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Abstract:
Kenneth Anger’s surrealist films have received widespread 
attention from the academic community, but the specific 
relationship between his innovative expression techniques 
and his multiple functions has not been fully explored. 
This article analyzes how the surrealist technique of anger 
serves as a tool for personal identity expression, social 
criticism, and spiritual transformation, as demonstrated in 
Fireworks, Scorpio Rising, and Eaux d’Artifice. Through 
a detailed analysis of his dreamlike non-linear narrative, 
montage techniques, and visual abstraction, this study 
reveals how Anger’s complex manipulation of surrealist 
methods creates multi-layered films that transcend 
traditional boundaries. Research has shown that Anger’s 
innovative expression techniques are closely related to its 
thematic purpose, establishing a framework of surrealist 
technology as both an artistic method and cultural 
intervention. This study suggests that understanding the 
relationship between technological innovation and thematic 
influence in Anger’s works provides valuable insights for 
contemporary experimental filmmakers seeking to address 
personal, social, and spiritual issues through avant-garde 
cinema.

Keywords: Kenneth Anger; surrealism; avant-garde cin-
ema; queer aesthetics; experimental film techniques

1. Introduction
Kenneth Anger is a pioneer of avant-garde film, ap-
pearing during a period of cultural transformation in 
the United States. His works are deeply rooted in sur-
realism and queer aesthetics, reflecting and challeng-
ing the social changes of his time [1]. In the post-
World War II era with the rise of underground films, 

the counterculture movement surged. Filmmakers 
like Anger have broken through the boundaries of 
traditional narrative and visual techniques, creating 
works that symbolize the avant-garde movement’s 
rejection of mainstream film conventions.
Significant progress has been made in the study of 
Anger’s work over the past few decades. The con-
temporary academic community has shifted towards 
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a more nuanced understanding of Anger’s artistic perspec-
tive, exploring the intricate symbolic meanings, mystical 
practices, and expressions of queer identity in his films 
[2]. This research has special significance in the context 
of film studies, queer theory, and cultural history. Anger 
uniquely blends surrealism and personal mythology, pro-
viding valuable insights into the intersection of art, sex-
uality, and spirituality in 20th-century American culture. 
The theme of this article is the surrealist perspective in 
Kenneth Angel’s films, examining how he employs surre-
alist techniques to explore themes such as desire, identity, 
and social taboos. By analyzing Anger’s unique filmmak-
ing methods, one can gain a deeper understanding of the 
role of surrealism in avant-garde cinema and its ability 
to challenge and reshape cultural narratives [3]. Anger’s 
works continue to influence contemporary filmmakers and 
artists, emphasizing its enduring relevance in the field of 
experimental cinema.
This study aims to reveal the complex layers of Anger’s 
surrealist perspective and explore how his innovative 
techniques and provocative themes contribute to the de-
velopment of avant-garde cinema. By studying key works 
Fireworks, Scorpio Rising, and Eaux d’ Arctifice, this pa-
per will delve into how angry movies blur the boundaries 
between reality and fantasy, challenging audience percep-
tions and social norms.

2. Surrealist Techniques in Anger‘s 
Key Films

2.1 Dream-like Narrative and Symbolic Expres-
sion
Kenneth Anger’s “Fireworks” (1947) is an outstanding 
representative of surrealist cinema, known for its dream-
like narrative, rich symbolic meaning, and innovative 
visual techniques. The fragmented narrative structure of 
this movie reflects the illogical nature of dreams them-
selves, as time and space become fluid and malleable [2]. 
Through a series of interconnected scenes, anger creates 
a psychological perspective where individual desires and 
social repression collide with each other in explosive im-
ages.
The use of symbolic language in this movie on multiple 
levels transforms everyday objects into powerful meta-
phors. The nominal fireworks are both an expression of 
sexual carnival and a symbol of violent destruction, show-
casing Anger’s ability to express meaning through surreal-
ist imagery [4]. The duality of signs reflects the principle 
of surrealism that reconciles apparent contradictions in 
reality in dreams. The use of naval imagery and male 

