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Onere; or, the Unconcealment of the Unsayable
By Peter B. Olson, PhD. UW-Stout
July 15, 2016

“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”
Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus 7 (1921).
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In the short film Onere, a cold Gothic natural space opens in media res to reveal a hooded woman
dragging a bundle down a wooded and sunken road. The film, written and directed by filmmaker Kevin
Pontuti, presents a setting that immediately suggests an allegorical scene redolent of Grimm’s fairy
tales. Such fairy tales, or hausmarchen, those children’s fantasy pieces that are rich in psychological
insight, provide a nearly universal index of mythic settings and uncanny feelings. Folklorist Joseph
Campbell, whose book The Hero with a Thousand Faces is well-established in the field, distinguishes
various genres of folk stories: myths, legends, tales, each with generic, historic, and geographic
conventions that identify their characteristics. What he finds remarkable is that the “patterns of folk tale
are much the same throughout the world” (Campbell 846). Such a view maintains that there is a
“psychological unity of the human species,” and such a view underwrites universal claims that support
archetypal and myth criticism. Freud, whose work is fundamental to Campbell’s study of myth, found
that the psychological unity of folktales correlate with dream images.
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For Freud, the strength of the relation between folk tales and dreams rests on the duration of the dream
image. Freud thought that if “a belief in the reality of the dream-images persists unusually long, so that
one cannot tear oneself out of the dream, this is not a mistaken judgment provoked by the vividness of
the dream-images, but is a psychical act on its own: it is an assurance, relating to the content of the
dream, that something in it is really as one has dreamed it” (52). Pontuti’s Onere enacts the trope of
metalepsis, or transumption, where during the duration of the dream-image the figure is refigured
(transumed) by its double. The relation between dreams and folk tales, for Freud, rests on the notion of
wish fulfillment, the more persistent the dream, the deeper the longing. And in the film Onere, the
contrast between mortality and immortality, that is, of the transience value latent in the trope of
metalepsis, is a primary theme and a singular movement of extent duration. Pontuti presents this theme
of transfiguration through two central concepts: the unsayable and unconcealment.
One of the distinguishing features of the hausmarchen genre is its emotional subjection of a central
figure to a fatal power followed by a subsequent release from that power (Colum xi-xiii). In Onere,
Pontuti (with co-directors of photography, Peter Galante and Edmund Jakober) presents an archetypal
projection of what critic Northrop Frye would identify as a “mythos of winter” (Frye). W.J.T. Mitchell
proposes Frye’s Anatomy as a “four-level system of medieval allegory” (282). “If we adopt this system as
a heuristic device for discriminating varieties of spatial form in literature, we note that the literal level,
the physical existence of the text itself, is unquestionably a spatial form in the most nonmetaphoric
sense” (282).
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Mitchell continues:
If some version of spatial form is undeniably an aspect of the literal level of literature, it is more
obviously a crucial element of what Frye calls the ‘descriptive’ phase, in which we attend to the
world which is represented, imitated, or signified in a work.” (283)
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Let us begin, then, with the descriptive phase of analysis: The bleak winter setting, framed by subtly
ironic evergreen branches that present the absurdity of a human condition fraught with pessimism,
recognize what Frye termed a low-mimetic tragic state. The struggling hooded woman (played by
actress Alexandra Loreth), dragging her mysterious baggage, suggests a postlapsarian descent. Her
movement through a forest of leafless trees that line the sunken road to nowhere might suggest the
possibility of a reversal. Midway in the film the woman stops and enacts an overcoming brought about
by a sudden recognition of a Nietzschean amor fati. She seems to accept that an eternal recurrence
analogous to a myth of Sisyphus is itself a mode of transcendence.
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The release from subjection offered by the genre of hausmarchen offers a form of psychological
compensation that redeems the human condition in a form of universal transcendence. In the 210
hausmarchen collected by the Grimms, 200 are tales that follow analyzable narrative principles. Ten
items, however, are much shorter and more compact, and are delineated as children’s legends. As a
legend in the Grimm corpus, “The Rose” is perhaps the most compact in its dimensions, and it is a
reduction of all the foreground elements of narrative to the archetype of psychological compensation,
itself. In “The Rose,” a young girl ventures forth in a mysterious forest to collect wood for her mother’s
hearth, at which point she encounters a doppelgänger that offers assistance in carrying the bundle of
sticks. The double gives the child a rose for her mother. The mother refuses to believe the girl’s report
about the double. The child dies and the rose blooms.
