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Historical Changes in

Film Art: Conventions

and Choices, Tradition
and Trends

hroughout this book, we've urged you to think‘ like a filmmaker. We behejve

that it’s a good way to enhance your appreciation of how ﬁlms work. We v‘e

tried to aid that appreciation by setting out the range of options filmmakers
face when they shape their film’s overall form (Chapters 1—3)', _when th_ey em.plll(‘)y
techniques of the medium (Chapters 4-8), and when they position the h!mhwn 11‘1
genres or other categories (Chapters 9-10). The book has surveyed, we might say, a

'y big menu of artistic choices. _ N

very :;gwe’ve also suggested, filmmakers are obliged to m’ake creative dz.e(n,sm'ms .Ell[
every stage of the process. But actually all the o_ptions we've scaqned aren’t ‘llval 7
able to any one filmmaker at any particular period. In different times and places,
filmmakers have had narrower menus of options. . _

We can understand the art of film better if we're aware of those options, of the
constraints and opportunities available to earlier film creators. Just as 1mp0r.lant,
when we understand the choices the filmmakers could make, we can have richer
experiences of the films. For instance, it wouldn’t be reasonable to say t’hat b_ecause
Buster Keaton couldn’t make Our Hospitality with sound we couldp t enjoy the
movie. Once we notice how Keaton uses deep space, theme—an@—vanatmns gags,
and other resources of visual storytelling, the film offers us a dehghtful expenenc;
(pp. 154-158). Similarly, some people won't watch black-and-white films, but 1f
we understand that most filmmakers before the 1960s cnpld not afford the costs o
color filming, we're in a good position to notice hc?w. lhls constraint cquld be ex-
ploited to make lighting, set design, and costumes vivid in blfagk and Whlte. 1

In this chapter we consider some options and opportunities av_all.ablc. to film-
makers at certain points in history. Sometimes the '()puons seem llmlted, but sur-
prisingly, they can also nourish creative moviemaklmg. It you willingly qlt dox:vn
your choices, you can concentrate on working within then?.'For cxample, if you ve
embraced intensified continuity (pp. 248-252) as your editing pall‘z}dlgm, you will
still face all manner of choices, but they’re more focused and specific.

At the same time, limits can be challenges, provoking filmmakers to s‘eek
alternatives. Again and again we’ll see that filmmakers who fopnd thc cIaSS{csl
Hollywood model too confining have sought other, equally effective ways to make

movies. But even when filmmakers refuse tradition, that tradition has shaped their
creative thinking. And often rebellion against one tradition will draw upon other
traditions. We’ll see, for instance, that young Soviet filmmakers, refusing the me-
ticulously staged melodramas of the older generation, drew inspiration from the
emerging tradition of Hollywood. Studying film history reminds us that, one way
or another, filmmakers are always indebted to other filmmakers—their contempo-
raries, or those who have come before.

CREATIVE DECISIONS

_g_’;nilllIlllllll_.l.l...!..l.llll-
Film Form and Style across History

Why do older movies feel different from those we see today? It’s not that their
makers were less smart or sophisticated than we are. We can appreciate films from
earlier times better if we think in terms we’ve discussed throughout this book.

Perhaps the biggest obstacle to understanding older films is the fact that they
operate according to different conventions. Across most of film history, for in-
stance, censorship blocked filmmakers from directly presenting intimate sexual
situations. That forced screenwriters and directors to hint that two people were
erotically attracted or were having an affair. By contrast, many of today’s movies
present nudity, intercourse, and other sexual displays. That convention of our time
doesn’t make our films better, just different—although some historians will argue
when filmmakers were forced to be indirect, their films became more slyly unpre-
dictable than ours are (12.1).

Because audiences of earlier times knew the conventions, they came in with
different expectations than we do today. For instance, an audience for silent films
expected the acting to be visually expressive. That doesn’t mean that silent-film
acting was broad or overdone; in fact, we find plenty of subtle performances in the
period. (See p. 134.) It’s just that viewers of the 1910s and 1920s expected actors
to use their whole bodies to communicate emotion pictorially. Our actors are more
likely to rely on their facial expressions and line readings.

Most basically, filmmakers of earlier eras had different formal and stylistic op-
tions to choose from. Since we're used to thinking that we enjoy a wider range of
creative choices than they did, their films might seem limited.

There were certainly technological constraints. Before 1930 or so, most di-
rectors couldn’t make a film with sound, and before 1960 or

thereabouts, most producers couldn’t afford to make a film in
color. Zoom lenses weren’t practical until the 1950s, and digi-
tal effects had to wait for faster chips, bigger storage space, and
more sophisticated programs.

Less obviously, some storytelling options just weren’t think-
able at certain points. Today we routinely see complicated flash-
back plots in such ordinary movies as The Hangover, but we
seldom see them in films of the silent era. The discontinuity ed-
iting Eisenstein exploited in October ( 1927) wasn’t on the menu
five years earlier. Nobody thought of it. Likewise. filmmakers
could have employed slow motion in fiction features in the 1930s
and 1940s, but it was almost unknown. Today it’s common.

Do all these factors mean that formal and stylistic options
have expanded? Does today’s filmmaker have a greater range
of choice than in carlier times? To some extent, yes; innova-
tions have accumulated, providing the filmmaker a big toolkit.
But some older options aren’t live ones for every filmmaker.

Creative Decisions

. - - : 12.1 Images say what dialogue can't. Shadows proph-
For example, directors working with the CinemaScope esy the outcome of a flirtation in Ernst Lubitsch's Trouble in

widescreen process in the early 1950s felt obliged to stage the  Paradise (1932).
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12.2

12.3

12.2-12.3 Widescreen staging. The anamorphic 255 ratio Wides.c:_e_en.ofl eac;zz -
CinemaScope (p. 183) encouraged filmmakers to use broad, distant ?tdgmglln‘ :nb Lam ;'3!{
as in The Robe (1953;12.2). Director Henry Koster uses seve.ra\ char acterrsre_\/cames b :”._
attention to Marcellus, the figure on the near left. This stylistic ChO%Ce. is r:;r rj; \_|1crolrlt§n‘;6_g
rary Hellywoaod. Yet some recent filmmakers in (_jtner countries hgve fflJuru : (;sn.:pwqr;fp‘r:

a fruitful technigue. In Dust in the Wfrad[19_86; 12.3) Hou ‘_ls‘?oﬁ'?l,en q;@ f‘»fh'-‘l‘;'l - c;dd
eyelines to direct our attention to the significant action, the ‘;ithgl' on his wj Jueuq .
dition, Hou's set blocks off the right portion of the frame and minimizes OtEu,, S“l'\:arm:‘l‘k\‘lght'pr']
through shadow and aspects of setting. (A chair conceals the face of the kneeling daughter.

action fairly far from the camera and to spread the actio_n out gcmss lélchh'an:g
(12.2). Fairly soon, improvements in lenses and other equipment enra‘ble t em 0
use more medium shots and close-ups. By the mid-1960s, brpad and dlslla.nt Stdgfllc
became rare, and today a Hollywood filmmaker who decided to revisit lhzft_' ap-
proach would risk looking old-fashioned. The contemporary appmm?h mto harli
actors tightly, even in widescreen formats (1.51, _6.119-@.134). -Ygt t]ug (1_1a‘1ant,[ri.«.:js
eral staging was by no means a dead end creatively. l.)lrectms.. in ot et L?uilz ~
have refined techniques that are similar to what we see in early ’Scope films ( 12.3).
Or go back to the example of a telephone conversation (p..266). Suppose you
want to show both Jim and Amanda as they talk. Today most directors woulq sn.n-
ply cut from one to the other. In the 1910s, howe-vcr, there was ano.ther' (-)ptl(-)ntlu:il
split screen (12.4). It was striking but a bit complicated to shoot,‘so_ it V\}clis evuied
ally dropped in favor of cutting. But during the 1960s it was occasionally revi
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12.6

for comedies (12.5). Today a director might call on it for comic effect, or to hark
back to its 1960s usage (12.6).

The art historian Heinrich Wilfflin summed up this situation in a famous line:
“Not everything is possible at all times.” At any moment in film history, there are
forces—technology, budget, political censorship, prevailing tastes, clashes within
the production team—working to limit artistic choices. The limits on today’s film-
makers aren’t as visible to us, but they are there. In watching an older film, we
should try to understand the options that filmmakers had to work with at the time,
That will sensitize us not on ly to the range of possibilities but also to the ways in
which some filmmakers, in a quest to try something different, came up with inno-
vations that later creators could use.

l.llllllll!i!lﬁﬂ!n‘:\'

Traditions and Movements in Film History

We've presented artistic decision making in film as a matter of individual choice.
That’s accurate, up to a point. But most filmmakers work in groups, as we saw back
in Chapter 1. Members of the group make collective decisions about the project.
Moreover, the team members have learned their craft from other filmmakers. The
community that shapes a filmmaker’s choice includes many who have gone before,
who have laid down best practices and solid solutions to recurring problems.

In other words, filmmakers belong to rraditions. They pass ideas about movie-
making from peer to peer, from expert to novice. And many of those ideas are sug-
gestions about what choices you should make. Screenwriters learn to write using
three-act structure; cinematographers learn favored ways of lighting faces; actors

12.4-12.6 Techniques revived. Spiit-
screen presentation of phone conver-
sations was not unusual in the period
of Suspense (1913; 12.4). For decades
afterward it was almost never used, but
it was revived in the 19605 occasion
ally for suspense or cometly, as in the
musical Bye Bye Birdie (1963;12.5). It
was also a handy way to fill up the wide
screen. The 2003 retro comedy Down
with Love refers back to the 1960s con-
vention (12.6).

Some modern filmmakers have tried
to imitate older films’ look and feel.
Does it work? On The Good German,
see "Not back to the future, but
ahead to the past.” On Casino Royale,
see “Can they make 'em like they used
to? Continued.”
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learn what counts as a good performance. A tradition, in effect, favors certain cre-
ati ices over others. o
dme()cl?s ;Lf the best examples of a filmmaking tradition is Americ.:gn studio cinema,
so at various points in the chapter we’ll examiqe hc')w that tradition cmerged amgl
changed. In many respects, the Hollywood tradition mﬁuen_ced f!lmmakmg aliglér(l) ‘
the world. A more limited tradition is that of Hong Kong action cinema of the 5
and 1990s. That too, as we’ll see, proved quite inﬂuentigl. ‘

Traditions nudge a filmmaker toward certain choices anFi away frolm olhefs.
But sometimes filmmakers want to explore those others. In instances like thl(:sei
we get the shorter-lived trends we call mgvements. In a moveme‘nt, f_ilmn?a ni:r?
typically operate within a common production structure and share Lertafm_assu ]p
tions about filmmaking. Above all, they favor a common appr_oach to form, style,
and theme that sets them somewhat apart from the usual practices. They innovate.
Movements, then, are untraditional in some ways. They press filmmakers to make

sual formal and stylistic choices.
unug;;rlnetimes the ﬁlsr[nmakers in a movement know one anotherl well and respond
to one another’s projects. This situation occurred with the Soviet Montage ﬁ_lm—
makers of the 1920s, the Surrealists of the period, and the French New Wave of the
1950s-1960s. Here we find young people cooperating and competing beclelu_me the‘y
wanted to explore some new ideas about what cinema could be. To cl_a‘l‘lfy thqsﬁ
ideas, they often wrote books and articles. Other movements are mor_e fhﬁuse, w11[
unconnected filmmakers gravitating toward a common approach to form alnd style.

Most movements don't last more than a few years, but they can exercise a far-
reaching effect. Some movements of the silent and early sound era have aftec‘ited
filmmaking for decades afterward. As we’ll see, many movemel}ts have been slcca ec;
tively absorbed into broader traditions, particularly Ho]lyWOOd s. The films of ou
time reenact creative decisions made by filmmakers in the past.

You should already have a sense of this, because our examples from _bot? Ie-
cent films and older ones show that today’s films often accept or rework cho%ceb that
were made in much earlier work. In several sections. tha_t follow, v\{e mentlonx h%w
some contemporary filmmakers have found inspiration in the choices favored by

ments. . p

i El;e?:\;euse we're exploring historical contexts, we’ll go beyonlld noting SlyllS’[l‘C
and formal qualities. For each tradition and movement, we'll point o re]eyant Fac-
tors that affect the filmmakers’ options—factors such as the state of _the industry,
artistic theories held by the filmmakers themselves, technological ‘re:atures, and
cultural and economic forces. These factors help explain how a parulcular tl'enq
began and developed. This material will also provide a context for p‘artlcula’r.[\il‘rr.]s
we've already discussed. For example, we imroduccd_you o Gemges'l\/lfehesdull
Chapter 4 and Louis Lumiére in Chapter 3. In the previous chapter, we dna'lyzg a
Soviet Montage film (The Man with a Movie Camera)_and a French New Wave one
(Breathless). Now you have a chance to see this work in a broac‘ler Comexy )

In the sections that follow, we haven't tried to characterize other important
traditions, such as that of Japanese cinema, or other movements, SLich_ as FT?Ch‘
populist cinema of the 1930s and Brazil’s Cinema Nﬁyo of the early I)6Qs: Rea crf.
interested in knowing more can consult our Film History: An Inrmdumm‘z. H_erf:
we simply trace how certain possibilities of film form and style were eX‘pIOL%:d'ITI a
few typical and well-known historical traditions anq movemem‘s. The first section
sets the stage for them by examining the origins of cinema itself.

Early Cinema (1893-1903)

In Chapter 1, we saw that film is a technology-driven medi.um. To create the 111u3103
of movement, still pictures must appear in rapid succession. To prepare them an
display them at the right rate, certain technologies are necessary.

Photography and Cinema

Most basically, there must be a way of recording a long series of images on some sort
of support. In principle, one could simply draw a string of images on a strip of paper
or a disc. But photography offered the cheapest and most efficient way to generate
the thousands of images needed for a reasonably lengthy show. Thus the invention
of photography in 1826 launched a series of discoveries that made cinema possible.

Early photographs required lengthy exposures (initially hours, later minutes)
for a single image; this made photographed motion pictures, which need 12 or more
frames per second, impossible. Faster exposures, of about 1/25th of a second, be-
came possible by the 1870s, but only on glass plates. Glass plates weren’t usable for
motion pictures since there was no practical way to move them through a camera
or projector. In 1878, Eadweard Muybridge, an American photographer, did make
a series of photographs of a running horse by using a series of cameras with glass
plate film and fast exposure, but he was primarily interested in freezing phases of
an action, not re-creating the movement by projecting the images in succession.

In 1882, another scientist interested in analyzing animal movement, the French-
man Etienne-Jules Marey, invented a camera that recorded 12 separate images on
the edge of a revolving disc of film on glass. This constituted a step toward the mo-
tion picture camera. In 1888, Marey built the first camera to use a strip of flexible
film, this time on paper. Again, the purpose was only to break down movement into
a series of stills, and the movements photographed lasted a second or less. In 1889,
George Eastman introduced a crude flexible film base, celluloid. After this base
was improved and camera mechanisms had been devised to draw the film past the
lens and expose it to light, the creation of long strips of frames became possible.

Projectors had existed for many years and had been used to show slides and
shadow entertainments. These magic lanterns were modified by the addition of shut-
ters, cranks, and other devices to become early motion picture projectors.

One final device was needed if films were to be projected. Since the film stops
briefly while the light shines through each individual frame, there had to be a mecha-
nism to create an intermittent motion of the film. Marey used a Maltese cross gear
on his 1888 camera, and this became a standard part of early cameras and projectors.

A flexible and transparent film base, a fast exposure time, a mechanism to pull
the film through the camera, an intermittent device to stop the film, and a shutter to
block off light—all these innovations had been achieved by the early 1890s. After
several years, inventors working independently in many countries had developed
film cameras and projection devices. The two most important firms were the Edi-
son Manufacturing Company in America, owned by inventor Thomas A. Edison,
and Lumiere Fréres in France, the family firm of Louis and Auguste Lumieére.

Edison vs. Lumiére

By 1893, Thomas A. Edison’s assistant, W. K. L. Dickson, had developed a cam-
era that made short 35mm films. Interested in exploiting these films as a novelty,
Edison hoped to combine them with his phonograph to show sound movies. He had
Dickson develop a peep-show machine, the Kinetoscope (12.7), to display these
films to individual viewers.

But Edison believed that movies were a passing fad, so he didn’t develop a 8ys-
tem to project films onto a screen. This task was left to the Lumisre brothers. They
mvented their own camera independently: it exposed a short roll of 35mm film and
also served as a projector (12.8). On December 28, 1895, the Lumiére brothers pre-
sented motion pictures on a screen, at the Grand Café in Paris.

There had been several earlier public screenings, but the Lumiéres found the
most practical method for projecting films, and their format largely determined the
direction in which the new medium developed. Edison was obliged to follow their
example, abandoning the Kinetoscope and creating his own production company (o
make films for public projection.
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Early cinema was influenced by other
media of its day, including narrative
painting. We suggest some similari-
ties in “Professor sees more parallels
between things, other things.”
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12.7-12.9 Alternative approaches to
early filmmaking. Ediscn’s Kinetoscope
threaded film in a continuous loop
around a series of bobbins (12.7). The
film was watched by one viewer at a
time. The Lumigre brothers aimed for
public screenings, so they put a magic-
lantern projector behind their camera so
the images could be displayed to several
viewers (12.8). In Edison’s rotating film
studio, the Black Maria, a hinged central
portion of the roof swung open for film-
ing (12.9).