symbols throughout the film creates a complex associative 
world that reflects both Anger’s desires and social power 
structures and contradictions [2].
Anger’s creative use of lighting and composition enhanc-
es the dreamlike atmosphere in the movie. High-contrast 
black-and-white photography creates vivid visual poetry, 
transforming real-life scenes into surreal images [5]. This 
filming technique serves a greater purpose of disrupting 
the audience’s perception of reality, which is a key strate-
gy for achieving surrealism [3]. The dramatic use of shad-
ows and highlights creates a sense of unreality, driving the 
film’s exploration of unconscious desires.
The film’s handling of time further enhances its surrealis-
tic nature. The sequence flows through each other without 
logical transformation, creating a time structure that is 
more in line with dream logic, rather than traditional lin-
ear narrative [2]. This manipulation of time allows Anger 
to simultaneously explore the various levels of meaning 
behind human sexual desire and sexual violence, creating 
a rich picture of meaning and exploring the profound im-
plications behind simple events [4].
The physical transformations of objects and bodies in 
‘Fireworks’ represent another key element of Anger’s sur-
realist technique. Through their appearance and symbolic 
use in dream narratives, ordinary objects are endowed 
with symbolic meanings [6]. This transition from ordinary 
to magical is a typical example of Anger’s use of surreal-
ist techniques to produce powerful effects.

2.2 Reality Distortion Through Montage
In “Scorpio Rising” (1963), Anger developed his surre-
alist perspective through complex montage techniques. 
This movie demonstrates how to juxtapose seemingly un-
related elements, create new meanings, and challenge the 
audience’s shallow understanding of things themselves [1]. 
By combining found footage, popular music, and original 
material, Anger created a complex surrealist image that 
transcends traditional linear narrative limitations.
This film’s innovative use of montage creates cognitive 
dissonance in the audience through unexpected combina-
tions. The collision of motorcycles, religious icons, and 
homosexual images creates new meanings through their 
surreal juxtaposition in continuous editing [7]. The pur-
pose of this technique is consistent with the goal of surre-
alism to reveal hidden connections and challenge rational 
thinking processes. By carefully arranging these elements, 
a rhythmic structure is created, leading the audience into 
a state of consciousness that breaks through conventional 
thinking [1].
Anger’s use of pop music in ‘Scorpio Rising adds anoth-
er layer of effect to his surrealist approach. The music 
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and visual elements create a satirical contrast, creating a 
dreamlike disconnect between what is seen and what is 
heard [8]. This technique enhances the surrealist influence 
of movies by disrupting the traditional juxtaposition be-
tween sound and image. The selection of specific songs 
creates additional meaning through basic musical tonality 
and cultural associations [1].
The handling of time in Scorpio Rising demonstrates 
a significant advancement in Anger’s surrealist skills. 
Through montage techniques, he created a collage com-
posed of time, where the past and present, sacred and sec-
ular, and high and low cultures coexist simultaneously [9]. 
Breaking traditional time boundaries allows for a more 
complex exploration of cultural myths and social criticism 
through the images created by Anger.
The use of image repetition and variation in this mov-
ie not only affects the overall structure but also has a 
thematic effect. The recurring themes of motorcycles, 
leather, and religious imagery create a hypnotic effect, 
while constructing multiple layers of effects and connota-
tions through repeated juxtaposition [7]. This innovative 
approach demonstrates how surrealist montage creates 
meaning through the repeated appearance and association 
of images rather than linear narrative.
The addition of found footage in Scorpio Rising rep-
resents another key development for Anger in his pursuit 
of surrealist expression. By reconstructing existing ma-
terials, he created new meanings and revealed undiscov-
ered connections between seemingly different aspects of 
American culture [1]. This montage technique showcases 
the powerful power of surrealism in cultural criticism by 
rearranging existing images.

2.3 Visual Transformation and Abstraction
“Eaux d’Artifice” (1953) demonstrated Anger’s ability 
to create surrealist effects through visual transformations 
and abstract techniques. This movie turns the Villa d’Este 
garden into an extraordinary landscape, combining water, 
light, and movement to create a captivating dream [3]. 
This method demonstrates how surrealist techniques can 
transform concrete reality into abstract visual effects to 
assist authors in expressing themselves.
Anger’s use of blue and high-contrast visuals creates a 
surreal atmosphere, in which familiar images and scenes 
become strange and mysterious. This movie regards water 
as a symbol of matter and metaphysics, reflecting surre-
alism’s interest in finding unusual things in the secular 
world [10]. Through carefully arranged visual elements, 
Anger achieves a controlled state of delirium, which is a 
characteristic of the best surrealist works.
The film’s handling of space and perspective reflects a 

