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Raphael Shargel is associate professor of English at Providence College,
where he teaches seventeenth-century literature, Shakespeare, drama, and
film. He is also active in Providence College’s program in the Development of
Western Civilization, a team-taught interdisciplinary course that traces
Western literature, history, philosophy, theology, and the arts from their
beginnings to the present day.

Professor Shargel received his M.A. and Ph.D. from the University of
Virginia and his B.A. from Yale. Passionate about teaching, he has conduct-
ed film and literature classes for students of all ages. But he works chiefly at
the college level, where he has developed a reputation as a thought-provok-
ing lecturer and leader of class discussion. His film classes include introduc-
tions to the history and aesthetics of the cinema as well as courses on film
romance, political film, the representation of race in American cinema,
Southern life in Hollywood movies, and seminars devoted to directors such
as John Ford and William Wyler. Most recently, he developed and taught a
course on film noir.

He has also taught literature surveys and classes in the Victorian novel,
medieval literature, nineteenth- and twentieth-century American literature, and
English composition.

Recent publications include an edition of collected interviews with filmmaker
Ingmar Bergman and articles on playwright Ben Jonson, Shakespeare’s great
contemporary, which concentrate on Jonson’s literary theory, his neglected
works, and the history of his critical reception.

Since 1996, Professor Shargel has been the film critic for The New Leader,
a journal of news analysis and opinion that has been in publication for over
eighty-five years. It is now available exclusively online. From 1997 to 2000,
he reviewed movies on WINA radio in Charlottesville, Virginia. In its early
days, before the era of customer reviews, Professor Shargel was the film
books editor for Amazon.com. He has written articles about the current
cinema for MSNBC.com.

Professor Shargel lives with his wife, Mia, also a film enthusiast, to whom he
dedicates these lectures with love.

About Your Professor

Raphael Shargel



INTRODUCTION

Why does the cinema have the
power to move the heart, stimulate
the mind, and dazzle the imagina-
tion? How did the art of film develop
from its origins to the present day?
This course covers the history and
aesthetics of the movies. It traces
the experiments and innovations
that gave rise to the modern cine-
ma, developing a vocabulary that
helps explain the variety of choices
filmmakers make when they con-
struct shots and edit them together.
In each lecture, Professor Raphael
Shargel introduces a period of film
history, talks about its importance,
covers aspects of cinematic tech-
nique, and illustrates his points by
analyzing specific movies from the
era under discussion. The course
thus has both breadth and depth,
covering the major movements in
film history while at the same time
focusing on key pictures worthy of
study and enjoyment.

The moviegoing experience is
communal. Films are meant to be
shared by audiences, both in the theater when they are shown, and at the
water cooler or the dinner table where they are discussed. In this spirit, the
course concentrates on films that offer grand social visions, describing the
relationship between individuals and the communities in which they live.
Because the course develops chronologically, it also investigates how film-
makers diverge from, comment upon, and reinvent the themes and ideas of
their predecessors.

While Understanding Movies is chiefly devoted to films made in the United
States, it also investigates important movements in European cinema, such
as German Expressionism, Soviet montage, Italian neorealism, and the
French New Wave. The filmmakers studied include D.W. Griffith, Sergei
Eisenstein, John Ford, Orson Welles, Alfred Hitchcock, Billy Wilder, Jean-
Luc Godard, Francis Ford Coppola, Robert Altman, Agnès Varda, Spike Lee,
and Martin Scorsese. As listeners learn from their professor about this mod-
ern art form, they are also provided with guides for further exploration of the
cinema’s riches.
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The Art Form of Our Time

Every era has its popular art forms, entertainments that reach the greatest
number of people. In preliterate culture, the majority of audiences enjoyed
what could be transmitted orally: recitations of tales, songs, and theatrical
presentations. With the increase of the reading public in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, the novel was king. The twentieth century brought radio,
film, and television to the fore. But of these, film is the most versatile and the
one that most fully shows us who we are. Impossible without the new tech-
nologies created in our age, it is also distinct from all other arts. We often
hear that we live in a visual culture. The more we learn about how the visual
imagery with which we are inundated has influenced and transformed us, the
better we understand our world.

Our Course of Study

In Understanding Film, we will cover the history of
film from its origins to the present day. Because we
are English speakers, we will concentrate our atten-
tion on English-language films, but will take some
necessary excursions into Europe. Our overview will
offer a compromise between depth and breadth.
With each lecture, we’ll cover a period in the
progress of film history, looking at developments in
every decade that movies were produced from the
1890s to the 2000s. As we do so, we’ll explore the
grammar of film, expanding our vocabulary so we
can speak with more facility about the effect cinema
has upon us. In the second part of each lecture,
we’ll look in detail at a film or three that exemplifies
the period and ideas we are covering.

