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Historical poetics
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A Gremlin discusses Susan Sontag: references run riot for the media-savvy
audiences of the post-classical film, Gremlins 2 (1990}.
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Poetics derived from the Greek word posesis (meaning ‘active . |, (2) How and why have :shesc principles arisen and changed in particular ) o
making’), represents one of the oldest approaches we have for empirical circumstances? A

afialysing artistic production. A detailed history of the concept might

The first set of questions. represent the traditional concerns of poetlcs ’f' 2.1,
trace it from Aristotle’s Poetics (which dealt primarily with the eplc—a}H—

e T PN,
with the artistic process and its conventions. The second set of ques- Fur
the tragedy as dominant forms of Greek literature) and into more con- tions insists on_the_centrality of_history to our understanding of the Yo

temporary times through the work of art historians such as Erwin : "“affective and cognitive experience of thé Spectator and the rules, codes, 7{\ . L.
Panofsky and E. H. Gombrich and literary scholars such as Mikhail J :

and conventions governing film art. A
fods T Bakhtin and Viktor Shklovsky.' Poetics, broadly defined, focuses on the

-
——t Historical poetics may approach these questions on a highly specific
b~ ie. s~ processes and conventions through which artworks are constructed and level, as in Edward Branigan’s detailed examination of Ozu’s construc-

Phe LSSy B

iouviine,s CYaluated.-Historically, poetics has included such areas as thematics (the i tion of space in Equinox Flower in relation to debates about Hollywood
e ot study of motifs, iconography and themes around which artworks are influences on Japanese film style.” Or writers in this tradition may
7o constructed), constructive form (the study of larger organizational prin- sketch the dominant aesthetic principles of whole artistic movements,

ciples such as narrative) and stylistics (the study of basic aesthetic mate- as in David Bordwell, Janet Staiger, and Kristin Thompson’s The Clas-

rials and patterns).* Poetics has encompassed both descriptive accounts sical Hollywood Cinema. The most complex and ambitious exploration

{how artworks have been constructed) and prescriptive arguments (how ‘ of historical poetics to date, this book examines the norms and institu-
artworks should be constructed). :

B : 3 tions which dominated the American cinema from 1915 to 1960.}
4 Although critics accuse this formalist tradition of an apolitical fixation ‘

i on art for art’s sake and an ahistorical focus on the text to the exclu- | e a1 iqati ;
i - . . - . . 1 T 4
X sion of other social and economic practices, the best formalist essays sit- i Aesthetic and historical investigation 2o oc

uate aesthetic issues in broader contexts. Boris M. Ekenbaum’s ‘O. : . Historical poetics is more interested lnéxﬂanauon than in mterpreta-: hr?,}wp

Henry and the Theory of the Short Story’, for example, focuses on how ‘ tion, I Much film criticism has sought t6 identify-what films mean, with..} e
] the magazine market-place shaped the form and content of the Ameri- ‘ ‘meaning understood either as originating in the world-view of a partic-
g - can writer’s short stories.® Bakhtin’s Rabelais and His World links the } ular film~maker (as in the auteur theory) or as a product of dominant
French humorist’s language and structure to the early history of the J ideological assumptions in the culture at large (as in much contempo-

E novel and to the medieval social climate, class hierarchy, and cultural ii rary criticism), as either implicitly present in the artwork or as visible

: i

practices.* Aesthetic form exists in social contexts, draws on contempo- through a close consideration of symptomauc moments of rupture or

rary social thought for its materials, and has social effects. The formal- . structuring absences. Historical poetics f forestills this seafch for mean- .

ist tradition, however, believes that hlst_c)gﬂexg_lanatxons must start \’ ings in order to ask other questions about how film narratives are orga- - L o
i w1th thg_ work itself and move gradually towards its most immediate - nmuﬁe our visual and -auditory expenence, how films }JLI
B contexts rather_than adopt global or transhistorical theories. Aot draw upon the previous knowledge and expectauons of spectators. His-, . Qq,
E ?;ff;;ﬂ'*_ - H1stor1cal poeuc@arepresents a contemporary inflection of this larger j‘ml, XN, t(;n—c;rﬁoencs is primarily descriptive and exWother con-" \;9"
m}:{’ poetics tradition, one borfowing heavily from Russian’ and Shavic for- 4! temporary criticism is evaluative (in either “an aesthetic or ideological E?;u/
| Rkt = ~ malism, semiotics and structuralism, reader-response theory and_ cogni- i(’f :-;v'\i f,“”"(s’ense) and interpretative. 2 ,jf&
i ::éq “/ tive psychology.® The historical poetics of the cinéma ‘has been most 5 e

Historical poetics is governed by an mvestlgatory process or, as Bor-
storic poclies B )
dwell describes it, historical poetics is ‘problem-and-question-centered

', jl 3, and ‘data-driven’. Aesthetic principles are understood as historic facts j v

, flns "f" ~fully explored by David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson: ‘According to
2 7 Bordwell historical poencs seeks to answer two general questions about

iy #owi,  to be documented and interpreted in the larger contexts of the film’s
S . ) . ﬁ.ﬁj
A5 {I) What are the principles according to which films are constructed and Y _ producuon, cxrculatxon .and rggept:on While such work necesfanly;
?’h:&iﬂs by means of which they achieve particular effects? JrS'rVLl draws on theoretical assumptions to cxplain and contextualize the ‘data
e e ‘
| J"”;L\'\' ) e ?Ju.mwﬁu w

| YR I YTV
! Oﬁ‘wmﬂ.o’, e Qc,,(:?IN
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it gathers, researchers are ideally open to new discoveries which might
test or refute their initial assumptions. As Boris Eichenbaum writes of
the formal method, ‘In our studies, we value a theory only as a work-
ing hypothesis to help us to discover and interpret facts ... We posit
specific principles and adhere to them in so far as the material justifies
them. If the material demands their refinement or change, we change
or reform them.”

