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The Magellan cycle of Hollis Frampton is known to us principally from his
“annotated calendar for Magellan” of December 21, 1978, and from the films of
that cycle completed before his death. Several proposals drafted in the mid-'70s
seeking support for the project and several interviews granted between 1977
and 1980 provide additional information. One such useful interview was con-
ducted by Mitch Tuchman in 1977, another by Scott MacDonald in Summer
1978, and a third by Bill Simon in January 1980.! Even within this short inter-
val Frampton’s descriptions of his project vary somewhat; we observe at least
some differences in emphasis. These may reflect the varying interests of his
interlocutors, but they demonstrate, as well, the evidently rapid development
of Frampton’s work and thought on Magellan, including its overall structure
and appropriate mode of presentation.

In Summer 1978, for instance, Frampton seemed to use the concept of
Magellan as a kind of umbrella for all his films made since the completion, in
1972, of his previous cycle of films, Hapax Legomena.

MacDONALD: Are the short films listed in the Co-op Catalogue
after Hapax Legomena— Apparatus Sum, Tiger Balm, Yellow Springs, and
Less —parts of Magellan?

FRAMPTON: Yes, with the moderate qualification that Apparatus
Sum 1s a very brief study for Magellan: At the Gates of Death. Less is a
segment of a section that has no other segments yet, so that its place
and function are unclear. One of the things I'm going to do soon is to
restructure the mode of presentation of Magellan —not the film itself,
but only how it’s presented —in such a way that its shape can begin
to become clearer, at least in skeletal form. Magellan: At the Gates of
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Death is seen, when it has been seen, as a 106 minute chunk. In the
calendrical wheel of the whole work, it’s divided into twenty-four
sections which are seen at considerable distances in time from each
other. In the next few months, I'll finish certain specimen days in the
cycle. A day or a number of calendrical days will constitute a pro-
gram. Anyhow, Yellow Springs is a portrait, of Paul Sharits; it be-
longs to a particular section late in the film which is a portrait gal-
lery. Tiger Balm is also part of Magellan. There are whole sections of
Magellan that are very lightly sketched, that have one or two or three
single points; other sections, of course, are more clearly filled out.
By the way, you mentioned some time ago that you like Palindrome.
I'm quoting it in its entirety in Magellan as one of the Dreams.?

Eighteen months later, in January 1980, Frampton speaks somewhat dif-
ferently of Magellan and its structure. He had in the meantime completed his
calendar of December 21, 1978, which accounts for each day of Magellan’s cycle
—more often, it is true, by general headings than by the titles of completed, or
even uncompleted, films. At the time of this interview, indeed, he was exhibit-
ing at the Whitney Museum the first calendrically ordered group of Magellan
segments — about five and a half hours of film. The difference in Frampton’s
discussion of Magellan is now perhaps a matter of tone; he no longer speaks
prospectively about a work to be done but rather retrospectively about a work
whose design is largely complete, however much remains to be done.

The very large work in any medium is a special case; it’s an odd
case. I didn’t originally set out to undertake something this big. It
grew upon a certain group of films and a great deal of footage con-
spired among itself to begin to suggest the cycle. But having decided
that I was going to do it, I've now spent a certain amount of time
going over the problems of the mammoth work of whatever kind.3

At the time of his death on March 30, 1984, Frampton had completed ap-
proximately seven or eight hours, less than one-third of the proposed thirty-six
hour film. Precisely how much less may not be known for some years; besides
finished films, Frampton left others in various stages of incompletion. Some of
these may take their place in a definitive assemblage of the incomplete Magellan,
which may be further in the future than completion of the whole work would
have been had its maker lived. Particular candidates for later inclusion would
seem to be the one-minute films that may be identifiable in Frampton’s volumi-
nous footage — for, aside from the (all-important!) cut that begins and ends each
one, these films do not depend upon editing. When all is restored to Magellan

2. MacDonald, p. 7.
3. Simon, p. 7.
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that ever will be, the problems of reading the work will become definitive. Until
then, perhaps, we can explore it more freely.