I hope you’ll be able to view or review some of the
pictures we’ll analyze. All of them are worth seeing;
all are available on video. When you watch them at
home, remember that only in the last few decades
did filmmakers recognize that television would
be their largest market. Most of the movies we’ll

Persistence of vision

24 frames per second

Cut

Shot

Take

Set-up

Long shot

Extreme long shot

Medium shot

Two shot

Close-up

High angle

Low angle

Pan

Tilt

Dolly

Mise-en-scène

Terms to Remember

Lecture 1:
The Origins of Cinema and the Grammar of Film
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Suggested Viewing

Workers Leaving the Lumière Factory (Louis Lumière, 1895)

Arrival of Train at La Ciotat (Louis Lumière, 1896)

A Trip to the Moon (Georges Méliès, 1902)

The Great Train Robbery (Edwin S. Porter, 1903)

The Birth of a Nation (D.W. Griffith, 1915)
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discuss were designed to be seen on a big screen and in the company of an
audience. Video is a pallid substitute for the experience of the theatergoer.
Even high definition formats cannot capture the resolution and quality of film.
Sitting alone on a couch in front of a twenty-seven-, a forty-two-, or even a
sixty-inch screen may be more comfortable and cheaper than dragging your-
self and your loved ones to the movies, but it cannot compare to the experi-
ence of sitting in an audience before a twenty- to fifty-foot image.

Nevertheless, I don’t want to discourage you from watching films on video.
With the demise of the revival house in the 1980s and ’90s, most of us have
to resort to video if we’re going to enjoy the motion pictures of the past. But
when you do watch movies digitally and on the small screen, try to imagine
how the film might have played in the public theater.

Because movies are meant to be watched within a communal setting, I’ve
chosen a number of films that are themselves about the idea of community,
the relationships between individuals and the societies they inhabit. So as we
pursue our historical, chronological course and as we develop a language for
talking about film, we’ll also consider the ways in which the films under study
depict the benefits and dangers of living in the social world.

Realism and Artifice

One of the challenges in studying cinema as an art comes from the fact that
most movies, particularly popular narrative films, devote themselves to con-
vincing you that what you are looking at is not art at all, but lived experience.
More than dance or painting or literature or theater, film comes closest to rep-
resenting real people living in the real world. As theorist Christian Metz has
suggested, the representation of movement makes film seem more real to us
than any other art. Yet if the cinema is the most realistic of the arts, it is also
the most artificial. When we study how the illusion of reality is created, we
become aware that cinema is an elaborate mechanical process.

Even the movement we think we see on screen is artificial. The inventors of
the cinema discovered that when an image is flashed before our eyes, our
retinas retain the image for a fraction of a second after it disappears. This
accident of our cognitive biology is called the persistence of vision.
Photographers in the late nineteenth century found that if a succession of
frames passes before us, each with a progressive movement following the
one that preceded it, our brains will register the illusion of movement. In the
first generation of filmmaking, a number of different speeds were attempted,
but the standard of 24 frames per second was ultimately established as the
one that best approximated actual movement. (Video runs at the rate of 30
frames per second, which is just one more reason why video doesn’t precise-
ly approximate the cinematic experience.)

Films are made of sequences where the camera rolls continuously and then
cuts to another sequence. Many people call these sequences shots, but let’s
call them takes. “Take” is a more accurate term than “shot” because, proper-
ly, the shot refers to the relationship between the camera and its subject. A
long shot is generally photographed at a distance from the subject; if the
camera observes a person in long shot, we see the entirety of his or her
body, if not an even wider view. (If the camera surveys a football field or the
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landscape of, say, a desert or an ocean, we are looking at an extreme long
shot.) A medium shot generally photographs the subject from the waist up;
if two figures appear within the frame, we are looking at a two shot. Finally, if
just the face occupies the screen, we have a close-up. As theorist Jean Mitry
points out, the camera can move during any given take, beginning with a long
shot and tracking in for a medium shot and even a close-up. So by marking a
distinction between the versatile possibilities of the take and the more limited
ones of the shot, we can speak about film more precisely.

Proximity of the camera to the subject is not the only decision a filmmaker
must make in establishing a take. Where shall the camera be placed? The
set-up of the camera is crucial to establishing the meaning the take will pro-
mote. Moreover, shall the camera gaze head-on at its subject or be placed at
a high angle, looking down, or a low angle, looking upward? If the camera
moves, will it pan from side to side, tilt up and down, or be placed on a track
so it can dolly in, out, or side to side?”

Directors must decide these matters for each take. Within the mise-en-
scène, which refers to everything the camera records inside the frame, a
variety of choices create specific meaning. Each take can require hours of
preparation, even though when edited together, a series of takes may simu-
late continuous action. Thus, though the resultant product, if it is well made,
hides the nature of its construction from the viewer, it is hard to imagine a
more artificial process than film of capturing verisimilitude.

The Early Days of Cinema: Documentary and Dreams

From its origins in the mid 1890s until the late 1920s, the cinema is silent.
There is no recorded soundtrack; the images on screen were usually accom-
panied by live music, played by a single instrument or an orchestra, depend-
ing on the movie theater. The earliest pioneers of the modern process of film-
making were the Lumière brothers, Auguste and Louis. Together, they made
scores of short films, all done in a single take of less than one minute in
length. Arguably, the first important film in the history of the medium is their
Workers Leaving the Lumière Factory. Showing employees as they walk
through the gates of the factory at the end of the day, the mise-en-scène
invites us to focus on their dress and manner and inspires us to wonder
where they’re headed. Here are the origins of the documentary picture. The
Lumières depicted real people walking through real space in real time.

