The film text: theoretical frameworks
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Film theory had to struggle a surprisingly long time
before it could become a proper theory of film. Diffi-
culty arose from the very feature which ensured cinema
its universality: ever since the earliest audiences flung
themselves out of the way of an oncoming screen
locomotive, film has stunned us by its seeming capa-
city to reproduce reality transparently, immediately,
directly. Because of this realism, serious analysis of
film was confronted from the first by antagonism from
the smothering inheritance of Kantian aesthetics.

In The Critique of Judgement (1790) Kant contrasts
sensation and contemplation, singular and universal,
interested and disinterested (useful and useless). Aes-
thetic experience is opposed to merely sensuous grat-
fication (eating, for example) because it combines
sensation—through hearing and vision—with contem-
plation. The aesthetic object is focused on as a singu-
larity, not as an instance of a general concept, for its
own sake and not for any kind of usefulness or social
purpose. All this kicks against what cinema appears to
do best; its rendering of the real seems just too
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obviously contaminated with unprocessed sensation,
too liable to documentary appropriation, too easily
turned to useful social purposes.

Classic film theory

As Aaron Scharf (1969) shows in convincing detail, the
early impact of photography on painting and notions
of art was enormous. Although encouraging some
artists into innovation and experiment, photography
also served to strengthen and substantiate the opposi-
tion between art and craft, the aesthetic and the useful.
As'moving pictures’, produced when light is projected
through strips of celluloid onto a screen, cinematic
images have a double intimacy with reality since they
are both caused by it (light from these objects marked
photosensitive film) and also resemble it. It was only
too tempting to deny cinema a status as art.

In the face of a seemingly incontestable naturalism,
the labour of classic film theory was to designate the
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specific value of cinema—what has allowed it to pro-
vide such a compelling representation of modernity.
For this two main strategies emerged. The creationists
(or formalists), including Rudolf Amheim, Sergei Eisen-
stein, and Béla Balazs, defend cinema as an art form
which goes beyond realism, while the realists, particu-
larly Siegfried Kracauer and André Bazin, appreciate
cinema just because it does provide such an exact
representation of reality.

Creationism is well represented by Rudolf Arnheim’s
book Film (1933), which sets out "to refute the assertion
that film is nothing but the feeble mechanical repro-
duction of real life’ (1958: 37). Arnheim points out first
of all how the experience of sitting in the cinema differs
from ourempirical perception of the everyday world. In
everyday experience the world is three-dimensional,
while in the cinema all we get s a flat screen; our life is
lived colour with sound, while cinema is black and
white, and silent (or was, up to 1929); in our ordinary
world we can look wherever we want within our field of
vision, while cinema limits what we see within the
masked frame of the screen.

Formalist theory (Arnheim) and realist
theory (Bazin) appear to oppose each
other. But both positions suppose that
cinema, based as it is in the
photographic process, must be
assessed as in part a mechanical
reproduction, whether feeble or
convincing.

Armheim celebrates the many effects through which
cinema transforms and constructs a reality, including
camera angles and movement, focus, lighting effects,
framing, altered motion, superimposition, special
lenses. And, in addition to these features pertaining
mainly to the single shot, cinema works through
sequences of shots edited together, producing daz-
zling and significant effects of contrast and repetition,
metonymy and metaphor. Editing makes something
available to someone in the cinema that could never
be seen by any empirical viewer of what was originally
filmed.

Arnheim is one of the first to codify the specific
resources of cinema and the many ways it produces
meanings beyond anything present in the reality from

which the photographed image originates. Yet though
he argues that film exceeds reality, Arnheim does not
challenge the view that film is powerfully influenced by
its photographic resemblance to reality. The realists,
led by André Bazin, make that relation the essential
virtue of the medium, as, for example, in this passage:

The objective nature of photography confers on it a quality
of credibility absent from all other picture-making. In spite of
any objections our critical spirit may offer, we are forced to
accept as real the existence of the object reproduced, actu-
ally re-presented, set before us, that is to say, in time and
space. Photography enjoys a certain advantage in virtue of
this transference of reality from the thing to its reproduction.
(Bazin 1967: 13-14)

This passage makes it clear that Bazin is aware that in
cinema filmed objects are not presented but ‘re-pre-
sented’. And elsewhere he explains how he values
cinematic reality because it has an almost Brechtian
effect in leaving the viewer free to criticize, when
more obviously constructed cinema (Eisenstein, for
instance) aims to manipulate the viewers under-
standing.

Formalist theory {Arnheim) and realist theory (Bazin)
appear to oppose each other. But what is crucial, and
what marks off classic film theory, is the assumption
they share. Formalist theory values cinema to the
extent that it is, in Arnheim’s phrase, more than ‘the
feeble mechanical reproduction of real life’: realist the-
ory values cinema to the extent that it adheres to ‘a
mechanical reproduction in the making of which man
plays no part’, as Bazin says (1967: 12). Both positions
suppose that cinema, based asitis in the photographic
process, must be assessed as in part a mechanical
reproduction, whether feeble or convincing. It was
not until the 1960s that this view—the naturalist, or
reflectionist, fallacy—began to be finally overthrown
in film theory.

1968 and after

Film theory was able to develop into a fully fledged
account of cinema because it staged what Stephen
Heath refers to as ‘'the encounter of Marxism and psy-
choanalysis on the terrain of semiotics’ {(1976: 11). Of
these three theoretical interventions, semiotics (or
semiology) arrived first. In a posthumous work, Course
in General Linguistics, published in 1916, Saussure
introduced into the study of language a number of




- theoretical distinctions, of which two in particular
proved fruitful when carried over into film theory.

. From ancient rhetoric, Saussure revived the dis-
 tinction between signifier and signified to analyse
L the naive concept of ‘words’. In any utterance the
L level of the signifier is made up from the sounds
L (phonemes) selected for use by a particular lan-
E guage, arranged in a temporal order, while that of
. the signified consists of the meanings assigned to
any group of signifiers. Signifiers consist of entirely
arbitrary sounds related only to each other in an
internally self-consistent system, and it is purely a
matter of convention what set of signifiers give rise
to a certain meaning. In modern English, for ex-
ample, the sounds represented by ‘mare’ can
open onto the meaning ‘female horse’ or possibly
‘municipal leader’ (mayor), while a very similar group
of signifiers in French (‘mer/'mére’) open onto the
meanings ‘sea’ and ‘mother’.

Aprinciple is implied by Saussure’s distinction, that
thematerial organization of alanguage is ontologically
prior to any meaning it produces. During the 1960s
semiotics had a decisive impact upon film theory by
concentrating attention on the question what were the
specific properties of film, its specifica differentia, dis-
tinguishing it from other forms of signification (novels
and drama, for example).

There are certain problems in detail, however. For
while Saussure’s distinction between signifier and sig-
nified applies perfectly to alanguage, it is much harder
togetitto work for a visual medium such as film. In any
famous sequence, such as that at the end of Ford's The
Searchers (USA, 1956) when the John Wayne figure is
left outside the door, what exactly takes the place of
the signifier and the signified? This is a question
addressed by the work of Christian Metz, as we shall
see.

A second distinction put forward by Saussure was
also expanded in film semiotics. Language works by
moving forward in time so that in English (asin Chinese)
syntax can draw simply on word order to make ‘Dog
bites man’ mean something different from ‘Man bites
dog’. Naming this linear axis of discourse as 'syntag-
matic’, Saussure pointed out that at every point along
this horizontal axis terms were selected and rejected
from a potential corpus lying in a vertical dimension
{the ‘associative’ or ‘paradigmatic’). Thus, ‘Snake’ is a
possible paradigmatic substitution for ‘Dog’ or‘Man’in
either of the previous examples but Yesterday’ is not,
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since ‘Yesterday bites man’ is not a meaningful sen-
tence.

In other words, it was possible to think of the syn-
tagmatic axis as a consistent structure which would
remain the same even when different paradigmatic
terms were substituted along it. In 1928 Viadimir
Propp applied this principle to the analysis of narra-
tive, discerning across 115 Russian folk stories a com-
mon structure consisting of thirty-one ‘functions’.
Thus, function (Propp 1968: 11), ‘The hero leaves
home’, can be realized as easily by ‘Ivan is sent to
kill the dragon’ as by 'Dmitri goes in search of the
princess’.

Asemiotic analysis of film narrative was initiated with
enthusiasm and some effect, notably by Raymond Bel-
lour (1972) in his study of The Birds (USA, 1963) and by
Peter Wollen (1982), also discussing Hitchcock, in his
account of North by Northwest (USA, 1959). Bellour
discusses the Bodega Bay sequence shot by shot,
while Wollen aims for a Proppian analysis of the whole
movie. Both examinations, plausible as they are in
detail, suffer from what are now recognized as the
inevitable assumptions of formal narrative analysis—
that there is only a single narrative and not a number of
simultaneous narrative meanings, that the narrative is
fixed once and for all ‘out there' in the text and not
constructed in a relation between text and reader.

Narrative analysis of film on the precedent of Propp
had the definite benefit of shifting argument away from
any question of the relation or correspondence
between a film and some real it might be supposed
to reflect. It focused on film as text but did so only by
incurring a concomitant limitation. Narrative is an
effect which runs across many different kinds of text,
so detailing it in films does not advance understanding
of what is specific to film. Nevertheless, the overall
consequence of semiotic attention to cinema was to
weaken concern with the issue of realism and
strengthen attention to the cinema as a particular
kind of textuality. After 1968 these tendencies were
reinforced from a somewhat unanticipated quarter.

Classic Marxism theorized that the economic base
and mode of production determines the political and
ideological ‘superstructure’. However, during the
1960s the French Marxist thinker Louis Althusser had
argued that notions of base and superstructure should
be rethought in terms of practices—economic, politi-
cal, ideological—each of which was ‘relatively autono-
mous’, each with its own ‘specific effectivity’. Carried
over to the analysis of cinema after the revolutionary
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events of 1968 (by, for example, the journal Cahiers du
cinéma), Althusserian Marxism was as rigorous in
excluding apparently non-political approaches to
cinema as it was in rejecting film theory which began
from literary or theatrical models. As Jean-Louis
Comolli and Jean Narboni assert in Cahiers du cinéma
in 1969, itisthe case that‘every filmis political’ and that
‘cinema is one of the languages through which the
world communicates itself to itself’ (1993: 45, 46). To
understand cinema is to understand film as film, not
something else.

Christian Metz

The intervention of both semiotics and Althusserian
film criticism brought the narrative of the developing
discussion of film to a point where it was ready for the
cavalry to ride over the hill with a more or less complete
theory. This role was taken by someone whose work is
characterized less by brilliant insights than by a
dogged willingness in a series of essays written over
nearly twenty years to try, fail, and try again: Christian
Metz (19744, b, 1982). Although the conscientious,
overlapping, and exploratory nature of his project is
thus compromised, it is convenient to divide Metz's
writings into three main attempts.

The first, today perhaps better known through
refutations than in the original (see Cook 1985:
229-31; Lapsley and Westlake 1988: 38-46), was
the theory of the grande syntagmatique. In the
search for a notion of film language, it became
obvious that cinema had no equivalent to the unit
of sound (phoneme) which combined to make up
the particular signifiers of a language. Images in the
cinema are as infinite as photographable reality.
Metz therefore decided to concentrate on the single
shot and treat it as a primitive sentence, a state-
ment, on this basis considering how effects were
built up syntagmatically by organizing segments,
beginning with the autonomous shot, into a hierar-
chy (he discriminates eight levels within this hierar-
chy) (Metz 1974a: 108-46).

To some extent Metz Mark | was following Arnheim,
because he looked for the specificity of cinema in its
narrativization of what is photographed—the fact that
‘reality does not tell stories’. But objections pile up
against his account—not only the difficulties faced by
semiotic narratology in general (its formalism, its belief
that there is always only one narrative), but crucially the

problem of deciding in the first place what constituted
an autonomous shot or segment.

From the wreckage of the grande syntagmatique,
Metz Mark Il turned to the concept of codes, describ-
ing some as shared between cinema and other kinds of
representation (characterization and dialogue, for
example) and others as specific to cinema (editing,
framing, lighting, and so on). Metz Mark Il is already
partly anticipated in his previous projects, for he had
made the point, alittle enigmatically and without prop-
erly developing it, that in a film ‘the image of a house
does not signify "house”, but rather “Here is a house””
(1974a: 116).

The radical implications of this distinction do not
become apparent until Metz Mark Il pulls Lacanian
psychoanalysis into the orbit of his effort to theorize
cinema, notably in his essay ‘The Imaginary Signifier’,
first published in 1975. Lacan distinguishes between
the orders of the Imaginary and of the Symbolic, the
Imaginary being the world as the individual ego envi-
sages it, the Symbolic being the organization of sig-
nifiers which makes this possible (for this, see
especially Lacan’s 1964 account of vision; 1977: 67—
119). Lacan’s account enables Metz to argue that ima-
ginary presence in the cinematic image must be
thought of as resulting from a signifier that stands for
something which is absent. Cinema provides ‘unaccus-
tomed perceptual wealth, but unusually profoundly
stamped with unreality”: the more vividly present the
cinematic image appears to make its object, the more
it insists that object is actually lacking, was once there
but is there no more, ‘'made present’, as Metz says, ‘in
the mode of absence’ (1982: 44).

That the cinematic image is an active making-pre-
sentclarifies retrospectively the view that in the cinema
‘the image of a house does not signify “house”, but
rather “Here is a house”’. What this affirms, of course, is
the ontological disjunction between perceived reality
and anythingthatis supposed to be a representation of
it. Representation, regardless of whether that repre-
sentation derives by a photographic process from rea-
lity, is an intervention, an act of signifying which reality
itself can never make. Although obviously you have to
know about houses in order to recognize a shot as a
shot of a house (just as you have to know about houses
to follow a poem about a house), photographic deriva-
tion is neither here nor there in relation to the status of
the cinematic image as utterance, statement, a mean-
ing introduced in a semantic context in which it is

'

always saying 'Hereisa. . ."




Representation, regardless of whether
that representation derives by a
photographic process from reality, is an
intervention, an act of signifying which
reality itself can never make.

At the end of his famous ‘Concluding Statement:
Linguistics and Poetics’ {1960), Roman Jakobson tells
the story of a missionary complaining about nakedness
among his flock, who in turn asked him why he did not
wear clothes on his face and then told him they were
face everywhere. Similarly, Jakobson argues, ‘in poetry
any verbal element is converted into a figure of poetic
speech’ (1960: 377). On a comparable basis, breaking
with reflectionism, the achievement of film theory to
Metz is to establish the principle that in cinema any
visual element may be turned to expressive purpose,
converted into ‘poetic speech’. This renders the whole
visual, aural, and narrative effect of cinema available
to inspection for its significance, the meaning it
produces.

The critique of realism

An immediate consequence of this theoretical break-
through was to reopen in a much more suggestive and
radical way the whole question of realism in the
cinema. While film theory was committed to a reflec-
tionist view that the text was to be assessed against
some prior notion of the real, comprehensive analysis
of realism was blocked. The moment reflectionism
goes, the way is open to consider cinematic realism
essentially as an effect produced by certain kinds of the
text.

Roland Barthes had already pointed in this direction.
And so also, back in the 1930s, had Bertolt Brecht.
Dismissing conventional naturalist or realist theatre as
Aristotelian, as finished, easily consumed commodity,
Brecht promoted his own version of modernist, anti-
illusionist ‘epic’ drama, on the grounds that this form
was politically radical because it forced the audience to
confront the text and think for itself.

Drawing on both Barthes and Brecht, Colin Mac-
Cabe, in a wonderfully compact essay, ‘Realism and
the Cinema: Notes on Some Brechtian Theses’ (1974),
put forward an analysis of realism which was wholly
'internal’: realism was explained not with reference to
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external reality but as an effect the text produced
through a specific signifying organization. MacCabe’s
first move is to concentrate on classic realism, exclud-
ing from his account such texts as the novels of Dickens
or the Hollywood musical. His next two moves specify
reatism in terms of a discursive hierarchy and empiri-
cism: ‘A classic realist text may be defined as one in
which there is a hierarchy amongst the discourses
which compose the text and this hierarchy is defined
in terms of an empirical notion of truth’ (1993: 54).

All texts consist of a bundle of different kinds of dis-
course: realism, MacCabe argues, arranges these into
two categories corresponding to the relation between
metalanguage and object language. Introduced by
Alfred Tarski, this philosophic distinction refers to what
happens when one language discusses another, as, for
example, in a book written in modern English called
Teach yourself Japanese. Japanese is placed as the
object language and modern English as the metalan-
guage, situated outside, as it were, and able to take
Japanese as an object of study. In the classic realist
text, the words held in inverted commas (what the char-
acters say to each other) become an object language
which the narrative prose (what is not marked off as
cited) promises to explain as it cannot explain itself.

‘A classic realist text may be defined as
one in which there is a hierarchy
amongst the discourses which compose
the text and this hierarchy is defined in
terms of an empirical notion of truth’

The relation between the two modes of dis-
course is said to be empiricist because while the object
language is seen to be rhetorically constructed—the
partiality of the points of view of the represented char-
acters is all too apparent—the metalanguage can pass
itself off as though it were simply transparent, the voice
of Truth: ‘The unquestioned nature of the narrative
discourse entails that the only problem that reality
poses is to go and see what Things are there’ (1993:
58). In realist cinema, MacCabe concludes, dialogue
becomes the objectlanguage, and what we see via the
camera takes the place of the metalanguage by show-
ing what 'really’ happened. This effectinvited the spec-
tator to overlook the fact that film is constructed
{through script, photography, editing, sets, and so
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on) and treat the visual narrative as though it revealed
what was inevitably there. Realism for MacCabe (as for
Brecht) is conservative in that this givenness necessa-
rily cannot deal with contradiction, which contains the
possibility of change.

Stephen Heath's (1976) discussion of realism as ‘nar-
rative space’ follows on from MacCabe’s theory. Heath
begins with the system of visual representation on
which cinema, as photography, depends, that is, the
Quattrocentro tradition developed to depict three-
dimensional objects on a flat surface in such a way
that the image affects the viewer much as the natural
objects would have done (for a brilliant development
of this thesis, see Bryson 1983). Quattrocento space
relies not only on linear perspective but on various
strategies for placing the viewer at the centre of an
apparently all-embracing view.

Cinema, however, is ‘moving pictures’, a process
which constantly threatens the fixity and centring
aimed for by the Western tradition of the still image.
Figures and objects constantly move, moving in and
out offrame, likely therefore to remind the spectator of
the blank absence which actually surrounds the screen.
Mainstream cinema seeks to make good this danger-
ousinstability through narrative, a narrativization which
‘contains the mobility that could threaten the clarity of
vision’ (1993: 76) by constantly renewing a centred
perspective for the spectator. Heath cites in detail the
procedures advised by the film manuals—use of mas-
tershot, the 180-degree rule, matching on action, eye-
line matching, avoidance of ‘impossible angles’, and
so on—and affirms that all of this is designed to ensure
that ‘the spectator’s iflusion of seeing a continuous
piece of action is not interrupted’ (Heath 1993: 80,
quoting Reisz and Millar 1968: 216).

A perfect example is the beginning of Jaws (USA,
1975): ‘a beach party with the camera tracking slowly
right along the line of faces of the participants until it
stops on a young man looking off; eyeline cut to a
young woman who is thus revealed as the object of
his gaze; cut to a high-angle shot onto the party that
shows its general space, its situation before the start of
the action with the run down to the ocean and the first
shark attack’ (1993: 80). Through such narrativization,
Heath maintains, conventional cinema seeks to trans-
form fixity into process and absence into presence by
promoting (in Lacanian terms) the Imaginary over the
Symbolic. An alternative or radical cinema would
refuse this kind of coherence; it would open its textual-
ity, compelling the viewer to experience the process

they are always part of, a process implying change and
which is the condition for any sense of coherence and
stability.

In these ways MacCabe and Heath intend to fulfil the
promise of bringing together semiology and ideclogy,
a close analysis of the fundamental operation of
cinema as a signifying effect with an understanding
that cinema is always political. There is, however, one
important difference between the two accounts.

Heath's argument is that realism and the effect of
narrative space try to contain the process of significa-
tion, while for MacCabe realism effaces the signifier to
achieve transparency. It is arguable that MacCabe is
still writing from an essentially structuralist conception
in which realism is an organization of the signifier which
necessarily produces certain effects on the viewer.
Heath, in contrast, asserts that transparency is ‘impos-
sible’ (1993: 82) and assumes from the start a concep-
tion of process as a process of the subject. Subjectivity
does appear in MacCabe’s account but is not integral
to it as it is to Heath's. Heath, then, looks beyond
structuralism to a post-structuralism which draws on
psychoanalysis to discuss cinema in relation to subjec-
tivity, including, in the work of Laura Mulvey, gendered
subjectivity. After Metz, after the redefinition of realism
as a textual effect, that is where film theory goes next.
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Formalism is the usual, if somewhat misleading, name
of a critical tendency which has survived for over eighty
years, despite misunderstanding and even persecu-
tion. First used by opponents, the label was reluctantly
adopted by Russian exponents of ‘the formal
method’'—although they protested that it was neither
a single method, nor confined to what is normally
considered ‘form’. But aside from these local disputes,
the tradition of Formalism could well be considered
the twentieth century’s distinctive contribution to aes-
thetics. For it was born, historically, of the desire to find
an objective or scientific basis for literary criticism,
partly in order to respond to the novelty of modern
art—specifically Futurist poetry—and at the same time
to revitalize appreciation of the classics. In short, it was
a critical position which uniquely responded to the
peculiar challenge of the modern era; and one that
would later be echoed by the American ‘new critics’
of the 1930s, as well as by structuralists and semioti-
cians.