significant advancement in Anger’s surrealist expression 
techniques. Through careful composition and camera 
movement, Anger creates a disorienting spatial experience 
that challenges the audience’s perception of depth and 
scale [11]. The garden has become a maze-like dream, 
where normal spatial relationships no longer apply. The 
audience jumps back and forth in different spatial loca-
tions, breaking their inherent spatial concepts and enhanc-
ing the influence of the film’s surrealist techniques.
The camera movement arrangement in the picture show-
cases another aspect of Anger’s surrealist technique. Mys-
terious figures dressed in ancient costumes move in space 
in a way that violates natural logic, creating a dance-like 
interaction with the water scenery [3]. This arrangement 
of human movement contributes to the dreamlike features 
of the film, while also implying deeper metaphysical 
meanings.
The use of water as a theme and medium allows Anger to 
showcase his exploration of surrealist ideas about trans-
formation and flow. The constant movement and chang-
ing forms of water create abstract patterns, blurring the 
boundary between expression and abstraction [6]. This 
emphasis on fluidity and transformation is consistent with 
surrealism’s interest in constantly changing states.
The rhythm structure and repetitive themes of this movie 
contribute to its dreamlike effect, creating a trance-like 
state that immerses the audience in the film, which is con-
sistent with surrealism’s interest in consciousness change 
[11]. This technique demonstrates how to use formal ele-
ments to achieve surrealistic effects, rather than relying on 
narrative or symbolic content.
The fusion of Baroque music and visual elements creates 
additional surrealistic significance. The use of Vivaldi’s 
Winter Concerto establishes a temporal disconnect, and 
the mismatch between visual and auditory enhances the 
surrealistic characteristics of the film [8]. The combina-
tion of classical music and avant-garde visuals showcases 
Anger’s ability to create surrealistic effects through unex-
pected cultural element juxtaposition.
“Eaux d’Artifice” represents the pinnacle of Anger’s pure 
visual surrealism, showcasing how movies create dream-
like states by manipulating basic elements: light, motion, 
and rhythm. This achievement established another key 
aspect of his surrealist approach: the ability to change re-
ality through purely cinematic means [6].

3. The Impact of Surrealist Vision

3.1 Surrealism as a Tool for Identity Expression
Anger’s surrealist techniques provide a unique framework 
for exploring and expressing identity, particularly in terms 
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of sexuality and personal transformation. The dreamlike 
narrative established in his early works became a powerful 
means of expressing experiences, resisting traditional nar-
rative expressions [2]. Through surrealist methods, Anger 
created a cinematic space where marginalized identities 
can be explored without the limitations of realism.
Based on the dreamlike narrative techniques in ‘Fire-
works’, Anger used complex visual language to express 
his marginalized identity. The symbolic meaning and 
non-linear narrative of the images analyzed in the second 
part become particularly effective tools for expressing 
queer experiences [2]. The connection between surreal-
ist techniques and identity expression demonstrates how 
formal innovation serves the purposes of individuals and 
political movements.
The symbolic language developed through his surrealist 
techniques has produced multi-level meanings, which has 
become the best way to express queer identity in an era 
of strict management of visual content. By embedding 
personal expression into surrealist images, Anger created 
works that combine both personal experience and univer-
sal themes [4]. This technique became a main thread in 
his works, demonstrating how surrealism not only reveals 
profound truths but also protects the expression of mar-
ginalized individuals of that era.
By using surrealistic techniques to transform individual 
self-expression into ordinary symbolic language, Anger 
can address the theme of marginalized group identity for-
mation and expression of human sexuality in a way that 
transcends specific cultural or historical background lim-
itations [10]. This approach demonstrates how surrealism 
serves as an artistic method and survival strategy for mar-
ginalized artists to express themselves.
The abstract visual elements discussed in Section 2.3 fur-
ther enhance Anger’s ability to express its complex iden-
tity. Through careful design of light, shadow, and motion, 
he created a cinematic space where identity becomes fluid 
and transformative [6]. This expression technique allows 
the audience to interpret and interpret the image in mul-
tiple ways, reflecting the complexity of individual social 
and sexual identities.

3.2 Surrealism as Social Commentary
Anger’s surrealist approach has been proven to be equally 
effective as social criticism. The montage technique used 
in works such as “The Rise of Scorpio” showcases the 
juxtaposition of images from different spatial and tem-
poral contexts through surrealist techniques, resulting in 
audiovisual dissonance and ultimately revealing contra-
dictions in mainstream culture [1]. By recombining famil-
iar elements from daily life in unexpected ways, Anger 

