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FILM STUDY

In the wake of debates over the American Film In-
stitute, the National Endowment for the Humanities
is financing various film-education projects. One of
them is a Student Conference on Film Study to be
held at Oberlin College April 20-23, 1972. Accord-
ing to conference organizer Christian Koch, the
meeting intends to provide “a forum for discussing
the interdisciplinary and societal implications of film
study programs at colleges and universities.” Twen-
ty-five undergraduate and graduate participants will
be invited, chosen from the writers of essays focus-
ing on “the goals, methods, and scope of film study
in the seventies.” Deadline for the essays is March
1. Christian Metz from Paris and Yves de Laurot
of New York will participate in the meeting. Further
information: Dept. of Communication, Oberlin Col-
lege, Oberlin, Ohio 44074.

REGIONAL FILM CENTERS

The National Endowment for the Arts has also just
announced a matching-grants program for regional
film centers. It appears that these grants will aid
schemes to take film out into the country on a more
enterprising basis than the American Film Institute’s
centralized programs, and interested individuals and
groups can obtain more information from: Chloe
Aaron, Public Media Program, National Endow-
ment for the Arts, Washington, D.C. 20506. Region-
al film centers could be set up by museums, libraries,
universities, or other organizations. Funding up to
$25,000 will support (1) high-quality film program-
ming for the public at low cost, (2) resources for re-
search and film study, (3) the providing of informa-
tion to individuals, schools, and institutions (the ap-
pointment of “media extension agents” is one possi-
bility envisioned here). Considerations in evaluating
proposals will include an accessible location, a spon-
soring institution of some kind, a nearby film audi-
ence, and a willingness to work with film-related ele-
ments in the community.
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EDITOR’S NOTEBOOK

CORRECTIONS

There were several inaccuracies in my interview
with Stepin Fetchit published in the Summer FQ.
Reference was made to a silent film he appeared in,
A Modern Uncle Tom Story, with “Charles C. Gil-
kins” as Uncle Tom. I should have double-checked
the information, for on reading a book called Black
Magic: A Pictorial History of the Negro in American
Entertainment, by Langston Hughes and Milton
Meltzer, I discovered that Charles Gilpin was the
most renowned black stage actor in the early part of
the century, In a 1920 performance of The Em-
peror Jones in Greenwich Village, Gilpin became
“the first Negro actor to be widely acc{)aimed in a
straight dramatic role,” according to the authors.
Memory apparently played a trick on Stepin Fetchit,
because the title of the 1927 Universal film of Har-
riet Beecher Stowe’s novel was simply Uncle Tom’s
Cabin, according to Library of Congress copyright
information. Hughes and Meltzer add another sur-
prising bit of information: that Gilpin was replaced

as Tom by James Lowe after quitting “in protest
over the director’s sentimental interpretation of the
role.” The director was Harry Pollard. I particularly
regret this confusion because so little history exists
on the role of blacks in American films, and my in-
terview was intended to help fill that gap.

—Josepn McBRIDE

CONTRIBUTORS

Jackson Burcess is a novelist (Pillar of Cloud, The
Atrocity) who teaches at Berkeley. MicHAEL DEMP-
SEY has studied film at UCLA and lives in Los An-
geles. Grec Forp studied film at Columbia and the
Center for Advanced Film Studies, and has written
for the Village Voice and Film Heritage. FOSTER
Hirscu teaches at Brooklyn College and the New
School, and writes for Film Comment, Cinema,
FSR, NY Times, and other publications. Ricuarp L.
KenNEY, who formerly studied at Dartmouth, now
lives in the Vermont mountains. MicHAEL KLEIN

[cont’d. on p. 19]
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A TWO HOUR PROGRAM OF THE BEST SHORT
ANIMATED FILMS SELECTED FROM ALL OVER
THE WORLD BY MEMBERS OF THE INTERNA-
TIONAL ANIMATION ASSOCIATION - ASIFA
FOR YOUR ENJOYMENT - Including:
The Annecy Grand Prix and Academy
Award nominee THE FURTHER ADVENT-
URES OF UNCLE SAM,Jordan Belson's
WORLD, John Hubley's film about
population EGGS, SHOOTING GALLERY
from Czechoslovakia, and 17 other
films from France, USSR, Canada
Yugoslavia, Hungary, Finland, U.S.
England, Iran, Belgium, and more.

An ideal program for colleges,museums
universities and other large audiences

Please order from:
INTERNATIONAL TOURNEE OF ANIMATION
Diamond Heights Box 31348
San Francisco, California 94131
phone (415) 863 6100

Rates are equitably based on
auditorium size and admission fees.
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and metaphorically; and anyone of the century
can understand it as the disease of the civiliza-
tion. For America, science represents a cosmo-
gonic myth. Accessible to the American as Chris-
tianity never fully was, it provides a reservoir
of energy that can generate American art.

Examples of this are everywhere. In film, as
in literature, the genre of “science fiction” has
left its woolly monsters behind, and gained a
new respectability in speculative vision. For ex-
ample, in 2001: A Space Odyssey Stanley Ku-
brick simultaneously explored man in relation to
machine, and man in relation to his own spiritual
possibility. The alternative potential, death by
technology, has also been considered, in such
films as Dr. Strangelove, Little Big Man, and
Catch-22. For the technical civilization, these
films have engaged a fundamental notion of
apocalypse, demonstrating the human and his
environment to be mutually exclusive.

From the time that John Henry ceased to be
a survival-type, the American adaptation to
technology has been painful. Perched on the
handlebars of a careening driverless motorcycle
in Sherlock Jr., Buster Keaton was the wholly
uneasy rider who had to predate Hopper and
Fonda. If the Civil War was the first semimech-
anized modern war, the nation survived it on
the hairs-breadth level so emblematic of Kea-
ton’s own survival among machines like The
General’s steam locomotive.

Keaton’s relation to technology was acro-
batic. With the parallel evolution of the medium
and of America, the relation, man to machine,
has necessarily become more organic. What was
Jimi Hendrix’s relation to his amplifiers? Doesn’t
the word “organic” limply understate the case
for an adjustment, to anyone who has seen Tina
Turner nuzzle the Gimme Shelter microphone?

In Sherlock Jr., Keaton the projectionist looks
with wonder on a film image he imagines to be
himself. In Gimme Shelter, Jagger the artist
looks with dead acceptance on a film image that
is himself. Monterey Pop, Woodstock, Gimme
Shelter, Mad Dogs & Englishmen, these festival
rock films illustrate as well as anything else the

full acceptance of technology in art. Here is the
striking symbiosis ¢f humans and electronics,
the simultaneous realization of human and elec-
tronic ecstasies. Unaccommodated thousands
come, in the spectacle-tradition of dionysia, hav-
ing stripped their lives of careful clothes and
nonessential gadgetry, but never of the elec-
tronics which make the dionysia possible. Here
is the culture that bzgins to feel easy with its
machines. The films will follow.

Forms of American art must be phased with
the forms of American myth. Engineers control
the energy, and establish the modern artistic
relation to image and sound; while Americans
sense the mechanics of their new habitat, and
begin to try to live inside.

NOTES
1. “Autobiography and America,” Virginia Quarter-
ly Review, Spring, 1971, p. 262.
2. See When Attitudes Become Form (Works Con-
cepts Processes Situations Information), the show
catalogue for the exhibition of the same name, Inst.
of Contemporary Arts, London, 1969.
Special ati:mowledgment is due to Professor J.
M. Cox of Dartmouth College for his remarkable
perspectives on American forms in general, and par-
ticularly those related to the South, and the War
Between the States; and to Professor A. T. Gaylord
of Dartmouth College for advice in preparing this
article, and for the series of lectures which occa-
sioned it.

[Editor’s Notebook, contd.]
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ROBERT SITTON, JAMES ROY MacBEAN,

ERNEST CALLENBACH

Fight Power with Spontaneity and Humor:

An Interview with Dusan Makaveyev

“In fact, humor is a mechanism of counter-re-
pression, truth is a weapon of counter-repres-
sion, joy, all kinds of happiness and of creation
are anti-repressive actions. There are always
creative individuals who help open up people
around them and provoke social change. So 1
said to myself, why not make a film which
would make a start in this?”
—Makaveyev, PosiTiF, No. 129.

Note: Makaveyev’s new film WR: Mysteries of
the Organism is preceded, in its American prints,
by a title stating that it is in part a personal re-
sponse to the life and teachings of Wilhelm
Reich. This was evidently necessitated by the
sharply critical reactions of some Reichians in
New York, who attempted to enjoin circulation
of the film. The interview, made the day after
WR was shown at the San Francisco Festival,
began with an extensive discussion of this situa-
tion, and the attitude of one of the protesting
Reichians, and continued thus:

D.M.: He was so upset by the film that he
wanted to censor it. Actually I don’t believe—
in fact I'm sure—that the way he is presented in
the parts of the film where he is present is very
correct and very good: documentary pieces. But
he was not able to conceive that documentary
parts together with fiction parts or other docu-
ments can compose some sort of more compli-
cated film that says more: that expresses much
more than the parts. This is the question of film
montage, I think; and if we are now fifty years
after the famous Russian theory by Pudovkin

and Eisenstein about montage, we can no long-
er speak simply of two pieces of film together
giving a third meaning: now we know that two
scenes together are giving a third meaning, and
a number of scenes together are multiplying
each sequence times each sequence, so it means
we have thousands of meanings, in a collage
film of the kind I am making. Now what was
very important for me was to preserve the in-
tegrity of every piece. So that means I didn’t
mix into documentary shots with his patients;
or there is stock footage of Reich and his col-
laborators, and the commentary that is run over
it is some sort of just interpretation of what
people were talking about then. The film is very
complicated; there is a lot of playing in the
film; but I never played in the separate pieces,
I kept them as separate blocs. Because I wanted
the film to be some kind of vehicle for impor-
tant information, that is kept covered by igno-
rance or the so-called conspiracy of silence.
[Above all,] I wanted to give wide circulation
to information about Reich himself.

E.C.: I was remembering John Huston’s film
about Freud, and I wondered if you would say
why you thought in terms of a collage film rather
than a straight narrative film—which might have
pleased the Reichians more.

D.M.: Well, the Huston film Freud shows
clearly that it’s very difficult to make nowadays
a good biographical film. In fact I think one of
the last good biographical films was Young Edi-
son, with Mickey Rooney, an Andy Hardy sort
of movie—that film influenced me greatly, I was
really moved, because the guy ran away from



school and became famous! I saw it when I was
ten, or something like that. But we can’t make
this kind of melodramatic biographical movie
about important people like Freud or Reich—I
think that’s almost impossible. And actually I
thought for years about how Reich could be
explained.

Somebody told me that Paul Newman is try-
ing to make a movie about Reich—probably his
last years or his youth can be the subject for a
goog fiction film. In his youth he was a charis-
matic leader, a young doctor in the revolu-
tionary movement in Germany, who tried to
introduce sex and love into the revolutiona
movement and keep the movement alive. But
what happened to Reich actually: he started
the Sexpol movement in Germany; in 1930 they
had about 30,000 members and organized lec-
tures all over Germany. Reich’s ideal was that
the Communist Party should organize youth
around dance-halls, not to try to get young peo-
ple to dull political lectures—to find young peo-
ple where they really are. I even remember
reading about young Nazis, members of the
Hitlerjugend, coming to hear Reich and leaving
the Nazi Party after getting a deeper under-

Makaveyev
arranging
the

severed

standing of their own inner troubles, their rea-
sons for being politically active. I have heard
from our ambassador in Paris—he attended
Reich’s lectures when he was a student in Prague
in 1934—that there were thousands of students
just all over the hall, sitting on windowsills and
in the staircases, like Columbia in April ’68, or
Berkeley; and he was a kind of prophet of a
new time, an affirmative culture—some kind of
new integrity between man and his social life.

J-M.: Didn’t Reich undergo quite a drastic
evolution in his development? He started out
by pointing out to his fellow Marxists that they
were neglecting a very important realm of the
psychosexual foundations of all behavior, and
their political programs would never be effec-
tive if they continued to ignore these—but then
he became more and more disenchanted and
bitter at the Marxist movement’s refusal to ac-
cept this, and finally felt that politics was the
worst thing you could gst into.

D.M.: What happened at the end of the Sex-
pol movement was that Reich was thrown out
of it. It was organized by the Communist Party;
and what he was teaching was too much for
them. First they banned his books from all Party
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bookstores; and then they organized a majority
in the Sexpol movement and threw him out. It
was just a few months before Hitler came to
power, so it is not widely known. So you see
first he was oppressed by people in his own
movement. He was very devoted to the revolu-
tion, but he realized that the revolution didn’t
need him. And when Hitler came to power, his
books were suppressed and then burned. And
then it was repeated, in "56 and ’57 by such a
democratic government as the American one.

E.C.: His books were literally burned in New
York, as you show in the film?

D.M.: Yes. Actually the Food & Drug Ad-
ministration agents burned many books that
Reich wrote before he came to the idea of the
orgone accumulator [which was the ostensible
basis of the FDA action].

Now going back to the previous point, Reich
says that contemporary human beings have re-
actionary bodies—rigid bodies. And our charac-
terological stiffness is rooted in muscular armor.
Psychological armor equals muscular armor, on
the biological level. And we are conditioned to
be like that from our early months of life. So it
seems that the task of changing people is much
more complicated than it looks like if you just
feel you can apply Marx’s theories and make a
redistribution of wealth or abolish private prop-
erty, and everything will be OK. That’s not
true, because people are repeating—that’s what
happened in the whole so-called socialist world
today: it’s just one great repetition of all the
rigidity of bourgeois society. So when I made
my film Man Is Not a Bird 1 was trying to ex-
plain that you can have global changes but peo-
ple can still stay the same, unhappy or awkward
or privately confused; and in all my other films
I try to follow this line, and I came gradually
to Reich, who really explained why we are un-
able to change quickly. We are able to change,
but not so quickly, and probably some people
are unable to change at all.

R.S.: Did you just discover Reich after mak-
ing Man Is Not a Bird?

D.M.: I knew his booklet Dialectical Materi-
alism and Psychoanalysis—where Reich explains
the similarities between Marx and Freud in his
opinion. . . .

R.S.: Do you think orgone accumulators real-
ly work?

D.M.: Well, I sat in an orgone accumulator
in London—and I felt something. But some peo-
ple claim that you can feel better in an orgone
accumulator if you are ready. ...

Reich was actually sent to prison for con-
tempt of court. They chased him because of
“illegal interstate sale of orgone accumulators”—
devices that had not been scientifically proved.
But then he didn’t appear before the court; he
said “Science has to judge me, and not an
agency for food and cosmetics that is connected
with the interests of the cosmetics industry.”
He was very angry, and had good reason to be.
He got two years for contempt of court.

E.C.: What is your impression of the general
public reception of the film? The time may be
ripe now for a revival—a rehabilitation!—of Reich
and his ideas.

D.M.: Well, at the Cannes festival they had to
organize five additional screenings besides two
official screenings—more and more people just
kept coming. In Berlin the same; there was a
very successful screening in Lucerne—that’s the
place where Reich was thrown out of the In-
ternational Psychoanalytic Association in 1924.
Then in New York and San Francisco we had
enthusiastic receptions from festival crowds. So
from people who are preconditioned to accept
innovations the reception was extremely good.
The film has opened publicly so far in Den-
mark, with six successful weeks in Copenhagen,
and a very good press; we also had an extreme-
ly good press in England.

E.C.: Do the papers take the Reichian ideas
in the film seriously, or are they mostly just
pleased with the sexiness of the film?

DM.: Well, T will tell you that we got a
recommendation from the International Evan-
gelical jury in Berlin—composed of priests and
people connected with the ecumenical move-
ment—and they gave a recommendation for the
film to be seen and discussed on the subject of
the “importance of eroticism, sexuality and love
for political freedom.” So it seems that people
understand that the main topic of the film is
not sexuality but human personal happiness con-
nected with political freedom, which means men
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in the social environment. Generally reactions
in Europe were more political than sexual, to
the effect that “sex is not so important in the
film.” (In fact, that’s not true.) But it seems that
people are getting the message that the main
thing in sexual repression or sexual freedom is
actually the political content of human personal
freedom. But I don’t know yet how many peo-
ple will get this message. In Yugoslavia we got
in trouble very quickly when we came back
from Cannes [where the film won the grand
prize].

A screening was organized by people hostile
to the film—they got about 400 people, mainly
older people, some of them connected with some
sort of preservation of traditions, that means
people who are taking care of monuments and
graveyards and museums, plus old revolution-
aries, so-called hard-liners who are now out of
the main social activities and are on the margin
of social life taking care of their memories of
our glorious past—and they were mad. It was
terrible. People just started shouting. It was an
extremely unpleasant experience.

R.S.: On what grounds were they angry?

D.M.: Because Stalin was connected with
sexuality! Stalin was connected with the phallus.
And they are just completely unable to see any
connection between political power and sexual
potency; the sexual meaning of political power
was completely strange to them, and they were
completely sexually upset. They were sweating,
trembling, a lot of physical signs: they were
just showing complete physiological distress. But
these reactions were expressed in very political
terms: “politically unacceptable,” “ideologicall
wrong,” “attitude of the enemy,” this kind of
political cliché were all activated against the
film.

R.S.: Have they banned the film?

D.M.: They succeeded in stopping it, so far,
on administrative grounds, although we have the
necessary signatures on the censorship board.
But they didn’t dare to send the police to take
the film away from us; they don’t want to fight
us in the courts. Meanwhile new censor regula-
tions have been set up and a new board has
come in, so we are tied up in all this legal pro-
cedures business.

J-M.: Has the Yugoslav government granted
an export visa?

D.M.: Actually we have no visas for export.
Some people believe the film has to pass the
censors before it goes abroad, but I don’t be-
lieve our laws can be applied to foreign coun-
tries. Actually we passed the censors before we
went to Cannes, and then in the meantime the
film has been sold to about 10 or 15 countries.
Besides the film has a German co-producer, so
if they did try to stop it, he can sell the film
abroad. And then if they stop the film com-
pletely in Yugoslavia, a distributor could im-
port the film as a German film, and then it goes
through another censorship, the one for foreign
films! So we have several ways to fight this kind
of hostility.

E.C.: The film contains some very satirical
scenes against organized Communism—for in-
stance that scene where the madman is banging
his head against the wall and on the sound
track is this hymn to the glorious Communist
Party, “from which all our blessings flow,” and
so on. Is the film attacked as being anti-Com-
munist, and if so how do you reply?

D.M.: It’s interesting that the film was at-
tacked on those grounds by a very tiny portion
of Party members, and in fact not so much by
Party members as by ex-Party members who
were thrown out of the Party as Stalinists. It
seems that for most people in the country it is
clear that the film is not anti-Communist but
anti-Stalinist.

J-M.: It’s also anti-Leninist, however.

D.M.: Oh, no, that’s not true. The film is dis-
cussing some points in Leninism, or about Len-
in, but the film is not anti-Lenin, in my opinion.
Even some people in high Party positions told
me the film is clearly anti-Stalinist, and the film
is clearly against blocs, and the film is for inde-
pendent communism or independent socialism.
So it seems many people understood the film
politically as an honest contribution to inner
discussion in the communist movement.

Now about Leninism. In the film you have
direct quotations from Lenin in two places: one
is where the awkward Russian figure-skating
champion is trying to talk to the Yugoslavian
revolutionary girl, and they have no other way
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to talk with each other but to whisper political
ideas in a very tender way: so they speak about
“what are the tasks of youth,” and this is an ex-
act quotation from Lenin.

J.M.: And the other is the statement about
the Appassionata Sonata and how it makes him
want to treat people nicely and pat them on the
head, when what is needed at this time is to
hit them over the head.

D.M.: Yeah, because he believed that we
must change people. Lenin was a true neurotic,
a man torn by his wish to change people and
the world, and his wish to help people. So I
think to talk about Leninism in terms of a theo-
retical outcome of a deep wish to change—this
is an effort to understand, both to criticize and
to understand, but I don’t think it is just hostile
if you are critical. And then if you remember
the moment when the Russian says, “In prin-
ciple we are against any violence,” and she
touches him on the most important part of his,
uh, revolutionary organism, which he is trying
to forget—and then he hits her. So at the mo-
ment he turns to pure violence. You remember
what is the next shot? She looks at him, but he
is not there any more: there is Stalin. Stalin
crying. That’s a beautiful shot, and I took it
[from a Russian feature]. Stalin watches the
bench in the snow where Lenin used to sit, and
he is crying. This is pure demagogy, and I loved
this scene for its shallowness, this kind of kitsch
quality, surrealist qualities. But I introduced it
into the film at a moment connected with Lenin.
Of course everything is distorted a little, or
made into caricature, because the music that
follows the skater Vladimir Ilyitch’s speech—he
is a kind of positive hero, beautiful, an artist—
not the real Lenin, he is kind of a marzipan rein-
carnation—that music is of course not the Ap-
passionata but some Hungarian gypsy music
entitled “Like a Beautiful Dream”: low-level
music, not Beethoven. So there is another shift
in meaning between his speech and the music
on the sound track. Then if you remember the
scene that follows, Stalin is receiving a letter
that is addressed to Lenin. So I think that Stalin
is the worst possible reincarnation of Lenin—
all forceful features of Lenin, all Lenin’s efforts
to change things forcefully, they were reincar-

“What are the tasks of youth . ..”

nated in Stalin. This is the part of Lenin’s revo-
lutionary program that I can’t agree upon; be-
cause forceful change can’t bring change: that’s
I think very simple.

E.C.: Do you think that traditional “organ-
ized communism” is inherently anti-sex? Can
the anti-body, anti-sex attitude of the tradition-
al left be escaped?

D.M.: I think it is not only communist or-
ganization that has been anti-sex; it seems to
me that all organization in the world—look at
the churches, look at governments, look at the
police, the army, everything is anti-sex; the es-
sentially homosexual structure of the whole gov-
ernment is completely hidden; we have only
males in business, in politics, in the army and
police—so all that is a pure continuation of boy-
hood; this kind of homosexual male period is
projected into the structure of the whole so-
ciety, so women are completely outside of the
image of any kind of meaningful social organi-
zation. They are kept just to medicine, teach-
ing, and “humanitarian” cages, completely out
of the main power structure.

The only movements that were connected
with the body were fascist movements: they
were talking about blood, and earth, and body,
but again in I think a different kind of homo-
sexual overtones, and not in a fully heterosexual
meaning,

It seems to me that the sexual significance of
movements and organizations is completely de-
stroyed in our alienated style of living. And my
idea was to build a movie that is a kind of
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interplay between organization and spontaneity.
For it seems to me that the all-anarchism of,
let’s say, the New American Cinema or the an-
archism of the New Left, this kind of totally
unorganized way in which people are now re-
acting to power structures, is inefficient because
it lacks organization; yet if it turns to organiza-
tion it takes the same old forms, like the high-
ly organized, militant, puritan, self-sacrificing
groups, so this just perpetuates the old system
of power and fighting power with power. And
it seems to me that we have to fight power with
spontaneity and humor, but in a more organ-
ized way than it is done. It seems to me that
some future society which I believe in, a society
organized on work and love without any politi-
cal mediators—work, love, and communication,
let’s say—must be a highly organized kind of
society that has a lot of space for all kinds of
spontaneous activities. In my film—I worked
eight months on it in the editing room to get
this kind of strong organization, yet trying to
preserve all the spontaneity possible in the film.
And I feel that’s the reason it is puzzling: peo-
ple are not sure where I am leading them.
Actually the film is very traditionally struc-
tured. There are the first three reels of docu-
mentary introduction, and then we have this
very slow dramatic exposition, then we have
the conflict say in reels five and six, and those
highly emotional things in reel eight—the plas-
ter-caster scene, which is a kind of climactic
scene; and then you have a melodramatic con-
tinuation in reels nine and ten which in purely
dramatic terms explain this conflict between
personality and society: “You are able to love
mankind but you are not able to love a human
person.” (The women’s libbers are very happy
with this scene, where she is hitting him trying
to awaken him to real masculinity instead of
this empty masculinity.) And then you have
this kind of cathartic song at the end. So as you
see the whole structure is very traditional: you
are supposed to be relaxed for a few reels, then
puzzled, then you have a build-up of the con-
flict, then the big chase, and then you have
catharsis! But this traditional organization is
completely invisible in my film: there are a lot
of other attractions, and they are done in this

kind of open-structure way so that everybody is
projecting his own thing into the film. I call it
the “liberating trap”—an open structure that
forces people to throw their own irrationalities
into the film. There are so many things left un-
answered, so many questions posed—you must
answer them in order to be able to “survive,” to
be able to follow the story, to go on. And there
is not time enough left for thinking, just for
projecting your own wrong ideas, your own
misinterpretations, your own irrationalities into
the film—but then to go on. At the end many
people are very restless, puzzled, confused—but
highly interested in the subject. They’re ready
to come see the film again, to read more Reich,
to ask me about all kinds of things.

R.S.: The things that seem to interest you in
America seem to be things which are outside
the official culture, they’re the alternative cul-
ture things, and they have the spontaneity and
freedom which comes from being an alterna-
tive. Will spontaneity in the world of the future
be built into the system, or will it always have
to come from outside?

D.M.: I am very skeptical about systems, liv-
ing in a country which is not in this big bloc of
“freedom-loving” nations in NATO, and also
is not in the big bloc of “freedom-loving” na-
tions in the Warsaw Pact; in Yugoslavia we
don’t see very many differences between life in
America and Russia as far as big ideas are con-
cerned: these big, beautiful, patriotic ideas that
enable big countries to smash small countries
and kill people in the name of humanity, or im-
pose their own systems of values on others. So I
think these big superpowers may have the same
policy on the global level. On a practical level
of course America is very different from Rus-
sia—because in Russia each individual has his
own happiness delivered to him by the govern-
ment or Party, and here everybody has to fight
for his own happiness in the market. But it
seems to me the sets of illusions are very simi-
lar, and the inflexibility of the two systems is
very similar. Of course the American system is
much more flexible in responding to the mar-
ket, but politically many things that are against
all economy are perpetuated. So more and more,
all over the world, people feel that something
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must be done: systems that start from people
spontaneously organizing themselves in some
sort of meaningful groups, and then not alien-
ating their power to some sort of more “regre-
sentative” higher levels—just preserving their
own communal power. I think the new means
of communication that we have in the media, in
this electronic world, enable us to live in our
small ethnic groups, or very specific groups, yet
being able to communicate all over the globe
without the necessity of having this type of
power structure to mediate in our names. I be-
lieve in a world without states, a world without
politicians, without these political structures rep-
resenting alienated power.
R.S.: A kind of loosely structured anarchy?

D.M.: No, a kind of well organized anarchy!
I think the failure of world communism to do
anything meaningful is that it built some sort
of very militant, Christian-style militancy of
fighting for a paradise that will come for our
grandchildren, and for them we must put our-
selves through the fire; and this leads to terrible
things, like millions of people put in concentra-
tion camps by their own comrades, and many
of them in the camps even believing that the
camps were good for the system. You remem-
ber that many people died shouting “Long live
Stalin!” even when they were being killed on
Stalin’s orders. This self-sacrificing revolution-
ism is the same kind of religious, Judeo-Chris-
tian kind of bullshit.

RICHARD L. KENNEY

American Cinematic Form

When people think to praise a work by calling it art, they often

also mean to set it off into a safe, “cultural” category where it

car’t do any harm. Even in a rambunctiously commercial art

like film, distinctions between life and art have been glib and
unexamined. The following article makes some startling proposals about
these basic assumptions, and suggests some particularly American
aspects of the search for new cinematic forms.

1 America

“Listen to the States asserting: ‘The hour has
struck! Americans shall be American. The USA
is now grown up artistically. It is time we ceased
to hang on to the skirts of Europe, or to behave
like schoolboys let loose from European school-
masters.” ” That is D. H. Lawrence, the Euro-
pean, opening his Studies in Classic American
Literature. America has evolved a literature,

created it and perceived it according to the pe-
culiarities of the North American continent, and
the special forms of the life there. With a new
cinema in Europe and intimations of one here,
now the American will try to discover his orig-
inal relation to film. I am interested in the forms
which will define that relation.

The question, Would the American find an
original relation to literature? was met by the
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father Benjamin Franklin, the revolutionary of
1776. James M. Cox sees autobiography as the
self-inventive, self-discovering creative art, the
form that can stand for the revolution.

For before Franklin there was no American
literature; there was only English Colonial
literature. With Franklin came consciousness,
total consciousness in the form of autobiog-
raphy—a history of a self-made life written
by the man who made it. !

Father Franklin made the beginning of Ameri-
can literature simultaneous with his making of
the revolution; there is a formal relation be-
tween the two events; there is in that double
creation a model hypothesis for the modern
solution: in times of greatest stress and revo-
lution, non-fictional modes supercede fictional
ones. Cox writes:

For when politics and history become domi-
nant realities for the imagination, then the
traditional prose forms of the essay and the
autobiography both gain and attract power
and the more overtly “literary” forms of prose
fiction—the novel and the short story—are
likely to be threatened and impoverished. As
such a process takes place—as politics and
history tend to claim dominion over the imag-
ination—then the literary imagination tends
to respond by denying the generic distinc-
tions which are both powerful and convenient
categories in periods of stability and peace.