Norms and institutions: the classical Hollywood cinema and

oy beyond

What is perhaps most important about ‘historical poetics’ as an

)

Lo

- (}lu_uhu 1l
| «

‘approach to_aesthetic history is its_movement away from great works

;porrns in place at a particular historical juncture. Stylistic choices are

' “‘,’LL‘I’] v
C’T& 4 ﬂ{n‘ﬂzm

b“""""¥ /7 and great authors towards a more broadly based survey of the aesthetic

understood not simply as a means of individual expression by excep-

tlonal arfists, but rather as grounded in institutional practices and larger

“movements. Key to Bordwell’s analysis is the conception of
'“norm ,"which ke derivés from the work of Jan Mukarovsky.” Norms

common-sense assumptions artists bring to bear upon the production of
artworks: “Those norms constitute a determinant set of assumptions
about how a movie should behave, about what stories it properly tells
and how it should tell them, about the range and functions of film tech-
nique, and about the activities of the spectator.’! Artists’ acceptance of
the general logic underlying an aesthetic system encourages them to
make certain choices from the larger vocabulary of available options.
Adherence to those norms allows for the production of works which win
easy approval both from the production system and from audience
members. Yet disobedience of the norms is not necessarily a ‘negative’
act, since such formal transgressions often result in welcome artistic
innovation or novelty, Any given work will be situated more or less
comfortably in the dominant aesthetic tradition, though it may also
borrow formal devices from outside that system as a basis for expand-
ing the aesthetic vocabulary. The formalist tradition in historical poet-
ics has particularly been .interested in works which ‘deform’ or
‘defamiliarize’ the dominant aesthetic traditions within which they
operate. Such artworks invite us to rethink our aesthetic perceptions
and expectations; and through this process to look upon the world with
fresh eyes.

are not codified and inflexible rules but rather relatively flexible,
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The Classical Hollywood Cinema shows how a specific set of aesthetic
norms emerged from early cinerna’s relationship to the well-made play
and to the magazine short story, came to dominate American film pro-
duction in the late silent period and held sway into the 1960s; the book
suggests how these norms were structured into the Hollywood mode of
production, articulated by trade press discourse and production manu-
als and understood by both film-makers and film-goers. Individual
expression in the classical Hollywood cinema operated in the ‘bounds
of difference’ demarcated by this system of norms. These norms
included the Hollywood cinema’s focus on the goal-governed protago-
nist as the organizing principle behind a causally structured narrative,
the push towards closure or resolution, the insistence on immediate leg-
ibility and continuity, and the desire to subordinate aspects of visual
and aural style to the demands of narrative exposition.

f!ﬁ;}:&\f,:,?@ow_ﬁothers have expanded this mapping of classical norms into other

gy ,,‘;‘;j@”"mh -~4aspects of film style, such as music, costumes, performance, or colour.
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“Mary Beth Haralovich, for exaniple, has investigated the conventions
- surrounding colour in the classical Hollywood cinema, looking both at
the guidelines handed down by Technicolor and at the application of
thWMd films.” This conventlonal

understandmg of coIour forms 2 background agamst whlch she can_

_ Al that Heaven Allows. Revising her account ]ohn Kurton “has

identified several ¢ different - Hollywood colour schemes, arguing that Sirk | "

fo‘ll’_ﬂ 2 Iéss common but neverthe]ess conventlonal set of practices.”

“The norms can thus prov:de a baseline against which to understand the

invention or innovation of individual works. Innovative film-makers can
be seen as either as operating fully within the system {as in Jane Gaine’s
discussion of Edith Head’s costume designs)* or as constituting a ‘lim-
ited play’ within and against dominant norms (as suggested in recent
work on Dorothy Arzner or Oscar Micheaux). Such an account also-
shows how a non-Hollywood film-maker (Sergio Leone, John Woo or
R. W. Fassbynder) may rework the generic conventions and formal
norms of the classical cinema for alternative political and aesthetic pro-
jects. )

In the case of these and many other artists (post-1968 Godard for
example), their political commitments help to define the conditions
under which they operate and- the aesthetic assumptions behind their
work. In Making Meaning, Bordwell has called for a moratorium on
interpretative criticism; - yet such cases point to the murky space
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between formal and ideological analysis. Bordwell suggests, for
example, that ‘interpretation of individual films can be fruitfully
renewed by a historical scholarship that seeks out the concrete and
unfamiliar conditions under which all sorts of meaning can be made’.®
iy Historical poetics can, in that sense, be seen as less about privileging
rroe . . . . s
tyens —o  form over ideology than- promoting historical specificity over abstract
Tomotmg nstorical specilicit
Adew . theory.

d;mn,[.,h,.,,*

Difference and the classical cinema

The Classical Hollywood Cinema is a monumental and intimidating book,
focusing on the stability and continuity of classical norms rather than
looking at the more localized and intrinsic norms associated with
specific films, genres, periods or directors. Some criticize the book for
its lack of interest in the ‘differences’ within the classical Hollywood
system. At times, the studio era film becomes a monolithic structure so
that the similarities between, say, The Crowd, The Band Wagon and
Touch of Evil overwhelm their more distinctive qualities.'