Completed, Magellan was to belong to us, its spectators, just as we, and
spectation itself, are its protagonist.

Comic art resolves in favor of its protagonist. Now the manner in
which it does that can be very complicated. . . . The spectator [of
Magellan] 1s the protagonist when the work is done. I am the surro-
gate protagonist for the making of the work; I have to be. Somebody
has to do it. Presumably there has to be some locus identifiable for
the spectator throughout the making of the work.*

Frampton believed that he would finish Magellan, but he noted that “his-
torically in the twentieth century your chances of finishing a very, very large
work, if you undertake it, are certainly no better than fifty-fifty, and they're
probably not fifty-fifty. . . .”5 Frampton did not, as far as we know, speak to the
situation of the spectator confronted with incompleted work; we are therefore
on our own. Here is a work that has reverted to us prematurely and most of us
have had neither the time nor the training for its proper reception. Under these
conditions, one can at best stumble ahead, confident only that future work will
correct one’s worst blunders.

Frampton’s plan of December 28, 1978, for the entire Magellan project is
the only such document thus far available. More than a plan in the usual sense,
it is an exact, comprehensive calendar of the entire year’s cycle of films, specify-
ing the titles or categories of films to be shown on each day of the year. The
Magellan cycle as a whole repeats itself every 365 calendar days, but takes 369
days to run its full course. This is so because the first two days of the cycle over-
lap the last two days of the preceding calendar year and the last two days of the
cycle overlap the first two days of the following calendar year.

The films for the first two days of the cycle, to be shown on December 30
and 31, are a group entitled Birth of Magellan. The last two days of the cycle,
to be shown on January 1 and 2, offer a group of films called Death of Magellan.
Buirth of Magellan overlaps the usual day’s screenings for December 30 and 31
and Death of Magellan overlaps the usual day’s screenings for January 1 and 2.
The first day of Birth of Magellan, which is also the first day of the cycle (De-
cember 30) consists of three intermixed subseries of films, the Cadenzas, the
Mindfall series, and the Dreams. Their specific order is as follows:

Cadenza I
< Mindfall>, PART 1
Cadenza I1

4. Ibid., p. 9.
5. Tuchman, p. 57.
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FIRST DREAM: < Ludus Luminis, Ludus Chromaticus>

Cadenza 111
< Mindfall> , PART 2
Cadenza IV

SECOND DREAM: < Pallindrome>

Cadenza V
< Mindfall>, PART 3
Cadenza VI

THIRD DREAM: < Natural History >

Cadenza VII
< Mindfall>, PART 4
Cadenza VIII

FOURTH DREAM: [Untitled]

Cadenza IX

< Mindfall>, PART 5
Cadenza X

FIFTH DREAM: [Untitled]
Cadenza X1

< Mindfall>, PART 6
Cadenza XII

SIXTH DREAM: < Hexachordum Appolinis>
Cadenza XII1

< Mindfall>, PART 7
Cadenza XIV

The second and concluding day of Birth of Magellan takes place on
December 31.

INTERLUDE: < Magellan’s Toys>

< Master Magellan in the Hall of Mirrors>
< Common Knowledge>

< Machina Magellan: >

< La Fotomachia de Don Fernando>

< Magellan Is But Poorly Armed>

At the other end of the cycle, Death of Magellan, to be shown on January 1
and 2, consists of The Death of Magellan on January 1 (whether this is a single
film, a series of films, or a group of films is not clear) and these items on Janu-
ary 2:
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INTERLUDE: < Memoranda Magelan:>
INTERLUDE: < Pares Magelani>
INTERLUDE: < Tempora Magelani>
INTERLUDE: < Mens Magelani: >

< Lamentation >

< Alleluia >/ < Gloria>/ < Hosanna >

< Envor >

In between the Birth and the Death is The Straits of Magellan—by far the
largest part of the cycle; this is a very large group of films, to be shown over 365
days. The Straits of Magellan consists of 720 one-minute films, two of which are
to be shown on each day of the cycle (720 = 360 X 2). For most days of the
cycle—327 to be exact—the two one-minute films for that day are the entire
program.