Revolution in the late 1700’s fused the bio-
graphical and autobiographical styles of Frank-
lin, Rousseau, and Boswell. Twentieth-century
revolution gives us Mailer, and Malcolm X, and
Cleaver: essays, autobiographies, chronicles, arts
of non-fiction.

The questions are very fundamental: What
are the cinematic forms, the American forms,
the American generative energies of creation
and perception? And to begin even more funda-
mentally: What “generic distinctions” can still
classify the varieties of human creation, within
a society that is experiencing cultural and po-
litical revolution? What is fiction?

2 Connections

Art is human creation: a human event by
which found objects are connected together to
form a composition. The composition may be a
communication to men or gods, a description
and criticism of new or old or timeless things,
abstract or representative, accessible or inacces-
sible to the mob, a noncommunicative statement
unto itself, a whim, an idea never objectified,
an object never explained: but the composition
is a metaphor for some aspect of what it means
to be human.

This is the formal vision of art that the twen-
tieth century has shaped, and must face in its
fullest extension. This is not to try to violate
the bounds of category until the word “art” is
swollen out of all usefulness in the English lan-
guage. Simply, it is to point out that bounds,
separating “art” from other levels of human
creation, cannot be easily drawn.

In older days, “art” was perhaps more readily
recognized; a play of Shakespeare or a sculp-
ture of Michelangelo was immediately named
“art” for its craftsmanship; later it would be
named “masterpiece” for its vision. Pure ab-
straction made the problem more difficult. At
first, society generally refused to call simple
optical or pop abstractions “art,” because of an
apparent poverty of craftsmanship (anybody can
do that!)—until the artist was proven to be a
man of real vision. Metaphors that in some sense
describe what it means to be human can be
extracted from nearly any piece of created or
found art, depending on the amount of creative
perception an audience is willing to exert. Most
people are defensive enough to avoid being
caught creatively perceiving things that have
not received the stamp of excellence, of “vi-
sion.” That stamp comes from collectors, gal-
leries, critics, extraordinary and powerful indi-
viduals whose sponsorship is a critical guarantee.
Most people listen for that appraisal, reserving
themselves; because they have all seen where
hasty judgments like “Anyone can do that!” or
questions like “Is it art?” can lead. We live in
a time when the artist is often freed from the
critical judgment of a wide public; a time when
formal artistic canons are thought to be pedantic.
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Two corollaries: symbolic or associational con-
tent of a work cannot be measured wholly in
terms of the artist’s intention; and artistic value
cannot be assessed only in terms of communi-
cation. The metaphorical significance of any
phenomenon depends upon the creative will of
the perceiver to make connections; the judgment
of whether too much or too little has been
“read into” a work rests not in the sheer num-
ber of “symbols” an artist manages to pack into
his work, but instead upon the consistency and
force of his human vision.

Underlying the greatness of the Mona Lisa’s
smile is the certainty that Leonardo could never
have enumerated the things it “means,” all the
human qualities it suggests. Some of the great-
est literary artists of this century, such as Joyce
and Faulkner, have often followed the aloof
convention of neglecting to enter into critical
debates and controversy surrounding their work.
A no-risk policy for themselves, it also invites
their readers to discover a private and personal
relation to the art.

The form of the event always gives better
clues to its nature than does preconceived aes-
thetic theory. In the Nevada desert, Walter de
Maria constructed two paralle] lines in chalk,
twelve feet apart, running for a full mile.2 In
Kansas, Truman Capote discovered a murder
story, which he investigated exhaustively, and
described in his book in great detail. One work
was all personality and less communication; the
other was all communication and less personal-
ity. Is it illuminating to pin down de Maria’s
effort as “sculpture,” “graphics,” “concept,” or
maybe chalk pastel, or geometry? Describing In
Cold Blood as “journalism” inclines us to specu-
late on its sale as a “novel”; yet calling it a
novel does not increase our understanding of
what it really is. What are these things, the
parallel lines and the murder history? Are they
“art”? If creation is apparent, and the man calls
it art, in the twentieth century, it is a waste of
time to contradict. It is a minor point.

With his Campbell soup canvases, Warhol
follows Joyce in using commonplace events in
art; while artists like Heizer, Smithson, and Op-
penheim, with their “earthworks,” stretch the
definitions of sculpture. There has been resis-

tance to their work. Most people have assumed
that didactic art represents the one class of
“artificial” events most legitimately crossed with
events in the living world. The confusion of
literature with new journalism, or theater with
guerrilla theater, or visual art with propaganda
poster design—these things have seemed less of
an affront to the popular conception of art than
the confusion of supermarket labels with paint-
ing, or natural landscapes with sculpture. But
didacticism is not the primary point of crossing
between artistic creativity and real-life creativ-
ity. It is much more a matter of formal pattern
and design. For those who mistrust Warhol and
other modern plastic innovators, this point can
be illustrated as well by very ancient traditional
Japanese art forms like haiku poetry, rock gar-
dening, and tea ceremony. At the surface, these
things appear to be spontaneous natural occur-
rences, rather than self-conscious “creations”;
simple, spare, exquisitely refined, more than cre-
ations, they are discoveries.

Creation involves a discovery of form. Hu-
man minds do little more than lace together
webs of connections, associations between the
things they see, and see done, and do them-
selves. The child or the painter may notice that
December birches resemble the whitened hands
of a grandmother. This does not mean, in a
painting or a Bergman film, that the coal-etched
trees stand for grandmothers, but perhaps for
all autumnal fleshless things. A philosopher takes
those connections, and hones them from visual
to linguistic metaphors, from impressionistic to
analytic modes. That is another composition.
Dennis Hopper one day made the connection
between horseshoes and motorcycle tires, and
for fun he juxtaposed the shoeing of a horse
with the changing of a tire in Easy Rider. Do
connections chain out from that single visual
linkage? Horses to motorcycles, the old dirt
farmer to the young adventurers, the land to
the road, one culture to another? To say that
they are all “really there,” and more, and to
speak of intention, is to be heavyhanded. Per-
haps Hopper was heavyhanded; but to under-
stand that the groups of connections can simply
be made, by the eyes or the brain, is to begin to
understand composition.
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Artistic composition is a bricolage® of found
objects. Single aspects of men and nature are
found objects, history is full of found objects.
Creative humans sense the objects, and con-
nect them together in the associations of their
experience, making compositions from them;
paintings, sculptures, ordered lives and auto-
biographies, wars, religions, movies. Small com-
positions describe and criticize and constitute
larger compositions. Creation is connective and
compositional. The essence of all creation is
similar; only the forms vary.

Just as the boundary between “noncommuni-
cative art” and spontaneous human “life” has
become difficult to hold, so has the boundary

between “communicative art” and “criticism.”

3 Guernica

The artistic chain of “Guernica” provides a
good illustration of the problems, without yet
engaging peculiarly American circumstances.
Everyone is familiar with Picasso’s masterpiece,
Guernica. Its subject is the fascist destruction
of the Basque capital, on April 26, 1937, dur-
ing the Spanish Civil War. Its abstracted themes
involve human suffering, the bestiality of war
and total war, the horror. Robert Flaherty had
begun to make some filmed studies of the paint-
ing, now put together and available for view-
ing through the Museum of Modern Art. This
film explores the surface of the work carefully
with the emotion of expressive movement from
detail to detail. Alain Resnais made a film en-
titled Guernica. This piece makes use of news-
reel footage, photographs, the master painting,
and other canvases and sketchwork and sculp-
tural work of Picasso. Finally, there has been
literature of criticism on the painting, the two
films, and the bombing itself.

*Claude Levi-Strauss uses this word very effectively
in his comparative discussion of myth and science
(The Savage Mind, University of Chicago Press,
1966, pp. 16fL.). The bricoleur is a technical handy-
man whose building materials are odds and ends,
found objects. His bricolage can thus be consid-
ered new creation only in that it represents a re-
organization of old component parts.

The initial work was the German piece. It
was dramatic in form, executed by a company
of professional craftsmen, an event begun and
completed through a single space of time, a com-
plex and carefully orchestrated military compo-
sition. It was an experimental work: the total
destruction of a human community by aerial
bombardment, a political and social experiment
in terror and subjugation. It spoke eloquently
of human suffering and of the bestiality of total
war.

Picasso’s creation was fused by the terrible
energy inherent in the German event. The paint-
ing is on one level a criticism of that event; it
says much about the nature of the event; and
at the same time it transcends the event to treat
universal questions. The destruction of Guerni-
ca was recognized as a metaphor. Resnais’s film
uses Picasso in much the way that Picasso used
the Germans. Each bleeds energy from a previ-
ous creation. Of the three, Picasso’s is the most
powerful: Resnais’s film is not important, the
actual bombing has been largely forgotten by
worldwide generations, and “Guernica” is only
the name for Picasso’s painting.

Flaherty’s film is a piece of simple “criticism”
which examines the painting alone; any univer-
sality achieved is due to the power of Picasso,
and not the compositional skill of the film-maker.
It is pure communication, similar to a literary
review of the painting, or newspaper reportage
of the Basque tragedy. It is secondary creation,
a literal translation of one medium by another,
but no less creation.

The tradition would be to call the German
Guernica “life,” the Picasso and Resnais Guer-
nica “art,” and the Flaherty Guernica “criticism.”
The distinctions are very shallow. The problem
involves the nature of fiction, and that is a prob-
lem of form. Tradition might say that life is for
real, that art tends toward fictional free play,
that criticism is free play purged of its fiction
for the sake of clarity and analytic precision.
But this view belies a fundamental misunder-
standing of the nature of fiction, and it em-
braces many inconsistencies and internal con-
tradictions. Art is so important that city civi-
lians will risk everything to preserve it in times
of disaster. Yet the root of the outrage I provoke
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in comparing the German version of “Guernica”
with Picasso’s lies in the historical fact that
women and children died in that Basque town:
the event should be treated with reverence. The
ringing implication is that art—gratuitous fic-
tion—is not completely serious. Yet still people
will continue to protest that the greatest and
most profound expressions of existential horror
reside in Wastelands or Lears or Weekends. The
critics and poetasters so vacuously name the
artist “magician,” his craft, “magic”: that is
purely because they do not believe in magic.
True magic is frightening. Precisely because
men treat war and religion with fear and rev-
erence, they refuse to recognize these things as
the rich “artistic” compositional achievements of
entire civilizations. Contradiction is inevitable
when men revere the “artistic” creative process,
and yet cannot take fiction seriously.

They do not understand fiction. They imagine
it to be a narrow artistic category comprised
solely of things which are “not true”—as though
“fiction” were the opposite of “fact.” Instead,
one might say it is the arrangement of “fact.”
As a category, it must embrace more than the
traditional notions of linear fantasy, sequential-
ly unfolding fabrications, yarns spun and tales
told to the eyes, ears, or mind. In a senss, as
Cox predicted, this essay represents a “denial
of generic distinctions.” But not a capricious
denial—there is no sense in challenging these
categories unless they are no longer helpful in
describing the nature of artistic creation. Crea-
tion is: making the connections to make the
metaphors, building the discovered metaphors
into larger metaphorical compositions. Fiction
lies in the selection of metaphorical “found ob-
jects” and their incorporation into a composition.

Any other viewpoint leads to silly twentieth-
century remarks such as “art is shading into
life”; and a misunderstanding of the new forms.
Consider Godard’s Weekend. The form is cin-
ema, salvaged “from the scrap heaps,” cinema,
the freely admitted fiction. The actors self-con-
sciously despise the film, Godard injects sign-
post frames to break up any audience identi-
fication with visual continuity, so the fiction is
advertised over and over. The cinematic road is
glutted with weekend traffic, the roadsides be-

come a hellish junkyard of gutted automobiles
and travelers. The wayfaring protagonists ride
each other’s backs toward Oinville, meeting
Emily Bronté and companion on the way, ask-
ing nearly every living person: Are you in a
movie? Then come the truly shocking moments:
a pig is slaughtered by the ludicrous band of
hip revolutionaries. In the audience, we react
with disgust. Then we try to imagine why; the
road shoulders and human wreckage had been
a horrifying vision, but only the killing of a pig
had touched our gorge. Was it that the pig was
really killed, that the fiction was dropped for a
moment? Was Godard’s art shading into life?
And subconsciously, did the monster Godard
really kill that poor pig just for a movie? God-
ard killed that pig because he wanted to. He
was making a composition of visual images; he
wanted, among other things, the false burning
of a fantastic human, and the real slaughter of
a real pig. Those images were found objects,
discovered by Godard in Saigon immolations,
literary historical Brontés, and slaughterhouse
routine. Fiction was never suspended; the com-
position was fiction. Godard selectively placed
his metaphorical found objects within the new
context of his cinematic fiction. Godard has ex-
plored the nature of fiction. His work is not
part-fiction-part-fact, but a compositional fiction,
a bricolage of objects found and connected in
Godard’s sensing mind, framed and objectified
in the secondary creation of celluloid. Cinematic
storytellers like Howard Hawks create obvious
fictional tales; but Godard’s work is no less fic-
tion. Some abbreviation of plot may be used;
music may be used, actors or non-actors; street
sounds, color, stillness, motion, any of a thou-
sand cinematic forms may be used; Godard
even uses language, printed words, long dia-
logue scenes in which visual power is deliber-
ately suppressed in order to try to liberate the
pure power of language. Each of these devices
is an object found by Godard, and reincorpo-
rated into a new composition, his film. Some
metaphors are dragged in from the street, oth-
ers are structured in the new context to appear
fantastic. A funky revolutionary sylvan drum-
mer, an Alice-in-Wonderland Emily Bronté, a
twisted goose and slit pig all belong in the
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same collage. The composition is fiction.

Proof: imagine if Godard had poleaxed a hu-
man being instead of a pig. (With a tinge of
fear, the audience knew that that was the ex-
tension, that the crazyman Godard might have
preferred to have his fat Abhorson kill a real
man.) Clearly Godard takes his art seriously. If
he had killed a man, in Weekend, he would be
in prison. If he had killed a man, his composi-
tion would have been identical with the Ger-
man “Guernica.” But it is ridiculous to think
that the strictures of law in this case define the
boundary or division between life and art. It
is ridiculous to say that art is that which peo-
ple pretend to take really seriously, and that
life is that which people really take really seri-
ously. Humans make the compositions that they
want to make; criticism and law and scholarship
drift across the levels of composition, and make
their marks.

4 Portraits

Portraiture is like biography, and in the tra-
ditional way of thinking, it might have to be
considered a “non-fictional” mode. Here is a
generic distinction that deserves denial. All the
styles of twentieth-century art—impressionism,
expressionism, cubism, pure abstraction, to men-
tion several-have been carried to the field of
portrait study. Insofar as a line drawing can be
considered a portrait, it illustrates the funda-
mental difficulty in restricting the concept of
“fiction.” Not a photographic representation, the
portrait still may be true to its subject. Here,
perhaps more obviously than in the literary gen-
res, it is clear that the question of fiction is really
the question of composition, of selectivity, ar-
rangement, proportion, emphasis.

In his discussion of art, Levi-Strauss mentions
a delicate portrait of a woman, by Clouet. He
writes that Clouet’s work is

like Japanese gardens, miniature vehicles and
ships in bottles, what in the “bricoleur’s”
language are called “small-scale models” or
“minjatures.” Now, the question arises wheth-
er the small-scale model or miniature, which is
also the “masterpiece” of the journeyman may

not in fact be the universal type of the work
of art. (p. 23)

Levi-Strauss contends that it is, if “miniatur-
ization” can be extended to the “reduction of
properties” inherent even in larger-than-life size
works, when they are compared with real-life
subjects (for example: Michelangelo’s David is
very much simpler than a flesh and blood man,
despite the size of the stone; and in this sense
there is a reduction of scale.)

The problem of scale is really the problem
of selection and composition. “Miniaturization”
and “reduction of properties” are only other ex-
pressions for “editing.”

The Portrait of Athens is a whimsical piece
of concept-sculpture, in description of the capi-
tal of Greece. On August 1, 1969, the curb of
Stadiou St. and the guard chain beside it stood
in the precise relation that is recorded. The
measured relation is reproducible, and repre-
sents a tiny fixed portrait; it exists to provide
the potential for a recreation of “Athens”™—
though most of the “found” Athens has been
edited out of the composition.

Medium Cool is a controversial movie, be-
cause it has been misinterpreted as another case
of “art shading into life,” and misunderstood in
terms of fiction unexpectedly intermingling with
non-fiction. Clearly there is a contrast between
the tale-weaving footage and the “real” riot
footage. The cameraman, the nurse, the Appa-
lachian girl and her hubcap-thieving boy all in-
teract by script and choreography to tell a pre-
arranged story. Among other things, the story
was about the man as camera, and the capacity
of man to remain medium cool inside a hot cir-
cumstance. Then, in the summer and the city
of the filming, the convention riots became ugly.
Police choreography and cinematic choreogra-
phy came together in a single field before the
camera, the masses and the actors passed
through one another, there was teargas, and on
the soundtrack was recorded, “Look out, Has-
kell, this is real!” The audience drew breath
with the sense that fiction had momentarily been
suspended; it was like the slaughter of the pig.
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(This is a typed copy of the concept-sculpture
by J. W. Buchman, entitled “Portrait of Ath-
ens,” which was originally issued in eight
copies, in Athens, in 1969.)

Portrait of Athens
% Buchman 17 May 69

By following these instructions, you can re-
create the part of Greece on the east side of
Stadiou Street between Omicron Street on
the south, and Sina Street on the north, ap-
proximately seven and a half blocks south
of Omonia Suare and three and a half blocks
north of Syntagma Square, Athens.

Directions:

1. Imagine a line passing through two
points, (1) 35 degrees W of N, and (2)
35 degrees E of S.

2. Indicate a segment of that line equal in
length to 6.25 meters.

3. At the midpoint and endpoints of this
segment indicate three points to the east
of the segment at a distance equal to .5
meters.

4. The line represents the east curb of Sta-
diou Street.

5. The three points represent the poles that
support the chain guarding the sidewalk.

Then people began to criticize the film. The
Purist: “Wexler was weak, he couldn’t resist
including the riot footage, even though he knew
it was tangential to his story.” Or, the didactic
opposite, “If this was supposed to be about
Chicago (in the reverent tone of Jerusalem),
why did Wexler have to hang his thing on a
mushy plot?” Or in between: “I never mix my
modes.”

Haskell Wexler didn’t mix anything, or pio-
neer any revolutionary mode. His work is simi-

lar to Mailer’s novel-as-history-and-history-as-
novel approach. The key to his fiction is in the
editing room. He used found objects, and he
found Chicago, and he used it selectively. Dur-
ing its creation, his planned cinematic composi-
tion collided with the planned dramatic-politi-
cal composition, and like other directors who
use fortuitous events like clear days to shoot
in, Haskell Wexler made use of the Chicago
demonstrations.

It was not a purely fortuitous accident, of
course, that a film such as Wexler’s, 1968, rough-
ly about “Involvement,” filmed in the very cen-
ter of America, should coincide with other com-
positions of similar form. If Wexler were making
cowboy films, he would not have been in Chi-
cago, but in southern California deserts where
clear days would not be purely fortuitous. Re-
trospectively, from a formal point of view, it
seems almost that Medium Cool and Chicago
had to coincide: perhaps one might have pre-
dicted that Wexler would have had the oppor-
tunity to film the riots, and crediting him with
a modest sense of artistic acumen, that he would
surely have taken advantage of it.

One man can be other men’s coordinate;
smaller compositions can take the measure of
larger ones. Wexler did, in fact, make a film
about the energies of the convention summer.
Very selectively, Wexler shaped a portrait of
Chicago.

So far, this essay has largely concerned it-
self with twentieth-century notions of art, of
fiction and composition, and bricolage. A gen-
eral exploration of forms that the American
may discover is by itself inadequate without
at least a glimpse of the forms of energy avail-
able to American creativity.

5 Christianity

The Christian myth is perhaps the greatest
artistic composition ever shaped by post-classi-
cal western civilizations. The Christian cosmog-
ony was both astoundingly successful and su-
premely beautiful. From conceptual metaphors
of universal creation and order, the myth spread
over the world in huge, intermeshing webs of
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symbol and ritual; and in the service of Chris-
tianity, men achieved much of history’s greatest
triumphs in every medium of artistic expression.
But the music and painting and sculpture were
only details from the primary masterwork, the
Christian myth itself.

The Christian metaphors have provided a
storage of almost limitless energy, an almost
limitless potential to feed secondary creation
on every human level. The energy has been
accessible to Europeans, and they have released
it in political directions to build empires and
subjugate peoples, in warlike directions to de-
stroy those things, in plastic directions to create
masterpieces of every variety. In an American
direction, the energy was released, and puffed
the Spanish sailships to the new continent, and
colonized and subjugated South America, and
colonized North America, but never fully sub-
jugated it. The energy of Christianity, acces-
sible to Europeans, was never wholly accessible
to the American. Now the Christian myth seems
nearly exhausted.

Yet one of the finest pieces of cinematic art
ever produced, Ingmar Bergman’s Seventh Seal,
clearly taps a great deal of its power from
Christianity. Bergman folds back to medieval
times, and rides the metaphors and sucks the
apocalyptic vision of the old myth and its
proofs, and rides part way to his glory on the
swell of remembrance inside the European civi-
lization. The American can never make that
film. In Easy Rider, the communal prayer for a
good crop is thin and dead; in Midnight Cow-
boy, the flashing plastic Christly ensemble that
swings back from the bathroom door in the
evangelist’s scene is pure disease; even the mys-
tic-religious vision of the starchild in 2001 is
more Emersonian than Christian, and it draws
no power.

But Christianity is only the greatest example
of traditional energy denied to American cre-
ativity. Bergman in Sweden, Dreyer in Den-
mark, Cacoyannis in Greece, these directors
have tapped sources of historical and mythic
energy at a depth that no American can hope
to reach.

6 Fantasy

The American tried, in his new country, to
develop an original relation to the new cinematic
art. He understood fiction to be tale-weaving,
and in Hollywood he massed the wealth requi-
site to complicated tale-weaving, Cameras rolled
at American accelerations; and in a few de-
cades, Hollywood had churned forth an entire
cinematic tradition, its gift to America, the re-
markable gift to a traditionless art. By its fa-
thering act, Hollywood became an American
force, a formal polestar, and every future film-
maker will have to stand in some relation to it.
An enormous body of folklore, history, and fan-
tasy was collected on film; then the Americans
weeded the assemblage to discover their char-
acteristic and favorite forms. Tale-weaving fan-
tasy refined itself by natural selection.

One example: Cowboys made the American
romance of freedom and violence. Americans
have always been a violent people, and they
admire the rugged individualist, pioneer spirit,
the loner and the open road. Hollywood gave a
tradition of Western romance, and now film-
makers try to stand in original relation to it.
Their heroes are often outlaws. Clint Eastwood,
directed by an Italian, looks back as mirror of
the old days. He goes through the motions,
and his relation is set in the anti-overstatement
of a super-mean; the audience that has been
Vietnamized into true disgust for real killing
enjoys the Eastwood challenge and triumph:
Can he go through another movie without be-
traying even a trace of humanity? Most of the
other movies find their relation by trying to
set their heels in a last statement of the open
road that has closed. Even in the atmosphere
of nostalgic humor, Butch Cassidy and the Sun-
dance Kid cannot live as anachronisms beyond
their Southwestern time; neither can the Wild
Bunch hope to escape baroque death in an age
of Verdun. Cassidy, the Kid, and the Bunch
didn’t die because they were bad men, or even
violent men—they were good men, or good
enough, and they each died in an astonis%]ing
apocalypse of gunfire, under a far greater vio-
lence than they ever would have generated by



AMERICAN CINEMATIC FORM

17

themselves. The laws and soldiers and societies
had become more dangerous than the outlaws.

The “Guernica” sequence was a European
composition. A similar (though much larger)
chain of compositional creations has arisen in
this country as a result of the central, most bru-
tal, most significant violence that America has
created and suffered—the war between the states.
The American Civil War defines this country
as surely as it defined the newly locomotive and
ironclad shape of modern machine warfare. The
Civil War synthesized many tensions of the first
American century, fused the Union together
forever, and released inside the new unity the
tensions of the next century. Racial freedom,
domestic violence, invasion by the United States
army as a political technique. And with this,
the first iconography of the South. The South is
the violent ground of moral anachronism and
racial crime, the perpetuator of redneck vio-
lence, and the excuse for even greater violence,
visited in return by moralizing Northern power.
So the Civil War has given America the icono-
graphic consciousness of “rednecks.” We recog-
nize them by the sardonic drawl, by the cokes
they drink, the mean provincial glares and the
ragged edges that assure us they could never
make it in New York. Easy Rider is a romance
of the open road, no matter if the commune
was real, the café scenes played from life, the
rednecks true to life. The rednecks may have
been “so real,” but they were in no way distin-
guishable from a hundred other stock rednecks
trotted out time and again in a hundred books
and movies. Rednecks hate niggers and Yankees,
and recently they hate hippies; especially they
hate racial freedom and change, smart Yankees,
and smartass blacks; everyone knows these
things. The South and the Civil War are two
vital aspects of American form. Rednecks are
part of the American formal iconography; they
exist for a reason, their consistency is an article
of belief.

Lack of artistic and mythic tradition in Amer-
ica, new cinematic art form, Hollywood and a
short-term restructured backlog of American
fantasy, cowboys and the open road, the Civil

War and the close of the road, rednecks, and
the fantastic romance of Easy Rider. This se-
quence of discussion represents an increasingly
specific analysis, which can help to illuminate
some of the peculiarly American forms that
condition our original relation to film.

7 Documentary

Traditionally, the forms of fantasy and of
documentary seem to stand as polar opposites
on the fiction/nonfiction balancing scale. That
is a false balance, since each is a fiction by se-
lectivity, a creation by composition. Yet in a
very important way, they do represent an oppo-
sition. As pointed out, in one of its dominant
forms, fantasy is Technicolor film exhibited in
urban theaters, a romance of the single self-reli-
ant uncowed American, freely coursing Ameri-
can segments of the open road, underneath the
big sky. In its newly dominant form, documen-
tary presentation is live, through private televi-
sion, displaying men in corporate movement,
trapped underneath the weight of a great tech-
nology.

The message is that, despite what he may
have predicted, man has not been able to free
himself by populating his world with steel chil-
dren; any more than the hopeful old Lear was
able to abdicate responsibility for his kingdom.
Man is of necessity learning to symbiotically
inhabit his machines. The moonshot was only
the most blatant example. Armstrong and Al-
drin and Collins rode the machine into deep
space—not a very specialized machine, but a
tiny but entire steel world, which they lived in-
side instead of on top of. Before they stepped
on the surface of the moon, they did not put on
spacesuits—they climbed into portable life-sup-
port systems. If man has any destiny as ex-
plorer, he will have to learn to live in colonial
groups inside life-support systems of one or
another dimension: in spacesi;ips or bubbles or
enclosed cities for consecutive lifetimes. On
Buckminster Fuller'’s Spaceship Earth, in our
time, we are not at that stage. The urban en-
vironment is more controlled by machines than
uncontrolled, however. Architectural encasing
machines, nuclear thermostatic machines, com-
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putational thinking machines. The rifle is a
machine which fills a roughly cylindrical space
defined by the straight line from the butt of
the stock to the tip of the barrel, and extending
several hundred yards forward. Documentary
coverage of American political assassinations
and American wars is the chronicle of the fail-
ure of various American heroes to exist within
the space of American war machines. That in-
habitation has been death, a failure to adapt to
the environment controlled by a machine.

The proliferation of the television mechanism
itself represents a kind of corporate artistic
achjevement. In Medieval Europe, when there
was a representation of Christ or a crucifix in
every dwelling on the continent, something mas-
sive was achieved. Not only the aesthetic shape
and iconographic association of the crucifix or
the Christ, things artistic in themsslves; but be-
yond these alone, there are connections, made
by minds that can see each unit as a reflection
of another, each as a section of a huge contin-
ental sculptural object. Infrared cameras, photo-
graphing only heat, can produce interesting and
revealing pictures of human bodies or natural
landscapes. If a camera were producing a nega-
tive exposed only by the force emitted by the
crucifix, an aerial photograph of medieval Eu-
ropewould show fairly accurate human and geo-
graphical boundaries, and embody a unique
cultural expressiveness. The same might be said
of the huge interconnected continental kinetic
wire-sculpture of television in North America.
From central points, the corporate artists acti-
vate a huge machine sculpture—which is a
unique portion of the American habitat. Inside
the wire sculpture and its arching electromag-
netic connections, spatially caged Americans
move.

As an art form, documentary television is ap-
propriate to the new revolutionary age. It is
on-the-spot with complex heavy mechanics, wor-
rying at historical events, found objects, trying
to create a representational electric likeness. For
America, this is self-invention, a selective auto-
biography on the short order of instant replay, a
self-consciousness, inherited like electricity from
father Franklin’s experiment.

