
 
     H2O is an LVCA dvd donation to the Hugh Stouppe Memorial Library of the Heritage United 

Methodist Church in Ligonier, Pennsylvania. Below is Kino Ken’s mini-review of that short 

film. 

 

11 of a possible 20 points                                                                               *** of a possible ***** 

 

United States   1929   black-and-white   13 minutes   silent live action experimental short 

Film and Photo League   Producer: Ralph Steiner 

 

Key: *indicates outstanding technical achievement  

Points: 

1           Ambience 

2           Photography: Ralph Steiner 

0           Conclusion 

2           Contrast 

2           Creativity 

2           Design 

0           Dramatic Tension 

1           Editing: Ralph Steiner 

0           Humor 

1           Introduction 

11 total points 

 

     The above rating fails to do justice to this wonderful experimental short. H2O, product of 

the final years of silent film, is visual poetry. Devoid of explanatory elaborations, Steiner 

crafts an impassive tribute to a mundane element. In the process, he compels us to view it 

more consciously. Beginning with scenes illustrative of water’s power and seeming 

omnipresence, the camera eventually segues into more abstract representations of restless 



fluidity. Viewers are treated to successive design schemes of undulating fractures rippling 

across the screen. Always water is being observed in its most kinetic conditions.  

     Yet the element’s interior form keeps changing, compelling continuous adjustment of 

expectation. Each frame becomes a variant of what preceded it, with different layout, 

contrasting texture, distinct mix of sparkling sunlight, bubbles, foam, and breakwaters. 

Diffraction and reflection combine to produce unique combinations. Water transforms into 

art, unrelenting metamorphosis offering perpetual becomings. Time passes without apparent 

movement, evidenced simply by changes in shapes and shadings.  

      There is no story, plot, or conflict between characters. Since H2O was shot as a silent,  

ambient sounds of nature are missing, replaced by a tinkling, repetitively acrobatic score in 

minimalist style from composer Donald Sosin. 

     What is fascinating here are designs created by natural forces independent of 

manipulation by humans intent on creating some kind of narrative. Change is the solitary 

constant. Connecting all the frames together like an unwinding ribbon is water, ever present, 

yet never in exactly the same position or form. 

     Steiner elects to skip monumental, tempestuous evocations and dramatic possibilities they 

could offer. Nor does he trade in forced humor of the type frequently employed by Walt 

Disney’s True Life Adventures series. The photographer is content to witness and edit, neither 

adding nor subtracting from what is perceived through the camera, joining discrete moments 

smoothly into a semblance of organic unity. This imposition of finiteness and juxtaposition 

over an infinite mobility generates the sole conflict in his film. 

     One marring miscalculation is an overly abrupt conclusion. More grace in the final 

moments of revelation would have made for a pleasanter exit. 

     Due to its wordless tranquility, H2O is suitable viewing for all ages, an important milestone 

in the evolution of experimental cinema.    