But if its focus was literature, how did Formalism first
become involved with film? This is largely explained by
the peculiar status that cinema acquired during the
early years of the Soviet regime in Russia. With film-
makers like Dziga Vertov and Sergei Eisenstein making
large ideological claims for their work, film aesthetics
became a subject of intense public debate, and even-
tually a political issue. In this heady climate of polemic
and innovation, leading Formalist critics such as Viktor

Formalism and
neo-formalism

lan Christie

Shklovsky and Yuri Tynyanov found themselves not
only theorizing the new forms of Soviet cinema, but
acutually working as scriptwriters and advisers. The
scene had been set for a dangerous slippage between
critical and political disagreement. When the Soviet
leadership began to regiment cultural life at the end
of the 1920s, ‘Formalism’—now meaning any commit-
ment to artistic experiment, or resistance to an author-
itarian 'socialist realism’—became an all-purpose term
of abuse, and during the purges of the 1930s it could
carry a death sentence.

Unsurprisingly, surviving Russian Formalists fell
silent or recanted, and it was not unlike the 1960s,
amid renewed Western interest in the early Soviet
era, that many key Formalist texts were translated for
the first time and began to exert a wide cultural influ-
ence. Once again, the links between Formalist criticism
and cinema were revived, as semiotics became the
basis for a new theorization of film—and for a revival
of avant-garde filmmaking, which partly drew on Soviet
Formalist models. The Russian structural or cultural
semiotic movement which emerged in the late 1960s
counted the Formalist school as one of the influences
on its wide-ranging analysis of different cultural and
artistic texts; and this continues to produce valuable
work on cinema. Formalist critical tools are also still
used, under the banner of ‘Neo-Formalism'’, by film
theorists concerned with analysing the structure of
narration and by critics wishing to sharpen our percep-




October (1928) undermines the Tsarist invocation of ‘God and
country’ by showing an otherwise unmotivated montage
sequence of increasingly bizarre folk-gods

tion of—or in Formalist terms ‘defamiliarize'—main-
stream cinema.

The birth of a poetics

Formalist poetics developed rapidly in the highly
charged atmosphere of Russian avant-garde art in
the years immediately before and after the revolutions
of 1917. Futurist poets were experimenting with
invented language in an effort to return to the very
roots of speech in sound and gesture, and Viktor
Shklovsky took this as a particularly vivid example of
how artists play a vital part in sharpening our habitual
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perception by a deliberate 'roughening’ of normal lan-
guage. For Shklovsky and his fellow members of the St
Petersburg Society for the Study of Poetic Language
(OPOYAZ), the poetic use of language involved a
whole range of techniques or ‘devices’ which are not
confined to poetry as such, but may also be found in
literary prose. He traces an inexorable movement from
poetry to prose, from novelty to routine, as language
becomes automatic, and compares this with the way
old artis ‘covered with the glassy armour of familiarity’
as we cease to experience it in a truly artistic way.

What is lost in this transition is art’s characteristic
purpose of making the familiar screen strange (ostra-
nenie), or of 'defamiliarizing’ what is normally taken for
granted—an influential idea which would later be
echoed in Bertolt Brecht's ‘alienation effect’ in theatre.
Forthe Formalists, artis less an object ora body of work
than a process by which perception is slowed down, or
even obstructed. Hence what the critic studies are the
forms and devices which achieve this effect. As
Shklovsky put it, provocatively; ‘I know how a car is
made; | know how Don Quixote is made.’

For the Formalists, art is less an object
or a body of work than a process by
which perception is slowed down, or
even obstructed. Hence what the critic
studies are the forms and devices which
achieve this effect.

Although the Formalists drew much of their inspira-
tion from the contemporary energy of Russian Futurist
art, which they saw as typically 'laying bare the device’
in its radical new forms, many of their most influential
analyses were of the classics seen from a revealing new
angle. Shklovsky, in particular, delighted in drawing
examples from a wide range of sources, and his 1925
essays on Sterne’s Tristram Shandy and Cervantes’ Don
Quixote (Shklovsky 1990) established the basic form-
alist approach to fictional narrative. The crucial distinc-
tion to be made in narrative is between what Formalists
call fabula and syuzhet, usually translated as 'story’ and
‘plot’ (Bordwell 1985: 49-50 provides the clearest
modern definition of these as applicable to cinema).
However, these translations can be misleading (and
indeed contradict some uses of these terms in English).
For fabula, in the Formalist sense, is an imaginary
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sequence of events narrated by the syuzhet, which
provides the actual narrative pattern of the work, or
‘story-as-told’. Thus, in literature, Cervantes’ and Ster-
ne's numerous digressions, abrupt shifts forward and
backward in time, repetitions, and withholding of infor-
mation are all devices which constitute the syuzhet, or
plot; and the Formalists regarded the relationship
between the syuzhet and fabula, rather than one or
the other, as the essence of literary art.

Such an analysis of the ’literariness’ of literature
clearly could be developed for other arts, and
Shklovsky led the way in applying formalist analysis
to cinema (Shklovsky 1923). His discussion of Chaplin
noted that the same basic character, ‘Charlie’, appears
in many films, and that these all use similar cinematic
devices, which are ‘stunts’ such as the fall, the chase,
and the fight. In each film some of these devices are
‘'motivated’, in that they appear to arise plausibly from
the specific plot's characters or props, while others are
‘unmotivated’'—the typical ‘Charlie’ gestures and
actions whose familiarity had made Chaplin a star.
The critical issue for Shklovsky was whether Chaplin
would succeed in going beyond the self-referential
parody that was already evident by 1921-2; and he
predicted that Chaplin might move toward the ‘heroic
comic’ genre—which, in fact, he did in later films such
as The Gold Rush (1925) and The Great Dictator(1940).

The Formalist insistence that poetic and prosaic lan-
guage are not confined to the literary genres of poetry
and prose could also be applied to cinema, with inter-
esting consequences. Amid the passionate debates of
the early Soviet era between advocates of polemical
fiction and those who opposed all film drama as intrin-
sically false, Formalists were able to argue that the use
of factual’ documentary material by Dziga Vertov did
not in itself make his films factual. Having rejected the
fictional structures of the novel and drama, he had
effectively fallen into those of poetry, the lyric, and
the epic: ‘red verse with the rhythms of cinema’. Simi-
larly, a Formalist comparison between Chaplin's drama
A Woman of Paris (1923), Vertov's One Sixth of the
World (1926), and Pudovkin's The Mother {1926),
based on the idea that poetry uses more arbitrary for-
mal devices than the semantic ones of prose, suggests
that Chaplin is here working in cinematic ‘prose’ and
Vertov in poetry, but that Pudovkin had created a
hybrid form which moves between prose and poetry
{Shklovsky 1927).

This hybrid quality, making full use of the ‘poetic’
devices that appeared in early cinema, was also what

attracted the Leningrad Formalist critic Yuri Tynyanov
to the irreverent Factory of the Eccentric Actor (FEKS)
group. Having already worked on the use of parody by
such writers as Gogol and Dostoevsky, he adapted
Gogol’s The Overcoat for FEKS in 1926 as a polemical
intervention, to pose ‘anew the question of “the clas-
sics” in cinema’. The film functions as a radical com-
mentary on the original text and its conventional
accretions. And in the FEKS's subsequent historical
films, SVD and New Babylon (1929), Tynyanov saw a
welcome challenge to the merely picturesque in the
elaborate use of metaphorical devices to produce
irony and pathos.

The culmination of Russian Formalist engagement
with cinema came in 1927, with the publication of an
anthology, The Poetics of the Cinema, which included
Boris Eikhenbaum'’s major essay ‘Problems of Film Sty-
listics’ (Taylor 1982). Amid many shrewd observations
which make this one of the most sophisticated early
textsin film aesthetics, Eikhenbaum focuses on two key
features which can perhaps be considered the filmic
equivalents of fabula and syuzhet. From the French
critic Louis Delluc he borrowed the concept of ‘photo-
geny' to describe the photographic raw material of
cinema—what makes filmed images of people and
things intrinsically attractive—and from the Soviet
avant-garde he takes ‘montage’ as the fundamental
principle of syntax for combining these images (plot
construction). Filmic utterance then depends on the
creation of film phrases, which require the construction
of an illusory, yet convincing, impression of continuity
in space and time.

Eikhenbaum’s most original contribution is his
answer to the question: what links film phrases? Or, in
Formalist terms, how do transitions appear motivated,
rather than arbitrary? He suggests that the viewer is
prompted to supply links through internal speech, by
completing or articulating what is implied by the
sequence of (silent) screen images. This idea is most
easily illustrated by examples of visual metaphor.
Eikhenbaum quotes the sailor in The Devil's Wheel
(Chértovo koleso’, FEKS, 1926), who has decided to
stay on shore with his girl and enters a tavern, where we
see a billiard-ball fall into a pocket, thus triggering the
idea of his fall from duty. Another example would be
the famous ‘gods’ montage sequence in Eisenstein’s
October(1928), in which a series of images of increas-
ingly bizarre statues of folk-gods are intended to
undermine the Tsarist invocation of ‘God’ by showing
this to be a heterogeneous concept.




I example of ‘inner speech’ reinforcing filmic metaphor

Appearing as it did on the even of the sound revolu-
E tion in cinema, Eikhenbaum’s concept of internal
 speech attracted little interest until the 1970s. In the
. wake of Christian Metz's (1982) combination of semi-
| ology and psychoanalysis, it was then taken up again,
| notably by Paul Willemen (1974-5, 1994a), who
E argued that it need not be confined to silent cinema
- orto examples of ‘literalizing’ metaphor as in the Dev-
ifs Wheel example. Might not this discourse of
- ‘thought work’ accompany all filmmaking and viewing,
| he asked, and be subject to the same processes of
- abbreviation, condensation, distortion, and the like
| that Freud identified in dreams, so that it could func-
tion as both a constituent and a product of the filmic

. text—a kind of unconscious of the filmic system?
Another branch of Russian Formalist research also
had to wait nearly forty years before it began to be
applied to cinema, although Vladimir Propp’s (1968)
Morphology of the Folktale was already becoming
known in the early 1960s through the anthropologist
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Boris Eikhenbaum linked the fall of a billiard-ball in the tavern scene in The Devil’s Wheel (1926) with the sailor’s ‘fall’ from duty as an

Claude Lévi-Strauss's use of it in his study of myth, and
consequently became a corner-stone of the emergent
structuralist movement. In line with the Formalists’
ahistorical, scientific spirit, Propp’s analysis of a body
of Russian fairy-tales took as its model the biological
idea of morphology, or the study of a plant’s compo-
nent parts in relation to the whole. By identifying the
full range of fairy-tale characters and their narrative
functions, and determining the ‘moves’ which consti-
tute each story, Propp was able to show how these
could all be reduced to variations on a single basic
formula.

In adapting this structural approach to the study of
a filmmaker's body of work, Peter Wollen (1972: 93)
noted that there is a danger in mapping resemblances
of reducing all the texts in question ‘to one, abstract
and impoverished'. He draws a distinction between
this result, as "formalist’, and the ‘truly structuralist’
aim of comprehending ‘a system of differences and
oppositions’. Thus, for Wollen and other structuralist
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film critics, a measure of success is to bring works
which may at first seem eccentric or deviant within
an enlarged system of recurrent motifs or ‘opposi-
tions’.

Despite this rejection of morphology as a goal, the
terms of Propp's narrative analysis have proved valu-
able in other ways too. Laura Mulvey (1981) recalls the
function of marriage as a means of narrative closure in
all the tales studied by Propp in her discussion of
Oedipal patterns in the western. But unlike the Russian
folk-hero who mustmarry to conclude the tale satisfac-
torily, the western hero may choose not to marry for a
different, though no less common, closure. Mulvey's
exploration of these alternatives, discussed in terms of
The Man who Shot Liberty Valance (1962) and Duel in
the Sun (1947), again points away from Propp’s essen-
tially descriptive enterprise, but none the less draws
upon its characteristic Formalist clarity.

Neo-formalism

The most substantial and influential modern use of
Formalism in the film study has been that of David
Bordwell and Kristin Thompson, notably in the former’s
Narration in the Fiction Film (Bordwell 1985) and the
latter's ‘essays in neoformalist film analysis’, Breaking
the Glass Armour (Thompson 1988). In defending
Formalism against claims that it is ‘merely’ formal,
seeking to isolate theory from either detailed textual
criticism or social and historical interpretation, Bord-
well and Thompson argue that, on the contrary, only its
basic tools can contribute to building an adequate
historical poetics of cinema.

Formalism, they believe, unlike some structuralist
and psychoanalytic methodologies, crucially implies
an active spectator, and to supply this important
subject Bordwell proposes a ‘constructivist’ theory
which links perception and cognition. Drawing on
cognitive psychology, he identifies a hierarchy of
schemata by which the individual's perception is
organized. Thus, following a film—like many other
everyday yet complex activities—routinely involves
the use of already learned prototype and template
schemata to identify basic situations, characters, and
events. Individual films then involve mobilizing (or
learning) procedural schemata, at the level of narra-
tive, and stylistic schemata. These art- or film-speci-
fic schemata correspond in part to the Formalists’
concept of motivations as compositional, realistic, or

artistic (this last expanded to cover ‘transtextual
allusion to other texts).

Bordwell's many detailed examples of this enhanced
and systematized Formalism at work show how, for
example, the typical operations of film noir and melo-
drama can be distinguished in terms of different pat-
terns of syuzhet and stylistic construction—gaps and
retardation, the deliberate withholding of information,
different motivations—and how a broad sampling of
films made within certain production regimes can lead
towards a ‘formalist’ historical classification. Thus ‘clas-
sical Hollywood'’ (the subject of Bordwell et al. 1985}
can be described in more dynamic terms than usual, as
having 'normalised options for representing the fabula
and for manipulating the possibilities of syuzhet and
style’. Art cinema, by contrast, can be defined by a
particular set of procedural schemata which underlie
widely differing narrational strategies.

Both Thompson and Bordwell make use of the term
‘parametric cinema’, adapted from Burch (1973) to
take their neo-formalist analyses into more challenging
terrain. This is defined as the foregrounding of an artis-
tic motivation in a systematic, structuring fashion.
Examples discussed range from Jacques Tati's Play
Time (1968), and Michael Snow’s Wavelength (1967)
(where style completely dominates syuzhetas the film's
vestigial narrative is subordinated to an overriding
continuous zoom structure), and also include films by
Robert Bresson and Jean-Luc Godard.

Like Shklovsky's famous comparison of literary his-
tory to the knight's move in chess, Formalism’s influ-
ence outside its Slavic homeland has largely
depended on the erratic progress of translation and,
indeed, fashion. Thus, it was not until the 1980s that
translations began to appear of the long-neglected
work of Mikhail Bakhtin and his colleagues, who were
critical of the Formalists in the late 1920s but can now
perhaps be seen as extending Formalism’s range
through their critique of its ahistoricism and dogma-
tism.

Bakhtin's most influential conceptis probably that of
"dialogism’, which emerged particularly from his study
of Dostoevsky’s novels. Put at its simplest, in a 1929
paper (Matejka and Pomorska 1978), this involves dis-
tinguishing between an author's direct speech and that
of his characters, which can ‘approach the relationship
between two sides in a dialogue’. Bakhtin's wide-
ranging analysis of novels from many periods and cul-
tures reveals degrees of ‘polyphony’ among the
discourses present and, by implication, validates




| such dialogism for its complexity and richness. From
 hiswork on Rabelais comes another key concept, ‘car-
E nivalism’, denoting the persistence of a ‘folk tradition
. of laughter’ and parody characteristic of the carnival.
If ‘dialogism’ and ‘carnivalistic’ have become quite
E widely used terms of critical approbation in film as well
: asliterary and cultural criticism, two of Bakhtin's other
L contributions seem even more pertinent to cinema. In
b tackling the variety of ‘speech genres’ encountered in
| everyday as well as artistic discourse, Bakhtin showed
E how these interact with literary genres to define a
E 'genre memory’ which sets limits to each genre. lvanov
b (1981) suggest that this is directly applicable to
 cinema, as is Bakhtin's concept of the ‘chronotype’.
E This term, taken from mathematics, is used by Bakhtin
= (1981) to refer to the specific interrelationship of time
L and space in differnt forms of narrative. Thus, he iden-
| tifies ‘adventure time” and ‘romance time’ in the Greek
L novel, with their characteristic elisions and transitions;
t and lvanov proposes that similar distinctions may be
. made within the main film genres.

Despite the promise of Bakhtin’s ideas, it must be

admitted that relatively little has been done by non-
b Russian critics to apply them widely or systematically.
- Exceptions, however, are Robert Stam’s (1989) survey
E ofthe tradition of reflexive, carnivalesque works from a
specifically Bakhtinian perspective, and the use Paul
= Willemen (1994) makes of Bakhtin's concepts of dia-
| logue, othemess, and genre as ‘afragment of collective
t  memory’ in his work on Third Cinema. Within the Rus-
sian tradition, Maya Turovskaya (1989) has used the
concept of the chronotope to illuminate Andrei Tar-
p kovsky's idea of cinema as ‘imprinted time’, and a
- Bakhtinian influence is discernible in the work of Yuri
Lotman and his circle in cultural semiotics (Lotman and
Uspenskij 1984).
One of Lotman's followers, Yuri Tsivian (1994),
| defines cultural semiotics as studying ‘texts as they
are processed “through” people’, so that faulty trans-
mission is as much its focus as ‘successful’ communica-
tionwithout interference. Tsivian's pioneering study of
the early reception of cinema in Russia ranges from
consideration of the architecture of cinemas and the
practice of projection (including mishaps), to the social
reception of films as coloured by prevailing cultural
assumptions. Most radically, he argues that the bound-
ary of the ‘cinema text’ is inherently unstable, since
non-filmic elements could, and often did, prove cul-
turally more significant for spectators than the films
themselves.

FORMALISM AND NEO-FORMALISM

Tsivian's evidence is drawn from journalism, litera-
ture, and memoirs, and its extent shows how widely the
forms and devices of cinema had permeated Russian
culture by the 1920s. Although this was also the culture
that produced Formalism, his work has wider metho-
dological implications. And together with that of other
contemporary cultural semioticians, Neo-Formalists,
and assorted fellow travellers, it proves that the Form-
alistimpulse continues to provide sharp, versatile tools
for both critical and historical analysis.
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Poetry and prose in cinema

POETRY AND PROSE IN CINEMA

Viktor Shklovsky from Viktor Shklovsky, ‘Poetry and Prose in Cinema’, in Richard Taylor and lan Christie (eds.), The Film
Factory: Russian and Soviet Cinema in Documents (revised edition London and New York, Routledge 1994).

In literary art poetry and prose are not sharply differentiated
from one another. On more than one occasion students of
prose language have discovered rhythmic segments, the
recurrence of the same phrase construction, in a prose work.
Tadeusz Zielinski has produced interesting studies of rhythm
in oratorical speech and Boris Eichenbaum has done a great
deal of work on rhythm in pure prose that is intended to be
read rather than recited, although it is true that he has not
pursued this work systematically. But, as problems of rhythm
have been analysed, the boundary between poetry and
prose has, it seems been confused rather than clarified. It is
possible that the distinction between poetry and prose does
not lie in rhythm alone. The more we study a work of art, the
more deeply we penetrate the fundamental unity of its laws.
The individual constructional aspects of an artistic
phenomenon are distinguished qualitatively, but this
qualitativeness rests on a quantiative base, and we can pass
imperceptibly from one level to another. The basic
construction of plot is reduced to a schema of semantic
constants. We take two contrasting everyday situations and
resolve them with a third; or we take two semantic constants
and create a parallel between them; or, lastly, we take
several semantic constants and arrange them in ranking
order. But the usual basis of plot (syuzhet) is story (fabula),
i.. an everyday situation. Yet this everyday situation is
merely a particular instance of semantic construction and
we can create from one novel a ‘mystery novel, not by
changing the story but simply by transposing the
constituent parts: by putting the ending at the beginning or
by a more complex rearrangement of the parts. This is how
Pushkin's The Blizzard and The Shot were produced. Hence
what we may call everyday constants, the semantic
constants, the situational constants, and the purely formal
features may be interchanged with, and merge into, one
another.

A prose work is, in its plot construction and its semantic
composition, based principally on a combination of
everyday situations. This means that we resolve a given
situation in the following way: a man must speak, but he
cannot, and so a third person speaks on his behalf. In The
Captain’s Daughter, for instance, Grinev cannot speak and
yet he must in order to clear his name from Shvabrin’s
slanders. He cannot speak because he would compromise
the captain’s daughter, so she herself offers Ekaterina an
explanation on his behalf. In another example a man must
vindicate himself, but he cannot do so because he has
taken a vow of silence: the solution lies in the fact that he
manages to extend the deadline of his vow. This is the basis

for one of Grimm’s fairy-tales, The Twelve Swans, and the

story The Seven Viziers. But there may be another way to

resolve a work, and this resolution is brought about not by
semantic means but by purely compositional ones whereby
the effect of the compositional constant compares with that
of the semantic.

We find this kind of resolution to a work in Fet’s verse: after
four stanzas in a particular metre with caesura (a constant
word division in the middle of each line), the poem is
resolved not by its plot but by the fact that the fifth stanza,
although in the same metre, has no caesura, and this
produces a sense of closure.

The fundamental distinction between poetry and prose lies
possibly in a greater geometricality of devices, in the fact
that a whole series of arbitrary semantic resolutions is
replaced by a formal geometric resolution. It is as if a
geometricization of devices is taking place. Thus the stanza
in Eugene Onegin is resolved by the fact that the final
rhyming couplet provides formal compositional resolution
while disrupting the rhyme system. Pushkin supports this
semantically by altering the vocabulary in these last two lines
and giving them a slightly parodic character.

| am writing here in very generalized terms because | want to
point out the most common landmarks, particularly in
cinema. | have more than once heard film professionals
express the curious view that, as far as literature is
concerned, verse is closer to film than is prose. All sorts of
people say this and large numbers of films strive towards a
resolution which, by distant analogy, we may call poetic.
There is no doubt that Dziga Vertov's A Sixth Part of the
World (USSR, 1926) is constructed on the principle of poetic
formal resolution: it has a pronounced parallelism and a
recurrence of images at the end of the film where they
convey a different meaning and thus vaguely recall the form
of a triolet.