Motion pictures learn from the techniques of
television. Budgets and production schedules
are streamlined, so that film-makers can match
the TV crews, like war correspondents to a
cultural revolution, with fashionable up-to-date
compositions. Old Hollywood found the objects
it wanted to film, and brought them to Califor-
nia and built with them a bricolage stage set.
New auteurs tend to film their found objects
where they find them rather than resta%ing them
at greater expense. Then they reap the stylish
benefits of showing film that appears both fan-
tastic and documentary. Since the found objects
are not dismantled into such small bits for trans-
continental shipping, they are filmed in larger
pieces; larger patterns of American formal ener-
gy (such as Chicago) appear on film, and closer
biographs of America tend to result.

8 Science

A revolutionary style has grown with twen-
tieth-century America, with vast energy behind
it. In the cinematic art, Americans are finding an
original relation to technique, and image, and
form. Inhabiting the continental throne of scien-
tific power and missionary technology, Ameri-
cans are discovering that science has become so
specialized and advanced, so macrocosmic and
microscopic, that human eyes can no longer per-
ceive the processing of data. Practically every-
one believes unquestioningly in E=Mc?, in
atoms and genes and quantum physics, with no
firsthand evidence whatever. Science has be-
come for the layman a matter of pure faith: not
so much in the fail-safe capacity of technology
to solve all human problems, as in the truth of
the scientific description of things. But inas-
much as that is a human description, it is a
metaphorical description; and the Faith goes be-
yond this foundation of assumptions and things
taken for granted, to embrace what might be
called an iconography. The “atom” is not just
a pictorial or mathematical metaphor for the
smallest unit of an element; it is widely recog-
nized to be the metaphor of an entire age of
man. Cancer is not only a cellular condition
characterized by uncontrolled growth; it is the
disease of the twentieth century both medically
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and metaphorically; and anyone of the century
can understand it as the disease of the civiliza-
tion. For America, science represents a cosmo-
gonic myth. Accessible to the American as Chris-
tianity never fully was, it provides a reservoir
of energy that can generate American art.

Examples of this are everywhere. In film, as
in literature, the genre of “science fiction” has
left its woolly monsters behind, and gained a
new respectability in speculative vision. For ex-
ample, in 2001: A Space Odyssey Stanley Ku-
brick simultaneously explored man in relation to
machine, and man in relation to his own spiritual
possibility. The alternative potential, death by
technology, has also been considered, in such
films as Dr. Strangelove, Little Big Man, and
Catch-22. For the technical civilization, these
films have engaged a fundamental notion of
apocalypse, demonstrating the human and his
environment to be mutually exclusive.

From the time that John Henry ceased to be
a survival-type, the American adaptation to
technology has been painful. Perched on the
handlebars of a careening driverless motorcycle
in Sherlock Jr., Buster Keaton was the wholly
uneasy rider who had to predate Hopper and
Fonda. If the Civil War was the first semimech-
anized modern war, the nation survived it on
the hairs-breadth level so emblematic of Kea-
ton’s own survival among machines like The
General’s steam locomotive.

Keaton’s relation to technology was acro-
batic. With the parallel evolution of the medium
and of America, the relation, man to machine,
has necessarily become more organic. What was
Jimi Hendrix’s relation to his amplifiers? Doesn’t
the word “organic” limply understate the case
for an adjustment, to anyone who has seen Tina
Turner nuzzle the Gimme Shelter microphone?

In Sherlock Jr., Keaton the projectionist looks
with wonder on a film image he imagines to be
himself. In Gimme Shelter, Jagger the artist
looks with dead acceptance on a film image that
is himself. Monterey Pop, Woodstock, Gimme
Shelter, Mad Dogs & Englishmen, these festival
rock films illustrate as well as anything else the

full acceptance of technology in art. Here is the
striking symbiosis ¢f humans and electronics,
the simultaneous realization of human and elec-
tronic ecstasies. Unaccommodated thousands
come, in the spectacle-tradition of dionysia, hav-
ing stripped their lives of careful clothes and
nonessential gadgetry, but never of the elec-
tronics which make the dionysia possible. Here
is the culture that bzgins to feel easy with its
machines. The films will follow.

Forms of American art must be phased with
the forms of American myth. Engineers control
the energy, and establish the modern artistic
relation to image and sound; while Americans
sense the mechanics of their new habitat, and
begin to try to live inside.

NOTES
1. “Autobiography and America,” Virginia Quarter-
ly Review, Spring, 1971, p. 262.
2. See When Attitudes Become Form (Works Con-
cepts Processes Situations Information), the show
catalogue for the exhibition of the same name, Inst.
of Contemporary Arts, London, 1969.
Special ati:mowledgment is due to Professor J.
M. Cox of Dartmouth College for his remarkable
perspectives on American forms in general, and par-
ticularly those related to the South, and the War
Between the States; and to Professor A. T. Gaylord
of Dartmouth College for advice in preparing this
article, and for the series of lectures which occa-
sioned it.
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Rossellini’s Materialist Mise-en-Scéne

of La Prise de Pouyoir par Louis XIV

“The history of all human society, past and pres-
ent, has been the history of class struggle.
—KARL Magrx

“The basis of historical materialism is the con-
crete analysis of a concrete situation.”
—V. L. LENIN

“Marx insisted on the prime importance of eco-
nomic factors, of the social forces of production,
and of applications of science as factors in his-
torical change. His realist conception of history
is gaining acceptance in academic circles re-
mote from the party passions inflamed by other
aspects of Marxism.” —V. Gorpon CHILDE

The last quotation (from Childe’s Man Makes
Himself) seems to me to describe a position very
similar to the one Rossellini has developed in his
recent investigations into history. The Iron Age,
Socrates, La Prise de Pouvoir par Louis XIV,
and Man’s Struggle for Survival, like the writings
of historian Childe, evidence a very down-to-
earth, commonsense materialist approach which
focuses on economic conditions, the organizing
of society in terms of economic functions, and
the importance of technology in social change—
all of which, as Childe points out, are keystones
of Marx’s analysis of history. But Rossellini is
obviously no Marx or Lenin; and although I will
contend that La Prise de Pouvoir par Louis XIV
is exemplary in providing “a concrete analysis
of a concrete situation” and in bringing to the
movie screen, for once, the depiction of class
struggle as the motor of history, nonetheless I
am well aware that Rossellini’s public stance is
to reject all labels and to refuse to draw any
“political” consequences from his analysis of
history. However, this public stance—and, in

particular, Rossellini’s tendency to take refuge
in the lame and discredited notion of “pure re-
search”—strikes me as possibly disingenuous. In
denying any political intentions, he speaks of
the need to “demystify history” and to “get at
simple facts” [see interview in Film Culture no.
52, Spring 19711; but it hardly seems possible
that he is unaware of the essentially political
nature of the act of demystifying history.

Rossellini's La Prise de Pouvoir par Louis
XIV is not a film about Louis XIV. Rather, as
the title (in the original French) clearly indi-
cates, it is a film which examines the tal)cling of
power by Louis XIV. The film’s principal focus,
then, is not Louis himself, but the mechanism
of power as understood and manipulated by
Louis XIV.

The distinction is crucial, I think, for depend-
ing on the focus of investigation, one raises very
different types of questions. Rossellini himself
has revealed that each of his films is an attempt
to answer a specific question: and he acknowl-
edges that the question at the base of La Prise
de Pouvoir par Louis XIV was not “What was
Louis like as a person?” but rather “Why did
people at the court of Louis XIV dress thé way
they did® An interesting question—and one
which the film answers very clearly. But per-
haps intelligence consists nof so much in coming
up with the right answers as in asking the right
questions, that is questions which open up some
fruitful lines of investigation by raising further
questions. In the case of La Prise de Pouvoir
par Louis XIV, for example, Rossellini’s ques-
tion about fashion styles may have served him
as a point of departure; but the film as a whole
is by no means limited to a dramatization of the
answer that “fashion styles were deliberately
set and cultivated by Louis XIV as part of an
overall political strategy.” On the contrary, per-
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haps the greatest of this film’s manK merits is
that Rossellini places the answer to his original
question within the larger context of a clear
materialist examination of the basic socioeco-
nomic situation of seventeenth-century France,
and implicitly places the whole epoch within the
ultimate context of the process of history itself.

To accomplish this, Rossellini resolutely avoids
the crudely psychologizing interpretations and
melodramatic structures of Hollywood’s histori-
cal epics; and he rejects as well the lyrical
excesses of Eisenstein’s emotionalized recon-
structions of historical events. Utilizing simple
camera set-ups with very little movement of
the camera, long takes, and a discreet but very
effective use of the zoom lens, Rossellini main-
tains a cautious, alert distance from his histori-
cal material—thereby enabling us to experience,
for once, the strangeness of a historical period
that is not our own. This strangeness, however,
is not to be confused with exoticism—espe-
cially the Cecil B. DeMille brand of exoticism
where postcard images of “local color” (often
Hollywood plastic) are shamelessly exploited,
and every historical utterance is delivered with
heavy-handed flailing by ham actors who dream
of an Oscar.

Wisely, Rossellini relies primarily on non-
actors in this film (Jean-Marie Patte, who plays
Louis XIV, is a French Post Office functionary);
and, preferring understatement to histrionics,
Rossellini eschews the big scenes of emotional
intensity that are the stock in trade of most his-
torical films and lets us experience instead the
subtle tensions of the daily, mundane deeds of
history. And even when dramatizing the high
points of Louis’s prise de pouvoir—like the arrest
of Fouquet—Rossellini evokes from Jean-Marie
Patte a curious and penetrating sense of the
dogged determination and single-minded effort
involved in being (or playing) Louis XIV. More-
over, in close collaboration with historian Phi-
lippe Erlanger (who is credited with the script
of this film), Rossellini brilliantly develops what
Uwould call a materialist mise-en-scéne in which
things—the material objects of seventeenth-cen-
tury France—are not mere props and backdrops
for the drama, but share equal billing, as it
were, with the human figures.

Rarely, if ever, has a work of art been so
solidly rooted in things; and rarely, if ever, has
an artist explored so vividly and yet so pro-
foundly the réle of things in the making of his-
tory. Significantly, the closest artistic antecedent
I can think of for this film is Bertolt Brecht’s
Galileo, a play in which the dynamics of history
are also explored from a resolutely materialist
point of view.

Rossellini’s eye for detail in this film is mas-
terful. But the details are not mere flourishes
added on to the major dynamics of the film; on
the contrary, it is largely through the details—
the Cardinal’s bedpan, the blood-letting, the
King’s morning toilet, the pastimes of the court,
the preparing and serving of the King’s dinner,
and, of course, the all-important articles of cloth-
ing—that we begin to understand the way in
which man’s social existence is intimately tied
to and strongly determined by his relationship
to things.

But Rossellini examines as well the way in
which man, starting with a concern for things,
takes a detour—in his dealings with other men—
into the world of appearances. “One rules more
by appearances,” declares Louis XIV, “than b
the way things really are” [la nature profondi
des choses]. True enough, in one sense—and
certainly the film documents the masterful ma-
nipulation of appearances that characterizes
Louis XIV’s reign. Nonetheless, that sophisti-
cated web of appearances which Louis weaves
around himself is by no means unrelated to “the
way things really are.” Quite the contrary, it is
part of an overall strategy to change “the way
things really are” while diverting people’s at-
tentions from this material reality.

Along this detour from things to appearances,
however, individual men and even whole classes
may wander so far astray in the realm of ap-
pearances that they lose touch with the real
world of things. But here we are anticipating:
let’s begin where the film begins.

In the shadow of an elegant chateau, the com-
mon people take a momentary pause in the
morning’s chores. There is news of relatives who
have well-paying jobs in the service of the King.
A cousin is off to Bordeaux to purchase the
King’s wine. The news is greeted with laughter
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and that characteristically Gallic mélange of
envy and sarcasm. “The King can’t do without
his wine, eh! So our cousin is the King’s num-
ber-one winetaster; what a life!”

“The King, the King,” interjects another, “in
the end, he’s just a master like any other. In
England, they cut the head off a King, and
there were no earthquakes or eclipses . . . .”

“Don’t complain,” another interrupts, “if
there were no kings, there’d be no palaces; and
if there were no palaces, there’d be no work
for us.”

“Okay,” chimes in another, “let’s get back to
work.”

The point is worth emphasizing: the film be-
gins with the common people. Not for reasons
of plot, however. Granted, certain information
is introduced—when the men comment on the
doctors who pass by on horseback—about the
illness of Cardinal Mazarin and the extended
stay of the court at Vincennes. And this infor-
mation then serves as a transition between the
first sequence and the second, which shows the
arrival of the doctors at Vincennes. But the in-
formation that Cardinal Mazarin is ill would be
conveyed just as well if the film simply began
at the second sequence: it is clearly secondary
and incidental to the real function of the open-
ing sequence, which is to examine the economic
foundations and ideological overtones which
enlist the common masses within the socio-eco-
nomic system of the French monarchy.

One can even recognize, in this seemingly off-
hand beginning, the basic elements of the ideol-
ogy on which the aristocracy bases its rule: Di-
vine Right (by this juncture in history, it is
taken with a grain of salt—as evidenced by the
“no earthquakes or eclipses” remark); and, more
important, acceptance as a given of the notion
that there could be no work other than within
the existing economic system. The “no kings,
no palaces, no palaces, no work” remark clearly
demonstrates the strong carry-over into the sev-
enteenth century of the feudal ideology in
which economic relations are only thinkable in
terms of control of the land (with the feudal
manor—and, by extension, the royal palace—as
the locus of control from which all work-oppor-

tunities emanate). This feudal ideology, we
realize, is especially deep-rooted in an agricul-
tural economy like that of France, where, in the
seventeenth century, the working-class per se
is still hardly distinct from the peasantry.

It surely is no mere coincidence—in a film
which examines the mechanism of power—that
the opening sequence should provide us with
some indication of what factors enlisted the
common masses within a given social system—
particularly a system geared to provide such
ridiculous extravagances for the aristocracy as
is here the case. The “underprivileged classes”
are talked about occasionally in the film (as ob-
jects to be manipulated and won over), and we
often see them at work serving the nobility; but
nowhere, except in the opening sequence, do
we get any idea of their attitudes towards the
existing social system and why they accept their
menial status.

Finally, it is worth remarking that the open-
ing sequence has a very distinctive nature: un-
like all the other sequences of the film, it does
not have its roots in actual deeds or words of
historical figures. It does not reconstruct an
event which, documentably, ever took place.
The people are nameless; and their words—al-
though they are of the sort that might have
been spoken a hundred times a day—are purely
the invention of Rossellini and scenarist Er-
langer. Those words, however, perform an im-
portant analytical function. They may even be
an answer to a question Rossellini might have
posed: “How developed was the class-conscious-
ness of the common masses?” In any case, this
is a logical way to begin a materialist examina-
tion of a given historical situation.

Throughout the film, each successive se-
quence has a two-fold function in which infor-
mation is presented to advance the chronolog-
ical story-line and, at the same time, to an-
alyze different aspects of the historical period.
That the former is often less important than the
latter, is illustrated best, I think, by the doc-
tors’ examination of the ailing Mazarin. In terms
of story-line, this sequence is disproportionately
long: all we really need to know is who Maz-
arin is (and the film doesn’t really supply this
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information until the following sequences) and
not how he died but simply that he died. But
Rossellini is interested in other aspects of his-
tory than merely “who did what.”

So the doctors’ examination of Mazarin be-
comes Rossellini’s examination of the state of
man’s scientific knowledge in seventeenth cen-
tury France. And what more telling index could
there be of man’s knowledge than his knowl-
edge of his own materiality? The doctors take
the patient’s pulse . . . or roughly ten seconds
worth. (In 1661—the year of Mazarin’s death—
the fact that blood circulates through our bodies
was still a very recent discovery, the ramifica-
tions of which were only beginning to be under-
stood.) They run their hands along the patient’s
nightshirt and bedding, then snift their finger-
tips—presumably to evaluate the odor of the
patient’s sweat. Then they examine the . . .
The word is not spoken, out of délicatesse; but
the request is immediately understood, and the
Cardinal’s bedpan is quickly fetched from be-
neath the bed and handed to the chief consult-
ant, who holds it up to his nose, shaking it gently

Things

and
appearances:
17th-
century
science
(Brandon
Films)

to stir up the contents, sniffing it in short, busi-
nesslike inhalations.

After several moments, he passes the bedpan
to a colleague, accompanying this move with a
telling arching of the eyebrows; and, turning to
the Cardinal’s resident physician, he concludes:
“He must be bled.” The other consultants quick-
ly voice their agreement. Informed that the pa-
tient has already been bled several times that
day and may be too weak to be bled again, they
reply that “the human body contains 24 liters
of blood and can lose 21 liters and still live.”
And to reassure the resident physician, they
support their argument with analogies in the
form of aphorisms: “The deeper you have to
go to get water from a well, the better the
water” and “The more milk a mother gives, the
more milk she has to give.”

The Cardinal is lifted from bed, placed in a
chair, and bled from the ankle. As he faints, the
blood is collected in a small pot. Repeating the
same procedure as with the Cardinal’s urine, the
chief consultant grimaces resignedly: “Unless
there’s a miracle . . .”
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Finally, the renowned physicians withdraw.
Outside the Cardinal’s chamber, they discuss
several treatments that might be tried in des-
peration. “Perhaps His Eminence needs to be
purged of his ‘bad humeurs’,” suggests one doc-
tor. “But I already gave him rhubarb,” counters
the resident physician. “Precious stones,” sug-
gests one; “A mother’s milk,” suggests another.
But they admit they have never tried these
measures and don’t really have any faith in
them. The scene ends.

Quite tangential to the film’s story-line, this
sequence is absolutely central to the film’s basic
preoccupations. The dialectic between objective
and subjective factors, between things and
man’s perception of their appearances, is mise
en scéne in the Cardinal’s deathchamber. The
doctors recognize the importance of the material
things of this life—like our bodies. But at this
stage of history they can only examine what is
externalized—like urine, sweat, blood, and the
general outward appearance of the patient—
and their basic tools are their senses of sight,
smell, and touch. Their information is limited to
sense data. They can smell the urine, but they
cannot yet perform a chemical analysis of the
urine. Sense data is a prerequisite and an im-
portant part of analysis, but, alone, it often
does not accomplish very much. And while we
concentrate on the outward appearances of
things, things go their own way—they degener-
ate, decompose, and are transformed into some-
thing else. And when we are the things that de-
generate, decompose, and are transformed into
something else, all the other things that we ac-
cumulated in our lifetime are then passed on to
someone else. We make out a will to deter-
mine who gets what.

Enter the Church. Mazarin—himself a Car-
dinal—is dying. He must be confessed and pre-
pare himself for death. In the eyes of the
Church, this means settling his accounts in the
material world in order to enter the realm of the
spirit. “Settling accounts” is a business term.
Entering the realm of the spirit is a business
deal. There is an entrance fee. The Church
sends a business representative to hammer out
the terms of the bargain.

Things and our perception of their appear-
ances . . . matter and spirit . . . which is more im-
portant? Louis XIV might claim that “one rules
more by appearances than by the way things
really are”; but how true is this? The Church—
any church—might claim that the spiritual realm
is infinitely more important than the material
realm; but how can this be reconciled with the
Church’s well-documented appetite for the ma-
terial things of this world? Who is fooling
whom? If material things are really so unimpor-
tant and insignificant, why do rulers and priests
—throughout history—resort to such devious and
complicated appearances to accumulate and
control things? And since this film is an exami-
nation of the mechanism of power, what réle
does the Church play in the struggle for power?
Isn’t this, too, a question Rossellini is likely to
have asked himself?

Enter Colbert. Briefly, the ailing Mazarin dis-
cusses with his assistant the affairs of govern-
ment. Colbert tells of the state’s depleting fi-
nancial reserves and the flagrant corruption
which permits ambitious individuals like Fou-
quet to fill their pockets at the state’s expense.
Colbert concludes with a warning that if Fou-
quet were to become Prime Minister, anything
could happen.

Finally, enter Louis—or rather Louis se léve.
Our first glimpse of Louis XIV is in bed. We,
like the assembled nobles of the court, witness
the opening of the bed-curtains and the morn-
ing ritual of a seventeenth-century monarch. It
is quite a spectacle—complete with esprit de vin
for the king to wash his hands and face with,
prayers that are mumbled (for appearances’
sake) to sound like Latin, an announcement by
the young queen to the effect that the King per-
formed his conjugal duty during the night, and,
finally, the dressing of the king by his servants
while the nobles of the court look on admir-
ingly.

By introducing the figure of Louis XIV in this
manner, Rosellini very skillfully suggests the
purely ceremonial function of the young French
monarch under Mazarin’s regency. Like Car-
dinal Richelieu before him, Mazarin as Prime
Minister is entrusted with the actual tasks of
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governing, while the function of the French
monarchy is now almost entirely symbolic. In
the pomp and circumstance which surround His
Royal Highness, the nation shall see the image
of its greatness and prestige. Louis XIV, acutely
sensitive to this public image, even refuses the
dying Mazarin’s generous bequest of his per-
sonal fortune—for “the public must never be
able to say that a King received a fortune from
a mere subject.” (What the public doesn’t know,
however, doesn’t hurt them—as we see later
when Mazarin’s fortune is secretly put at the
disposal of Louis XIV, who, under these cir-
cumstances, has no hesitation about using it.)

But the 22-year-old Louis XIV has no inten-
tions of remaining only a symbolic figure. In a
conversation with the Queen Mother, Louis
pours out his frustrations and very petulantly
asserts his determination to change things. Pow-
er, he tells his mother, is shared by too many
hands. The Parliament is getting too strong; it
might get the idea of turning against its master.
Louis fears the recurrence of the infamous
Fronde—a rebellious coalition of bourgeois par-
liamentarians and dissident nobles who cal-
lenged the monarchy and ravaged French pol-
itics from 1648 to 1653, even forcing the royal
family to flee Paris on several occasions.

The problem, Louis insists, is that the nobles
of the court, living far from their lands, are in
need of money and therefore turn to the bour-
geoisie—putting themselves in debt at the hands
of bourgeois creditors. “It’s reached the point,”
he declares with disgust, “where honneur is for
sale just like sugar or tobacco.” “Power, today,
equals money.” Insisting that the selling of titles
must cease, Louis sums up his aspirations:
“What I want is that everyone should keep in
his place!”

And the King’s place, it is clear, is at the
helm of his country, actively steering the ship of
state. Everyone else—even his own mother—
may be convinced that Louis is a self-indulgent,
spoiled fop who will quickly tire of the responsi-
bilities of government; but Louis XIV intends to
fool them all and govern in his own right.

Slowly, painstakingly, with innumerable seem-
ingly irrelevant details, Rossellini has drawn the

basic issues of Louis’s rise to power. Now, the
stage having been set, things move very quickly.
Mazarin dies. Keeping abreast of the situation
minute by minute, Louis quickly hurries to as-
sert his power. A well-placed remark makes a
calculated impression of Louis’s determination
to exercise power himself. Then, to assert his
will, Louis goes against tradition and imposes
full mourning—normally reserved for the royal
family—to honor Mazarin. Further, he immedi-
ately calls an emergency meeting of the Coun-
cil of Ministers and stalks in brusquely to an-
nounce his intention of governing personally
without the intermediary of a prime minister.
Then, in private conference with Colbert—
whom he appoints as his personal advisor—
Louis inquires about the ambitions of the influ-
ential Fouquet, his Minister of Finance; and he
carefully excludes from the Council meetings
several individuals known to be closely associ-
ated with Fouquet—including his own mother
and brother.

When the Queen Mother subsequently re-
proaches Louis for his ingratitude towards her
and scolds him for his none too delicate flaunt-
ing of his affair with Louise de La Valliére,
Louis dutifully implores her forgiveness and
quickly hastens from the room as if overcome
with remorse. As always, Rossellini’s handling
of this scene raises questions without imposing
any heavy-handed answers. When Louis falls
to his knees and buries his face in his mother’s
breast, the gesture seems quite natural. But the
perfunctoriness of this gesture is hifghlighted by
the quick exit which immediately follows; and,
in any case, with Louis’s face buried, we—like
his mother—cannot see what emotions may or
may not be expressed in his features and we
thus have only the gesture itself and the seem-
ingly fervent request for forgiveness to judge
by. Is it just the appearance of remorse or the
real thing? Perhaps we’ll never know; or per-
haps we should look elsewhere for clues. In
any case, immediately following this encounter
between Louis and the Queen Mother, Ros-
sellini carefully inserts a brief but telling ex-
change between Colbert and Louis in which the
King reiterates his insistence that neither his
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mother nor his brother shall take part in Coun-
cil meetings.

Brief glimpses of the court at play (at the
country retreat at Chantilly) then reveal that
far from reforming his promiscuity, Louis in-
dulges himself ever more openly, in spite of his
mother’s disapproval and the increasing humili-
ation this brings to his wife Marie-Thérése. And
the love intrigues, it is clearly demonstrated,
often become enmeshed in the political in-
trigues of ambitious nobles like Fouquet who
try to buy over the confidence of the King’s fa-
vorites.

Fouquet himself, this most dashing and am-
bitious figure whose prestige and flair rivalled
that of the young monarch, is abruptly arrested
by the captain of Louis’s guard, D’Artagnan, in
a move of calculated audacity. Planning the
move with an eye to public opinion, Louis stages
the arrest of his most powerful rival right in the
man’s own stronghold at Nantes—thereby ac-
centuating the boldness of his action and the
confidence he has in his own omnipotence. Ros-
sellini subtly underscores the strategy of Louis
XIV by having Louis tersely order that the
arrest be shrouded in secrecy beforehand and
announced with “as much stir as possible” after-
wards. Even the Queen Mother—a close asso-
ciate of Fouquet—can only respond to Louis’s
unexpected audacity with an awestruck “Louis,
vous me faites peur!”

Having thus eliminated his chief potential
rival, Louis sets about consolidating the power
he has so assiduously acquired. And, as Rossel-
lini suggests, it is the King’s personal advisor,
Colbert, who plays the pivotal réle in devising
and implementing Louis’s long-range political
program. Granted, the King himself dictates cer-
tain basic principles. “Each person must derive
everything from the King, just as all of Nature
derives everything from the sun . . . and the
nobility must be kept separate from the bour-
geoisie . . . these are the general goals of my
policy.” But Louis turns immediately to his con-
fidential advisor and asks “What are the practi-
cal means of implementing them?”

Colbert, a bourgeois technocrat with a genius
for organization, responds to the challenge with

a zealous, far-reaching program of economic re-
form and development that will reshape France
from top to bottom. “Industries must be devel-
oped to enable us to produce for ourselves what
we now must import from abroad; roads and
canals must be built and maintained to facilitate
commerce; we must build a fleet of ships to
compete with Holland in trade with the New
World; the lower classes must be taken off the
‘dole,’ it is dangerous for them to be idle, and
we must provide public works to keep them
busy; we must also reduce the tax burden of
the most underprivileged classes, this way we'll
win their allegiance and remove a source of dis-
content; on the other hand, we shall increase
the indirect taxes which hit all classes of so-
ciety—taxes on tobacco, alcohol, salt, etc.; and
we should reduce interest rates on loans to cut
the profits of the bourgeois money-lenders. . . .”

As Colbert systematically elaborates his pro-
posals for reorganization, we cannot help but
admire the foresight and thoroughness of this
“bourgeois from Reims” (as Fouquet had con-
temptuously called him); and we may remark
how fortunate it was for Louis XIV to have
such a practical-minded man as Colbert for his
chief advisor. But we begin to be aware, too, of
a curious paradox involved in the collaboration
of Louis XIV and Colbert—a paradox which be-
comes more evident in the session with Louis’s
tailor which follows, but which is already im-
plicit here in the juxtaposition of Louis’s ends
with Colbert’s means.

Louis’s goals have an anachronistic, back-
ward-looking quality about them. In desiring
that “each person must derive all from the
King,” Louis seeks nothing other than a return
to the central institution of the early feudal age,
where the basic social contract was the sacred
pact of personal indebtedness and devotion that
bound each subject to the King. And just as the
planets revolve around the sun in fixed orbits,
Louis would have his subjects revolve around
him in a clearly delimited hierarchy where
“everyone would keep in his place.” In short,
Louis’s ideals are the ideals of a feudal age long
past. Even his attempt to restore the monarch
to active rule is an attempt to stem the tide of
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history—as his mother has earlier in the film
pointed out to him.

How strange it is, then, that the resolute-
ly forward-looking proposals of Colbert should
seem to fit in so well with the anachronistic
ideals of Louis XIV. As the saying goes, politics
makes strange bedfellows. But then so does his-
tory—and it is often only through the light of
history that we can see how strange certain
political alliances really were.

The brilliance of Rossellini’s artistry, how-
ever, is that he knows how to visualize not just
historical events themselves, but also the inter-
nal contradictions of a given historical situation.
And here, in the meeting of minds between
Louis XIV and Colbert, one of the primary in-
ternal contradictions of class struggle in seven-
teenth-century France is subtly brought to the
fore. The bourgeois, practical-minded outlook
(here personified by Colbert) is concerned with
things; while the aristocratic spirit (here per-
sonified by Louis XIV) is excessively preoccu-
pied with appearances. And although, as the
session with the tailor indicates, Louis XIV is
a masterful manipulator of appearances for po-
litical effect, nonetheless, he seems very limited
in his ability to comprehend the economic (and
ultimately political) consequences of the scheme
he elaborates.