has created a critical expression that operates at multiple 
levels, conscious and unconscious.
The montage editing technique analyzed above has be-
come a tool for subtly criticizing the current social situ-
ation. Just as the rise of Scorpio creates new meanings 
through the juxtaposition of different temporal and spatial 
images, Anger cleverly employs this technique in his 
works to reveal social contradictions [1]. The collision of 
sacred and profane imagery, combined with popular music 
and found footage, creates a complex critique of American 
culture that operates on multiple levels [9].
The subversion of the meaning created by traditional 
images by surrealism allows Anger to challenge social 
norms while avoiding direct and sharp confrontation. He 
skillfully utilized found footage and popular culture ele-
ments through surrealism, providing a powerful critique 
of American society and its underlying social issues [9]. 
This technique reflects how surrealism serves as a method 
of cultural analysis and artistic expression.
From the visual transformation techniques studied above, 
Anger’s films gain additional meaning through the spe-
cial arrangement of familiar images. He uses surrealistic 
techniques to combine everyday cultural symbols with 
audience associations to create new meanings, thereby re-
vealing their hidden meanings and contradictions [3].
Through his surrealist perspective, Anger reveals the arbi-
trariness of inherent social thought patterns and the power 
structures they support. The dreamlike nature of his films 
is not as an escape, but as a revelation, using surrealistic 
techniques to reveal hidden social control mechanisms [3]. 
The critical function of surrealism became increasingly 
important in his later works, demonstrating how innova-
tive film expression techniques served the purpose of po-
litical movements.

3.3 Surrealism and Spiritual Transformation
The relationship between surrealism and fixed thinking 
in Anger’s works represents a unique contribution to 
avant-garde cinema. He combined mysticism symbolism 
with surrealism and created many films that could trigger 
changes in consciousness [7]. This combination demon-
strates how surrealist methods serve the expression of the 
artist’s self-spiritual world and artistic purposes.
The dreamlike narrative structure discussed above is re-
flected in Anger’s exploration of spiritual themes. The 
fluid temporality and symbolic transformation that first 
developed in “Fireworks” became a means of entering a 
transcendent state [7]. The connection between surrealist 
expression techniques and spiritual experiences demon-
strates how formal innovation serves metaphysical pur-
poses.
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The visual abstraction techniques perfected in works such 
as ‘Eaux d’Artifice ‘ ultimately aim to create a cinematic 
experience that transcends. By using surrealistic methods 
to change the underlying meaning of ordinary reality, An-
ger suggests the possibility of achieving spiritual awak-
ening through artistic means [11]. This aspect of his work 
demonstrates how surrealist expression techniques bridge 
the gap between the real world and the spiritual realm.
The use of montage editing techniques analyzed in Sec-
tion 2.2 has made significant contributions to Anger’s 
expression of his spiritual world. By juxtaposing sacred 
and secular images, he created a movie that can change 
the audience’s state of consciousness [11]. This technical 
approach, combined with his clever use of rhythm and 
visual repetition, demonstrates how surrealist expression 
techniques serve art and trigger spiritual awakening.
Anger uses surrealism to explore mysterious themes, tran-
scending the expression of the image itself and creating a 
truly transformative viewing experience. The trance state 
triggered by his careful design of rhythm, lighting, and 
movement showcases the potential of film as a tool for 
spiritual awakening [6]. The fusion of surrealist expres-
sion techniques and spiritual world expression is one of 
his most important contributions to experimental cinema.
Anger’s surrealist perspective showcases the diversity and 
potential of avant-garde technology through three aspects: 
self-expression, criticism of social issues, and spiritual 
awakening. His works demonstrate how surrealism can 
simultaneously serve as an artistic method, critical tool, 
and spiritual awakening inspiration [12]. His method’s 
sustained impact on experimental films demonstrates the 
enduring role of surrealist technology in addressing con-
temporary art and social issues.
Through the analysis above, the combination of techno-
logical innovation and thematic exploration in Anger’s 
works reveals how surrealism can serve multiple purpos-
es simultaneously. His unique design of film elements - 
from narrative structure to montage techniques to visual 
abstract art--has created a series of works that continue 
to influence contemporary experimental films [10]. This 
enduring impact proves the effectiveness of surrealism in 
addressing personal identity and societal issues through 
avant-garde films.