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In a paragraph, given entirely in third person, the legend of “The Rose” offers an allegory formed
through the trope of doubling and a compact instantiation of compensation where doubt is overturned
through the organic metaphor of growth. The allegory, of course, is that the mother’s denial of a
metaphysics-of-self fails to recognize that the quest to know the nature of Being cannot be suppressed
by the death of being: the question of Being remains as an ontological imperative. The spirit of the child
is transfigured through the agency of the double, and the question of Being is approached through a
phenomenological contest between mortality and transcendence.
Onere enacts the same allegory. Subtitled “Burden,” the viewer of Onere becomes increasingly
empathetic to the hooded woman’s burden. Pontuti’s film Onere captures many of the primal elements
and images witnessed in “The Rose.” The mise-en-scène of Onere depicts several elemental and
archetypal motifs shared with the Grimm’s “The Rose.” Throughout its seven minutes the film exhibits
the motifs of the girl (in the film, a young hooded woman) dragging (as a kind of carrying) a bundle
through the forest, and at the moment of anagnorisis, or recognition, in what is perhaps the film’s single
most functional narrative element, we discover the motif of the double.
Yet the structural functions that are necessary in “The Rose” to situate the conflict between doubt (the
mother) and faith (the rose’s organic function), in other words the narrative requirements of conflict
and resolution, are in Onere eclipsed by the unrelieved carrying of the burden. In the structure of
classical drama recognition is tied to conflict in order to bring about compensation, or catharsis. The film
Onere, however, subsumes conflict into anagnorisis, or recognition, and the audience is thus given the
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option to decide on an immanent critique of metaphysics depicted by the singularity of the film’s
resistance to closure. The film’s avoidance of a narrative frame structured by anabasis (journey), or the
departure and return that characterizes “story” per se, finds an emplotment that structures a
continuous and unrelenting stasis marked instead by parabasis, where control of the narrative is left for
the audience to work itself out. This radical disruption of narrative structure reveals the irony latent in
the problematic of narrative closure when confronted by Sisyphean circularity, or what Nietzsche called
“eternal recurrence.” In Onere, the burden of eternal recurrence disrupts narrative framing and
marginalizes structural hierarchies of narrative form by shifting the burden of diachronic form to
synchronic parataxis, or sequence, that is, a reduction of structure to pure iteration.
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The film Onere establishes, then, several critical issues. Viewers are immediately puzzled by the mythic
scene that opens up to connotations of a medieval allegory. Moreover, the singular central figure’s
burden assumes a phenomenological relation between the cause of the burden and the agency of the
woman. A key aspect of the woman’s agency is, beyond the gasping for air resulting from the strenuous
task of dragging the burden, her utter silence. Here, the critic is faced with methodological decisions. In
order to contextualize the film as narrative, one has to approach the silence from filmic (the film in its
produced context), the cinematic (the artistic decisions embedded in the duration and framing of the
film), and the hermeneutical codes, the implied meanings depicted in the sequence of actions. To begin,
one might consider the relations of actor to setting, the woman in medieval garb in a dark forest, and
what mythic conventions these images are inclined to suggest. Then we might ask about the relation of
the bundle, or burden, to the determined woman and her journey. What, then, is the cause of the
burden and what is the goal (or lack of one) of its journey?
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A partial explanation emerges midway in the film’s trajectory both literally and figuratively, when the
secret of the burden is unveiled. This crucial moment brings about what I have acknowledged in my
subtitle: the unconcealment of the unsayable. The silence of the woman conceals the causes of the
burden, and the unmasking overcomes what cannot be spoken about, but may be understood only
visually. At this moment, the film’s paramount gesture, we find the trope of the double. At the critical
moment, Onere—the burden itself—discloses itself as a doubling of the self, represented by the
struggling woman. Here, we also realize the title doubles upon itself. The title Onere points to the
concept of burden, which might quite literally suggest feminine epistemology and physical possibility to
bear (phero, to carry) children, or, to create life. In phenomenological terms, the disclosure or
unconcealment of the burden, metaphysically presents the notion of Being. The disclosure of the double
is made manifest not through saying but through showing. Indeed, the very possibility of Being is
disclosed through witnessing the deceased. Mortality is the ultimate burden, the ultimate irony (Camus
3-9). The being of life is witness to Being, as mortality, and death is the burden of life. And in the
phenomenology of being-in-the-world, death, as the original negativity (nihil originarium) is what is
unsayable in consciousness.