Standing in contrast to the Lumières is another pioneer, Georges Méliès,
master of the fantasy film and the trick shot. Méliès had no interest in captur-
ing mundane reality. Though, like the Lumières, he didn’t move the camera
and shot each scene in a single take, his was a world of pure imagination. In
his most famous picture, A Trip to the Moon, a group of scientists, taking a
page out of Jules Verne, launch themselves to the moon from the barrel of a
huge gun after being given a lusty farewell by a line of showgirls. When the
scientists land, they pierce the eye of the man on the moon, exit their vessel,
meet more showgirls, dream of the sprites and gods that live within the cos-
mos, and do battle with a race of fierce creatures who explode into piles of
dust when they whack them with their umbrellas.
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As Siegfried Kracauer noted, Méliès and the Lumières mark the polar possi-
bilities of the cinema. All films, it can be argued, negotiate between realism
and fantasy, spatial reality and dream, between what the camera merely
records and the ways it can manipulate the image to create illusion.

D.W. Griffith: American Pioneer

Although there are a number of important other figures in the early days of
the cinema, none loom as large as D.W. Griffith, the American filmmaker who
began making short pictures around 1908. After directing hundreds, many for
the company Biograph, he turned out a full-length feature that changed film
history forever. The Birth of a Nation was made in 1915 to commemorate the
fiftieth anniversary of the end of the Civil War. It tells the story of two families’
experiences before, during, and after the war and dramatizes a number of his-
torical events, including the assassination of Abraham Lincoln.

Though at first glance, the film might seem rather stilted, many of its scenes
remain gripping, particularly the depiction of the horrors of battle. It also
launched the career of actress Lillian Gish (who was to be Griffith’s muse in
his most important movies) as well as many others who would play a major
role in the development of the medium for decades to come.

But The Birth of a Nation is also the cinema’s most disturbing masterpiece.
It is unabashedly racist. The African-American characters, played by white
actors in cartoonish blackface, come across as animalistic buffoons. In the
climax, a woman is saved from the assault of an African-American rapist by
the heroic intervention of the Ku Klux Klan.

We cannot excuse Griffith with historical platitudes about an unenlightened
turn-of-the-century culture that didn’t know
any better. Even in its own day, The Birth
of a Nation caused a public outcry, which
included denouncement by the newly
formed NAACP. A number of films made in
the late teens attempted to overturn and
correct its prejudices.

Despicable as its attitudes are, The Birth
of a Nation and its director nevertheless
made huge contributions to the develop-
ment of the cinema. Griffith didn’t invent
the close-up or the moving shot, nor was
he the first to imagine narrative continuity
on an epic scale. But he showed sufficient
facility with such concepts to convince
everyone who came after him that they
were essential. Even as we stand back
from the revolting ideas The Birth of a
Nation projected, we cannot deny the profound influence of Griffith’s style.

In The Birth of a Nation, hooded Klans-
men catch Gus, a black man whom the
filmmaker described as “a renegade, a
product of the vicious doctrines spread by
the carpetbaggers.” Gus was portrayed in
blackface by white actor Walter Long.
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�For Greater Understanding

1. Why is film at once the most realistic and artificial of creative forms?

2. What are the differences in the techniques of the Lumières and of Méliès?
What are the similarities?

3. Why is The Birth of a Nation at once a repellent and historically important
monument in the history of film?

Extra Credit: Alongside The Birth of a Nation, watch one or more of the later
Griffith films recommended below. In what sense does Griffith’s art develop
as his career progresses?

Intolerance (D.W. Griffith, 1916)

Broken Blossoms (D.W. Griffith, 1919)

The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse (Rex Ingram, 1921)

Orphans of the Storm (D.W. Griffith, 1922)

The Big Parade (King Vidor, 1925)

Gish, Lillian. The Movies, Mr. Griffith, and Me. New York: Prentice Hall, 1969.

Kracauer, Siegfried. Theory of Film. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1997.

Mamet, David. On Directing Film. New York: Penguin, 1992.

Metz, Christian. Film Language: A Semiotics of the Cinema. Trans. Michael
Taylor. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990 (1974).

Mitry, Jean. The Aesthetics and Psychology of the Cinema. Trans.
Christopher King. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1999.

1. YouTube.com provides the Lumière brothers’ films Workers Leaving the
Lumière Factory (1895) and Arrival of a Train at La Ciotat (1896) and other
short clips from the Lumières —
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1dgLEDdFddk

2. YouTube.com also features Georges Méliès’ A Trip to the Moon —
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ygGkBffo66k&feature=related

Questions

Further Viewing

Books of Interest

Websites to Visit
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Beyond Griffith

By the 1920s, some of Griffith’s techniques had already become outdated.
Griffith’s style imitated painting and the realist novel, introducing character
through tableau rather than action. Griffith concentrated for long seconds on
minute actions that today seem too common or ordinary to merit our atten-
tion: staring off into space, placing hands in pockets, opening an umbrella. In
the 1920s, films become faster-paced and oriented more toward plot and ris-
ing action. The 1920s were a great age of experimentation, both in the bur-
geoning avant-garde and also in conventional narrative. In this lecture, we will
focus on two movements that built upon Griffith’s innovations. Weimar
Germany produced the expressionist movement, while in the newly formed
Soviet Union, the montage school was born and flourished.

