more actively with the concept, to
fill in the gaps and to contribute our own interpretations,
mirroring the active participation required to fully appreciate
Cornell's assemblages. This “missing film” becomes a meta-
commentary on the nature of cinematic storytelling itself.

Joseph Cornell Versus Cinema The Wish List
3



Joseph Cornell Versus Cinema The Wish List

Conclusion: Cornell’s Enduring
Legacy

Joseph Cornell's work, particularly as it relates to the
hypothetical "Cinema the Wish List," offers a compelling
counterpoint to traditional cinematic narrative. His mastery
of juxtaposition, atmosphere, and the creation of miniature
worlds mirrors and, in many ways, transcends conventional
cinematic techniques. By exploring themes of memory,
longing, and the power of imagination, his assemblages offer
a profound and poetic meditation on the human condition,
leaving a lasting impact on both visual art and cinematic
thought. The “Cinema the Wish List” remains a potent
symbol of Cornell's creative genius, urging us to consider the
myriad ways in which stories can be told and experienced.

FAQ: Joseph Cornell and “"Cinema
the Wish List"

Q1: What exactly is "Cinema the Wish List"?

Al: "Cinema the Wish List" is not an actual film; it's a
conceptual project, an imagined film based on the themes
and aesthetic approaches found in Joseph Cornell's
assemblages. It exists as a title, sparking discussion and
interpretation of what such a film might entail based on
Cornell's existing work.

Q2: How does Cornell's use of found objects relate to
filmmaking?

A2: Cornell's use of found objects parallels the filmmaker's
selection of locations, actors, and props. Each object in his
boxes, like a shot in a film, contributes to the overall
meaning and atmosphere of the work. The careful selection
and arrangement reflect a director's vision in shaping a
cinematic narrative.

Q3: What are the key themes explored in both
Cornell's work and the implied "Cinema the Wish
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List"?

A3: Key themes include memory, nostalgia, the passage of
time, the power of imagination, longing, and the exploration
of the human condition through poetic imagery rather than
straightforward narrative.

Q4: How does Cornell's style differ from mainstream
cinema?

A4: Cornell’s style prioritizes atmosphere, suggestion, and
emotional resonance over clear-cut narratives or action
sequences. His works are more akin to poetic meditations
than traditional story-driven films. His use of found objects
and collage techniques sets him apart from the typically
more controlled environments of traditional film production.

Q5: What techniques in filmmaking do Cornell's
assemblages most closely resemble?

A5: Cornell's work shares parallels with cinematic techniques
like montage (juxtaposition of images to create new
meaning), mise-en-scéne (arrangement of elements within
the frame), and the creation of mood and atmosphere
through lighting and composition.

Q6: Could "Cinema the Wish List" ever be made as an
actual film?

A6: While technically possible, a direct adaptation of "Cinema
the Wish List" would likely stray far from Cornell's original
intent. A more fruitful approach might be to interpret its
essence through a film that captures the themes,
atmosphere, and aesthetic of Cornell’'s assemblages, but not
necessarily a literal translation.

Q7: How does understanding Cornell's work enhance
our appreciation of cinema?

A7: Studying Cornell's work broadens our understanding of
cinematic storytelling by highlighting alternative approaches
to narrative, emphasizing the power of suggestion, mood,
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and atmosphere. It encourages us to consider the
multifaceted ways in which stories can be told and
experienced, beyond traditional linear narratives.

Q8: What are some other artists whose work shares
similarities with Cornell's approach?

A8: Artists like Robert Rauschenberg (with his combines),
Kurt Schwitters (with his Merzbau), and even certain
Surrealist filmmakers, like Luis Bufuel, share some thematic
and stylistic similarities with Cornell's approach to artmaking,
emphasizing the power of the unexpected and subconscious
imagery.

Joseph Cornell versus Cinema: The Wish List - A Comparative
Exploration

Joseph Cornell, the enigmatic creator of collages , and the
sprawling, filmic landscape of "The Wish List," a hypothetical
collection of films, offer a compelling comparison. While
seemingly disparate - one a painstaking craftsman working
in a personal scale, the other a expansive realm of cinematic
possibilities - a closer examination reveals intriguing
resonances in their approaches to subject matter, aesthetic ,
and the creation of import.

The essence of Cornell's work lies in its cryptic nature. His
boxes, meticulously crafted miniatures , are crammed with
recovered materials - photographs, ephemera, glass
fragments - arranged with a lyrical sensibility. They elicit a
sense of amazement, hinting at unspeakable narratives and
buried emotions. This sense of intrigue is echoed in "The
Wish List," which, by its very nature, is undefined . The
possibilities are unbounded, prompting the viewer to
speculate the stories, the characters, and the emotions that
these hypothetical films might embody.

Both Cornell's practice and the "Wish List" concept share an
affinity for incompleteness . Cornell’s boxes often present
only fragments of narratives, leaving the viewer to fill in the
gaps . Similarly, the "Wish List" invites a contemplation of
the myriad untold stories, the latent narratives that might
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have been explored, but remain unseen. This attention on
the unsaid is key to both.

Furthermore, both Cornell’s art and a hypothetical "Wish
List" cinematic universe engage in a profound exploration of
memory . Cornell’s work frequently incorporates imagery
associated with innocence, invoking a sense of desire for a
lost past. A "Wish List" of films could similarly delve into
themes of memory, exploring the ways in which the past
shapes the present and the nuances of individual and
collective remembrance . We could envision films that
reinterpret historical events through the lens of personal
experience or explore the fading boundaries between truth
and memory.

The stylistic approach of Cornell's work also finds a reflection
in "The Wish List." Cornell's use of assemblage and his
precise arrangement of objects creates a visually rich and
complex experience. This could be mirrored in a "Wish List"
of films by utilizing a diverse range of stylistic approaches -
from experimental filmmaking to narrative storytelling - each
contributing to the overall texture of the imagined cinematic
universe. Consider the possibilities: a surrealist hallucination
juxtaposed with a starkly realistic portrayal of social
disparity; a silent film intercut with a vibrant, modern
musical.

Ultimately, comparing Joseph Cornell and the concept of a
"Wish List" of films highlights the power of suggestion in
artistic expression. Both demonstrate how elliptical
narratives can be far more engaging than complete, fully
realized ones. They challenge the viewer to actively
participate in the construction of meaning, completing the
story with their own memories . The aesthetic qualities, the
themes , and the emotional impact of both are uniquely
powerful, leaving a lasting impression on the observer.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

Q1: How does Joseph Cornell’s work relate to
Surrealism?
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Al: While not strictly a Surrealist, Cornell’s work shares
several affinities with Surrealist principles, particularly its
exploration of the subconscious, the use of found objects in
unexpected juxtapositions, and its evocation of dreamlike
imagery.

Q2: What are some potential themes for films on a
"Wish List"?

A2: A "Wish List" could include films exploring themes of
memory, time, loss, identity, social injustice, the power of
dreams, and the beauty of the everyday.

Q3: How could a “Wish List” of films be curated?

A3: A "Wish List" could be curated thematically, stylistically,
or chronologically, or even randomly, emphasizing the
unpredictable and open-ended nature of the concept.

Q4: What is the practical benefit of comparing
Cornell’s work with this cinematic “Wish List”?

A4: This comparison offers a framework for thinking about
the nature of narrative, the power of suggestion, and the
diverse possibilities within visual and cinematic art. It
encourages creative thinking and exploration.
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