There are five days in which no one-minute film is shown (360 + 5 = 365).
These exceptional days are March 11 (the filmmaker’s birthday), the vernal
equinox (March 21), the summer solstice (June 21), the autumnal equinox
(September 21), and the winter solstice (December 21). For each of the equi-
noxes and the solstices, there is a special film of the day, appropriately so-called.
These films were in fact among the first completed by Frampton—Autumnal
Equinox (1974), Winter Solstice (1974), Summer Solstice (1974), and Vernal Equinox
(1975). Each film is to be shown only on its eponymous day and no other film is
to be shown on that day. These four days were, of course, great pagan celebra-
tions. They were, and are, also used to mark the progress of the year and the
passage of time from year to year. For these reasons perhaps, Frampton made
the four films an autonomous subsection and called it SOLARIUMAGELANI.

Vernal Equinox, completed by Frampton in 1974, was taken out of the
solstice-equinox series and renamed INGENIVM NOBIS IPSA PVELLA FECIT.
He planned but did not complete another Vernal Equinox:

I liked the film very much but I was not satisfied at all with its posi-
tion there. It is clearly and drastically out of decorum with the other
three. It’s twice their size just to begin with and it’s a completely dif-
ferent sort of montage. It’s a completely different part of some imag-
inable universe. So I decided to move it elsewhere. There is a new
Vernal Equinox which is shot but not edited, which I am planning to
hold back for quite some time. Except I will say that, quite appropri-
ate to the season, I think it will be judged to be quite pornographic.6

The original Vernal Equinox, now called INGENIVM NOBIS IPSA PVELLA
FECIT, was divided up and spread through the calendar of exhibitions. Subsec-
tions of it are to be shown every thirty days—on January 1, January 31, March 2,

6. Simon, p. 14.
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April 3, May 3, June 2, July 3, August 2, September 1, October 2, November 1,
December 1, and December 31. There are thirteen showings in all because two
sections are shown back-to-back, on the first and the 360th numbered days.
(Due to the five unnumbered days mentioned, day 360 is in fact December 31,
that is, day 365.)

The fifth unnumbered day is March 11, Hollis Frampton’s birthday, for
which a showing of The Return of Magellan is indicated. Whether this is a single
film or a collection of films is not clear. There is, however, an additional specifi-
cation for this day —“Note: The filmmaker will never be present on this day.”

There are other films diffused throughout The Straits of Magellan also.
These include installments or subsections from several subseries of films within
the Straits as a whole. These subsections first appear on Day 1 (January 1), in
which they are “sandwiched” by the day’s two one-minute films, called Pan-
opticons, abbreviated by the December 21, 1978 calendar to Pans:

[ Pan 1]
Path/Bridge/Garden

< Gates of Death: Red>
The Small Cloud

< Gates of Death: Green>
Garden/Bridge/Path

[ Pan 2]

The subsections themselves, aside from the Pans, always appear together, in
this collocation, and in this order. The only exception to this rule is that the
centerpiece is sometimes drawn from a series called 7he Small Cloud, sometimes
from one called The Large Cloud. Thus, on Day 5 (January 5):

[ Pan 9]
Path/Bridge/Garden

< Gates of Death: Red>
The Large Cloud

< Gates of Death: Green>
Garden/Bridge/Path

[ Pan 10]

The appearance of this collocation of subsections is specified for twenty-four
days spread throughout the year. The table below indicates these dates accord-
ing to whether The Small Cloud or The Large Cloud serves as the centerpiece for

that day’s complex. It is the complex as a whole, however, that is to be shown
on each date.

Jan 1 Small Cloud

Jan 5 Large Cloud
Feb 1 Large Cloud