As Louis carefully specifies the number and
placement of ruffles and feathers on the out-
landish costume he intends to impose on the
court, he explains to Colbert that these extrava-
gant costumes will cost the nobles roughly one
year’s income apiece—thus bringing in a sub-
stantial income for the state treasury at the
same time that the financial power of the po-
tentially dissident nobles will be drained. Then,
to placate the nobility and to keep them out
of the hands of ambitious bourgeois creditors,
Louis reveals that he will personally undertake—
with funds from the state treasury—the housing
and feeding of the court at the newly planned
palace of Versailles.

Throughout this session with the tailor, Col-
bert keeps silent and lets Louis do all the talk-
ing. Louis’s plan is so bold and Machiavellian
in design that even its excesses are fascinating.

But the look on Colbert’s face, so evidently
cautious and skeptical, tends to highlight, by
contrast, the inconsistencies and excesses of a
scheme which financially entails giving back
with one hand more money than the other hand
just took in, and which requires that enormous
sums of money be pumped continuously into an
almost totally nonproductive sector of the econ-
omy. Through the stolid presence of Colbert,
we begin to sense that while in the short run
Louis’s concern with appearances may seem
to complement and reinforce Colbert’s concern
with things, in the long run the forces of his-
tory have them headed in two very different
and conflicting directions.

And, in fact, it is perfectly clear from the
perspective of history that Colbert’s practical
development of French industry and commerce
served to accelerate the very patterns of social
change—particularly the rise of the bourgeoisie—
which Louis deplored and sought to reverse.
Moreover, Louis’s own policy of hosting the no-
bility at Versailles while ruining them financial-
ly eventually ruined the state’s finances as well;
and life at Louis’s extravagant court, with its
single-minded concern with appearances, so dis-
tracted the nobility from the material world
of things (except as luxury items for conspicu-
ous consumption) that by the end of Louis’s
reign this once-mighty economic class no longer
played a vital role in the system of production
and was, as Marx put it, reduced to a mere
“parasite” in the new industrial and commercial
economy dominated by the bourgeoisie.

All of this is simply implicit, however, as far
as the film is concerned, for Rossellini traces
only the ascendancy of Louis XIV from 1661
to the mid-1680’s. Nevertheless, the film as a
whole, and particularly the later sequences deal-
ing with Versailles, suggest quite clearly that
despite the flamboyance of Louis’s court, his
reign is by no means a healthy, fruitful flower-
ing of the French monarchy. Rather, it is simply
the last flowering—dazzling in its sickly hues—
of a dying plant artificially kept alive in a
hothouse.

And what a hothouse! Louis instructs his
chief architect, Le Vau, to build Versailles large
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enough to accommodate 15,000 guests. Ver-
sailles is to be the showcase of his reign—and,
after his death, the temple of his glory. And at
this moment, in a magnificent long shot of the
construction in progress, Rossellini reveals the
simultaneous splendeur and misére of Louis’s
grandiose conception. Seen from a distance,
countless laborers scurry about like so many
ants, their backs glistening with sweat as they
strain under the enormous stone blocks which
are cut, measured, and endlessly fitted into
place. And for what? The way the shot is
framed, it is hard to tell just what they are
building. We know, of course, that it is the
palace of Versailles; but—aside from a small
arch in the foreground—it might just as well be
the pyramids at Giza or the temples of Baby-
lon. There are historical variations, to be sure;
but it’s the same old story: the privileged few
live in lavish luxury, while the impoverished
masses are forced to bear the burden, giving
their lives to build the tombs and palaces of the
rich. The shot is held only a few seconds, but
it seems like an eternity, so powerful is the
moral impact of this image of man’s injustice.
Finally, the scene shifts and we jump ahead
to the completed palace of Versailles, where
Louis imposes his will unabashedly, gradually
transforming the ceremonial functions of the
court into a quasi-religious cult over which he
presides as the living incarnation of the divine.
Louis XIV becomes the “Sun-King”; all eyes
are focused upon him, and every glance or word
which he deigns to address to one or another of
his subjects is a life-giving ray of sunlight.
Absolutely faithful in each detail, Rossellini
depicts the daily ritual of the King’s grand
couvert—the evening meal at which Louis, seat-
ed alone at a raised dais, eats a dinner con-
sisting of several dozen courses prepared and
served by a legion of domestic servants, while
the entire court stands respectfully and engages
in courtly gossip. And when Louis XIV majes-
tically demands some musical accompaniment,
Rossellini’s camera obediently follows a court
functionary as he makes his way amidst the
gathered nobles to communicate the King’s or-
ders to the musicians who are seated in a tiny

balcony at the rear of the long, narrow hall. At
the appointed signal, the musicians pop up like
so many choirboys; and the camera’s perspec-
tive from the rear of the hall clearly emphasizes
the churchlike atmosphere—with Louis seated
at the raised altar, the focus of everyone’s de-
votion.

Then, in a brief concluding sequence, Louis
XIV is seen taking a short stroll, followed by his
sycophantic retinue, in the ordered gardens of
Versailles. Entering the palace, Louis momen-
tarily withdraws to a private salon. In a scene
which somewhat paradoxically recalls Brecht’s
famous dressing of the Pope in Gdlileo, Louis
XIV removes, one by one, the numerous articles
of clothing which are the outward symbols of
his power. But as the gloves, sword, wig, me-
dallion, vest, and various collars and sleevelets
are removed, it is questionable whether Louis—
although perhaps a tiny bit more “human”—is
any the less majestic. So painstakingly has he
woven the web of appearances around his per-
son that he has now almost completely identi-
fied himself with the fabulous demigod of his
public image.

The private, intimate Louis XIV—we sudden-
ly realize—has never existed! Eating, sleeping,
participating in the hunt, presiding at court,
even love-making, have all been political func-
tions: for the sake of his public image, every
act of Louis’s daily life—no matter how trivial—
has been carefully executed with a calculated
aura of serene omnipotence. Only now—when
we see him alone for the first time in the film—
can Louis allow himself a brief moment of pri-
vacy: and even here, the private Louis and the
public Louis XIV are barely distinguishable.

Almost totally absorbed now in the artificial
rituals of the court at Versailles, Louis XIV is
also almost totally isolated from his fellow men
and the real world of things. In his lofty soli-
tude, he can only take comfort in the spiritual
ruminations of La Rochefoucauld, whose book
of maxims Rossellini depicts Louis as meditat-
ing over endlessly-—presumably finding in their
Delphic ambiguity an inspirational pastime for
his godlike aloofness.

* * * *
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The case has here been argued that the anal-
ysis of history in La Prise de Pouvoir par Louis
XIV is a materialist analysis and that the dra-
matic presentation of that analysis—its mise-en-
scéne—is a materialist mise-en-scéne. By way of
conclusion, however, it is worthwhile to examine
the limitations of Rossellini’s achievement and
to ask why such a resolutely materialist work of
art (assuming that we are justified in identifyin
La Prise de Pouvoir par Louis XIV as such
should have, as it were, so little political bite?
(One objective indication of this film’s political
innocuousness is the simple fact that the French
national television network—for whom the film
was made—went ahead and showed the film, a
precedent they have certainly not followed in
their dealings with other film-makers (like God-
ard and Marcel Ophuls, to name only two) from
whom they commissioned films which were sub-
sequently suppressed by the government and
refused TV exposure.

Why is it, then, that in spite of its subtle
artistry, the depth and scope of its materialist
analysis, and its uncompromisingly unemotion-
al, antimelodramatic structure, La Prise de Pou-
voir par Louis X1V is a film so easily digestible
by the general bourgeois “art-film” audience?
Part of the answer, of course, is simply that the
opportunity to take a peek at the life of a king
(and this is not just any old king) is one of the
great dreams of the social-climbing bourgeoisie;
this is a constant theme of bourgeois art (as well

as of tabloid journalism, which bourgeois art
often resembles). Consequently, the magnetic
pull of the anecdotal aspect of this film is so
strong that it is very easy for the bourgeois spec-
tator to shift the film off its basic axis—which,
as I indicated at the outset is not the person of
Louis XIV but rather the mechanism of power
as understood and manipulated by Louis XIV—
and to deal with the film on his own self-in-
dulgent terms rather than on Rossellini’s more
austere and intellectually demanding terms.
Moreover, La Prise de Pouvoir par Louis XIV
admittedly has a great deal of sumptuous spec-
tacle to divert the spectator, and there is enough
that is bizarre and extravagant (after all, Louis
XIV did reach a certain zenith of the bizarre
and extravagant) to titillate even the jaded bour-
geois audiences who are wallowing these days
in the self-indulgent decadence of Visconti and
Fellini.

Nonetheless, it is the task of the serious critic
to penetrate beneath the surface of spectacle
and to recognize—in this film and on each of the
few occasions the cinema offers him—that even
spectacle can serve as a practical tool to focus
our attention in directions which will produce
some useful knowledge of our objective condi-
tion instead of merely mystifying us once again
with more sugar-coated dreams that are useful
only to the privileged few, who, like Louis XIV,
would forever “keep us in our place.”
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Bresson’s Stylistics Revisited

If in twenty-eight years Robert Bresson has
been able to make only ten films, it merely in-
dicates the austerity of his work. He refuses to
make his narratives accessible, populating them
instead with the proud heroes who are closest
to his heart. Where another director would de-
velop a relationship gradually, Bresson gives us
only a few scenes, hardly enough to define the
psychology of his characters unambiguously. Be-
cause of this critics generally describe Bresson
as a man determined to deny us experiences,
especially richly emotional ones. In terms of
ordinary fiction, Bresson’s films are indeed asce-
tic—and those are just the terms critics gener-
ally use.

Of this approach André Bazin’s early and in-
fluential article, “The Stylistics of Robert Bres-
son,” in What Is Cinema?, is rather typical.

Bresson treats the novel [The Diary of a
Country Priest, from which Besson adapted
his film of the same name] as he does his
characters. The novel is a cold, hard fact, a
reality to be accepted as it stands. One must
not attempt to adapt it to the situation in
hand, or manipulate it to fit some passing
need for an explanation; on the contrary it is
something to be taken absolutely as it stands.
Bresson never condenses the text, he cuts it.
Thus what is left over is a part of the orig-
inal. Like marble from a quarry the words
of the film continue to be part of the novel.

(p. 136)

Bresson’s film, however, is not an exegesis of
the novel, but an independent object. Its im-
ages do not set out a reality and then excise
certain elements in order to rarify and spiritual-
ize that reality; believing that they do leads
Bazin into such critically absurd statements as
“It would be in vain to lock for its devastating
beauty simply in what is explicit [in its images].”

(p. 140) On the contrary: Bresson constructs his
images from the beginning to be rarified and,
for that matter, devastatingly beautiful. He does
not collect or select them from somewhere else;
he builds them from scratch. Their significance
does not consist simply in what is excluded from
them—a cheap enough paradox—but in what has
been designed into them.

Bazin’s approach is basically that of bourgeois
film criticism; it describes films as if they were
taken directly, selected, or at best reflected from
reality. What is significant, however, is that the
“reality” on which Bazin bases his argument
here is literary and narrative instead (as usual)
of being the real world itself. For Bresson’s im-
ages are too obviously stylized to be described
in terms derived from documentary and applied
carelessly to fiction films as well.

But this also holds, though less clearly, for
all images. The “reality” from which they are
thought to be taken, or which they “reflect,” is
a synthetic and conventional one, namely our
largely literary pictures of the real world. Far
from capturing the real world directly, films
borrow and echo the signifying forms without
which we cannot comprehend material reality.®
A film must therefore be criticized in terms of
the meanings it constructs for itself from the
cultural stockpile on which it rests. That is the
basis of a materialist analysis of film—one which
sees a film as a cultural object and not a reflec-
tion, an illusion of reality, an unfathomable
dream, or any other chimera.

(In that case, what is the relation of a docu-
mentary or a political film to the reality most

*Even cameras’ lens-systems are built so as to re-
produce Renaissance perspective, which is the cur-
rently accepted convention for “objective” render-
ings of visible reality.



critics would say it “records” or “reflects”? That
of a critique. Political films are objects to be
used as critiques of social reality. Documen-
taries, which necessarily embody political atti-
tudes, are also critiques, as works of fiction also
implicitly are.)

* * * *

At first Bresson’s way of joining things to-
gether seems intended more to confuse than to
reveal, for he does not follow the sentimental
logic after which ordinary narratives are con-
structed. Bresson erases the categories into
which we normally classify various beings. Most
important, he breaks down the distinction be-
tween subject and object by having his actors
move and deliver lines as flatly as possible; this
weakens our habit of seeing them as fellow-
subjects whose emotions we can share and un-
derstand directly. Bresson will treat a firecrack-
er, a donkey, a hood in his black leather jacket,
a mess of broken bottles, and an old woman (in
one of Au Hasard Balthazar's more astounding
scenes) as members of the same order of reality.

Here Bresson’s montage distinguishes itself
from that of, say, John Ford, who breaks down

a scene into its constituent small elements (an
initial overview, close-ups of each character’s
face, a particular grouping of two or three, more
close-ups, another particular relationship) so that
as the scene is reassembled in the editing room
every action will take its place in a hierarchic
depiction of social process. By changing levels
of significance rapidly, such bourgeois directors
achieve great emotional richness: one moment
we have the private sentiments of one character,
the next the feeling of the whole group. Bres-
son, on the other hand, renders every dramatic
event in one action and one shot, and cuts from
one event to the next as if they were completely
equivalent emotionally. No complex sentimental
or psychological structure is required to assem-
ble the narrative. There is no question here of
upsetting the normal order of reality; a film in
which event simply succeeds event is, if any-
thing, closer to the workings of the real world
than is the bourgeois narrative’s stratification of
reality.

Beyond this dramatic structure Au Hasard
Balthazar has a particular direction, which is
transcendental, and which comes from the way
Bresson constructs his images. By refusing to
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separate subject from object, Bresson enables
everything that appears to have an equal sig-
nificance; there is no longer one spiritual order
of being and meaning for characters and anoth-
er “inanimate” one for objects.

In the absence of the usual hierarchy of more
or less meaningful beings, every object signifies
directly to us; meaning is imminent in every
visible form. The same, however, is true of God-
ard’s recent work, which similarly destroys audi-
ence identification with flat acting styles which
turn the characters into objects. Godard, how-
ever, uses further alienation devices to keep in-
sisting that his images and sounds are deliber-
ate political presentations. Bresson uses none
beyond his acting and compositional design, and
thus leaves his films among those works which
pretend to be naturalistic representations of
reality rather than ideological constructions. A
work which makes everything equally meaning-
ful, but also represents the real world, is a rep-
resentation of a world whose material forms
are completely spirit—that is, a transcendental
reality.

* * * *

By angling his camera only slightly to every
setting, Bresson minimizes the depth of his shots
and leaves few tensions in the third dimension.
The actors, moreover, often move across the
shot along a slight bias, rather than employing
the full depth of the composition. Instead of
drawing us deep into the image, Bresson pushes
the composition and its actors toward the plane
of the screen.

The sense of immediacy this generates is in-
creased by Bresson’s staying close to his subject.
Scenes are introduced by close-ups; instead of
building up to the core of the action like a con-
ventional dramatist, Bresson hits us with it im-
mediately, then moves on to something equally
important. Only the most significant events are
left: Bresson eschews all connective material,
which would not be meaningful in itself but
only insofar as it helped explain more impor-
tant events.

There are no contemplative passages and few
long shots; Bresson constantly moves the cam-
era in on his characters as if he wanted to re-
duce their physical context to the necessary

minimum. Similarly, the camera stays close to
a character and pans to follow him through a
scene, instead of holding back in long-shot or
cutting between shots of him in different posi-
tions. Though this would give a clearer view of
his actions, it would explain his relationship to
other objects and characters by using three-
dimensional space analytically—each figure in a
given spatial location, each location with a spe-
cial significance. Bresson refuses to endow spa-
tial structures with any independent signifi-
cance; meaning must come directly from objects
themselves.

One feels very strongly, then, that Bresson’s
characters are fixed in their physical surround-
ings; there can be no transcendence of their
material context. They are not fellow-subjects
whom we can abstract from the images in which
they appear. But if they enjoy no relief from
their world, and experience all events on the
same emotional level, they also experience only
things which are essentially meaningful.

One also has a very strong and confining
sense of the passage of time, for Bresson depicts
events strictly in sequence, never using a flash-
back and frequently cutting ahead weeks or
years without warning. This passage of time,
however, is not progress or development in the
conventional sense for the characters, since the
logic of their situation does not change. The
world in which they act remains flat and rigor-
ously present; only the present exists.

Gradually, however, a marvelous complete-
ness grows through the accumulation of com-
plete facts. By showing each event in a single ac-
tion Bresson condenses his narrative and moves
through situations with unprecedented speed.
Au Hasard Balthazar covers extraordinary dis-
tances; at the same time its lack of composition-
al depth gives the film a linear continuity from
one image through the next. By its ending the
film has developed, completely without the
aid of normal explanatory connectives between
events, to a point of meaningfulness which is
unique in its refusal, at every moment, to be
sentimental. From the rigor of his style Bresson
has built a really new narrative, which is to say
a new way of looking at the world, a new mode
of understanding.
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War as Movie Theater—T'wo Films

Because their mixtures of material and methods
are so volatile and eclectic, what succeeds in
many movies is often close to what fails in many
others. Trying to view horror through the prism
of comedy, Richard Lester came to grief, de-
spite some trenchant moments, with How I Won
the War. Yet with The Bed Sitting Room, de-
spite several failures, his off-center, “goonish”
slant works. The horror in the new movie is
World War III, rather than II, which in two
minutes and 28 seconds including the signing
of the peace treaty (though God knows who was
left to sign it) has wiped out all but some twen-
ty odd Englishmen. And they are odd, given to
running off at the mouth, stomping around in
bemused circles, holing up in caves with their
tattered obsessions, cracking wan jokes. The
film depicts an upended “final solution” that re-
creates the problems it solved. The survivors
take up where they left off with petty ambition,
sexual lunacy (Roy Kinnear’s “rubber” mania),
racism, arms stockpiling, religiosity, psychologi-
cal bedevilments (someone returning to the
womb is offered his choice of wallpaper to deco-
rate the place), and despotism (Peter Cook and
Dudley Moore in a rovir’}%1 crane ordering every-
one to keep moving). The movie’s humor de-
rives less from its mixed bag of gags and skits
than from the strenuous efforts of all hands to
be funny, consequently unnumbed and able to
cope with the holocaust they have barely sur-
vived. Ripples of nostalgia and memory, min-
gh'ng with the humors and underscored by a
ew plangent passages in Ken Thorne’s music,
are fleeting but strong, despite disruptive gaffes
like the flashes to Mao and Wilson leaving
10 Downing Street just at the approach of
the B --- (a four-letter word that none use).
These garrulous caricatures, their English quirks
twitching maniacally away, are all of humanity
that remains.

Working with a brashly theatrical script (the
John Antrobus-Spike Milligan play), Lester pre-
dictably opens it up by spreading the scenes
across a vast landscape. But he also insists on
the play’s theatricality and tries for a visual style
that will combine both approaches. On the one
hand, the movie is unabashedly stage-like. Da-
vid Watkin’s lighting and photography are often
theatrically multicolored, dividing the screen
into layers of orange, red, green. The open-air
locations are used as outsized sets, filled with
props, details, gadgets. The actors dive head-
long into caricature. As Lord Fortnum, who
mutates into a bed sitting room and worries lest
any blacks rent him, Ralph Richardson, in par-
ticular, is sharper than he has been on the
screen in years. Yet the film’s post-nuclear world
makes these artifices seem quite realistic, in a
way. They suggest well-known images of urban
pollution—the oil-fouled Santa Barbara beaches,
junk yards, filthy waterways. Furthermore, since
this postwar setting is happily something that
we can still only dream about, the theatrical
stylization blends with the realism to form a
dream image. The rubble-strewn canyons, the
huge mounds of old shoes, the fields of shat-
tered crockery, while never ceasing to resemble
stage sets, also embody what we have imagined
the world would be after an atomic conflagra-
tion. The lighting can be either theatrical spot-
lighting and atmospherics or poison gas, air
pollution, radiation. The locations, even when
most stagy, are both naturalistic and reminis-
cent of “real” settings in other movies—the jun-
gles and hills of Fires on the Plain, the searing
vistas that stun the astronaut in 2001.

Lester thus succeeds where he failed in How
I Won the War. The earlier movie also featured
caricatures going through hopefully surrealistic
routines, but the director failed to stylize the
locations. Thus, the actions and the dialogues
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(which were badly spoken anyway) took place
against quite ordinary backgrounds. The clash
wrecked the movie, made it both unfunny and
uninvolving. In The Bed Sitting Room, whose
dialogue and acting are far superior, Lester pro-
vides settings congruent with his caricatures.
Thus, even when they go astray, the actors nev-
er look like your lead-brained neighbors shooting
8mm monkeyshines on their front lawn. This
fusion of styles is highly unstable. Sometimes it
indulges an actor’s bad antics (Milligan’s espe-
cially), overdoes the colored lights, rehashes
stunts from Dali (a woman opens a drawer in
her breast), wanders into tedious scenes (a wran-
gle over some official papers). At these moments
the film teeters, but it stays upright.

This method, which provides no “real” people
with whom we can “identify,” makes for a “cold”
film. Though artists and critics (such as William
H. Gass) are strenuously questioning the con-
cepts of characterization and feeling in litera-
ture, film audiences still seem to want the most
naive kind of “warmth,” an emotional bath in
which they can splash around. But Lester avoids
emotionalism. He has enough sense to cool off
an overheated subject and present it with per-
spective. But his direction does more than sub-
vert movie routines by eliminating easy cli-
maxes. Because he so consistently resists tug-
ging at heartstrings, he can achieve momentary
epiphanies that infuse the movie with the sweet-
ness of sudden recollection, brief beauties that
we barely grasp before they vanish. One of these
moments is just a shot of a tossed stone splash-
ing into a polluted lake. The film’s wandering
family rests beside the fetid water; the splash
crystallizes the scene into a passing suggestion
of the family’s lost serenity. Two others inter-
rupt hectic banter on a subway where they live
for a while: the husband, locied off the train,
glaring fearfully through the window; the wife,
chopping up a Hershey bar and jabbering mind-
lessly, suddenly worrying about being left alone.
In such moments, by revealing for just an in-
stant fears his people dare not yield to and old
joys they dare not dwell upon, Lester gives the
movie extra resonance.

Similarly Rita Tushingham, eighteen months

WAR AS MOVIE THEATER

pregnant, of necessity looks gross and ungainly
as she waddles along, but her smile can suffuse
the film with momentary tenderness. No less
impressive is her soliloquy over her sleeping
lover, in which she enumerates his clownish
faults but keeps returning to “T'll say this for
him” as an affectionate refrain that accepts an
unalterable fate and defies its ability to break
her. But most penetrating of all is a short scene
in which the wife, describing her prewar feel-
ings of perpetual anxiety, says that often she
wished that they would drop the thing and get
it over with. To which her husband mildly re-
plies, “Only when you were very tired.” If such
a tiny fragment can epitomize the contemporary
state of mind, this does.

One survivor is a nut who hides underground
and waves fistfuls of unedited movie film show-
ing various disasters of war. He continually gib-
bers at passersby to look at his footage and
avidly holds it up to the light, the better to
slobber over the frames and savor both the
images of suffering and his own indignation.
“Oh, the horror, the horror,” he forever cries.
But nobody pays any attention to him, and we
never see what his strips of film contain.

Through this moron, Lester reiterates his at-
tack from How I Won the War on the conven-
tions of war films. Such genre movies, even
when explicitly antiwar, have usually failed be-
cause (as many have noted) audiences ignored
the message and lapped up the thrills. These
thrills have been not just gung-ho heroics but
also such things as piled corpses, mangled civi-
lians, starving children, emaciated remnants of
death camps, blasted cities—all intended to make
us cry, with Lester’s mad movie-maker, “Oh, the
horror, the horror,” while enjoying the pleasure
of being shocked and the greater pleasure of
feeling either helpless or vengeful, but in either
case, impotent. If we see no actual war in The
Bed Sitting Room, it is because we have had it,
and rightly so, with the horrors of movie wars,
whether documentary or fictional. At a time
when war flares all over the globe, Lester calls
for an end to using their atrocities and pain as
visual propaganda against war and for a hu-
manitarianism that the most bellicose hawks
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and vicious rednecks can and do profess with-
out altering their policies in the slightest.

But, during the final sequences, it begins to
seem that we may, after all, behold horror. Omi-
nous clouds gather, the characters grow appre-
hensive, the end appears imminent. Yet Lester
ends the film quite inconclusively. Visually, the
landscape changes; it becomes freshly green and
sun-soaked. After giving birth to an unseen mon-
ster, Rita Tushingham has its fraternal twin, a
normal child. Cook and Moore reappear with
their crane, but Moore is now a pekinese thanks
to the nuclear aftereffects that have been trans-
forming characters left and right throughout the
film. Cook announces that England is now a nu-
clear power again and that the rebuilt society
will naturally need a ruler. “Here I am,” he says
cheerfully, “so watch it.” Then he takes off in a
balloon while lovers and baby stroll off amid
blossoms, health, and hope. The mixed feelings
of the scene are stirring. Lester wants to express
hope in a renewal of life, and consequently he
now fills the screen with his brightest, most sen-
suous colors. Yet he cannot repress despair. The
authoritarians are benevolent and funny, yet
perhaps they will prove all the worse for that.
The resurgence of the now mentionable bomb
darkens the mood. Yet the geniality and lilt in
both the colors and the voices are particularly
unexpected after the brittleness, polemics, harsh
editing, and cynicism of recent Lester movies.
Here we sense him drawing upon the gaiety that
flickered in Petulia and may have seemed pure-
ly a Beatle trait in his two films with them.
The Bed Sitting Room, a far less frenetic film
than any of these, extends the range of his
expressiveness.

Although it attacks the genre, The Bed Sitting
Room is, of course, itself antiwar. But a chasm
yawns between its stance and that of Oh What
a Lovely War. Richard Attenborough’s movie
trades on its viewpoint, as if opposition to war
were indicative of special moral and artistic en-
lightenment. With its combination of blandly
realistic trench combat and theatricalized set
pieces—World War I as a carnival for admis-
sion to which a family of anonymous “Smiths”
pays with its lives and grief while medal-fes-

tooned nobles strut in some colonnaded heaven
—this movie, too, looks at first like an attempted
fusion of theater and realism that will prompt
us to question war’s many rationales. But the
sole question that this swollen, beached whale
inspires is “What’s the point of having made it?”

Points, naturally, are all too evident. Each
scene has one and telegraphs it to us almost in-
stantly. Yet no scene ends almost instantly; near-
ly all drag, padded with stagy business that, un-
like Lester’s theater devices, battles for attention
with the no-man’s-land sequences until the two
nullify each other. Typically, the meetings of
Allied and German soldiers are trite and maud-
lin, but significant, oh so platitudinously sig-
nificant. As a painted hooker recruiting peach-
fuzzed youth with lusty song and dance, Maggie
Smith (a reallife, anything but anonymous
Smith) roars in to thrash some vitality into the
obese movie. But her vigor also kicks it to smith-
ereens because while she is on we forget the
message and enjoy her performance for its own
sake, just as we blanked out on the sententious
speeches and moments of silence in standard
war movies and relished the battles instead. Oh/
What a Lovely War is basically conventional. It
holds up a pseudo-stylized collage of war images
and wants us to reply with “oh, the horror, the
horror.” Attenborough directs like a more digni-
fied version of Lester’s subterranean babbler.

The film carefully focuses on World War I, a
war we can with no strain whatsoever call sense-
less. Yet the movie makes it seem less a particu-
lar conflict with its own causes and effects than
a giant, picturesque tableau of “war in general.”
There are plenty of surfacy, research depart-
ment details—uniforms, historical figures, songs—
to limn the period, but they are not much unlike
the authentic sets and costumes of Funny Girl.
In both cases superficial verism imparts the shad-
dow without the substance of a specific era.

The movie grows steadily more confused as
its efforts to detail the causes of World War I be-
come scrambled with the bluff and bluster of its
fat, mustachioed kings and field marshals. We
cannot separate the star turns from the potted
history lessons. We get no insight into the de-
cades of complex sociopolitical maneuvers that
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led to this war. For all that Attenborough shows
us, we could well believe that it occurred simply
because wicked princes had venal ambitions.
Meanwhile, we doubt that it even matters to the
director, who cannot seem to decide if he is por-
traying a war or War. He might just as well have
filmed the Boer War; any such long-gone war
sufficiently laden with passing-of-Empire over-
tones and susceptible to his decorative approach
could have served just as well, or badly. The
final shot, a receding aerial view of thousands of
graves (somewhat like the coda of All Quiet on
the Western Front) wants to be definitively ele-
giac. But who can mourn a field of Smiths who
had no more life alive than they do planted be-
neath those crosses row on row? The title is
meant to be ironic. Ironically, it is not, since

what we see really is a lovely war.