When we examine Vsevolod Pudovkin’s film The Mother
(USSR, 1926), in which the director has taken great pains to
create a rhythmical construction, we observe a gradual
displacement of everyday situations by purely formal
elements. The parallelism of the nature scenes at the
beginning prepares us for the acceleration of movements,
the montage, and the departure from everyday life that
intensifies towards the end. The ambiguity of the poetic
image and its characteristically indistinct aura, together with
the capacity for simultaneous generation of meaning by
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Poetry and prose in cinema continued

different methods, are achieved by a rapid change of frames
that never manage to become real. The very device that
resolves the film—the double-exposure angle shot of the
Kremlin walls moving—exploits the formal rather than the
semantic features: it is a poetic device.

In cinema at present we are children. We have barely begun
to consider the subjects of our work, but already we can
speak of the existence of two poles of cinema, each of which
will have its own laws.

Charlie Chaplin's A Woman of Paris (USA, 1923), is obviously
prose based on semantic constants, on things that are
accepted.

A Sixth Part of the World, in spite of its government
sponsorship, is a poem of pathos.

The Mother is a unique centaur, an altogether strange beast.
The film starts out as prose, using emphatic intertities which
fit the frame rather badly, and ends up as purely formal
poetry. Recurring frames and images and the transformation
of images into symbols support my conviction that this film is
poetic by nature.

| repeat once more: there exist both prose and poetry in
cinema, and this is the basic division between the genres:
they are distinguished from one another not by rhythm, or
not by rhythm alone, but by the prevalence in poetic cinema
of technical and formal over semantic features, where formal
features displace semantic and resolve the composition.
Plotless cinema is ‘verse’ cinema.




Film theory’s two traditions

- In the fall of 1938, when the movies were only 40
years old, Walter Benjamin received a rejection let-
ter. Inspired by Louis Aragon’s Surrealist narrative Le
Paysan de Paris (1927) and by Soviet experiments
- with cinematic montage, Benjamin had conceived
I what has come to be known as The Arcades Project,
a history of nineteenth-century Paris constructed
primarily from found material—texts, documents,
images—whose juxtaposition would reveal the bur-
ied origins of modern life. Benjamin had been
receiving financial support from Frankfurt's Institute
for Social Research, relocated in New York, and he
had submitted three chapters of a book on Baude-
laire, designed as a prologue to the more experi-
mental work ahead. But speaking for the Institute,
Benjamin’s friend Theodor Adorno said no. ‘Your
study’, Adorno wrote, in the now famous passage,
is located at the crossroads of magic and positi-
vism. That spot is bewitched. Only theory could
break the spell’ (Adorno 1938/1980: 129).

Although Adorno came to regret this decision, his
formulation of it defines the history of film theory. For
what could be a more exact definition of the cinema

Impressionism,
surrealism, and film
theory: path
dependence, or
how a tradition in
film theory gets lost

Robert B. Ray

than ‘the crossroads of magic and positivism’? Or a
more succinct definition of film theory’s traditional pro-
ject than to 'break the spell?

What could be a more exact definition
. of the cinema than "the crossroads of
magic and positivism’?

As a technologically based, capital-intensive med-
ium, the movies quickly developed into an industry
keenly attracted by positivism’s applications: the
Taylorist-Fordist models of rationalized production.
Indeed, as Thomas Schatz (1988) has described, the
Hollywood studios set the tone by explicitly imitating
the organizational system developed in large-scale
manufacturing. Mass production, standardized
designs, concentration of the whole production cycle
in a single place, a radical division of labour, the routi-
nizing of workers’ tasks, even the after-hours surveil-
lance of employees—all of these Fordist practices
became Hollywood’s own. Thus, at the peak of its
early 1930s power, MGM could produce one feature
film per week, a quota enabled by its standardized
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genres, enormous physical plant, strict definition of
roles, and a star system whose performers remained
as alienated from their tasks as any factory worker. And
to guarantee this system’s reliability, L. B. Mayer kept
watch on his personnel’s every move.

And yet, for all of its commitment to the positivism
which Taylor and Ford had perfected, Hollywood was
not making Model Ts. That ascetic vehicle, a triumph of
functionalism, had succeeded by avoiding any traces
of the irrational decoration that Ford portrayed as
wasteful, inefficient, ‘feminine’. Strikingly, however,
the Model T's decline (Ford abandoned the car in
1927} coincided with Hollywood’s ascendancy, as
Ford's increasingly successful rival General Motors’
Alfred Sloan began to demonstrate the enormous
seductive power of style (Wollen 1993; Batchelor
1994). In doing so, Sloan was deriving an explicit busi-
ness practice from the crucial discovery intuited by
Hollywood's moguls: the movies succeeded commer-
cially to the extent that they enchanted.

Hence the inevitable question: could enchantment
be mass-produced? The movies’ most influential
form, Hollywood cinema (what No&l| Burch (1990) calls
the Institutional Mode of Representation), arose as an
attempt to address this problem. The calculus has
always been a delicate one: the temptations of ration-
alization on the one hand, the requirements of
seduction on the other. As a result, any commercial
filmmaking represents a site of negotiation between
these conflicting positions. ‘The cinema’, Jean-Luc
Godard once told Colin MacCabe, ‘is all money’
(MacCabe 1980: 27), but at any moment it can also
become, as Godard once wrote of Renoir's La Nuit du
carrefour (France, 1932) ‘the air of confusion . . . the
smell of rain and of fields bathed in mist' (Godard
1972: 63).

Developed as the means for balancing filmmaking's
competing demands, Hollywood’s protocols became
the norm of cinema. Increasingly, film history has sug-
gested that the key figure in their development was
less D. W. Griffith than MGM's Irving Thalberg. Far
more than the independent Griffith, Thalberg spent
his days negotiating between L. B. Mayer’s insistence
on thrift and the popular audience’s demand for gla-
mour. In effect, he occupied Adorno’s crossroads,
embracing both positivism and magic. Working at
the origins of the cinema‘s dominant mode, a rational-
ist longing to be enthralled by his own productions,
Thalberg, in fact, embodied the two tendencies of all
subsequent film theory.

Film history’s conceptual neatness depends on its
dual provenance in those great opposites, Lumiére and
Méliés, documentary and fiction. ‘Cinema’, Godard
famously summed up, ‘is spectacle—Mélies—and
research—Lumiére,’ adding (impatient with the forced
choice) that ‘I have always wanted, basically, to do
research in the form of a spectacle’ (Godard 1972:
181). Inevitably, film theory took longer to appear,
but after the First World War it quickly developed
into two analogous positions, only one of which was
attached so neatly to a single name.

That name, of course, was Eisenstein. With his insis-
tence that filmmaking-as-an-art depended on repu-
diating the camera’s automatic recording capacity,
Eisenstein aligned himself not only with Méliés, but
also with pictoralism, the movement that sought to
legitimize photography by disguising its images as
paintings. Eisenstein avoided that retrograde move
while nevertheless sharing its fundamental premise:
that a medium'’s aesthetic value is a direct function of
its ability to transform the reality serving as its raw
material. For Eisenstein, the means of such transfor-
mation was montage, the ideal tool for deriving sig-
nificance (chiefly political) from the real details
swarming in his footage (see Kolker, Part 1, Chapter
2).

As his theoretical essays appeared in the 1920s,
Eisenstein assumed the role simultaneously perfected
by T.S. Eliot—the artist-critic whose writings create the
taste by which his own aesthetic practice is judged.
Eisenstein’s sensational films enhanced the prestige of
his theoretical positions, which quickly triumphed over
the alternative proposed by the French Impressionists
and Surrealists. If Eisenstein saw the cinema as a means
of argument, the French regarded it as the vehicle of
revelation, and the knowledge revealed was not
always expressible in words. ‘Explanations here are
out of place,’ Louis Delluc wrote about the ‘phenom-
enon’ of Sessue Hayakawa's screen presence, an ex-
ample of what the Impressionists called photogénie. ‘I
wish there to be no words,” Jean Epstein declared,
refusing to translate the concept that he posited as
‘the purest expression of cinema’ (Abel 1988: 138-9,
243, 315).

The concept of photogénie, especially in the Surre-
alists” hands, emphasized precisely what Eisenstein
wished to escape: the cinema'’s automatism. ‘For the
first time’, André Bazin would later elaborate, ‘an
image of the world is formed automatically, without
the creative invention of man’ (Bazin 1967: 13). More-




 over, forreasons which the French could not define, the
 camera rendered some otherwise ordinary objects,
 landscapes, and even people luminous and spellbind-
ing. Lumiere's simple, mesmerizing films had proved
- that fact. Eisenstein anticipated Brecht’s proposition
| that ‘less than ever does the mere reflection of reality
| reveal anything about reality . . . something must in
E factbe built up, something artificial, posed’ (Benjamin
. 1979: 255). The French who followed Lumiére, how-
ever, insisted that just turning on the camera would do
the trick: in René Clair's words, ‘There is no detail of
reality which is not immediately extended here [the
. cinema] into the domain of the wondrous’ (Willemen
1994:125). And in his first published essay, Louis Ara-
gon suggested that this effect did not result from ‘art’
films alone:

All our emotion exists for those dear old American adven-
ture films that speak of daily life and manage to raise to a
dramatic level a banknote on which our attention is riveted,
a table with a revolver on it, a bottle that on occasion
becomes a weapon, a handkerchief that reveals a crime, a
typewriter that's the horizon of a desk, the terrible unfolding
telegraphic tape with magic ciphers that enrich or ruin bank-
ers. (Hammond 1978: 29)

This response seems, in retrospect, an acute
description of the way movies are often experi-
enced-—as intermittent intensities (a face, a landscape,
the fall of light across a room) that break free from the
sometimes indifferent narratives which contain them.
Why, then, was the Impressionist-Surrealist approach
so rapidly eclipsed by Eisenstein’s? First, its emphasis
on fragmentation poorly suited the rapidly consolidat-
ing commercial cinema whose hard-earned basis lay
precisely in its continuity system. Both the Impression-
istsand the Surrealists, in fact, often regarded narrative
asan obstacle to be overcome. {'The telephone rings,’
Epstein complained, pointing to the event that so
often initiates a plot. "All is lost’; Abel 1988: 242)
urrealist filmwatching tactics, for example, were
designed to reassert the autonomy and ambiguity of
images: think, forexample, of Man Ray's habit of watch-
ing the screen through his fingers, spread to isolate
certain parts of the screen. Lyrical, contemplative,
enraptured by the camera’s automatism, the Impres-
sionist attitude derived more from Lumiére’s way of
working than from that of Méliés. The latter's commit-
ment to fiction, and his willingness to construct a nar-
rative world out of discontinuous fragments, proved
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the premise of all subsequent commercial filmmaking,
including Eisenstein’s which quickly attracted the
attention of the Hollywood studios. (Samuel Goldwyn:
‘I've seen your film Potemkin and admire it very much.
Whatlwould like is foryou to do something of the same
kind, but a little cheaper, for Ronald Colman.)
Although Méliés had begun as a magician, the film-
making tradition he inspired lent itself readily to the
Taylorist procedures adopted by the American
moguls. It was Lumiére who had discovered the cine-
ma'’s alchemy.

Surrealist filmwatching tactics, for
example, were designed to reassert the
autonomy and ambiguity of images:
think, for example, of Man Ray’s habit
of watching the screen through his
fingers, spread to isolate certain parts
of the screen.
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Second, by insisting that film’s essence lay beyond
words, the photogénie movement left even its would-
be followers with nowhere to go. As Paul Willemen
(1994: 131) has suggested, 'mysticism was indeed
the swamp in which most of the theoretical statements
of the Impressionists eventually drowned’. By contrast,
Eisenstein had a thoroughly linguistic view of filmmak-
ing, with shots amounting to ideograms, which, when
artfully combined, could communicate the equivalent
of sentences. As the hedonistic 1920s yielded to the
intensely politicized 1930s, Eisenstein’s propositions
seemed a far more useful way of thinking about the
cinema.

In fact, however, while photogénie’s elusiveness
caused the term to disappear gradually from film the-
ory, other people were thinking about it—people like
Irving Thalberg. Having perfected its continuity system
by the mid-1920s, the Hollywood studios turned to the
great remaining problem. MGM’s constant screen
tests; its commitment to having the best cameramen,
costume designers, and lighting technicians; its regu-
lar resort to previews—these practices indicated Thal-
berg's obsessive quest for the photogenic actor,
location, or moment. MGM’s pre-eminence during
this period suggests that Thalberg achieved, however
intuitively, what the Impressionist theoreticians did
not: a formula for photogénie.
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Currentfilm theory has often discredited Impression-
ist-Surrealist film theory by pointing to photogénie’s
obvious connection to fetishism. Aragon’s own expla-
nation of the cinematic marvellous, amounting to a
precise definition of the fetishist’s gaze, confirms this
diagnosis: To endow with a poetic value that which
does not yet possess it, to wilfully restrict the field of
vision so as to intensify expression: these are two
properties that help make cinematic décor the ade-
quate expression of modern beauty’ (Hammond
1978: 29).

Inits history, fetishism has appeared most prominently
asknowledge’s opposite, as a means of false conscious-
ness and disavowal. Marx, for example, argued that the
“fetishism of commodities’ encourages us to ignore the
exploitative social relations that such objects simulta-
neously embody and conceal. The commodity is a
‘hieroglyph’, all right, but not one meant to be read.
[t substitutes the lure of things for a curiosity about their
production. Similarly, Freud posited fetishism as the
result of an investigation’s arrest. Fearing the sight of
the mother's genitals, misunderstood as ‘castrated’,
the male infant stops at another place (a foot, an ankle,
a skirt's hem), investing this replacement with libidinal
energy, but denying the sexual difference his gaze has
discovered.

What film theory discredited, however, Hollywood
skilfully employed. In fact, the development of clas-
sical narrative cinema finds its exact parallel in the
etymology of the word ‘fetish’. As William Pietz
{1985) has shown, the problem of fetishism first arose
in a specific historical context: the trading conducted
by Portuguese merchants along the coast of West
Africa in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
Renaissance businessmen, the Portuguese were
locking for straightforward economic transactions.
Almost immediately, they were frustrated by what
Pietz (1985: 7-9) evocatively calls ‘the mystery of
value’. For the Africans, material objects could
embody—'simultanecusly and  sequentially—reli-
gious, commercial, aesthetic, and sexual’ worth,
and the balance among these categories seemed,
at least to the Europeans, a matter of caprice. Espe-
cially troubling was the Africans’ unpredictable esti-
mate of not only their own objects, but aiso those of
the European traders, which the merchants them-
selves regarded as ‘trifles’.

Like the Portuguese traders, commercial film-
makers began naively by proposing an uncompli-
cated deal: a story in exchange for the price of a

ticket. But they were quickly surprised by their view-
ers' fascination with individual players. For a brief
moment, the industry resisted this unintended conse-
quence of the movies, this admiration for actors which
seemed an ‘overestimation of value’, a fetishism. Pre-
serving the players’ anonymity, after all, had mini-
mized their power and kept them cheap. Inevitably,
however, Hollywood came to recognize this fetishism
as a means of making money, and the star system
deliberately set out to encourage it (see Butler, Part
2, Chapter 9). In fact, although continuity cinema’s
insistence on story often reduced the immediate
attraction of its components (‘while an image could
be beautiful,” one cameraman recalls, ‘it wasn’t to be
so beautiful as to draw attention to itself), inadver-
tently, as the Impressionists and Surrealists saw, the
movies glamorized everything: faces, clothes, furni-
ture, trains. A dining-car’s white, starched linen (North
by Northwest, USA, 1959), a woman's voice (Margaret
Sullavan’s in Three Comrades, USA, 1938), a cigarette
lighter (The Maltese Falcon, USA, 1941)—even the
most ordinary objects could become, as Sam Spade
put it in a rare literary allusion, 'the stuff that dreams
are made of' (Ray 1995).

It is hard to know whether this effect was always
intended. Constant economic pressures, the conver-
sion to sound, and the absolute pre-eminence of nar-
rative all encouraged Hollywood's tendency towards
Fordist procedures and laconic filmmaking. The Amer-
ican cinema’s functionalism, in other words, abetted
the rationalist theoretical tradition descending from
Eisenstein. In this context, Thalberg’s more compli-
cated approach seems especially significant. For

An impressionist moment, Greta Garbo in Grand Hotel (1932)




despite MGM’s production quotas, strict regimenta-
tion, and highly developed division of labour, Thalberg
often encouraged, or at least allowed, moments of the
kind so admired by the Impressionists and Surrealists.
In Grand Hotel (USA, 1932), for example, whose pro-
duction he closely supervised, the camera cut sud-
denly to an unmotivated overhead shot of Garbo in
herballerina costume, alone for the first time, opening
like a flower as she settled wearily to the floor. The
narrative idled, enabling this instance of photogénie
tounfold because, as Thalberg knew, the movie would
be the better for it. The plot could wait.

Path dependence

One of the most decisive moments in the history of
film theory occurred during a span of twelve months
from late 1952 to early 1953. Having emerged from
the Second World War alive, but with the teaching
career for which he had trained foreclosed to him
because of a stammar and poor health, André Bazin
(Andrew 1978} confirmed his commitment to film cri-
ticism with ‘The Evolution of the Language of Cinema’
and ‘The Virtues and Limitations of Montage’ (Bazin
1967, 1971), essays in which, for the first time, some-
one suggested that the two most prestigious schools
of filmmaking (Soviet montage and German Expres-
sionism) were wrong. The movies’ possibilities, Bazin
insisted, were more radical than those ways of work-
ing had suggested.

Bazin, of course, is famous for arguing that film’'s true
destiny is the objective representation of reality. ‘The
guidingmyth . . . inspiring the invention of cinema’, he
had argued a few years earlier, ‘is the accomplishment
ofthatwhich dominated in a more orless vague fashion
all the techniques of the mechanical reproduction of
reality in the nineteenth century, from photography to
the phonograph, namely an integral realism, a recrea-
tion of the world in its own image, an image unbur-
dened by the freedom of interpretation of the artist or
the irreversibility of time’ (Bazin 1967: 21). The Soviets
and Germans, according to Bazin (24), had betrayed
this sacred purpose by ‘putting their faith in the image’
instead of in reality, convulsing the camera’s objectivity
with abstracting montages and grotesque mise-en-
scéne.

Since about 1970 this position has been repre-
sented as fantastically naive, another version of Wes-
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tern culture’s longing for what philosopher Jacques
Derrida calls ‘unmediated presence’. In a passage
often singled out for critique, Bazin (1971: 60), had
apparently earned this attack praising Bicycle Thieves
(Maly, 1948) as ‘one of the first examples of pure
cinema’”: ‘No more actors, no more story, no more
sets, which is to say that in the perfect aesthetic illu-
sion of reality there is no more cinema.’ In fact, how-
ever, behind Bazin's realist aesthetic lay an intuition
about the cinema’s most profoundly radical aspect: its
automatism. With photography, Bazin kept insisting,
an absolutely accurate representation of the world
could be produced, for the first time in history, by
accident. This miraculous revelatory power made
the Soviet or Expressionist imposition of subjective
meanings seem a kind of misguided vanity.

This argument, of course, amounted to a displace-
mentof Bazin's unrequited religious impulse. Butitalso
involved a revival of the Impressionists’ photogénie
and the Surrealists’ automatism. In his own proposed
dictionary entry, Breton (1972: 26) had designated this
feature of modern technology as Surrealism’s defining
activity:

SURREALISM, n. Psychic automatism in its pure state, by which
one proposes to express—verbally, by means of the writ-
ten word, or in any other manner—the actual functioning
of thought. Dictated by thought, in the absence of any
control by reason, exempt from any aesthetic or moral
concern.

Breton had also made explicit the metaphoric connec-
tion between technology and the Surrealists’ favourite
game, describing automatic writing as ‘a true photo-
graphy of thought' (Ernst 1948: 177). For the Impres-
sionists, photogénie was untranslatable  but
intentional, the product of particularly talented film-
makers. For the Surrealists, on the other hand, it was
often accidental, and thus capable of appearing any-
where. Man Ray made the point provocatively: ‘The
worst films I've ever seen, the ones that send me to
sleep, contain ten or fifteen marvelous minutes. The
best films I've ever seen only contain 10 or 15 valid
minutes’ (Hammond 1978: 84).

Like the Surrealists, Bazin could occasionally find
what he valued in forgettable movies. He devoted,
for example, a page-long footnote in ‘The Virtues and
Limitations of Montage’ to what he called ‘an other-
wise mediocre English film’, Where no Vultures Fly
(GB, 1951), praising a single moment that abandoned
a 'tricky’ and ‘banal montage’ to show parents, child,
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and a stalking lioness ‘all in the same full shot’ (1967:
49-5Q). In general, however, Bazin preferred to associ-
ate his cinematic ideal with a particular set of strate-
gies deliberately employed by an elect group of
filmmakers. Jean Renoir, Vittorio De Sica, F. W. Mur-
nau, Robert Flaherty, William Wyler, and Orson Welles
were great because in relying on long takes and deep
focus, they had modestly permitted reality to speak for
itself.

At the heart of the Cahiers position lay a
privileged term that evoked both
photogénie's ineffability and the
Surrealists’ ‘objective chance’. That
term was ‘mise-en-scene’.
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With this argument, Bazin was retreating from his
thought's most radical implication, his sense of the
fundamental difference between previous representa-
tional technologies and the new ‘random generators’
like the camera. In the hands of his followers, the Cah-
jers critics, Bazin's attitude towards intentionality
became even more ambivalent. La politique des
auteurs seemed to renounce altogether the Surrealist
faith in chance, celebrating even Bazin's beloved 'rea-
lity’ less than the filmmaking geniuses who could con-
sciously summon its charms. But at the heart of the
Cahiers position lay a privileged term that evoked
both photogénie’s ineffability and the Surrealists’
‘objective chance’.