In conjuring you work under
the attentive gaze of the public,
who never fail to spot a suspicious
movement. You are alone, their eyes
never leave you. Failure would not be
tolerated. . . . While in the cinema.. ..
you can do your confecting quietly,
far from those profane gazes, and
you can do things thirty-six times if
necessary until they are right. This
allows you to travel further in the
domain of the marvellous.”
—George Méligs, magician and filmmaker

12.7 i2.8

Early Form and Style
The first films usually consisted of a single shot framing an action, usually E.lt long-
shot distance. In the first film studio, Edison’s Black Maria (12.9), Vaudew‘lle en-
tertainers, famous sports figures, and celebrities such as Annie Oakley pert()rlmcd
for the camera. A hinged portion of the roof opened to admit a paijch of sunhgh},
and the entire building turned on a circular rail (visible in 12.9) to follow the sun’s
motion. The Lumigres, however, took their cameras out to parks, gardens,_ beaches,
and other public places to film everyday activities or news events, as in their Arrival
of a Train at La Ciotat (5.64).

Until about 1903, most films showed scenic places or noteworthy events, so
these can be considered early documentaries. The Lumicres sent camera opera-
tors all over the world to photograph important events and exotic locales. Staged

narratives, brief skits or gags, were also popular. Edison’s staff played out comic
scenes, such as one copyrighted 1893 in which a drunken man struggles briefly with
a policeman. The Lumieres made a popular short, LArroseur arrosé (The Waterer
Watered, 1895), also a comic scene, in which a boy tricks a gardener into squirting
himself with a hose (4.8).

The earliest films may look crude to us today. This is partly because we seldom
see good copies. In properly preserved prints, shown at the right projection speed,
the films have a photographic richness that has seldom been equaled since. But
because they were so short—before 1905, running only a few minutes—the first
films couldn’t develop complex stories or rhetorical arguments. Relying on unusual
events, cute animals, and other brief attractions, they look forward to the amateur
videos that show up on YouTube today (12.10). Early films have inspired avant-
garde filmmakers to explore movement and abstract photographic qualities (12.11).

Mélies, Magic, and Fictional Narrative

In 1896, Georges Méligs built his own camera, based on a projector he had bought.
His first films resembled the Lumiéres’ shots of everyday activities. But as we have
seen (pp. 113-114), Méliés was a stage magician, and he discovered the possibilities
of simple special effects. In 1897, Méliés built his own studio, filled with flats and
trapdoors. These allowed him to control his effects very precisely (12.12).

Mélies built elaborate settings to create fantasy worlds within which his magi-
cal transformations could occur. As we’ve already seen, this care in manipulating
setting, lighting, costume, and staging made Méliés the first master of mise-en-
scene (4.3-4.6). He was also an important innovator in editing. For one thing, he
found that he could create magical transformations by stopping the camera, adjust-
ing elements in the scene, and then resuming filming. Inspecting the original mate-
rial, historians have found that Mélies trimmed a few frames at each special effect.
Stopping and restarting the camera created light bursts on the first few frames, and
these had to be snipped out. Moreover, Méligs progressed to longer narratives, with
each scene played out in a single camera position, and he used cuts to link them.
The most famous of these was A Trip to the Moon (1902). Méliés’s Star Film com-
pany was associated with magic tricks and fairy stories, but it turned out an aston-
ishing variety of films, including scenes from the Bible and a series based on the
Dreytus case. The dazzling special effects, the impressive settings and costumes,
and the expansive fantasies and historical narratives made M¢lies’s films popular
and widely imitated. They still exercise a powerful hold, having been painstakingly
collected and restored, released on DVD, and given a central role in Martin Scor-
sese’s Hugo (2011), which pays homage to Méliés by restaging some of the films.

The work of Lumiere, Méliés, and other early filmmakers gained worldwide
fame because films circulated freely from country to country. The French phono-
graph company Pathé Freres moved into filmmaking from 1901 on, establishing
production and distribution branches in many countries. Soon Pathé was the largest
film concern in the world, a position it retained until 1914, when the beginning of
World War I forced it to cut back. In England, several entrepreneurs managed to
invent or obtain equipment and made scenics, narratives, and trick films from 1895
into the early years of the 20th century. Members of the Brighton School (primarily
G. Albert Smith and James Williamson), as well as others such as Cecil Hepworth,
shot their films on location or in simple open-air studios (as in 12.13). Their inno-
vative films circulated abroad and influenced other filmmakers. Pioneers in other
countries invented or bought equipment and were soon making their own films of
everyday scenes or fantasy transformations.

As films became longer, narrative form became the most prominent type of film-
making in the commercial industry, and the popularity of cinema continued to row.
French, Italian, and American films ruled world markets. Later, World War I was
to restrict the international flow of films, and Hollywood emerged as the dominant
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12.11

12.10-12.11 Early film and later inter-
ests. A Lumiére film from 1900, La petite
fille et son chat (The Little Girl and Her
Cat), centers on a perennial attraction

of teday's online videos (12.10). In Tom,
lom the Piper's Son (1969), avant-garde
filmmaker Ken Jacobs uses an optical
printer to dissect and stylize a 1905 film
of the same name, creating what Jacabs
calls “a dream within a dream” (12.11)
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1212

12.13

i i i ison’ ia, Méliés’ ‘ lass-sided, like a greenhouse, and admitted sun-
12.12-12.13 Early studio shooting. Unlike Edison’s Black Maria, Méliés's studio was g ded, '
light from many d\rgctlons (1212). G. Albert Smith's Santa Claus (1898) was filmed in the open air, with a false bagkdrop (12.13). It d!sp\ﬁys
typical traits of the first fictional narratives: distant camera position, flat lighting, and a rear wall placed perpendicular to the camera [ens.

(.é.’ CONNECT TO THE BLOG
(D www.davidbordweil.net/bic 2

Hollywood wasn't the only place
where film form and style were
developing in the 1910s. For an inter-
national survey of the important year
1913, see "Lucky '13,” and for a look
at alternatives to continuity editing,

see “Looking different today?” We ex-

amine the work of two early French
masters in “Capellani trionfante” and
“How to watch Fantémas, and why.”

The cinema knows so well how
to tell a story that perhaps there
is an impression that it has always
known how.”

—André Gaudreault, film historian

industrial force in film production. In some countries, ﬁlmmal?ers respoqded by creat-
ing movements that differed sharply from the look and feel of the American product.

The Development of the Classical Hollywood
Cinema (1908-1927)

Edison, determined to make money from his invention, brought patent—xl'iol.ation
suits against competing moviemaking firms. When he failed to stamp out his rivals,
he allied with several of them in 1908 to establish the Motion Picture Patents Com-
pany (MPPC). Edison and the American Mutoscope and Biograph company were
the only stockholders and patent owners. They licensed other members to ma_ke,
distribute, and exhibit films, and they standardized film lengths at one reel (runn‘lng
about 15 minutes). But this move didn’t eliminate the other production companies,
who sprang up quickly. In 1912 the U.S. government sued the MPPC, and three
years later it was declared a monopoly and forced to break up.

Hollywood and the Studio System of Production

At the same period, both MPPC companies and independents beg,_an to relocate
from New York and Chicago to California. Los Angeles offered a cllma_te that per-
mitted shooting year-round, and a great variety of locations—mountains, ocean,
desert, city. Soon Hollywood and other small towns on the outskirts of Los Angeles
hosted film production.

Through the 1910s and 1920s, the smaller firms merged to form the large film
corporations that still exist today. Famous Players joined with Jesse L. Lasky a_nd
then formed a distribution wing, Paramount. By the late 1920s, most of the major
companies—MGM (a merger of Metro, Goldwyn, and Mayer), Fox Film Corporation
(merged with 20th Century in 1935), Warner Bros., Universal, and Earamountghad
been created. Though in competition with one another, the companies cooperated (o
some degree, because they realized that the demand for films was so great that no
one firm could satisty the market.

By the early 1920s, the American industry had created a structure that would con-
tinue for decades. A few large firms with individual artists under contract were supple—
mented by small independent producing companies. Within a company, filmmaking
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tasks were carefully divided among specialists, and each project was overseen by a
producer, who kept an eye on budget and schedule. Thomas Ince, a major producer,
pioneered the use of detailed shooting scripts and time sheets so that the shooting
could be cost-efficient. The stages of production we surveyed in Chapter 1 (pp. 16-28)
were systematized by the Hollywood companies of the late 1910s. This business
model came to be known as the studio system. Aiming to turn out narrative films in
large quantities, the American cinema became oriented toward narrative form.

Narrative Continuity: Early Prototypes One of Edison’s directors, Edwin
S. Porter, made some of the first films to use principles of narrative continuity and
development. Among these was The Life of an American Fireman (1903), which
showed the race of the firefighters to rescue a mother and a child from a burning
house. Although this film used several striking narrative elements (a fireman’s pre-
monition of the disaster, a series of shots of the horse-drawn engine racing to the
house), the cutting presents an odd time scheme. We see the rescue of a mother and
her child twice, from both inside and outside the house. Porter had not realized the
possibility of intercutting the two locales to sustain simultaneous action.

In 1903, Porter made The Great Train Robbery, in some ways a prototype for
the classical American film. Here the action develops with a linear time, space, and
cause-effect logic. We follow each stage of the robbery (12.14), the pursuit, and the
final defeat of the robbers. In 1905, Porter also created a simple parallel narrative
in The Kleptomaniac, contrasting the fates of a rich woman and a starving woman
who are both caught stealing.

British filmmakers were working along similar lines. Indeed, many historians
now believe that Porter derived some of his editing techniques from films such as
James Williamson’s Fire! (1901) and G. A. Smith’s Mary Jane's Mishap (1903).
The most famous British film of this era was Lewin Fitzhamon’s 1905 film Res-
cued by Rover (produced by a major British firm, Cecil Hepworth), which treated
a kidnapping in a linear fashion similar to that of The Great Train Robbery. After
the kidnapping, we see each stage of Rover’s journey to find the child, his return to
fetch the child’s father, and their retracing of the route to the kidnapper’s lair. All
the shots make the geography of the action completely intelligible (12.15, 12.16).

In 1908, D. W. Griffith began his directing career. Over the next five years, he
would make hundreds of one- and two-reelers (running about 15 and 30 minutes,
respectively). These films created relatively complex plots in short spans. Griffith
certainly didn’t invent all the devices with which he has been credited, but he did
give many techniques strong narrative motivation. For example, a few other film-
makers had used simple last-minute rescues with crosscutting between the rescuers
and victims, but Griffith developed and popularized this technique (6.111—6.114).
By the time he made The Birth of a Nation (1915) and Intolerance (1916), Griffith
was creating lengthy sequences by cutting among several different locales.

Griffith made another creative choice that was unusual for the early 1910s: he
concentrated on subtle changes in facial expression (4.33). To catch such nuances,
he set up his camera closer to the action than did many of his contemporaries, fram-
ing his actors in medium long shot or medium shot.

Griffith’s films were widely influential. In addition, his dynamic, rapid editing
in the final chase scenes of Intolerance was to have a considerable impact on the
Soviet Montage style of the 1920s. But he wasn’t alone in refining technique. Su-
pervising production at his company, Thomas Ince demanded tight narratives, with
no digressions or loose ends, and his request for detailed shooting scripts favored
breaking scenes up into several camera positions. Films made under Ince’s control,
such as Civilization (1915), The Iralian (1915), and the Westerns of William S. Hart
(p- 339), helped stabilize the emerging continuity conventions.

Cecil B. De Mille, a director who was to have a much longer career than Griffith
and Ince, made several feature-length dramas and comedies. His The Cheat (1915)
reflects important changes occurring in the studio style between 1914 and 1917.

12.14 An early effort at narrative
continuity. The robbers in the telegraph
office in The Great Train Robbery, pre-
paring to board the train seen through
the window. The train portion of the
image is an early matte shot.

12.16

12.15-12.16 Matching screen direc-
tion. In Rescued by Rover, the heroic
dog leads his master along a street from
the right rear moving toward the left
foreground (12.15) The pair is moving
from right to left as they reach their des-
tination (12.16).
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On two of the most important film-
makers of the early classical period,
see our entries on William S. Hart in
“Rio Jim, in discrete fragments,” and
Douglas Fairbanks in “His Majesty
the American.”

That evening | tried to increase
my knowledge of motion-picture
technique by going to the movies. |
sat with a stop watch and notebook
and tried to estimate the number of
cuts or scenes in a thousand-foot
reel, the length of individual scenes,
the distance of the subject from the
camera, and various other technical
details.”

—King Vidor, director, recalling the night
before he began directing his first film,
c. 1912

12.17 12.18

12.17-12.18 Narrative coherence. The cpening scene of The Cheat introduces ih.e
branding motif (12.17). It returns later when the villain brands the heroine as another item
of property (12.18). Both use the "Rembrandt lighting” that made De Mille famous.

During that period, the glass-roofed studios of the earlier period bt?gan o give waty
to studios dependent on artificial lighting rather than mixed dgyhght and electric
lighting. The Cheat used spectacular effects of chiaroscuro, with f)nly. one or tw_o
bright sources of light and no fill light. According to legend, De Ml_]le _]LlStlﬁ.ed [.hlS
effect to nervous exhibitors by calling it “Rembrandt lighting.” This north lighting
was Lo become part of the classical repertoire of lighting techniques.

Like many American films of the teens, The Cheat uses a linear pattern of
narrative. The first scene (12.17) introduces the hard lighting but also quick_ly estab-
lishes the Japanese businessman as a ruthless collector of objects; we see hl‘m burn-
ing his brand onto a small statue. The initial action motivates a later scene in wh.lch
the businessman brands the heroine, who has fallen into his power by borrowing
money from him (12.18). The Cheat was one of several 1915 ﬁlms that shgwcd that
Hollywood films were moving toward greater complexity in their storytelling.

The 180° system of staging, shooting, and editing (pp. 233-235) was develop-
ing as well. Eyeline matches became more common from 1910 on, apd the m‘alch
on action was in common use by 1916, appearing in such Douglas Fairbanks films
as The Americano (1916) and Wild and Woolly (1917). Shot/reverse shot cutting be-
came widespread as well, as seen in The Cheat (1915), Hart’s Western The Narrow
Trail (1917), and Grittfith’s A Romance of Happy Valley (1919).

Classical Form and Style in Place

By the early 1920s, the continuity system had become a stzlndal'gized style Fhat
directors in the Hollywood studios used to create coherent, gripping storytelling.
Screen direction was usually respected. A match on action could provide a cut to
a closer view in a scene (12.19, 12.20). A conversation around a table would no
longer be handled in a single frontal shot (12.21-12.25). When an awkward m-atch
might have resulted from the joining of two shots, the filmmakers could cover it by
inserting a dialogue title.

Filmmakers conceived ways to handle large-scale narrative form as well. By
1923, Buster Keaton could construct a perfectly balanced plot for Our Ho.s-pi_m..i—
ity. As we saw in Chapter 4, the action develops logically from the death pf ‘WIHIC
Mcl(ay's father to Willie's final resolution of the feud. Along the way, motifs llke the
railroad tracks, water, and pistols are carefully motivated and ingeniously v.an.cd.

In only a decade or so, Hollywood cinema had developed into a sophwﬂcaFed
cinematic tradition. As we’ve indicated (p. 232), classical continuity became a kind
of universal language of fictional moviemaking that’s still in force tud-ay. Yet no
sooner had the tradition crystallized than alternatives began to appear. Filmmakers

—

12.19

12.21 12.22

12.24 12.25

in other countries pushed in directions that American cinema had not explored. Af-
ter examining these alternative movements, in the silent era, we’ll return to consider
the classical Hollywood cinema after the coming of sound.

German Expressionism (1919-1926)

The worldwide success of American films in the late 1910s and through the 1920s
confronted filmmakers with a harsh choice. Should you try to imitate Hollywood?
The big budgets of the American studios were hard to match in the aftermath of a
war that had devastated the European continent. Or should you try to offer a type
of cinema markedly different from the Hollywood standard? Most filmmakers took
the first option and adopted American techniques of lighting, staging, and editing.
(Principles of story construction took longer to be adopted.) But a few filmmakers
sought to be more original, and some of them formed movements that had an en-
during effect on world cinema.

In 1914, although some impressive pictures had been made in Germany, the in-
dustry’s output was relatively small. The nation’s 2000 movie theaters were playing
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12.19-12.20 Smooth action match-
ing in the early 1920s. In Fred Niblo's
The Three Musketeers (1921). a long shot
of the group (12.19) leads to a cut-in to

the central character, played by Douglas
Fairbanks (12.20)

12.21-12.25 Consistent eyelines
around a table. In an establishing shot
from Are Parents People? (Malcolm St
Clair, 1925), the daughter sits down at
the table (12.21). In the medium shot she
looks leftward toward her father (12 22).
He responds to her by looking rightward
in the reverse shot (12.28). The daughter
then turns to look to the right at her
mother (12.24). Her mother returns her
gaze in reverse shot (12.25),
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12.26 The UFA historical epic.
Madame Dubarry: A crowd scene in the
Tribunal of the French Revolution.

Everything is composition; any
image whatsoever could be stopped
on the screen and would be a mar-
vellously balanced painting of forms
and lights. Also, it is one of the films
which leaves in our memories the
clearest visions—precise and of
a slightly static beauty. But even
more than painting, it is animated
architecture.”

—Frangois Berge, French critic, on Fritz
Lang’s The Nibelungen

mostly French, American, Italian, and Danish films. When the war began, America
and France banned German films from their screens immediately, but Germany
couldn’t afford to ban French and American films, for then the theaters would have
had little to show.