Together, these two British war movies imply
that the war movie as we have known it is no
longer a viable genre for artists. Although they
have been attacked for glorifying war, films have
shown all of its fury and devastation. Photos of
My Lai look so much like photos of Auschwitz
from Night and Fog and other films that, ter-
rible as it is to admit it, they are almost déjd vus.
So the underground idiot’s cry rises once again
to our lips, sincerely yet mechanically, while
slaughter continues. Whether or not we want to
admit that (to paraphrase Wilfred Owen) all a
film-maker can do today is warn, these films tell
us that he must, like Lester, find his own new
techniques to do even that.

GEORGE STEVENS, JR.

About the American Film Institute

The American Film Institute was offered space to
comment on Ernest Callenbach’s commentary on the
Institute which appeared in the Summer 1971 issue
of Film Quarterly. A dialogue on the Film Institute
which explores the issues it faces and the possibilities
that lie ahead of it should be useful, so in that spirit
I have studied the May article carefully and will
comment on it in this piece.

Although I sensed a spirit of constructive intent in
Emest Callenbach’s approach, there was much to
disagree with. It is perEaps not surprising that in an
article of over 10,000 words there might be some
factual errors and misrepresentations, particularly
when Mr. Callenbach was able to devote only three
hours to meeting the Film Institute leadership in
examining what he describes as “a complex entity
which no one person can ever quite grasp.”

The American Film Institute is a rather complex
entity, particularly for a relatively small and some-
what new institution. Its complexity has to do
with its underlying concept—that of an organization
which brings together many different elements of the
film community into a productive relationship which
can “advance the art of film in the United States.”

There is no question that politically and economical-
ly it would be easier to sustain an institute which
(i:ealt with one clearly defined constituency; how-
ever, its founders believed that The American Film
Institute should operate in several different areas of
film activity in a way which would allow these pro-
gram areas to nourish and reinforce one another and
in a way in which leading figures from different
realms of the film community (film-making, history,
education, industry, “establishment,” “non-establish-
ment,” etc.) could work together in a fashion that
would let the different sectors come to be better
understood by one another.

To some, the very existence of executives from
the film industry on The American Film Institute
Board of Trustees was cause for suspicion (or apo-
plexy), whereas one would have hoped that anyone
interested in a thriving film institute in a coun
with a “mixed economy” would realize that the col-
laboration of people from the commercial side was
essential. The cultural film establishment was tradi-
tionally articulate without effect, largely due to an
inability to make its case forcefully and recruit allies
within the different power centers which had tradi-
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led to this war. For all that Attenborough shows
us, we could well believe that it occurred simply
because wicked princes had venal ambitions.
Meanwhile, we doubt that it even matters to the
director, who cannot seem to decide if he is por-
traying a war or War. He might just as well have
filmed the Boer War; any such long-gone war
sufficiently laden with passing-of-Empire over-
tones and susceptible to his decorative approach
could have served just as well, or badly. The
final shot, a receding aerial view of thousands of
graves (somewhat like the coda of All Quiet on
the Western Front) wants to be definitively ele-
giac. But who can mourn a field of Smiths who
had no more life alive than they do planted be-
neath those crosses row on row? The title is
meant to be ironic. Ironically, it is not, since

what we see really is a lovely war.

Together, these two British war movies imply
that the war movie as we have known it is no
longer a viable genre for artists. Although they
have been attacked for glorifying war, films have
shown all of its fury and devastation. Photos of
My Lai look so much like photos of Auschwitz
from Night and Fog and other films that, ter-
rible as it is to admit it, they are almost déjd vus.
So the underground idiot’s cry rises once again
to our lips, sincerely yet mechanically, while
slaughter continues. Whether or not we want to
admit that (to paraphrase Wilfred Owen) all a
film-maker can do today is warn, these films tell
us that he must, like Lester, find his own new
techniques to do even that.

GEORGE STEVENS, JR.

About the American Film Institute

The American Film Institute was offered space to
comment on Ernest Callenbach’s commentary on the
Institute which appeared in the Summer 1971 issue
of Film Quarterly. A dialogue on the Film Institute
which explores the issues it faces and the possibilities
that lie ahead of it should be useful, so in that spirit
I have studied the May article carefully and will
comment on it in this piece.

Although I sensed a spirit of constructive intent in
Emest Callenbach’s approach, there was much to
disagree with. It is perEaps not surprising that in an
article of over 10,000 words there might be some
factual errors and misrepresentations, particularly
when Mr. Callenbach was able to devote only three
hours to meeting the Film Institute leadership in
examining what he describes as “a complex entity
which no one person can ever quite grasp.”

The American Film Institute is a rather complex
entity, particularly for a relatively small and some-
what new institution. Its complexity has to do
with its underlying concept—that of an organization
which brings together many different elements of the
film community into a productive relationship which
can “advance the art of film in the United States.”

There is no question that politically and economical-
ly it would be easier to sustain an institute which
(i:ealt with one clearly defined constituency; how-
ever, its founders believed that The American Film
Institute should operate in several different areas of
film activity in a way which would allow these pro-
gram areas to nourish and reinforce one another and
in a way in which leading figures from different
realms of the film community (film-making, history,
education, industry, “establishment,” “non-establish-
ment,” etc.) could work together in a fashion that
would let the different sectors come to be better
understood by one another.

To some, the very existence of executives from
the film industry on The American Film Institute
Board of Trustees was cause for suspicion (or apo-
plexy), whereas one would have hoped that anyone
interested in a thriving film institute in a coun
with a “mixed economy” would realize that the col-
laboration of people from the commercial side was
essential. The cultural film establishment was tradi-
tionally articulate without effect, largely due to an
inability to make its case forcefully and recruit allies
within the different power centers which had tradi-
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tionally obstructed progress and change. The Amer-
ican Film Institute was fortunate in that the execu-
tives appointed to its Board came with progressive
views and a willingness to learn about and vigorously
support aspects of film that had not been part of
their earlier thinking. It is harder to understand the
suspicion that is leveled at the presence of accom-
plished film artists among The American Film Insti-
tute Board members. These people have worked
alongside educators (David Mallery, John Culkin,
Arthur Knight, Andrew Sarris, Joan Ganz Cooney,
Arthur Schlesinger, Jr.) and film-makers with vary-
ing styles and points of view (e.g., Francis Ford
Coppola, Richard Leacock, Gregory Peck, Arthur
Penn, Ed Emshwiller, Sidney Poitier, John Korty) in
an effort to deal with the immediate problems facing
film culture in the United States (archives, historical
research, and cataloguing) and to realize possibilities
of the future (training and aid for film-makers, edu-
cation, and publications). Determining what should
be done, how it should be done, and doing it are
tasks which are normally sufficient to keep the trus-
tees and staff of a new institution busy; but from the
beginning it has also been The American Film In-
stitute’s lot to have to raise the money to pay for its
programs. In order to minimize government influ-
ence, the National Endowment for the Arts set AFI
up as a private organization. This has many advan-
tages to an institution whose purposes encompass
support for artistic projects, some of which must be
controversial, but along with this freedom of ac-
tion the Institute acquired what has been an onerous
fund-raising responsibility.

Several of the recommendations made in the Film
Quarterly article were already part of The American
Film Institute’s planning and are now actualities.
Other suggestions, particularly some in the areas of
film distribution, were not under active consideration
and have been helpful to the Institute’s planning.
Mr. Callenbach’s strongest criticisms were lgveled at
the Center for Advanced Film Studies, and therefore
this reply will deal at some length with the Center.
But, first, I would like to treat briefly six points in an
effort to set straight some factual errors and chal-
lenge some allegations about the original intent of
The American Film Institute.

(1) The proposal that AFI “employ a comptroller
to supervise budgets and expenditures” suggests that
the writer discovered the absence of such a per-
son. The AFI has always had a responsible bucfl);et
officer on staff. Also, Haskins & Sells, certified pub-
lic accountants, performs an audit of the Institute’s
finances each year as does the National Endowment

for the Arts for each grant period. Haskins & Sells
has also created a financial control system for AFI
which gives the operators of different activities the
type of periodic budget information they need to
run their programs. Any variation from AFI’s fixed
budget has been with the approval of the Trustees.
During 1970, spending had to be retarded and fund-
ing for some programs reduced due to uncertain-
ty about our grant from the Ford Foundation and
diminished contributions from other quarters. It
should be pointed out that AFI has no endowment.
Each year it must petition for funding from the Na-
tional Endowment for the Arts and many other in-
stitutions and individuals and also work to increase
revenues from income-producing projects. We do
not expect a gap between projected spending and
income to reoccur as it did in 1970, but fund-raising
remains our daily preoccupation and organization-
al concern due to the need for sources of dependable
funding for the many activities which The American
Film Institute would like to and should be able to
undertake.

A four-year report on The American Film Insti-
tute which includes financial data can be obtained
by writing AFI. It also contains information on all
the AFI programs, and the names of individuals and
institutions who have received assistance from the
Institute, as well as those who have contributed to it.

(2) The suggestion that “explicit procedures and
standards in the personnel area” should exist for em-
ployees is certainly valid. These policies have now
been incorporated into one printedpo guidebook which
is available to all employees.

(3) It is to underestimate the intent of the foun-
ders of The American Film Institute and the mem-
bers of the National Council on the Arts to suggest
that the Film Institute was designed by “sophisti-
cated Kulturpolitik thinkers” who hoped the Insti-
tute would (a) be an instrument for “taming dissi-
dent talents through periodic infusions of cash”; or
(b) “would be in touch with a sizable portion of the
possibly dangerous film-makers of the country” for
some grand roundup. This seems to me to be just
a willful refusal to understand or investigate the
record of the National Endowment for the Arts or
the character of the artists and leaders associated
with it and unfortunately, a recurring tendency of
Mr. Callenbach’s to find it uncommonly difﬁcu{t to
attribute good motives to others.

(4) The American Film Institute, its Director, and
its Trustees are accused of being “production ori-
ented.” Having read the article several times, my
wonder has increased at the apparent hostility to-
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ward the people who make films. The American
Film Institute is most certainly concerned with film-
makers. It is always useful to remind ourselves that
without them there wouldn’t be nor would there
ever have been a need for a film institute (neither
for quarterly magazines on cinema). It is hard to
conceive of an institute concerned with another art
form to be labeled in a pejorative way as “painter
oriented” or “musician oriented.” Critics, guided by
former employees of the Institute, have declaimed
staff reductions in research and education during
1970 but avoided discussion of the fact that propor-
tionately large reductions fell to the film grants pro-
gram in terms of staff and budget. For fiscal year
1971, the year during which educators were asked
to believe (and did) that budget cuts had been un-
fairly applied to education, while production was
protected, AFI’s audited financial report shows a
reduction below the previous year of $22,735 for the
education department and a reduction of $199,359
for the production department. Production suffered
the largest cutback of our year of financial difficulty,
not education. I think it is best to turn from this
criticism which tends to be parochial, and guard
against the day when someone might accuse The
American Film Institute of being oriented against
film-makers or film-making, as has occasionally been
the case with similar institutions in Europe.

(5) While a reasonable amount of paranoia about
the film industry is not a bad thing, it is far from the
truth to imply that AFI was created to serve it. The
people who organized the AFI and breathed life into
it were anything but “running dogs” for the film
industry. Many of us who had worked within the
industry committed ourselves to an American film
institute because we knew there were things which
must be done which would never be accomplished
by the industry. The difficulty AFI has had in ob-
taining consistent and full support from all elements
of the industry indicates that its leaders have not
entirely accepted the concept that AFI directly bene-
fits it. I believe that the cooperation of the film in-
dustry, particularly in archival and historical work,
is essential and worth the time and energy necessary
to obtain it. Furthermore, the work of AFI does re-
dound to the benefit of the film industry for the very
reason that advancing the art of film, which is the
function of the Film Institute, cannot help nourish-
ing the industry of film.

(6) Finally, Mr. Callenbach implies a very direct
connection between an article in the summer 1961
issue of his magazine suggesting the need for an
American film institute and the creation of The

American Film Institute in June of 1967. I can assure
you that the connection between the two is remote
not only in time but in fact, because The American
Film Institute was not something that “arose.” It was
the result of years of firm and determined effort by
individuals who used their knowledge, artistic pres-
tige and influence to get a share of federal, founda-
tion and industry money for films and a film institute.
This is too long a story to recite in this space, but
steps along the way included engaging President
Kennedy’s interest in seeing that film not be excluded
from recognition in the cultural policies he was
initiating; reversing the exclusion of film from the
Congressional legislation which created the National
Endowment for the Arts; and, at a later stage, per-
suading many factions that an institute devoted to
the art of film was of sufficient importance in the
hierarchy of good works to justify funding. This in-
cluded obtaining a pledge from the Ford Foundation
to match the original founding grant of $1,300,000
from the National Endowment for the Arts and a
pledge of a similar size from the seven major motion
picture companies.

This is not to discredit the ideas contained in the
1961 Film Quarterly article, many of which are to-
day part of The American Film Institute’s programs,
but to make it clear that other people had ideas
about the need for a national film institution and
moved actively to make it happen.

To move on to three major AFI program areas
about which Mr. Callenbach raised questions, there
are, first, some corrections about the Archives pro-
gram which seem to me important; second, the ra-
tionale for the Center for Advanced Film Studies
should be clarified; and, third, The American Film
Institute philosophy about film distribution and ex-
hibition should be discussed. The latter is also dealt
with in a companion article which appears on page
43 of this issue, written by Michael Webb, the man-
ager of The American Film Institute Theatre.

Archives

Mr. Callenbach praises the film preservation and
documentation program of The American Film Insti-
tute, but in so doing he included some inaccurate
comments. For instance, the impression is created
that the AFI was aloof to other expert opinion by
the charge that an advisory committee was not ap-
pointed until “late in the game.” The record shows
that I formed the Archives Advisory Committee of
AFI on December 8, 1967, at the onset of AFI’s
archival activities. Its original members were Dr.
Edgar Breitenbach of the Library of Congress; James
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Card of George Eastman House; William Everson,
author and film historian; Dr. John Kuiper, Chief of
the Library of Congress Motion Picture Section; Ar-
thur Knight, film historian and AFI Trustee; and
Willard Van Dyke, Director of the Department of
Film at the Museum of Modern Art. They have re-
cently been joined by Andrew Sarris, a new Board
member of AFI.

It is misleading to say that the Archives budget
was, at any time, “drastically cut.” AFI’s archival
expenditures year-by-year are as follows:

FY 1968 $168,592
FY 1969 339,488
FY 1970 351,056
FY 1971 285,384
FY 1972 488,235

Except for the cash flow difficulties of FY 1971,
the Archives budget has increased yearly. Because
AF1I is not an endowed institution, we must obtain
these funds from other sources. This knowledge has
guided what is widely regarded as a wise approach
to dealing with this country’s film preservation prob-
lem. Knowing that limited funds were available rela-
tive to the magnitude of the task ($10 million is
required to transfer the important nitrate film hold-
ings to acetate stock, and with each successful dis-
covery of “lost films” that figure increases), the AFI
organized its thrust as a collaborative one with other
museums and archives. Our work has been to spur
and coordinate the acquisition and safeguarding of
missing films. This involves research, travel, negotia-
tions, and, in some cases, purchase. Acquisition ac-
tivities are another instance of useful cooperation
from the industry, whereby 80 percent of AFI’s ni-
trate acquisitions came as gifts, and AFI resisted the
temptation to build a brick and mortar empire of
its own film vaults and chose to deposit the 8,000
titles it has gathered in the vaults at the Library of
Congress where they are inspected and those in im-
mediate danger of decay are transferred to acetate.

We were confronted early on with skepticism
about our intent and our effectiveness in film preser-
vation. Therefore we took satisfaction in the unso-
licited appraisal of William Everson, one of the most
respected film historians in America, who wrote this
year in Film Review that the “number of ‘perma-
nently’ lost films turned up by AFI has become
staggering.”

The next step is to obtain the $10,000,000 needed
to transfer to acetate stock the films in the AFI col-
lection as well as important holdings in other ar-
chives. Mr. Callenbac{"nonotes this need, and is un-

doubtedly aware, that, as was true in creating the
Film Institute, there is a large difference between
writing of a need and obtaining, in this case, the
$10,000,000 needed to do the job.

The Center for Advanced Film Studies

The Center for Advanced Film Studies was part
of the original plan of the AFI and was made pos-
sible by a special grant for that purpose from the
Ford Foundation. Thoughtful people in all areas of
film in the United States realized that those who
study film were in need of a bridge from the univer-
sity to professional work. To acknowledge, as Mr.
Callenbach does, that the “artistic record of our film
schools is not impressive” and then to cite vaudeville
as a training ground as an argument against having
a national film conservatory is to ignore the fact that
vaudeville is gone and so are the equivalent cine-
matic training grounds—two-reel comedies, central-
ized major studio production, and live television
drama. There is now, more than ever before, a need
for disciplined and academically sound learning op-
portunities in film. The fact that the universities
have not been completely successful does not mean
the idea of educating film-makers should be aban-
doned. There is evidence from overseas that the
learning of film-making can be organized and ac-
celerated within an academy just as other disciplines
are in schools of architecture, music, and medicine.

Mr. Callenbach believes the two main obstacles
facing all talented young people wishing to develop
their film-making talents are “getting their films dis-
tributed” and “getting into the industry.” Our ex-
perience would add a prior and more profound diffi-
culty to that list and place it first among the three:
the difficulty of learning the artistic principles of
film-making by some means other than the time-
consuming and very costly method of trial and error.
It is to create this possibility that the Center for Ad-
vanced Film Studies was founded, not simply to
serve those who attend the Center, but with the
larger purpose of being a force which can inspire
and help the universities solve the problems that are
holding back their training programs.

The Center is a laboratory where over 50 film-
makers are learning and working and which at the
same time is becoming a prime source of information
about the creative aspects of film-making. Its prem-
ises are that film-making can be learned (as opposed
to taught) and that this country desperately needs
improvement in the quality of its film learning oppor-
tunities. Our experience in interviewing hundreds of
applicants to the Center for Advanced Film Studies
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indicates that most of the universities are not yet
able to provide a complete learning experience in
film-making, and I have found few people who wish
to dispute that assertion. It is an exceedingly difficult
task for universities to provide an individual with
his humanistic education (the sum of which will be
a major factor in how interesting an artist he is) and
at the same time provide a complete learning experi-
ence in so complex an art as film. This is particularly
true because the sources of film knowle(fgae such as
books and films are extremely few as compared to
what is available, for example, in architecture, thea-
ter, and music. Also, the number of practicing pro-
fessional film-makers who are willing to serve the
learning process is so small that there is a continuous
shortage of tutors, particularly when considered in
proportion to the 6000 students who are today ma-
joring in cinema at universities in the United States.

The Center for Advanced Film Studies is a con-
servatory for writers, directors, and cameramen. It is
also a laboratory for research into the creative proc-
ess of film-making. Artists and craftsmen from every
realm of film-making come to the Center and discuss
their work with the Fellows. These discussions are
being tape-recorded, transcribed, and made avail-
able to universities around the country. The most
accomplished creative people in film visit the Center
for Advanced Film Studies and discuss with consid-
erable definition their ideas and experiences about
the film-making art—ideas and experiences which at
this point in history exist almost solely in the heads
of film-makers. This represents the first systematic
effort to gather a broad spectrum of knowledge from
film-makers about their art. The seminar transcripts
will not be an end in themselves, for as they increase
in number they will become a bountiful source of re-
search for books on comparative approaches to film-
making. This has been condemned as an “elitist” or
“great men” approach, but it is hard for me to under-
stand the resistance of some educators to the idea of
drawing out and compiling the first-hand knowledge
and experience of the world’s leading creative artists
and craftsmen. It has been said that “great men
speak to us only so far as we have ears and souls to
hear them; only so far as we have in us the roots, at
least, of that which flowers in them.” The young
people at the Center are “hearing,” in a very deep
sense, from extremely accomplished people.

The Center program in many respects goes against
the grain of the times, but we think pro; rly so. We
have had the era of the “film explosion,” the passion
“to do one’s own thing,” the wish to “tell it like it

is,” and the appetite to use the camera “like a paint-
brush.” This approach has encouraged countless
numbers of serious young people to be seriously mis-
led in terms of what an artistic career in film-making
calls for. Robert Steele, a professor at Boston Uni-
versity, has observed that most of the young film
students who came to him lack maturity and disci-
pline. He said, “Many of them are not well read
enough to be English majors and others do not want
to spend the time studying in a scientific course.
Film looks like an easy thing, and I am sure that
lethargy and indolence brings a lot of them into
film-making.”

It seems time now to recognize that cinema is a
complex and demanding medium of expression re-
quiring all the properties of creative discipline and
concentration called for by the other fine arts. In-
spiration without knowledge is not going to make
for a career as a film artist. As the film industry be-
comes increasingly fragmented—or to pursue the
metaphor, as vaudeville fades from the scene—insti-
tutions such as conservatories and universities are
increasingly going to be the centers where film learn-
ing takes li)lace. The hothouses where trial and error
in the making of countless films provided film knowl-
edge are no longer there. We E)resee collaboration
between the Center for Advanced Film Studies and
universities toward improving the learning opportu-
nities for film-making in this country. And—lest we
be misunderstood—we are not talking about the tech-
nicalities of films or the mechanics of the different
crafts but of the creative process of dealing with
ideas so as to give them a structure that will sustain
their life on the screen.

Mr. Callenbach’s other, more sweeping, implica-
tion is that there is no “theoretical rationale” for
the work at the Center. This is simply untrue. Had
he chosen to spend some time with the faculty, they
would have gladly described it. It seems a disservice
to the Center and the readers of Film Quarterly to
lightly dismiss a carefully conceived curriculum
without, at least, exploring the program in some
depth. Specific criticisms—which include referring
to the people who go to the Center as serfs, the
charge that the faculty is intellectually inferior, that
the projection and editing equipment is too good,
and that aspirants should be able to teach themselves
what they need to know about film-making (“with
a little help from their friends”)—are simp%y areas
where we disagree. The use of Greystone mansion
at one dollar per year rental was economically favor-
able to any other alternative and will make only its
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most neurotic followers feel like serfs; the faculty
members are not only well educated (all have de-
grees from universities, the Dean has a Ph.D.), they
have tested their education through professional ex-
perience; and the Fellows at the Center would not
be there every day (without stipend) if they didn’t
feel they could learn better in this professional learn-
ing atmosphere than out doing their thing with their
friends, perhaps in some measure because they are
learning to work with professional equipment. As to
whether or not the Center will do for America what
the New Wave did for France, let me say first that
although it is attributed to me in Film Quarterly, it
is not a phrase of my making. I have the greatest
respect for the film-makers of the New Wave for
their work and for the influence they had no inter-
national cinema, but it is worth considering for a
moment what residual effect the New Wave had in
terms of perpetuating a standard of film-making in
France. Not much, I fear. Our hope is to create
an institution which can grow and change over
the years, organizing and disseminating knowledge
about the film-making process and at the same time
providing a learning experience for individuals who
can go on to enrich the film scene. Naturally, we
hope that somewhere along the line an American
Truffaut, Godard, or Chabrol would emerge from the
Center, but at the same time we hope that something
permanent and lasting of an educational nature will
result.

One final point in connection with the Center. Mr.
Callenbach criticizes my dual involvement as Direc-
tor of the Institute and Director of the Center. I
functioned as Director of the Center during its plan-
nin& stages and its two formative years. It is now
staffed, its curriculum and its nature defined, and
the leadership of the Center has been turned over
to my colleague, Frank Daniel, a gifted teacher and
writer, who I am certain will be a splendid Dean
and who will also provide leadership in film educa-
tion in this country. The suggestion that the Center
be spun off and operated independently from the
rest of AFI is, in our view, not a good one. The idea
of the Film Institute is of an organization in which
many different elements and sectors of the film com-
munity reinforce one another. The Center’s links to
the archival and documentation activities of AFI, to
the independent film-making program, to its theater
and distribution activities, and to the various proj-
ects in research and publications are mutually rein-
forcing. The research and oral history projects man-
aged from within the Center provide it with a sense

of film traditions which can reinforce the learning
process. Also, the Center provides an ideal worksho
for historical films such as Directed by John Ford,
which Peter Bogdanovich made there in collabora-
tion with AFI staff and Center Fellows. There is
nothing to gain from isolating the Center from the
other AFT activities.

Film Distribution

The questions of film distribution which were
raised in the Film Quarterly article are in many ways
useful. The AF1 is interested in coming to grips with
many of the problems which Mr. Callenbach cites,
and, on the theory that you have to begin some-
where, it was our decision to start with a local oper-
ation near our headquarters in Washington which
could gradually reach out in different ways across
the country. Whether Washington is culturally dis-
advantaged, as Mr. Callenbach argues, is for some-
one else to determine. It is no longer cinematicall
disadvantaged, due primarily to the impact of AFI’s
theater programs which have provided a film equiv-
alent to the National Gallery of Art, the Smithsoni-
an, and the new Kennedy Center for the Performing
Arts.

We rejected the idea of setting up the regional
offices which Mr. Callenbach proposes as being im-
practical for an organization at AFT’s stage of devel-
opment, and perhaps, even if it could be afforded, an
excessively centralist approach in a country of the
size and diversity of the United States. We want to
be able to do more to help effect what Mr. Callen-
bach describes skillfully as “new connections be-
tween talent and audiences,” and we believe our
role in that process is to work with existing organiza-
tions across the country. It is my hope that before
too long AFI theater and archives personnel can be
freed from some of their duties in Washington to
work collaboratively in search of those “connections”
with film institutions in different parts of the United
States.

I hos)e the readers of Film Quarterly will write to
the Film Institute headquarters (1815 H Street,
N.W., Washington, D.C. 20006) and ask for a copy
of a new report on the first four years of the Insti-
tute’s activities. It describes in detail the film preser-
vation ﬂprogram; the massive and unique documenta-
tion effort which has resulted in the first volume of
The American Film Institute Catalog listing all films
for the decade of the 1920’s, including cast, credits,
synopsis, and an elaborate cross-index; the oral his-
tory and research projects of the Institute which
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have been carried on at the Center by virtue of a
grant from the L. B. Mayer Foundation, resulting in
interviews and basic research material on a wide
range of significant contributors to the art of film in
the United States; the Institute’s work with teachers
and regional film groups in the film education move-
ment and the establishment of the National Associa-
tion of Media Educators; the internship program
which has placed promising young film-makers in
apprenticeships with professional film-makers; the
nearly 100 independent films which have been sup-
ported by grants from the AFI; complete informa-
tion about the programming of AFI theater and
retrospectives which have been assembled by the
archival staff of the AFI; and details about mem-
bership and publications.

This report of AFTs first four years also explores
the basic problems of the Institute, the most signifi-
cant of which is the struggle to establish permanent
or, at least, continuing sources of financing. Many
have looked upon the AFI as an instant source of
funding for the vast range of worthwhile film proj-
ects across the country. It is not that. It is a grow-
ing organization which is compiling a record of
achievement and effectiveness which will hopefully
justify greater financial support in the future. Pres-
ently it receives a major grant from the National En-
dowment for the Arts which covers approximately
one-third of the annual costs of AFI, and it is our
continuing task to attempt to raise and generate the
other funds necessary to operate the Institute and
to meet the matching requirements of the Endow-
ment’s grant. In terms of policy, much of what AFI
does is determined by what our grantors want done.
For example, the Center for Advanced Film Studies
could not have been created were it not for a special
grant for that purpose from the Ford Foundation;
the oral histories are a result of a grant solicited by
AFI from the L. B. Mayer Foundation; and various
projects such as archivafyrescue also operate on funds
restricted for a particular purpose.

If there is one distinct characteristic which I
hoped we might bring to The American Film Insti-
tute, it was to unite people from different segments
of the film community into a common effort. This
started on AFI's 25-member Board of Trustees
through active commitment from the “established”
film industry, as well as from historians, educators,
archivists, and film-makers from the non-establish-
ment who have worked together in what has clearly
been an experience of mutual education. This Board
has been an indispensable source of strength to the
Institute’s work and also a source of controversy

since the AFI was founded. By two specific sugges-
tions, Mr. Callenbach points up the problems an
institution like AFI has in maintaining the right bal-
ance of skills on its Board. At one point, he suggests
that “Board members should be expected to actively
support fund-raising work.” A few paragraphs later,
he suggests that the Board should include “several
additional members who have done original and
important thinking about film as an art (historians,
teachers, critics).” The problem is that historians,
teachers and critics are not generally inclined to do
fund-raising, nor is it reasonable to suggest that they
are the only ones who do original thinking. I point
this out because it is an anomaly that seems to escape
Mr. Callenbach and because it is a dilemma that the
Film Institute trustees have had to deal with from
the outset. That is, to strike a balance of interested
and concerned people who can provide the vision,
knowledge, and leadership the Institute needs, who
can at the same time help secure the financial sup-
port necessary to do the work, and who are repre-
sentative of the different sectors of the film commu-
nity and various ranges of age, color and sex. It is to
oversimplify the matter, however, to think that the
educator will always be wiser than the practitioner,
to assume that they will consistently, or even fre-
quently, disagree, or to believe that people from one
or another segment of film will argue for some spe-
cial or parochial interest. The policy-making func-
tion of a board of trustees is to see the whole and di-
rect an institution to its goals. The remarkable and
heartening experience that all of us have had as AFI
trustees is to see how the members of the Board
learned and grew from working with their colleagues
and how often it became surprisingly apparent that
the interests of different sectors coincided or could
be accommodated without diminishing one or the
other. The combined knowledge, energy, and varie-
ty of influence of AFT’s trustees, staff, advisors, fel-
lows and friends should make the Institute, to ever-
increasing degrees, a constructive force for film—“a
bridge,” as we said in our first report, “between all
elements of the film community reaching out into all
areas of American life.”