That term was ‘mise-en-scéne’. As the Cahiers critics
used it, mise-en-scene’ quickly left behind its conven-
tional meaning (‘setting’) to become a sacred word,
shared by friends who could invoke it knowing the
others would understand. (This point, and other impor-
tant contributions to this chapter, come from Christian
Keathley.) At first, it appeared to be simply another
version of photogénie, a way of talking again about
the untranslatable ‘essence of the cinema’. Hence,
Jacques Rivette on Otto Preminger's Angel Face
(USA, 1953): 'What tempts [Preminger] if not . . . the
rendering audible of particular chords unheard and
rare, in which the inexplicable beauty of the modula-
tion suddenly justifies the ensemble of the phrase?
This is probably the definition of something precious

. . its enigma—the door to something beyond intel-
lect, opening out onto the unknown. Such are the

contingencies of mise-en-scene’ (Hiller 1985: 134).
Auteurism’s basic problem, however, involved just
this kind of attribution. More than even most theore-
tical groups, the Cahiers critics had a sense of them-
selves as a visionary, well-educated, sensitive elect. As
long as they were associating the delights of mise-en-
scéne with filmmakers like Jean Renoir, they could
continue to insist on the conscious aspect of a direc-
tor's decisions. Renoir, after all, was aesthetically well-
bred, politically liberal, and personally sympathetic.
But the auteurist position increasingly prompted them
to celebrate directors who had often made bad films,
and who sometimes seemed neither particularly
smart nor especially nice. Directors, for example,
like Otto Preminger. Faced with this situation, the
Cahiers writers revised their praise, directing it less
at individual filmmakers than at the medium itself.
Thus, the Cahiers's American operative Andrew Sarris
(1965: 13) could explicitly modulate la politique des
auteurs into a revival of Surrealism's praise of
automatism:

For me, mise-en-scéne is not merely the gap between what
we see and feel on the screen and what we can express in
words, but is also the gap between the intention of the
director and his effect upon the spectator. . . . To read all
sorts of poignant profundities in Preminger's inscrutable
urbanity would seem to be the last word in idiocy, and yet
there are moments in his films when the evidence on the
screen is inconsistent with one’s deepest instincts about the
director as a man. It is during those moments that one feels
the magical powers of mise-en-scéne to get more out of a
picture than is put there by a director.

The roots of this move lay in Bazin’s tacit renewal of
the Impressionist-Surrealist branch of film theory. This
achievement usually goes unnoticed, since Bazin, after
alf, remains famous for so many other things: his cham-
pioning of realism and the ltalian post-war cinema, his
editorship of the Cahiers, his spiritual fathering of the
Nouvelle Vague. Nevertheless, Bazin's ability to
reroute film theory, at least temporarily, amounted to
a rare instance of a discipline escaping from what eco-
nomic historians call ‘path dependence’ (David 1985;
Passell 1996).

Path dependence developed as a way of explaining
why the free market's invisible hand does not always
choose the best products. Beta and Macintosh lose to
inferior alternatives, while a clumsy arrangement of
keyboard symbols (known as awerTy, for the first six




letters on a typewriter's upper left) becomes the inter-
national standard. Although an initial choice often
occurs for reasons whose triviality eventually becomes
evident (momentary production convenience, fleet-
. ing cost advantages), that decision establishes a
' path dependence almost impossible to break. Super-
iorkeyboard layouts have repeatedly been designed,
- but with every typist in the world using awery, they
have no chance.

Bazin recognized that film theory was especially

prone to path dependence. The vagaries of film
preservation, the industry’s encouragement of
amnesia (before television, only a handful of films
L were regularly and widely revived), the small size of
b the intellectual film community—these factors all
encouraged theoretical consensus. While the
Impressionist and Surrealist films, with a few excep-
tions, had disappeared from sight, Eisenstein’s had
remained in wide circulation, serving as advertise-
ments for his position. (And vice versa: Jean-Marie
Straub once observed that everyone thinks that
Eisenstein was great at editing because he had
so many theories about it; Rosenbaum 1982) As
a result, Eisenstein’s rationalist, critical branch of
fim theory had triumphed, establishing a path
dependence that Bazin challenged with all his
energy.
Bazin attacked on two fronts. First, he challenged the
Eisenstein tradition’s basic equation of art with anti-
realism. Second, he encouraged, without practising
himself, a different kind of film criticism: the lyrical,
discontinuous, epigrammatic flashes of subjectivity-
cum-analysis that appeared in the Cahiers du cinéma.
Afew now famous examples from Godard (1972: 64,
66) suggest this form’s tone:

There was theatre (Griffith), poetry (Murnau), painting (Ros-
sellini), dance (Eisenstein), music (Renoir). Henceforth there
is cinema. And the cinema is Nicholas Ray.

Never before have the characters in a film [Ray’s Bitter
Victory, France, 1957] seemed so close and yet so far
away. Faced by the deserted streets of Benghazi or the
sand-dunes, we suddenly think for the space of a second
of something else—the snack-bars on the Champs-Ely-
sées, a girl one liked, everything and anything, lies, the
treachery of women, the shallowness, of men, playing the
slot-machines. . . .

How can one talk of such a film? What is the point of
saying that the meeting between Richard Burton and Ruth
Roman while Curt Jurgens watches is edited with fantastic
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brio? Maybe this was a scene during which we had closed
our eyes.

In many cases, this different critical strategy evolved
into filmmaking itself, with Godard (1972: 171) again
providing the explanation:

As a critic, | thought of myself as a filmmaker. Today, | still
think of myself as a critic, and in a sense | am, more than
before. Instead of writing criticism, | make a film, but the
critical dimension is subsumed. | think of myself as an essay-
ist, producing essays in novel form or novels in essay form:
only instead of writing, | film them.

The film theory sponsored by Bazin would receive its
best explanation only after its own moment had
passed. Writing in 1973, Roland Barthes (1973/1981:
44) proclaimed, ‘Let the commentary be itself a text.
... There are no more critics, only writers.’

Bazin's moment lasted only fifteen years. The events
of May 1968 discredited both his ideas and the critical
practice he had fostered, stimulating different ques-
tions about the cinema’s relationship to ideology and
power. The post-1968 period coincided with the devel-
opment of academic film study, and although auteur-
ism briefly persisted as a way of doing film criticism
(aided by its explicit analogy to literary authorship), its
apolitical concern with aesthetics suddenly seemed
reactionary. Comolli and Narboni’s 1969 Cahiers edi-
torial ‘Cinema/ldeology/Criticism’  (Nichaols, 1976)
represented the transition, an attempt to preserve
the old auteurist heroes (Ford, Capra, et al) in terms
of the new political criteria. But as film studies spread
through the universities, it organized itself around a
theoretical approach having more to do with Eisen-
stein than with Bazin.

That approach has come to be known as ‘semiotic’,
using that term as a shorthand way of summarizing the
structuralist, ideological, psychoanalytic, and gender
theory it encompassed. Committed largely to a spe-
cies of critique defined by the Frankfurt School, this
paradigm accomplished wonderful things, above all
alerting us to popular culture’s complicities with the
most destructive, enslaving, and ignoble myths. It
taught us to see the implications of those invisible
operations that Brecht had called ‘the apparatus’, the
relation, for example, between Hollywood's continuity
system, apparently only a set of filmmaking protocols,
and a world-view eager to conceal the necessity of
choice (see Ray 1985).
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These gains did not come free of charge. The
Impressionist-Surrealist half of film theory fell into
obscurity, banished for its political irrelevance. Indeed,
‘impressionistic’ became one of the new paradigm'’s
most frequently evoked pejoratives, designating athe-
oretical position that was either 'untheorized’ or too
interested in the wrong questions. The wrong ques-
tions, however, frequently turned on the reasons why
people went to the movies in the first place, the pro-
blem so vital to the Impressionists. In 1921 Jean
Epstein had announced that ‘'The cinema is essentially
supernatural. Everything is transformed. . . . The uni-
verse is on edge. The philosopher’s light. The atmo-
sphere is heavy with love. | am looking’ (Abel 1988:
246). In the new dispensation, occasional film theore-
tician Fredric Jameson (Jameson and Kavanagh 1984:
3-4) would acknowledge that the appeal of beautiful
and exciting storytelling is precisely the problem:
‘Nothing can be more satisfying to a Marxist teacher’,
he admitted, ‘than to “break” this fascination for stu-
dents’. Also rendered suspect was formally experimen-
tal criticism, deemed irresponsible by rationalist
critique. The Cahiers-inspired auteurist essay receded,
as did the New Wave film, that hybrid of research and
spectacle, Lumiere and Mélies.

Can the rational, politically sensitive
Eisenstein tradition reunite with the
Impressionist-Surrealist interest in
photogénie and automatism?

Twenty-five years ago, Roland Barthes recognized
what was happening to criticism. The semiotic para-
digm that he himself had done so much to establish—
‘it too’, Barthes (1977: 166) lamented, 'has become in
some sort mythical: any student can and does
denounce the bourgeois or petit-bourgeois character
of such and such a form (of life, of thought, of con-
sumption). In other words, a mythological doxa has
been created: denunciation, demystification (or
demythification), has itself become discourse, stock
of phrases, catechistic declaration.” The problem,
Barthes (1977a: 71) wrote four years later, is "Where
to go next?' In the next decade, the most important
debates in film theory will turn on the extreme path
dependence Barthes saw constraining the human-
ities. At stake will be our disciplines’ ability to pro-

duce information, defined by information theory as a
function of unpredictability. (The more predictable
the message, the less information it contains; Ray
1995: 10-12). Film studies, in particular, should ask
these questions: (1) Can the rational, politically sen-
sitive Eisenstein tradition reunite with the Impres-
sionist-Surrealist interest in  photogénie and
automatism? Can film theory, in other words, imitate
filmmaking and recognize that, at its best, the cinema
requires, as Thalberg understood, a subtle mixture of
logical structure and untranslatable allure? (2) Can film
theory revive the Cahiers-Nouvelle Vague experi-
ment, learning to write differently, to stage its research
in the form of a spectacle? American theoretician Gre-
gory Ulmer (1994) has specified that this new writing
practice would provide a complement to critique. It will
not be hermeneutics, the science of interpretation. It
will look to photography, the cinema, television, and
the computer as the source of ideas about invention. It
is called ‘heuretics'.

A heuretic film studies might begin where photo-
génie, third meanings, and fetishism intersect: with
the cinematic detail whose insistent appeal eludes
precise explanation. Barthes maintained that third
meanings, while resisting obvious connotations, com-
pel ‘an interrogative reading’. In doing so, he was
implicitly suggesting how Impressionist reverie could
prompt an active research method resembling the
Surrealists’ ‘Irrational Enlargement’, a game in which
players generate chains of associations from a given
object {Jean 1980: 298-301; Hammond 1978: 74-80).
Here would be the instructions for such a project:
Select a detail from a movie, one that interests you
without your knowing why. Follow this detail wherever
it leads and report your findings.

Here is an example of what this Impressionist-
Surrealist model might produce. Studying MGM’s
Andy Hardy movies, | was struck by the occasional
presence of a Yale pennant on Andy’s wall. Following
Barthes's ‘instructions’, | ‘interrogated’ this object, pro-
ducing the following response:

In Andy’s bedroom, only two pennants appear: Carvel High
and Yale. In the 1930s, when the best of the Hardy films were
made, Yale’s two most famous alumni were probably Cole
Porter (author of the college’s football cheer) and Rudy
Vallee (popularizer of ‘The Whiffenpoof Song’). Andy
Hardy’s Private Secretary [USA, 1941)] gives Porter’s ‘I've
Got My Eyes on You' to Kathryn Grayson, who uses it to
satisfy Andy’s request (and the audience’s) for something




¥ besides opera. But with his urbanity, dandyism, aristocratic
wit, and cosmopolitan allusiveness, Porter is the Hardy ser-
' ies’s antonym. Vallee's deportment, on the other hand—a
h studied juvenescence deployed to conceal a prima donna's
- ego—seems more like Rooney's own. In bursts of manic
. exuberance, Andy is given to expressions of self-satisfaction
addressed to his bedroom mirror, pep talks descended from
E Franklin's Autobiography. Although the Hardy films unques-
| tioningly accept Poor Richard's vulgarized legacy (chambers
£ of commerce, boosterism, faith in ‘Progress’), those values
 will eventually be satirized by even popular culture, espe-
dially in 1961's How to Succeed in Business Without Really
Trying, whose hero-on-the-make serenades his own mirror
image with the show's hit, I Believe in You.” Making a
E Mickey-Rooney style comeback, that play’s costar, in the
- part of corporation president J. B. Biggley, was Rudy Vallee.
' And yet: with the series making no other mention of it,
 the choice of the Yale pennant seems particularly arbi-
. frary. Andy, after all, eventually follows his fathers foot-
steps to ‘Wainwright College,” whose plentiful coeds,
b accessible teachers, and intimate size represent the lvy
League’s opposite. Obvious answers, of course, present
themselves: "Yale’ as the best known college name, 'Yale’
as a signifier of ‘class.” Then why not ‘Harvard’ or ‘Prince-
ton? If we acknowledge instead another logic (more
visual, more cinematic), we might begin to see Yale' as
an unusually valuable design—bold (the rare capital ),
concise {the shortest coliege name), memorable (the
locks), available for multiple rhymes (including hale, the
inevitable companion of Hardy's near-homonym ‘hearty’).
From this perspective, the Yale pennant signals a relaxa-
tion of filmmaking's referential drive, a turn toward the
possibilities inherent in shapes, movements, and sounds.
In the Hardy series, "Yale’ suggests the cinema'’s revision of
Mallarmé’s famous warning to Degas—movies are not
made with words, but with images. (Ray 1995: 173-4)
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E Psychoanalysis and the cinema were born at the end of
| the nineteenth century. They share a common histor-
 ical, social, and cultural background shaped by the
| forces of modernity. Theorists commonly explore
how psychoanalysis, with its emphasis on the impor-
E tance of desire in the life of the individual, has influ-
8 enced the cinema. But the reverse is also true—the
L cnema may well have influenced psychoanalysis.
L Not only did Freud draw on cinematic terms to
| describe his theories, as in ‘screen memories’, but a
number of his key ideas were developed in visual
1 terms—particularly the theory of castration, which is
- dependent upon the shock registered by a close-up
image of the female genitals. Further, as Freud (who
E loved Sherlock Holmes) was aware, his case histories
| unofold very much like popular mystery novels of the
kind that were also adopted by the cinema from its
inception.

The history of psychoanalytic film criticism is extre-
mely complex—partly because it is long and uneven,
partly because the theories are difficult, and partly
because the evolution of psychoanalytic film theory
after the 1970s cannot be understood without
recourse to developments in separate, but related
areas, such as Althusser’s theory of ideology, semiotics,
and feminist film theory. in the 1970s psychoanalysis
became the key discipline called upon to explain a
series of diverse concepts, from the way the cinema
functioned as an apparatus to the nature of the screen—
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spectator relationship. Despite a critical reaction
against psychoanalysis, in some quarters, in the
1980s and 1990s, it exerted such a profound infiuence
thatthe nature and direction of film theory and criticism
has been changed in irrevocable and fundamental
ways.

Pre-1970s psychoanalytic film theory

One of the first artistic movements to draw on psycho-
analysis was the Surrealist movement of the 1920s and
1930s. In their quest for new modes of experience that
transgressed the boundaries between dream and real-
ity, the Surrealists extolled the potential of the cinema.
They were deeply influenced by Freud's theory of
dreams and his concept of the unconscious. To them,
the cinema, with its special techniques such as the
dissolve, superimposition, and slow motion, corre-
spond to the nature of dreaming.

André Breton, the founder of the movement, saw
cinema as a way of entering the marvellous, that realm
of love and liberation. Recent studies by writers such
as Hal Foster (1993) argue that Surrealism was also
bound up with darker forces—explicated by Freud—
such as the death drive, the compulsion to repeat, and
the uncanny. Certainly, the films of the greatest expo-
nent of cinematic Surrealism, Luis Bufel (Un chien
andalou, France, 1928; The Exterminating Angel, Mex-
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ico, 1962; and That Obscure Object of Desire, France,
1977), explore the unconscious from this perspective.

Not all theorists used Freud. Others drew on the
ideas of Carl Gustav Jung, and particularly his theory
of archetypes, to understand film. The archetype is an
idea orimage that has been central to human existence
and inherited psychically from the species by the indi-
vidual. Archetypes include: the shadow or the under-
side of consciousness; the anima, that is the feminine
aspectin men; and the animus, orthe masculine aspect
in women. But generally, Jungian theory has never
been widely applied to the cinema. Apart from Clark
Branson's Howard Hawks: A Jungian Study (1987) and
John Izod's The Films of Nicolas Roeg: Myth and Mind
{(1992), critical works consist mainly of articles, by
authors such as Albert Benderson (1979), Royal S.
Brown (1980), and Don Fredericksen (1980), which
analyse archetypes in the film text. Writers of the
1970s who turned to Freud and Lacan—the two most
influential psychoanalysts—were critical, however, of
what they perceived to be an underlying essentialism
in Jungian theory, that is a tendency to explain sub-
jectivity in unchanging, universal terms.

Many of Freud’s theories have been used in film
theory: the unconscious; the return of the repressed:;
Oedipal drama; narcissism; castration; and hysteria.
Possibly his most important contributions were his
accounts of the unconscious, subjectivity, and sexual-
ity. According to Freud, large parts of human thought
remain unconscious; that is, the subject does not know
about the content of certain troubling ideas and often
much effort is needed to make them conscious. Unde-
sirable thoughts will be repressed or kept from con-
sciousness by the ego under the command of the
super-ego, or conscience. In Freud’s view, repression
is the key to understanding the neuroses. Repressed
thoughts can manifest themselves in dreams, night-
mares, slips of the tongue, and forms of artistic activity.
These ideas have also influenced film study and some
psychoanalytic critics explore the ‘unconscious’ of the
film text—referred to as the ‘subtext'—analysing it for
repressed contents, perverse utterances, and evi-
dence of the workings of desire.

Freud’s notion of the formation of subjectivity is
more complex. Two concepts are central: division
and sexuality. The infantile ego is a divided entity.
The ego refers to the child’s sense of self; however,
because the child, in its narcissistic phase, also takes
itself, invests in itself, as the object of its own libidinal
drives, the ego is both subject and object. The narcis-

sistic ego is formed in its relationship to others. One of
the earliest works influenced by Freud's theory of the
double was Otto's Rank’s 1925 classic The Double
which was directly influenced by a famous movie of
the day, The Student of Prague (Germany, 1913). In his
later rewriting of Freud, Lacan took Freud's notion of
the divided self as the basis of his theory of the forma-
tion of subjectivity in the mirror phase (see below),
which was to exert a profound influence on film theory
in the 1970s.

Sexuality becomes crucial during the child’s Oedi-
pus complex. Initially, the child exists in a two-way, or
dyadic, relationship with the mother. But eventually,
the child must leave the maternal haven and enter the
domain of law and language. As a result of the appear-
ance of athird figure—the father—in the child's life, the
child gives up its love—desire for the mother. The dya-
dicrelationship becomes triadic. This is the moment of
the Oedipal crisis. The boy represses his feelings for
the mother because he fears the father will punish him,
possibly even castrate him—that is, make him like his
mother, whom he now realizes is not phallic. Prior to
this moment the boy imagined the mother was just like
himself. On the understanding that one day he will
inheritawoman of his own, the boy represses his desire
for the mother. This is what Freud describes as the
moment of ‘primal repression’; it ushers in the forma-
tion of the unconscious.

The girl givesup herlove forthe mother, not because
she fears castration (she has nothing to lose) but
because she blames the mother for not giving her a
penis—phallus. She realizes that only those who pos-
sess the phallus have power. Henceforth, she transfers
her love to her father, and later to the man she will
marry. But, as with the boy, her repressed desire can,
at any time, surface, bringing with it a problematic
relationship with the mother. The individual who is
unable to come to terms with his or her proper gender
role (activity for boys, passivity for girls) may become an
hysteric; that is, repressed desires will manifest them-
selves as bodily or mental symptoms such as paralysis
oramnesia. Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho (USA, 1960) and
Marnie (USA, 1964) present powerful examples of what
might happen to the boy and girl respectively if they
fail to resolve the Oedipus complex.

Freud's theories were discussed most systematically
in relation to the cinema after the post-structuralist
revolution in theory during the 1970s. In particular,
writers applied the Oedipal trajectory to the narrative
structures of classical film texts. They pointed to the




| fact that all narratives appeared to exhibit an Oedipal
| trajectory; that s, the (male) hero was confronted with a
L arisis in which he had to assert himself over another
- man (often a father figure) in order to achieve social
| recognition and win the woman. In this way, film was
- seento represent the workings of patriarchal ideology.
In an early two-part article, ‘Monsters from the 1D’
(1970, 1971), which pre-dates the influences of post-
b structuralist criticism, Margaret Tarratt analysed the
| science fiction film. She argued that previous wri-
 ters, apart from French critics, all view science fiction
 films as ‘reflections of society’s anxiety about its
 increasing technological prowess and its responsibil-
ity to control the gigantic forces of destruction it
' possesses’ (Tarratt 1970: 38). Her aim was to
 demonstrate that the genre was ‘deeply involved
L with concepts of Freudian psychoanalysis and seen
F in many cases to derive their structure from it' (38).
L In particular, science fiction explores the individual’s
| repressed sexual desires, viewed as incompatible
- with civilized morality. Utilizing Freud's argument
' that whatever is repressed will return, Tarratt dis-
. cusses Oedipal desire, castration anxiety, and vio-
E lent sadistic male desire.