However, the Bordwell-Staiger-Thompson model does talk about
d:fferences betweenHoIlywnod films. The absorption of alternative aes-

cinema necessanly involves penods of transition and experimentation
before the system can fully stabilize itself around these changes. The
early sound period _ represents_one_such _important_transitional point;,

; ﬁlm noir may be another. Even if the classical system can restabilize
: itself in the long term, this transitional phase generates some films

level of analysis, thqse works may : stllI be cIasswal films. On another,

““The acceptance of classmal norms is uneven across the cinematic

{irewea~ institution. Peter Kramer, for example, has shown how film comedy
S L

£ sl e la"gged behind most other genres in its adoption of the classical norms
L IREVLY SIS
Porgrcasy -

Jeesnre Keatg,u__ﬁl_n;i‘_’_ Certain_genres (the musical, pornography, comedian_

irtes s eon Ik

feenamate-d  Parrative or character consistency.” Since historical poetics does not see
LI BB D

A Wa‘f@ﬁ norms as rigid rules whose violation. causes _serious . dlsruptton or a5

':",f: ‘Z}:\"““' cades which ascribe fixed. ‘meanings to formal devices, these formal dis-

thetics ‘or_the introduction of a new technology into the Hollywood .

which push against the margins of dominant screen practice. On one

and traces this process of aesthetic resistance and assimilation in Buster

gt o comedy) embraced show stopping performances at the expense of linear
comeay) €morac

L6y crepancies are typically-understood_as operating within the allowable
L R R L]
fpcrey  space of ‘transgression’ established by. the formal system itself.” Genres

(72}5,.1,.:. K})"\‘)\B v e ""U'fﬂ‘e- f""fJM hmm
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constitute their own norms, sometimes a subset of the classical system, p pm, L
sometimes _}39_rrowmg more broadly from other zesthefic fraditions, and _“:fa m{\é’ :
therefore establish their own aesthetic goals and assumptions. WS

The differences between genres cannot, of course, be reduced to their
formal norms. Genres also assume different social perspectives, differ- 'f,'t':‘f?,‘g:,“’
ent ways of structuring audience identification and cultural experience,»™~" wm
though formal norms play a large role in defining what themes areutk Iy
appropriate to a particular genre and how they will be addressed. A '/ s tf)
socmloglcal critic such as Andrew Bergman may read the Marx Broth- “7"*5-;,3}-
ers’ Duck Soup as a direct expression of the social chaos of the early
depression years, while an account grounded in historical poetics would
stﬁw these political images are linked to dxsruptwe and ﬂamboy—
ant tendencnes in the vaudeville _aesthetic which pits’ spontaneoug_p);o—
“tagonists against_ repress g_ntagomsts

As a result of genres’ intrinsic norms, a moment which might seem .
disruptive or disorientating in a decudrama may be accepted as more or
less conventional in an animated cattoon. Even within a genre, one can
distinguish between the classical realism of Disney animation (with its
insistence on preserving the bodily integrity of its characters) and the
more anarchic character and narrative construction associated with
Chuck Jones and Tex Avery or the more abstracted and sometimes spa-
nally disorientating visual style developed by UPA. Crmcs such as
Donald Crafton® and Rick Altman® point towards other’ aesthetic|’ “1““1 -
logics, such as the paradigmatic focus of traditional melodrama or the. Dt ...
comic spectacle of cinematic gags, which coexist and ‘compete with_the. “."““lm ot
causahty and contlmuty at the heart of the classical cinema. A nuanced | B2

Bl .
account of these films would recogmze how each operates in relation t%/LL:\. .

systemic classical norms, generic conventions, aesthetic counter-tradi=

tions and their own intrinsic norms. o iy
Similarly, historical poetics’ consideration of authorship reqmreshh H“";'“

attention to the ran range of formal choices available to directors and thef,. 2. "y

conditions under which authorial expression occurs. The European arf’ L ALY

cinema, for example, is understood as a formal system which strongly‘ ey

foregrounds the expressiveness of the film director as the source of the

film’s thematic and formal patterns. Other systems (such as Soviet

Revolutionary cinema) seek to subordinate the director’s voice to larger

state interests or develop a ‘group style’ (such as the expressionistic look

of. Umversal horror films or the reflexive mode of MGM mus1ca1s) "

cmosk o X

stitute the film’s production (such as the ways that Stephanie Rothman
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exploits the space provided her for feminist formal and thematic explo-
ration in Roger Corman’s exploitation cinema). At the same time, his-
torical poetics may allow a closer consideration of the impact ‘of filmit

seen as free from the classical system.
A significant body of work has centred on pre-1915 cinema, trying to
understand its institutions, practices, and genres as distinct from the
classical period which followed it The pre-1915 cinema was long dis-
missed as a ‘primitive’ chapter in the ‘evolution’ of film form, as film-
makers such as Edwin S. Porter or D. W. Griffith discovered and
mastered the vocabulary of a new medium. As recent studies by Charles
_Musser and Tom Gunning. suggest, the-works of even these canonical
ﬁg'u—r& have been misunderstood and misinterpreted, removed from the
context of cinema as a broader aesthetic institution, isolated from devel-
opments and practices of their lesser-known contemporaries, and cut off
from the different context of their production, exhibition, and recep-
tion.* Tom Gunning, for example, calls this period the ‘cinema of

tator and its closer adherence to vaudeville, sesthetics, Gunning’s work
"locates an alternative set of norms which dominated film production
during this earlier period, one marked by showmanship rather than
effacement, spectacle rather than narrative causality, heterogenelty
rather than unity, openness rithier  than closure -and - fragmentation
rather th:m contmulty