To combat imported competition, as well as to create its own propagand_a films,
the German government began to support the film industry. In 1916, ilﬂm imports
were banned except from neutral Denmark. Production increased rapidly; from a
dozen small companies in 1911, the number grew to 131 by 1918. But government
policy encouraged these companies to band together into cartels: r

The war was unpopular with many in Germany, and rebellious tendencies in-
creased after the success of the Russian Revolution in 1917. To promote pro-war
films, the government, the Deutsche Bank, and large industrial concerns cthmed
several small film firms to create the large company UFA (short fpr Universum
Film Aktiengesellschaft) in late 1917. Backed by these conservative interests, UFA
was a move toward control of the German market and, its backers hoped, the post-
war international market as well. With this huge financial backing, UFA was able to
gather superb technicians and build the best-equipped studios i[‘l lEurlope. |

In late 1918, with the end of the war, the need for overt militarist pmpagaqda
disappeared. But now German films were unwelcome abroad. Although main-
stream dramas and comedies continued to be made, filmmakers concentrateq on
three genres. One was the adventure serial, featuring spy rings, clever detectives,
and exotic settings. These films from America, Denmark, and France had proven
internationally popular, but the German films failed overseas. AI-lother genre con-
sisted of a sex exploitation cycle, which dealt “educationally” w1_th such topics as
homosexuality and prostitution. UFA’s third option was to create blg—quget histori-
cal spectacles like those that Italy had made popular in the prewar period.

This strategy proved successful. Ernst Lubitsch’s Madqme Du.barry (1919;
12.26), a historical epic of the French Revolution, broke down 111.terna[10nal Opposi-
tion to German films. Although the French authorities treated it as propaganda, it
proved extremely popular elsewhere and helped reopen the wm.'ld market for local
films. Other Lubitsch historical films were soon exported, and in 1923, he became
the first German director to be hired by Hollywood. . .

A more unusual strategy of differentiation emerged at the same time. Despite
UFA’s expansion, some small companies remained independ_em. Among these was
Erich Pommer’s Decla (later Decla-Bioscop). In 1919, the firm undertook to pro-
duce an unconventional script by two unknowns, Carl Mayer and Hans Janowitz.
These young writers wanted their story to be told in an unusually gtyhzed way. The
three designers assigned to the ilm—Hermann Warm, Walter Reimann, and Wal-
ter Rohrig—suggested that it be done in an Expressionist style. As an avani-garde
movement, Expressionism had first been important in painting (stamng about 1910)
and had been quickly taken up in theater, then in literature and arqh:tgcturc. NOW
company officials consented to try it in the cinema, app.arentlly be]1ev1_ng _that th‘1s
might be a selling point in the international market. This belief was vindicated in
1920 when Decla’s inexpensive film The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1920) (?realed a
sensation in Berlin and then in the United States, France, and other countries. _

A few German directors made abstract films—rfor example, Viking Eggelmg’s
Diagonal-symphonie (1923)—or Dada films influenced by the international art
movement—such as Hans Richter’s Ghosts Before Breakfast (1928). But thfmk5 to
the success of Caligari most filmmakers who wanted to explore new p.aths‘m form
and style stayed within the industry. UFA, along with smaller companies, invested
in Expressionist films because these could compete with those of America.

The first film of the movement, Caligari, is a powerful example of the Expres-
sionist style. One of its designers, Warm, claimed, “Th‘? film imE}ge must bef:(m'ne
graphic art.” With its extreme stylization, Caligari was .hk? a moving Expre.ssmmst
painting or woodcut print. In contrast to French Impressmm‘sm.. which based its style
primarily on cinematography and editing, German Expressionism depended heavily

12.27 12.28
12.27-12.29 Actors as part of setting. In Robert Wiene's Genuine, the bedroom is fl
backwards, she blends in with the curved. spiky shapes behind her (12.27)

ridor that suggests a madman’s vision of the world (12.28). When the hero arrives at Cali
tern of black-and-white lines that radiate across the floor and up the walls (12.29),

on mise-en-scene. Shapes are distorted and exaggerated to suggest emotional states.
Actors often wear heavy makeup and move in jerky or slow, sinuous patterns. Most
important, all of the elements of the mise-en-scene interact graphically to create
an overall composition. We have already seen an example of this in 4.115, where
the character Cesare collapses in a stylized forest, his body and outstretched arms
echoing the shapes of the trees’ trunks and branches. Characters do not simply exist
within a setting but rather form visual elements that merge with the setting (12.27).

Such a departure from realism demands motivation, which Caligari provides
through mental subjectivity. We see the world as the mad hero imagines it to be
(12.28). This narrative function of the settings becomes explicit at one point, when
the hero enters an asylum in his pursuit of Caligari. As he pauses to look around,
the world of the film is literally a projection of the hero’s mind (12.29). Later, as
Expressionism became an accepted style, filmmakers didn’t motivate the style as
the subjective state of mad characters. Instead. genre conventions were invoked,
Expressionist design could create stylized imagery for fantasy and horror stories, as
with Waxworks (1924) and Nosferatu (1922: see 9.17). The Nibelungen (1923-1924)
showed that abstract patterning of costume, sets, and crowds could be applied to
historical epics as well. All these genres depended greatly on their set designers.
In the German studios, a film’s designer received a relatively high salary and was
often featured in publicity.

By the mid-1920s, German films were widely regarded as among the best in
the world. UFA’s rich studio facilities attracted foreign filmmakers, including the
young Alfred Hitchcock. During the 1920s, Germany coproduced many films with
companies in other countries, thus helping to spread its stylistic influence abroad.
The rampant inflation of the early 1920s actually favored Expressionist filmmak-
ing, partly by making it easy for exporters to sell German films cheaply abroad.
Inflation discouraged imports as well, because the tumbling exchange rate of the
mark made foreign purchases too expensive.

In 1924, the U.S. Dawes Plan helped to stabilize the German economy, and
foreign films came in more frequently, offering a degree of competition unknown
in Germany for nearly a decade. Expressionist film budgets, meanwhile, were
climbing. The last major films of the movement, F. W. Murnau’s Faust (1926) and
Fritz Lang’s Metropolis (1927; sce 12.30), were costly epics that drove UFA deeper
into financial difficulty, leading Erich Pommer to quit and try his luck briefly in
America. Other personnel were lured away to Hol lywood as well. Trying to counter
the stiffer competition, the Germans began to imitate the American product. The

resulting films, though sometimes impressive, diluted the unique qualities of the
Expressionist style,

German Expressionism (1919-1926) 471

12.29

amboyantly Expressionist. As the heroine leans
. The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari: Dr. Caligari totters along & cor-
gari’s asylum, he steps into the center of a pat-
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these filmmakers relied on their own means and private patronage. France in the
1920s offers a striking instance of how different film movements may flourish in
the same time and place.

Impressionism

World War T struck a serious blow to the French film industry. Personnel were con-
scripted, studios were shifted to wartime uses, and much export was halted, The
two major firms, Pathé Freres and Léon Gaumont, also controlled circuits of the-
aters and they needed to fill vacant screens. As a result, in 1915 American films be-
gan to flood into France. Represented by De Mille’s The Cheat and films featuring
Douglas Fairbanks, Charlie Chaplin, William S. Hart, and other popular stars, the
Hollywood cinema dominated the market by the end of 1917. After the war, French realm of his inner life, and the actor’s
filmmaking never fully recovered. The industry tried in several ways to recapture performance is explained by the

the audience, mostly through imitation of Hollywood production methods and play of thoughts and of visualized

Another period arrived, that of
the psychological and impressionist
film. It would seem stupid to place
a character in a given situation
without penetrating into the secret

genres. Alternatively, there emerged a movement consisting of younger directors: sensations."
Abel Gance, Louis Delluc, Germaine Dulac, Marcel L'Herbier, and Jean Epstein. —Germaine Dulac, director
12.30 12.31
12.30-12.31 Lang sustains Expressionism. Metropa/f’s_comta]ned many large, Expressilomistic sets, including this gardgn,bwtith pti\- Films and Feglings The previ‘ous generation hadrregarded flilll‘]mak.ing as a
lars that appear to be made of melting clay (12.30). In M, reflections and a display of knives in a shop window create a semi-abstrac commercial craft, but the younger flllnlflmakel‘s WmFe essays _proclalmmg cinema to
composition that mirrors the murderer's cbsession (12.31). be an art comparable to poetry, painting, and music. Astonished by the verve and

energy of the American cinema, the young theorists compared Chaplin to a ballet
dancer and the films of Hart to The Song of Roland. Cinema should, the young

By 1927, Expressionism as a movement had filmmakers argued, be what other arts were: 4 vehicle for feelings. Gance, Delluc,
died out. But as Georges Sadoul has pointed out, an Dulac, I’Herbier, Epstein, and other, more tangential members of the movement
expressionist (spelled with a lowercase “e” to distin- sought to put this idea into practice as filmmakers, Between 1918 and 1928, the
guish it from the Expressionist movement proper) younger directors experimented with cinema in ways that posed an alternative to
tradition lingered on in many of the German films the emerging Hollywood tradition.
of the late 1920s and even into such 1930s films as The movement gained the name “Impressionist™ because filmmakers wanted
Fritz Lang’s M (1930; see 12.31) and Testament of to give their narration subjective depth, to capture the momentary impressions that
Dr. Mabuse (1932). Some set designers came to the it through a character’s mind. Believing that cinema should project heightened and
United States and applied their techniques there. subtle emotional states, the directors concentrated on intimate psychological sto-
Hollywood horror and crime films sometimes dis- ries. They favored situations with a small number of characters, often caught up in
played expressionist tendencies in their settings and a love triangle, as in Gance’s La Dixiéme symphonie (1918), Delluc’s L'Inondation

| lighting. Although the movement lasted only ﬂb?m (1924), and Epstein’s Coeur fidéle (1923) and La Belle nivernaise (1923). These
seven years, expressionism has never entirely died charged situations created fleeting moods and shifting sensations. 12.33
w out as one approach to film style, and even today An Impressionist film replaces external action with an exploration of the char-
| - 0 directors may refer to the original German version acters’ inner life. Flashbacks depict memories; sometimes the bulk of a film will be
I 122‘32%&/&3;98'3}?9”5;383” fe?;zc;;rt?;z?;‘tecf{éékéeégoiﬂé? ?:2?;5: ngzgwhghr of it (12.32).y one flashback or a series of them. The films register characters’ dreams, fantasies,
| one: e vievie rere & |

and mental states. Dulac’s The Smiling Mme. Beudet (1923) consists almost entirely
of the main character’s imaginary escape from a dull marriage. Despite its epic

French lmPr'ESSionism and Surrealism length (over five hours), Gance’s La Roue (1922) rests essentially on the erotic rela-
tions among only four people, and the director seeks to trace the development of
(1918—1930) each character’s feelings in great detail.
. During the silent era, a number of film movements in France posed. major alter- o ‘ o
natives to the emerging Hollywood tradition. Some of these alternatives, su_ch as Sub]ectlvg Stylg The movement faarned its name as well _1‘0{' its distinctive
abstract cinema and Dada filmmaking, weren't specifically French and c_onsututed film style. ?’he Cabinet of Dr. Caligari haq evoked its pr_omgomst s mental statfas I
| instead a part of the growing international avant-garde. But two alternatives to the _through lnlse-ep-SQene, but the_French rehed more on c1-nema_tlo_grapl'!y and edit- . .
J American mode remained quite localized. ' ng. lfl Impressionist films, thtcai effects such as superimpositions l_mpl)_/ char- 12_33._12._31‘4 Cmematogﬁra\phy
Impressionism was an avant-garde style that operated largely within the film in- acters’ thoughts and mood‘s (12.33). In La Roue, the image of N_orma is laid over Eoi Sf‘bﬁﬁ:wty'r‘” C‘,’eij‘i’r’d@f% tahe
dustry. Most of the Impressionist filmmakers started out working for major French _the smok(? from a 1()(?01not1ve, representing .the lfa.ntasy of the engine driver, wl?o is . j{;g‘;"ﬂ: pg;;;:“@ﬁ ;";“;lo‘? ;’t;r:ﬂo{ e
l companies, and some of their avant-garde works proved financially sugcessfu'l. ?n in love w1fh helr. Ggmg beyond mental subjecnvn‘y, tl_ie filmmakers try to register waterfront conveys her dejection at
. the mid-1920s, most formed their own independent companies but remained w1th1p charactt_zrs optical Impressions as »lvell. POV cutting is common, and S0 are sh‘ots working in a dockside tavern (12.33). In
| the mainstream commercial industry by renting studio facilities and releasing their suggesting alter'ed states of perception. When a lcharac.telr 1n an Impressionist film g Dorado, a man's tipsiness in a cabaret
| films through established firms. The other alternative movement, Surrealism, lay gets drunk or dizzy, that experience is rendered in Vertiginous camera movements, s conveyed by means of a curved mirror

largely outside the film industry. Allied with the Surrealist movement in other arts, or slow motion, or distorted or filtered shots (12.34). that stretches his body sideways (12 34),
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12.35 The dizzying crane shot. In
LArgent, the camera drops toward the
floor of the stock exchange in an ef-
fort to convey the traders’s frenzied
excitement.
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The Tmpressionists also experimented with pronounced rhythmic editing to
suggest the pace of an experience as a character feels it, moment by moment. Dur-
ing scenes of violence or emotional turmoil, the rhythm accelerates—the shots get
shorter and shorter, building to a climax, sometimes with images only a few frames
long. In Coeur fidéle, lovers at a fair ride in whirling swings, and Epstein presents
their giddiness in a series of shots 4 frames, then 2 frames, long. In La Roue, a train
crash is presented in accelerating shots ranging from 13 frames down to 2, and a
man’s last thoughts before he falls from a cliff are rendered in a hail of single-frame
shots. We've seen this pattern of accelerated editing in The Birds (p. 224), but these
passages from La Roue are the first known instances of it.

Impressionist form and style put demands on film technology. Abel Gance, the
boldest innovator in this respect, used his epic Napoléon (1927) as a chance to try
new lenses (even a 275mm telephoto), multiple frame images (called Polyvision),
and widescreen ratio (the celebrated triptychs; see 5.70). Impressionists were es-
pecially interested in frame mobility. After all, if the camera was to represent a
character’s eyes, it should be able to move with the ease of a person. Impressionists
strapped their cameras to cars, carousels, and locomotives. For Gance’s Napoléon,
the camera manufacturer Debrie perfected a handheld model that let the operator
move on roller skates. Gance lashed the machine to wheels, cables, pendulums, and
bobsleds. In L'Argent (1928), L'Herbier sent his camera gliding through huge rooms
and plummeting down from the dome of the Paris stock exchange (12.35).

Such innovations had given French filmmakers the hope that their films could
be as popular as Hollywood’s product. Some Impressionist films did appeal to the
French public, but foreign audiences weren’t attracted. Moreover, although produc-
tion costs were rising, Impressionists such as Gance and L'Herbier became more
free-spending. As a result, filmmakers’ companies either went out of business or
were absorbed by the big firms. Two behemoth productions of the decade, Na-
poléon and L'Argent, failed and were reedited by the producers; they were among
the last Impressionist films released. With the arrival of the sound film, the French
film industry tightened its belt and had no money to risk on experiments.

Impressionism as a distinct movement may be said to have ceased by 1929.
But the filmmakers’ explorations of psychological narrative and subjective style be-
came a legacy to future generations. These innovations continued in the work of Al-
fred Hitchcock and Maya Deren, in Hollywood montage sequences, and in certain
American genres and styles (the horror film, film noir). Even today, when a direc-
tor wants to convey what a character is sensing or feeling in some abnormal state
of mind, Impressionist techniques of camerawork and editing—blurred imagery,
superimposition, slow motion, accelerating cutting—prove to be common choices
(12.36; see also 342, from The Road Warrior).

Surrealism

The French Impressionist filmmakers worked within the commercial film industry,
but Surrealist filmmakers relied on private patronage and screened their work in
small artists’ gatherings. Not surprisingly, Surrealist cinema was a more radical
movement, producing films that would perplex and shock ordinary audiences.
Surrealist cinema was directly linked to Surrealism in literature and painting.
According to its spokesperson, André Breton, “Surrealism [was] based on the be-
lief in the superior reality of certain forms of association, heretofore neglected. in
the omnipotence of dreams, in the undirected play of thought”” The Impressionist
filmmakers sought to catch the flow of consciousness as a tumble of sensations
and memories. But Surrealist art, influenced by Freudian psychology, wanted to go
deeper. Surrealists wanted to plumb the hidden currents of the unconscious.
Automatic writing and painting, the search for bizarre or evocative imagery, the
deliberate avoidance of rationally explicable form or style: these became features of
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12.36 Camerawork for hallucination. Impressionists would probably have admired
the opening of Apocalypse Now. Superimpositions, striking compositions, and the mix-
ing of sounds and images of battle with the whirring of the overhead fan—all take us into
Willard's mind.

Surrealism as it developed in the period 1924—1929. From the start, the Surrealists
were attracted to the cinema, especially films that presented untamed desire or the
fantastic and marvelous. They admired slapstick comedies, Nosferatu, and serials
about mysterious super-criminals. In due time, painters such as Man Ray and Sal-
vador Dali and writers such as Antonin Artaud began dabbling in cinema, while
the young Spaniard Luis Buiiuel, drawn to Surrealism, became its most famous
filmmaker.