L 1970s psychoanalytic theory and after

One of the major differences between pre- and post-
E 1970s psychoanalytic theory was that the latter saw the
i cinema as an institution or an apparatus. Whereas early
I approaches, such as those of Tarratt, concentrated on
| thefilm textin relation to its hidden or repressed mean-
L ings, 1970s theory, as formulated by Jean-Louis Bau-
- dry, Christian Metz, and Laura Mulvey, emphasized the
- crucial importance of the cinema as an apparatus and
 asasignifying practice of ideology, the viewer—screen
 relationship, and the way in which the viewer was ‘con-
structed’ as transcendental during the spectatorial
process.
Psychoanalytic film theory from the 1970s to the
1990s has travelled in at least four different, but
' related, directions. These should not be seen as linear
 progressions as they frequently overlap:
The first stage was influenced by apparatus theory as
proposed by Baudry and Metz. In an attempt to avoid
the totalizing imperative of the structuralist approach,
- they drew on psychoanalysis as a way of widening their
theoretical base.
The second development was instituted by the fem-
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inist film theorist Laura Mulvey, who contested aspects
of the work of Baudry and Metz by rebutting the nat-
uralization of the filmic protagonist as an Oedipal hero,
and the view of the screen—spectator relationship as a
one-way process.

The third stage involved a number of feminist
responses to Mulvey's work. These did not all follow
the same direction. In general, they included critical
studies of the female Oedipal trajectory, masculinity
and masochism, fantasy theory and spectatorship, and
woman as active, sadistic monster.

The fourth stage involves theorists who use psycho-
analytic theory in conjunction with other critical
approaches to the cinema as in post-colonial theory,
queer theory, and body theory.

Apparatus theory: Baudry and Metz

The notion of the cinema as an institution or apparatus
is central to 1970s theory. However, it is crucial to
understand that Baudry, Metz, and Mulvey did not
simply mean that the cinema was like a machine. As
Metz explained, ‘The cinematic institution is not just
the cinema industry . . . it is also the mental machin-
ery—another industry—which spectators “accus-
tomed to the cinema” have internalized historically
and which has adapted them to the consumption of
films’ (1975/1982: 2). Thus the term ‘cinematic appa-
ratus’ refers to both an industrial machine as well as a
mental or psychic apparatus.

Jean-Louis Baudry was the first to draw on psy-
choanalytic theory to analyse the cinema as an insti-
tution. According to D. N. Rodowick, one ‘cannot
overestimate the impact of Baudry’s work in this
period’ (1988: 89). Baudry’s pioneering ideas were
later developed by Metz, who, although critical of
aspects of Baudry's theories, was in agreement with
his main arguments.

Baudry explored his ideas about the cinematic appa-
ratus in two key essays. In the first, ‘ldeological Effects
of the Basic Cinematographic Apparatus’ (1970), he
argued that the cinema is ideological in that it creates
an ideal, transcendental viewing subject. By this he
meant that the cinema places the spectator, the “eye-
subject’ (1986a: 290), at the centre of vision. Identifi-
cation with the camera—projector, the seamless flow
of images, narratives which restore equilibrium—all of
these things give the spectator a sense of unity and
control. The apparatus ensures ‘the setting up of the
“subject” as the active centre and origin of meaning’
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(1986a: 286). Further, according to Baudry, by hiding
the way in which it creates an impression of realism,
the cinema enables the viewer to feel that events are
simply unfolding—effortlessly—before his eyes. The
‘reality effect’ also helps to create a viewer who is at
the centre of representation.

To explain the processes of identification at work in
the viewing context, Baudry turned increasingly to the
theories of Jacques Lacan. Baudry argued that the
screen—spectator relationship activates a retumn to
the Lacanian Imaginary, the period when the child
experiences its first sense of a unified self during the
mirror stage. ‘The arrangement of the different ele-
ments—projector, darkened hall, screen—in addition
to reproducing in a striking way the mise-en-scéne of
Plato's cave . . . reconstructs the situation necessary to
the release of the “mirror stage” discovered by Lacan’
(1986a: 294).

According to Lacan, there are three orders in the
history of human development: the Imaginary, the
Symbolic, andthe Real. Itis this area of Lacanian theory,
particularly the imaginary and the Symbolic, that is
central to 1970s film theory. Drawing on Freud's the-
ories of narcissism and the divided subject, Lacan pro-
posed his theory of subjectivity. The mirror stage,
which occurs during the period of the Imaginary, refers
to that moment when the infant first experiences the
joy of seeing itself as complete, and imagines itself to
be more adult, more fully formed, perfect, than it really
is. The self is constructed in a moment of recognition
and misrecognition. Thus, the self is split.

Similarly, the spectator in the cinema identifies with
the largerthan-life, or idealized, characters on the
screen. Thus, as Mulvey (1975) later argued, the view-
ing experience, in which the spectator identifies with
the glamorous star, is not unlike a re-enactment of the
moment when the child acquires its first sense of self-
hood or subjectivity through identificaton with an ideal
self. But, as Lacan pointed out, this is also a moment of
misrecognition—the child is not really a fully formed
subject. He will only see himself in this idealized way
when his image is reflected back through the eyes of
others. Thus, identity is always dependent on media-
tion.

Forthe moment, the spectatorin the cinemaistrans-
ported back to a time when he or she experienced a
sense of transcendence. But in reality, the spectator is
not the point of origin, the centre of representation.
Baudry argued that the comforting sense of a unified
self which the viewing experience re-enacts does not

emanate from the spectator but is constructed by the
apparatus. Thus, the cinematic institution is complicit
with ideology—and other institutions such as State
and Church—whose aim is to instil in the subject a
misrecognition of itself as transcendental.

In his 1975 essay ‘The Apparatus’, Baudry drew
further parallels between Plato’s cave and the cine-
matic apparatus. The spectators in both are in a
state of ‘immobility’, ‘shackled to the screen’, staring
at ‘images and shadows of reality’ that are not real
but ‘a simulacrum of it’ (1986b: 303-4). Like specta-
tors in the cinema, they mistake the shadowy figures
for the real thing. According to Baudry, what Plato’s
prisoners-human beings desire—and what the
cinema offers—is a return to a kind of psychic unity
in which the boundary between subject and object is
obliterated.

Baudry then drew connections between Plato’s
cave, the cinematic apparatus, and the ‘maternal
womb’ (1986b: 306). He argued that ‘the cinemato-
graphic apparatus brings about a state of artificial
regression’ which leads the spectator ‘back to an ante-
rior phase of his development’. The subject’s desire to
return to this phase is ‘an early state of development
with its own forms of satisfaction which may play a
determining role in his desire for cinema and the plea-
sure he finds in it' (1986b: 313). What Baudry had in
mind by this ‘anterior phase’ was an ‘archaic moment of
fusion’ prior to the Lacanian mirror stage, ‘a mode of
identification, which has to do with the lack of differ-
entiation between the subject and his environment, a
dream-scene model which we find in the baby/breast
relationship’ (1986b: 313).

After discussing the actual differences between
dream and the cinema, Baudry suggested that another
wish lies behind the cinema—complementary to the
one at work in Plato’s cave. Without necessarily being
aware of it, the subjectis led to construct machines like
the cinema which ‘represent his own overall function-
ing to him . . . unaware of the fact that he is represent-
ing to himself the very scene of the unconscious where
he is’ (1986b: 316-17).

In 1975 Christian Metz published Psychoanalysis
and Cinema: The Imaginary Signifier (translated in
1982), which was the first systematic book-length
attempt to apply psychoanalytic theory to the cinema.
Like Baudry, Metz also supported the analogy
between screen and mirror and held that the spectator
was positioned by the cinema machine in a moment
that reactivated the pre-Oedipal moment of identifi-




 cation—that is, the moment of imaginary unity in
E which the infant first perceives itself as complete.
. However, Metz also argued that the cinema-mirror
 analogy was flawed. Whereas a mirror reflects back
the spectator’s own image, the cinema does not. Metz
E also pointed out that, whereas the cinema is essen-
 tially a symbolic system, a signifying practice that
t mediates between the spectator and the outside
| world, the theory of the mirror stage refers to the
pre-symbolic, the period when the infant is without
| language.
 Nevertheless, Metz advocated the crucial impor-
| tance of Lacanian psychoanalytic theory for the cinema
- andstressed the need to theorize the screen—spectator
L relationship—not just in the context of the Imaginary,
- but also in relation to the Symbolic. To address this
b issue, Metz introduced the notion of voyeurism. He
L argued that the viewing process is voyeuristic in that
there is always a distance maintained, in the cinema,
b between the viewing subject and its object. The cine-
matic scene cannot return the spectator's gaze.
b Metzalso introduced a further notion which became
L the subtitle of his book: the imaginary signifier. The
b cinema, he argued, makes present what is absent.
. The screen might offer images that suggest complete-
ness, but this is purely imaginary. Because the specta-
| torisaware that the offer of unity is only imaginary, he is
| forced to deal with a sense of lack thatis an inescapable
| part of the viewing process.

Metz drew an analogy between this process and the
experience of the (male) child in the mirror phase.
(Metz assumes the spectator is male.) When the boy
looks in the mirror and identifies for the first time with
himself as a unified being he is also made aware of his
difference from the mother. She lacks the penis he
once thought she possessed. Entry into the Symbolic
also involves repression of desire for the mother and
the constitution of the unconscious in response to that
repression. (Here, Lacan reworks Freud's theories of
the phallus and castration.) Along with repression of
desire for the mother comes the birth of desire: for the
speaking subject now begins a lifelong search for the
lostobject—the other, the little ‘o’ of the Imaginary, the
mother he relinquished in order to acquire a social
identity.

As the child enters the Symbolic it acquires lan-
guage. However, it must also succumb to the ‘law of
the father’ (the laws of society) which governs the Sym-
bolic order. Entry into the Symbolic is entry into law,
language, and loss—concepts which are inextricably
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bound together. Thus, entry into the Symbolic entails
an awareness of sexual difference and of the ‘self’ as
fragmented. The very concept of ‘I' entails lack and
loss.

When the boy mistakenly imagines his mother (sis-
ters, woman) is castrated, his immediate response is to
disavow what he has seen; he thinks she has been
castrated, but he simultaneously knows that this is
not true. Two courses of action are open to the boy.
He can accept her difference and repress his desire for
unification with the mother on the understanding that
one day he will inherit a woman of his own. He can
refuse to accepther difference and continue to believe
that the mother is phallic. Rather than think of her lack,
the fetishist will conjure up a reassuring image of
another part of her body such as her breasts or her
legs. He will also phallicize her body, imagining it in
conjunction with phallic images such as long spiky
high heels. Hence, film theorists have drawn on the
theory of the phallic woman to explain the femme
fatale of film noir (Double Indemnity, USA, 1944,
Body Heat, USA, 1981; The Last Seduction, USA,
1994), who is depicted as dangerously phallic. E.
Anne Kaplan's edited collection Women in Film
Noir (1978) proved extremely influential in this
context.

The Oedipal trajectory, Metz argued, is re-enacted
in the cinema in relation not only to the Oedipal nature
of narrative, but, most importantly, within the specta-
tor-screen relationship. Narrative is characteristically
Oedipal in that it almost always contains a male prota-
gonist who, after resolving a crisis and overcoming a
‘lack’, then comes to identify with the law of the father,
while successfully containing or controlling the female
figure, demystifying her threat, or achieving union with
her.

The concept of ‘lack’ is crucial to narrative in another
context. According to the Russian Formalist Tzvetan
Todorov, the aim of all narratives is to solve a riddle, to
find an answer to an enigma, to fill a lack. All stories
begin with a situation in which the status quo is upset
and the hero or heroine must—in general terms—solve
a problem in order for equilibrium to be restored. This
approach sees the structures of narrative as being in the
service of the subject’s desire to overcome lack.

Furthermore, the processes of disavowal and fetish-
ism which mark the Oedipal crisis are—according to
Metz—also replayed in the cinema. In terms of dis-
avowal, the spectator both believes in the existence
of what was represented on the screen yet also knows
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that it does not actually exist. Conscious that the
cinema only signifies what is absent, the (male) spec-
tator is aware that his sense of identification with the
image is only an illusion and that his sense of self is
based on lack. Knowing full well that the original
events, the profilmic diegetic drama, is missing, the
spectator makes up for this absence by fetishizing his
love of the cinema itself. Metz sees this structure of
disavowal and fetishism as crucial to the cinema’s
representation of reality.

Apparatus theory emphasizes the way
the cinema compensates for what the
viewing subject lacks; the cinema offers
an imaginary unity to smooth over the
fragmentation at the heart of
subjectivity. Narrative structures take
up this process in the way they construct
stories in which the ‘lost object’ (almost
always represented by union with a
woman) is recovered by the male
protagonist.

Thus, apparatus theory emphasizes the way the
cinema compensates for what the viewing subject
lacks; the cinema offers an imaginary unity to smooth
over the fragmentation at the heart of subjectivity.
Narrative structures take up this process in the way
they construct stories in which the ‘lost object’ (almost
always represented by union with a woman) is recov-
ered by the male protagonist. In her 1985 essay ‘Fem-
inism, Film Theory and the Bachelor Machines’, in
which she critically assessed apparatus theory as the-
orized by Baudry and Metz, Constance Penley made
the telling point that Metz’s ‘imaginary signifier’ is itself
a ‘bachelor apparatus’—a compensatory structure
designed for male pleasure.

As The Imaginary Signifier began to exert a pro-
found influence on film studies in many American
and British universities, problems emerged. Critics
attacked on a number of fronts: they argued that appa-
ratus theory was profoundly ahistorical; that, in its
valorization of the image, it ignored the non-visual
aspects of the viewing experience such as sound;
and that the application of Lacanian psychoanalytic
theory was not always accurate. The most sustained

criticism came from feminist critics, who argued cor-
rectly that apparatus theory completely ignored gen-
der.

Psychoanalysis, feminism, and film: Mulvey

Psychoanalytic film theorists, particularly feminists,
were interested in the construction of the viewer in
relation to questions of gender and sexual desire.
Apparatus theory did not address gender at all. In
assuming that the spectator was male, Metz examined
desire in the context of the male Oedipal trajectory.

In 1975 Laura Mulvey published a daring essay,
"Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’, which put
female spectatorship on the agenda for all time. As
Mulvey later admitted, the essay was deliberately
and provocatively polemical. It established the psy-
choanalytic basis for a feminist theory of spectatorship
which is still being debated. What Mulvey did was to
redefine, in terms of gender, Metz's account of the
cinema as an activity of disavowal and fetishization.
Drawing on Freudian theories of scopophilia, castra-
tion, and fetishism, and Lacanian theories of the for-
mation of subjectivity, Mulvey introduced gender into
apparatus theory.

In her essay, Mulvey argued that in a world ordered
by sexual imbalance the role of making things happen
usually fell to the male protagonist, while the female
star occupied a more passive position, functioning as
an erotic object for the desiring look of the male.
Woman signified image, a figure to be looked at, while
man controlled the look. In other words, cinematic
spectatorship is divided along gender lines. The
cinema addressed itself to an ideal male spectator,
and pleasure in looking was split in terms of an active
male gaze and a passive female image.

Mulvey argued that in a world ordered
by sexual imbalance the role of making
things happen usually fell to the male
protagonist, while the female star
occupied a more passive position,
functioning as an erotic object for the
desiring look of the male. Woman
signified image, a figure to be looked
at, while man controlled the look.
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Marlene Dietrich (here admired by Cary Grant) as fetishised spectacle (Blonde Venus, 1932)

She argued that, although the form and figure of
woman was displayed for the enjoyment of the male
protagonist, and, by extension, the male spectator in
the cinema, the female form was also threatening
because it invoked man’s unconscious anxieties about
sexual difference and castration. Either the male pro-
tagonist could deal with this threat (as in the films of
Hitchcock) by subjecting woman to his sadistic gaze
and punishing her for being different or he could deny
her difference (as in the films of Joseph von Sternberg
and Marlene Dietrich) and fetishize her body by over-
valuing a part of her body such as her legs or breasts.
The narrative endings of films, which almost always
punished the threatening woman, reinforced Mulvey’s
argument about the voyeuristic gaze, while the
deployment of the close-up shot, which almost always
fragmented parts of the female form for erotic contem-

plation, reinforced Mulvey’s argument about the
fetishistic look.

Whereas Freudian and Lacanian theory argued that
the castration complex was a universal formation that
explained the origins and perpetuation of patriarchy,
Mulvey demonstrated in specific terms how the uncon-
scious of patriarchal society organized its own signify-
ing practices, such as film, to reinforce myths about
women and to offer the male viewer pleasure. Within
this system there is no place for woman. Her difference
represents—to use what was fast becoming a notor-
iousterm—'lack’. However, Mulvey did nothold up this
system as universal and unchangeable. If, in order to
represent a new language of desire, the filmmaker
found it necessary to destroy pleasure, then this was
the price that must be paid.

What of the female spectator? In a second article,
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‘Afterthoughts on “Visual Pleasure and Narrative
Cinema” Inspired by King Vidor's Duel in the Sun
(1946) (1981), Mulvey took up the issue of the female
spectator. Since the classic Hollywood text is so depen-
dent upon the male Oedipal trajectory and male fan-
tasies about woman to generate pleasure, how does
the female spectator experience visual pleasure? To
answer this question, Mulvey drew on Freud’s theory of
the libido, in which he asserted that ‘there is only one
libido, which performs both the masculine and femi-
nine functions’ (1981: 13). Thus, when the heroine on
the screen is strong, resourceful, and phallic, it is
because she has reverted to the pre-Oedipal phase.
According to Freud, in the lives of some women, ‘there
is a repeated alternation between periods in which
femininity and masculinity gain the upper hand’
(quoted in Mulvey 1971: 15). Mulvey concluded that
the female spectator either identifies with woman as
object of the narrative and (male) gaze or may adopta
‘masculine’ position. But, the female spectator’s ‘phan-
tasy of masculinisation is always to some extent at
cross-purposes with itself, restless in its transvestite
clothes’ (in Mulvey 1981: 15).

It is this aspect of her work that became most con-
troversial amongst critics, such as D. N. Rodowick
(1982), who argued that her approach was too reduc-
tive and that her analysis of the female character on the
screen and female spectator in the auditorium did not
allow for the possibility of female desire outside a
phaliocentric context.

Developments in psychoanalysis,
feminism, and film

Mulvey’s use of psychoanalytic theory to examine the
way in which the patriarchal unconscious influenced
film form led to heated debates and a plethora of
articles from post-structuralist feminists. Theorists
such as Joan Copjec (1982), Jacqueline Rose (1980),
and Constance Penley (1985) argued that apparatus
theory, regardless of whether or notit took questions of
gender into account, was part of a long tradition in
Western thought whereby masculinity is positioned
as the norm, thus denying the possibility of a place
for woman. They argued that there was no space for
the discussion of female spectatorship in apparatus-
based theories of the cinema. Responses to Mulvey's
theory of spectatorship followed four main lines: one
approach was to examine the female Oedipal trajec-
tory; another approach, known as fantasy theory, drew

on Freud's theory of the primal scene to explore the
possibility of a fluid, mobile or bisexual gaze; a third
concentrated on the representation of masculinity and
masochism; and a fourth approach, based on Julia Kris-
teva's (1986) theory of the ‘abject maternal figure’ and
on Freud'stheory of castration, arguedthatthe image of
the terrifying, overpowering woman in the horror film
and suspense thriller unsettles prior notions of woman
as the passive object of a castrating male gaze.

The Oedipal heroine

Drawing on Freud’s theory of the libido and the
female Oedipal trajectory, feminists extended Mul-
vey's application of the theory to argue for a bisexual
gaze. Perhaps the spectator did not identify in a
monolithic, rigid manner with his or her gender coun-
terpart, but actually alternated between masculine-
active and feminine—passive positions, depending on
the codes of identification at work in the film text.

In a reading of Hitchcock’s Rebecca (USA, 1940),
Tania Modleski (1982) argued that when the daughter
goes through the Oedipus complex—although she
gives up her original desire for her mother, whom she
blames for not giving her a penis, and turns to the
father as her love object—she never fully relinquishes
her first love. Freud also argued that the girl child,
unlike the boy, is predisposed towards bisexuality.
The girl's love for the mother, although repressed,
still exists. In Rebecca the unnamed heroine experi-
ences great difficulty in moulding herself to appeal to
the man’s desire. When she most imagines she has
achieved this aim, the narrative reveals that she is ‘still
attached to the “mother”, still acting out the desire
for the mother’s approbation’ (1982: 38). Recently,
the notion of the female Oedipal trajectory has
been invoked in a series of articles published in
Screen (1995) on Jane Campion's The Piano (New
Zealand, 1993), which suggests that these debates
are still of great relevance to film theory.

Other work raised related issues. In The Desire to
Desire (1987), Mary Ann Doane turned her attention to
the ‘woman’s film’ and the issue of female spectator-
ship. Janet Bergstrom, in ‘Enunciation and Sexual Dif-
ference’ (1979), questioned the premise that the
spectator was male, while Annette Kuhn, in The Power
of the Image (1985), explored cross-dressing, bisexu-
ality, and the spectator in relation to the film Some Like
it Hot (USA, 1959).




| Fantasy theory and the mobile gaze

| The concept of a more mobile gaze was explored by
| Elizabeth Cowie in her article ‘Fantasia’ (1984), in which
 she drew on Laplanche and Pontalis's influential essay
E of 1964, ‘Fantasy and the Origins of Sexuality’.
- Laplanche and Pontalis established three original fan-
- tasies—original in that each fantasy explains an aspect
b ofthe ‘origin’ of the subject. The ‘primal scene pictures
E the origin of the individual; fantasies of seduction, the
- origin and upsurge of sexuality; fantasies of castration,
E the origin of the difference between the sexes’ {1964/
b 1986:19). These fantasies—entertained by the child—
explain or provide answers to three crucial questions:
‘Whoam [?"'Why do | desire?” "Why am | different?’ The
concept of primal fantasiesis also much more fluid than
[ the notion of fantasy permitted by apparatus theory,
- which inevitably and mechanistically returns to the
Oedipal fantasy. The primal fantasies run through the
 individual’s waking and sleeping life, through con-
scious and unconscious desires. Laplanche and Ponta-
- lisalso argued that fantasy is a staging of desire, a form
 ofmise-en-scéne. Further, the position of the subject is
- not static in that positions of sexual identification are
E notfixed. The subject engaged in the activity of fanta-
| sizing can adopt multiple positions, identifying across
. gender, time, and space.