Rethinking aesthetic evaluation

et %MA governing principle behind this line of enquiry has been the impor-
~t,.. tance of suspending evaluation until one has fully mapped and under-
stood the aesthetic norms appropriate to a particular group of film texts.
The privileging .of. classical norms as a basis for evaluating pre-1915
ﬁlms blinded earlier. film historians to the nchness and complexity of

et
. Ltfi{?‘“r
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cofventions upon avant-garde or documentary film-makers generally -

attractions’, stressing its dramatically different relationship to the spec-"

this perlod istorical poeticg rejects the notion that a universal stan-

insists on more local assessments based upon a fuller historical under-

1 4 >< dard, however constituted, can be applied to evaluating all artworks and

standmg Thxs,suspensmn of evaluative judgementuhberates" the.study

‘ res are . inherently_less worthy than those of high art.
' wqud\ "“Onice all forms of cinema are understood to be both governed by artis-
ot tic conventions and shaped by innovation or transgression, the tired dis-

FESLE s uiehy
WY ARy Eipy — il Pueslpatiug uA T lstels, wwvb‘.\,‘gm,w&vmg
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1§-long been vexed by a_priori : assessments
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ingness 55 10 , allow the exploranon of formal principles and norms to chal 1)
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tinction between the personal expression of high art and the conven-
tionality of popular cinema starts to break down.

For example, recent research into pornography as a genre has gained 1,
benefit from the willingness of writers such as Linda Williams momen-", )
tarily to suspend the moral and ideological judgements which had 'Y
charged earlier discussions of adult cinema.” Instead, she traces the his- ;"\
tory of the pornographic film in terms of generic conmw—ch— as &q‘\\
the ‘money shot’ showing male ejaculatxon), formal practices (such as “fq
camera placement or editing practices which fragment_the woman’s (“
body and present it as a visual spectacle) and plot structures (such as a ‘( yroed
range of different relatlonslups between sexual numbers and larger { Q‘

" narrative developments) W;ll ams replaces a_ monoh neeptlon of U
pornography vith a more diversified sense of the genre """

- 3

b
S

4

anging frorn’w L

‘_rtl}e voy__urlsnc speetacle of the early stag ﬁlms through the narrative

_mtegratlon of The Opemng of M;sty Beethoven to the feminist mterven—
tions of Candid Royale and Annie Sprinkles, -
Mork is not exchisively’ Goncerned with formal matters and{
she like some of the other wnters d1scussed here, m1ght resist bexng{

lenge her own initial preconcepnons about pornography. As othe
writers have begun to examine this genre closely, broad theoretical con
cepts such as fet:shlzatlon or ob]ectlﬁcanon have been dlsplaced [5}

5 nal male made pomography27 The Femme style pro—
“motes a ‘full body eroticism’ that is dramancally different from the
) obsesswe dlsplay of gemtals found in mainstream porn films,

" This suspension of ‘evaluation need not be permanent. A film aes-
thetics which precludes evaluation would be undesirable and unwork-
able. We all make evaluations ali the time when we decide which films
belong on our syllabuses. We need a way to talk about the different ide-
ological consequences of the various styles of pornographic representa-

tion Johnson identifies; we need the ability to recognize that some works




108 Henry Jenkins

in a generic tradition make more sophisticated or innovative use of its
| formal vocabulary and thematic resources than others. The question
," ot hdhze isn’t whether to evaluate or not, but rather what criteria allow us o
i‘nﬂv&:w)i ~evaluate 3 given te text meanmgfu]ly The task of historical poetics is 10
; ‘WRM S reconstruct t appropriate aesthetic frameworks. A “focus on content alone

" j.‘*l’ - “would 1 ignore the fact that content has been worked upon, transformed

il

[ Iy tanons about approprlate conient. Hxstoncal _poetics rejects a simple
- .
| 1
i

msnrutmn, historical poetics helps to denaturalize established cultural

ierarchies. A scrupulous historical poetics demands a constant

reassessment of canonical works as we come to understand them against

tew..r  Dew backgrounds and contexts, and a reappraisal of popular forms as
M e 2s3r WE develop appropriate aesthetic frameworks.

o L

Historical poetics and reception

Norms are seen as a shared framework of understanding between artists
. and consumers, both of which groups are situated in relation to formal
' 5"5’\ J}‘}‘\‘f systems and aesthetic institutions. Historical poetics offers two
{5  approaches to the question of spectatorship: one strategy foregrounds
E wbwmw;a, the way that textual features cue audience tesponse, O films depend

