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Abstract: Enfolding-unfolding aesthetics examines how enfolded histories arrive 

to perception. It draws on both European and Islamic models of the folded 

universe, including Leibniz's Monadology and Isma‘ili Shi‘ite thought. Thus 

equipped, I examine manners of unfolding in the compelling work of the Otolith 

Group (UK) and Mohamed Soueid (Lebanon). 

 

“Did you travel by photograph or by train?” 

In the Otolith’s Group’s science-fiction film Otolith II, a time-traveler 

from the future meets ghosts from our present-day Mumbai. They ask 

her, “Did you travel by photograph or by train?” Their question 

suggests that when we look into an old photograph, or film or video 

recording, we travel into the past, unfolding its latent contents and 

activating them in the present.  

 This talk continues my investigation of an enfolding-unfolding 

aesthetics for cinema. Things that are perceptible to us unfold from 
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the imperceptible infinity of the world—encountering some kinks 

along the way. A work of mediation, such as a documentary film, is 

an enfolded, connective tissue between the beholder and the beheld, 

between the present and the past. This tissue folds and unfolds in 

various ways. Today I will talk about the strategies that two 

filmmakers employ to unfold events that most resist unfolding: 

Mohamed Soueid, in My Heart Beats Only for Her (2009) and the 

Otolith Group (Kodwo Eshun and Anjalika Sagar), Otolith II (2007). 

Both works struggle to unfold connections among events through 

intelligent and poetic montage of contemporary and archival footage; 

but, since the most important events resist unfolding, both works 

become science fiction, assigning a fictional time-traveler to try to 

coax out their secrets.  

 In Enfoldment and Infinity, I casually brought concepts of 

folding and unfolding from classical Islamic philosophy together with 

concepts in European thought. The concept of the fold as a form of 

mediation arises from the thought of Gilles Deleuze and Gottfried 

Wilhelm Leibniz. They in turn, mostly unknowingly, received some of 

their ideas from medieval Islamic philosophy. Islamic Neoplatonism 

describes a universe in which all events unfold from one source and 
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each individual contains the entire universe from its point of view. 

Isma’ili Shi‘ite thought maintains the notion of an enfolding universe, 

but emphasizes that events protect themselves from being unfolded 

and understood.  

 Western philosophy enfolds these Islamic ideas, for example in 

the thought of Leibniz, Hegel, and Deleuze. I won’t discuss that 

genealogy here, only say to you that it is both an actual, historical 

genealogy and a willful invention on my part. When I synthesize 

Deleuze and Isma’ili thought, I am also doing a kind of science fiction, 

forcing a meeting between ideas in order to reinforce, for us in the 

present, the historical truth that Islamic thought is inextricably 

enfolded in Western thought. When I speak of Islamic philosophy, I 

am asking fellow Westerners to accept it as our cultural heritage. 

That includes both Islamic philosophy from medieval times, when 

much Islamic thought was in fact translated into Latin and rolled into 

European philosophy, and from the time after the West broke off and 

disavowed its connections with the Muslim world, but Islamic 

philosophy continued to develop independently. It should be as 

simple as quoting Heraclitus, or Thomas Aquinas, or Lao Tzu, to 

profit from the ideas of Ja‘far al-Sâdiq, Ibn Sînâ, or Mulla Sadra. 
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A folded universe 

 Let us start by assuming that the world is full, so full that 

everything has to be folded up to fit (as Mario Perniola paraphrases 

Deleuze's description of Leibniz's universe). Deleuze in The Fold 

argues that for Leibniz, all matter and spirit are inseparable: one 

fabric, deeply folded. The outside of the “fabric” is matter, the inside is 

spirit. Deleuze describes a number of folds in the universe, of which 

one, the monad, contains the entire universe from its limited 

perspective: the monad is a kind of dependent universe (Deleuze, 

The Fold, 53).i  

 The disconnected signs scattered around us, these monads, 

turn out to  be not disconnected, but the peaks of deep folds. look like 

points are really the inflection points of folds.ii We can take one of 

these points/monads and unfold it, revealing deep connections. See 

how, in El Greco’s  Annunciation, the composition tips and tilts, not 

offering the scene to one privileged viewing position (as in 

Renaissance perspective) but inflecting at certain points. You get a 

sense that not everything is available to vision, but rather it is a 

struggle to make things perceptible, to unfold the world to perception. 
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El Greco’s paintings exemplify how the universe consists of an infinite 

field of folds. The tips of these folds look to us like points, but if you 

take one and drag it out you unfold a section of the universe. The 

accordion-like space in El Greco also suggests we could even unfold 

it in the opposite direction, the peaks becoming valleys and the 

valleys, peaks. 