German Expressionism

Many critics, following Kracauer, link the rise of expressionism in Germany
to the aftermath of World War I. In the 1920s, a defeated Germany suffered
intense economic hardship and the humiliation of bowing to foreign authority.
German Expressionist films are full of long shadows, high contrasts, and off-
kilter camera angles that exaggerate the megalomania of villains and the
haplessness of their victims. Horror and science fiction films trace their roots
to German Expressionism, with plots that concern mad scientists, criminal
masterminds, and supernatural demons plotting to dominate the world. The
first major film of the movement is Robert Weine’s The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari
(1919), whose title character is a deranged hypnotist. Acted mostly in front of
painted, two-dimensional sets, the film, which in the end turns out to be the
delusion of a lunatic in an asylum, is said to have no right angles.

Another important director from this period was
Fritz Lang, whose Spies (1928) and series of Dr.
Mabuse pictures (1921–33) set the standard for
the espionage film, influencing everything from
Hitchcock to James Bond. Lang also directed
Metropolis (1927), the magnificent forerunner of
all science fiction films.

F.W. Murnau is a key figure who is responsible for
Nosferatu (1922), the first major adaptation of the
Dracula story, and Faust (1926), a surreal epic
adapted from Goethe’s play. Unlike some of his
contemporaries, Murnau adopted the techniques of

Lecture 2:
Film Imagery and the Theory of Montage

Suggested Viewing

The Battleship Potemkin (Sergei Eisenstein, 1925)

German Expressionism

Moving camera

The 180 degree line

Montage

Representation

Image

The creating spectator

Psychological realism

The Odessa Steps

Terms to Remember



expressionism while at the same time taking delight in the natural world. In
1924, he consulted with cinematographer Karl Freund about a film that might
tell its story with a moving camera, mirroring the psyche of a protagonist so
completely that it could climb the sides of buildings to indicate his ambition,
swing away from him to show rising despair, and spin wildly to indicate
drunkenness. The Last Laugh contains, after the credits, only a single
explanatory title card: it tells its story entirely through images.

The 180 Degree Line

At around the same
time, filmmakers in the
Soviet Union founded the
montage school, pro-
fessing a theory of cine-
ma that emphasized the
meaning that could be
created through the cut
rather than revelation
within the mise-en-scène
(montage is French for
editing). One of the sig-
nificant limitations of the
take is that no matter
how extensively the cam-
era moves, it must place
the audience on one side
of a 180 degree line that
separates the audience
from the action. A single
take is therefore always
at risk of feeling more like
theater than cinema.
Only cutting can trans-
port the viewer to a point
inside the frame of the previous take, creating the illusion that the line has
been crossed and making the action feel as if it is happening in three dimen-
sions. Cutting to different angles within a given setting flings the audience
from a state of passive observance to one of full participation within a multi-
tude of perspectives.

One of the great spokesmen for breaking a dramatic scene into cuts was V.I.
Pudovkin, whose books Film Technique and Film Acting detailed the ways in
which directors could plan sequences for maximum impact.

Pudovkin was also a pioneering filmmaker. His Mother (1926), The End of
St. Petersburg (1927), and Storm Over Asia (1928) demonstrate the narrative
and thematic capacities of the montage school. But like his mentor Lev
Kuleshov, he also believed that montage could do more than merely
supply meaningful coverage in a dramatic scene.
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The audience’s viewpoint remains consistent when the camera
films the action from one side (or the other) of a 180 degree arc.

This schematic shows the axis between two characters and the
180 degree arc on which cameras may be positioned (green).
When cutting from the green arc to the red arc, the characters
switch places on the screen.
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Montage and the Image

The montagists argued that an individual take offered a straightforward
vision of the world, a representation of physical reality that had a simple,
surface meaning. They believed that a carefully crafted work of cinema could
splice such representations together so as to convey deeper ideas. They
maintained that the mind makes complex meaning by connecting simple con-
cepts. Film could reproduce the mental process by cutting from one represen-
tation to another in order to plant ideas, images in the audience’s head. As
Méliès might have contended, the filmmaker rather than photographed reality
itself creates meaning. Kuleshov and Pudovkin explained their theory of mon-
tage with examples that have become part of cinema lore.

In one, Pudovkin reported that Kuleshov intercut takes of the matinee idol
Ivan Mozhukhin with takes of a bowl of soup, a dead woman lying in a coffin,
and a child playing with a toy. Audiences marveled at the range of the actor,
who appeared hungry, mournful, and loving. But in fact, all three takes of the
actor’s face were the same! Kuleshov’s point was that the emotions audi-
ences felt were created not by the actor but by the montagist’s manipulation
of simple representations.

Pudovkin argued that if he took three takes, one of a man cringing, one of
another man pointing a gun at the camera, and a third of the first man stand-
ing boldly, he would create the image of courage. But if he reversed these
same shots, he would create an image of fear. In Storm Over Asia, there is a
scene where a character shows a magnificent pelt to a crowd of onlookers.
Pudovkin, shooting on location, had gathered a group of Mongolian peasants
to witness the show, but he couldn’t get them interested in the pelt. So he
hired a magician to perform for them and spliced takes of the peasants’ awe at
the magic show together with takes of his actor. Spectators were convinced
that the crowd was dazzled by the salesman. For Pudovkin, not just acting,
but the mise-en-scène itself, the world as it really is pales before the power of
the montagist to create meaning. Films hold power for an audience primarily
because of the skill with which individual takes are assembled.