. z%:j»f...um textual factors, studymgr‘mterpretanve communities to_locate the con-_

r\m:f‘f:?'ei’i% “ventions governing their a

’M“‘\;;a‘m <~ Bordwell’s, Narratzon in the Fiction Film suggests the potential for a
b (ﬂt’ufilly%“a_é“é 5 'proach to film spectatorship. Here Bordwell ¢omibines

~a close attention to différent modes of filMic narration (classical, his-

SECRUN

models of narrative comprehension;-inference;-and. hypathesxs_testmg,__
Spectators ¢ draw ‘upon norms and expectations from-their-previous.film-
Viewing experience to make sense of the perceptual challenges posed by
a new film narrative. While Bordwell’s appeal to cognitive science to
explain the ‘viewer’s activity’ in textual consumption might suggest a
universal model of the film-viewing experience, Bordwell opens a more
explicit space for a historically and culturally situated viewer than does
the subject-positioning model which dominates much contemporary
film criticism. Film viewing for Bordwell is a ‘dynamic psychological

[ " or reshaped by formal practices and that forii may set its.own. _expec-

1wy v} ¢,} upon audience knowledge; and the other looks at intertextual and extra-

torical-materialist, art cinema, parimeteric) and to cognitive-based
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process’ involving the interplay of perceptual capacities (such as the
perception of motion or the recognition of colour and light patterns),
the audience’s prior knowledge and experience (which is biographicaily

‘specific but which may also be intersubjective and commen to many in

a shared historical and cultural context) and the materml and structure

of the film itself (‘cues, patterns, and gaps that shape the viewer’s appli~

cation of schematz and the testing of hypotheses”),® A close considera-

tion of the formal structure of films identifies the various cues that spark

cognitive, perceptual, and affective activity, while attention to broader

hxstoncal movements shows the process by Whlch spectators acqulre

ences. .y
A related area of research considers the informational economy Slll""twmt—

rounding different modes of film practice. Roberta Pearson and William.. j~ T E:

Uncch:o have “studied the place of literary adaptatmn i pre-1915 sl

cinema, suggésting that films which reduce Hamlet or Uncle Tom’s vsupo. 2,

Cabin to a ten-minute or shorter series of silent vignettes and stock, ,,(’j;’

. Poses assume a/h_:gh degree of audience knowledge. Pearson and Uric-37> el

7

ing thmylmg_f these F‘%?«n
works through pictife postcards Mwmenmwns) ) that aipe "
allowed the ¢ contemporary spectator to fill in the gaps left by the story’s
textual presentation.” The inscription of meaning in_early films was
often carried by lecturérs and showmen, such as Lyman Howe, who
accompamed and structured them into an evemngs enter-—

talnment 3

o

contained,.

fepending U upon 2 high degree of redundancy
ure_easy “comprehension. K. C. D’Alessandro ‘Tas™
investigated the s ways ‘i which the genre-mixing characteristic of such
contemporary science fiction films as Gremiins, Robacop and Back to the
-Future depends upon the ‘mixed competencies’ of viewers accustomed
to reading multiple.sets of expectations against one another in a tradi-
tion. characterized by both an aesthetic and thematic of constant
. change.”
A contextual@m historical poetics_looks at the i
whlch\Bape the_reception of popularly circulating films, Jan
studies of the reception of such films as Foolish Wives, Birth of a Namm,
Zelig and Silence of the Lambs or larger movements such as the Euro-
pean art cinema, draw on reader-response theory to explore the assump-
tions journalistic critics and popular viewers bring to the theatre with
them.® She wants to understand the historical basis for differences in
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interpretation, looking at how our responses are shaped by larger criti-

Garland as a star performer). Working in this same tradition, Jeff
Sconce has looked att the reception community drawn to ‘bad films’,

'such as tl as the screen aeuvrg ‘of Edward Wood (Plan Nine from Outer Space,

Glen or. G'lmda) 3“Scohce is interested both in the aesthetlc fcatures of

Dbut what textual features seerrr_ﬂr_r_rgsr salrggt to those mtexpr_etatlons s and

“what aesthetic frameworks get adopted for evaluating such works (ques—
tions which are of especial importance to historical poetics).

Poetic politics

Pty o

i P?m_ e - Ve pohtrca]ly-onentated historical poetics explores the potentzal rela-
: EERE RN

A

“M«tlonshrp between aesthetic norms and broader cultural categories, such

B M‘“vvtg\dn, -as the raste distinctions w ich Pierre Bourdieu documé ts.® Taste dis-

:l 3

?kn,mff_‘atffgets,p_
or tnvral det ls rather, they emerge from specrﬁc socro-economrc con-

““}tmctlons, Bourdieu argues, are. not idiosyncratic che ce 5

“ditions. Taste'drstmctrons are dlscrlmmatorv, making choices between
mﬂ_‘-'_'-‘

available goods for consumption, marking distinctions between differ-
ent social groups. Bourdieu describes the great divide which.- -separates

Con o e -
A e ‘the bourgeois “and the popular aesthetics. The bourgeoxs “aesthetic priv-

&.—“k“ﬂ“‘* ileges contemplatlve distance, an _aesthetic_ pleasure in formal experi-

mwﬁé JaJspectator 1dentrﬁcat10n and a_more intense affecnve experrenqe (more

iy
ey

"~ Bourdieu’s analysis is problematic: its transplantation from its origi~
ﬁ?l specifically French context to a consideration of American popular
L,cmema is more difficult than most of its advocates acknowledge; Bour-