Hollywood filmmakers, the Expressionists, and the Impressionists were all
committed to storytelling, even if their methods differed. But Surrealist cinema
was anti-narrative, attacking causality and coherence. If rationality is to be fought,
connections among events must be dissolved, as in The Seashell and the Clergy-
man (1928 —scripted by Artaud, filmed by the Impressionist Germaine Dulac
(12.37). In Dali and Buiiuel’s Un Chien andalou (An Andalusian Dog, 1928), the
hero drags two pianos, stuffed with dead donkeys, across a parlor. In Bufiuel's L'Age
d’or (1930), a woman begins obsessively sucking the toes of a statue.

But even while banishing causality, many Surrealist films tease us to find it. It
becomes as evasive as in a dream. Instead, we find events juxtaposed for their dis-
turbing effect. The hero gratuitously shoots a child (’Age d’or), a woman closes her
eyes only to reveal eyes painted on her eyelids (Ray’s Emak Bakia, 1927), and—
most horrifying of all—a man strops a razor and deliberately slits the eyeball of
an unprotesting woman (12.38). An Impressionist film would motivate such events
as a character’s dreams or hallucinations, but in these films, character psychology
can’t be determined. Sexual desire and ecstasy, violence, blasphemy, and bizarre
humor take the place of conventional narrative. The hope was that the free form of
the film would arouse the deepest impulses of the viewer, even if those impulses
were unsavory. Bunuel called Un Chien andalou “a passionate call to murder.”

The style of Surrealist cinema is eclectic. Mise-en-scene is often influenced by
Surrealist painting. The ants in Un Chien andalou come from Dali’s pictures; the
pillars and city squares of The Seashell and the Clergyman hark back to the Ttalian
painter Giorgio de Chirico. Surrealist editing is an amalgam of some Impressionist
devices (many dissolves and superimpositions) and some devices of the dominant
cinema. The shocking eyeball slitting at the start of Un Chien andalou relies on
continuity editing as well as the Kuleshov effect. However, discontinuous editing
is also commonly used to fracture any coherence of space and time. In Un Chien

12.37

12.38

12.37-12.38 Surrealists’ irratio-
nal imagery. The Seashell and the
Clergyman: the clergyman's distorted
view of a threatening military officer,
inexplicably dressed in baby's clothes
(12.37). A shocking eye-slitting scene
opens Un Chien andalou (12.38).
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andalou, a woman locks a man out of a room only Like other Soviet industries, film production and distribution took years to build
to turn and find him inexplicably behind her. On the up a substantial ougput. To fill the void in theaters, American films, particularly
whole, Surrealist film style refused to define itself those of D. W, Griffith, Dopg]as Fairbanks, anfi Mary Pickford, kept circulating.
by any particular techniques, since that would order They became. a tr-emendoys influence on young .mmmaker-s.l
and rationalize what had to be an “undirected play Faced with little equipment and difficult living conditions, a few young film-
of thought.” makers made tentative moves that would result in the development of a national
The fortunes of Surrealist cinema shifted with cinema movement. Dziga Vertov began working on documentary footage of the
changes in the art movement as a whole. By late war; at age 20, he was p]aced in charge of all newsreels, Lev Kuleshov, also in his
1929, when Breton joined the Communist Party, early 20s, was teaching in the newly founded State School on Cinema Art. There he
Surrealists were embroiled in internal dissension performed a series of experiments by editing footage from different sources into a
about whether communism was a political equiv- whole that creates an impression of continuity (pp. 227-228), Kuleshov, perhaps the
12.39 Surrealism’s heritage. The mysterious ear, discolored and cov- alent of Surrealism. Bufuel left France for a brief most 'clonservative of the young Soviet filmmakers, tried to systematize principles
ered with ants, discovered at the opening of Blue Velvet (1986) recalls the stay in Hollywood and then returned to Spain. The of editing based on the emerging Hollywpod style. Eve_n before th?y were able to
heritage of Un Chien andalou. chief patron of Surrealist filmmaking, the Vicomte _make films, Kuleshf)y and his young pupils were working at the ﬁrst film s.cholol
de Noailles, supported Jean Vigo'’s Zéro de Con- n the world and wrltmg theoretical essays on the new art form. This grounding in
duite (1933), a film of Surrealist ambitions, but then stopped sponsoring the ava-n‘[- theory would be the basis of the Montagc style. _
garde. Thus, as a unified movement, French Surrealism was no longer viable after Othler young pt.aop-lf: moxfed Into cinema, then fron‘n scientific backg.rounlds.
1930. Individual Surrealists continued to work, however, The most famous was Bu- The engineer Sergei EISGHSFEIH. after work during the Civil War, began directing
fiuel, who continued to work in his own brand of the Surrealist style for 50 years, plays in a workers’ thegter in Moscow. For one 1923 prod.ucnor? he made a §hort
in works such as Belle de Jour (1967) and The Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie film, zmld soo_n he was (_hrectmg a feature. Vsevolod Put’:lovkm, tr_amed in chemistry,
(1972). He was followed by other filmmakers, including the avant-gardist Kenneth made.hls acting deb_ut in a play presented by Kule_sh‘ov,s State Film School. He had
Anger. Similarly, David Lynch’s Biue Velver, Lost Highway, and Mulholland Dr. been inspired to go into filmmaking by seeing Gr1.fhth s ]n_lr)lemnce, and he would
owe a good deal to Breton’s demand to plumb the unconscious mind “in the absence make his first featurg a few years later. Some tsqust-erfa directors, Protozanov, for
of any control exercised by reason, and beyond any aesthetic and moral preoccupa- examp}e, would continue to work under the Soviet regime, but the breakthroughs
tion” (12.39). came from newcomers,

NEP Cinema
SOViet Montage (1924—1930) Circumstances favored their rise. By

: 1921, the country was facing tremendous prob- Everyone who has had in his
l Few artists were as determined to innovate as the men and women who came of age lems, not least a widespread famine. To facilitate the production and distribution of  hands a piece of film to be edited
‘ during the Russiaﬁ Revolution of October 1917. In all the arts, the call went out for goods, Lenin instituted the New ]‘Sconlomic Policy (NEP), whi;h for several years knows by experience how neutral
i a new way of seeing, and the creation of an art that would reflect new social ideals. permitted private management of business and a measure of free enterprise. For it remains, even though a part of a
' :IF}?L film {Morla W”t;!gftfvaniTed b( oung people who scorned the current customs. film, the NEP meant a sudden reappearance of film stock and equipment. Slowly, | planned sequence, until it is joined
oW CONNECT TO THE R © [oo EREARD v Joung ST IR foiii Soviet production began to grow as private firms made more films, with another piece, when it suddenly
oo CONNECT TO THE They wanted to forge a cinema that would be revolutionary in subject, theme, 2 : ' . ; g : ) )
OONY www.davidbordwell net/blog d style. They wanted to provide filmmakers with brand-new tools “Of all the arts, for us the cinema 1s the most important.” Lenin stated in 1922, acquires and conveys a sharper and
. ful st a M);S[ Ruqs):/ian‘ films mf de before the revolution were somber, slow-paced melo- Since Lenin saw film as a powerful tool for education, the first films encouraged by  quite differ ent meaning than that )
e anhalyze Baue|rs mastlezl y n?aa;gin dramas lfeatuhring bl’.‘flVLl.ll"i performances by popular stars (12.40). The dominant the government were documentaries such as Vertov’s newsreel series Kino-Pravda. planned for it at the time of filming.
ing in his upper-class melodra p é ance: S TRl ; i Vg : . L : ) = Gergei Biashsteln, diragt
"V%atching Fr)'rf)ovies very, very slowly.”  style favored long takes and intricate staging. One master of the period was Yevge- Soviet fictional films were being made from 1917 on, but it was not until 1923 that PSRN, Sl
nii Bauer, who brought pictorial elesance to tales of flirtation and betrayal among a Georgian Teﬂlll{E, Red fi?rps, became the first Soviet film to _Compete_succcgsfu]ly
the upper’ classes (Suee 4.129-4 1320) The young filmmakers, fascinated by conti- with the foreign films dominating local screens. And not until 1927 did the indus-
i S, . T, & L] . Y T - . . . Wiy
nuity editing and the extroverted, athletic performance style in westerns and com- try’s income from its own films top that of the ﬁ]ms‘n 1mported.
edies, saw the Hollywood style as the cutting-edge approach that would sweep away The NEP brought forth a hl.ll‘Si of fresh, daring films from the youngsters. From
the I;);‘CViOLIS generation’s work. But the aqpirin:g directors didn’t simply copy the Kuleshov’s class at the State Film School came The Extraordinary Adventures of
American rﬁe“?hodg They pushed them to the limit. in the process creating a new Mr. West in the Land of the Bolsheviks (1924; 12.41). This sa.tiric comedy, along
and distinctive set\o'f ﬁlmmaking tools . with Kuleshov’s next project, The Death Ray (1925), were stunningly different from
<l o e 19

the tsarist cinema—fast-paced, full of stunts, chases, and fights, and cut with the
freedom of an American film. Kuleshoy showed that a Soviet film could gener-

Artists and the State ate something as entertaining as the Hollywood product. Eisenstein’s first feature,

The government aimed to remake all sectors of life. At first, policy makers tried to Strike (1925) mixeq cartoonish satire with violent actipn, inc!uding a wprkers’

nationalize all private property. In response, film companies simply refused to sup- massacre intercut with the §Iaug_hter of a bull.' AIthough 1t wasn’t seen ou[md_e tt}e

_ ply films to theaters operating under the government con_trgl. In July_ 19183 the St‘ate USSR until dg‘uades ffiFer,‘hi_Stf)rldnS now consider it Lh‘e ﬁrst £ ulI-b]lown exercm?e in 12.41 Soviet satire. The Extraordinary

12.40 The tsarist style. In Yakov Commission of Education put strict controls on the existing supplies of raw film the Nllontz‘ige style. Eisenstein’s next film, The Battleship Pofemkuz. (1925), came Adventures.of Mr: Vst 15 this fand of
Protazanov's 1916 The Queen of Spades, stock. As a result, producers began hoarding their stock: the largest firms took all to epitomize the new movement. Stupendously successful abroad, it was praised the Bolsheviks: agang of thisvas terr-
the gambling-addicted hero, played by the equipment they could and fled to other countries. Some companies made films as a masterpiece. Over the next few years, as silent cinema was coming to an end, g the naive American, Mr. West, by
:?;ifj? Sl?nrrj;;?aygii;li'\ullaaﬁlsﬂji;om commissioned by the government, while hoping that the Reds would lose the Civil Eisenstein, Pudovkin, Vertov, Alexander Dovzhenko, and other directors created presenting him with clichéd caricatures

superimposed at the right. War and that things would return to pre-Revolutionary conditions. series of films that became classics. of fierce Soviet revolutionaries.
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For more on Eisenstein’s approach to
editing, see "Seed-beds of style.”

12.42 Discontinuity for shock. In
House on Trubnoi Square, Montage
director Boris Barnet uses a jump cut to
convey the heroine's sudden realization
that a streetcar is headed straight for her

The Priority of Editing

What was the basis of the Montage movement? In their writings and films, these
directors championed editing over all other film techniques. This was a clear attack
on the long-take style that had dominated earlier Russian film. Bauer and other
tsarist directors used analytical editing occasionally, but usually to accentuate an
actor’s face after a sustained long shot, the better to register the nuances of per-
formance. Inspired by viewings of American and French Impresmomst {_ilms, the
young Soviet directors declared that a film’s power arose not from the clehca[ej per-
formances of expert actors, but from the combination of shots. Thrgugh editing,
they maintained, two shots give birth to a feeling or idea not presen't‘l‘n elth-er one.
This is the insight behind Kuleshov’s experiments. If you intercut different images
with impassive shots of a man’s face, or show a couple looking offscreen a.nd then a
shot of a building, the editing is what endows the performance with meaning. Here
the Soviets went beyond their Hollywood peers, who counted on star actors to help
the story. _
carrZMontagg" the Russian word for cutting, seemed to show the way forward for
modern cinema. But not all of the young theoreticians agreed on exactly what the
Montage approach to editing should be. Pudovkin, for examplc: believled t_hat shots
were like bricks, to be joined together to build a sequence. Elsg:nstem disagreed,
saying that the maximum effect would be gained if tl‘le shots did not fit together
perfectly, if they created a jolt for the spectator. Many lllmma_kers tried out discon-
tinuities of this sort (12.42). Eisenstein also favored juxtaposing Sh.Ol[S (o create an
abstract theme, as we've already seen with his use of conceptual edmng_m Ocroll)er
(pp. 261-264). Vertov disagreed with both theorists. He disapproved 0.1L the fiction
film altogether and promoted montage-based documentary cinema, as in The Man
with a Movie Camera (pp. 429-433).

However the filmmakers might have disagreed in debate, they oft_en crlm\ierged
in practice. Pudovkin’s Storm over Asia makes use of conce_ptugi edlt.mg similar .to
that of Eisenstein’s October. Shots of a military officer and his wife being dressec.l 1}1
their accessories are intercut with shots of the preparation at the temple. Pudovkin’s
parallel montage points up the absurdity of both rituals (1;.43—] 2.46). Elsewhere
Storm over Asia employs many jump cuts, breaking spatial anc_l te.mporal coher-
ence for the sake of stirring the spectator’s senses. American continuity style taught
the Montagists the power of editing, but once they learned the lesson, they pushed
the technique in radical directions that would have shocked Hol]ywiood ﬁlmmukers.

The Montage movement went even farther beyond Hollywood in their gpproach
to narrative. Soviet films tended to downplay character psychology as a trigger lfor
plots; instead, social forces provided the major causes. Characters were mterestm,g
not as individuals but as examples of how large-scale processes affected pcopl.e S
lives. As a result, Soviet Montage films didn’t always have a sinlglF protagonist.
Social groups could form a collective hero, as in several of Ei.senstem s films. In the
October sequence (pp. 262-263), his editing shows how social groups, Slzlch as the
soldiers at the front or the women and children on the breadlines, are victimized by
brutal government policies. B o

In keeping with this downplaying of individual personalities, Soviet hllmmak-
ers often preferred to cast non-actors. This practice was called typage, since the
filmmakers would often choose an individual whose appearance secr_ncd directly
to convey the type of character in the role. Except for the hero, Pudovkin used non-
actors to play all the Mongols in Storm over Asia.

The Movement Ends

By the late 1920s, each of the major directors of this movement hald ma@e ab(_)ul
four important films. The decline of the movement was not caused primarily by in-
dustrial and economic factors, as in Germany and France. Instead, the Communist

12.44

1245 12.46

government came to disapprove of the Montage style. Vertoy, Eisenstein, and Dov-
zhenko were criticized for their excessively formal and esoteric approaches. In
1929, Eisenstein went to Hollywood to study the new technique of sound; by the
time he returned in 1932, the attitude of the film industry had changed. While he
was away, a few filmmakers carried their Montage experiments into sound cinema.
But the Soviet authorities, under Stalin’s direction, encouraged filmmakers to cre-
ate simple films that would be readily understandable to all audiences. Stylistic
experimentation and nonrealistic subject matter were condemned.

This trend culminated in 1934, when the government instituted a new artistic
policy called Socialist Realism. This policy dictated that all artworks must depict
revolutionary development while being firmly grounded in realism. The great So-
viet directors continued to make films, occasionally masterpieces, but the Montage
theories of the 1920s had to be discarded or modified. Eisenstein continued experi-
menting with editing and occasionally incurred the wrath of the authorities until
his death in 1948. As a movement, the Soviet Montage style can be said to have
ended by 1933, with the release of such films as Vertov’s Enthusiasm (1931) and
Pudovkin's Deserter (1933).

Yet like other silent film movements, its legacy proved enormous. As Kuleshov
and his pupils imitated American films, Hollywood borrowed Soviet strategies by
creating the “montage sequences” (p- 254) that became common in the 1930s and
are still used today. American filmmakers have paid homage to The Batileship
Potemkin in movies as different as Bananas and The Untouchables. The films of
Resnais, especially Hiroshima mon amour, Muriel, and La Guerre est Jinie, rework
Soviet Montage principles. Even more pervasive were Montage influences on avant-
garde filmmaking. Makers of found-footage films such as A Movie owe a good deal
to Vertov’s Kino-Eye, and Eisenstein’s idea that discontinuity in editing was one
creative option underwrote many modern experiments (12.47). Not least, the writ-
ings of the Montage directors, with their passionate call for breaking with the past,
have inspired young filmmakers to make daring creative choices.
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12.43-12 .46 Crosscutting for the-
matic parallels. In Storm over Asia,
Pudovkin shows a medium close-up of
an elaborate piece of jewelry being low-
ered over the head of a priest (12.43),
Cut to a close-up of a servant placing a
necklace arcund the neck of the officer's
wife (12.44). Cut back to a large head-
dress being positioned on a priest’s head
(12.45). Cut to a close-up of a tiara being
set an the wife's head (12.46)

12.47 Discontinuity multiplied. Panels
from old comic books, panned over jerk-
ily and cut together disjunctively, are
glimpsed in Lewis Klahr's Two Minutes
to Zero Trilogy (2003-2004). In a test of
Soviet Montage theories, we're invited to
assemble the fragmentary shots into an
ominous story of crime and panic
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The Classical Hollywood Cinema after
the Coming of Sound (1926-1950)

The arrival of synchronized sound filming in the late 1?205 drrjimatlcal]ly sl'::(})lwts
how technological change can widen a filmmaker’s creative c_hmce]j. I'?)e ore (z)lr_,
nearly all music heard in cinema was played on the spot, provided by a pl-a%‘l()_, o
gan, or an orchestra. Sound effects might be added; some organs could mimic pl]b
shots. But there would be no spoken dialogue. The silent cinema had written lan-
age in its intertitles, but not speech. . -
gUdg;;S ::[aqn argue that film forri and style would have been very d}fferen.t if cm]ema
could have recorded spoken dialogue when movies began. Woulldn t t!le line of least
resistance have been to simply photograph stage pert()rmanf:es? If cinema had nodt
been condemned to silence, would actors like Chaplin and Ea}rbanks have deyel(?pe
such a visually expressive performance style? Would Griffith and ot‘h‘.er (jlre(l,ltors
have developed crosscutting and continuity editing? Would. the Impresmomslis \ave
tried to render the fluidity of thought, or the Soviet Montaglsts sought to ma ; LOII‘l];
ceptual points through their cutting patterns? Mgre likely, as many \jvrlterrs td%ulg
at the time, cinema would have become primarily a recording medl_um, dn_ _ ms
would have been canned theater, like the opera performances on public te}ewugn.
From this perspective, the absence of recorded speech was a gre\at glfh'h r?s—
tically constrained filmmakers’ choices. It pus?ed them to find ways of telling sto-
i isually, and the results yielded a new art form. N
- ‘\;\lfslllll;i thye advent of synchsi‘onized sound, filmmakers faced perhaps the n‘ms..l f::]n
portant decision point in film history. Should they gi\.fe up .::111 the resources 0-1" lln
form and style developed over 30 years of silent mov1elnf1k1ng? Should thcy s1mpty
turn movies into photographed stage plays? Or should hlrr}makers tr_y to mlegtraue
spoken language, along with music and effects, into ﬂ_le sophlstlcate.d.wsual s;mr);1 f: -
ing of the late silent era? Or were there still other options? The decision would s d_Pe
lhg future of a medium that was already still very young compared to the other arts.