Sergei Eisenstein

Pudovkin’s contemporary Sergei Eisenstein went even further. Eisenstein
argued that the true montagist should not just assemble takes into a com-
prehensive whole that advanced narrative or conveyed a single meaning.
Instead, the filmmaker should be aware that each take offers a multiplicity of
contrasts with the takes that precede and follow it. The continued contrast
(Eisenstein preferred the word “collision”) of lines, angles, figures, and
movements could create a multitude of meanings that utterly transcended
each merely prosaic representation. He also made a case for the creating
spectator, claiming that the audience, watching representation follow repre-
sentation, take follow take, would be active witnesses to the assemblage of
each and every image, their eyes and minds part of the aesthetic process in
which the filmmaker engages.

Thus the montagists claimed that the realism of film is not its ability to photo-
graph the world as it is, but psychological realism, its capacity to impress
ideas upon the viewer’s psyche. They asserted that because all the ways of
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the world are filtered through the minds of a perceiver, the true art of film is to
duplicate the processes by which we absorb information in order to under-
stand ideas.

Eisenstein and Pudovkin worked in the Soviet Union. Their films, which
serve the ideology of the state, are propagandistic. Nevertheless, their ideas
about the manipulation of audiences’ sentiments are rehearsed in almost any
film you’re likely to watch.

The most powerful example of Eisenstein’s theories can be found in The
Battleship Potemkin, arguably the most important of all film classics. There,
particularly in the famous Odessa Steps sequence, Eisenstein demon-
strates the power of the cinema to convey a multitude of extraordinarily
complex ideas. He depicts lines of imperial soldiers firing upon a large
group of people from the city of Odessa as they stand near a harbor cele-
brating revolutionaries who have mutinied aboard the Potemkin. As they
cheer and, when attacked, flee, Eisenstein introduces us to over a score
of diverse and deeply human figures. He traces their terrible fates as they
are hewn down by faceless agents of the Czar. Even though the sequence
depicts movement both up and down the stairs, Eisenstein’s use of montage
allows us to follow all the simultaneous actions with absolute clarity. The
multiplicity of horrors visited upon figures from all walks of life, peasants and
bourgeoisie, adults and children, makes the Odessa Steps sequence the
richest eight minutes in the history of motion pictures and one of the most
emotionally devastating.

Tsarist soldiers march down the “Odessa Steps” from the film The Battleship Potemkin (1925).
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1. What did German Expressionism introduce to the cinema?

2. What innovations are attributed to F.W. Murnau?

3. What is montage?

4. How does Eisenstein’s theory of montage differ from Pudovkin’s?

5. How does the Odessa Steps sequence in The Battleship Potemkin exem-
plify Eisenstein’s theories?

Extra Credit: Compare Eisensteinian montage in The Battleship Potemkin to
Pudovkin’s in Storm Over Asia. Is Eisenstein right to argue that his style is
distinct from Pudovkin’s? Why or why not?

The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (Robert Weine, 1919)

The Last Laugh (F.W. Murnau, 1924)

Metropolis (Fritz Lang, 1927)

October, or Ten Days That Shook the World (Eisenstein, 1928)

Storm Over Asia (V. Pudovkin, 1928)

Alexander Nevsky (Eisenstein, 1938)

Bordwell, David. The Cinema of Eisenstein. New York: Routledge, 2005.

Brownlow, Kevin. The Parade’s Gone By. Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1976.

Eisenstein, Sergei. The Film Sense. New York: Harvest Books, 1969.

———. Film Form. New York: Harvest Books, 1969.

Eisner, Lotte H. The Haunted Screen. Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1974.

Kracauer, Siegfried. From Caligari to Hitler: A Psychological History of the
German Film. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004.
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From Silence to Sound

Because older film stocks, unless restored and transferred to newer ele-
ments, easily decay, most of the pictures made during the silent era have
been lost. But those that remain testify to a rapidly maturing art. Indeed, the
art of the “silent” peaked at the very end of the period, in the years 1927–28,
which proved to be the last hurrah of a unique generation. The advent of
sound brought a series of new challenges.

Initially, sound was introduced to features not to enable actors to talk,
but so that audiences could hear an orchestral score. In 1926, First National
Pictures, soon to be purchased by Warner Bros., introduced the Vitaphone
process, releasing the big budget silent Don Juan with a prerecorded
musical soundtrack.

But the following year, the same studio’s The Jazz Singer changed every-
thing. A silent film that contained a few “talkie” sequences, The Jazz Singer
was a vehicle for star Al Jolson, whose dynamic persona and oft-imitated
singing style riveted audiences. The movie was so popular that the whole
industry hastened to make its medium speak. The one holdout was Charlie
Chaplin, who could not be convinced to give the character of his “little tramp”
a voice until 1940. But for everyone else, silent film was dead in Hollywood
by 1929, just two years after The Jazz Singer’s release. Europe and Asia fol-
lowed suit soon afterwards.

The changeover destroyed many careers and built a multitude of others.
Overnight, sound made the histrionic eye and hand movements of pan-
tomime performers appear laughably outdated. Stars with thick accents and
weak voices faltered before a microphone. At the same time, performers
from the theater and vaudeville could find a niche in an industry desperate to
employ new talent. The trials of this transition are the subject of the wonder-
ful musical Singin’ in the Rain (1952).

