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In Brief

Paul Robeson stars as the husband of a half-caste woman who has had an affair with
a white man in a small village in Switzerland. She has ended the affair, but too late to
save the marriage, and her lover – who is also married – is having trouble coming to
terms with the split.

The racial tolerance subject matter and message is fairly rare for the time, and is
handled with a surprising amount of maturity. For the peripheral figures caught up in
the fallout from the affair, life eventually continues unchanging, and the entire film is
pervaded with an air of melancholia.

Although the story does drag a little at times, the look and feel of the film, and the way
it brims with innovative ideas (for its time) make it worth watching beyond Robeson.
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If France was once infected by the cinéma du papa, then the UK continues
to be plagued by the cinéma du mama: a cinema whose commercial success
and everlasting appeal resides predominantly in the purses of middle-aged,
middle-class housewives beguiled by the gratification and security that its
features can promise. This is a disease that manifests itself in two definitive
strains. First, there is the ever archaic “heritage film” – a nostalgic fashion
trend that beautifies the inevitably right-wing national past with its lavish
veneration of mise-en-scène, whilst immobilising the viewer’s intellect with
a recycled brand of doomed romanticism. Then, perhaps even more
disturbingly, there are the attempts to create a stock of British “social
realism” – championed by privileged white males who understand nothing
of the “gritty” milieu which they sporadically inhabit, and defined by its
timid aversion to any meaningful engagement with the problems
confronting the disenfranchised groups whom it seeks to represent.

Together, these dominant bloodlines tighten the garrotte around the slender neck of the British film industry. And by their lack of
ambition, they compel the admiration of the foreign press, defending the national colours on an awards circuit where they regularly
corral nominations and prizes. What use is a picture that panders so desperately to such a vainglorious, rabidly innocuous market?
The answer is none. Such inanities do not personify the vestiges of imagination and ingenuity that lurk within the forgotten corridors
of our cinema – and yet they dementedly persist in stifling the enfeebled arthouses of the nation with their ill-gotten prestige. Imitators
aspire to replicate their success, thereby upholding the un-impeachable tradition of audience nullification whilst maintaining the vicious
cycle of vacuity that saturates our passive minds. And thus, the culture of filmic disengagement is perpetuated; reprocessed and
diluted until the British “cinema” is rendered nothing more than a British vacuum, vainly masquerading as a purveyor of artistic integrity.
Where then, in so mephitic an environment, do the filmmakers of tomorrow (integral to any potential revolt) find the inspiration
necessary to emancipate our country from this contemptible beast that refuses to surrender?

Enter Borderline. Had Kenneth MacPherson’s 1930 feature not itself been strangulated by the consumerism of yesteryear (its theatrical
release was never becoming), then perhaps the pestiferous vermin of the mama would be nothing but a creative abortion; a minor blip
in the character of a thriving and pioneering national cinema. Instead, it occupies a peculiar hideaway in the annals of film history. An
exemplar, and possibly the sole exemplar, of the avant-gardist tendencies that once existed here (and can yet be unearthed), Borderline
is relentless in its formalism and shameless in its virtuosity. Taking heed from the Soviet montage school of thought, MacPherson
incites action and reaction through a bravura demonstration of editing that wilfully distorts the viewer’s grasp of his visual rhetoric.
The film bemuses with its expeditious cutting rates and its excisional framing – the latter’s reduction of human figures to dissected body
parts powerfully accentuating the characters’ physical detachment from their internal desires. Together, these core tenets invoke an
overwhelming tsunami of kineticism that obliterates the audience’s understanding of the film’s spacial and temporal dimensions until
all that’s left for us to cling to is an immediate, raw visceralism; the ultimate purification of the cinematic experience.

Lest it give the impression of nothing more than a conceited experiment, it should be stated that Borderline is as grippingly radical in
content as it is in style. Though it spitefully rejects the post-Griffith developments in narrative exposition, it cogently deploys associative
montages to convey the psychological undercurrents of its disturbed characters. Torrents of passion and malice thus satiate the film,
exacerbated and inflamed by the presence of that most toxic of evils: blacks. Yes, Borderline‘s real intransigence is a socio-political one
– an earnest affront to Western xenophobia, and a valiant dismissal of the tendency to scapegoat minorities in times of turmoil.
MacPherson contrasts the decadence of his white characters with the relative dignity of his so-called “negroes” (consider also how
carefully he frames them against natural idylls), and emphasises the grotesqueries of racial hatred by recording those that uphold and
enforce the status quo at their most repugnant. With this approach, the director audaciously upends the comfort and satisfaction
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that we seek from our modern, advanced society; his subversive portrait of an
Occidental utopia revealing itself as a cutthroat mundania where all those that
challenge the norm (the film’s few sympathetic whites are implied to be homosexual)
are compelled into a precarious existence, forced to renounce their sense of justice in
the name of the majority’s self-preservation.