”account of artistic productlo N
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dieu himself never succeeds in writing about the popular aesthetic in
anything other than vaguely patronizing terms. Still, these broad dis-

tinctions (and the assumption that they originate in response to ) social

"and economic conditions) have proved useful in thinking about the his-
torical pOCthS of the cinema. Writers on early cinema, for example, have

“traced a “muting of the sensationalistic and spectacular quahities of the

“cinema of attractions’ and a shift towards the deferred pleasure‘s_‘(_)i nar-

ratwe exposition as film-makers sought to appeal to (mddle class con-

sumers as a potential-economic base for their productions.”
“SUrrounding early comedy suggest strong tensions between the popular
aesthetic of ‘new humour’ with its emphasis upon emotional immedi-
acy and intensity (as displayed in vaudeville comic performances) and
the more restrained and contemplative aesthetic of ‘true comedy’, as
promoted by bourgeois magazines in turn-of-the-century America and
embraced by advocates of the classical cinema *

Bourdiew’s work helps us to identify the political stakes in talkmg
about popular cinema in aesthetic terms. Aesthetics is a discourse of
power, claimed as the exclusive property of dominant classes as 2. club™
to use against the ‘debased’ rastes and preferences of the lower orders
Popular culture has often been discussed as a ‘non-culture’ which must
be displaced by educating us in the proper models of cultural discrimi-
nation. Often, these distinctions have boiled down to a privileging of
artworks that produce intellectiial pleasiire over those which are domi-

phy) pleasures.” That historical poetics takes popular cinema seriously

as an aesthetic pramce ‘presents a powerful “challenge to this’ hrerarchal )
i ]Lth@ aesthetrc_s_ of an_o.th.ermsef

with them, the social distinctiens fhey express and repress).

~Such an assumption underlies much recent writing on black Ameri- Y e

can cinema, for example, where the dominant culture’ s__fpcus on sophis- .

ticated v1sual style has worked against our appreciation of film-makers
“who did not have access to the technological and economic resources of
Ho]lywood o Many critics have responded not by prmiegmg black con-
tent over style but rather by trying to understand the ways that film-
makers such as Oscar Micheaux developed their own aesthetic practices
appropnate tom receptron context. The category of
the aesthetic, for these writers, is too important to ignore and too
“powerful to dismantle. Tesbome H. Gabriel, for example, draws upon

“ébates

i
3

L

““nated by affective (comedy, melodrama)_and. bodiiﬂhorrBr;'pw'w-érai—____
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the political and cultural theories of Franz Fanon to account for the
economic institutions and aesthetic practices characterizing various

phases of post-colonial ﬁlm-—making # He shows how choices in lighting

Cely. Je zakazano jej dale Sirit.

tural force.
bty evet There is a danger, of course, that historical poetics’ fascination with
,{:G “““’I’”’ aesthetic defamiliarization may reconstruct hierarchical aesthetic dis-
Malu
AL W asf a baseline (a ‘zero degree style’) against which to read and appreciate
fp"“‘“‘*w the formal innovations of art cinema directors. Consider the hierarchi-
"} cal assumptions implicit within- Kristin Thompson’s statement that
' ‘People who have been nurtured on an almost-exclusive diet of classi-
cal films may simply reject the notion that film viewing should be chal-
lenging and even difficult.” Thompson’s call to teach such viewers how
T* W‘vym?u‘ ~to appreciate more ‘difficult’ and aesthetically ‘satisfying  Works, how-

single work will change over history’. Defamiliarization is recognized
against the background set of available conventions and the ability of
film-makers such as Rothman, Royale, and others, to make changes in
the dominant practices of popular genres may be as ‘defamiliarizing’, if
not more so, than the ability of directors such as Bresson, Bergman or
Fellini, operating within the institution of the art cinema, to surprise us
with what can quickly become conventional challenges to the classical
system. The concept of ‘defamiliarization’ does imply that the appre-

tinctions. Some formalist accounts have tended to treat popular cinema

e ever well meaning, reinscribes the class distinctions that characterize the

ﬁ*{;\‘ M@LA&H all, as Thompson suggests in this same discus- ~

%WQM}% sion, ‘defamiliarization is thus an element of all artworks, but its means
B, and degree will vary considerably and the defamiliarizing powers of a

ciative audience possesses certain knowledge or competency in film aes-

expectatxons. Yet defamiliarization may irtvolve a play with fan knowl-

edge as easxiy as it involves @ play w1l:h schoulroom knowledge may

e e
as easdy as it does the cultural competence of more traxned observers,

and may “lead to emotional intensification :
distanciation. The problem li¢s not with the concept of defamilarization
so much as with our own willingness as college~educated academics to
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accept and appraise forms of knowledge and systems of evaluation
which emerge in more popular contexts. Bourdieu himself speaks as if
the appreciation of high art involves specialized knowledge while the
‘aPP n of popular art can be taken for granted. In practice, an avid
viewer of Japanese animation or reader of popular romances or fan of
_television soap_opera must master a_complex array of aesthetic and _
generic conventions and interpretative skills necessary for a full appre-

ciation of these forms.