Many important directors also reached a dead
end as the 1920s came to a close. Griffith and
Eisenstein lived to see 1948, but the former made
just a few sound pictures, painfully turgid affairs
that finished his career. Eisenstein and Pudovkin
initially argued that sound should not be synchro-
nous with the action but function independently as
one more element of montage. But Pudovkin’s
experiments in the 1930s did not catch on, and
though Eisenstein abandoned the idea, he fared

Lecture 3:
Storytelling in the 1930s: Stagecoach
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poorly under Stalin and was allowed to complete just three features after
1930: the medieval epic Alexander Nevsky and the first two parts of a
planned trilogy about Ivan the Terrible.

Most early sound films were stodgy affairs, more primitive than the moldiest
silent. Sound cameras were bulky and unwieldy. Filmmakers experimented,
often awkwardly, with ways to make dialogue fully audible. However, there
are some breathtaking exceptions. King Vidor’s Hallelujah and Rouben
Mamoulian’s Applause, both from 1929, are innovative musicals that show
the new technique to astonishing advantage. In 1930, Lewis Milestone came
out with All Quiet on the Western Front and Josef von Sternberg, working in
Germany, made The Blue Angel. The unpolished audio of these magnificently
orchestrated tragedies gives them a rawness that makes them especially
wrenching. The antiwar message of All Quiet on the Western Front rivals that
of The Birth of a Nation and Vidor’s silent epic The Big Parade.

The Studio System in the 1930s

By 1932, the transition to sound
was sufficiently complete that the
international cinema entered a new
Renaissance. In the United States,
the films of the early 1930s were
characterized by lightning pace
and an amazing economy of style.
Movies made at major Hollywood
studios, on the rise in the previous
decade, dominated the market.
Because studio moguls signed
actors, directors, and technicians
to contracts, they employed them
like factory workers, assigning
them to a new project as soon as
one was completed. Lead actors
might thus appear in four or five
pictures a year, character actors
in a dozen or more.

The studios became known for
turning out certain types of prod-
uct. Metro-Goldwyn-Meyer, or MGM, was the home of gloss and glamour; its
array of famous actors, which included Clark Gable and Judy Garland, Greta
Garbo and Joan Crawford, inspired the publicity slogan “More stars than
there are in heaven.” Paramount was gauzier and more exotic in vehicles for
Marlene Dietrich and Gary Cooper but more anarchic when it came to Mae
West and the Marx Brothers (whose movies became comparatively tamer
after they moved to MGM in the mid 1930s). Twentieth-Century Fox was
noted for many different kinds of productions, including elaborate special
effects extravaganzas and many of the best films by John Ford. Smaller stu-
dios also had their areas of specialization. RKO put forth a series of musi-
cals with Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers. Universal specialized in horror
films like Dracula, Frankenstein, and The Invisible Man. Columbia employed

©
C
lip
ar
t.c
om

The set of a 1930s movie production in Hollywood.



L
E
C
T
U
R
E
T
H
R
E
E

18

Frank Capra, whose run of masterpieces throughout the 1930s is, in quantity
and quality, matched only by Ford. (A very partial list of Capra favorites
includes The Bitter Tea of General Yen, It Happened One Night, Mr. Deeds
Goes to Town, and Mr. Smith Goes to Washington.)

My favorite studio in this period is Warner Bros., whose world was inhabited
by James Cagney, Edward G. Robinson, Humphrey Bogart, Bette Davis, Joan
Blondell, Loretta Young, and the quirkiest, fastest-talking company of charac-
ter actors Hollywood has ever known. Warner Bros.’s stars had charisma to
burn, but looked like people you might actually meet in real life. More often
than not, they played figures from the working class, who, like the bulk of their
audience, struggled through the trials of the Great Depression. A picture in the
hands of a top director like Michael Curtiz, Mervyn LeRoy, or William Wellman
could squeeze a novel’s worth of plot and character into 90 minutes or less.
The studio is best known for gangster films, the early Busby Berkeley musi-
cals, and, as it grew in prestige, a series of biographical pictures about figures
like Louis Pasteur and Emile Zola, agents of social change.

The Hollywood Production Code

The early sound period is notable for its striking sexuality and perverse vio-
lence, which produced outlandish works like Howard Hawks’s Scarface and
Wellman’s Safe in Hell (both 1931), Tod Browning’s Freaks and Leroy’s
Three on a Match (both 1932). These still boggle the mind when seen today.
But in 1934, under pressure from special interest groups and the looming
threat of government censorship, the studios voluntarily agreed to create and
submit scripts to a Production Code Administration for approval. The adminis-
tration’s dictates were sufficiently puritanical that Hollywood was forced to
develop a number of absurd conventions. For example, couples, even if mar-
ried, could not be shown sleeping in the same bed. No bathroom could have
a toilet. Criminals invariably faced a punishment that fit their crimes. But
despite all this, the Production Code was a boon to cinematic creativity. The
limitations and restrictions it imposed forced filmmakers to suggest what they
could not show, proving Eisenstein’s dictum that the art of film lies not in what
the eye sees (or the ear hears) but in what the mind perceives.