. Cowie argued that the importance of fantasy as a
- setting, a scene, is crucial because it enables film to be
viewed as fantasy, as representing the mise-en-scéne
 ofdesire. Similarly, the film spectator is free to assume
L mobile, shifting modes of identification—as Cowie
t demonstrated in her analysis of Now Voyager (USA,
1942) and The Reckless Moment (USA, 1949). Fantasy
theory has also been used productively in relation to
science fiction and horror—genres in which evidence
of the fantastic is particularly strong.

Masculinity and masochism

Richard Dyer (1982) and Steve Neale (1983) both wrote
- articlesinwhich they argued against Mulvey's assertion

thatthe male body could not ‘bearthe burden of sexual
objectification’ (1975: 28). Both examined the condi-
tions under which the eroticization of the male body is
permitted and the conditions under which the female
spectator is encouraged to look. Neale explored three
main structures examined by Mulvey: identification,
voyeurism, and fetishism. He concluded that, while
the male body is eroticized and objectified, the viewer
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is denied a look of direct access. The male is objecti-
fied, but only in scenes of action such as boxing. Main-
stream cinema cannot afford to acknowledge the
possibility that the male spectator might take the
male protagonist as an object of his erotic desire.

In her book In The Realm of Pleasure (1988), Gay-
lyn Studlar, however, offers a completely different
interpretation of spectatorship and pleasure from
the voyeuristic-sadistic model. In a revision of exist-
ing feminist psychoanalytic theories, she argues for a
(male) masochistic aesthetic in film. Studlar’s original
study was extremely important as it was one of the
first sustained attempts to break with Lacanian and
Freudian theory. Instead, Studlar drew on the psy-
choanalytic-literary work of Gilles Deleuze, and the
object-relations school of psychoanalytic theory.

Object-relations theory, derived from the work of
Melanie Klein and, more recently, D. W. Winnicott, is
a post-Freudian branch of psychoanalysis that places
crucial importance on the relationship between the
infant and its mother in the first year. Klein placed
the mother at the centre of the Oedipal drama and
argued for a primary phase in which both sexes
identified with the feminine. She argued for womb-
envy in boys as a counterpart to Freud’s penis-envy
in girls. In particular, she explored destructive
impulses the infant might experience in its relation-
ship with the mother and other objects {parts of the
body) in the environment. During this early formative
phase, the father is virtually absent.

Focusing on the pre-Oedipal and the close relation-
ship formed during the oral phase between the infant
and the dominant maternal figure, Studlar demon-
strates the relevance of her theory in relation to the
films of Marlene Dietrich and Joseph von Sternberg. In
these Dietrich plays a dominant woman, a beautiful,
often cold tyrant, with whom men fall hopelessly and
helplessly in love. Titles such as The Devil is a Woman
(USA, 1935) indicate the kinds of pleasure on offer.
Studlar argues that the masochistic aesthetic has so
many structures in common with the Baudry—-Metz con-
cept of the cinematic apparatus, in its archaic dimen-
sion, thatit cannot be ignored and constitutes a central
form of cinematic pleasure which had been previously
overlooked.

Kaja Silverman also developed a theory of male
masochism in Male Subjectivity at the Margins
(1992). Silverman’s aim was to explore what she
describes as ‘deviant’ masculinities, which she sees
as representing ‘perverse’ alternatives to phallic mas-
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culinity. Drawing on Freudian and Lacanian theory,
and concentrating on the films of Rainer Werner
Fassbinder, she examined the misleading alignment
of the penis with the phallus and the inadequate
theorization of male subjectivity in film studies. Silver-
man explored a number of different forms of male
masochism, from passive to active. Her analysis of
‘male lack’ is particularly powerful, and her book, in
which she argued that the spectator can derive
pleasure through passivity and submission, made
an important contribution to growing debates
around psychoanalytic interpretations of spectatorial
pleasure.

The monstrous woman

Perhaps it was inevitable, given analyses of the maso-
chistic male, that attention would turn towards the
monstrous, castrating woman. Feminist theorists
argued that the representation of woman in film
does not necessarily position her as a passive object
of the narrative or of viewing structures. Mary Russo's
essay ‘Female Grotesques’ (1986), which drew on the
Freudian notion of repression, was very influential. So,
too, was the Kristevan notion of the abject as a struc-
ture which precedes the subject—object split. Drawing
on psychoanalytic theories of woman—particularly
the mother—as an abject monster, writers such as
Modleski (1988), Lurie (1981-2), and Creed (1993)
adopted a very different approach to the representa-
tion of woman in film, by arguing that woman could
be represented as an active, terrifying fury, a power-
fully abject figure, and a castrating monster. Thiswas a
far cry from Freud's image of woman as ‘castrated
other'.

Criticisms of psychoanalytic film theory

Psychoanalysis exerted a powerful influence on mod-
els of spectatorship theory that emerged during the
1970s and early 1980s. One of the dominant criticisms
of the apparatus theory was that, in all of its forms, it
invariably constructed a monolithic spectator. In the
Baudry model the spectator is male and passive; in
the Mulvey model the spectator is male and active.
Psychoanalytic criticism was accused of becoming
totalizing and repetitive. Film after film was seen as
always representing the male character as in control
of the gaze, and woman as its object. Or woman was

invariably described as 'without a voice’, or as standing
outside the Symbolic order.

Rejecting the role of ideology in the formation of
subjectivity, some critics were more interested in the
actual details of how viewers responded to what they
saw on the screen. Given that 1970s theory developed
partly in reaction to this kind of empiricism, it is signifi-
cant that, in recent years, there has been a renewal of
interest in the area. This is evident in the work of David
Bordwell and Noel Carroll, whose edited volume Post-
Theory (1996) sets out to challenge the dominance of
1970s theory and to provide alternative approaches to
spectatorship based on the use of cognitive psycho-
logy. Theirinterestis the role played by knowledge and
viewing practices in relation to spectatorship. Accord-
ing to Carroll, ‘Cognitivism is not a unified theory. Its
name derives from its tendency to look for alternative
answers to many of the questions addressed by or
raised by psychoanalytic film theories, especially with
respect to film reception, in terms of cognitive and
rational processes rather than irrational or unconscious
ones’ (1996: 62). Judith Mayne argues that, while cog-
nitivists have formulated a number of important criti-
cisms of psychoanalytic film theory, ‘the “spectator”
envisaged by cognitivism is entirely different from
the one conceptualized by 1970s film theory’ (1993:
7). The latter addressed itself to the ‘ideal spectator’
of the cinematic process, while cognitivism speaks
to the ‘real viewer’, the individual in the cinema.
Mayne argues that all too often cognitivists, such
as Bordwell, ignore the ‘attempts that have been
made to separate the subject and the viewer'
(1993: 56) and recommends the writings of Teresa
de Lauretis in Alice Doesn’t (1984) as ‘illustrating
that the appeal to perception studies and cogniti-
vism is not necessarily in radical contradistinction
from the theories of the apparatus {(as in the case
with Bordwell and others), but can be instead a
revision of them’ (1993: 57).

Second, psychoanalytic theory was charged with
ahistoricality. As early as 1975 Claire Johnston warned
that ‘there is a real danger that psychoanalysis can be
used to blur any serious engagement with political-
culturalissues’. The grand narratives of psychoanalysis,
such as the Oedipus complex and castration anxiety,
dominated critical activity in the 1970s and early
1980s, running the real danger of sacrificing historical
issues in favour of those related to the formation of
subjectivity and its relation to ideology. These critics
proposed the importance, not of the grand narratives




b of subjectivity, but of ‘micro-narratives’ of social
E change such as those moments when cultural conflict
L might reveal weaknesses in the dominant culture. They
- argued that film should be studied more in its relation-
ship to history and society than to the unconscious and
- subjectivity.

Third, some attacked the centrality of spectatorship
| theory and its apparently exclusive interest in the
| ideal spectator rather than the actual viewer. Specta-
L torship theory did not take into account other factors
 such as class, colour, race, age, or sexual preference.
e Nor did it consider the possibility that some viewers
might be more resistant to the film’s ideological work-
ings than others. Political activists argued that psycho-
- analytic criticism did not provide any guide-lines on
' how the individual might resist the workings of an
ideology that appeared to dictate completely the
- formation  of subjectivity as split and fractured.
Furthermore, they argued, not all individuals are
locked into roles determined by the way subjectivity
is formed.

Cultural studies has developed partly in response to
these problems. It sees culture as a site of struggle. It
places emphasis, not on unconscious processes, but
on the history of the spectator (as shaped by class,
colour, ethnicity, and so on) as well as on examining
ways in which the viewer might struggle against the
dominant ideology. Whereas the cognitivists have
clearly rejected psychoanalysis, the latter's status
within cultural studies is not so clear as cultural critics
frequently utilize areas of psychoanalytic theory.

Fourth, empirical researchers argue that the major
problem with psychoanalysis is that it is not a science,
that psychoanalytic theories are not based on refiable
data which can be scientifically measured, and that
other researchers do not have access to the informa-
tion pertaining to the case-studies on which the the-
ories have been formulated.

Psychoanalytic theories reply that by its very nature
theoretical abstraction cannot be verified by ‘proof'.
Furthermore, the entire thrust of 1970s psychoanalytic
film theory was based on the fact that there is no clear
orstraightforward relation between the conscious and
theunconscious, that whatis manifested on the surface
may bear no direct relation to what lies beneath, that
there is no cause-and-effect relation, which manifests
itself in appearance, between what the subject desires
to achieve and what takes place in reality. Only via
psychoanalytic readings can one explore such things
as displacement, disguise, and transformation.

FILM AND PSYCHOANALYSIS

The entire thrust of 1970s
psychoanalytic film theory was based
on the fact that there is no clear or
straightforward relation between the
conscious and the unconscious, that
what is manifested on the surface may
bear no direct relation to what lies
beneath, that there is no cause-and-
effect relation, which manifests itself in
appearance, between what the subject
desires to achieve and what takes place
in reality. Only via psychoanalytic
readings can one explore such things as
displacement, disguise, and
transformation.
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Recent developments

Although psychoanalytic film theory has been subject
to many forms of criticism over the past twenty years,
it continues to expand both within and outside the
academy. This is evident, not only in the work of
cultural theorists such as Stuart Hall, but also in the
relatively new areas of post-colonialism and queer
theory, and in writings on the body. Scholars working
in these areas do not use psychoanalytic theory in the
totalizing way in which it was invoked in the 1970s.
Rather, they draw on aspects of psychoanalytic theory
to illuminate areas of their own special study. The aim
in doing so is often to bring together the social and
the psychic.

Post-colonial theorists such as Homi K. Bhabha and
Rey Chow have drawn on psychoanalytic theories in
their work. Whereas earlier writers on racism in the
cinema tended to concentrate on questions of stereo-
typing, narrative credibility, and positive images, the
focus of post-colonial theorists is on the process of
subjectification, the representation of ‘otherness’,
spectatorship, and the deployment of cinematic
codes. In short, the shift is away from a study of ‘flawed’
or ‘negative’ images (‘positive’ images can be as
demeaning as negative ones) to an understanding of
the filmic construction of the relationship between
colonizer and colonized, the flow of power between
the two, the part played by gender differences and the
positioning of the spectator in relation to such repre-
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sentations. In order to facilitate such analyses, theorists
frequently draw on aspects of psychoanalytic theory.

In ‘The Other Question’, Homi K. Bhabha uses
Freud’s theory of castration and fetishism to analyse
the stereotypes of black and white which are crucial to
the colonial discourse. He argues that the fetishized
stereotype in film and other cultural practices works to
reactivate in the colonial subject the imaginary fantasy
of “an ideal ego that is white and whole’ (1992: 322).
Drawing on these concepts, he presents a new inter-
pretation of Orson Welles's A Touch of Evil (USA,
1958). In his writings on the nation, Bhabha draws on
Freud's 1919 essay ‘The Uncanny’, in which Freud
refers to the ‘cultural’ unconscious as a state in which
archaic forms find expression in the margins of mod-
ernity. Bhabha also uses Freud's theory of doubling, as
elaborated in ‘The Uncanny’, to examine the way in
which colonial cultures have been coerced by their
colonizers to mimic ‘white’ culture—but only up to a
point. Difference—and hence oppression—must
always be maintained. Throughout his writings,
Bhabha uses many of Freud’s key theories, reinterpret-
ing them in order to theorize the colonial discourse.

This approach has been adopted by other critics. In
Romance and the "Yellow Peril’ (1993), Gina Marchetti
focuses on Hollywood films about Asians and interra-
cial sexuality. Adopting a position informed by post-
colonial theory, Marchetti draws on psychoanalytic
theories of spectatorship and feminine masquerade,
refiguring these concepts for her own work on race.

In a similar vein, film critics, drawing on queer read-
ing strategies, have carefully selected aspects of psy-
choanalytic theory to analyse film texts ‘against the
grain’. As in post-colonial theory, queer theory repre-
sents a methodological shift. It, too, rejects an earlier
critical emphasis on praising ‘positive’ and decrying
‘negative’ images of homosexual men and lesbians in
film. Instead, queer theory sees sexual practices—
whether heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual, autosex-
ual, transsexual—asfluid, diverse, and heterogeneous.
For instance, the practices of masochism, sadism, or
coprophilia may be adopted by homosexual and het-
erosexual alike: the belief that only heterosexual rela-
tionships (or any other type of relationship, for that
matter) are somehow ‘normal’ is patently incorrect.

As a critical practice, queer theory seeks to analyse
film texts in order to determine the way in which desire,
in its many diverse forms, is constructed, and how
cinematic pleasures are instituted and offered to the
spectator. Previously reviled films such as The Killing of

Sister George (GB, 1968), have been re-examined, and
the history of the representation of gays and lesbiansin
film is being rewritten. In some films the homosexual
and/or lesbian subtext, previously ignored, has been
reinscribed.

Judith Butler's Gender Trouble (1990), which pre-
sents a queer critique of the psychoanalytic concept
of fixed gender identities, has exerted a strong influ-
ence on film theorists seeking to analyse the represen-
tation of gays and lesbians in film. Wary of the 1970s
approach to psychoanalytic theory, because it largely
ignored the question of the gay and lesbian spectator-
ship, film theorists have turned to the work of writers
such as Butler, Diane Fuss, Teresa de Lauretis, and Lee
Edelman (see Smelikand Doty, Part 1, Chapters 14 and
15).

A number of essays in How do | Look? Queer Film
and Video (Bad Object-Choices 1991) discuss the fact
that psychoanalytic approaches to the cinema have
avoided discussions of lesbian sexual desire. In her
article ‘Lesbian Looks’ Judith Mayne criticizes the
way in which feminist film theory has employed psy-
choanalysis while also drawing on, and reinterpreting,
aspects of psychoanalytic theory in her own analysis.
Valerie Traub’s article ‘The Ambiguities of “Lesbian”
Viewing Pleasure’ (1991), on lesbian spectatorship
and the film Black Widow (USA, 1987), provides a
good example of a queer reading.

Another area in which film theorists have drawn on a
rereading of psychoanalytic theory is that of the body.
Contemporary interpretations of the horror film have
generally favoured a psychoanalytic reading with
emphasis on the workings of repression. Since the
mid-1980s writers have paid particular attention to
the representation of the body in horror—the gro-
tesque body of the monster. Based on psychoanalytic
theories of abjection, hysteria, castration, and the
uncanny, such an approach sees the monstrous body
as intended partly to horrify the spectator and partly to
make meaning ata more general level, pointing to the
abject state of the social, political, and familial body.

Other approaches to the body take up the issue of
the actual body as well as the cinematic body. Steven
Shaviro's The Cinematic Body (1993) presents a thor-
ough attack on apparatus theory, arguing instead for
‘an active and affirmative reading of the masochism of
cinematic experience’ (1993: 60). Drawing on the early
work of Gilles Deleuze, he suggests that what ‘inspires
the cinematic spectator is a passion for that very loss of
control, that abjection, fragmentation and subversion




 of self-identity that psychoanalytic theory so dubiously
 dassifies under the rubrics of lack and castration’
j (1993: 57). Shaviro is highly critical of what he sees as
E the conventional use of psychoanalysis to construct a
 distance between spectator and image; he wants to
f use psychoanalysis to affirm and celebrate the power
| oftheimage, and of the visceral, to move and affect the
E viewer.
[ have referred briefly to aspects of post-colonial,
 queer, and body theory to demonstrate that film the-
 ory, in its current use of psychoanalysis, has become
| more selective and nuanced. While no one would
F suggest a return to the totalizing approach of the
| 1970s, it would be misleading to argue that applica-
 tion of psychoanalysis to the cinema is a thing of the
| past. If anything, the interest in psychoanalytic film
theory is as strong as ever. And the debates continue.
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| Post-structuralism is a rather vague generic name for a
host of disparate theoretical developments that have
followed in the wake of structuralism and semiotics.
The term has been applied occasionally to the work of
i Michel Foucaultand the later Roland Barthes, but most
especially to the challenging and innovative revision
of Freud propounded by the French psychoanalyst
- Jacques Lacan, and to the work of Jacques Derrida, a
| kind of ‘anti-philosophy’ that has come to be known as
deconstruction. Since the Guide contains a separate
| article (by Barbara Creed, Part 1, Chapter 9) detailing
the crucial influence of Lacanian psychoanalysis on film
studies, this chapter will concentrate on the applica-
 tion of Derridean thought to the cinema.

Deconstruction is not a discipline or,
even less, a methodology, but rather a
questioning stance taken towards the
most basic aspects of the production of
knowledge. Like Lacanian
psychoanalysis, it tends to concentrate
on the slippages in meaning, the gaps
and inconsistencies, that inevitably
mark all understanding.
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Post-structuralism
and deconstruction

Peter Brunette

If the mission and focus of film studies is seen as the
formal and thematic interpretation of individual films,
deconstruction has little to offer. Deconstruction is not
a discipline or, even less, a methodology, but rather a
questioning stance taken towards the most basic
aspects of the production of knowledge. Like Lacanian
psychoanalysis, it tends to concentrate on the slip-
pages in meaning, the gaps and inconsistencies, that
inevitably mark all understanding. As such, decon-
struction has been seen by its critics as part of the
'hermeneutics of suspicion’ that has developed out
of the anti-foundationalist investigations of Freud
and Nietzsche.

The specific application of deconstruction to film
has been far less evident than that of Lacanian psy-
choanalysis, but Derrida’s influence on such thinkers
as (to name but two) Judith Butler, a gender theorist,
and Homi Bhabha, a specialist in post-colonial stu-
dies, has been profound. These theorists have in
turn had a tremendous impact on recent writing on
film, and thus, in this sense, it is probably correct to
say that the application of Derridean thought to film
has been important but largely indirect. A further
complication is that some on the left have denounced
deconstruction because it tends to call all thinking
into question, even that which presents itself as pro-
gressive and liberatory. In fact, Derrida’s writings can
be seen as thoroughly political in nature when they
are properly understood as a critique of the out-
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moded ‘logocentric’ thinking that has led to numer-
ous political impasses now and in the past.

Nevertheless, several key deconstructive notions
have been applied directly to film by a number of
theorists in France and elsewhere. For example, a
deconstructive perspective can challenge the historio-
graphical assumptions that allow us conveniently to
divide film history into specific, self-identical move-
ments such as German Expressionism, Italian Neo-
Realism, and so on. The notion of film genre as well is
vulnerable to a deconstructive analysis, as is auteurism,
and authorial intentionality, already much challenged
anyway (see Crofts, Part 2, Chapter 7). Most impor-
tantly, perhaps, deconstruction challenges the very
basis of interpretation itself, revealing the institutional
and contextual constraints that necessarily accompany
all attempts at reading.

Deconstruction can be approached from any num-
ber of different directions, but perhaps it can be most
easily seen as a radicalization of the basic insights,
developed around the turn of the century, of Swiss
finguist Ferdinand de Saussure. Saussure, considered
the father of structuralism and semiotics, argued that
there are ‘no positive terms’ in language; in other
words, that meanings do not stem from something
inherent in the words and sounds themselves, but
rather from their difference from other words and
sounds. Thus, all alone, the sound p’ could never be
functional, nor could the word ‘truth’ carry any mean-
ing, but only in so far as they differed from 't or 'r’ or ’s’
onthe onehand, or‘error’, say, onthe other. If thisis the
case, it becomes clear that ‘error’ is, in some strange
way that defies traditional Western logic (which, Der-
rida claims, is based upon a ‘metaphysics of presence’),
part and parcel of the meaning of its supposed oppo-
site, truth. Paradoxically, in other words, truth cannot
be thought, and thus cannot even exist, without error.
Erroristhus both there and not there ‘within’ truth, both
present and absent, thus casting doubt upon the prin-
ciple of non-contradiction (the very basis of Western
logic), that a thing cannot be A and not-A at the same
time.

It can easily be seen that Western thought has, since
the beginning, relied upon a set of self-identical con-
cepts thatalign themselves as binary oppositions, such
as truth—error, good-evil, spirit-body, nature—culture,
man-woman, and so on. In each case, one term is
favoured or seen as primary or original; the second
term is regarded as a (later) perversion of the first, or
in some way inferior to it. The principal work of decon-

struction has been to reverse and—since a mere rever-
sal would not disturb the underlying binary logic—to
displace these ostensible oppositions as well.

Since deconstruction builds upon the insights and
terminology of semiotics, one of the first binary oppo-
sitions that is called into question is that founding dis-
tinction between signifier and signified. From a post-
structuralist perspective, it is easy to see the latter as a
transcendent, almost spiritual entity that is privileged
over the 'merely’ material signifier, which is usually
seen as a dispensable container with no effect on the
contained. Derridean thought tends rather to focus on
the ‘free play’ between signifier and signified that con-
stitutes all meaning, and to show that the marks of the
material signifier never really disappear in the face of
the signified.