 Leibniz’s concept of the monad finds its complement in Islamic 

Neoplatonism, which argues that all entities emanate from God. In 

particular, it strongly echoes the concepts of the tenth-century Isma‘ili 

philosophers the Ikhwân al-Safa’, or Brethren of Purity. All these are 

religious, deistic views, of course. You sense that this folded universe 

of Leibniz (and Neoplatonism) is closed in on itself. Nothing is free in 

this universe except for God. God even foreordains the amplitude of 

the soul, i.e. whether the soul will be saved or damned (The Fold, 

71). So we encounter in religious thought and in Leibniz a universe 

that is not really free because it is subject to the freedom of God. 

 Deleuze tries to liberate the universe from God by undoing 

Leibniz’s (ultimate) dualism between souls and matter, organic and 

inorganic, by arguing that anything can individuate, can enclose a 

(vital) force, and thus that anything can be alive.iii An independent life 
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force courses through each individual. A One—without ceasing to be 

a One—belongs to each Every.” Here we encounter Deleuze’s 

concept of the univocity of being. He receives this concept from the 

Afghan philosopher Abu ‘Ali al-Husayn ibn Sînâ  (980-1037), who 

argued that all existence is contingent, save for God, the single 

Necessary Cause from which all existence emanates. Deleuze rarely 

acknowledges this heritage. He usually ascribes this triad to Duns 

Scotus, and notes that it influenced both Leibniz and Spinoza. 

However, light reading in medieval philosophy shows that Duns 

Scotus attributes the concept of univocity of being to Ibn Sînâ.  

 Anyway, the point is that a monad is not a slave to God’s view 

of the universe, but may invent the universe in a new way from its 

particular perspective. 

 

unfolding points in Soueid, Otolith 

In many of their works, Mohamed Soueid and the Otolith Group both 

focus on the telling fragment. Their strategies are Benjaminian; like 

Chris Marker’s in Sans Soleil and The Last Bolshevik: gently forcing 

connections between personal or superficially disparate points in 

order to unfold broad historical connections. We may also see their 
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work as monadistic, for, in pulling out seemingly trivial points, they 

change the appearance of the universe. 

 Otolith II presents itself as the visit of a time-traveler from the 

year 2060 to contemporary Mumbai. She is trying to understand the 

“economic miracle” by which India has embraced capitalism at the 

expense of its socialist ideals of the 1960s, giving rise  to an 

immiserated and growing lumpenproletariat. The ghosts warn her 

“Don’t make the same mistake we did!” The film dwells on the manual 

labor of men doing fancy embroidery and making wallets clip 1. In 

Marxist fashion, they are de-fetishizing the commodity by showing the 

labor that produced it. But more than this, they unfold a different 

universe, one seen from the point of view of the laborer. 

Soueid’s documentary draws out a little-known fact about the 

history of Fatah, the Palestinian National Liberation Movement, to 

make perceptible connections between present-day Lebanon and 

many other places, including Iran and Dubai, but especially Vietnam. 

Beginning in 1963, fighters of Fatah went to Vietnam to train with the 

Viet Cong. They identified as Communists and often took noms de 

guerre like Abu Ali Hanoi. Soueid (who was himself a member of 
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Fatah) interviews several of these former Fatah idealists who recount 

how inspired they were by Mao Tse Tung, Ho Chi Minh, and Giap.  