Stagecoach

John Ford’s Stagecoach is an exemplary 1930s film. It wasn’t shot at a
major studio and it featured actors who were not big stars at the time, though
it brought its two leads, John Wayne and Claire Trevor, to the cusp of fame.
Nevertheless, its pacing, character development, and social vision crystalize
the finest aspects of its era. Stagecoach, a Western, tells the story of a group
traveling from a small town in Arizona to Lordsburg, New Mexico. All are
strangers when they board, but we learn about them as they get to know
each other. The diverse bunch, separated by social barriers, ultimately,
though with significant exceptions, become more unified and mutually sympa-
thetic as their dangerous journey progresses. The film climaxes with a thrilling
chase, staged by stunt director Yakima Canutt, in which the band prove their
mettle through bravery and death.

Ford, who got his start in the silent era, had been making films for over two
decades when he directed Stagecoach. (His earlier masterworks include The
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Iron Horse, Pilgrimage, The Prisoner of Shark Island, and The Informer, for
which he won the first of four Academy Awards.) Though he would continue
to be productive through the mid-1960s, his storytelling technique in this film
reveals a mature style. Ford was already showing an astonishing ability to
create painterly tableaux. The dissolve is a technique where one take fades
into another, usually marking the end of one scene and the beginning of the
next. No one created more beautiful dissolves than John Ford.

He also made sophisticated use of the cut, as is evident in the action
scenes and in conversations where he utilizes the technique of separation.
Showing two people together in a long or a two shot, the filmmaker then cuts
to alternating medium shots of the individual characters. We in the audience
know that they’re together in the space, but the filmmaker, by keeping them
separated in the editing, builds tension as the scene progresses. The 180
degree line breaks down and opposing perspectives are emphasized.

Ford’s films are more deliberately paced than most by his 1930s contempo-
raries. True to his roots in the silents, he superbly conveys emotions within
the editing and the mise-en-scène rather than through dialogue. For example,
in Stagecoach, our only clues to why the banker Gatewood turns thief come
through wordless close-ups. The camaraderie of Buck, the marshal, and
Curly, the driver, is revealed in the two shots where they sit at the front of the
stage and chat as Curly beats his horses, calling them by name. Without the
exchange of much significant dialogue, the pregnant Mrs. Mallory submits
herself to the protection of the rakish Hatfield and love blooms between
Ringo (Wayne) and Dallas (Trevor).

Top left, Andy Devine; bottom left, John Carradine; to the right of Carradine, Louise Platt. Exiting
the stagecoach is Claire Trevor; holding the door is John Wayne.
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Books of Interest

�
1. What impact did the advent of sound have upon Hollywood actors
and directors?

2. How did films change after the implementation of the Hollywood
Production Code?

3. How did Stagecoach crystalize the finest aspects of its era?

Extra Credit: View some other John Ford masterpieces, like The Informer and
The Prisoner of Shark Island, alongside It Happened One Night, Mr. Deeds
Goes to Town, Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, and/or some of Frank Capra’s
other best pictures from the 1930s. What ideas and techniques do Ford and
Capra share? In what sense are they different from one another?

The Iron Horse (John Ford, 1924)
The Big Parade (King Vidor, 1925)
The Jazz Singer (Alan Crosland, 1927)
Hallelujah (King Vidor, 1929)
Applause (Rouben Mamoulian, 1929)
All Quiet on the Western Front (Lewis Milestone, 1930)
The Blue Angel (Josef von Sternberg, 1930)
Scarface (Howard Hawks, 1931)
Safe in Hell (William Wellman, 1931)
Freaks (Tod Browning, 1932)
Three on a Match (Mervyn LeRoy, 1932)
Pilgrimage (John Ford, 1933)
The Bitter Tea of General Yen (Frank Capra, 1934)
It Happened One Night (Frank Capra, 1934)
The Informer (John Ford, 1935)
The Prisoner of Shark Island (John Ford, 1936)
Alexander Nevsky (Sergei Eisenstein, 1938)
Mr. Deeds Goes to Town (Frank Capra, 1936)
Mr. Smith Goes to Washington (Frank Capra, 1939)
Ivan the Terrible, Parts I and II (Sergei Eisenstein, 1945–46)
My Darling Clementine (John Ford, 1946)
Singin’ in the Rain (Stanley Donen, Gene Kelly, 1952)
The Searchers (John Ford, 1956)

Bogdanovich, Peter. John Ford. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978.

Crafton, Donald. The Talkies: American Cinema’s Transition to Sound,
1926–1931. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999.

Harvey, James. Romantic Comedy in Hollywood from Lubitsch to Sturges.
New York: Da Capo Press, 1998.

Questions

For Greater Understanding

Further Viewing

L
E
C
T
U
R
E
T
H
R
E
E

20



21

Breaking Rules, Inventing Rules

When Orson Welles was asked how he prepared to direct Citizen Kane, he
admitted to studying the “classical” directors, whom he ticked off by name:
“John Ford, John Ford, and John Ford.” Stagecoach, Welles declared, was
his film school; he claimed to have seen it forty times before making Kane.
It therefore shouldn’t have disappointed him too much when the Academy
Award for Best Picture of 1941 went not to Kane but to a Ford masterpiece,
How Green Was My Valley.