Converting to Sound _ | |
Like many media technologies, synchronized sound was bprn fl‘_()i_'lll a‘t?us:ln;slsdcllec;-
sion. During the mid-1920s, Warner Bros. was expanding its fac1l1tie§ and ho (11r1g ;
One of these expansions was the investment in a sound system using reC(l)_lr st m1
synchronization with film images. By releasing D(‘)n Jucm_(1926) with f)ﬁ"c -(;150:-‘[15
accompaniment and sound effects on disc, along with a series (_)f \fau;lf?w Z sﬁ ore
with singing and talking, Warner Bros. began to popularize the 1der1_ of soun " S
In 1927, The Jazz Singer (a part-talkie with some scenes accompanied only ry mttff-
sic) was a tremendous success, and the Warner Bros. investment bel:gan o pay o :
The success of Don Juan, The Jazz Singer, and the shprts c.onv1nc§d other s'tu
dios that sound contributed to profitable filmmaking. Unll.kle the cra of thu? Mof;l(_m
Picture Patents Company, there was now no fierce compet‘nmn within the {ndustl ]3;
Firms realized that whatever sound system the studios finally adopted, it wouh
have to be compatible with the projection machinery pf any theater. Eventu‘allyat ::1
sound-on-disc system was rejected and a sound-on-film one bec?lne the sthan .ta;
up to the present. As we saw in Chapter I, the sound trqck was punted on t. e ds ;(5
of film alongside the image. By 1930, most theaters in Amenca were \;JJI;E !
sound. The question for filmmakers was: What to do with this new technology

You know, when talkies first
came in they were fascinated by
sound—they had frying eggs and
they had this and that—and then
people became infatuated with the
movement of the camera; | believe,
the big thing right now is to move a
handheld camera. | think the director
and his camerawork should not
intrude on the story.”

—George Cukor, director

Problems and Solutions |

It seemed for a few years that much of the visual storytelling of the silent era wogld
be lost. Camera positions were more limited, because the camera had to be pu.t in-
side a sound booth so that its motor noise would not be picked up by the I‘I:IICI”O(;
phone (12.48). The camera operator could hear only through his earphones, an

the camera could not move except for short pans to
reframe. The bulky microphone, on the table at the
right, also did not move. Complicated staging was
ruled out because the actors had to stay close to the
microphone. Often several cameras in their booths
were filming from different angles, so lighting had
to be rather broad and flat; it could not be tailored
lo a particular shot. Such restrictions seemed to
confirm critics and filmmakers’ worst fears: movies
would now be static and stagey.

Still, from the very beginning of sound filming,
problems were solved. When several cameras ro-
corded the scene from different angles, the footage
could be cut together to provide continuity editing
patterns, complete with close-ups. A booth might be
mounted on wheels to create camera movements, or
a scene might be shot silent and a sound track added
later. Early sound films such as Rouben Mamou-
lian’s Applause (1929) showed that the camera could
regain considerable flexibility of movement. Later,
equipment manufacturers came up with smaller en-
closures that replaced the cumbersome booths. These
blimps (12.49) permitted cinematographers to place
the camera on movable supports. Similarly, micro-
phones mounted on booms and hanging over the
heads of the actors could also follow moving action
and maintain recording quality.

It became clear that instead of wiping out all the
options of classical Hollywood form and style, re-
corded sound would be integrated into that system.
Once cutting, camera movement, and fluid staging
were restored, filmmakers returned to many of the
stylistic characteristics developed in Hollywood dur-
ing the silent period. Diegetic sound provided a pow-
erful addition to the system of continuity editing. A
line of dialogue could continue over a cut, creating
smooth temporal continuity. (See pp. 275-277) In
addition, music could be more precisely timed to
the action than was possible in live accompaniment,
Max Steiner’s scores for The Most Dangerous Game
(1932) and King Kong (1933) showed that music

could powerfully enhance both the image and spo-
ken dialogue—sometimes amplifying frenzied ac-
tion, sometimes quietly stressing a single sentence,

Studios, Genres, and Spectacle

The Classical Hollywood Cinema after the Coming of Sound (1926-1950)
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12.48

12.49

12.48-12.49 From booth to blimp. A posed publicity still demonstrated
the limitations of early sound filming (12.48). A blimped camera during the
early 1930s allowed more freedom of camera placement (12.49).

Within the overall tradition of continuity style and classical narrative form, each
of the large studios developed a distinctive approach of its own. Thus MGM, for

example, became the prestige studio, with a huge number of stars and technicians %
under long-term contract. MGM lavished money on settings, costumes, and special
(1937), with its locust attack, and San Francisco
(1936), in which the great earthquake of 1906 is spectacularly re-created. Warner
Bros., in spite of its success with sound, was still a relatively small studio and spe-
of gangster films (Little Cae-
sar, Public Enemy) and musicals (42nd Street, Gold Diggers of 1933, Dames) were

effects, as in The Good Earth

cialized in less expensive genre pictures. Its series

S
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Some of these early sound and color
films can be hard to find, but we look
at some DVD collections that provide
lots of information and clips in “All
singing! All dancing! All teaching!”
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12.50 Studios specialize in genres.
Heavy shadows, spiky shapes, and ec-
centric performances mix a menacing
atmosphere with a touch of humor in
Universal's The Old Dark House.

12.51 Two-strip Technicolor. Under a Texas Moon (1930)
captures mostly reddish-orange and green hues

among the studio’s most successful products. Even lowe.r on the l_adde-r 0‘1 -p};ﬁsﬁgz
was Universal, which depended on imaginative filmmaking rathje1 than (?St.d (11'“:) 3@1)
stars or expensive sets in its atmosph;ric horror films, such as Frankenstein (11

[ rk House (1932; 12.50). _ . ‘
n g:l(; ?iijoDragenre, the(musical, became possible only with the 1|1Lr0d1‘1ct.10n ‘c:r
sound. Indeed, the original intention of the Wﬂ[’ﬂC-I"S when they began their 1:1‘\.4'?:51;
ment in sound equipment was to circulate vaudeville acts on film. Most‘ musica ;
presented a linear plot with separate numbers inserted. al[hough. a few 1le-v‘uel:{ 11215
sicals simply strung together a series of numbgrs. One ()_f the major“s.ugdu_)f, . w,
made a series of musicals starring Fred Astaire and Ginger RO%CIS. ‘wufg‘ T ‘
(George Stevens, 1936) illustrates how a musical can be a classically constructe

rrative (sce pp. 347-348). -

115\11(33’25;%2[)1930& col)or film stocks becamel widely used for the hfst ume‘. In
the 1920s, a small number of films had Technicolor sequences, but [h? EEFIOLBS?
was crude, using only two colors in combination to create all other hues. ‘113 ri:O
sult tended to emphasize greenish-blue and pink tones; it was also I-Oc(ij ;mty. :
use extensively (12.51). By the early 1930s, however, Technicolor hd] ecri n?
proved. It now used three primary colors and thus could reproduce a large m?‘;(}
of hues. Though still expensive, it was soon proved to add hugely to the alz};:ednew
many films. After Becky Sharp (1935), the first feature—length film to use Utfr o
Technicolor, and The Trail of the Lonesome Pine (1936), studps began L-l'SII]b. g'ec, -
nicolor extensively. The Technicolor process was used,‘ for cn'her C?i]ﬂEh; ?2‘:31;48
or release prints, until the early 1970s. (For examples of Technicolor, see 2.14-2.24,
4.2,4.144,57, and 11.87-11.99.)

Deep Focus and Narrative Innovations

Technicolor needed a great deal of light on the set, so more power.tul llé.lhtiln%( umctis
were introduced. Some cinematographers began to use .the-new u‘mts ‘fOI\E]\dL {én ;
white filming. These more powerful lamps, combined with ‘r_aster hlmistoc 5 ma ketlo
easier to achieve greater depth of field in the image. Many cinematographers ;sguc [
the standard soft-focus style of the 1920s and 1930s, but others began to ?Xli)u 1I1jm31} -
By the late 1930s, there was a definite trend toward a deep—chus style. ‘l‘ :’th
Citizen Kane that in 1941 brought deep focus strongly to thg attention qf sp‘ectdl ofs
and filmmakers. Orson Welles’s compositions placed the foregn_)und ﬁgme{s (zl osﬁ
to the camera and the background figures deep in the space of the 5.]19t, L;Un ab
were kept in sharp focus (5.48; 8.28-8.32, 8.3778.42). In some cas?s, the mlaie w;lt
achieved through matte work and rear projection, not cmemamgiaphy .01T t e 8
Overall, Citizen Kane helped make deep focus a major creative
option within classical Hollywood st){le. | !
Directors found that depth staging and deep-focus film-
ing allowed them to create striking compositions and to 5115—.
tain scenes in longer takes (12.52). The light necessary for
deep focus tended to lend a hard-edged appearance to objects,
a look well-suited to the stories of crime and pursuit Fhat wo.uld
eventually be called film noir. But like every creative cho}ce,
the new technique forced fresh decisions. If an object ora ’rac?
was placed close to the foreground, cinemat(')gra}phcrs found it
hard to keep the composition balanced and in ‘rocu§ wh.en ac-‘
tors moved around the shot. The most famous deep-focus shots
in Citizen Kane and other films tend to bf{ ﬁxeq long takes
with simple staging. As a result, many deep-locus images seem
more static and enclosed than the fluid performances and fram-
ings of films like His Girl Friday (pp. 403-406). L
During the same period, Hollywood was glso broadtemng 1L:
narrative options. Flashbacks had been used since the 1910s, bu

they gained a new prominence in the 1940s. Films such as The
Long Night (1947) and The Big Clock (1948) start from a point
of crisis and go back in time to trace how events led up to it. Or
there might be several flashbacks, perhaps threaded together by
an investigation as in Citizen Kane or The Killers (1946). The
flashback might replay an earlier scene, but now revealing unex-
pected information, as in the climax of Mildred Pierce (1945).
Along with flashbacks, screenwriters began experimenting with
voice-over narration, already well-established on radio but given
a new power with the accompanying images. Both flashbacks
and voice-over narration fed into a new emphasis on mental
subjectivity, so more than in the 1930s, films rendered dreams,
hallucinations, and drunken or drug-induced visions. There are
moments in Murder, My Sweet (1944) and Possessed (1947) that
hark back to German Expressionism and French Impressionism,
with subjective sound enhancing the imagery.
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: ; _ ! 12.52 The spread of deep-focus cinematography. Many
. All th%e nar,rdﬂlw Strategies could hav§ broken with clas- films using the technique soon appeared. Citizen Kane's cin-
sical narrative principles. Instead, screenwriters strove to sort

out their scrambled time-schemes and firmly mark the division
between objective reality and subjective states of mind. The
principles of classical construction—goal-oriented characters, motivated conflict,
clarity of time and space and character traits—remained paramount.

By assimilating sound and color to its system of visual storytelling, the
Hollywood cinema laid the foundation of the popular film as we know it today.
Later changes in technology, such as widescreen filming, multiple-track sound.,
computer-driven special effects, and digital capture, would build on this solid tradi-
tion (12.53). For decades to follow, the formal and stylistic conventions elaborated
in the Hollywood studios of the 1930s and 1940s would guide the creative choices
of filmmakers. Those conventions would also become targets for filmmakers who
wanted to try something different.

Italian Neorealism (1942-1951)

One of the most influential movements in film history, Neorealism has somewhat
diffuse origins. The label first appeared in the writings of Italian critics of the
1940s. From one perspective, the term represented a younger generation’s desire
to break free of the conventions of ordinary Italian cinema. Under dictator Benito
Mussolini, the motion picture industry had created colossal historical epics and
sentimental upper-class melodramas (nicknamed white-telephone films), and many
critics felt these to be artificial and decadent. Something closer to real life was
needed. Some critics found that quality in French
films of the 1930s, especially works by Jean Renoir.
Other critics turned closer to home to praise films
like Luchino Visconti’s Ossessione (1942).

Today most historians believe that Neorealist
filmmaking was not a complete break with Italian
cinema under Mussolini. Pseudo-documentaries
such as Roberto Rossellini’s White Ship (1941), even
though propagandistic, prepared the way for more
forthright handling of contemporary events. Other
current trends, such as regional dialect comedy and
urban melodrama, encouraged directors and script-
writers to turn toward realism. Overall, spurred by
both foreign influences and indigenous traditions,

‘

ematographer, Gregg Toland, worked on some of them, such as
William Wyler's The Little Foxes.

eY] CONNECT TO THE BLOG

We examine deep-focus cinematog-
raphy and staging in the 1930s and
1940s in “Foreground, background,
playground.”

12.53 Neo-noir pays homage to the past. A deep-focus composition in

The Usual Suspects adapts Welles-Toland deep focus to the widescreen
the postwar period saw several filmmakers aiming  format
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12.54

12.56

12.54-12.56 Filming in the streets.
In cne scene in Open City, Francesco

is thrown into a truck by Nazi soldiers
(12.54). His common-law wife Pina
breaks through the guards (12.55), and a
rough, bumpy shot taken from the truck
shows her running after him (12.56)

: i i - as real-
to reveal contemporary social conditions. This trend became known as the Neor
ist movement.

Leaving the Studio

Economic, political, and cultural factors helped Neoreaﬁsm survwlel._ in\l/l_(ftotr}ils
young Soviet filmmakers, nearly all the major Neoreahsls—Rosse 1[;1]1, ].kers
De Sica, Visconti, and others—came to the movement as expe‘rlenc?d - -m11nc1The 5
They had absorbed lessons from Hollywood and European film trddlt.long. b]'z
knew one another, frequently shared scriptwriters and pers‘onnel, and gaine pL{ 1'1‘[
attention in the journals Cinema and Bianco e Nero. Bchrc 1948, the Neorec;] is
movement had enough friends in the government to be relanw_ely f{"ee of censors 1pé
There was as well an affinity between Neorealism and an Italian literary mov&;menq
of the same period modeled on the verismo of‘ the previous cenlu-ry‘. Th.(,:‘risu :lrv:f’aa
an array of Italian films that gained worldwide recogn.lt:on: Visconti 5 Ga e ;
Trema (1947); Rossellini’s Rome Open Ciry (1945)_ Par.‘san (194{)), an 4§rmcm_\
Year Zero (1947); and De Sica’s Shoeshine (1946) and Brcyc!‘e Thieves (19 ).S :
Neorealism created a somewhat distinctive approach to hlml style. By 194 ,\t [e
fighting had destroyed most of Cinecitta, the large Roman studio compl‘el)f,‘ $0 5e %
were in short supply and sound equipment was rare. As a result, Neorea 1sthmlae
en-scene relied on actual locales, and its photograpmc wc_Jrk te_nded‘ Lowzfrcll t e‘tra\;f
roughness of documentaries. Rossellini has told of buy.lpg bits ?t negatgie S \Sﬁh
from street photographers, so that much of Rome Open City was shot on film
i hotographic qualities. ' .
Varyéi%)ﬁting gn Ble stcieets and in private buildings mgde Iltahz.in c§11?cra oggckrlatl(]n?
adept at cinematography that often avoided the three-point l1gﬁt1ng system o (1)1 |¥n
wood (4.69—4.70). Although Neorealist films ofteq ffeatured famous stage ;r N
actors, non-actors were also recruited for their realistic looks a‘r}d behavior. For de
adult “star” of Bicycle Thieves, De Sica chose a factory WOI‘kCl:: The Way(:le mm;e n
the way he sat down, his gestures with those hands o_f a Wnrkmg mafl an nortdc.ot.an
actor . . . everything about him was perfect.” The Ital‘lzm cinema }?ad along tra Ih 1(; '
of dubbing, so sound didn’t have to be recorded on site. The al_xhly ['0 lpos}syn(j‘ ‘lrﬂd
nize dialogue permitted the filmmakers to work on [(l)Ca['lOﬂ with smal er c}:ews tc
to move the camera freely. With a degree of improvma.uonal fre?edom in the ?CP";%_
and setting went a certain flexibility of framing, well displayed m_the dez;: 0_ P 1‘ ‘
in Rome Open City (12.54-12.56) and the final sequence qf Ger many eclalr f;e
The tracking shots through the open-air bicy(_jle malrkei in B.!lc_\,'de Th{f?v.es 1ﬁ1115 ;’no
the possibilities that the Neorealist director found in returning to location filming.