Case study: post-classical Hollywood cinema

»\.%L%J. The utility of historical poetics as an approach for talking about popu-

1‘:6 lar cinema may be illustrated by a more sustained example, looking at

Praroice. 1o, _POSt=Classical Hollywood cinema as an ew_gg_r_@i

u“"wbk%, dw%e;g_,;e tions tq__e_.elum%l Postmodernist

" \'\z{‘l _eritics have described a series of radical shifts in contemporary . Amen- s

Aliagy can film marked by a breakdown of classical storytelling conventions, a~ ;| ~

Terger of previously separated @\enrega fragmentation of linear narra- if'
_tive, a privileging of spéctacle over causality, the odd 1uxtaposumn_ of
prevmusly distinct emotional tones and aesthetic matexy_;ls.,’ Some post-
‘miodern critics, most notably Fredric Jameson, see these shifts as symp-
tomatic of the cultural logic (_)f late e capitalism, o of the rising dominance  ~_,

of multinational corporations, the shift from a production-centred to an } g
1nformat|on-based serwce—centred economLand _the_ fnagmentatlon of N

7097 ngun : 5:-—-—‘-!'———*"“-*—“"“'
Aanblion Lo “The tern s both a riew aesthetic tradition ﬁrst
P S t
’ ’Ldj": :..:: |i Lo entified in architecture, and later self-conscmusiy or unconsciously y
s B —— o
tap s Yeddns dEVEIOped in the other arts (what comes after realism an medemlsm),
Ef T L
1 Dicts0n oo =T
N M:f’ﬂf." est (what comes after pre-modern and modern societies).

f_"’*‘_:":iﬂzﬂ'rberh_stoncal pogtics tradition suggests another way of making sense _&/’

i.p —  of these formal shifts. Here the term ‘post-classical’ seems preferable to
b";:\- tfzftermmologwal confusmn posed by postmodemtsm sifice it suggests. |
u%“"”‘“’ both continuities and breaks with classical cinéma. Adopﬁrﬁ” X
"ﬁﬂ;gg lmmedlafé, mxH‘dIe-r “ﬂ?““,ﬁga;t@@“ sucﬁ an ccounf*‘“o‘uld ‘e posf—'"
P o 29

4 }\'N-u\—\ o = i g >
fon. 5F “the dommzmce of the system of clas sxcal norms smee 1960, The rela-

~ vanetl, tionship of contemporary cinema to the _group style descnbed in Clas-
“ylin sical Hollywood Cinema is ambiguous. As the book’s introduction

.‘W\ f‘;a . 6“9
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/ suggests its central argument is that ‘between 1917 and 1960 2 distinct
and homogeneous style has dominated American studio film-making’

/This claim would suggest that something different, or at least less
‘hornogcneous came after 1960 or that the dominance of the classical
style was challenged in subsequent periods. In the book’s concluding
chapter, however, David Bordwell argues that ‘the principles of classi-
cal film-making still hold sway’ in contemporary Hollywood. Looking
at such post-1960 films as The China Syndrome and The Conversation,
Bordwell concludes they have more in common with the classical Hol-
lywood cinema than such superﬁcm]ly similar art films as Tout Va Bien
and Blow-Up. The.contemporary cinema, he suggests, ‘has absorbed
narrational strategws of the art cinema while controlling them within a
coherent genre framework’.® Bordwell’s” argument  seenis “gggenitially

correct. W What 1_8__1‘3&3% ng a about the elliptical narratives, the abrupt

cuttm 7 the unusuzl camera angles and movenients, the jaTTing juxta-
posmons of material found i recent ﬁll{lf_‘_)l‘ _E;_anms ‘Ford Loppoﬁ,d
Robert Altman, Witliam Friedkin Bob Fosse, or Walter Hill (to name
onIy a few obvious examples) is the ways in Wthh these dxrectors have
taken formal devices wh;ch in their original art cinema context, were

Ewused to establish distantiition arid emiploy’ them '____1_r_1ten51fy our emo- .
tional experience of stock generic suuatmns

?!f"fbA

e

NP
{-* vl L,” Bordwell's stress on the stability of the Holtywood system fails to
7§ 2, 80

Vi b acknoﬂge%he Tecessary PrOcess of experimentation and accommo=""
dation which surrounds the adoption of alien aesthetic norms into the
dominant-classical-systeri. Since the breakdown of the studio system,
Hollywood "has entered a period. of prolonged and cor;szs nt formal
experimentation_and_ipstitutional_flux _with a medla—savvy** audience _
demanding consistent aesthetic navelty and difference. As a result, styl-
isfﬁ:uéhanges which might have unfolded over several decades under the_
studio system have occurred in a matter of a few years in contemporary

~Hollywood. In some ways, as Bordwell suggests, this exp rxmcn!atxon

has changed relatively little’ mfhc vw@yHollywoosi operates and how its_
films tell"stories; ntmumg fo place strong emphasis upon stars and

2

““Ways, this experimentation chang about the 1nformat10nal
_economy and interpretative framework through which ﬁlm—makers and
viewers approach the contemporary cinema, A historical poetics s of the
c1f1ema would want to trace the process by which the dorinance of 2~
stable set of aesthetic norms tolerated a surprisingly lengthy phase of
stylistic experimentation, the process by which formal devices from the

“genres as the primary appéals of commermal entértainment.-In-other. -
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art cinema and the avant-garde were fitted to the demands of genre
entertainment, and the uneven process by which critics and viewers
have responded to these shifts.