  

The folded universe: two-ply model  

 I developed enfolding-unfolding aesthetics from Deleuze’s 

investigation, in the cinema books, into how certain images arise to 

us (or to the more disinterested perception of the cinema). Every film 

unfolds events from the world. Enfolding-unfolding aesthetics helps 

us observe the manner in which films select certain elements to 

unfold, or will certain elements to remain in a state of latency.  

 At first enfolding-unfolding aesthetics looks like a two-ply 

model: the relationship between film and reality. Classical theories of 

realism argue that film's fundamental contact is with the material 

world. For the classical film theorists Siegfried Kracauer, Béla Balázs, 

and André Bazin, film's mission was to show the real, by which they 

meant the material (but which in turn might be an interface to an 

immanent spirituality, as for Bazin). In particular, it should show those 

events that normally escape people's notice, blinded and deafened 

as we usually are to things that do not serve some instrumental 

purpose. As Kracauer wrote in his Marseille notebooks, 
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[Film] does not aim upward, toward intention, but pushes 

toward the bottom, to gather and carry along even the dregs. It 

is  interested in the refuse, in what is just there--both in and 

outside the human being. The face counts for nothing in film 

unless it includes the death's-head beneath.iv 

 

 diagram Film reaches down to the unformed, "what is just 

there." Rather than the real, I call this ground the infinite. Like Lacan's 

concept of the Real, it is what is uncoded, unrecognized, 

unperceived. And yes, there is something threatening in the 

formlessness of the infinite, like a death's head grinning out at us in a 

vanitas still life painting. In the model I propose, the infinite is a plane 

of immanence, in Deleuze and Guattari's term; a kind of magma that 

holds past and potential events, possible and impossible events, in a 

latent or virtual state. Unlike the Lacanian Real, the Infinite can be 

selectively actualized or unfolded, whenever some aspect of it is 

perceived, recorded, or made use of. The plane of immanence is 

especially dense, or “intense,” at points where many virtualities 

struggle to become actualized.  
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 It’s already an enormous and admirable struggle to pull certain 

virtualities into existence, to make the imperceptible perceptible. 

Many wonderful documentaries do just that and we love them for it. 

Otolith and Soueid are certainly “reaching down to what is just there,” 

tenderly exposing forgotten things to our attention. However, they 

also recognize that realism’s two-ply model of the world, in which 

image arises from the infinite, is a little naïve in our time when so 

many images arrive to us pre-conceived. 

 

The folded universe: three-ply model 

My intervention in Deleuze’s theory of signs is to insert another 

image-plane between images and the infinite, which I call information: 

a sort of filter through which the semiotic process passes before 

images can arise. In enfolding-unfolding aesthetics, image is an 

interface to information, and information is an interface to the Infinite. 

The interface may make a user aware, to some degree or other, of 

the relationship between the code and the world, or it may completely 

obscure it.   

 In cinema, that layer of information consists of pre-formed 

images: codes, clichés, genre conventions, and other things that 
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shape what it is possible for us to perceive. Documentary cinema 

unfolds events from the world in a privileged way because its 

historical and material connections are so strong compared to fiction; 

but the difference between them is a matter of degree. Documentary 

can unfold the world in alignment with dominant ways of thinking, 

sticking with the usual ideas about cause and effect, confirming well-

unfolded paths. In these cases, the image tends to take the shape of 

the information that underlies it.   

 Most images are the visible skin of a known past. They have 

unfolded from events only to get captured by systems of meaning. In 

particular, images get captured by capitalism’s insatiable need to 

encode perceptibles for some kind of profit. The time-traveler narrator 

of Otolith II recounts that she came to Mumbai to try to gather 

evidence, but “There are too many images like this already.” Most 

images are clichés. 

 However, it’s also possible to unfold images differently: to make 

hitherto unthought connections among past events, and even to 

invent pasts that have not been recorded as images. Deleuze wrote, 

“One can only fight against the cliché with much ruse, perseverance, 

and prudence.”v We find such ruse and perseverance in the deeply 
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researched and wittily connected works of Soueid and the Otolith 

Group. It happens that both filmmakers are also struggling to 

reconstruct and reinvent histories of Communism—global histories, 

grounded in relations between Lebanon and Vietnam, and between 

India and Russia. To bring those stories into a present mostly 

indifferent to them requires diligent research and vast resources of 

creative imagination. 