Derridean thought tends rather to focus
on the ‘free play’ between signifier and
signified that constitutes all meaning,
and to show that the marks of the
material signifier never really disappear
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in the face of the signified.

Furthermore, deconstruction, like Lacanian psycho-
analysis, points out that meaning effects occur as a
result of the sliding within chains of signifiers, rather
than because a signifier leads inevitably to a signified.
After all, when one looks up a word in the dictionary,
what is found is not a fixed signified, but rather more
signifiers, which must be looked up in turn. Despite this
similarity in viewpoint, Derrida has criticized Lacan for
the impermissible originary grounding that he seems
to offer in his founding triad of the Imaginary, the
Symbolic, and the Real. (For deconstructionists, there
can be no fixed ground or origin, since such concepts,
once again, are symptoms of the metaphysics of pre-
sence.) For the same reason, deconstructive theorists
have also tended to agree with the feminist critique of
Lacanian film theory concerning its privileging of the
phallus as the primary signifier from which all meaning
arises.

In his early work, especially in Of Grammatology
(1967), Derrida concentrates on deconstructing the
symptomatic binary opposition that privileges,
throughout the history of Western philosophy, speech
overwriting. In this book, Derrida shows that as far back




L8 Plato and as recently as Saussure and Claude Lévi-
JStrauss, speech has been associated with the living
tbreath and the speaker’s ‘true’ meaning, guaranteed
by her presence, whereas writing has been seen as
jdead, misleading, always the sign of an absence. This
& largely the result of the curious biological fact that
when we speak (and listen), meaning seems to be an
unproblematic, ‘natural’ event with no intermediary.
 Signifier and signified merge effortlessly, whereas in
 witing their relationshiop is always more problematic.
 Naively we seem to feel that if we could only have a
E writer speaking to us in person, in other words, present,
 wewould know exactly what she meant. Derrida shows
| in this book that the supposed immediacy and direct-
 ness of speech is a fiction, and that all the negative
features associated with writing are characteristic of
f speech as well. In a familiar move, he reverses the
 hierarchy, putting writing before speech, and then dis-
| places the hierarchy altogether by rewriting the term
| ‘witing’, as ‘Writing’, with an expanded, purposely
| contradictory meaning that encompasses both writing
E (in the conventional sense) and speech. As such, the
| term joins a host of other key terms that Derrida has
 developed over the last thirty years, including trace,
 hinge, hymen, supplement, and différance (he purpo-
| sely misspells this French word to highlight its differ-
ence from itself, a difference that is reflected in writing
 but not in speech}—terms which attempt to name an
impossible ‘space’, to express presence and absence
simultaneously, without, however, becoming a new

ground. In a (to some extent quixotic) attempt to
| circumvent the metaphysics of presence, Derrida
L declares that these terms are neither ‘words nor con-
cepts’.

This newly expanded sense of Writing can be easily
applied to film, since, after all, the word cinematogra-
b phy clearly points to its ‘written’ nature. Like written
words, whose meanings, according to Derrida, are
| always ‘disseminated’ in multiple directions rather
than being strictly linear, the image can never be con-
strained to a single set of meanings. In fact, meanings
 that are located/constructed will inevitably be contra-
dictory. Nor can authorial intentionality, already notor-
iously weak in film, be said to anchor meaning, for
intention will always be divided, never a unity. In fact,
| film itself is fundamentally split between a visual track
and an audio track, which actually occupy different
| physical locations on the strip of celluloid, but which
 are artificially brought together to achieve an effect of
wholeness and presence. In all these senses, it can be
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said that the image is thus fundamentally ‘incoherent’,
since any attempt to make it cohere will always neces-
sitate a more or less violent epistemological effort of
repression of ‘secondary’ meanings.

Thinking of film as a kind of writing also comple-
ments the anti-realist bias of recent film theory, for it
works against the idea that film can ever be a ‘copy’ of
its referent. André Bazin and other realist theorists
insisted upon the intrinsic relationship or similarity
between reality and its filmic representation, but from
a deconstructive perspective, once it is admitted that
reality and its representation must always be different
from each other (as well as similar), then difference has
justas much a claim as similarity to being the ‘essential’
relation between the two.

More generally, deconstructive thinking can lead us
away from a conventional idea of cinema, and its rela-
tion to reality, as an analogical one based on similarity,
to an idea of cinema, as Brunette and Wills (1989: 88)
have put it, as ‘an anagram of the real’, a place of
writing filled with non-natural conventions that allow
us to understand it as a representation of reality.

Broadly speaking, cinema itself is, as a medium,
clearly produced through negation, contradiction,
and absence. It depends for its effect on the absence
of what it represents, which is also paradoxically pre-
sent at the same time in the form of a ‘trace’ (which in
the original French also means ‘footprint’, thus carrying
the simultaneous sense of absence and presence).
Similarly, the photographic process is based on a nega-
tion which is reversed in a positive print. And through
the application of the (now partially discredited) notion
of the persistence of vision, we can understand that we
literally could not even see the cinematic image unless
it were, through the operation of the shutter, just as
often notthere. (One film theorist has pointed out that
the screen is completely dark about half the time we
are watching a film.) The screen itself, as a material of
support of the image, must also be there and not there
atthe same time, for if we can actually see it, we can see
nothing else.

Deconstruction also calls into question the ‘natural’
relation between original and copy (for example, we
neverspeak of an ‘original’ of a document, unless there
is also a ‘copy’ in question; thus, in a sense, the copy
can be said to create the original), and this has a pro-
found effect on a mimetic or imitative theory of artistic
representation. ltis clear, for example, thata documen-
tary, though it ostensibly ‘copies’ the reality it focuses
upon, also helps to individuate that aspect of reality, to
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bringit specifically to our attention, and thus to ‘create’
it.

This is closely related to another idea that Derrida
has explored at great length, the notion of iterability
(repeatability). Here, he has pointed out that each
repetition of the ‘same’ must, by definition, also be
different(otherwise, it could not be individuated). Simi-
larly, each time something is quoted, it has a different
meaning depending on its context, something that
Derrida has shown is never fully specifiable. Here the
idea of the ‘graft’, which is closely related to Roland
Barthes’s notion of intertextuality, is also important. All
texts are seen as being made up of innumerable grafts
of other texts in ways that are never ultimately trace-
able. For example, when we see an actor in a film, our
response isinevitably conditioned by his orherappear-
ances in other films; yet in a conventional, logocentric
form of criticism such meanings would not be consid-
ered part of the film, properly speaking, and thus
‘improper’. )

This leads to another crucial binary distinction that
deconstruction challenges, that between the inside
and the outside. During the heyday of formalist literary
analysis, Marxist and Freudian critics were chastised for
‘importing’ discourses that were seen as ‘extrinsic’ into
a poem or novel. In regard to film, we might ask, for
example, whether the opening or closing credits are
'in"the film, thus a part of it, or "outside’ the film proper,
external to it. (Is a book's preface—usually written
last—part of the book proper or not?) Similarly, one
wonders whether Alfred Hitchcock’s famous cameo
appearances in his films mean that he is a character in
them. Our inability to answer these questions points
precisely to a problem in the logic of inside—outside
binary thinking itself.

The larger question here, one that is explored at
great length in Derrida’s book The Truth in Painting
(1978), is the question of the frame. In Derrida’s famous
formulation in that book, ‘there is framing, but the
frame does not exist’ (1978/1987 81; translation mod-
ified). This means that the location of the frame (both a
physical frame, say, of a painting, or an interpretive
frame or context, or any sort of boundary marker) can
never be precisely determined, though its effects can
be seen. In film, the cut is similarly a function with clear
effects, butno physical existence. Because itis a kind of
relational absence rather than an explicitly present
entity, it too serves to call into question the metaphy-
sics of presence. With this ambiguity in mind, some
deconstructive film theorists have suggested that, in

fact, itmakes as much sense to base a film aesthetics on
the cut (absence) as on the individual image (pre-
sence).

In any case, this idea of the frame is obviously para-
mount in film as well, and, though focused in a some-
what different manner, just as ambiguous. What is
curious about this word in its cinematic usage is that
it means two opposite things at the same time (and
thus can be added to Derrida’s list of key words): it is
both the "outside’ boundary (one speaks of the ‘frame-
line’), and the entire inside of the image as well (God-
ard said that cinema is ‘truth twenty-four frames per
second’). More widely, the film frame can also be seen
as that set of understandings of genre, or of the so-
called ‘real world’, or of cinematic conventions, and so
on, that we bring to a film—in other words, that con-
text, ever changeable, that both allows and constrains
meaning.

This frame, this image that is framed, can, further-
more, be seen both as heterogenous (think of how
many discrete elements within it must be repressed
in orderto 'interpret’ it) and graphic (again, in the sense
that it is written), as well as pictorial. Much of Derrida’s
later work has been involved with exploring the pictor-
ial nature of writing (in the conventional sense) and,
conversely, the graphic nature of the image, and these
investigations are directly applicable to a study of how
meaning is created in film. (See especially The Truth in
Painting and Ulmer 1985, 1989).

The most important work done thus far in relating
Derrida and film has been that undertaken by the
French theoretician Marie-Claire Ropars-Wuilleumier,
notably in her book Le Texte divisé (1981). There, inter
alia, she brilliantly compares Derrida’s discussion ofthe
hybrid form of the hieroglyph {which is made up of
phonetic, that is, graphic marks that represent speech,
as well as pictorial elements) with Eisenstein’s devel-
opment of montage theory. Inboth, meaning is seen as
a complicated operation that comes about partially
through representation, but also through the very dis-
ruption of the image itself in the form of juxtaposition.
(For a provocative application of Derrida to television,
see Dienst 1994.)

Perhaps the most far-reaching consequence of a
deconstructive perspective on film concerns the act
of interpretation. Ultimately, deconstruction shows
that it is, strictly speaking, impossible to specify what
a ‘valid’ interpretation would look like. (See Conley
1991 for the most adventurous application of this prin-
ciple to the interpretation of individual films.) In this




 sense, it might be said that deconstruction’s most
important work has been the investigation of the insti-
f tutions that both allow and restrict reading, or mean-
ing-making of any sort. Itisimportant to note, however,
that Derrida himself is no propounder of an ‘anything
| goes' theory of reading, despite the impression given
E by his detractors and some of his more enthusiastic
followers. Instead, he has always insisted upon the
- double nature of his work: to push beyond the bounds
of conventional logic, all the while remaining rigor-
ously logical.

+ It might be said that deconstruction’s
: most important work has been the

: investigation of the institutions that
both allow and restrict reading, or

. meaning-making of any sort.

Asfilm studies evolves more fully into cultural studies,
deconstruction will provide a corrective by revealing the
ulimately metaphoric nature of much of the termino-
logy that surrounds the relating of cultural artefacts to an
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economic or social ‘base’. As such, its influence will
continue to be powerful, if subterranean.
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The concept of ‘postmodernism’ is a notoriously pro-
blematic one, given the diverse ways (in both acade-
mia and popular discourse) in which it has been used.
The term itselfhas been applied to an almost bewilder-
ingly wide range of economic, social, and cultural phe-
nomena, with the result that many commentators on
postmodernism are not necessarily referring to, or
focusing upon, the same things. Moreover, the epithet
‘postmodern’ is used not only to identify particular
socio-cultural and aesthetic features of contemporary
life, but also to designate new forms of theorization
which are held to be appropriate to making sense of
the new ‘postmodern’ condition. So, while postmod-
ern theory and the analysis of postmodernism may go
handin hand, itis not necessary that they do so. Fredric
Jameson, for exampile, is one of the most influential
analysts of postmodernism; but he himself is not a
postmodern theorist, given his commitment to con-
ventional forms of social analysis and explanation
(especially Marxism).

It is also fair to say that in relation to film, postmod-
ernism has not led to a theoretical approach or body of
critical writings in the way that other theoretical
perspectives, such as psychoanalysis of feminism,
may be seen to have. This is because it is in the char-
acter of postmodernism to be suspicious of unified
theoretical frameworks and, if postmodern ideas
have had an influence on film study, it has often been
through unsettling the knowledge claims or ontologi-

Film and
postmodernism

John Hill

calassumptions of earliertheory (asin the theory of ‘the
subject’ which has underpinned much psychoanalytic
and feminist film theory). Moreover, the interest in
postmodernism as an object of study has often been
directed towards cultural shifts which go beyond a
narrow attention to film, and if film has commonly
been linked with the experience of modernity, then it
is generally television, rather than film, which is seen to
embody the postmodern.

In order to locate some of the ways in which ideas
about the postmodern have influenced the study of
film, it is therefore helpful to distinguish three main
strands of thinking about postmodernism. Hence, the
term can be seen to have been used in philosophical
debates concerned with the scope and groundings of
knowledge; in socio-cultural debates concerned to
assess the significance of economic and social shifts
in contemporary life; and in aesthetic debates con-
cerned with the changing character of artistic practices
in the wake of the ‘decline’ of modernism. These three
sets of debates are not, of course, unconnected, but
they are sufficiently distinct to make it useful to con-
sider them separately.

Philosophical debates

In philosophy, debates about postmodernism may be
seen to demonstrate a growing suspicion towards




‘universal’ or all-embracing systems of thought and
explanation. An influential source, in this respect, has
been Jean-Francois Lyotard’s The Postmodern Condi-
tion (1979). For Lyotard ‘the postmodern condition’
may be defined in terms of a growing ‘incredulity’
towards what he calls ‘les grands récits’ or ‘metanarra-
tives' of Western thought (1979/1984, p. xxiv). In this
respect, the ‘modern’which the ‘postmodern’isseento
be superseding is not the artistic modernism of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century but the ‘mod-
em’ system of thought associated with the Enlighten-
ment (and philosophers such as Voltaire, Locke, and
Hume) and its association with a project of ‘scientific’
explanation and mastery ofthe natural and social world.
For Lyotard, the idea of progress characteristic of
Enlightenment thought is no longer tenable, and he
argues that it is now impossible to believe in either
the progressive advancement of thought—the eman-
cipation of reason—or the social and political emanci-
pation to which it was once believed such reason might
contribute. ‘Whatkind of thought’, Lyotard asks, ‘isable
tosublate Auschwitzin a general. . . processtowardsa
universal emancipation?’ (1986: 6).

Lyotard's work, in this respect, may be linked to
more general strains of post-structuralist thinking
and to share with them a number of features. In gen-
eral terms, these may be seen to include a suspicion
of totalizing theories and explanations which attempt
to offer comprehensive and all-embracing accounts of
social and cultural phenomena; an anti-foundational-
ism that rejects claims to ‘absolute’ or ‘universal’ foun-
dations for knowledge; a rejection of the ‘false
universalism’ of ethnocentric or Eurocentric systems
of thought; and an anti-essentialism that rejects both
'depth’ epistemologies which seek to lay bare ‘hidden’
or'essential’ realities as well as ideas of a fixed notion of
identity or human “essence’. In this last respect, a cri-
tique of Enlightenment reason is likened to a critique of
the unified self which was assumed to underpin it and
provide it with its foundations. Thus Stuart Hall draws a
distinction between ‘the Enlightenment subject’,
which is based upon ‘a conception of the human per-
sonas a fully centred, unified individual, endowed with
the capacities of reason, consciousness and action’,
and 'the postmodermn subject’, which is conceptualized
as having 'no fixed, essential or permanent identity’
but rather as assuming ‘different identities at different
times' (Hall 1992: 277).

Postmodern theory, in this regard, lays stresss on the
heterogeneity and fragmented character of social and
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cultural ‘realities’ and identities as well as the impos-
sibility of any unified, or comprehensive, account of
them. As such, postmodernism is often seen as, and
criticized for, embracing both a relativism which
accepts the impossibility of adjudicating amongst dif-
ferent accounts of, or knowledge claims about, reality
and an ‘idealism’ or ‘conventionalism’ which accepts
the impossibility of gaining access to ‘reality’ other
than via the ‘discourses’ through which ‘realities’ are
constructed. Moreover, it has also been a tendency of
many postmodern arguments apparently to belie their
own precepts and ‘universalize’ their claims concern-
ing the ‘postmodern condition’ or erect precisely the
‘grand narratives’ of the transition from ‘modernity’ to
‘postmodernity’ which it is otherwise argued are no
longer possible. As Gregor McLennan suggests, ‘the
progressive decline of the grand narratives’ is itself ‘an
alternative grand narrative’ (1989: 177). In this respect,
it may be helpful to distinguish the scepticism towards
grand theory which is a feature of postmodern philo-
sophy from the more substantive sociological and cul-
tural claims which have been made concerning the
character of postmodernity and postmodern culture,
even though these are often interlinked (as in Lyotard’s
work, which is both an investigation into the status of
knowledge in post-industrial society and a polemic
against totalizing theory).

Socio-cultural debates

Thus, in sociological debates, postmodernism has
been used to identify the emergence of what is often
believed to be a new economic and social order. This is
sometimes linked to the idea of ‘post-industrialism’
(Rose 1991) and designated as either ‘postmodernity’
(Lyon 1994) or ‘postmodernization’ (Crook et al. 1992).
‘Postmodernism’ (or ‘postmodernity’) is, in this
respect, seen to be following a period of ‘modernity”.
However, this is a term which is itself disputed and
whose periodization is not always agreed. Thus, while
‘modernity’ may be seen to have emerged with the
break with ‘tradition’ (and feudalism) represented by
the advent of capitalism in the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries, it is more commonly identified with the
economic and social changes characteristic of the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and espe-
cially those ushered in by industrialization, urbaniza-
tion, and the emergence of mass social movements.
Accordingly, the main features of the emerging ‘post-
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modern’social order are usually identified in terms of a
transition from an old industrial order to a new ‘post-
industrial’ one which is, in turn, characterized by a
number of features: a decline in manufacturing and
the increased importance of service industries (be
they business and financial or heritage and tourism);
the replacement of old models of standardized, or
'Fordist’, mass production by new flexible and geogra-
phically mobile forms of ‘post-Fordist’ production
involving batch production and the targeting of spe-
cific consumer groups, or market segments; a decline
in the traditional working class and the growth of white-
collarworkers and a ‘service class’ (whose attitudes and
tastes, some accounts claim, postmodernist culture
expresses); and therefore a diminution of the signifi-
cance of class identities and divisions and an increased
importance of other forms of social identity such as
those related to age, gender, sexual orientation, eth-
nicity, and region. In this respect, the shift away from
the politics of mass movements towards a ‘politics of
difference’ may be seen to link with postmodern argu-
ments concerning the increasing contingency and
fluidity of social identities in the contemporary era.
Such shifts are also identified with the growing
importance (and convergence) of the new computing
and communications technologies to the changing
economic and social order. Media output and informa-
tion services not only provide a major ‘force of produc-
tion” of the ‘post-industrial’ economy, but also
increasingly exemplify ‘post-Fordist’ economic prac-
tices {Lash and Urry 1994). Even more importantly,
the media and the new technologies are seen to be
significantly reshaping social experience and subjec-
tivity. Two main themes can be identified. First, the
speeding up of the circulation of information and
images through computer-linked systems and satel-
lites, for example, has been seen as responsible for
an increasing compression of time and space, a ‘de-
territorialization” of culture and the construction of
forms of identity which are no longer strongly identi-
fied with place (Harvey 1989; Meyrowitz 1985). These
processes may in turn be linked to arguments about
‘globalization’ and the mixing, and pluralization, of
cultural perspectives and influences which the acceler-
ated flow of people, goods, services, images, ideas,
and information is presumed to permit (albeit that this
is still characterized by acute imbalances of power). A
second theme emerging from the analysis of postmod-
ernism concerns how the media, and media images
and signs, are increasingly identified as a key, if not the

key, reality for the modern citizen. The controversial
French theorist Jean Baudrillard is particularly asso-
ciated with this position.

In common with post-industrial theorists, Baudrillard
identifies a transition from an old industrial order based
upon labour and the production of goods to a new
social reproductive order based upon communication
and the circulation of signs (Baudrillard 1975). How-
ever, for Baudrillard, this change also provides the
basis of a new cultural condition. It is not simply that
we live in a world increasingly dominated by images
and signs, but that these have become our primary
reality. We now live, he suggests, in a world of simula-
tions, or hyperreality, which has no reality beyond itself.
Indeed, for Baudrillard (1983: 41), itis ‘now impossible
toisolate the process of the real, or to prove the real”: all
that we have access to are signs and simulations. This
provocative line of argument was pushed to extremes
when, in 1991, Baudrillard examined the representa-
tion of the Gulf War as a ‘virtual’ event and declared
that ‘the Gulf War did not take place’. Although it is
possible to read this as an argument about the
changed character of contemporary warfare in the
postmodern era, it also suggests some of the weak-
nesses of a postmodern perspective that both displays
an indifference to the actuality of events beyond the
‘simulacrum’and, under the guise of radicalism, simply
joins a lengthy tradition of social commentary in attri-
buting an exaggerated power and effectivity to media
imagery.

Although the Baudrillardian vision of a media world
of simulations is undoubtedly overstated, it does none
the less direct our attention to the omnipresence within
contemporary culture of media signs and images and
their increasing detachment from exterior realities.
However, it is television—given its continuous avail-
ability and presence within contemporary culture—
that is most commonly associated with the postmod-
ern condition rather than film. Thus, for Kroker and
Cook it is television that is ‘in a very literal sense, the
real world . .. of postmodern culture, society and
economy’ (1986/1988: 268). This is not, of course, to
say that arguments about film have not been informed
by postmodern ideas. However, they have tended to
be applied to individual films rather than, in the case of
television, tothe medium asawhole (albeit that this has
then led to gross generalizations about the functioning
of television ‘in general’). At this point, it is therefore
appropriate to look at the artistic context in which
debates about postmodern film have occurred.