The, institutional structures which ensured the stability and consis-
tency oi the classical* wmwiﬁl@-makers as_

mdependent contractors, the new prod nowstem places artlcular

iRcrease the fiiarket “Value of individual dircctors Father than treating ;_
€m a5 i 7éable parts. Directors such as Stevén Spiélberg,
“Danid Lynch, Biian DéPalma and David Cronenberg develop dtstmc-
~"tive ways of Structuring narratives, moving their camera, or cuttin
scenes which become known to film-goers and stiidio executives alike.
‘The cmergence of the auteur theory in the 1960s provided these direc-
tors with a way of articulating and defending these stylistic tendencies -
as uniquely valuable. Innovations by individual directors are soon dupli-
cated mdustry—w1de and become part of the intrinsic norms of specific
genres (as has occurred with the lengthy, ‘oftén unmarked subjective
tracking shots characteristic of the slasher horror film).
As early as 1965, the American press spoke of a Hollywood ‘New
Wave’, ¢ “consisting of bright young cﬂre
< from tele\nsmnz including_Norman, Jewison, Arthur Penn, Sidney 3
Lumet John Frankenheimer, Stanley Kubrick, George Roy Hill, and
Martin R.lttﬁ Their filnis, such as Ihe Boston Stmng:ler, The

Manchurmn Candm‘aze or. Tj;e_.'l'bomas Cmmn_AﬂEzzr were pralsed for

over—amphﬁed sounds,mcolour ﬁlters extreme deep focus, mtlmate
clnse-ups freeze frames, hand-held camera, spht screen ngz,sggnng
Tand sound-image mismatches, a grab-bag of devices borrowed from the
,—Europ anNewJNave;movements This generation of film-makers was |

O

qulckIy dlsplaced in_the critical pantheof by the ‘fovie brats’, film
“Scho plelberg, Brian De Palma, George Lucas,

Francis Ford Coppola, Martm Scorsese and Paul Schrader, who_came -
"o Hollywood with a sop isticated grasp of o
_erations _came to the commercial cinema from
MTV“ traditions which free! ; :
“Ihe avant-garde. Each generation of new recruits brought new formal
elements which further broadened the classical Hollywood cinema,
increased their own market potential-and-satisfied-a-media~savvy andi-___
ence’s demands for novelty and innovation.

e
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. 'The viewers have watched MTYV, too, not to mention endless hours
 of television storytelling and now the entire repertoire of the world
* cinerna on video. It is not so much that these viewers have a short atten-
tion span, as critics protest, but rather that they know all the stories
already and they are ready to shift their attention to other levels of the
film presentation, to glossy colour schemes, rapid-fire editing, or dizzy-
ing camera movements which challenge their comprehension and inten-

sify their emotional engagement. The narrative may be suggested,
evoked, without having to be fully developed; narrative traditions can

“be merged, mixed and matched, played against each other as new

ﬁybrid' forms of entertainment emerge. - -
The economic rationale of the new corporate conglomerates which

control the film industry requires the cross-promotion and exploitation

—

_of.story properties_across multiple media.” This cross-media circulation ~

of images further influénces filnT aesthetics, resulting in what Justin
Wyatt has described as a ‘high concept’ style of film-making —a focus
on the surface iconography, on spectacle, rather than on narrative depth

“or complexity. Over time, these stylistic experiments get absorbed, so
that the film remains fully comprehensible according to traditional clas-
sical criteria of causality, coherence and continuity, while adopting a
range of stylistic options which would have been transgressive in the

_context of studio-era film-making. That this new, self-conscious style
has so quickly become ‘invisible’ as it has moved from self-consciously

uteiitist films fo the most mundane action flick suggests somsshing

aboiit the stability of the classical norms and their ability to absorb

innovations and borrowings from other aesthetic traditions.
"~ Such an approach to the post-classical film may ultimately be com-
patible with the postmodern account of larger cultural and social shifts,
]but it seeks initial explanations in terms of cinematic institution 1
ractices and interpretative frameworks. As a historical poetics, it seeks

% understand the relationship between this emergent film style and the

shifting conditions of production, ¢

T e G L R e e I T R A

fistribution_and exhibition in con-
an approach would map the aesthetic

el

“Judgement should be withheld until we can develop new criteria for
meaningful critical assessment of these films. Yet at the same time, gen-
Me shifting audience demo-
‘graphics of the post-classical cinema) might link these new formal
norms with larger social and political contexts (such as changing
assumptions about sexuality). Further investigation might explore the

norms._governing_current film production and reception, valuative

et T T reL T ety ke L o
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similarity and difference between this transitional phase and others in
Hollywood history, such as the innovation of sound, the emergence of
deep-focus cinematography, or the stylistic experimentation associated
with film noir. A historical poetics would also look more closely at the
different ways in which borrowed formal devices operate in post-clas-
sical cinema, the European art film, the avant-garde, music video and
advertising and at the ways that the same narrative gets transformed as
it moves across the new entertainment supersystem. Comparative study
is a useful way to understand the interplay of aesthetics, commerce and
ideology. Such a model provides appropriate backgrounds for examin-
ing specific films, genres, and film-makers who operate in the post-clas-
sical cinema, as well as addressing issues such as the aesthetic
consequences of remakes, sequels and adaptations.

Notes:
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