For the philosopher Martin Heidegger, being (seiende) is “predicated with manifold significance” (Krell
5). The fundamental ontological (metaphysical) question of Being (Sein) turns from subjective
knowledge theory (erkenntnis) to transcendental subjectivity in its presence (aletheia), the
“unconcealment by which all beings show themselves to be” (Krell 18). Incipient to the possibility of
transcendental subjectivity is the development of subjectivity itself. The French psychologist Jacques
Lacan posited a “mirror stage” in the development of the individual subject. Lacan deconstructs the self
as an a priori doubling, or mirroring, through which the self becomes synthesized by acknowledging
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itself and other-as-self. Lacan argues that “[i]t suffices to understand the mirror stage in this context as
an identification, in the full sense analysis gives to the term: namely, the transformation that takes place
in the subject when [she] assumes an image” (4). The image of self develops by means of a “symbolic
matrix in which the I is precipitated in a primordial form, prior to being objectified in the dialectic of
identification with the other, and before language restores to it, in the universal, its function as subject”
(4).
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A moment’s reflection recognizes immediately that Onere’s central scene of unconcealment, the
moment when the self recognizes itself in the other, enacts the phenomenological movement through
Lacan’s pre-linguistic mirror stage, to a sudden instantiation and synthesis through a symbolic matrix
that brings about a transformation of the primordial form of the self (depicted in medieval folklorics)
through the unconcealment of being-there (Dasein). For Heidegger, “Dasein is present at the origin of
the becoming-present of beings in time” (Krell 20). Heidegger’s philosophy presents a double theme: the
possibility of disclosure of Dasein (Ereignis) and the unconcealment (aletheia) of what is disclosed (Krell
32). The concepts of disclosure and unconcealment indicate a negative possibility: “The propriative
event is always simultaneously expropriative” (Krell 32). Ultimately Heidegger’s thought turns to the
negativity of absence, that which is silent and cannot be disclosed: that is, the primary consideration for
unconcealment is the ontology of the hiddenness of Being.
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Thus Heidegger turns to the Being of Negativity, or nihil originarium (negative originality). This
fundamental ontology of absence turns on Nietzsche’s recognition of repetition as a basic state of
existence, but goes further by positing a flexible ontotheology that posits an inner foundation of Being
relative to a specific being, and then registers the outer contexts in which the Dasein of being appears. It
is an existential phenomenology that bears both immanent and transcendental potential rooted in Being
as the possibility for being-in-the-world, yet appearance is always already limited by negativity and the
unsayable.
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This digression into Heidegger’s theory of Dasein opens up the question of whether Onere and the trope
of the burden—supposing the burden as a metaphor for nihil originarium and a metonym for being-inthe-world—portrays a phenomenological discourse on the status of Being in the human condition.
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[f]or there to be a critical discourse which is more than a superficial and futile reprise of the
work, the speech stored in the book [or film] must be incomplete; because it has not said
everything [or anything], there remains the possibility of saying something else, after another
fashion. The recognition of the area of shadow in or around the work is the initial moment of
criticism. But we must examine the nature of this shadow: does it denote a true absence, or is it
the extension of a half presence? (my italics, 15)
It is the task of criticism to disclose what is unsayable in an artistic work.
What is equally obvious and also unsayable in an artistic work of cinema is the doubling of art (poiesis)
and technology (techné). We might borrow from Heidegger, for the moment, the idea of ontotheology,
a concept which unites the inner and outer dimensions of a structure. In film, the ontological structure is
the technological possibility of film making. The theological aspect of cinematic art (poiesis) is its
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semantic (representational) structure. If we, for the moment, speak in terms of structural functions of
film, we would point to the basic unit of film structure: the cinematic shot.
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In the structural analysis of the cinematography the analysis attempts to catalog the structural codes
that are created by the director’s camera work. Formalist and structuralist theorists from Sergei
Eisenstein to Christian Metz considered film realism to be a product of camera work and editing.
Whereas Eisenstein concentrated on montage as a mode of juxtaposing images dialectically, Metz
applied the semiotic techniques of Roland Barthes as a means of analyzing the structural codes that
make up the director’s rhetoric. Based on the structural linguistics of Ferdinand Saussure, semioticians
distinguish the individual elements that correspond to the director’s choices. Structuralism and
formalism focus more on the techné of film making than cinematic creativity, which, as we will see, is
the purview of phenomenology, and which opens up a film to its “hermeneutical codes.” So while film
criticism may be viewed as a structural issue, the process of analysis always seeks a phenomenological
perspective. In other words, there is always a continuum at play between poiesis and techné.
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In Onere, the film opens with a long shot. This shot allows the viewer full access to the depth of field as
the camera focuses on the forward movement of the hooded woman. Careful inspection reveals a man
dangling in a tree at the right of the mise-en-scène.