This is what we are trying to create for the first
time in the history of cinema in the United States, a
national institution through which film-makers, edu-
cators, businessmen, and critics can all bring their
different knowledge and talents into constructive col-
laboration toward common goals. This, we have
found, requires time, persistence and money. It will
also benefit by understanding and support from
friends, old and new.
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THE AFl THEATRE

The AFI Theatre’s location in Washington, D.C., is
not as bizarre as it might seem from a vantage point
in California.

As a national organization, the AFI has a respon-
sibility to serve the whole country, but we had to be-
gin somewhere. Washington has more than symbolic
value as the nation’s capital. It is a good place in
which to demonstrate, to an audience that includes
policy-makers, how irreplaceable is the American
film heritage; how undervalued the work of younger
directors; above all, how relevant is film—as an art,
as a commentary on society, as a window on the
world. These are the basic concerns of AFI; the
Theatre is its permanent exhibit. It is precisely be-
cause Washington has not, traditionally, supported
cinema, that the need for such a showcase is so
great. The Theatre was intended from the first to
set an example, locally and nationally, of how to
develop the most ambitious standards of program-
ming and presentation.

Ernest Callenbach’s article contrasted the Thea-
tre’s successful beginnings with its move to a high-
rent shopping center and subsequent “spectacular
losses.” The facts are these. Based on our enormous-
ly successful trial operation at the National Gallery
of Art, it seemed a reasonable gamble to look for a
larger theater and to go full-time—thus providing
greater accessibility, a richer program and sustaining
the momentum of our initial success.

Our present 800-seat auditorium (the only suitable
one available) is superbly equipped, popular with
our 7,000 members, and often attracts large houses.
But the rent is high and the average attendance low-
er than hoped for. Currently the deficit is $90,000 a
year. The New York Film Festival (and many oth-
ers) have cost far more than that in a couple of
weeks; we program 500 features a year and attract
an annual attendance of over 100,000.

Our current loss is too high. But we're still get-
ting known (we have to be circumspect in our ad-
vertising), and the main thrust of our program is
towards the obscure or unfashionable.

What has the AFI Theatre achieved in 18 months?
First, it has helped enlarge the local cinema-going
audience and has encouraged local TV stations and
commercial theaters to provide a far richer choice
of programs. At least four local theaters offer excel-
lent repertory programs; indeed, Washington may
now be second only to New York in the choice of
films publicly available.

Programs generated by the AFI have circulated

to other cities, including the Mary Pickford tribute
and a program of 20 new and classic Swedish films.
Archive selections have played in New York, Los
Angeles, and elsewhere; plans are in hand for the
circulation of new Polish and Brazilian programs.
We welcome new participants for such tours. Our
program brochures circulate to film theaters and col-
leges across the country. Hopefully, they provide as
much inspiration and useful information on film sup-
ply, as frequently, other programs do for us.

The Washington operation has generated useful
experience and invaluable contacts with distributors
and film-makers. We've provided a forum for hun-
dreds of films that might otherwise not have been
shown here or anywhere else in America.

The AFI Theatre in Washington plans to move
to the Kennedy Center in late 1972. There we shall
enjoy greater access to the millions of visitors from
all over America and abroad who pass through
Washington every year. Hopefully, this complex will
serve as a generator of ideas, information, and film
packages—just as the National Gallery of Art serve
every part of the country with its touring programs.

Regional theaters have already been set up, in
museums and on campuses, independently of the
AFL. So the Institute’s main task should be to assist
the theaters that exist rather than duplicate their
efforts. We intend to explore some of Ernest Callen-
bach’s suggestions. We’ve no master plan; rather we
want to draw on the advice of and respond to the
needs of people who've had to struggle along for
years without help.

Commercial exhibitors complain of a product
shortage. Yet there are plenty of fine American and
foreign films that have never been taken for distri-
bution. Archives and production companies are sit-
ting on a treasure trove of older titles, that only a
few privileged users can play. Distributors find that
many of their titles are never booked; small organi-
zations often cannot afford the terms asked for the
films of their choice. Where does a theater go to
obtain a good print or clear the rights on an obscure
title; where does he obtain an annotated check list
of titles on a particular theme (as he might obtain a
reading list from his public library)?

These are some of the problems that AFI plans
to help solve, and the theater in Washington will
be an increasingly valuable tool in the process.

—MicuaEL WEBB
Film Programming Manager

Ernest CaLrEnBacH replies: AFT’s performance
and aspirations should, obviously, from here on be
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chiefly debated by members of its potential con-
stituency. To comment only very compactly on the
foregoing, then: (1) I spent around a hundred
hours investigating the AFI through contacts with
many employees, former employees, Fellows, and
people in the field. An elephant does not look to its
own brain as it looks to observers from outside. (2)
The money sounds better managed now than many
informants said it was six months ago. (3) I didn’t
say AFI was “designed bﬁ" sophisticated etc., only
that such thoughts might have occurred in the proc-
ess. (That such ideas do occur to men of power
may be verified from e.g. Bundy’s remarks when he
finally came out against the war.) (4) My “hos-
tility,” if such it was, aimed not at production as
such but at distortion of AFI budgeting and activ-

Reviews

BREWSTER McCLOUD

Director: Robert Altman. Script: Doran William Cannon and
Brian McKay. Photography: Lamar Boren, Jordan Cronenweth.
Music: Gene Page. MGM.

Robert Altman’s second film (“a disappointment
after M*A*S*H,” many said) received only lim-
ited first-run showing, and it is not yet clear
whether the success of McCabe and Mrs. Miller
will persuade the distributors and film audiences
to give it another chance. The film certainly de-
serves one: it is a brilliant, complex, exhilarating,
puzzling, highly intellectual work. As rambling
and apparently disorganized as it may appear at
first sight, subsecLuent viewings disclose more
and more of its tightly constructed pattern, its in-
tricate relationships of theme and image. Every-
thing fits—but where it fits is not immediately
clear.

For a start, it is worth comparing the original
script of the film with its final transcribed form.
“Brewster McLeod’s Flying Machine,” by Doran
William Cannon, is at best a mediocre scenario.
However, in the hands of Robert Altman and his
own screenwriter, Brian McKay, the one sal-
vageable idea in Cannon’s script—that of a man
obsessed with the desire to fly—is transformed
into a parable about freedom and constraint,
about man’s own responsibility for his chains or
wings, and about the restrictions upon “flying”
in contemporary society.

ity; to meet the ad hominem, I love film-makers at
least as much as George Stevens, Jr. does, and
praised AFI for helping them through grants; but it
should help them more wisely. (5) It is, alas, true
that there was little direct connection between
Colin Young’s proposal for an AFI and the actual
formation of the existing institution; if there had
been more, most criticisms now levelled at AFI
would never be heard, because the Center would
not exist. (6) A “theoretical rationale” about film
can only be tested by expressing it in public so that
colleagues can think about it; I hope Daniel pushes
in this direction. (7) AFI board composition is not
an either/or proposition; it should obviously include
both industry people with easy access to money
and non-industry people with easy access to ideas.

Cannon’s hero is a misanthrope, a psychopath
whose urge to fly is obsessional and who casual-
ly kills or manipulates anyone who interferes
with his monomania. His Brewster is a heel and
an exploiter whose days are spent thinking about
wing-patterns, sex, murders (several of which he
commits) and himself. He has so little complexi-
ty, and there are so few other threads to the
plot (in fact, none) that one doubts that any film
based literally on this script would have gotten
off the ground at all.

One of the changes which suggests the direc-
tion of Altman’s inspired divergence from the
Cannon screenplay is the hero’s name—signifi-
cantly altered from McLeod to McCloud. And
the casting of Bud Cort as Brewster, perhaps ini-
tially to satisfy Cannon’s description of the lead-
ing character as a young man in his early twen-
ties with an expressionless baby-face, must have
led to some immediate variations from the orig-
inal conception. Cort’s adolescent, naive counte-
nance takes us far from the psychopathic char-
acter of Cannon’s story. Furthermore, Altman
shifted the setting from New York to Houston—
where the Astrodome becomes an entirely new
element, almost a character in itself, in terms of
its importance to the central thread of the film.

Cannon’s screenplay is one-dimensional: the
“plot” follows Brewster’s casual sexual encoun-
ters with three women; a near-murder provoked
by passion and impatience; reminiscences of
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Cannon’s screenplay is one-dimensional: the
“plot” follows Brewster’s casual sexual encoun-
ters with three women; a near-murder provoked
by passion and impatience; reminiscences of
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past murders; and, finally, his abortive attempt
to escape from the snares of law which finally
catch up with him as he tries to fly away on
wings he has built himself. As in Altman’s ver-
sion, the means and ends are given moral signifi-
cance: Brewster’s crash at the end of both ver-
sions suggests that there is no such convenient
escape from criminal behavior and irresponsi-
bility; and, further, that man is still unable to
master the physical and psychological qualities
necessary for Hlight.

But the real ingenuity of Brewster McCloud
begins when Altman takes flight from Cannon’s
earthbound script. Altman is known to be an
improviser; an observer of the filming of Brew-
ster, C. Kirk McClelland, was astonished to learn
that frequently actors had no prepared lines at
all—only Altman’s loose instructions, or outlines,
for a scene. (McClelland’s notes on the filming of
Brewster, plus Cannon’s original script and a
transcription of the actual screenplay, are avail-
able in a New American Library paperback, en-
titled On Making a Movie: Brewster McCloud,
edited by Nancy Hardin). Altman’s conception
of the function of the director is analogous to
that of the ringmaster in a circus (an image
which he uses to end Brewster McCloud per-
haps alluding to the finale in Fellini’s 8%): he is
responsible for the main outline, order, and gen-
eral mood of the show, but both its success and
its variety depend upon his entourage. In both
M*A*S*H and Brewster McCloud, Altman’s
casual attitude towards the written script left
room for spontaneous improvisation by members
of the cast. Through the dynamics of personali-
ties, not only real but role, some unexpected
combinations and ideas were generated. As Mc-
Clelland observes, Altman’s approach is like an
improvisational encounter group; his films are
the result of the collaborative efforts of the en-
tire cast and crew, rather than the brainchild of
one imagination.

The final screenplay is most sharply in con-
trast to Cannon’s original version in two major
ways: first, in the variety and aliveness of the
large contingent of characters (most of whom are
absent from Cannon’s script), and second, in the
richness and depth of themes and ideas which
they enact. Both of these elements may be illus-

René Auberjonois, the Bird Lecturer

trated by comparing characters from the two
versions. The “Louise” of Cannon’s script, for ex-
ample, is barely developed, merely a puppet ma-
nipulated to reveal Brewster’s masculinity hang-
up. In contrast, the Louise of Altman’s film (Sally
Kellerman) is the most elusive and mysterious of
all the characters. She has a supernatural aura,
further emphasized by the scars on her back
where, supposedly, wings have once been. As
Brewster’s guardian and benevolent protector,
she is also the suggested power belilind the
strange strangulation murders which accumulate
during the course of the film. Moreover, she is
the voice of command, one comes to realize, be-
hind the black raven whose “bird-shit” is inev-
itably linked with each killing.

Altman’s roster includes many characters of
his own invention, such as the unforgettable
Bird-Lecturer (René Auberjonois) who becomes
more and more bird-like during his discourses
on the feathered world. His lectures, ingeniously
interpolated throughout the film to underline
the similarities between Bird and Man, form a
set of musical variations on the main theme of
the film. Other comic touches include Inspector
Shaft (Michael Murphy), an intentional parody
of Steve McQueen in Bullitt; and Hope, tﬁe gid-
dy young girl whose own sexual fantasies are
activated by Brewster’s presence. Even Suzanne,
who does appear in Cannon’s version as a rather
saccharine stereotype in the form of Brewster’s
high-school sweetheart, comes to life as an idio-
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syncratic no-nonsense guide at the Houston
Astrodome.

Cannon’s script aside (for one must put it
aside once one realizes how little it has to do
with the actual film), what is Altman’s Brewster
McCloud really about? The most obvious idea
of the film is, of course, the fantasy of flying. As
the Lecturer intones at the film’s opening, *. . .
the desire to fly has been ever-present in the
mind of Man. . . . Was the dream to attain the
ability to fly, or was the dream the freedom that
true flight seemed to offer Man?” This question
is the “score,” or major leitmotif, of the film—the
main theme upon which subsequent variations
are orchestrated. From the opening sequence,
throughout nearly every scene of the film to its
finale, the ideas of flight, freedom, and con-
straint are developed, each with its own further
variations.

Immediately after the Lecturer’s pronounce-
ment, the image shifts to Miss Daphne Heap
(Margaret Hamilton) leading an all-black band
in a rehearsal of “The Star-Spangled Banner” at
the Houston Astrodome. She assumes an air of
condescending possessiveness toward the group,
largely because of her part in financing their uni-
forms (“I want everything just exactly the way it
should be. . . . That’s why I bought you these
uniforms!” she shouts). The singers are passively
obedient under her direction, but when they are
free to sing their own tune, they break into “Lift
Every Voice and Sing,” the Black National An-
them, with unrestrained gusto and energy. The
contrast in mood is emphatic. Miss Heap’s con-
ducting had created a kind of harness for the
group; when released they dance and move with
uninhibited zest. Miss Heap’s racial attitudes are
pin-pointed even further at her home, when she
shouts “nigger bird” at the raven which loosens
the clasp and frees the birds from the large bird
cage in her garden. Miss Heap is later found
mysteriously dead near that ca%f—the first of the
film’s “strangulation murders”—her body covered
with what becomes the increasingly ubiquitous
bird-shit. It is worth noting here that one does
not see Miss Heap—or any of the subsequent
victims—actually murdered; the violence of Can-
non’s script has not only been moved from cen-
ter-stage to back-stage, but it has been invested

with humor as well. As in M*A®S*H, violence
is not presented gratuitously to the audience; it
is always subordinate to the main comic line of
the film. In exercising an almost classic-Greek
attitude towards killing on stage (screen), Alt-
man does not cater to the current appetite for
cinematic violence for its own sake.

Following Miss Heap’s death, the scene shifts
rapidly to the sequence involving wheel-chaired
Abraham Wright (marvelously played by Stacy
Keach), an invented brother of the two more
famous Wrights. With the assistance of his
chauffer, Brewster McCloud, the 105-year-old
Wright moves from one old-age home to another
(suggestively named “Blue Bird of Happiness,”
“Feathered Nest Sanatorium,” “Tanninger Rest
Home,” etc.), milking rental money from aging
tenants. The audience follows Wright through a
bewildering agenda of money-grubbing which
ends in a comic wheel-chair odyssey through
downtown Houston, resulting in a traffic chaos
reminiscent of the Keystone Cops’ escapades.
But one eventually realizes that Wright is dead
(and covered with bird-shit) during the entire
journey.

With these two mysterious murders early in
the film, a pattern of meaning (or, what may be
at first viewing, the pattern of confusion), begins
to emerge. Wright’s greed, avarice, and racial
bigotry—the last revealed in his fears of Black
Panther conspiracies and Communist agents—
and Miss Heap’s sense of racial superiority sug-
gest that they survived by usurping the freedom
of others; each had lived by keeping others in
cages, by preventing them from using their own
wings. In a kind of retributive justice which is
true for each of the murder victims in the film,
their own wings are permanently clipped.

Along with the deadly sins of greed and preju-
dice we are presented with the undisguised big-
otry of Narcotics Agent Greene (Bert Remsen%.
A tyrant to his wife and sons, he sees the world
in strict categories of “them” and “us,” of (in his
words) Niggers, Japs, and Jews on the one hand,
and solid American citizens like himself, but ex-
cluding even his family, on the other. When he
sees Brewster photographing birds at the zoo, he
frames him with a dummy marijuana cigarette
and presses a charge which he is willing to drop
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in exchange for Brewster’s expensive, though
stolen, camera. Our next view of Greene is a
by-now familiar one: he is dead and comically
covered with bird-shit, while his wife smiles with
the relief of freedom and his son takes photo-
graphs of his dead body. Greene’s death releases
his wife and son from their cages: later in the
film they are seen as real people rather than
trapped animals. That Agent Greene dies at the
zoo is eminently appropriate.

From these events one moves to revelations
of other subtler kinds of cages. Haskell Weeks
(William Windom), the pufted-up Houston city
official who preens, puts on airs, and struts with
self-importance, cages his black chauffeur by
treating him as a second-class human being. It
is his vanity which leads to his demise; in his de-
sire to solve the murders (and be given sole cred-
it) he becomes yet another of the victims. The
“imported” InSEector Shaft from San Francisco
(Michael Murphy) is caged by his own brand of
vanity, while the competition among the several
kinds of authority vying for power and status
elaborates further on the same theme. As the
Lecturer notes, apropos of social behavior and
status-seeking among birds, “within a flock com-
posed of a single species, there is this definite
order of social distinction, and between any two
birds one invariably has precedence over the
other’—a phenomenon known as the pecking-
order.

Variations on the bird theme are nearly al-
ways humorous. The Lecturer’s apt descriptions
of habits of feathered creatures are juxtaposed
with visual counterparts—the musical theme be-
hind the visual image. In fact, a great deal of the
density of the film comes from this juxtaposition
of sound and sight impressions. Though the
voice of the bird-lecturer at first seems paren-
thetical to what is happening on the screen, it
eventually becomes clear that it is his commen-
tary which carries much of the humor to balance
against the seriousness of Brewster’s obsession
with flight. Altman also uses overheard and ap-
parently insignificant conversation (which sub-
sequent viewings show to reveal important in-
formation), as well as singing and radio an-
nouncements on the sound track which may
or may not comment on the visual sequences.

These intentional disparities between image and
sound characterize Altman’s style in M*A*S*H
and McCabe and Mrs. Miller as well, but the
technique is most richly exploited in Brewster
McCloud.

Elsewhere in the film, the bird-lecturer’s com-
ments imply the likeness of Inspector Shaft to a
preening peacock, while the stumbling, bum-
bling fat cop, Ledbetter (Dean Goss), who chases
Brewster vainly through the catacombs of the
Astrodome, is instantly identifiable as the awk-
ward cassowary, whose body is “extremely heavy
and [whose] wings are so short that it has no
power to raise itself from the ground in flight.”
Moreover, each of the romantic interests—in-
cluding the widow Greene’s flirtation with po-
liceman Hines, or Suzanne’s romance with Has-
kell Week’s assistant—is highlighted by analogy
to bird courtship. “The low-footed Booby,” the
Lecturer states, “will compete for the attention
of her intended by goose-stepping in front of
him, raising her bright blue feet as high as she
can and thrusting out her chest.” Even the cars
used in the chase sequences are suggestively li-
censed with such give-aways as puv (though the
car happens to be a Roadrunner) and BRp-sHT.

Altman finds other ways to hint at the cages
within which not only his characters, but all of
us, move. The Lecturer mourns that Man is
trapped by his lack of wings; he has upset all the
order of nature and slowly, surely claimed the
whole Earth for himself and his own destruction.
In addition, the film is sprinkled with references
to more narrowly defined societal restrictions
upon freedom: one of the early shorts in the film
shows bird-shit falling onto a newspaper with
the headline, “AGNEW: SOCIETY SHOULD DISCARD
SOME U.S. PEOPLE.” It is hardly accidental that
the police lab consider sending a sample of the
mysterious bird-shit to an “expert in excrement”
named Agnew; or that one of the film’s outstand-
ing minor nitwits is Milhouse, the dumb librari-
an of the Wright Library (from which Brewster
steals a priceless book on flight by the Wright
Brothers).

Even granted such asides on contemporary
saciety and its ills, it would be easy enough to
dismiss Brewster McCloud as an entertaining
fantasy. It is that, of course, but it is more
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than that; the ultimate effect of the film, which
emerges from the comedy itself, is serious. The
fantasy of flying/freedom touches a yearning
which we all share, in its promise of physical
release and freedom from psychological restraint
as well. Yet Brewster himself is a victim of his
own cage. (Certainly the Houston Astrodome is
the archetypal cage, as Brewster learns at the
end. The Lecturer enjoins during the audience’s
visual encounter with the Dome, “It may some-
day be necessary to build enormous environmen-
tal enclosures to protect both Man and Birds.
But if so, it is questionable whether Man will
allow birds in . . . or out, as the case may be.”)
His obsession with flight deludes him into be-
lieving that there are no social or ethical re-
straints upon him—that he is a kind of superman
for whom murder is no more than removal of
obstacles in the way of his goal. And, beneath
the social implications of the film, one finds even
deeper mythical themes: the hubris of the quest
for flight/freedom which Brewster shares with
his spiritual ancestors, Icarus and Daedalus,
along with the initiation into adulthood, with its
attendant necessary restraints on absolute free-
dom and the fantasy of omnipotence. Despite
the earnestness of his quest, Brewster is a child
in many ways (Bud Cort’s wide-eyed innocent
look, with hardly a trace of peach-fuzz on the
lip, conveys this image forcibly): his ignorance
of sex is stressed repeatedly. Louise, who sings
children’s lullabies to him, warns him that peo-
ple like Hope (the young girl who. brings Brew-
ster health foods and is infatuated with him) do
not know that they can be free; sex is the closest

thing they have to flying. For Brewster to be able
to fly he must be “pure” according to Louise’s
unspoken standards; sex will taint him with
earthly needs and make him turn his back on the
clouds.

Inevitably, this is what does happen to Brew-
ster. He is easily enmeshed, caged, by Suzanne
(Shelley Duvall), a decidedly down-to-earth girl
who is more impressed with the fame and for-
tune which Brewster would amass if he really
could fly (limousines with chauffeurs and “a
house on River Oaks Boulevard”) than with the
miracle of flight. Suzanne has no desire to ex-
change her world of things for a chance to soar
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well as literally, becomes the designer of his
“fall.” Brewster accompanies her to a Hous-
ton amusement park called “Lost World,” from
which symbolically, he does not return. Not only
does Suzanne “turn him back to earth” through
sex, as Louise had warned, but she discloses to
the authorities his confidences to her about the
murders for which he is responsible and the
wings he has been fashioning in the basement of
the Astrodome. When Louise realizes that her
influence on Brewster has ceased—that the pow-
er of an idea has been defeated by the power of
the body—she utters a cry more like that of a
wounded bird than a human being, and walks
slowly out of Brewester’s life into the blind-
ing sunlight outside the Astrodome—just before
Brewster’s doomed test of his wings. In being
initiated, Brewster thus loses not only his inno-
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supernatural power Louise commands.

It is not a simple film, nor is Brewster a simple
“hero” who comes to a tragic end. He is ambigu-
ously innocent and trusting and yet immoral and
destructive. He is tempted by the superhuman
urge to fly and destroyed by his own human
weaknesses—his physical and psychic limitations.
The visual image of Brewster’s first (and last)
flight in the Astrodome expands the several
themes of the film to their widest meanings, their
greatest crescendos: even in ﬂight, he is still in-
side a cage. In the mythical “fall” and in the
actual fall which is Brewster’s death, the audi-
ence comes to know that to destroy those who
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build cages dces not insure that we ourselves
can fly; the quest for pure freedom can never be
fulfilled because we carry within us the seeds of
our own destruction. Brewster’s willingness to
forsake his humanity for the hope of superhu-
man power leads to his own demise. The lyrics
to the concluding song form a counterpoint to
Brewster’s short-lived flight, warning that

All of the rainfalls on the earth
Cannot cleanse away what’s been done
And all of the winds can’t blow away the curse
Nature has provided that will come.
These are the unnatural facts,
his is the last of the unnatural acts.
(lyrics by John Phillips)

As the song, and film, emphasize, there is more

than a rhyme connecting flying with dying. Alt-

man has put the enigma before us brilliantly.
—RoOBERTA RUBENSTEIN

McCABE AND MRS. MILLER

Director: Robert Altman. Producers: David Foster and Mitchell
Brower, Script: Altman and Brian McKay. Photography: Vilmos
Zsigmond. Wamers.

The most weary and overworked film genre at
the moment is the burlesque—what newspa-
per critics like to call the “spoof.” We have
“spy-spoofs,” “western-spoofs,” and “gangster-
spoofs.” They are silly, nerveless things for the
most part, travestying the form of a particular
film convention but leaving the substance un-
touched—often, in fact, cashing in on the ex-
cesses they pretend to be satirizing, with their
gestures of parody no more than an attempt to
have it both ways. The most offensive examples
I can think of are the Dean Martin spy-spoofs.
The “spoof,” however, is only one form
of American movies’ film-consciousness. Some-
where this side of burlesque, connected to it,
lies a distinctively American kind of film which
also works with conventional film-styles but
instead of deflating or inflating them tries to
domesticate them. A stock plot and stock char-
acters, even stock editing, are set forth with a

wealth of gritty, sometimes squalid detail. At
their best, these films set up a resonance between
the ideal values of the convention and the home-
ly ordinariness of their settings, properties, and
dialogue. Their photography is purely photo-
graphic, invoking the family snapshot, the class
picture, the newspaper shot. The film conven-
tion thus enclosed is not shown up, debunked,
burlesqued, or otherwise patronized: it is, if a
word must be found, actual-ized—i.e., supplied
with actuality. The tone is modest, and the point
is not that Achilles has a (heh-heh!) wart on his
nose but that Achilles has a nose. Recent films
in the genre include Bonnie and Clyde (though
it does get a bit mythic), Butch Cassidy and the
Sundance Kid, Little Big Man, and Zinnemann’s
The Sundowners. Earlier exemplars are Huston’s
The Treasure of the Sierra Madre, Henry King’s
The Gunfighter, and Kubrick’s The Killing. The
style owes something to the hard-boiled comedy
school of the thirties, and something to Ameri-
can realism: the John Ford westerns, which de-
spite their gelatinous romanticizing strove to
make their soldiers and cowboys as sweatily
workaday as possible; tough-guy pictures like
The Big Sleep and The Maltese Falcon, which
focused not on causes or motives but simply on
the feel of criminal life. Things dominate these
pictures to the extent that mise en scéne gives
them their peculiar quality at least as much as
story or character: Michael Pollard’s baggy un-
derdrawers in Bonnie, the bicycle in Butch, the
ratty tent that the Sundowners live in, the
watch-chains and derby hats of the posse in The
Gunfighter.

The comic strain is always important in the
genre, and it is always a threat to the director’s
equilibrium. At best, two attitudes toward the
characters are juxtaposed and kept in balance in
a way that informs and complicates both of
them; at worst (as in Little Big Man) two atti-
tudes are juxtaposed in a way that tells us the
director is merely trying to have it both ways.
(But then, trying to have it both ways is the be-
setting sin of American movies.) The hole in
Fred C. Dobbs’s hat may mock his pretensions
to fierce, manly pride, but it dignifies them at
the same time, for we cannot help but respect a
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man who wears so fiercely a hat so absurd. When
the things are permitted merely to mock the
characters, you get confusion or, at best, a
“spoof.” When the actuality works both ways,
you get real pathos.

Robert Altman’s McCabe and Mrs. Miller is
a near-perfect example of the type. I thought his
M*A*S*H was one of the more repellent of the
recent false-burlesques—an “anti-war” spoof of
war movies whose heart in fact lay nearer to
What Price Glory than to the war scenes of
Duck Soup. M*A®S*H did have Sally Keller-
man, a couple of other engaging performances,
and tight, fast, farce-paced editing. The attempt
to dignify all this slapstick by injections of gore
seemed to me heavy-handed and cheap, but the
idea of playing a stylized, conventional film-gen-
re against gritty realities and the “thingness of
things” was there. I still haven’t seen Brewster
McCloud, and I don’t even know if it attacks the
same problem, but McCabe does it, and does it
very handsomely.

It’s the story of a tinhorn gambler, John Mc-
Cabe (Warren Beatty), who arrives in the Wash-
ington mining camp of Presbyterian Church in
1902 and in those rude, all-male circles passes
for a very slick and ruthless article, although we
quickly discern that he is in fact naive, bum-
bling, unimaginative, and good-natured. He
wins enough money at poker to return to the
nearest frontier metropolis and “buy” three un-
desirable whores (one over-age and over-weight,
one under-age and weepy, one toothless and
homicidal) from a prosperous pander. Back in
Presbyterian Church, he installs his three tarts
in three tents beside the saloon he is building
and settles down as the most important man in
town. With the arrival of the girls, however, the
first cracks appear in his self-assurance. They
have needs and passions for which he is now un-
comfortably responsible. (The youngest one’s
first words in McCabe’s bleak, unfinished saloon,
are “T have to go potty.”) As McCabe teeters un-
easily between the satisfaction and the burdens
of his new estate, Mrs. Miller (Julie Christie) ar-
rives to tempt him to even dizzier heights. Be-
ginning, “Mr. McCabe, I'm a whore,” she pro-
poses to show him how to set up a really fine

brothel, with a bath-house, classy girls from Se-
attle, and clean sheets. Though he tries to pat-
ronize Mrs. Miller, he recognizes that he is in
the presence of a professional, and she eventual-
ly has her way—for one-half of the profits after
his investment is paid off.