 Aesthetic debates

 If postmodern philosophy may be linked to a failing
E confidence in 'universal reason’ and ideas of progress,
E itis also possible to see certain kinds of cultural prac-
 tice—designated as ‘postmodern’—emerging as a
f response to a growing lack of confidence in the value
or progressiveness of modernism in the arts and
1 design. Much of the early debate about postmodern-
- ismwas linked to a consideration of architecture, and it
| isin relation to architecture that some of these ideas
| emerge most clearly.
Putting it in general terms, modernism in architec-
j ture (as, for example, in the work of Le Corbusier, the
| Bauhaus group, Mies van der Rohe, and the Interna-
tional Style) has placed a particular emphasis on func-
tion and social utility. Modern architecture, in this
E respect, may be seen to have demanded a ‘truth to
| function’, involving a rejection of ornament and dec-
' oration in favour of a laying bare of the materials
| employed and clear display of their purpose. These
architectural principles were also linked to ‘modern’
- social objectives such as the provision of mass housing
(even if they were not always implemented by politi-
 cians and planners with the appropriate degree of
financial investment) and seen, as in the International
 Style, to be ‘universal’ in application. For Charles
 Jencks, postmodernist architecture should be seen as
| aresponse to the failure of this modernist project.
- Indeed, he associates the ‘death’ of modem architec-
E turewith such events as the collapse of the Ronan Point
 tower block in 1969 and the blowing up of high-rise
blocks in St Louis in 1972. Such events, he argues, not
 only signalled the failure of modern architecture as
| ‘mass housing’, but also its failure to appeal to, or
L communicate with, its inhabitants (Jencks 1986: 19).
L Thus, for Jencks, postmodernist architecture seeks to
 reconnect with its occu pants by rejecting the function-
alism of modernism, making use of decoration and
- omamentation and mixing styles from different peri-
ods and places (including the vernacular). As such,
| Jencks defines postmodernism in terms of the concept
of'double coding’, involving ‘the combination of mod-
- em techniques with something else (usually traditional
| building) in order to communicate with the publicand a
concerned minority, usually other architects’ (14).
Jencks acknowledges that while ‘double coding’
may be a feature of postmodern culture more gener-
ally, the failure’ of modern architecture is not directly
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analogous to other arts. Andreas Huyssen (1986), how-
ever, suggests that the emergence of postmodern art,
especially in the United States, may be linked to a
certain kind of failure, or ‘exhaustion’, of modernism
(or, more specifically, the version of modernism which
became institutionalized in the United States in the
1950s). Postmodernism in this regard may be seen as
a response to what Russell Berman (1984-5: 41)
describes as the ‘obsolescence of shock’ and the cor-
responding loss of modernism’s transgressive power.
Due to its incorporation into the art market and its
institutionalization as ‘high art’, modern art, it is
argued, has lost its capacity to challenge and provoke
as well as its capacity to communicate to a public
beyond a small élite.

For Huyssen, the origins of this challenge may be
found in pop art of the 1960s with its reaction against
the dominant aesthetic of abstract expressionism and
challenging of conventional notions of art through the
incorporation of elements from popular culture. As
such, pop art may be seen to embody a number of
features which are now commonly associated with
postmodern cultural practice. These may, loosely, be
identified as eclecticism, an erosion of aesthetic
boundaries, and a declining emphasis upon originality.
Thus, just as postmodern philosophy and postmodern
culture have been associated with pluralism, so the
most commonly identified feature of postmodernism
has been its eclecticism——its drawing upon and mixing
of different styles, genres, and artistic conventions,
including those of modernism. Postmodernism, in
thisregard, isto be understood as amovement beyond
modernism which is none the less able to make use of
modernist techniques and conventions as one set of
stylistic choices amongst others. It is in this sense that
Featherstone describes postmodernism as demon-
strating ‘a stylistic promiscuity’ (1988: 203), while other
critics have placed an emphasis upon its strategies of
‘appropriation” and ‘hybridization’ (e.g. Wollen 1981:
168; Hassan 1986: 505).

A central component of this process has been a
mixing of elements from both ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture
(which may in turn be seen as an example of ‘de-differ-
entiation’, or the breaking down of boundaries, which
has been identified as a feature of postmodernism
more generally). As Jameson has argued, artists of
the ‘postmodern’ period have displayed a fascination
with popular forms of culture such as advertising, the B
movie, science fiction, and crime-writing. He suggests,
however, that postmodern art does not simply ‘quote’
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popular culture in the way that modernist art once did,
but that this quotation is incorporated into the works to
the point where older distinctions between ‘modernist
and mass culture’ no longer seem to apply (Jameson
1988: 113). It is worth noting, again, that the ‘break’
between modernism and postmodernism is in this
sense relative rather than absolute. Thus, as a number
of commentators have noted, many of the features
associated with postmodernism (such as the appro-
priation and juxtaposition of diverse materials) were
also a characteristic of modernism even if they did
not possess quite the same significance for the work
as a whole (e.g. Callinicos 1989: 12-16; Wolff 1990:
98-9).

Finally, the borrowing of styles and techniques char-
acteristic of postmodemn art may be linked to a declin-
ing premium upon originality and the personal imprint
ofthe ‘author’ (who, in paralle| with the ‘Enlightenment
subject’, is seen to have undergone something of a
‘death’). Thus, for Dick Hebdige, the postmodern use
of "parody, simulation, pastiche and allegory’ may be
seen "to deny the primacy or originary power of the
“author”’, who is no longer required to ‘invent’ but
simply ‘rework the antecedent’ or rearrange the
‘already-said’ (Hebdige 1988: 191). However, the
opposition between modernist originality and post-
modernist appropriation and replication is not as
clear-cutasitis sometimes argued and, even in popular
culture, the ‘author’ has remained curiously resilient.
Thus, while a film like Blue Velvet (USA 1986) clearly
exemplifies such postmodern features as eclecticism,
the mixing of avant-garde and popular conventions,
and an ironic play with surface signifiers, it has still been
very much in terms of the presumed ‘author’, David
Lynch, that the film has been put into circulation, dis-
cussed, and interpreted.

Postmodernism and film

However, while individual films such as Blue Velvetand
Blade Runner (Ridley Scott, 1982) have figured promi-
nently in debates about postmodernism and film, the
identification of what constitutes postmodern cinema
has not been straightforward. Three main kinds of con-
cern have been in evidence. First, the organization of
the film industry itself has often been taken to exem-
plify ‘oostmodern’ features. Thus, it has been argued
that Hollywood has undergone a transition from ‘For-
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dist’ mass production {the studio system) to the more
"flexible’ forms of independent production (the ‘New
Hollywood' and after) characteristic of ‘postmodern’
economies, while the incorporation of Hollywood
into media conglomerates with multiple entertainment
interests has been seen to exemplify a ‘postmodern’
blurring of boundaries between (or ‘de-differentiation’
of) industrial practices, technologies, and cultural
forms (Storper and Christopherson 1987; Tasker
1996). Second, films have, in various ways, been seen
to exemplify postmodern themes or to offer ‘images of
postmodern society’ (Harvey 1989: 308-23; Denzin
1991). Thus, the dystopian character of the contem-
porary science fiction film might be seen to be con-
nected with a ‘postmodern’ loss of faith in the idea of
progress or the changing film representations of men
with a breakdown of confidence in the ‘grand narra-
tives’surrounding masculinity and patriarchal authority
(Kuhn 1990; Modleski 1991). Finally, films have been
seen to display the aesthetic features (such as eclecti-
cism and the collapse of traditional artistic hierarchies)
that are characteristically associated with postmoder-
nist cultural practice. However, the identification and
assessment of such aesthetic features has not been
without its complications.

This is partly to do with the diversity of films to which
the label has been attached (including both main-
stream Hollywood films as well as ‘independent’ or
‘experimental’ film and video) and partly to do with
the difficulty of clearly differentiating a ‘postmodern’
filmmaking practice in relation to an earlier ‘'modern’
one (especially in the case of Hollywood). These pro-
blems have been further compounded by the differing
interests that have conventionally underpinned the
concern to identify postmodernist film. On the one
hand, the idea of postmodernism has been used to
carry on a tradition of ideological criticism which has
sought to identify the social conservatism of the aes-
thetic conventions employed by postmodern cinema.
On the other, it has been used to discuss films which
may be seen to continue the ‘oppositional’ or ‘trans-
gressive’ tradition of ‘political modernism’ but through
a deployment of what is regarded as more culturally
appropriate (i.e. postmodern) means. In this respect,
discussion of postmodern cinema may be seen to fol-
low in the wake of earlier distinctions between a ‘reac-
tionary postmodernism’ and a ‘postmodernism of
resistance’ (Foster 1983: p. xii) or between a socially
conservative ‘affirmative postmodernism’ and an
‘alternative postmodernism in which resistance, cri-




| tique and negation of the status quo were redefined in
f non-modernist and non-avantgardist terms’ (Huyssen
1984: 16).

E These tensions can be seen at work in the ways in
i which Hollywood films since the 1970s have been
L addressed. Since the emergence of the New Holly-
wood in the late 1960s it has been common to note in
L Hollywood films an increasing stylistic self-conscious-
- ness, use of references to film history, and quotation
| fromother styles (e.g. Carroll 1982). The significance of
| this development is, however, contested. For Fredric
L Jameson, in his ground-breaking essay ‘Postmodern-
E ism; or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism’ (1984), it
isclearly to be read negatively. Jameson defines post-
modern culture in terms of a ‘depthlessness’ represen-
| tative of 'anew culture of the image orthe simulacrum’;
anew kind of spatialized temporality and consequent
| ‘weakening of historicity’; and the creation of a ‘new
- type of emotional ground tone” which he describes as
‘awaning of affect’ (1984: 58-61). In seeking to sub-
stantiate these points, Jameson points to the ‘nostalgia
film’ of the 1970s (such as Chinatown (USA, 1974) and
Body Heat (USA, 1981)). He argues that, as a result of
their use of pastiche and ‘intertextual’ reference, such
films may be seen to exemplify a characteristically
postmodern loss of historical depth. Such films, he
claims, are unable to re-create a ‘real’ past but only a
simulation of the past based upon pre-existing repre-
sentations and styles (67).

In this respect, Jameson'’s analysis links with other
critiques of recent Hollywood cinema for both its ‘emp-
tiness' and ideological conservatism. Thus, it has been
common to see the formal invention and social ques-
tioning of the New Hollywood films of the late 1940s
and 1970s as giving way to a more conventional and
conservative Hollywood cinema from the mid-1970s
onwards, especially in the wake of the success of Star
Wars(USA, 1977){e.g. Ryan and Kellner 1988). This has
inturn been associated with a decline in what Kolker
hasreferred to as ‘the modernist project’ of New Holly-
wood filmmaking and its replacement by the ‘post-
modern American film’ which ‘has done its best to
erase the traces of sixties and seventies experiment-
ation’ (Kolker 1988: pp. x-xi). In this respect, Kolker
may be seen to link postmodernism with a kind of
anti-modernism (or ‘reactionary postmodernism’)
involving a return to the ‘classical’ conventions or ‘a
linear illusionist style’ (p. xi). However, it is not entirely
clear whether the distinction he draws is so clear-cut.
For, clearly, the New Hollywood films may themselves
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be plausibly identified as ‘postmodern’, given their
self-consciousness about film history and film tech-
nigue, extensive use of reference and quotation, and
mixing of ‘high’ and ‘low’ art conventions (such asthose
of the European ‘art’ film and the Hollywood genre
film). Similarly, although there has been an undoubted
return to the ‘classical’ conventions of narrative and
character in many post-New Hollywood films, this has
also been accompanied by a continued (and, indeed,
growing) use of quotation and mixing of genre ele-
ments.

Fredric Jameson’s distinction between parody and
pastiche may be helpful in this regard. Although both
parody and pastiche are conventionally associated
with postmodernism, Jameson argues that, within
postmodern culture, it is pastiche which is dominant.
ForJameson, while parody involves a sense of criticism
or mockery of the text or texts which are being paro-
died, pastiche simply consists of ‘blank parody’: a ‘neu-
tral mimicry without parody’s ulterior motives’ (1984:
64-5). Although it is not an unproblematic distinction,
it does have some heuristic value in discriminating
between the films of the New Hollywood and after.
Thus, while a New Hollywood film such as Robert Alt-
man’s The Long Goodbye (1973) quotes from film his-
tory and reworks genre conventions with obvious
parodic intent—to debunk the myth of the private
eye and the values he represents—the use of film quo-
tations and references in a 1980s ‘event’ film such as
The Untouchables (Brian De Palma, 1987) is largely
characterized by the use of pastiche (as in the clever,
but politically and emotionally ‘blank’, reconstruction
of the Odessa steps sequence from the revolutionary
Russian film Battleship Potemkin, 1925). As such, the
film's use of pastiche offers less a critique of the male
hero (as the Long Goodbye does) than an ‘alibi’ for the
film's ideological conservatism by inoculating the film
against being read too straight (in much the same way
as the more recent Independence Day (1996) also
invests its conservative militarism with a measure of
tongue-in-cheek knowingness).

What this suggests is that the use of ‘postmodern’
conventions in Hollywood cannot simply be read off as
ideologically uniform (or, indeed, that Hollywood films
are all usefully labelled as ‘postmodern’ given the
degree of aesthetic diversity which characterizes con-
temporary Hollywood filmmaking). Thus, for Linda
Hutcheon, Jameson’s ‘blanket condemnation of Holly-
wood’ is overstated and fails to take into account the
‘oppositional and contestatory’ potential of postmod-
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Hollywood postmodernism—
David Lynch’s Blue Velvet
(1986)

ernism which may be found in certain Hollywood films
(Hutcheon 1989: 114). Unlike Jameson, she holds out
the possibility of Hollywood films making use of irony
and parody both to address history (as in Woody
Allen’s Zelig, 1983) and to ‘subvert’ Hollywood from
within by their challenge to audience expectations
concerning narrative and visual representation (even
in such a 'light’ film as De Palma’s Phantom of the
Paradise, 1974). Nevertheless, Hutcheon also
acknowledges that postmodernist films are not always
‘challenging in mode’, that they are often likely to be
‘compromised’, and that, as a result of their reliance
upon irony, they may also be ‘ideologically ambiva-
lent or contradictory’ (1989: 107). Hence, most of her
examples are actually films which are outside the
mainstream of Hollywood production (Zelig, The Pur-
ple Rose of Cairo, (1985), The French Lieutenant’s
Woman (1981)) or not Hollywood films at all (Suzanne
Osten’s The Mozart Brothers, Sweden, 1986), Maximi-
lian Schell's Marlene (West Germany, 1983), and Peter
Greenaway's A Zed and Two Noughts (UK/Nether-
lands, 1985)). Indeed, more generally it is typical of
writing concerned to identify a ‘critical’ strain of post-
modernism within Hollywood that it focuses on films
which tend to be unusual in Hollywood's terms (e.g.
Bladerunner, Blue Velvet, Thelma and Louise (1991))
rather than ones which can be seen as typical.
Accordingly, it has often been outside of Hollywood
that the ‘adversarial’ qualities of postmodern cinema
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have been most firmly located. Despite its extensive
use of ‘allusion’, Noel Carroll (1982) argues against the
application of the ‘postmodern’ label to Hollywood
filmmaking and, in a subsequent essay, identifies ‘post-
modern’ film with the avant-garde, and specifically
with various reactions against structural filmmaking,
such as ‘deconstructionism, the new talkie, punk film
the new psychodrama, and the new symbolism’ (1985:
103). In this ‘alternative’ tradition of filmmaking, the
reworking of old materials and representations by
postmodernism is interpreted not simply as a kind of
surface play (or 'depthlessness’), but as part of a critical
project to ‘deconstruct’ and subvert old meanings as
well as ‘construct’ new ones through the repositioning
of artistic and cultural discourses. Thus, Laura Kipnis
explains postmodernism in terms of a cultural practice
of ‘re-functioning’ (1986: 34), while Jim Collins argues
itinvolves the use of ‘juxtaposition’ as a mode of ‘inter-
rogation’ (1989: 138). Thus, for Collins, the bringing
together of different discursive modes in a film such as
Hans-Jurgen Syberberg’s Parsifal (1984) consists of
more than just pastiche, or the aimless plundering of
past styles, but both a questioning of earlier traditions
of representation and ‘a way of making sense of life in
decentered cultures’ (1989: 140).

In this respect, the critical engagement with prior
representations has been seen as especially attrac-
tive to filmmakers who wish to challenge the tradi-
tional ways in which particular social groups or




 ‘others’ {such as blacks, indigenous peoples, women,
| and gays) have been represented and to do justice to
 the complexities of identity in the postmodern era.
| Thus, for Janet Wolff, the ‘promise of postmodern-
| ism’ for feminism is that, by employing the tactics of
L ‘pastiche, irony, quotation, and juxtaposition’, femin-
 ist cultural practice may engage directly with ‘current
E images, forms, and ideas, subverting their intent and
- (re)appropriating their meanings’ (1990: 88). Simi-
 larly, Kobena Mercer identifies the work of black
 British filmmakers in the 1980s as constituting ‘a
| kind of counter-practice that contests and critiques
the predominant forms in which black subjects
become socially visible in different forms of cultural
representation’ (1988: 8). Despite the use of the term
| 'counter-practice’ by Mercer, such filmmaking should,
b nevertheless, be differentiated from the Godardian
* model of ‘counter-cinema’ (or ‘political modernism’)
- and its apparent prescription of one ‘correct’ way of
| making political cinema which is universally applic-
| able. Rather, Mercer argues that such films as Terri-
tories (1984) and Handsworth Songs (1987) employ a
postmodern strategy of ‘appropriation’ which, through
a reworking of pre-existing documentary footage,
found sound, quotations, and the like, involves both
a'dis-articulation’ and a ‘re-articulation’ of ‘given sig-
nifying elements of hegemonic racial discourse’ (1988:
11). In doing so, he also indicates how such work
represents a ‘syncretism’ or ‘hybridity’ which, he
. argues, is appropriate to the ‘diasporean conditions’
of the black communities in Britain (11).

Inthis respect, Mercer’s work interlinks with postmo-
dern and post-colonial emphases on the ‘anti-essenti-
alist’ nature of social and cultural identities and what
Ella Shohat describes as ‘the mutual imbrication of
“central” and “peripheral” cultures’ in both the “First’
and ‘Third Worlds’ (1992/1996: 329). Although Shohat
wams against any simple celebration of post-colonial
hybridity, which she argues assumes diverse and ideo-
logical varied forms, she also suggests how hybridity
can be used as ‘a part of resistant critigue’ (331). Thus,
sheandher collaborator Robert Stam echo anumber of
postmodern themes (such as the breakdown of con-
fidence in ‘grand narratives’ and the problemization of
representation) in their discussion of how the ‘post-
Third Worldist' films has moved ‘beyond’ the anti-colo-
nial nationalism and political modernism of films such
as Battle of Algiers (Algeria/Italy, 1966) and Hour of the
Furnaces (Argentina, 1968) to interrogate nationalist
discourse from the perspectives of class, gender, sex-
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ual orientation, and diasporic identity, and embrace
what they call ‘anthropophagic, parodic-carnival-
esque, and media-jujitsu strategies’ (Shohat and
Stam 1994: 10). In all of these cases, filmmakers in
the Third World are seen to make use of First World
techniques and conventions but for politically sub-
versive ends. Thus, it is argued that, ‘in their respect
for difference and plurality, and in their self-con-
sciousness about their own status as simulacra,
and as texts that engage with a contemporary,
mass-mediated sensibility without losing their sense
of activism’, the ‘jujitsu’ strategies of such films as
the Aboriginal Babakiueria (Don Featherstone, Aus-
tralia, 1988) and the Philippine Mababangong Ban-
gungot {'Perfumed Nightmare’, Kidlat Tahimik, 1977)
exemplify Foster’s notion of a ‘resistance postmodern-
ism’ (1994: 332). However, the appropriateness of the
conceptualization and periodization of postmodern-
ism in relation to non-Western cultures remains con-
troversial, as does its relationship to the concept of the
‘post-colonial’, the debate around which has now
effectively overshadowed earlier arguments about
the postmodern.

Conclusion: postmodernism and film
studies

Although the debates about postmodernism have led
to various discussions about the usefulness of the term
in relation to film, it is less easy to identify a distinctive
postmodern film theory. Postmodern ideas, in this
respect, have tended to inform other film theories,
rather than develop as a body of theory in their own
right. In this respect, postmodem polemicizing against
‘universalizing” and ‘totalizing’ theory has led to a cer-
tain refocusing of interest on the local and the specific
which may be detected in the turn away from ‘Screen
theory’ of the 1970s towards historical research, cul-
tural studies, and an interest in the social and cultural
specificities of non-Euro-American cinemas {and a
more ‘multicultural’ and 'dialogistic’ approach to their
study). One illustration of this may be found in feminist
film theory.

Although feminist film theory was crucially important
in the mid-1970s in introducing questions of gender
into the previously sex-blind ‘apparatus theory’ (see
Creed, Part 1, Chapter 9), it itself became criticized
for an “essentializing’ conceptualization of the ‘female
spectator’ which failed to do justice to ‘the multiple
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and fluid nature’ of the female spectator who ‘may be,
and/or be constructed as, simultaneously female and
black and gay’ (Kuhn 1994: 202). As a result, Kuhn
argues that ‘the future for feminist work on fitm would
appear to lie in micronarratives and microhistories of
the fragmented female spectator rather than in any
totalizing metapsychology of the subject of the cine-
matic apparatus’ (202). In this respect, the conver-
gence of feminism and cultural studies around the
question of audiences has already moved in that direc-
tion. However, as Nancy Fraser and Linda Nicholson
(1988) have argued in their discussion of the relations
between feminism and postmodernism, while post-
modern feminism may share a ‘postmodernistincredu-
lity towards metanarratives’, it ‘must remain
theoretical’ and hold on to some ‘large narratives’ if
‘the social-critical power of feminism’ is to be main-
tained. In this respect, their recommendation that
postmodern feminist theory should be “explicitly his-
torical’ and ‘attuned to the cultural specificity of differ-
ent societies and periods and to that of different
groups within societies and periods’ (1988/1990: 34)
would seem to be a good recipe for ‘postmodern’
analysis more generally.
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