A New Model of Storytelling

Just as influential was the Neorealist sense of narrative_ form. Reacting z‘lgamst ['h?
intricately plotted white-telephone dramas, the Neorealists tended to‘lo.(?-senju% nar
rative relations. The earliest major films of the movement, such as O:%'s e.s\szc)rzf‘, fgﬂi
Open City, and Shoeshine, contain relatively C_Onvennlonﬂlly 01‘ga{1.1zgil p%olﬁ (a [i;
with unhappy endings). But the most formally innovative Neo_reahst films a‘o'\g [
intrusion of scenes that aren’t motivated causally—that seem, in fac.t, to be alijcql ents
(12.57). The director may dwell on moments that are worth savoring for t ei-r owg
sake. A famous scene in De Sica’s Umberto D (1951) recor‘ds a pregnant ho;;smpfal‘t
grinding morning coffee. Her daily 1'0utine.yield§ its own tuscmaﬂ_@, ‘but the effec
is very different from Hollywood’s conception of what counts as drama. N

Although the causes of characters’ actions are us?'ual_ly seen as conjc‘rc L y o
nomic and political (poverty, unemployment, explpnatmn), the_effqats are 0tin
fragmentary and inconclusive. Rossellini’s Pai;an is frankly episodic, pfesig [hi
six anecdotes of life in Italy during the Allied invasion. Often we are not to

outcome of an event, the consequence of a cause. In a harsh break with mainstream
storytelling, Rossellini abruptly kills off one of his protagonists in Rome Open
City, wiping out the film’s romance plot.

Both the porous plot structure and (he narration often refuses to provide an
omniscient knowledge of events. The film seems to admit that the totality of real-
ity is simply unknowable. This is especially evident in the films’ endings. Bicycle
Thieves concludes with the worker and his son wandering down the street, their sto-
len bicycle still missing, their future uncertain. La Terra Trema concludes with the
suppression of the Sicilian fishermen’s revolt against the merchants, but it hints that
a future revolt might succeed. Neorealism’s tendency toward slice-of-life plot con-
struction gave many films of the movement an open-ended quality quite opposed to
the tidy wrapup favored by American studio cinema.

The Movement's End and Its Legacy

As economic and cultural forces had sustained the Neorealist movement, so they
helped bring it to an end. When Ttaly began to prosper after the war, the government
looked askance at films so critical of contemporary society. After 1949, censorship
and state pressures began to constrain the movement. Large-scale Italian film pro-
duction began to reappear, and Neorealism no longer had the freedom permitted
by small production companies. Neorealist directors, now famous, began to pur-
sue more individualized concerns: Rossellini’s investigation of Christian humanism
and Western history, De Sica’s sentimental romances, and Visconti’s examination
of upper-class milieus. Most historians date the end of the Neorealist movement
with the public attacks on De Sica’s Umberto D (1951). Nevertheless, Neorealist ele-
ments are still quite visible in the early works of Federico Fellini (I Vitelloni, 1954,
is a good example) and Michelangelo Antonioni (Cronaca di un amore, 1951): both
directors had worked on Neorealist films. Neorealist impulses periodically returned
to Italian cinema, notably in the long career of Ermanno Olmi (Il Posto, The Tree
of the Wooden Clogs).

The production strategies and artistic goals of this movement opened up a vast
realm of creative choices. Throughout Latin America, the Middle East, and Asia,
filmmakers followed the Neorealist model in rejecting polished studio production
values. They realized that they could cast non-actors and let them perform in actual
settings. They could rely on available light for shooting. Their screenplays didn’t
need intricate plotting and could incorporate the accidents and digressions of ev-
eryday life. The plot could even leave the story action unresolved at the end, the
better to provoke the audience to weigh possible outcomes. The tenets of Neorealist
theory and practice have formed a robust tradition for decades
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12.57 The drama of accident. In
Bicycle Thieves, the hero takes shelter
along with a group of priests during a
rain shower. The incident doesn’t affect
the plot and seems as casual as any mo-
ment in daily life.

The sentiment of [Bicycle
Thieves] is expressed overtly.
The feelings invoked are a natural
consequence of the themes of the
story and the point of view it is told
from. It is a politically committed
film, fueled by a quiet but burning
passion. But it never lectures. It
observes rather than explains.”
—Sally Potter, director. Orfando

of non-Hollywood cinema. Today, filmmakers in many places
continue to devise their own versions of Neorealism (12.58).

The French New Wave
(1959-1964)

The late 1950s and early 1960s saw the rise of a new generation
of filmmakers around the world. In country after country, there
emerged directors born before World War 11 but grown to adult-
hood in the postwar era of reconstruction and rising prosperity.
Japan, Canada, England, Italy, Spain, Brazil, and the United
States all had their new waves or young cinema groups—some
trained in film schools, many allied with specialized film mag-
azines, most in revolt against their elders in the industry. The
most influential of these groups appeared in France.

12.58 Neorealism's legacy. Contemporary Iranian filmmak-
ers continue the Neorealist impulse: casual, anecdotal plots
using non-actors to present social criticism. In Jafar Panahi's
Offside (2006), female soccer fans, trying to attend a match
disguising themselves as men, are held under guard.
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We were all critics before
beginning to make films, and | loved
all kinds of cinema—the Russians,
the Americans, the Neorealists. It

was the cinema that made us—or me,

at least—want to make films. | knew
nothing of life except through the
cinema.”

—Jean-Luc Godard, director

Critics Become Moviemakers

In the mid-1950s, a group of young men who wrote for lhe Paris ﬁl.m J‘?u(; nEz}rleggf;
hiers du cinéma made a habit of attacking t.he m‘ost artlstmally r?sp?c_ eTmffam
filmmakers of the day. “I consider an adaptation of value, wrolte F}ialllg'oésl;n e t_,
“only when written by a man of the cinema. Aurenche and Bost l[lt e gd i ﬁ%r beipr)l ;
writers of the time] are essentially literary men a‘ng I reproth t;m q:: ou
contemptuous of the cinema by underestimating it.” Addressing lTlaJ(Z ] becﬂuslé
Jean-Luc Godard was more insulting: “Your camera movements lajre u?ﬁlcss- use
your subjects are bad, your casts act badly because your dialogue 1§ wmknow ,What
word, you don’t know how to create cinema because you no {ongir even e
it is.” Truffaut and Godard, along with Claude Chabrol, Eric Rohmer, Rannoir lc\l/[ a;(
Rivette, also praised directors cunsidz}red sonllia\:.i)lat outdated (Jean Renoir,

; centric (Robert Bresson, Jacques Tati). o -
OphuML:))rgrifr?portant,(the young men saw no contradiction in fqﬁ;ﬂillg the gleﬁ:lt;
filmmaking establishment while loving blatantly commergul . O-ty“fTCértam
young rebels of Cahiers claimed that in the V\_forks 'of certain dlrtec Orl_:gu'lll an
auteurs (authors)—artistry existed in the American cmema. Ar_l‘au ;ur érgon); -
not literally write scripts but managed nonet_heless to stamp hl’s or Zr ][:-)dized‘gyg_
on studio products, transcending the constraints of Hol Iywood s stan 1d1 r Nich;:)]at;
tem. Howard Hawks, Otto Preminger, Samuel Fuller, Vincente ane ,11, s Oug_
Ray, Alfred Hitchcock—these were more than crafl.smen. Ea.cclzl dlreictor S s
put constituted a coherent world. Truffaut quotedplraudoux. Thel_e- a}rlf: l:?l ‘ m_
there are only auteurs.” Godard remarkgd later, We won the day in dgrt r:tgm el
knowledged in principle that a film by Hitchcock, 'tor examplf:, dls ];lS ]l—ll'n-ﬁn- = aﬁ A
book by Aragon. Film auteurs, thanks to us, have hnally entere tle is g fs Chan.l‘
And indeed, many of the Hollywood direcths these critics and filmmake

ioned have become recognized as great artists. . o
ploneWriting criticism didn’t satisfy these_ young men. They itched to1 rtnalcfogltc;\ﬁz;
Borrowing money from friends and {ilming on location, ea.ch starttle; 0 oo} shor
films. By 1959, they had become a force to be 1'e¢k01led w1th.( In tf ei; yer 11 ary
filmed Paris nous appartient (Paris Belongs to Us), Godgrd mddg AA OIL{ f[‘ el;ffa_.L_u’S
(Breathless); Chabrol made his second feature, Les Cou.ng; a{nd in Cpl‘l ; S ; i
Les Quatre cent coups (The 400 Blows) won thf? Grand Prlzc_-: at the]‘ ‘ta‘ntﬂcniCknamé

The novelty and youthful vigor of these Fhrectors led journa 1s S K pieknane
them la nouvelle vague—the New Wave. Their output was staggeung. : drord,and
five central directors made 32 feature films between 1959 anq 196 21 0 :Lte e
Chabrol made [l apiece. So many films ml_lst of course jbe. hlg.hllesp%]u; V(,: o
there are enough similarities for us to identify a broadly distinctive New P
proach to style and form.

r— - 1

\w A New Wave Style

‘ The most obviously revolutionary quality {‘n‘ the Ngw Wave
\ l films was their casual look. To proponents ot_Lhc carefully pol-
ished French “cinema of quality,” the young d]rgctOtS must hgve
seemed hopelessly sloppy. The New Wz_ivle dlrec‘tors had. e.ld-
mired the Neorealists (especially Rossellini} and, in oppr:‘)sitlo?1
to studio filmmaking, took as their settings actual locales in an
around Paris. Shooting on location became the norm (12._59;.
Similarly, glossy studio lighting was replaced by available éllg t
and simple supplemental sources. Few postwar French films

'

12.59 Location filming. Les Bonnes femmes: While a serial
killer stalks them, twa of the hercines sit idly at work. Like many
New Wave directors, Claude Chabrol followed the Neorealists
in shooting on locations like this drab appliance shop.

would have shown the dim apartments and grimy corridors fea-

tured in Paris Belongs to Us.
Cinematography changed, too. The New Wave camera mov&:s
a great deal, panning and tracking to follow characters or to

explore a locale. To make mobile shots cheaply on location demanded flexible, por-
table equipment. Fortunately, Eclair had recently developed a lightweight camera
that could be handheld, (That the Eclair had been used primarily for documentary
work accorded perfectly with the realistic mise-en-scene of the New Wave.) New
Wave filmmakers were intoxicated with the new freedom offered by the handheld
camera. In The 400 Blows, the camera explores a cramped apartment and rides a
carnival centrifuge. In Breathless, the cinematographer held the camera while seated
in a wheelchair to follow the hero’s winding path through a travel agency (11.32),

One of the most salient features of New Wave films is their casual humor, These
young men deliberately played with the medium. In Godard’s Band of Outsiders,
the three main characters resolve to be silent for a minute, and Godard dutifully
shuts off all the sound. In Truffaut’s Shoot the Piano Player, a character swears that
he’s not lying: “May my mother drop dead if I'm not telling the truth.” Cut to a shot
of an old lady keeling over.

Along with humor came esoteric references to other films, Hollywood or Euro-
pean. There are homages to admired auteurs: Godard characters allude to Johnny
Guitar (Ray), Some Came Running (Minnelli), and “Arizona Jim” (from Renoir’s
Crime of M. Lange). Tn Les Carabiniers, Godard parodies Lumigre, and in Vivre
sa vie, he visually quotes La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc (12.60, 12.61). Hitchcock
is frequently cited in Chabrol’s films, and Truffaut’s Les Mistons re-creates a shot
from a Lumigre short. Such citations, the New Wave directors felt, acknowledged
that cinema, like literature and painting, had lofty traditions that could be honored.

Neorealism Recast

New Wave films also pushed further the Neorealist experimentation with plot con-
struction. In general, causal connections became quite loose. Is there actually a
political conspiracy going on in Paris Belongs to Us? Why is Nana shot at the end
of Vivre sa vie? In Shoot the Piano Player, the first sequence consists mainly of a
conversation between the hero’s brother and a man he accidentally meets on the
street. The passerby laments his marital problems at some length. In a Hollywood
film, he would become a major character, but here he departs and never appears.

The films often lack goal-oriented protagonists. The heroes may drift aim-
lessly, engage in actions on the spur of the moment, or pass the time chatting in a
cafc or going to movies. New Wave narratives also introduce startling shifts in tone,
Jolting our expectations. When two gangsters kidnap the hero and his girlfriend in
Shoot the Piano Player, the whole group begins a comic discussion of sex. Discon-
tinuous editing further disturbs narrative continuity; this tendency reaches its limit
in Godard’s jump cuts (6.151, 6.152, 11.37, 11.38).

Perhaps most important, the New Wave film typically ends ambiguously. An-
toine in The 400 Blows reaches the sea in the last shot, but as he moves forward,
Truffaut zooms in and freezes the frame, ending the film with the question of where
Antoine will go from there (3.10). We've seen a similar lack of resolution in the
final scene of Breathless (p. 417). In Chabrol’s Les Bonnes Femmes and Ophelia, in
Rivette’s Paris Belongs to Us, and in nearly all the work of Godard and Truffaut in

this period, the looseness of the causal chain leads to endings that remain defiantly
open and uncertain.

Into the Mainstream and Beyond

The filmmakers were often bad-mannered, and the films placed strong demands
on the viewer, but the French film industry wasn’t hostile to the New Wave. The
decade 1947-1957 had been good to film production: The government supported
the industry through enforced quotas, banks had invested heavily, and there was a
flourishing business of international coproductions. But in 1957, cinema attendance
fell off drastically, chiefly because television became more widespread. By 1959,
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12.61

12.60-12.61 Classic film as a refer-
ence point. In Godard's Vivre sa vie, a
clip from Dreyer's The Passion of Joan
of Arc (12.60) provokes Nana's sympathy
as she watches it (12 61). It also equates
her with one of the great suffering hero-

ines of silent cinema (see 4.41)




488 CHAPTER12 Historical Changes in Film Art: Conventions and Choices, Tradition and Trends

i ighting, the New Wave. In
12.62 Borrowing from, and fighting, tf
spring 1995, a group of Danish directors founded a movement
they called Dogme, to continue the impulse of the French New
Wave. The group's manifesto laid down a series of rules, de-

manding that people shoot on location with a handheld camera staggering complexity and length (such as Out One, originally

i iting. One result was the
and use no postproduction sound editing.
second Dogme film, The /diots (1998). It ce_nterecl on agang of
young people who practice “spazzing’—going to public places
and pretending to be physically or mentally handicapped,

chiefly to test ordinary citizens' tolerance

the industry was in a crisis. One SOlution_l was o encourage the
independent financing of low-budget projects. New Waye d{rﬁc-
tors shot films much more quickly and cheaply than did reign-
ing directors. Moreover, the young directors helped one anothf?r
out and reduced financial risk. By 1964, each New Wave di-
rector had his or her own production company, and the. group
had become absorbed into the film industry. By that time as
well, the characteristic New Wave form and style had z_llreafiy
become diffused and imitated (by, for instance.-Ton.y Richard-
son in his 1963 English film Tom Jones). qut historians would
argue that the movement, as a group @nitlatlve, had come tF) an
end. Certainly, after 1968, the political upheavals in France
drastically altered the personal relations among the directors.
New Wave figures remained powerful filmmakers for
decades. Chabrol, Truffaut, and Rohmer became firmly en-
trenched in the French film industry, whereas Godard set up a}f
facility in Switzerland, and Rivette began to create narratives o

about 12 hours long). Their films, though selld(.)m Popular, con-
tinued to be supported by government SubS.IdIBS, international
agencies, and private financing. They had, in a §ense. become
the sort of Old Guard that they had rebelled against. Yet mE}ny
continued to produce provocative and il_lﬂuenual ﬁlms: Gogdrd
in particular attracted notoriety with his controversial retelling of the 0:;:1 deVidee\jf)
Testaments, Hail Mary (1983). He was one of the first ﬁ.immakt.arsl to emhrrztacc eo
as a medium, and in 2010 he released an HD feature, Film Socialisme, that rem

as defi nformist as all his work. )

" d‘fp}?: t]gel\lfor‘g\:f(;ve not only created several orig.inal and valual?%e films bu:1 a;Sfj
demonstrated that a stodgy film industry could gain new energy from talc:;llte r,mi_
gressive young people inspired by the sheer love of cinema. It ha:t; bg;:ﬂﬂllf to?» p o
type of the fully self-conscious movement—aware gf its place in 1;1 ist gl,wa :
to work with low budgets, and shrewd in its realization that media f:u nzire 1: ) ﬂ}lrc
looking for the next big thing. The journalists-turned-filmmakers ]L;ll cr?1 %)0 the
power of publicity, a lesson that later film movements learned. Tbe : d?hlst ar :ghed
95 group attacked the French New Wave (it “proved o be a ripple da an.d -
ashore and turned to muck™), but they followed the earlier generation in ﬂ:eT.k e
a break with conformity (12.62). And the New Wave was not mere bi? . Li egual
Neorealists they admired, these young ﬁlmmalfers showed t.ha[ making unus
creative decisions could reveal new possibilities in the art of cinema.