The whorehouse McCabe builds is as elegant
as Mrs. Miller had promised and as successful,
its fame spreading even to the cowboys down in
the prairies. McCabe begins to feel in earnest
the discontents of his success, however, as he
falls mawkily in love with Mrs. Miller, compro-
mising her professionalism as well as his own.
No longer is he the principal person in a smoky
saloon full of rubes—the man who reputedly but
not very probably killed Will Rountree—but a
man enmeshed in conflicting demands and de-
sires. The worldly success Mrs. Miller has
brought to McCabe brings him to the attention
of a big mining company, which sends two men
in good suits to buy him out—saloon, whore-
house, and baths—for five thousand, five hun-
dred dollars. Full of bravado and self-impor-
tance, McCabe scoffs at their offer, plays hard-
nosed, patronizes the two, until they leave and
Mrs. Miller tells him, too late, that now he’s got-
ten them in big trouble.

In a few days, three most improbable thugs
arrive in Presbyterian Church to “hunt bear.” An
enormous Britisher with a monkey-fur overcoat
and an Oxbridge accent; a halfbreed with a
sad, delicate face; and a teen-aged fast gun in a
Sears-Roebuck suit and a cloth cap. McCabe
tries to haggle with the leader and realizes to his
terror and humiliation that once again he has
met a real professional, and this time of not so
benign a trade. He tries to find the mine repre-
sentatives to accept their offer, but they have
disappeared back into the world of walnut pan-
elling. He seeks legal help and finds a windy
frontier lawyer, a would-be Bryan who fills Mc-
Cabe’s ear with Populist slogans and his head
with fuzzy visions of fighting for justice. Back in
Presbyterian Church, in the cold, silent morn-
ing, McCabe rises from Mrs. Miller’s bed and
goes out to fight the professional killers in the
snowbound village. He discovers, and Mrs. Mill-
er remembers, that the dreams of amateurs are
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no match for the illusionless professional, while
the three thugs discover that cool professional
skills are no match for the passion of an amateur.
The mining company wins everything from
everybody.

Not that McCabe is a film of radical social
protest. The Populist slogans are only slightly
less ridiculous in McCabe’s mouth than in the
lawyer’s, and neither McCabe nor Mrs. Miller
really qualifies as a victim of the capitalist op-
pressor. All there is to say about McCabe is that
he aspired to be something other than he was,
but what he was was better than what he as-
Eired to be. If there is anything symbolic in the

Im, it is Mrs. Miller’s opium pipe. Perhaps it’s
a story about “pipe-dreams”—their comforts, and
their shortcomings. It would be wrong to make
too much of that, however, for, again, for it is a
modest film whose “meaning” is in its details
and not to be deduced from them in the form of
a truth or half-truth. Every image is an homage
to the “it-ness” of life, to the feel and look and
use and enjoyment of physical existence: rarely
has the weather and the progress of the seasons
been more meticulously attended to in a film
without investing it with some symbolic or senti-
mental importance, and the same matter-of-fact
respect is accorded to things such as underwear,
furniture, and hats (the hats border on the bi-
zarre, and yet every one of them is perfectly all
right, or even just right). A footbridge, a suit
of underwear, the very boards of McCabe’s un-
finished saloon, are relished and celebrated in
their ordinariness, and lend their solidity to the
quirks and “ideas” and actions of the charac-
ters—especially the minor characters. There is a
bartender in the film who worries about whether
he should wear a beard and mustache, or mus-
tache only. He is funny but not ridiculous. The
film grants his concern its small dignity, and it
does the same for every object, every place,
every character, every idea, every folly and
every vice. The villains of the film—the three
killers and the two executives—are not bad be-
cause they are brutal, but brutal because they
don’t know how to enjoy, as we and the other
characters are enjoying, the obvious delights.
The youngest thug treacherously and sadistical-

Warren Beatty, Julie Christie

ly murders an amiable cowhand, but the crime
is done out of boredom, rather than bloodlust,
and afterward he feels not villainous satisfaction,
but embarrassment.

This attitude toward the evil is another mark
of the genre I have described. As the Christian
believes that the Devil is an ass for preferring
temporary self-importance to eternal bliss, these
stories portray bad men as absurdly unaware of
the simple pleasures. It is an attitude leading to
comedy, rather than tragedy, and is the reason
why films in this style often have trouble con-
trolling their comic elements (Butch Cassidy,
Bonnie and Clyde, as well as Little Big Man),
for the style is not really one of comedy. How-
ever ridiculous the bully may be in some ulti-
mate philosophical sense, at the moment he is
kneeling on your chest, and your awareness that
he’s a fool only adds maddening unreasonable-
ness to the situation, and it is just here, between
theoretical laughter and actual tears, that these
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films, when successful, must balance. McCabe
does it more adroitly than any of the others I've
named, more adroitly than any since The Treas-
ure of the Sierra Madre.

Why, then, does it seem so minor and so for-
gettable? Taking unpretentiousness as a prin-
ciple has its dangers, of course, but there have
been modest and unassuming films which are
great films, so modesty in itself can’t be to
blame. I guess the trouble is that Beatty is no
Bogart. The air of commonplace madness which
Bogart put into a line like, “I'll show him he
can’t mess around with Fred C. Dobbs, nossir!”
is not in Beatty’s range. One problem is that he
is ineluctably handsome. They say that a really
beautiful woman cannot be funny; I think the
proposition is even more true of a really hand-
some man. It is not Beatty’s comedic talents
which fail, however, but his ability to be at
once mildly comic and deeply serious. He is a
theatrical, even stagy, actor, and this kind of
gritty actuality film demands not an actor who
does, but an actor who is: Bo%art, Brando be-
fore he started reaching too hard, sometimes
Sterling Hayden and Robert Mitchum. Beatty
is in the line of Gable, not of Bogart.

Julie Christie, twenty pounds lighter than
in Petulia, quick, tough, yet fragile, is excellent;
to compare her whore-with-a-heart-of-gold with
Jane Fonda’s in Klute is a lesson in the anima-
tion of stereotypes. The huge actor who plays
Butler, the British head-assassin, is impressive;
I've never seen him before and the word is that
Altman, or somebody, saw him at a cocktail
party or waiting for a bus and cried, “I must
have him!” He’s good, and I expect we'll see a
lot of him, smiling his grisly-complacent smile at
helpless, sweating victims, successor in the
giant-heavy line to Laird Cregar and Sydney
Greenstreet—both of whom, come to think of it,
were also Britons. The minor parts are cast with
care. The whores, for once, look like whores and
not like the Goldwyn Girls, and the miners are
a group of people rather than a string of extras.
I especially liked an officious, lugubrious, and
stupid miner who looked for all the world like
the poet Richard Brautil%an.

The color photography by Vilmos Zsigmond

is excellent, but I've gotten so used to splendid
low-key color camerawork that I take it for
granted these days. The script and editing are in
the tough, economical Buiiuel line which is a
major ingredient of this style: a compact, swift-
moving film, with no scene developed beyond
its function and a minimum of transitional and
expository footage. In an early sequence, for in-
stance, McCabe sits in his half-finished saloon
while the Irish hotel-keeper tries to wheedle his
way into a partnership; as soon as the situation
is established, they are distracted by shrieks out-
side and McCabe leaps to the window; cut to
one of McCabe’s whores attacking her customer
with a hunting-knife; cut to McCabe’s take and
reaction of dismay; cut to whore stabbing cus-
tomer, McCabe running up and disarming her
and then standing over and looking befuddled as
she collapses in sobs; cut to miners watching ar-
rival (days, it appears, after the stabbing) of the
steam-tractor which will prove to bear Mrs. Mill-
er as a passenger. No more is made of the brawl
than this minimum, and it is never referred to.
The point, that McCabe has more on his hands
than he wants to handle, is not sacrificed to any
of the possible overloadings of the scene: sen-
sation, sentimentality, “color.” Plenty of direc-
tors can milk a scene; there aren’t many who can
resist the temptation.

Before I saw McCabe, three different friends
had warned me that the sound was bad, espe-
cially on the print I was to see, but I (who refuse
to return to Welles’s Othello because of the
wretched inaudibility of most of it) had no diffi-
culty. There’s a lot of dialogue-over-dialogue,
and a lot of lines that trail off, but all the impor-
tant dialogue—such as McCabe’s story about the
frog eaten by an eagle—is perfectly intelligible,
while nine-tenths of the lines are not worth
hearing, intended to convey no more than a
vague sense of banality and inconsequentiality.
It is a very filmic movie, its dialogue belonging
rather to the decor than to the drama itself.

My loudest complaint is against the score.
When a director wants a folk-ballad in the back-
ground, why shouldn’t he find a nice Irish, Ap-
palachian, or Western ballad? McCabe features
a dismal, fake ballad by Leonard Cohen—one of



REVIEWS

53

those concoctions of extravagant and incoherent
metaphor, a la Dylan, which passes in childish
circles for heavy stuff. What's wrong with “Dried
Apples,” or “The Frozen Girl’? Cohen’s preten-
tiousness is totally out of key with this film. For-
tunately, it is used only in transitions, the movie
relying otherwise on in-scene sound, and very
effectively. —JacksoN BURGESs

TWO-LANE BLACKTOP

Producer: Michael S. Laughlin. Director: Monte Hellman. Screen-
play: Rudolph Wurlitzer, Will Corry. Photography: Jack Deerson.
Universal.

Back in 1965, director Monte Hellman led an
intrepid little band of film people out into the
Utah desert to hurriedly stage and act and shoot
a couple of highly eccentric Westerns, two low-
budget features which have yet to be granted
theatrical exhibition in this hemisphere, but are
graced nonetheless with a throng of ardent un-
derground admirers in both North America and
Europe. Jack Nicholson, now so renowned, was
among Monte Hellman’s very small cast and
crew back then, and more or less got his start in
these Corman-sponsored films as a featured per-
former and co-producer of Ride the Whirlwind
(for which he also prepared the scenario) and
The Shooting (scripted by Adrien Joyce, the sub-
sequent writer of Five Easy Pieces). Hellman’s
two heavily stylized Westerns were marked
by their stifling pervasive moods of anxiety and
unsettledness. With Two-Lane Blacktop, his
newest film, Hellman has grafted his paranoic
cosmic perception onto a contemporary subject
and setting: a race from Los Angeles to Wash-
ington DC between two youthful car fanatics in
a souped-up, old-model Chevy and a drifting
middle-aged playboy in a garish Pontiac GTO.

But the word “race” is ill-advised in this con-
text, for it connotes a sustained competition and
a definite outcome. The cross-country peregrina-
tion depicted in Two-Lane Blacktop is no do-
mestic version of Le Mans, but rather a kind of
aimless, listless, rootless game that nobody wins,
played out by people who are sadly convinced

that there’s nothing better to do. The racing par-
ticipants occasionally talk about their lightness
and swiftness and violent motion, but the feel of
the film is uncomfortably quiescent: time and
movement seem suspended with protracted foot-
age of secluded, boxlike car interiors and with a
sound track that stops for strange long silences
between each pithy utterance. Throughout the
motorized journey, Hellman insistently under-
mines any sense of rapid adventure, forward mo-
mentum, or scenic flux with a careful choice of
roadstop locales: the ephemeral diners, cafés,
luncheonettes and bars all closely resemble each
other, all seem anonymous, nondescript, so much
so that the prevailing atmosphere suggests that
these nomads are traveling to nowhere, driving
to oblivion. The random, desultory quality of
the trip is reflected by the tone of Laurie Bird, a
backseat stowaway in the two car fanatics’ cus-
tom machine, who responds to the news that
she’s going East with only the slightest, most
casual interest: “East . . . that’s cool, I've never
been East.”

Hellman’s exterior composition-work can be
somewhat perturbing, as it tends to present hu-
man beings and material objects with impartial
emphasis. In a Hellman frame, moving vehicles,
inanimate matter, even empty space can steal
the show from the human performers by sudden-
ly turning intrusive and vaguely ominous, seem-
ing to dislocate the actors and expropriate their
sphere of influence. Hellman gets a weird, hor-
rific impression from a looming floodlit silo of
smooth grey concrete that rises up against a
neutral skyscape, and a keen sense of desola-
tion from the trains that sometimes happen to
pass along the sides of the road. He achieves a
disconcerting starkness and bareness with his
graceful choreography of a small Oklahoma hin-
terland town in the dawning hours, a place that
consists of depopulated rain-soaked streets, an
abandoned garage, a vacated gas station, natives
who themselves look almost threatening when
emerging from their neighborhood homes. And
then there’s the omnipresent menace of prowling
cop cars.

The popular success of Two-Lane Blacktop
may well be encumbered by Universal’s weighty
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neous pavement matches, gambling and side-
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hitchhikers he collects along his way (“The big
boss in Detroit is having me test-drive this car,”
“I won the car in Vegas, shooting craps,” etc.).
The only hitchhikers who can temporarily arrest
his funny-pathetic-tragic boastings are a with-
ered old country woman whom Qates escorts to
a cemetery and a somber-sounding ecology freak
who believes that the end of the world is just
around the next bend.

Two-Lane Blacktop is an unusually controlled
movie by an accomplished, intelligent Holly-
wood director with final-cut privileges (Hellman
even receives film editor’s credit). Its flaws, as
one might suspect, are stylistic effects that seem
overcontrolled. Hellman has a habit of shooting
facial close-ups in arty still photographer’s por-
trait-style profiles. This irritating process causes
the haggard old country woman to look like
some hickster variant of Whistler’s Mother and,
in a different sequence, causes two mute and
sternfaced Indians, solemnly seated on a bench,
to look like they should be holding cigars. The
sight of a motor accident’s aftermath—with a
mangled car and a bloody corpse surrounded by
silence—is a prefab image of instant austerity
that can wonder and wow in the work of Jean-
Luc Godard, but here seems highly contrived:
Hellman’s side-tilted truck and turned-over car
could stand to seem more like arbitrary wreck-
age and less like a piece of metalwork sculpture
for the Museum of Modern Art.

But these excesses and extremes only serve to
gauge the uncompromising nature of Hellman’s
visual style. The eco-freak remarks, “It doesn’t
matter—what do we have—thirty? forty years?
And it will all be over.” Hellman’s paranoic
vision is complete enough to make this other-
wise apocalyptic statement come off as rational
observation. ' —GRreG Forp

Short Notices

Burn! As much of the best work in recent political
film has been in the form of the film-essay (God-
ard’s British Sounds, Solanas’s La Hora de Zw Hor-
nos), historical narratives in the tradition of Chape-

yev and Grapes of Wrath can easily be overlooked.
Burn traces the history of an unsuccessful revolt that
occurred in the Caribbean in the mid-nineteenth
century. It shows the revolt in two stages. First, at
the instigation of Marlon Brando (a CIA-type agent
for British imperialism) black guerrillas and white
settlers join together to overthrow Portuguese rule
of Queimada island. In the process slavery is abol-
ished. Brando however makes it crystal clear that
this is because wage-slavery has become more profit-
able than formal slavery. As time passes the settlers
sell out the island to British sugar companies, and
wage-slavery proves an impossible burden for the
blacks, who revolt again. Brando returns to the is-
land, this time to put down the revolt. The film thus
graphically presents a Marxist view of the historical
development from a bourgeois-democratic revolu-
tion to a national liberation struggle against im-
perialism. As Brando says at one point “very often
between one historical period and another, ten years
is enough to reveal the contradictions of a whole
century.” Burn, however, is far from abstract. The
film plays upon our emotions, to involve us with the
people and the leading representatives of the social
forces: history is thus personalized—it is seen in the
process of being “made by people.” The leader of
the black revolution, Jose Delores, is played by an
amateur—Evaristo Marques—who invests the role
with a dignity and humility rarely seen on the
screen. The camera work contributes to this—both
focusing upon him and integrating him completely
with his people. Memorable faces of individuals are
also prominent in the crowd scenes—an old woman,
toothless jaw slack, crying for food, expressions of
joy at the moment of liberation. While Burn is an
extremely political film, it is also very human—there
being for once no dichotomy between the two. In-
deed its most profound message is that within the
framework of historical development, history is made
by people becoming conscious of their oppression
in concrete situations of class struggle: “Freedom is
the recognition of necessity.” Eisenstein once wrote
that the essence of film was “the structure of pathos.”
In Burn this is a function of history: we know that
the revolt is doomed to fail, and transfer our outrage
and concern to contemporary national liberation
struggles. However, the film is also marred by de-
featism. In part this is a result of the extreme focus
on individual characters, which is also a source of
its power. For during the latter half of the film we
share almost entirely the perspective of Brando; the
struggle is reduced to a hunt in which the forces of
reaction have all the initiative. At this point Brando
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also undergoes a crisis of conscience which gives him
a certain sympathy. However, even with these faults
Burn remains an important attempt to incorporate
a revolutionary analysis in a film that is not only
analytic but both historical and human, and thus
emotionally accessible to the general viewer.
—MicuAeL KLEIN

Carnal Knowledge seems to draw an unusual num-
ber of attacks for wrong reasons. The film is a car-
toon, so it is damned for not displaying deep psycho-
analytic insight. It is straight-line cynical Feiffer, so
it is attacked for not being profound sociopolitical
analysis “like the strips.” It is a work of some self-
critical courage by two men who have lived the era
they are satirizing, so it is put down for being facile.
(Said Nichols once, about his satirical skits with
Elaine May: “We just take things we’ve done our-
selves, and exaggerate them a little.”) It is modest
and reticent in cinematic style, so it is attacked for
pseudo-Italian flamboyance. Its concern, like that of
all serious satire, is not merely with the foibles and
follies of one era, but with anguishing tendencies in
the human psyche and condition, so it is charged
with being superficial. Now everybody resents Mike
Nichols, of course, for being a big success. I knew
him in college, so I have more reason to resent him
than most people, but I must still acknowledge that
this film is a solid and interesting achievement—as
was his Virginia Woolf. It is a cold and merciless
film, but then artists are not required to stand in for
the Red Cross. They document disasters, and it is
we the viewers who must clean them up, in our own
lives. Feiffer and Nichols, with perfect homing in-
stinct, have produced a freezing cartoon about the
sexual chauvinism which is America’s machismo,
and which is very far from dead now even though
the fifties may have been its heyday. The film is, in
a way, a hugely expensive act of male self-criticism.
(I notice that Berkeley liberationist women hiss cer-
tain lines in the film’s opening, but they realize where
the film is going before the first reel is over.) It is
interesting, I think, to speculate on a similar film
which would be made by women, a kind of mirror
image of Carnal Knowledge (Chytilova’s Daisies be-
ing perhaps a step in that direction). Nor is the film
devoid of a level of mystery: those huge, amber-lit
close-ups, which have been complained of as witless
directorial mistakes, surely have a direct stylistic
origin in the repetitious panels of the Feiffer strips—
but they also remind us of the biological creatures
who are going through these matings and mismat-
ings, and of the pity and anguish of our carnality.

Carnal Knowledge is clearly not a great film; it is,
like the Feiffer cartoons, a very superior article of
journalism. It’s nagging, irritating, and about as “sat-
isfying” as the hiccups. But I think people who dis-
miss it are kidding themselves.—E. C.

El Chacal, like a lot of things happening in Chile
these days, comes as a shock to North Americans. It
is a powerfully filmed first feature by Miguel Littin,
who now (in his mid-twenties) heads the Chilean
government production facilities. EI Chacal imme-
diately catapults Littin into the first rank of Latin
American film-makers. But it is utterly different from
the metaphysical, operatic works of Rocha or the
highly ideological La Hora de los Hornos. Based on
an actual case, the film is a straightforward dramatic
reconstruction: in a drunken stupor an illiterate,
downtrodden peasant kills a widowed and just-
evicted woman and her five children—as he said
later, “so they would not suffer any more.” This
could obviously have been a heavy and sodden dirge.
Littin frames it partly within a re-enactment of the
crime for the court (surrounded by a crowd eager
to lynch “The Jackal,” as the papers called him).
Then he moves beyond the frame and into the pris-
on where the murderer is rehabilitated—apparently
quite effectively—and then executed. But what gives
the film its remarkable force is its tone: a combina-
tion of grimness and compassion. Littin sketches in
Jorge’s youth for us; the murder itself is shown, not
with Hollywood-style sadistic relish, yet clearly
enough to be horrifying. Yet it is also clear that
Jorge acted out a desperation that, while it does not
excuse his action, gives it a terrible logic; discreetly,
Littin just allows this logic to exist in his images,
never belaboring it. The people Jorge comes in con-
tact with are not monsters; even the latifundistas he
works for in his youth aren’t too bad. He’s taken as
a foster child by a kindly policeman, ministered to
sincerely and intelligently by a prison priest, pro-
tected trom the mob, and interrogated almost sym-
pathetically by the prosecutors. He even learns a
craft in prison (making guitars). The firing squad is
chosen by lot and fastidiously rehearsed. As Littin

uts it in an interview in Cineaste (Spring 1971):
“Alcohol, religion, smiles, law, gentleness—all are
part of the system’s tools to train and subdue men.”
They do not change the basic situation. Littin’s film
has been seen in Chile by some 500,000 people, an
unprecedented audience there. It is available in the
U.S. from the Third World Cinema Group, Box
3234, New York 10001, or 2121 Browning, Berkeley
94702.—E. C.
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Mosori Monika (Like a Waterlily) is an anthropo-
logical film of unusual importance—both because it
is made by a woman, Chick Strand, from an explicit-
ly woman’s viewpoint, and because of its structural
ingenuity in relating image and sound. Shot in the
jungle delta country of Venezuela, the images con-
vey the way of life of the Warao, a river-bank people
of singular beauty and grace; but they are cast by
the sound track into a double and conflicting per-
spective. There is a Church mission in the area, and
a relentless process of acculturation is going on. One
of the track’s voices is that of a gentle nun who be-
lieves that before the missionaries came the Warao
“didn’t do anything—they just fished and laid in their
hammocks all day.” The other voice is that of an old
woman, whose husband has died and who now de-
pends upon the mission but also remembers the old
days. The images convey to us how the native way
of life and the mission life look: a girl swinging in a
hammock, a man paddling toward the camera at
dusk, a walk through the forest to dig manioc root,
a tropical downpour with clear drops hanging from
absolutely clean leaves, the neat European lines and
ascetic habits of the mission. But it is the track that
interprets these (after all) neutral images: it gives
them meaning—or rather, two meanings which over-
lap and conflict, depending upon which of the voices
is speaking. But Miss Strand has been scrupulous not
to ﬁid the track with her own views: as she puts it,
“it is their moral information.” The sensitivity and
flexibility of this approach reminds us that a power-
ful dissociation of image and track can be achieved
without the didactic sledgehammer Godard is cur-
rently swinging.—E. C.

Skin Game. James Garner is a con man. His territory
is pre-Civil War Kansas and Missouri, where the
slavery question is still bitterly contested. As a ruined
plantation owner, he rides from town to town selling
his last valuable possession, Lou Gossett. Gossett is
loyal (“Please massuh Quincy, all I needs is one meal
a day”), but Garner sells him anyway. (“Did I men-
tion he has all his own teeth?”) ‘Garner rides out of
town, and later meets the escaped Gossett to split
up the money, and they go off in search of a new
mark. Theirs is a skin game, and the film is about
role-playing. In a society of strangers, Garner and
Gossett are shrewd observers of the social scene.
They are neither bigots nor moral crusaders. As
Garner observes, “You're the color they’re buying
this year.” That’s all. In their travels, they meet
Susan Clark, a moral crusader who steals Garner’s
watch. She too is a con artist, It is in her role, as in

Gossett’s, that the film attains its level of seriousness.
The black man and the woman are not mere flim-
flam characters, but must play insincere roles to
adapt to a society that will not accept them as they
really are—as in modern society, their emotional sur-
vival depends upon their skill in managing impres-
sions. The role shifts found in the film are many,
humorous, and revealing. Garner must borrow mon-
ey from his black “slave” to pay the hotel bill, but
out of sight of the hotel clerk. To share Garner’s
scarce bath water, Susan Clark must go from a prud-
ish woman to a sexually liberated female, dropping
one role as easily as her clothing. And Gossett is
beautiful in his shifting from educated easterner to
“Massuh Quincy, suh,” sometimes in mid-sentence.
The film does suggest, however, that we are real
persons beneath the roles we play. After Gossett is
accidentally sold as a “real” slave, then freed, the
skin game is at an end. Gossett refuses to play the
role again, despite Garner’s insistence, so they sepa-
rate. In previous horse operas, Garner’s Maverick-
like roles have seemed merely a cover for cowardice.
Here, he seems slightly perverse, unable to under-
stand Gossett’s reluctance to play the game. If black
weren’t the color they were buying this year, would
Garner play the slave? I think not. Role changing
has its limits, and so we see two distinct personalities
emerge from under the roles within roles at the
film’s end. There is a certain dignity in this; and
Skin Game comes off as more than just another
comedy. —Grece E. WHITMAN

Summer of 42 and Red Sky at Morning are the first
post-Love Story batch of films dedicated to spread-
ing the gospel of the New (rapidly becoming the
Old) Sentimentality. Both films are resolutely geared
to appease the current Middle American lust for ro-
mance and nostalgia, and their heroes, calculated to
appeal to the widest possible mass audience, are thor-
oughly ingratiating, unaggressive, uncomplicated—
their sexual encounters are clean and holy. Set in the
forties, both films are variations on the archetypal
passage from adolescence to manhood. Nobody in
either film looks like he belongs in the forties and
nobody sounds like it either; the dialogue aims for
a flip quality which sounds more now than then. As
it happens, the forties settings are used mostly as an
excuse to get a character killed in the off-screen war,
and the heroes’ Saroyanesque confrontations with
death, along with their first sexual experiences, are
meant to constitute their initiation into manhood.
The two films also use the forties as a cushion for
the romantic schmaltz, the theory clearly being that
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if your story is set in the past, you can more easily
get away with being corny and weepy. Both films,
consequently, are the standard Hollywood romantic
tearjerker once removed through period setting and
the period-flavored soft focus, family photo album
photography. Despite its quivering romantic sensi-
bility, though, its poured-on syrupiness, Summer of
42 is likable. As he’s demonstrated before, Robert
Mulligan can get some very natural responses from
young actors and can capture the sleepy folksiness
of small-town Americana. The film has really been
made for the scene in which the boy visits the wom-
an right after she has received news of her soldier-
husband’s death and, to ease her pain, she sleeps
with the boy. It’s a risky business to carry off—the
boy has been presented as a very young 15—but it
is quite a nice scene, delicate and subdued, and it
manages to cow the audience into breathless, respec-
ful silence. Red Sky at Morning is a confused mix-
ture of racial and self-consciously “literary” stereo-
types. Whereas Summer of 42 benefits from its sim-
plicity, Red Sky collapses under the weight of its
multiple concerns. The film recklessly throws to-
gether some poor white trash, Southern-style, a frus-
trated Southern matron out of Tennessee Williams,
some pure rotten Mexicans (and some real dignified
ones too, to make up the proper balance; for good
measure, there is even a Mexican who changes with-
out any motivation from being maniacally hostile
to being a nice guy). There’s also an archetypal fa-
ther-son relationship, a lusty artist father-surrogate,
native initiation rites (for local color), and solemnly
intoned statements on the meaninglessness of war.
The film is an undigested conglomeration of liberal
and conservative sentiments, and in trying to pacify
both kinds of audiences, it ends up speaking to
neither. The mass public can sometimes separate the
good commercial kitsch from the bad: people are
staying away from Red Sky and flocking to Summer
of 42, which is a real audience pleaser whose box-
office success isn’t bothersome as long as no one
makes claims for it as a work of high art.