 There are many different manners of unfolding: Enfoldment and 

Infinity proposed at least nine.  web site For example, relations 

among Infinite, Information, and Image may be understood as 

continuous, where the image unfolds from the infinite (or the real) 

with little intervention. The relationships between image and infinite 

might appear totally discontinuous, so that images are like fragments 

of confetti: this manner of unfolding can be described by Islamic 

atomism. This would be Bazinian realism, and it could also be 

described by Islamic Neoplatonism. Or a film’s manner of enfolding 

might be monadistic: from a highly localized point of view, the whole 

world unfolds. Or images may be understood to resist unfolding; this 

would describe movies whose images encrypt their source and resist 
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being unfolded, and could be understood in Isma‘ili Shi’ite terms of 

latency and manifestation (“Information, Secrets, and Enigmas”).vi 

 Enfolding-unfolding aesthetics emphasizes that, even in this 

world so oversaturated with images, it is still a creative struggle to pull 

images into being. 

 

Resistance to unfolding 

Most unfolding happens in a partial, elastic manner. As 

illustration, see these photographs of members of my family. Some 

subjects present themselves to the camera; they arrive already 

unfolded in the visible. Others are enfolded, shy: one must approach 

them and assiduously pull them from the world and into an image. 

What Michael Fried termed absorption and theatricality correspond, 

respectively, to states of  foldedness and unfoldedness. Two points 

emerge:  1. Unfolding often encounters resistance. 2. An audience is 

required to unfold an event, to make it emerge into an image.  

Often trying to unfold something—-a past event, forgotten idea, 

or node of matter, we encounter resistance. Maybe a dominant path 

of unfolding is too strong, or maybe the thing itself resists unfolding. 

As Deleuze wrote, quoting the painter Francis Bacon: “the canvas is 
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covered with clichés before the painter starts working.” It seems we're 

living in an era of extremely vigorous unfolding, a very theatrical era, 

as celebrity tabloids, "reality" TV, the twittersphere, and social-

network web sites bring more events to audiences than we could 

conceivably want to know. An era of "too much information," as 

people say; I’d say it’s too much unfolding. But the fact that so much 

stuff has been unfolded as images compels us to contemplate what 

remains enfolded.  

  Unfolded and enfolded correspond to Arabic zâhir and bâtin, 

important in Shi’ite and Sufi thought. Zâhir implies outer forms, a 

surface, that which is manifest and explicit; it is used to describe the 

meanings of the Qur'an that are available to all. Bâtin signifies 

enfoldedness and the deeper, implicit meanings that may potentially 

be explicated. In enfolding-unfolding aesthetics, images are relatively 

zâhir, or manifest; the infinite is relatively bâtin, or latent.  

 Isma’ili Shi’ism is founded on the notion of occultation; the 

name Isma‘ili is eponymous of the seventh imam, Muhammad ibn 

Isma’il, who is considered to have gone into concealment in 767.  

“Our cause is a secret (sirr) within a secret,” said the Sixth Imâm, 

Ja‘far al-Sâdiq (702-765), “the secret of something that remains 
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veiled, a secret that can only be taught by another secret; it is a 

secret about a secret that is veiled by another secret.”vii  

 Isma‘ili thought protects God from all attempts to conceive of 

Him. Mohammad al-Nasafî (d. Khurasan, 943) argued that God is the 

Originator, al-Mubdi’, from abda’a, to originate. God creates both 

thing (al-shay’) and not-thing (al-la-shay’). “Non-being and 

nothingness, like being, follow being: they are negations of an 

existent.”viii  Isma‘ili thought carries out a radical negation: the tenth-

century philosopher Abu Ya’qûb al-Sijistânî held that God is not a 

thing, not limited, not describable, not in a time, in a place, etc.; but 

also not not a thing, not not limited, not not describable, etc. The goal 

of this strategy, Paul Walker writes, is to “remove God from 

intelligibility altogether.”ix  

 Interestingly, the Arabic word for secret, sirr, like zâhir and 

bâtin, has an etymology that leads both outward to the divine and 

inward to the body. From the verb sarra whose meanings include to 

keep secret, the noun sirr means secret, mystery, (Christian) 

sacrament, and underlying reason; while surr means umbilical cord 

and surra means navel. So the secret in Arabic implies a hidden 
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source, of life itself, enfolded deep within the body. We cannot know 

the secret. But perhaps we can feel it in our gut?  