The New Hollywood and Independent
Filmmaking, 1970s-1980s

Hollywood filmmakers sustained their tradition during the 1930s a;idol%%s ]bgﬁz(i)i—
similating the technological demands of sound and color. [_n the 1950s ar_ldescmer;
they faced greater difficulties. There were new technologies, su?-h a11]s wi i
and stereophonic sound, to master, but the rez_il problems lay‘els,ew ere. tgc g]ate
ernment decree, the vertically integrated studios had been broken up in ¢ e
1940s. Distributors could no longer own theaters or c]pmand that exhllb;tors,. e
weak films. This breakup coincided with a sharp drop in attendance as Irllenct“in S
turned to television and other leisure activities. Fllmmakelfs respon_ded byftdrt;g% (11 eﬁ
certain market segments, like young people, and exploring previously forbi
content, like sex and drug use.
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The Sound of Music (1965), Dr. Zhivago ( 1965), and a few other big films
yielded huge profits, but these could not shore up the declining industry. Television
networks, which had paid high prices to broadcast films after theatrical release,
stopped bidding for pictures. American movie attendance flattened out at around

1 billion tickets per year. By 1969, Hollywood companies were losing over $200
million annually.

Blockbusters and Indie Pictures

The industry was saved by what has been called the blockbuster mentality. Along
with the predictable favorites, like Disney animation, the top-ranking films of
the period included some surprises: The Godfather (1972), The Exorcist (1973),
American Graffiti (1973), Jaws (1975), Star Wars (1977), Close Encounters of the
Third Kind ( 1977), and Superman (1978). Unlike most hits, these lacked established
stars. They weren’t based on Broadway musicals. They were in recognizable, even
slightly down-market genres such as horror and science fiction, but they were en-
hanced by high production values and state-of-the-art special effects. Aimed at
young audiences, they became “must-see” events, and many viewers returned again
and again to their favorites. The 1970s blockbusters weren’t usually designed to be
colossal successes, but their box-office triumph convinced producers that a block-
buster could be engineered. In the process, Hollywood could be reinvented.

The studio-designed blockbusters came to be known as “tentpole” pictures be-
cause their profits sheltered other, smaller films, Studios spread their investment
to star-driven romantic comedies, dramas, and adventure films. They continued to
support, often by simply acquiring distribution rights, cheaper genre pictures likely
to turn a profit. The studios also encouraged riskier fare that might win critical at-
tention and awards. These might be prestige pictures like Sleuth (1972), or more
controversial items like Taxi Driver (1976).

This division among blockbusters, program genre fare, Oscar bait, edgy exper-
iments, and niche independents would roughly hold good from the 1970s through
the 2000s. Tastes and trends would vary; The Matrix (1999) and Inception (2010)
tell more complex stories than The Empire Strikes Back (1980), but all show that
science fiction, garlanded with top-flight special effects, was a steady source of
blockbusters. Filmmakers might hop from one category to another. Spike Lee went
from being a niche independent (She’s Gotra Have I, 1986) to directing a prestige
picture (Malcolm X, 1992), and then to more mainstream genre pictures (Clockers,
1995; Inside Man, 2006). Few would have predicted on the basis of Mean Streets
(1973) and Raging Bull (1980) that Martin Scorsese would someday direct a chil-
dren’s 3D film budgeted at $150 million (Hugo, 2011). Regardless of such mixing
and matching, the strategy of designing projects at different budget levels and for
different tastes sustained the Hollywood tradition in the modern era.

The Rise of the Movie Brats

Nearly all the directors of Hollywood’s golden age were dead or retired by 1975, so
many major trends of that era sprang from young talent. A crucial feature set them
apart from earlier American directors. Instead of coming up through the ranks of
the studio system, most had gone to film schools. At New York University, the
University of Southern California, and the University of California at Los Angeles,
they had not only mastered the mechanics of production but also learned about film
aesthetics and history. Like the French New Wave directors, the newcomers often
had an encyclopedic knowledge of great movies and directors, As a result, they
came to be known as the “movie brats.” Whatever level of production they worked
in, they were quite aware of the traditions that they inherited, and they set out to
both extend the traditions and try something new.

I love the idea of not being an
independent filmmaker. I've liked
working within the system. And ['ve
admired a lot of the older directors
who were sort of ‘directors for hire.’
Like Victor Fleming was in a contract
all those years to Metro and Selznick
and Mayer . . . he made Captains
Courageous. And you know, his most
famous films: Wizard of Oz and Gone
with the Wind."

—Steven Spielberg, producer/director

To a whole generation, these
[Hollywood classics] were more than
just commodities. It was a part of
who we are.”

—Martin Scorsese, director
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12.63 Staging for multiple points of interest. In Jaws, Steven Spielberg displayed a
ﬂai“r for depth staging that has been a hallmark of his work ever since.

So, for instance, when Steven Spielberg and Geolrge Luca:?, revwe‘d t;e s;:;?g;i
fiction genl'e, they did so in full awareness of film hlf;tory. With .CIIose : niedat.o.r&
and E. T.: The Extraterrestrial (1982), Spiclberg defied t_he trad‘lt;;n _0 a[;d el
alien invaders by presenting his creatures as 1(_)vable. Witli St(il(} mia” ¢ Fl;lSh
quels, George Lucas consciously revived th.e disreputable “roc et ope Raiien of
Gordon serials and Saturday-matinee kiddie shows. Collaborau\ug. oln e .re__
the Lost Ark (1981), Spielberg and Lucas updated the B-m(mle seria ];g(l) triidphiq
posterous plots the dazzle of modern action choreogrgphy. 'Splellbe;% ;33 s Othe}
hand at Oscar bait, with The Color Purple (1985), Sc‘li.ziidler:9 Ll,_sr ( ‘ ‘u,ch ¢ onet
prestige projects. His Amblin company produced lively genre pictures s s

-eeis remling (1984). .
te’ge;f)i' (L]hgegi{li?ii—iiggg I'(HOVie) brats, it wasn’t all nostalgiz'l. To turn B—m_ovne
material into blockbusters and A-pictures, they ca]lgd on sophlstu:‘aifed ;ifl:r;/?:i?
Lucas developed motion-control techniques for filming mmla'ttllres' olrew ! eCi.a.I
and his firm Industrial Light and Magic (I_LM) became the lefa e? tlln‘tl.cg 1-313111;115_
effects technology. From Jaws onward, Spielberg used deep—focusl actics remins,
cent of Citizen Kane (5.48, 12.63). Spielberg and_ Lucas also led th mowz'l i
digital sound and high-quality theater reproduction technplogy. Th El)é 5% s L
mzdern equivalent of the showmanship that had characterized suc s

i s Cinerama and 3D.

uO“S()al;g- filmmakers sought to revive the old Hoilywood .at a Iow‘?r t?l;ﬁge; :eC\;i]_
Brian De Palma’s admiration for Hitchcock led him to a series of h01'rc‘u . 1(1)1‘;6“ "
rie, 1976) and thrillers (Obsession, 1976). Dressed to {{l’” (1980) was f:l i
doing of Psychoe. Peter Bogdanovich’s What's Up, Doc? (197%) \;as an pU¢ . :;;by
screwball Cbmedy, with particular refer;:r;cz ;L)o7 goc\lwarldelga;l;; ; , :énnftgg;w Ifq’q R,‘,;

‘penter’s Assault on Precinct 13 (] eriv §’S

gtﬁfﬁi editing is credited to “John T. Chance,” the character played by John
Wayne in Hawks’s Western.

Other Paths

For many critics, what made the 1970s an era of rejuvenatipn was .the [il'ese:ec:oz‘f
anti-blockbusters, intimate dramas of ordinary people leadlgi mozlegc;rz )eir?he o
i i ] ) Piec Last Picture Show , S

nizable lives. In Five Easy Pieces (1970), The =i
Detail (1973), Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore: (1974). and other hlrr_ls, e\;ei;}gzg
crises and psychological tensions came to the fore. ’l;)heﬁ g?geHAﬁlfiigzsg e
- ~ . - . . » t 0 0 y
¢ of social realism that had been missing from 00 : .
il:‘ig\?« Hollywood™ of Spielberg, Lucas, and other movie brats. Somel‘ of th‘gu-}sf:t ﬁ};;lg
traced their impulse to the work of John Cassavetes, who presented immediate

#

visceral confrontations in Faces (1968), Husbands (1970, and A Woman under the
Influence (1974).

Small-scale dramas might be backed by a studio or financed and distributed in-
dependently. Although they lacked the splashy technique of the blockbusters, they
showed that American cinema could adapt the slice-of-life approach to narrative
construction seen in Italian Neorealism. But the rationale wasn’t wholly formal.
Part of these films’ appeal came from a sexual frankness that was made possible by

Narrative experiments were even more marked in other films of the 1970,
Some directors dreamed of making complex art films in the European mold. The
best-known effort is probably Coppola’s The Conversation (1974), a mystery-story
reworking of Antonioni’s Blow-Up (1966) that plays ambiguously between reality
and hallucination (p. 302). Ventures into subjectivity, less clear-cut than the flash-
backs and fantasies of the 1940s, were also seen in Robert Altman’s Images (1972),
Bob Fosse’s All That Jazz (1979), and the opening of Coppola’s Apocalypse Now
(1979; 12.36). Echoing the New Wave were films in which the directors’ love of
cinema emerged as self-conscious reminders that the audience was watching a film,
Dennis Hopper’s The Last Movie (1971) interrupted its flow with a title, “SCENE
MISSING.” In Altman’s The Long Goodbye (1973), Los Angeles detective Philip
Marlowe seems aware that he’s playing a hard-boiled detective but is not quite up
to the part; the last shot shows him tap-dancing down a road to the tune of “Hooray
for Hollywood.”

Altman gave currency to another storytelling strategy, one we might call the
“network narrative.” “All-star” movies such as Grand Hotel (1932) had occasion-
ally been made in the studio era, but Nashville (1975) and A Wedding (1978) took
the principle of multiple protagonists and interwoven story lines to a new level.
In these films, many characters converge in a single locale, such as a city or a so-
cial occasion, and then cross each others” paths, each one with individual concerns
and no one emerging as a clear-cut hero or heroine. For Altman, the emphasis fell
on chance encounters and incidents that might reveal character, rather than on a
forward-moving, goal-driven plot.

Stylistically, the films in all these registers didn’t challenge the core of the clas-
sic continuity system. Most filmmakers were content to employ it but inflect it in
certain directions. It’s in this period that we start to find that variant of the tradi-
tional 180° system we called intensified continuity in Chapter 6 (p. 248). Many
filmmakers exploited the new resources of Dolby sound, which allowed for much
greater dynamic range and permitted fine-grain detailing of the soundtrack. Alt-

man pioneered a multiple-microphone recording technique that let him record, dur-
ing a crowded scene, different conversations on different tracks and merge them
into a dense mix that could stress or muffle certain lines,

The 1980s and After

With the colossal failure of Heaven'’s Gate (1980), studios lost faith in the auteur-
driven blockbuster and turned control of such projects over to more tractable hands.
More personal cinema survived, however, in the emerging realm of independent
filmmaking. As usual, technology and money had a good deal to do with it.
During the 1980s, both cable television and home video, in the form of the
videocassette tape, grew more popular. Small-budget filmmakers learned that they
could finance a film by preselling the rights to video companies. In addition, Euro-
pean television channels were eager for American films that were more affordable
than Hollywood blockbusters. Films could find funding through the so-called mini-
majors, firms that had access to private capital and had solid distribution prospects.
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Hollywood and Independents, To Be Continued

Much has happened since the 1980s, with studios sometimes courting independents
and sometimes discouraging them, and animated features coming to play a bigger
role at the box office. But many of the trends established in the 1970s persist. The
major studios finance tentpole films, support star-driven comedies such as Date
Night (2010), acquire genre projects as program filler, and occasionally turn a pres-
tige picture such as Brokeback Mountain (2005) into a popular hit. Independent
companies, or some “dependent” boutique branches of the studios, aim at ambitious
genre pictures such as Hanna (20] 1) and Drive (2011), along with Oscar bait. Still
smaller independents, such as Charlie Kaufman (Synecdoche, New York, 2008) and
Miranda July (You and Me and Everyone We Know, 2005), survive on critics” ac-
colades and foreign distribution.

As usual, every opportunity demands decisions. James Cameron, with Titanic
(1997) and Avatar (2009), personifies the director who sees his future bound up
with blockbusters. The movie brats’ fondness for retooling genre pictures reap-
pears in a younger generation’s Cloverfield (2008) and Source Code (2011). Old
Joy (2006), Rachel Getting Married (2008), Frozen River (2008), The Kids Are
All Righr (2010), and many other films continue the 1970 impulse toward friends-
and-family dramas with social implications (12.66). At the microbudget level is
the trend called Mumblecore, low-tech exercises in psychological observation, with
loose plotting and performances that give off an air of improvisation.

At all these levels of production, reworking narrative strategies has become a
commanding trend over the last decades. We see it in mainstream romances, sci-
ence fiction tales, and crime thrillers (p. 334), and even in blockbusters such as
Inception. M. Night Shyamalan followed Hitchcock in turning narrative subterf uge
into a personal signature (12.67). Storytelling experiments are a hallmark of the
independent realm as well. The 19905 and 2000s saw a burst of network narratives
such as 200 Cigarettes ( 1999), Thirteen Conversations about One Thing (2001),
and Love Actually (2003), with Babel (2006) taking the format to a global scale.
Explorations of subjectivity continued as well. Two films of 2011, Take Shelter (Jeff
Nichols) and Martha Marcy May Marlene (Sean Durkin), showed that ambiguous

plunges into memories, dreams, and hallucinations still offered powerful resources
to enterprising directors.

12.66

12.67

12.66-12.67 Narrative explorations. The first shot of Ramin Bahr
plunges us into a scene that is already at a turning point: Solo is laughing
(12.66). Many viewers went back to see Shyamalan's mystery story The Sixth Sense (1999) a
narration had misied them. His smooth use of intensified continuity technig
plot's secret (12.67).
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Some independent filmmakers use
sensationalism to call attention to
their work. See “Visionary Outlaw
Mavericks on the dark edge; or, Indie
Guignol.”

ani's Goodbye Solo (2008) avoids traditional exposition and

at what his grizzled passenger has just asked him to do
second time in order to detect how the
ues. as in the arcing traveling shat here, helped conceal the
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The 50-year career of one director
offers us a chance to survey changes
in Hollywood and the independent
scene in our entry, “Endurance:
Survival Lessons from Lumet.”
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We examine Hong Kong filmmak-
ing style, and especially the work

It’s perhaps no coincidence that the 2OQOS saw Elelwork ancle cable t:je\;lrlscllogtﬁz;
perimenting with narrative as well. Thfe_ I/Ig,re, Sélx :teffng&ierindzgﬁ em i
ambitious series attracted admirers of independent ¢ iz i Work;ng N
tors began producing television shows, and dlrgclors ‘ofl‘en wound up o0

ich-profile cable series. With most low-budget films fmd1_ng t}}elr core audienc ;
}S\g/l]gp;r?(fil 1\?1520 on demand, the boundaries among the._au'lcal film, 'cable teli\:;:;t);(i
and the Tnternet as exhibition platforms were dlssolvmg.-T.he c?dnﬁgs {gtz rerated
more constraints, more opportunities, and more hard decisions for directors
wanted to tell stories in unexpected ways.

Hong Kong Cinema, 1980s-1990s

- While independent directors were revamping American films in the 1980s, a young

e e ) st it
generation of directors in Hong Kong found footing in [he;r-mdustl‘)lf al:lﬁl tr?cdcliiitOItl
fraditional genres and creative methods. The result was a \'f1g0r01.1s OICd. ;1& eucea
Hong Kong’s innovations in cinematic style and storytelling strongly influ

& . ;
world filmmaking well into the 21st century.

A Local Tradition Goes Global

Although Hong Kong produced films in the silent erd al:ld durmgst(f)le lsghmws]‘;\]/'ggld
War 11 halted production. When the industry revived in the 19: s},] ldE T
ers became the most powerful studio. Shaws owped tl}eaters thro{ug ou ‘a.Chieﬂ
and used Hong Kong as a production base for films in several ldn_gl}abg.es;egt Suc)i
Mandarin Chinese. Shaws made films in many genres, bgt amon% 1‘[;, 1gF n_lartial
cesses were dynamic, gory swordfighting films (wuxia pian, orhtg CS'S] Jnartia
chivalry™). In the 1970s, another studio, Golden Harvest, triump '?1 v:s ﬁlmsgbe_
films starring Bruce Lee. Although Lee completed only four marth; -5111 ﬁme it
fore his death in 1973, he became the most famous Cllurlese actor <‘)1 da Ly u‘cntioh
graceful, almost feral presence brought Hong Km:ig c?irllellt]i ;; (‘;tfl(n wide a

- rever identified it with films of acrobatic and violen K o

and 1éoeff:cr::ﬂ major directors worked in this period. Most famous 1s K{mg1 I]';l;l) \‘J\/J:;l;)
started as a Shaws director. In films such as Dmgnn Gate Inn (1967)‘d1[:1 ; ir; .
jant Ones (1975; 5.76), Hu reinvigorated the wuxia pian tl1r(>1{g2.gratge‘ u[ u?ned o
swordplay and inventive cutting. Chang Cheh, another Shawso 1re;:1 oi;ed Lol
swordplay film toward violent male melodrama (such as T{Ie ‘ne~ : ;r o Swords.
man, 1967) before specializing in ﬂamboyant. kung-.fu films ﬂuCLh aOr Cheil ;Wz.ls
Avengers (also called Mortal Combat, 1978). Neither King Hu ‘1101 oa‘ncher e
a practitioner of martial arts, but Lau Kar-leung was a ﬁght Lholreobélap who
becoming a full-fledged director. Lau created a stt."mg of mvenuyel {nigéq) tha._[
36th Chamber of Shaolin, 1978, and The Eight-Dtagmm Pole Fighter, 3
showcased a range of dazzling martial-arts techniques.

