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           Koyaanisqatsi





Chapter 11:  The Microchip


This chapter of Godfrey Reggio and Philip Glass’ collaborative concept-film Koyaanisqatsi is comprised of images of cities from above taken by satellite and aircraft alternating with images of circuit boards.


The concept of “space” in this scene is given particularly wide berth as the musical scoring of this particular sequence is quite placid and meditative.  Rather than using the music to focus the attention of the audience manipulatively, it allows the viewer time and “space” to form his or her own thoughts about what is being observed.  Rather than a capricious and volatile sound score, a more thought provoking one is employed almost out of respect for the viewer.


The music underscoring this scene seems to help contribute to it a sense of the sublime.  Not left simply to the background, it takes an equal partnership with the visual.  Pictured are elements vast in number, taken in all in one eye-full.  The enormous content in each single image is meant to overload the senses. Masses of transistor Levittowns and semiconductor highways blur the distinction between metropolis and schematic diagram.  


The scenes themselves are arranged such that the first two of the chapter are swirling 25-second long aerial camera shots of a city in daylight followed by a much higher altitude satellite picture of a city.  These are then followed by nine 6 second shots of what all appear to be circuit boards and the chapter then closes with four 2-second shots alternating city; circuit; city; circuit.


The pace or ‘busy-ness’ of this chapter seems to have independently functioning elements of music and visual.  Throughout this section the music has a lingering consistency of motion.  Ethereal churning, morphing whisps of sound unify the scene emotionally whereas different length camera shots and various colored images are all that are left over to lead the observers emotions anywhere else.  A numb and vague tension infiltrates the eerie calm.  Visual grandeur is blended unconventionally with aural pensive tension and introspection.  At the conclusion of the chapter there are relatively abrupt and rapid cuts from one scene to another despite unchanging music.  At this point tension seems to increase due to increased visual activity that could possibly serve as a sort of transition in to the following chapter.  Contrary to this theory however, Philip Glass states in a 1990 interview with Charles Merrell Berg that the various chapters in Koyaanisqatsi are not necessarily in a particular sequence or order.


Were it not for the title of this chapter, this scene in particular may have more or less significance to the observer who is aware of what is being viewed in various screen shots.  The images of printed circuit boards populated with thick and thin film semiconductors may otherwise become simply intricate and dense collages of bold, geometrically arrayed colors.  At the time of its premiere in the early 1980’s, the semiconductor revolution was hitting the world globally.  The rise of the personal computer in commerce and business as well as the thrust of technological genesis in warfare and politics likely made these images pregnant with connotations of the day.  The Cold War as an impetus to propel industry and technology at a furious pace is likely a major catalyst to the creation of Koyaanisqatsi.  Technological advances stimulated by the threat of potentially catastrophic nuclear holocaust had further fueled the metaphorical critical mass of research and development.