—FosTter HirscH

The Touch. An occasional audience will laugh at the
“wrong” places in Bergman’s latest psychological
chamber-drama. But I don’t think this is an indica-
tion of directorial lapse. For lurking just below
the surface is what we might call the comedy of
banality: what Tom Lehrer had in mind when
he proposed “The Eternal Triangle” as the title
for an imaginary mathematical best-seller movie

adaptation, starring the other Bergman, Ingrid. The
dramatic assumptions of The Touch are exquisitely
straightforward—in fact almost mathematically rig-
orous. A happily married Swedish upper-middle-
class housewife begins an affair with a neurotic,
itinerant American Jewish archaeologist; its claustro-
phobic sex proves more addicting than she probably
bargained for, and her lover a good deal more diffi-
cult; finally her husband won’t stand it any longer
and—although the ending is not unambiguous—it
appears that she ends up both pregnant and sepa-
rated. As Bergman says, the film is a portrait of a
woman “in an everyday situation.” It has a kind of
cool sympathy, almost case-historical. It is done in
color, and has a lot of cheery music and beautiful
Swedish countryside in it. There is a slapstick fe-
male-dressing-up number, and along with one in-
tensely sexual scene comes a lot of rather funny
scenes of bumbling hesitations, sudden and mis-
placed lust, etc. Bergman has obtained a remark-
ably vivid and interesting performance from Elliott
Gould—largely by forbidding him to smile, which
cuts off most of his cute boyish tricks and allows
the dark, miserable, Wandering Jew side of his
personality to slouch out. But the basic intention and
movement of the film are arguably comic: not ele-
gantly comic as in Smiles of a Summer Night, but
almost clinically or sociologically comic: thus do
marriages end, with both bangs and whimpers. If
the touchstone of comedy is statis, here nobody
changes: they just get more and more screwed up.
And Bergman embellishes his mess with many poi-
gnant touches. Max von Sydow as the doctor hus-
band is relentlessly, intolerably sensitive and dull.
Gould as the lover is passionately self-centered, ex-
citing, and childish. Bibi Anderson as the wife is the
solid Swedish pendulum between the two ethnic
extremes. Her husband says, not very kindly, that
she can never make choices; but what the film shows
is that when she does make choices they turn out
disastrously. Her alternatives seem to her purely
sexual: since life with the husband is not entirely
satisfying, she turns to another man. She merely
changes orbits, from a slow, placid, close-in one, to
a hectic, dizzying one. (Bergman takes pains to
make the two men as opposite as possible: in tem-
perament, occupation, ethnic traits, mannerisms, and
even in build and coloring; and there is an element
of comedy here too, as there is in real life when a
spouse turns to a lover as unlike the marriage part-
ner as can be found.) But at the end she is simply
hanging in space, and we are left to wonder if she
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will find an orbit of her own. This is a variation on
marriage difficulties which the early, and bitterer,
Bergman barely hinted at. But it is a measure of
Bergman’s art that we do not know whether to cry or
laugh.—E. C.

Books

THE AMERICAN FILM INSTITUTE CATALOG
of Motion Pictures Produced in
the United States
Feature Films 1921-1930

Executive Editor, Ken Munden. New York and London: R. R.
Bowker Co., 1971. 2 vols., 2589 pp., $55.00.

A formidable undertaking, to be sure, one that
even the French film encyclopedists, Maurice
Bessy, Sadoul, Charensol, Ford, René Jeanne,
etc., who are the best in the world at this sort of
thing,” might have quailed at—a complete film-
ography of American theatrical films (credits and
synopses) from 1893 to 1970. After a volume de-
voted to the beginnings (1893-1910), six vol-
umes will be devoted to feature films, six to
shorts and six to newsreels, nineteen volumes in
all, an amassing of film data to boggle the mind.
The first two have appeared, comprising an al-

*Not forgetting that remarkable 11-volume Enci-
clopedia dello Spettacolo, edited by Silvo d’Amico,
issued in Rome in 1954. The entries under the
letter “A,” alone, take 1198 pages!

BOOK NOTE

Mike Prokosch’s radical analysis of Bresson’s
style (p. 30) has curious points of contact with
Paul Schrader’s Transcendental Style in Film:
Ozu—Bresson—Dreyer, a book shortly due from
the University of California Press. Schrader, who
has contributed to FQ also, is the editor of
Cinema in L.A. In his analysis, to which inter-
ested readers are referred, transcendental style
does not necessarily convey religious subjects,
themes, or feelings; he situates it within the
larger context of spiritual art (Zen, Byzantine,
Gothic).

phabetical listing of some 7000 features pro-
duced between 1921 and 1930, with full credits,
length, release date, cast, type, literary source,
synopsis, and sometimes a revelant note, plus an
index volume of credits and subjects. (Each film
has a list of the subjects dealt with in it.) George
Stevens, Jr., under whose aegis the series is be-
ing produced, has a brief but telling foreword
and the all-over editor, Kenneth Munden, lists
in his acknowledgments the sources for the data
in his introduction, e.g., the professional staff of
the American Film Institute and the experts
called in, who were the compilers and editors
under his supervision.

“A truly comprehensive, authoritative and ob-
jective description of virtually every American
theatrical film ever produced,” is how it de-
scribes itself—and this is as far as I go with m
own perfunctory remarks on what I find to be,
ultimately, for all the effort that has gone into
such a project, which must have been herculean,
certainly not a perfunctory work, but not always
authoritative and often (too often) “objective”
in the wrong way, even for a catalogue. Though
it is comprehensive—and how! If to be “objec-
tive” is to give the same weight and value to
everything, good, bad, and indifferent, that is
not necessarily a salutary thing nor a service
to the researcher, even for a catalogue where
descriptions are supposed to be dispassionate.
Even a dictionary, if it is a good one, gets
worked up over certain words in order to define
them with accuracy. As for encyclopedias, their
highest virtue is in the attitude of the encyclo-
pedists towards their subjects so that the es-
sence of the subject is presented in the most
vivid (and therefore most authoritative) way.
Hence, the attitude, for instance, of the encyclo-
pedists who compiled the 7-volume Filmlexicon
Degli Autori e Delle Opere put out by the pres-
tigious house of Bianco e Nero in Rome in 1967
is a glib one, for all their “objectivity,” relying on
such lame “revelations” as that hoary old canard
that the true name of Josef von Sternberg was
“Joe Stern,” though why they omitted to add
that he was born in Brooklyn (the usual fillip to
this telling disclosure) in lieu of Vienna is not
only inconsistent but a mystery I cannot fathom.

The two words I italicized—attitude and es-
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will find an orbit of her own. This is a variation on
marriage difficulties which the early, and bitterer,
Bergman barely hinted at. But it is a measure of
Bergman’s art that we do not know whether to cry or
laugh.—E. C.

Books

THE AMERICAN FILM INSTITUTE CATALOG
of Motion Pictures Produced in
the United States
Feature Films 1921-1930

Executive Editor, Ken Munden. New York and London: R. R.
Bowker Co., 1971. 2 vols., 2589 pp., $55.00.
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*Not forgetting that remarkable 11-volume Enci-
clopedia dello Spettacolo, edited by Silvo d’Amico,
issued in Rome in 1954. The entries under the
letter “A,” alone, take 1198 pages!

BOOK NOTE

Mike Prokosch’s radical analysis of Bresson’s
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larger context of spiritual art (Zen, Byzantine,
Gothic).
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index volume of credits and subjects. (Each film
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Stevens, Jr., under whose aegis the series is be-
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in his acknowledgments the sources for the data
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the American Film Institute and the experts
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under his supervision.
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ultimately, for all the effort that has gone into
such a project, which must have been herculean,
certainly not a perfunctory work, but not always
authoritative and often (too often) “objective”
in the wrong way, even for a catalogue. Though
it is comprehensive—and how! If to be “objec-
tive” is to give the same weight and value to
everything, good, bad, and indifferent, that is
not necessarily a salutary thing nor a service
to the researcher, even for a catalogue where
descriptions are supposed to be dispassionate.
Even a dictionary, if it is a good one, gets
worked up over certain words in order to define
them with accuracy. As for encyclopedias, their
highest virtue is in the attitude of the encyclo-
pedists towards their subjects so that the es-
sence of the subject is presented in the most
vivid (and therefore most authoritative) way.
Hence, the attitude, for instance, of the encyclo-
pedists who compiled the 7-volume Filmlexicon
Degli Autori e Delle Opere put out by the pres-
tigious house of Bianco e Nero in Rome in 1967
is a glib one, for all their “objectivity,” relying on
such lame “revelations” as that hoary old canard
that the true name of Josef von Sternberg was
“Joe Stern,” though why they omitted to add
that he was born in Brooklyn (the usual fillip to
this telling disclosure) in lieu of Vienna is not
only inconsistent but a mystery I cannot fathom.

The two words I italicized—attitude and es-
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sence—describe what is lacking in some of the
synopses (probably only a small percentage of
them since such an all-inclusive conglomeration
of films must of necessity include much junk,
where attitude or essence don’t matter). A news
release from the publishers refers in its zeal to
the “plot synthesis” of each film—a chic mis-
nomer for “synopsis.” Outside chemistry and
philosophy, “synthesis” means a putting togeth-
er of parts so as to form a whole, which is not
done by the perfunctory synopses here. A true
plot synthesis would give the flavor of the whole,
its atmosphere, its ambiance, for that is what it
is about, too. These are plot summaries and no
more and that’s all right, too, if they were always
accurate and could be relied on. .

I have said that in a compilation as exhaustive
as this one can’t avoid including much junk, but
Henrj Langlois used to say that all films were
worth saving for the sake of history and, in prin-
ciple, he’s right, though I could think of some
that weren’t worth it even by that measure.
Well, here you have them all, at least all the
American ones, and here, if ever, is the American
dream, spelled out—devastatingly. Buffs will find
nuggets studded throughout in the notes. King
Vidor’s Billy the Kid was shown in a widescreen
process called “Realife” over forty years ago, in
1930, and Cruze’s Old Ironsides antedated even
that by four years in 1926 via a widescreen proc-
ess called Magnascope. And although the Cata-
logue was intended as a reference work, which
it undeniably is, and a useful one, too, withal, it
has the by-product of surprises, such tidbits as
the plot summary (although I'm sure “synthesis”
would be the right word here) of a somewhat less
than deathless opera called Jazzmania by Robert
Z. Leonard starring Mae Murray and released
by MGM in 1923. It’s almost worth the $55
these two volumes cost to read the incredible
synopsis of this film—not quite, to be sure, but
almost. Such delights are a continuous promise
throughout. And the fact that the first two vol-
umes issued cover the decade 1921-1930, the
flowering of the movies” early formative years,
is all to the good. (Similarly, tze most interesting
of The New York Times’ five volumes of film re-
views reprinted from its pages from 1913 to
1970 is certainly the one covering the period
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1913-1931.) These were the blithe years and
their like will never be seen again, hélas.

In the face of such yeoman work as has gone
into these volumes, one hates to carp, if carping
it is, but it is curious how, despite the combined
efforts of so many experts in the field, so many
gaffes somehow got overlooked. True scholar-
ship in any field is a hazardous thing and film
scholarship is the most hazardous of all.* In no
field, other than films, can you get away with
appearing to make sense and to be factually
accurate while actually accomplishing neither.
Even those who try to be fastidious encounter
pitfalls—I have had to correct some gaffes in
revising The Lubitsch Touch and will do the
same when Saint Cinema goes into a revised
edition. And institutional scholarship, as Ernest
Callenbach wrote about the AFI’s Center for
Film Study, can be the most hazardous of all.
But who else could afford such a luxurious un-
dertaking save a government-financed institu-
tion created for the worthy purpose of film schol-
arship? This is one time, however, when “safety
in numbers” doesn’t necessarily apply.

What to do? The thing about a reference work
is that one should be able to trust it, this is its
raison d’étre, no? And I suppose that for the
most part you can. Dubious aspects of the work
reveal themselves, however, when you start
zeroing in on specific items in the “touchy” areas,
where the true credits have often been a moot
and disputed point or when the plots contain
more than meets the eye. (In most plots it’s the
other way around, of course, which is what
makes it easy to recount them accurately.) Or
take the matter of the genres: melodrama, drama,
society drama, western melodrama, comedy, do-
mestic drama, etc., and sometimes comedy of
manners, among them. But not once satire,

*“Strange as it may appear,” said Lotte Eisner
once, “it often seems that we know today more
about the prehistory of the human race than we do
about the first quarter century of the motion picture.
Everywhere in the history of film there are blank
spaces to be filled in, errors to be corrected, im-
portant personalities overlooked or wholly forgot-
ten, whose histories should be recorded, doubtful
and debatable questions to be decided, newly dis-
covered data to be noted.”
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though Hollywood has produced many brilliant
such. If Forbidden Paradise and Beggar on
Horseback (not to mention Cruze’s Hollywood)
are not satire, what is? Of course, the plots of
these films as recounted here don’t sound like
satire and so the researcher consulting them,
who may never have seen them, will never know,
will he? Lubitsch’s Kiss Me Again, a satire of the
purest ray serene, is called merely a “domestic
comedy,” a category which also includes films
that are a dime a dozen. Could it be AFI was
afraid of the word satire? Is there something sub-
versive in the idea? I cannot believe it, I just
don’t understand it. Hark to Louise Sweeney,
reviewing the volumes for The Christian Science
Monitor: “This exhaustive two-part set is so
full of diverting and helpful information that it
seems nig{%h’ng to point out a couple of flaws.
But as a film critic I am keenly aware of the
lack of critical historical context in which the
films are listed. Chaplin’s masterpiece, The Gold
Rush, is listed in as much of a critical vacuum as
The Courage of Wolfheart. And the reference to
Al Jolson’s The Jazz Singer doesn’t even mention
that it was the first of the ‘talkies.” ”

In short, what the work lacks, if such a quality
is at all possible in a dictionary or an encyclo-
pedia, aside from impeccable accuracy (which
is possible) is panache—dash, verve, spirit, call
it what you will—they are all synonyms for fla-
vor. In the matter of credits, aside from the ob-
vious boners, there is sometimes the matter of
substituting the screen credits for the true cred-
its even if the true credits have been published
and documented as to their source. What, then,
makes the “expert” more “expert” than anyone
else lcoking at and believing, because he sees
them, the screen credits? Let us get down to
cases. Every researcher will doubtless go through
the Catalog checking its against his own find-
ings. Taking Lubitsch, for example, and the
matter of credits: For So This Is Paris, the cast
names given the players are those of the oper-
etta, Die Fledermaus, whose source was the
same French play as the film, but they are not
their names in the film. In his Kiss Me Again, the
source is given as Cyprienne or Divor¢ons, when
the former is the cast name of the leading lady
in the original play and only the latter was the

title of the play. It is just fussiness to go to the
trouble to give a second title to the play. And if
youre going to be fussy, why not an umlaut
over the “a” in Krily, Lubitsch’s pet American
scenarist? Likewise, the epochal The Marriage
Circle, a milestone in screen satire, is called a
“comedy of manners” although it is as much a
satire on marriage and divorce as Kiss Me Again
(which, you will note, is not even a “comedy of
manners”’). While Lothar Schmidt’s real name
was Goldschmidt, to call him that is dubious
scholarship since professionally it was not his
name. He wrote Nur ein Traiim (Only a Dream),
on which the film is based. If you're going to be
fussy and give the source in the original lan-
guage then it must be spelled right. Another Lu-
bitsch satire, Forbidden Paradise, is called a
“costume comedy drama,” a flat-footed descrip-
tion if there ever was one. This time, not only
is the source given in its original jaw-break-
ing Hungarian but the author’s name, Melchoir
Lengyel, is traced to his Hungarian original as
Menyhert Lengyel though even that is spelled
wrong since it should be Meynhert. In Three
Women, no source is %‘iven for the original story
by Lubitsch and Krily though the source, Yo-
lanthe Marees’ The Lilie is established in my
filmography in The Lubitsch Touch. Nor was
his film called The Student Prince in Old Heidel-
berg but simply The Student Prince. (Old Hei-
delberg was the name of the source play.)

As for The Salvation Hunters by Sternberg,
his meager budget hardly allowed him to be able
to afford to pay a key actor (Stuart Holmes) for
a day’s work, so how could he have afforded the
two “production assistants” named in the cred-
itsP Assigning “true” credit is obvicusly a tricky
business (as witness the current furore over Citi-
zen Kane) but a historian is obliged to ¢ry, as I
did in the filmography of my book on Sternberg.
Many is the slip betwixt the creative work and
the credit on the screen. Thus, the screenplay
for Underworld is listed as being by Robert N.
Lee and the adaptation by Charles Furthman.
Actually, the adaptation from Ben Hecht’s story
and the screenplay were both by Sternberg. Lar-
ry Semon’s cast name was “Slippery” Lewis, not
“Slippy” Lewis. The credits for The Last Com-
mand list Lajos Biro for the story and John F.
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Goodrich for the adaptation and screenplay. Not
so—the story deriving from a true anecdote Lu-
bitsch told Sternberg and the adaptation and
scenario again being by Sternberg. Also, Jan-
nings’ cast name is not General Dolgoruck as
listed here but Grand Duke Sergius Alexander.
In Dragnet, another Sternberg film, Leslie Fen-
ton’s cast name is given, curiously, as “Shake-
speare,” when it should be “Donovan.” The Cat-
alog has Sternberg being replaced by Phil Rosen
during the shooting of The Exquisite Sinner
when in actuality the picture had been com-
pleted by Sternberg, then completely remade by
Rosen, just as years later Nick Ray completely
remade Sternberg’s Macao. And another director
almost completely remade Stroheim’s Walking
Down Broagway as Hello Sister.

The thing about all this is that according
to the experts, the directors don’t know what
they’re talking about, only the experts do (be-
cause they saw it on the screen). The Case of
Lena Smith, Sternberg’s last silent film, is cred-
ited as being from a story by Samuel Ornitz and
a screenplay by Jules Furthman, when in truth
both were by Sternberg. (It is perhaps just as
little known that The Blue Angel’s adaptation
from Heinrich Mann’s Professor Unrat was by
Sternberg himself and not by Carl Zuckmayer
as the screen credits state.) Also, in Lena Smith,
Warner Klinger in the cast should, of course, be
Werner Klinger. And Eve Sothern in Sternberg’s
Woman of the Sea is spelled as Eve Southern.
And no one, as it says in the Catalog, attributed
the story of that film to Chaplin. It was an orig-
inal by Sternberg. Also, it was never premiered
in Beverly Hills as stated, but sneak-previewed
once. Since Chaplin never released it and there
exist no reviews they had to go to my filmog-
raphy for the “plot,” sketchy though it is, for this
one, which they paraphrased by using the same
words only in different order.

Which brings us finally to Morocco, in the
Sternberg area. Again, the screenplay is simply
attributed to Jules Furthman though Sternberg
has said that it was his own. And Menjou’s cast
name is not Kennington (how would a French-
man be called Kennington?) but LeBéssiére.
Paul Bern’s delightful Open All Night is said to
derive from “unidentified stories” by Paul Mo-

rand when there actually exists a story by him
about six-day bike racers (called “The Six-Day
Night”) in the volume, Open All Night. There is
no indication that the film’s story bears little
resemblance to the source. Munden admits in
his introduction that “Actual screen credits are
often incomplete and sometimes suspect.” He
goes on to say, “Few printed and documentary
sources give all the essentials . . .” but even
when these sources exist, his staff hasn’t always
consulted them.

Inevitably we come to Stroheim. The 1921~
1930 period was as much his as anyone else’s:

Greed—the art director was not Cedric Gib-
bons (no sets having been used) but Stroheim
and Capt. Richard Day, who selected the real-
istic locales themselves. The Merry Widow—
photography was not by Ben Reynolds but by
Oliver March and William Daniels. Curiously,
no credit is given to Lehar for the music score
which Mendoza and Axt adapted. The Wedding
March—the song, “Paradise,” was not by Harry
D. Kerr and J. S. Zamecnik but by Zamecnik and
Louis de Francesco. Nor were Ben Reynolds and
B. Sorenson photographers on the film, only Hal
Mohr. Nor was Richard Day an assistant direc-
tor, being the co-designer with Stroheim of the
sets. And Francesco, together with Zamecnik
wrote the original music score, which is not men-
tioned. Also, the costumes were not by Max Ree
but by Stroheim and Capt. Richard Day, the
uniforms being exclusively the province of Von
Stroheim. There is a note that Stroheim “had in
mind a two-part work, the first half of which,
The Wedding March, was completed as plan-
ned.” Not so. Dividing the footage into two
separate features, The Wedding March and
The Honeymoon, was Paramount’s idea. Queen
Kelly—Ben Reynolds was not a cameraman on
this film, as stated. The art direction, according
to Stroheim, was by him and Harold Miles, not
Richard Day, this time, as stated. Merry Go
Round—Ben Reynolds is listed for the music,
surely an unwitting gaffe. And the direction is
listed as being by Rupert Julian with “added di-
rection” by von Stroheim. Shouldn’t it be the
other way around even though more of Julian’s
footage was used than Stroheim’s? No credit is
given to the source of this one—an original story
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and screenplay by von Stroheim, which I possess
in manuscript, and which is one of the most lyri-
cal of all scripts. The photography was by Ben
Reynolds and Bill Daniels without the assistance
of the Charles Kaufman, as stated. Also, Doro-
thy Wallace’s cast name, Komtasse Gisella, is so
obviously a typo that we'll let that pass. (It’s
more likely she’d have been Grifin.) And, ac-
cording to Stroheim, production was stopped at
the half-way point, not the three-quarter’s one.
Foolish Wives—the original version was 21 reels,
not 14—that was his “compromise” version. The
release version may well have been the 10 reels
as stated. (The Museum of Modern Art version
is seven reels.) Art direction was not by E. E.
Sheeley but by Capt. Richard Day and von
Stroheim. The co-assistant director with Eddie
Sowders was not Jack R. Proctor but Louis Ger-
monprez. Queen Kelly—its milieu was not the
“capital of Ruritania” (that’s Anthony Hope’s
country) but a real place, one of the German
Duodec princeling states before the unification
of Germany, among them being Wiitemberg,
Sachsen-Coburg-Gotha, Mecklenburg, Prussia,
Strelitz, Lippe, Hannover, Anhalt, Hessen-Nas-
sau. Stroheim never used mythical locales. And
the girls are not from an orphanage but from a
convent. No mention is made of the false ending
tacked on to the uncompleted film by Gloria
Swanson in an attempt to salvage its cost, nor of
the fact that it is the only time Stroheim ever
wrote a screenplay expressly for a star, in this
case Miss Swanson. (Did you know that Zasu
Pitts was the last one cast for Greed? Stroheim
did not know who his Trina would be till pro-
duction had already started.)

So much for the credits. Let us examine some
synopses:

In Love Parade, Queen Louise doesn’t offer
to make her husband King (she couldn’t, he’s
only her Prince Consort, like Prince Philip of
England). They are reconciled only when she
promises to be an obedient wife to him. In The
Student Prince, Prince Karl Heinrich is not be-
trothed to an “unattractive” princess—we never
see the princess. She may well have been attrac-
tive but he was in love with Kaetchen. In The
Salvation Hunters, the three flee the dredge not
because of the dredgemaster’s “foul attentions

toward the girl” but because he has hit the
child, and it is not to the city but to one of the
waterfront cribs, where hunger drives her to
rostitution. In Underworld, Rolls Royce is not
Fatally wounded, as stated, in Bull Weed’s final
encounter with the police. The whole point of
the ending would be lost if he were. In Morocco,
there is no reason to characterize Legionnaire
Tom Brown as “ruthless in his treatment of
women”—on the contrary he appears to have
been quite a romantic success. And there is no
“clamor of other suitors” for Amy Jolly, just one,
LeBéssiére, and that isn’t exactly a “clamor.”
Legionnaire Brown doesn’t leave his first ren-
dezvous with her “abruptly”; she suggests that
he go because she thinks she is beginning to like
him. And he doesn’t then go to meet an officer’s
wife, he encounters her as he is leaving. Re-
buffed by him, she sets some street Arabs to
beat him up (not to beat Amy up, as stated). It
isn’t explained that the woman he has rebuffed
is the wife of his jealous commanding officer,
which is why he is sent by him on a dangerous
mission. And LeBéssiére does not offer to aid
Legionnaire Brown to desert the Legion so he
can have Amy nor does Tom tell Amy that “if
she loves him she must be prepared to be a good
soldier.” It’s entirely her own idea to join the
wives and sweethearts, the “rear guard” of camp
followers who follow their men on their marches
into the desert. The ending as described is not
only all wrong but vitiates the point of the whole
film. In Foolish Wives, the synopsis does not
indicate that Karamzin’s two “cousins” are really
his mistresses with whom he lives in a ménage @
trois. Karamzin, at his rendezvous with Mrs.
Hughes in the tower of his villa, does not
“wheedle her out of her money” as stated but
explains the urgent note for the rendezvous he
sent her, i.e., that he desperately needs a sum
of money to settle a debt of honor, nor does he
“begin to seduce her” there. Also, the count’s
maid is not so much a “victim of his lechery” but
of his broken promise to marry her, which is wh
she sets fire to the tower (not the villa itself).
While it’s true that the “cousins,” the fake Prin-
cesses, are infuriated with his folly, they do not
drive Karamzin from their villa, as stated. Nor
has he been passing counterfeit money for Ven-
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tucci but for himself, Ventucci merely supplying
the counterfeit banknotes on order from Karam-
zin. Since the original ending of the film as re-
leased is given, the synopsis might also have
stated that the arrival of Mr. and Mrs. Hughes
in Monte Carlo is occasioned by a state visit of
Mr. Hughes, who is American Ambassador to
Monaco, to present his credentials to the reign-
ing Prince Albert I. However, the ending of the
film as shot but never seen (because it was cut)
was described to me by von Stroheim. Through
an early morning mist it showed the sewer of
Monte Carlo emptying into the bay of Monaco,
effluvial witness to the gay life of the pleasure
capital, disgorging the refuse and debris of its
“high life”—garbage, empty champagne bottles,
torn streamers and dead flowers, the body of
Karamzin, all churned together in a froth and
disappearing beneath the waves.

The synopsis of The Wedding March begins
by saying Enat Prince Nicki “begins a flirta-
tion with Mitzi, a crippled harpist who works
in a suburban wine-garden,” another flat-footed
piece of orthodoxy. It is not Mitzi who is crip-
pled but Cecilia (who has a club foot), though
there is no reference to this. Mitzi’s leg is injured
when Prince Nicki’s horse suddenly rears near
her, but she recovers, and, while one could le-
gally call a Wirtshaus in Grinzing or Nussdorf
named “Zum alten Apfelbaum,” where one went
zum heurigen (to drink the young new wine), a
“suburban wine garden,” it somehow just doesn’t
sound right for this charming Viennese institu-
tion. Nor is Mitzi “idolized” by Schani, who is a
lout who idolizes only himself. Once, the synop-
sis melts from its computer-like rigidity in its
interpretation of this threnody when it describes
the love scene in the garden beneath the falling
apple blossoms between Nicki and Mitzi and
we are vouchsafed a rare encounter with sensi-
tive and deeply felt writing, but the spell is soon
broken when the synopsis states that “Mitzi has
a vision of The Iron Man (a symbol of the de-
clining power and position of the Hapsburg dy-
nasty) and falls before the crucifix in fear’—
when the fact is that the vision Mitzi has of The
Iron Man stems from an old Viennese supersti-
tion that The Iron Man (who is a figure atop the
Rathaus in Vienna dating from the Middle Ages)

sometimes comes down and gathers up one of
the nymphs in the Danube and whoever has this
vision (as Mitzi does after her seduction by
Prince Nicki in the wine garden) will have bad
luck. She then goes to St. Stephens for confes-
sion. (What, according to the synopsis, did Mitzi
fear when she “falls before the crucifix in fear”?
“The declining power and position of the Haps-
burg dynasty™?)

Finally we come to Chaplin’s historic A Wom-
an of Paris. Jean Millet is not an art student but
an artist. He comes to Paris with his mother not
to study art but because his father died. Marie’s
commissioning him to paint her portrait does not
lead to a renewal of their “love affair” but to a
problem for Marie, who is faced with deciding
between a life of poverty with her old country
sweetheart, Millet, her true love, and the luxury
she has gotten used to with Pierre Revel, who is
keeping her. (Marie has posed for Jean in her
new finery but he paints her in the simple coun-
try dress in which he first knew her.) Marie does
not renege on Jean’s proposal to marry him
because she believes he proposed “in a weak
moment,” as stated. It's because she over-
hears Jean’s mother’s opposition to his marriage
to a kept woman, whereupon Marie returns dis-
illusioned to Pierre. Jean follows her and Pierre
to a restaurant (not a cabaret) where he con-
fronts her bitterly for having returned to Pierre.
He creates a scene and in despair shoots him-
self. The ending, where Marie and Pierre pass
each other on a country road, he in an automo-
bile, she on a haycart, and do not see each other,
is not at all “symbolical” as stated—it means no
more than what it says: they pass without seeing
each other.

A film’s plot is usually the least interesting
thing about it, the treatment is everything. Plots
are mere pretexts for the director to make state-
ments about the human condition, what Balzac
called “the human comedy”; they are a structure
upon which to devise a true film. The proof is
that anyone who hasn’t seen a film whose plot
has been synopsized in the AFI catalogue has no
real idea of the quality of the film. But, having
said that, it still remains to be said that, for all
that, the catalogue has its place as a useful and
handy reference work for those seeking the in-
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formation contained in it in the special areas
covered by it. I have, for instance, spot-checked
a number of other titles—City Girl, Hallelujah,
White Gold, White Shadows in the South Seas,
Other Women’s Husbands, Dream Street, Ser-
vice for Ladies, The Magnificent Flirt, A Gentle-
man of Paris, Laughter, The Grand Duchess and
the Waiter, The General, Isn’t Life Wonderful?,
etc., and found them “right as rain,” as the old
saying goes. It may be that I had just touched
on a precarious handful that I knew presented
hazards, and I was not mistaken.

So to the cinema buff, to whom these remarks
are addressed, 1 say that if the cinema is your
“bride,” as indeed she must be, if you're a true
buff, it means that you love her, even if she is
just the tiniest bit cross-eyed. (Did you know
that Petronius reports Trimalchio as saying, dur-
ing one of his feasts, that Venus was cross-
eyed?) As one takes a bride, you take her for
better or for worse, and love her “for a’ that.”

That’s how I feel about this book.

—HerMAN G. WEINBERG
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