The New Generation: Two Schools

By the early 1980s, traditional kung-fu was fading.in popularity, gnd Slsa:: l;r;:\(j
from moviemaking to its lucrative television business. .At the .sarrlle du‘ [ s
generation of directors came forward. One group had little for mall ' educa ;lfmono
;ad grown up in the film industry, working as stuntmen and ma.rtla dr(tlls\[{S.en Kugi
those who became directors were choreographers Yu_en Wo-ping .an ‘ du. o
(Yes, Madam!, 1985). Sammo Hung choreogriiglsl%l, directed, and starred in many
i action films (such as Eastern Condors, ; . N
hve]y[';;lﬁost fam((Jus graduate of the studio system was.Jackle C_har\l};/ y&flh(?Dlz};(:; i;l
as a copy of Bruce Lee before finding his feet in comic kung-fu. With Ds

colleagues realized that kung-fu could be incorporated into ac-
tion movies in the Hollywood mold. Chan made the historical
adventure Project A (1983, also starring Hung) and the contem-
porary cop drama Police Story (1985). These and others were
huge hits across Asia, partly because of Chan’s lovably goofy
star persona and partly because of his resourceful and danger-
ous stunt scenes (6.49-6.51).

A second group of directors had more formal training, with
many attending film schools in the United States or Britain.
When Ann Hui, Allen Fong, and others returned to Hong Kong,
they found work in television before moving on to feature film-
making, For a time, they constituted a local art cinema, attracting

Hong Keng Cinema, 19805-1990s
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attention at festivals with such films as Hui’s Boar People (1982). 1?? Bf by thfmchsﬁta/glp s Abmf;movf{memf ,mto a‘nd OLft :
Buit it of this S dind desire 7 of the frame are characteristic of Hong Kong film style. In this

ut most of this group gravitate oward independent companies oy, o1 £ Peking Opera Blues, the sheriff and his captive rise
turning out comedies, dramas, and action films, Tsui Hark was

the leader of this trend. As both director and producer, Tsui re-

vived and reworked a range of genres: swordplay fantasy (Zu: Warriors of the Magic

Mountain, 1979), romantic comedy (Shanghai Blues, 1984), historical adventure (Pe-
king Opera Blues, 1986; 12.68), supernatural romance (A Chinese Ghost Story, 1987,
directed by Ching Siu-tung), and classic kung-fu (Once upon a Time in China, 1990).

Seeing the success that urban crime films were enjoying, Tsui partnered with
John Woo on A Better Tomorrow (1986), a remake of a 1960s movie (12.69). Woo
was something of an in-between figure, having been a successful studio comedy di-
rector during the 1970s. With Tsui as producer, A Better Tomorrow became Woo's
comeback effort, one of the most successful Hong Kong films of the 1980s and
a star-making vehicle for the charismatic Chow Yun-fat. Tsui, Woo, and Chow
teamed again for a sequel and for the film that made Woo famous in the West, The

Killer (1989), a lush and baroque story of the unexpected alliance between a hitman
and a detective (12.70).

Story and Style

Hong Kong cinema of the 1980s and early 1990s simmered with almost reckless
energy. The rushed production schedules didn’t allow much time to prepare scripts,
so the plots, borrowing freely from Chinese legend and Hollywood genres, tended
to be less tightly unified than those in U.S. films. They avoided ti

ght linkage of
cause and effect in favor of a more casual, episodic construction—n

ot, as in Italian

;) 3

mMeAMAIsZnA~AE

12.69

12.69-12.70 John Woo, influential stylist. A striking long shot as a hero walks to mest h

12.70

into the foreground as the three heroines watch from the rear.

's fate in A Better Tomorrow suggests

. y A&t sia s cop and crook—a convention that The Killer boldly fulfills in
Master (1978, directed by Yuen Wo-ping), he became a star throughout Asi : | :

Woo's debt to the Western (12 69). The urban crime thriller often parallel
and gained the power to direct his own films. In the early 1980s, Chan and his

presenting detective and hitman as mirror images (12.70)

of Jackie Chan, in “Bond vs. Chan:
Jackie shows how it's done.”
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12.71 Hong Kong stylization. Blocks of colored light enhance a gun battle in The Longest
Nite (1998).

Neorealism, to suggest the randomness of everyday life but rather to permit chases
and fights to be inserted easily. Whereas action sequences were meticulously cho-
reographed, connecting scenes were often improvised and shot quickly. Similarly,
the kung-fu films had often bounced between pathos and almost silly comedy, and
this tendency to mix tones continued through the 1980s. Because of rushed shoot-
ing, the plots often end abruptly, with a big action set-piece but little in the nature of
a mood-setting epilogue. One of Tsui’s innovations was to provide more satisfying
conclusions, as in the lilting railroad station finale of Shanghai Blues.

At the level of visual style, Hong Kong directors brought the action film to a
new pitch of excitement. Gunmen (and gunwomen) leaped and fired in slow motion,
hovering in midair like 1970s swordfighters and kung-fu warriors. John Woo, who
had been an assistant director for Chang Cheh, pushed such shots to extravagant
limits. Directors also developed florid color designs, with rich reds, blues, and yel-

12.72-12.74 Rhythmic editing and movement. During & ficht
scene in Yes, Madam!Michele Yeoh swings swiftly arouni‘i’ -m 3 shot
only 7 frames long (12.72). In two more s!i.)ots, 1273 and 12 ‘74 '%h“ek ‘
Knociks the villain spinning (15 frames). and drops SIﬂOOtth.IW_jC; a re-
= laxed posture on the rail (17 frames). Her stiliness at the end of the

h - 5f ‘
shot provides a pause before she launches another assault
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A week-long series of blog entries de-
voted to Hong Kong film starts with
“PLANET HONG KONG now in cyber-
space.” "PLANET HONG KONG: The
dragon dances” is devoted to analyz-
ing Hong Kong action scenes.

lows glowing out of smoky nightclubs or narrow alleyways. Well into the 2000s,
unrealistically tinted mood lighting was a trademark of Hong Kong cinema (12.71).
Above all, everything was sacrificed to constant motion; even in dialogue scenes,
the camera and the characters seldom stood still.

Aiming to energize the viewer, the new action directors built on the innovations
of King Hu and his contemporaries. They developed a staccato cutting technique
based on the tempo of martial-arts routines and Peking Opera displays, alternating
rapid movement with sudden pauses. If shot composition was kept simple, an action
could be cut to flow across shots very rapidly, while one shot could accentuate a mo-
ment of stillness (12.72-12.74). Most Hong Kong directors were unaware of the Soviet
Montage movement, but in their efforts to arouse viewers through expressive move-
ment and editing, they were reviving ideas of concern to those 1920s filmmakers.

Legacy Overseas

The 1990s brought the golden age of Hong Kong action cinema to a close. Jackie
Chan, John Woo, Chow Yun-fat, Sammo Hung, and action star Jet Li began work-
ing in Hollywood, with Yuen Wo-ping designing the action choreography for The
Matrix (1999) and Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon (2000). A recession after Hong
Kong’s 1997 handover to China depressed the local film industry. As Hollywood
began imitating Hong Kong movies (as in The Replacement Killers, 1998), local
audiences developed a taste for U.S. films. At the same time, the art-cinema wing
became more ambitious, and festivals rewarded the offbeat works of Wong Kar-wai
(see the analysis of Chungking Express, pp. 425-429). The action tradition was
maintained by only a few directors such as Johnnie To, whose laconic film noir The
Mission (1999) brought a leanness and pictorial abstraction to the gangster genre.

S ————————— S —_— "

- Hon.g Kong .ﬁlmmal‘cers had created a new set of creative options for staging
and cutting physical action, and some directors took advantage of them. The le-

gions of American fans includ in Taranti ai i
ed Quentin Tai antino, who paid homage to the Asian

action cinema in Kill Bill, Volumes | and 2 (2003-2004). He mixed together ele
g :

mem§ of Japanese swordplay, anime, and low-budget European thrillers, but his
a}]cgnance to Hong Kong’s tradition shone through (12.75). Just as other céunlries’
cinemas borrow from Hollywood, Hol lywood selectively
novations from overseas.

absorbs cutting-edge in-

12.75 Kill Bill and Hong Kong cinema. Althou
mostly of samurai swords, director Tarantine pa

Woo-ping serves as martial-arts chereographe
ture yellow track suit

gh the weaponry in this fight consists
ys tribute to the Hong Kong tradition: Yuen
rand the heroine wears Bruce Lee's signa-
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Tarantino was a film fan from childhood. He watched old movies on TV_, r%clem
releases in theatres, and anything that caught his fancy on VHS. Like every ]m—
maker, he started as a film viewer; like many ﬁlmma.kers., he was _keen to exp1 .01(’16
the entire range of film history. Asked what he does in his spare time, he rep_:je ;
“What you'd expect—read, listen to music, hang out wul} friends, wla[ch-‘my ‘V1If20
and DVD collection. Get obsessions about this or that. I'm a film historian so I'm

ays trying to feed my brain.” PR
a]WdJyli’s?g:I;iyone who)‘ihinks, talks, and writes analytically about movies 1sld0%ng,
film criticism, Tarantino is right to suggest that segkmg out olfler ﬁlms‘ and ettl_ni
them feed your brain is a step toward doing film hli;tory. The films he Seeshn?#frl,i '
his passion to create films himself. Even if you don’t follow that f;areerf%zit ,S -
ing like a filmmaker includes opening yourself up to th_e vast variety o rm e
in different times and places. By considering what artistic choices wefe dva;) df re,
by recognizing the creative decisions made by filmmakers who have.lcom;e] ; l?n S
us, we become more sensitive to every movie we see. To fully appreciate the
we watch now, we need o be aware that their makers are §trugg11ng with the SlanTnf:

problems and decisions that appear at every moment of film history. Technology,

tastes, and received traditions offer both opportunities and constraints—sometimes
opportunities within constraints. .

o By looking at films from a historical angle, we realize that ﬁlmmakersv;lll;g\'fe
always been as fascinated by the power of movic§ as we are today. Aleo t111
says, not everything may be possible at all times. Still, some ﬁlmmake@ a ways ry
to push the boundaries of what is possible, and others show‘us new pf‘)b&lbﬂltl‘ebh in
what seems familiar. Their hard work and imaginative energies have given us richer
experiences of the art of cinema.

' 5 '_RECOMMENDED DVD AND BLU-RAY DISCS

Many of the films mentioned in this chapter, especially the
ones from recent decades, are available on I?VD. So are
classics from the silent era, but they’re somenmesz hard to
find or buried in a big compilation. Below we offer informa-
tion about the best editions of some silent-era tlﬂCS.' :
Several DVD companies specialize in rele_asmg his-
torically important films: The Criteripn Collection (www
criterion.com), Flicker Alley (www.flickeralley.com), Gar-
tenberg Media (www.gartenbergmedia.com), Image .En—
tertainment (www.image-entertainment.com), Klno Video
(www.kino.com), Milestone (www.miles.tonefllms.com,),
and in the United Kingdom (coded for Region 2-), Eurekal!’s
“Masters of Cinema” series (www.mastersofmnema.org).
Edition Filmmuseum (www.edition—ﬁ]mmuseum.copl/) is a
website that sells DV Ds issued by several major archives a‘md
restoration companies; the website is in German _and English,
and the offerings all have optional Eng}ish subtitles and are
non-region-coded (Region All). It’s an invaluable source for
the best prints of classics from around the world. It is as easy
to register with Filmmuseum and purchase from the site as it
is to buy from Amazon.

Collections of Historically Important Films
Some collections of early films offer an easy way to get a
quick overview of a period, filmmaker, or genre. For a brief
introduction to the period up to 1913, Landmarks of E.arly
Film (1 disc, Image Entertainment) offers‘40 shf)rts. Edison:
The Invention of the Movies (4 discs, Kino Video and the
Museum of Modern Art) collects 140 films from the Thomas
A. Edison Company, including The Great Train Ro_bl_;ery. It
contains interviews with film historians and arch1v1st_s, as
well as program notes and documents. The- Movie-s Beg_m: A
Treasury of Early Cinema 1894—1913 (5 discs, Kino V}fleo)
gathers 133 films arranged thematically: Volume 1, “The
Great Train Robbery and Other Primary works™; Volun_1:e 2,
“The European Pioneers” (including films by the. Lumle_res
and early British filmmakers); Volume 3, “Expenmentatlor?
and Discovery” (mostly early British and French films);
Volume 4, “The Magic of Méliés”; and Volume 5, “Comedy.,
Spectacle and New Horizons.” _
Slapstick Encyclopedia (5 discs, Image Entertainment)
surveys the golden age of comedy shorts—the_: 1910s.and
early 1920s. The Harold Lloyd Comedy Collection (7 discs,

New Line) provides an extensive program of films with one
of the masters of silent comedy, as well as a disc of bonus
material.

A broad range of types of films is collected in Treasures
Sfrom American Film Archives: 50 Preserved Films (4 discs),
More Treasures from American Film Archives, 1894—]93]
(3 discs, Image Entertainment), and Treasures [1I: Social
Issues in American Film 1900-1934 (4 discs, Image
Entertainment). These include documentaries, home mov-
ies, animation, experimental cinema, and fiction films such
as D. W. Griffith’s 1911 one-reeler The Lonedale Operator
(illustrating his command of early intercutting), Cecil B.
De Mille’s The Godless Girl (1928), and Ernst Lubitsch’s
masterpiece of continuity filmmaking, Lady Windermere's
Fan (1925). Each boxed set includes a book of detailed pro-
gram notes,

Early Cinema

The boxed set “Pioneer Georges Méliés: First Wizard of
Cinema (1896-1913)” (Flicker Alley) offers 173 films cov-
ering the early director’s career; Flicker Alley followed
this release with “George Méligs Encore,” which includes
newly discovered prints. One of the chief early French
production firms is represented by “Gaumont Treasures
1897-1913” (Kino). Flicker Alley assembled a collection of
restored films from the 18961944 era as “Saved from the
Flames.” It offers a variety of genres, including travelogues
and animated films, as well as such classics as Lois Weber’s
Suspense,

The Development of Classical Hollywood Cinema
Many films from the 1910s and 1920s by D. W. Griffith,
Cecil B. De Mille, and other major directors are available
on DVD. Some notable releases: “Chaplin at Keystone”
(Flicker Alley), “The Chaplin Mutual Comedies” (Image),
“Douglas Fairbanks: A Modern Pioneer” (Flicker Alley),
and “Three Silent Classics by Josef von Sternberg”
(Criterion Collection). A little-known but important film
from 1915 is Raoul Walsh’s Regeneration (Image).

German Expressionism

The best collection of Ernst Lubitsch’s silent German films
is Kino’s “Lubitsch in Berlin,” with a mixture of his com-
edies and historical dramas. Kino has also released restored
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versions of The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, The Golem, and
Metropolis.

French Impressionism and Surrealism

The French Impressionist movement is not as familiar as the
German and Soviet movements of the same era. Its impor-
tant films are only gradually becoming available on DVD.
Two of Abel Gance’s most important Impressionist films,
Jaccuse (1919 version) and La Roue have been issued by
Flicker Alley. (See our review of the Lg Roue disc on our
blog, “An old-fashioned, sentimental avant-garde film.”)
One of the finest films of the movement, Jean Epstein’s
Ceur fidele, is available from Eureka! in a dual Blu-ray/
DVD set. Epstein’s The Fall of the House of Usher was re-
leased by Image.

Gaumont released two early Impressionist films by
Marcel L'Herbier, L'homme du large and El Dorado, in
a boxed set, that lacks English subtitles and is coded for
Region 2. L’Herbier’s late masterpiece of the movement,
L'Argent, is available from Eureka!, also Region 2 but with
English subtitles. This set includes valuable supplements,
including a 40-minute making-of and a 45-minute docu-
mentary on L'Herbier’s silent career.

The first volume of Kino’s “Avant-garde” series, men-
tioned above, contains Epstein’s important film, Lg glace
a trios faces, as well as Dimitri Kirsanoff’s Impressionist
short feature, Ménilmontant and Germaine Dulac’s Sur-
realist short, La coguille et [e clergyman.

Soviet Montage

The films of the best-known Montage directors are available
on DVD. Sergei Eisenstein’s films are available in 50 many
versions that recommendations are in order: Kino’s versions
of the restored Strike and Potemkin, and Image’s disc of
October. Old and New is available in Flicker Alley’s set,
“Landmarks of Early Soviet Cinema,” which also includes
important but less familiar films such as Lev Kuleshov’s
The Extraordinary Adventures of Mr. West in the Land of
the Bolsheviks and Boris Barnet’s House on Trubnoya.

On our blog, we occasionally review groups of new re-
leases of historical films on DVD, particularly those from
the silent era. Also our annual roundup of the 10 best films
made 90 years before gives the DVD availability (if any) of
the films on the list.
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