4. Discussion
Kenneth Anger’s mastery of surrealist expression tech-
niques was demonstrated through his innovations in nar-
rative, montage, and visual abstract art, making him a key 
figure in avant-garde cinema. His clever use of film visual 
elements has created a series of works that go beyond 
traditional boundaries, while also influencing various ar-

tistic expressions and social movements. The analysis of 
his major films not only reveals his precise grasp of visual 
content, but also deeply understands the potential of sur-
realism in terms of personal, social, and spiritual awaken-
ing.
Through the analysis of Anger’s surrealism in “Fireworks,” 
“Scorpio Rising,” and “Eaux d’Artifice,” the evolution 
and maturity of his artistic vision are demonstrated. From 
the dreamlike narrative and symbolic transformation of 
“Fireworks,” to the revolutionary montage techniques 
of “Scorpio Rising,” and the pure visual abstraction of 
“Eaux d’Artifice,” each film represents a unique approach 
to surrealist cinema and contributes to the artistic vision 
of avant-garde cinema [1,2,3]. These innovations are not 
just formal experiments, but powerful tools for authors to 
express marginalized identities, criticize social norms, and 
explore spiritual dimensions.
The influence of Anger’s surrealist perspective goes be-
yond technological innovation and encompasses broader 
cultural and artistic meanings. He can use surrealist tech-
niques for multiple purposes--while expressing personal 
identity, challenging social norms, and exploring mysti-
cal experiences - showcasing the diversity and power of 
avant-garde cinema [7]. The fusion of mysticism, symbol-
ism, queer aesthetics, and cultural criticism has created a 
cinematic language related to contemporary identity rec-
ognition, social problem critique, and spiritual discussion 
[4].
Anger’s influence on experimental films continues to 
resonate through his innovative expression techniques 
and thematic focus. His clever use of montage, visual 
transformation, and non-linear narrative has influenced 
several generations of filmmakers, and his exploration of 
self-identity, social criticism, and spiritual transformation 
has provided a model for avant-garde films involving 
political movements [9]. Preserving his works through 
institutions such as the Kinsey Institute ensures that his 
contributions to surrealist films are accepted by a new 
generation of audiences and creators [12].
In addition, Anger’s works demonstrate how surrealism 
serves as a tool for resistance and personal expression 
against cultural backgrounds while maintaining artistic 
complexity. His works possess the abilities of personal 
expression, social commentary, and spiritual exploration, 
laying a framework for understanding how experimental 
films solve individual and social group problems [10]. 
This film production method of hiding multi-level mean-
ings in movies continues to influence contemporary artists, 
who are striving to address issues of identity recognition, 
social criticism, and group solidification consciousness.
The enduring impact of Anger’s surrealist perspective 
demonstrates both the power of his artistic achievements 
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and the necessity of experimental filmmaking methods. 
In an increasingly complex era of society and politics, his 
artistic expression of how surrealist technology expresses 
the experiences of marginalized groups challenges social 
norms, and explores spiritual dimensions remains particu-
larly important [6]. The integration of innovative expres-
sion and personal and political concerns provides a model 
for contemporary artists to create meaningful works in 
challenging times.
Ultimately, Kenneth Anger’s contribution to surrealist 
cinema represents a unique combination of innovative 
surrealist expression techniques and thematic depth. His 
works demonstrate how avant-garde technology can play 
multiple roles while maintaining artistic integrity and 
cultural relevance. With the continuous development of 
contemporary cinema, Anger’s profound understanding of 
the potential of surrealism in personal identity, social is-
sues, and spiritual awakening remains a valuable resource 
for filmmakers and artists seeking to break through the 
boundaries of film expression while focusing on key cul-
tural and political issues.

5. Conclusion
This study indicates that Kenneth Anger’s innovative 
application of surrealist techniques has made significant 
contributions to avant-garde cinema in three key dimen-
sions. Firstly, through his skillful use of dreamlike narra-
tive, complex montage techniques, and visual abstraction, 
Anger established his expression of wrongdoing for ex-
perimental film production, as evidenced by works such 
as “Fireworks,” “Scorpio Rising,” and “Eaux d’Artifice,” 
which showcase the evolution of his surrealist perspec-
tive and multidimensional complexity. Secondly, Anger’s 
surrealist approach effectively serves multiple purposes 
simultaneously--as a tool for personal identity expression, 
as a tool for social criticism, and as a medium for explor-
ing the spiritual world. Thirdly, he uniquely blends mysti-
cism, symbolism, queer aesthetics, and cultural criticism, 
creating a lasting cinematic language that continues to in-
fluence contemporary filmmakers and artists, transcending 
mere technological innovations in filmmaking and encom-

passing a wider range of cultural and artistic meanings 
within the film itself. This study reveals how Anger’s use 
of surrealist expression techniques creates multidimen-
sional works that transcend traditional boundaries while 
maintaining artistic integrity and cultural relevance. His 
approach provides a valuable framework for contempo-
rary artists seeking to address complex personal, social, 
and spiritual themes through film texts.
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