 Shi‘ite Muslims believe that only an imam can reach into the 

words of the Qur'an and unfold latent meanings. Only someone 

uniquely prepared is able to reach into an image and unfold, bring out 

onto the surface, some of its latent contents. This idea would seem 

unpopular to current secular, democratic thinking, which holds that 

everybody should be able to have intellectual access to the most 

important ideas. But isn’t it true that the deepest secrets of our time 

are wrapped up and hidden away? (I’ll come back to this) Certainly 

the concepts zâhir and bâtin  and the Isma’ili concept of the secret 

help us appreciate that some special skill or strong desire is 

necessary to unfold things—at least those things that are worth 

unfolding.  

 Fatah dispersed from Lebanon in 1982 after Israel invaded. 

Their Communist idealism ceased to be an important factor in the civil 

war, which played out increasingly along religious lines. It seems the 

revolution was not strong enough  to fight the forces of global 

capitalism, whose hard, glossy surfaces now cover the sites of former 

revolutionary movements in Lebanon and Vietnam.  
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 Faced with such implacable image surfaces, we might give up 

trying to unfold the past events—for how can it be more than 

nostalgia? But another strategy is to invent a connection. Inventing 

too is an act of unfolding, stirring up virtual pasts. Inventing 

connections where they seem not to exist, we call on what Deleuze 

called the powers of the false. Consider that much of what we 

consider true is just a majority judgment. A creative falsification 

unfolds something else, revealing the “simultaneity of incompossible 

presents, or  the coexistence of  not-necessarily-true pasts.”x 

 For example, if the commonly held truth is that groups 

independent fighters whose goals do not match Western interests are 

terrorists, a creative falsification of this notion might be the lightly 

fictional story of a Lebanese motorcyclist and cinephile, Hatem 

Hatem, who joins the pro-Palestinian militia Fatah in the 1960s and 

travels to Vietnam to learn resistance methods from the Viet Cong. 

Unfolding “not-necessarily-true pasts” like this one replaces judgment 

with affect or passion.xi Making these connections, My Heart Beats 

Only For Her is not a lying documentary but a passionate, affective 

documentary, in that it  creates a trembling forcefield of energy at the 
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points where new ideas, new connections, new feelings might 

emerge into the world. 

 Similarly, Otolith II resorts to science fiction in order to invent a 

truth that we cannot perceive with present-day tools. Speaking from 

the year 2060, the narrator tells us she is looking back into the 

documents left her by Anjalika Sagar.  

 Both My Heart Beats Only for Her and Otolith II delicately mirror 

the lives of the filmmakers, Mohamed Soueid and Anjalika Sagar. 

Soueid is a cinephile, he was a member of Fatah; and are those his 

baby pictures presented as Hatem Hatem’s? Sagar’s grandmother, a 

delegate of the Indian Women’s Committee for Socialism who 

traveled to Moscow to meet their Russian counterparts, provides 

some of the documents the narrator is investigating; and Sagar’s 

travel journal and video documents too: the narrator reads her 

dispatches much like the narrator of Marker’s Sans Soleil. But these 

films are not “really” about Soueid and Sagar. Rather, they 

depersonalize the personal and toss it over us, the spectators, like a 

net or light blanket, so that we can unfold our own personal stories in 

light of an extra-personal whole.  
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Secret of our time  

 Soueid and the Otolith Group are Isma’ili in their canny 

strategies to unfold “a secret hidden within a secret.” What is the 

“secret within a secret” that Otolith II and My Heart Beats Only for Her 

reach for? Perhaps you have already divined it; but let me get to it in 

a roundabout way, by talking about Surrealism. 