MacPherson is perhaps too oblique in his approach and too callow in his sentiments to
offer a parable of assiduous complexity for the 21st-century viewer. Yet the basic
impetus of his tale is one that continues to transcend time (however unfortunately).
Eight decades may have passed, but Borderline remains as recalcitrant now as it almost
certainly did then: its fundamental concerns with the issues of immigration and
integration still unnervingly prescient, and its refusal to pander to the prevailing
prejudices of its era eliciting only admiration. Indeed, the film goes so far as to celebrate
the very notion of dissimilitude by incorporating our fear of the subject into the form
– playing out like the cinematic equivalent of an improvisational jazz piece, infectious
in its exaltation of the medium’s possibilities. In the context of our national film culture,
it stands alone in its compassion, its foresight and its innovation. A sign of what was to
come it definitely was not, but one prays for the day when it can be commended first
and foremost as a historical artefact rather than a sui generis of contemporary
relevance. In the interim though, the burden lies solely with the present generation of
cinephiles – it is we who must embrace progression (however paradoxically ancient)
in the same manner in which our superficially-inclined brethren lust after regression.
From MacPherson’s example we must draw only hope, for it is now evident that there

once was a way forward for the British cinema – and, for as long as Borderline exists, there always will be.

About H.D's Life and Career--An Essay by Bonnie Kime Scott

Having rejected Victorian norms for modern experiments, H. D. repeatedly launched out from
instructors found among the early canonized male modernists. She developed new lyric, mythic,
and mystical forms in poetry and prose, and an alternative bisexual lifestyle that were little
appreciated until the 1980s. Her literary contacts included Ezra Pound, Marianne Moore, William
Carlos Williams, Ford Madox Ford, May Sinclair, Dorothy Richardson, Richard Aldington, Bryher,
D. H. Lawrence, T. S. Eliot, Djuna Barnes, Gertrude Stein, Amy Lowell, Norman Douglas, Edith
Sitwell, and Elizabeth Bowen. She was the literary editor of the Egoist (1916-1917), and admired
the work of James Joyce and Virginia Woolf. Younger poets like Robert Duncan, Allen Ginsberg,
May Sarton, and Denise Levertov took her as a mentor. H. D.'s literary papers are at Beinecke
Library, Yale University.

Autobiographies. H. D. was born into the Moravian community of her artistic, musical mother,
Helen (Wolle), in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, and reared in Upper Darby, a Philadelphia suburb
convenient to the University of Pennsylvania. Her astronomer father, Charles, was director of
the Flower Observatory there. The Gift (written 1941-1944; published 1982) is cast in the inquiring
voice of a child, who is cognizant of several generations of her family, and of her own dreams and fantasies. Her grandmother ultimately
bestows a sense of her self-enabling heritage or "gift," and its mystical connection to the Moravians. Mystical access to the past
through visions and the reading of "signets"--signs or heiroglyphs requiring patient deciphering--is essential to all of H. D.'s
autobiographical writing.

H.D.'s autobiographical writings from the middle years of her life are invaluable to the study of the gendered politics of experimental
modernism, and the place of the female analysand in psychoanalysis. Ezra Pound entered her life while she was still a schoolgirl in
Pennsylvania. In verses written for her, Pound gave her the persona of the "dryad," which persisted among her many self-concepts.
They were twice engaged. Barbara Guest has suggested that his tutelage interfered with her studies at Bryn Mawr, which she quit in
her second year. She did meet another as yet undeclared poet, Marianne Moore, while there (1904-1906). H. D. joined the same literary
circles Pound traveled in when she moved to London in 1911. In a famous incident of 1913, he sent some of her verse to Harriet Monroe's
Poetry Magazine, appending the signature "H.D., Imagiste." They served as models of the new poetry he was promoting. End to
Torment: A Memoir of Ezra Pound by H. D. (written 1958; published 1979) explores this relationship.

With Bid Me to Live (written 1933-1950, published 1960), H. D. writes herself out of what Rachel Blau DuPlessis has called "romantic
thralldom" with two other literary men. She married the British poet, Richard Aldington, in 1913. Having enlisted in World War I, his
fictional counterpart called for her sustaining letters to the front, yet resented her sharing verses with "Rico," the D. H. Lawrence
counterpart, and flaunted his infidelities. Lawrence had a charismatic effect upon H. D. during the war years in London, but discouraged
her creation of male subjects in her poetry, and objected to her relationship with Cecil Grey, the painter whom she joined in Cornwall.
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Grey became the father of her only surviving child, Frances Perdita Aldington (born 1919). H. D. had been anguished over the still-birth
of a daughter fathered by Aldington in 1915, and the death of her brother Gilbert at the front. Bid Me to Live was part of a "madrigal
cycle," including also Paint it To-Day and Asphodel (neither yet fully published). All of these works intertwined the painful demands of
war and love relationships, as does the brilliant long poem, Trilogy (written 1944-1946), with its images of rebirth taken from classical,
Egyptian and Christian sources.