Reproduced by permission from Kevin Pontuti. Film Still, Onere. 2015.
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A minute and fifty seconds into the film, the viewer gains a fly-on-the-wall point of view due to a highangle shot of the digging scene. The film soundtrack is diegetic with the sounds of breathing and digging,
and non-diegetic as a music underscore inflects the mood.
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Reproduced by permission from Kevin Pontuti. Film Still, Onere. 2015.
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At about four minutes into the film we have a close up of the woman, shot from a low angle, just as she
is about to disclose the contents of the bundle.

Reproduced by permission from Kevin Pontuti. Film Still, Onere. 2015.
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A minute later the woman opens the shroud.
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Reproduced by permission from Kevin Pontuti. Film Still, Onere. 2015.
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In these cinematic stills the viewer encounters four choices that are drawn from the langue (the
available field of rhetorical possibilities) of the director’s vision. Structuralists argue that for audiences to
understand these images they must share the langue with the director in order to make sense of the
individual shots (parole). Structuralism posits a grammar of choices that can be mapped syntagmatically
(as a continuum or movement) or paradigmatically (as discrete levels in the structure). In these still
shots the viewer sees a syntagmatic movement from the long shot to the close up, an ever-narrowing of
a field of vision. The field, however, exists such that it is broken into paradigmatic camera angles that
suggest different “points of view.” The relationship of the viewer to the subject changes with the point
of view, from voyeur to direct acknowledgement. Structuralists further examine their subject by
distinguishing diachronic (temporal characteristics) and synchronic elements. Synchronic elements are
those ideas that are given to the structure and do not change with time. In Onere, the diachronic
movement over the duration of the film reveals a growing awareness of the hooded woman to the
necessity of acknowledging the contents of the bundle, and the ensuing decision to continue the
movement. The synchronic status of the theme yokes the semantic message (the meaning) to a
dramatic field composed of images unified by the medieval character of the scenario.
But why does the woman not speak? How do we find proairetic codes in silence? The film, of course,
provides a vocabulary of images and connotations (semantic codes) drawn from the association of
mythic elements, the hooded woman, the forest, the winter setting, the bundle, the digging, and the
struggle. To move deeper into a close reading of meaning suggests a phenomenological approach,
provided that we admit that any hermeneutical code-work is always already inscribed in a historical
structure. The historical horizon to a phenomenological reading of Onere is embedded in a philosophical
tradition that continues to inform “poststructuralism.” And here we might conclude by saying that the
film’s silence on the woman’s existential dilemma—what to do with the burden, which is herself, and
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what to do other than to continue carrying it ad infinitum as a Sisyphean task—can be understood under
the trope of irony, but also an irony that is disclosed in an occasion.
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For Heidegger, the concept of occasion expresses “whatever passes from out of not being into being…”
(Newmark 4). This sort of “bringing forth” constitutes the essence of poiesis. Reversing what is generally
acknowledged as a causal pattern, Heidegger considers a cause to be dependent on an occasion; … “it is
the occasion that allows whatever lies in concealment…to come forth into the open” (Newmark 4).
Heidegger realizes that the cause that is disclosed through unconcealment at the juncture of an occasion
gives rise to an understanding of aletheia, or truth. The irony, of course, resides in the futility of
unconcealment, which is the negativity that underscores the unsayable. Negativity allows “the
unsayable to speak” (Budick xii). Like the hooded woman, whose face is only revealed when the
audience must acknowledge her burden, “negativity changes presence into a carrier of absence” [;] …
“aesthetic reduction, as well as a totalization of the self is avoided in this play of the text” [.] … “What
allows the unsayable to speak is the undoing of the spoken through negativity.” By its very nature,
“negativity eludes conceptualization” (Budick xii -xiv).
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If cinematic criticism must contend with a methodological dilemma beset by differing structural and
phenomenological questions, we can admit that structuralism seeks a tropological reading of the
performative, whereas irony disrupts it. The tropological (the knowable) dominates the performative.
Irony is the structural dysfunction of a tropological system. For Friedrich Schlegel irony becomes a
permanent parabasis, or critical commentary on any cognitive system, and perhaps, an allegory of the
always already deconstructive nature of irony, which is paradoxical in its dependence on a suspendable
system of which to interrupt (Miller 221). And in view of the irony that is the unconcealment of the
unsayable, Paul De Man recognizes that "the self is never capable of knowing what is, can never be
justified as such, and the judgments emitted by the self about the self, reflexive judgments, are not
stable judgments," and yet "the fundamental intelligibility of the system is not in question because it can
always be reduced to a system of tropes" (De Man 176).
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