 Surrealism, as we know, uses shock to attempt to address the 

unconscious directly. The great Surrealist Mohamed Soueid is the 

master of non-psychological intimacy. His surrealist analysis 

technique, like Dali’s paranoiac-critical method, refers intimately to 

himself, yet in order to assert connections that could not be made 

otherwise. The beauty of Soueid’s analytical method lies in the way 

he discovers relationships—or invents them—on the basis of 

personal stories, feelings, and fragments, as when he briefly 

accompanies a tour of Ho Chi Minh’s house with “Lili Marlene,” the 

song his favorite actress Hanna Schygulla sings in Fassbinder’s 

politically despairing film. When global connections are mostly made 

by capital, a film may best intervene politically by stripping away the 

commodified image-skin through the extreme, monadic specificity of 

its perceptions, ideas, and creative and emotional connections. Put 
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another way, the radical act of unfolding begins with a point that is 

usually ignored as fanciful or unimportant and tugs and tugs at it, until 

it reveals the whole world from its utterly specific point of view.  

 André Breton wrote that he was only sensitive to “those works 

of art that … straight off arouse a physical sensation in me, like the 

feeling of a feathery wind brushing across my temples to produce a 

real shiver.”xii Breton relates this sensation to erotic pleasure though 

the images need not be erotic in themselves, suggesting that 

eroticism is attraction not of the known but of the unknown.  

 A surrealism of our time unfolds something so unspeakable that 

it has become unimaginable, something truly uncanny. Not sex, not 

even death; but Communism. The word itself produces an ecstatic 

tremor similar to what Breton described. Communism is the deeply 

repressed contents of our time, datable perhaps to 1989 (fall of Berlin 

Wall), perhaps other dates. Otolith II and My Heart make us feel the 

thrill of an unspeakable Communism.   

Documentaries’ different manners of unfolding stimulate us the 

audience, in turn, to unfold the images they present in our own 

bodies. The film pushes the image out and we—should we be 

motivated to do so—pull it toward ourselves. From world to film to us, 
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the movement of unfolding is accordionlike: perceiver, perceived, and 

the medium that connects them all folded together, animated by a 

tension of pushing and pulling. When a particularly resistant image 

unfolds, we feel a thrill, a tingling of discovery, perhaps followed by  a 

feeling of relief. That’s affect, the thrill that indicates when some 

virtuality has erupted into the actual. I mentioned earlier that the 

plane of immanence is especially dense, or “intense,” at points where 

many virtualities struggle to become actualized. That arousing 

“feeling of a feathery wind” is the brush of the virtual as it takes actual 

form against all odds. 

                                            
i The third order of infinity is intensive series, possible but not necessary; “the 
real in matter: texture of a substance, timbre of a sound, malleability of gold, etc. 
(47) this is matter, the machinic phylum. If the world is included in the soul, the 
monad, it is creased in matter (The Fold, 102). 
ii 16; from carpet talk 
iii Tom Conley, “The Two Floors”; introduction to Gilles Deleuze, The Fold: 
Leibniz and the Baroque, xiv 
iv Siegfried Kracauer's Marseille notebooks, quoted in Miriam Hansen,  
 "'With Skin and Hair': Kracauer's Theory of Film, Marseille 1940," Critical Inquiry, Vol. 
19, No. 3 (Spring, 1993), 447. 
v Gilles Deleuze, “The Painting Before Painting,” Francis Bacon: The Logic of 
Sensation, 79 
vi Laura U. Marks, “Information, Secrets, and Enigmas: An enfolding-unflding 
aesthetics for cinema,” Screen 50:1 (Spring 2009): 86-98. 
vii Henry Corbin, Histoire de la philosophie islamique (Paris: Gallimard, 2002), 67-68, 67-
68; my translation.  
viii Paul E. Walker, “The Isma‘îlîs,” in Cambridge Companion to Arabic 
Philosophy, ed. Peter Adamson and Richard C. Taylor, 79. 
ix Ibid., 81. 
x Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 2: The Time-Image, 132 
xi Ibid., 141. 
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xii André Breton, Mad Love, trans. Mary Ann Caws (University of Nebraska Press, 
1987), 8. 