Tribute to Freud (written 1944; published gradually from 1945-1985) offers a third creative re-vision of male-inspired paradigms. H. D.
was analyzed by Freud in 1933 and 1934, in an attempt to overcome writer's block. She also underwent analysis with Hans Sachs in the
1930s, with Erich Heydt in the 1950s, and was treated with intervenous shock therapy, following a major breakdown in 1946. Freud
encouraged her to write straight history to breakout of the personal crisis she experienced during World War I. With Bid Me to Live
she felt she was escaping also from the influence of psychoanalysis; she did revise Freud's role as analyst to something more like a
medium. Spiritualism became an overriding interest in the 1940s. Communication with the dead and projections from another realm
were regular tropes in her writing, including her last writing, Hermetic Definition.

Bisexuality. H.D.'s troubled alliance with Pound was mingled with her love of Frances Josepha Gregg, a student at the Pennsylvania
Academy of Fine Arts, and the recipient of some of her earliest poems. Gregg and her mother were H. D.'s companions on the 1911 trip
to London. Prefiguring other bisexual triangles she would involve herself in, H. D. planned to accompany Gregg on her honeymoon,
but was prevented from doing so by Pound. The strains between lesbian and heterosexual attractions, experienced over the Gregg
relationship, entered into H. D.'s novel HERmione (written 1927, the year before Radclyffe Hall's lesbian novel, The Well of Loneliness,
was the subject of an obscenity trial; published 1981).

hdold.gif (36111 bytes)The novelist and editor Bryher (Winnifred Ellerman, an heiress to a shipping fortune), was the most significant
companion of her mature life. Their relationship survived until H. D.'s death in 1961, spanning Bryher's two marriages of convenience
to Robert McAlmon and Kenneth Macpherson, in circumstances that included significant travel and residences mainly in London and
Switzerland. H. D. has credited Bryher with saving her life during the final months of her pregnancy in 1919, when she was struck with
influenza. Bryher and H. D. traveled to the Scilly Islands together in June 1919, for a month of idyllic companionship; they went to
Greece (sailing by Lesbos) with H. D.'s mother in 1922, and traveled to Egypt the next year. The women made a creative trio with the
artist and filmmaker Kenneth Macpherson from 1927 to 1932; Macpherson became H. D.'s lover, and Bryher's husband, and the married
couple adopted H. D.'s daughter Perdita. Their collaborations included photomontages, the film journal Close Up, to which H. D.
supplied poetry and reviews, and Borderline, a film in which H. D. starred with Paul Robeson. The project is one indication of H. D.'s
literary connections to the Harlem Renaissance, and her attraction to the margins of modernism. Much of H.D.'s poetry published in
the 1930s and 1940s appeared in Life and Letters Today, edited by Bryher.

H.D. was well informed about contemporary theories of homosexuality, due both to her analysis by Freud, who pronounced her
bisexual, and her friendship with sexologist Havelock Ellis, whom she met in 1919. But she was not limited to their views, particularly
in HER. Her shift in interest to mother-daughter dynamics in Notes on Thought and Vision may have been a transference out of Freud's
influence. However, Ellis failed to appreciate her revolutionary "bell jar" experiences of pregnancy and the unconscious, recorded in
Notes on Thought and Vision, and his lack of enthusiasm may have discouraged her publishing it.

Critical Repositioning and Feminist Criticism. For many years H. D. was known chiefly for the stark, chiseled images and experimental
rhythms of her earliest work, collected as Sea Garden (1916). This fit the imagist program of Ezra Pound. She also had a limited
reputation as a classicist and translator of Greek. Feminist critics, led by Susan Stanford Friedman and Rachel Blau DuPlessis, have
studied H.D.'s works for feminine lesbian, and bisexual discourses. Since the early 1980s H. D.'s epic and prose writing have received
more attention, and work self-suppressed in her own lifetime has been recovered and studied. H. D.'s frequent recourse to the
palimpsest can be seen as an escape from binary and hierarchical thinking associated with patriarchy. The term denotes a parchment
that retains partially erased parts of earlier writings, which strain productively with new text. She titled a three-part story sequence
Palimpsest (written 1923-1924), but the term also applies to her rewritings of her own sel�ood in autobiographies, and to her rewritten
myths. H. D. can be credited with anticipating the maternal semiotic of Julia Kristeva, and with giving a female voice to classical myths.
Sandra Gilbert ("H. D.? Who Was She?," Contemporary Literature 24 [1983]: 496-511) suggests that she developed a "woman's
mythology" in Trilogy, Helen in Egypt, and Hermetic Definition. Alicia Ostriker ("Thieves
of Language," Signs 8, no. 1 [1982]: 68-90) includes H. D. among women poets who
construct new myths to include their selves. H. D.'s Greek texts, culminating in Helen in
Egypt, explore the divinity of the goddess, the sexually ecstatic Eleusinian mysteries, and
the female version of patriarchal epics. A criticism from Lawrence S. Rainey ("Canon,
Gender and Text," Representing Modern Texts, ed. George Bornstein, [1991]) is that in
recent years H. D.'s work has been studied for the sake of content conducive to feminist
solidarity, rather than aesthetic value. Yet this criticism neglects feminist critics' remarks
on the formal devices of mythic mask, palimpsest, and return of the repressed,
characteristic of life-writing cure, that moved H. D. beyond confinement to the divisive
gender stereotypes of her day.
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