Although Welles was already known for his theatrical collaborations with pro-
ducer John Houseman, Citizen Kane took the movies by storm, changing the
art as profoundly as The Birth of a Nation or The Battleship Potemkin. The pic-
ture that tops many critics’ lists as the best of all time is Welles’s first feature.
Its style is as distinct as it is inimitable; the only films that really successfully
mimic Citizen Kane’s magnificent technique are others made by Welles himself.

Ford’s influence on Welles may be hard to spot in Stagecoach, though it’s
more evident in Ford’s literary adaptations from 1940, The Grapes of Wrath,
from the novel by John Steinbeck, and The Long Voyage Home, adapted from
short plays by Eugene O’Neill. Both were photographed by Gregg Toland, who
also shot Citizen Kane, and both make use of high contrast lighting, which
sets pitch blacks against intense whites. Toland also perfected deep focus
photography. Great depth of field is often produced with a wide angle lens,
which also tends to distort space, but Toland found ways to avoid the hall of
mirrors effect and lend stunning clarity to foreground, midground, and back-
ground. (Soft focus is achieved with long or telephoto lenses.)

Citizen Kane employs and extends the range of film techniques. The picture
is in part an investigation of great wealth. It begins with the camera cutting

Lecture 4:
Citizen Kane: An American Masterpiece

Suggested Viewing

Citizen Kane (Orson Welles, 1941)

High contrast lighting
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through the grounds of Xanadu, the huge Florida estate built by tycoon Charles
Foster Kane. Welles’s and Toland’s use of deep focus expose the vast spaces
of Xanadu as well as the office rooms, auditoriums, beaches, and great houses
where much of the film is set. Bizarre angles and intense manipulation of light
and shadow, borrowed from German Expressionism, express Kane’s volatile
emotional life. Trained in the theater, Welles broke with cinematic tradition in
using overlapping dialogue, where characters talk without waiting for others to
finish speaking. Howard Hawks’s His Girl Friday had already perfected this
technique in film comedy; Welles’s use of it in his drama made the discourse
lively even as it mimicked actual conversation.

American

One of the working titles for Citizen Kane was American, and Welles, like
Ford in Stagecoach, offered his vision of the ideals and failures of a country
in the process of growing into a powerful nation. But rather than study a
group of figures who collectively made up the diverse American character,
Welles chose to tell a story about the efforts of a newspaper reporter to learn
about just one man. Kane dies in the first scene of the film, the word
“Rosebud” on his lips. Thompson, a journalist assigned to discover what
“Rosebud” meant, interviews figures who knew Kane throughout his long life.
Kane’s second wife, Susan Alexander, his best friend, Jedediah Leland, his
business partner, Mr. Bernstein, and Raymond, a steward at Xanadu, tell
Thompson stories about their relationship to Kane and why they fell out with
him. Thus, although we begin at the end of Kane’s existence, much of the
film takes place in flashback, where we move through the life of the protago-
nist more or less chronologically. The film’s first interpolation is provided by
Walter Parks Thatcher, Kane’s guardian before he came of age. Since
Thatcher had died many years earlier, Thompson reads passages in his diary
to learn details about Kane’s youth.

Yet Kane himself is never given a voice, never permitted to confess his own
thoughts. The portrait the narrators paint is that of a man who, as Leland
notes, craved the undying love of others but was incapable of loving anyone
but himself . . . and perhaps his mother. Thompson never learns the meaning
of “Rosebud.” Only at the end of the film does the camera reveal to us that
Rosebud was the name of the sled Charles owned during his impoverished
childhood in Colorado. We are thus referred, as at the close of a Flaubert
novel, to a time unnarrated by the film. Charles’s happy life with his mother
and father before the coming of Thatcher seems to contain a meaning we
cannot access, a period of happiness the film touches but does not dwell
upon. Anyone who could have told Thompson more about it is dead. We are
led to believe that Kane never recovered from the trauma of being pulled
from his boyhood home to a life of cold success.

But this revelation, already evident in other parts of the film if you look closely
enough, does not really provide us with the key to Kane’s psyche. “Rosebud”
is just a device the film uses to recount the life of a lonely man. (In interviews,
Welles attributed the invention of “Rosebud” to co-scenarist Herman Mankie-
wicz. Some critics see this as a sign that the director generously gave credit
where it was due. To me, it indicates that he was rejecting the notion that the
key to his work lay in a simple conceit.) Through the eyes of the witnesses, we
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pick up disparate pieces of what appears to the outside world as a success
story, a version of which we get in a newsreel that opens the film. The more
intimate vision of the witnesses reveals that Kane was destroyed by the power
he wielded, power he meant to use for the benefit of the common people but
which was undermined by the banal, all-too-common failings of the wealthy
and the celebrated: narcissism, laziness, the eye of the philanderer.

Like Ford in Stagecoach, Welles trains a withering eye upon the powerful,
but his Kane is neither a simple and desperate hypocrite like Gatewood nor
a stuffy aristocrat like Mrs. Mallory. Another contribution of Welles’s that will
be picked up by directors as different as Hitchcock, Godard, Coppola, and
Scorsese is the placing of an alternately admirable and repellent protagonist
at the center of the narrative.

Form and Content

It is in the revelation of
character that we see the
amazing union of this film’s
form and content. Welles
often shows the failure of
Kane’s ambition by cutting
ruthlessly through time.
This technique is famously
evident in the film’s break-
fast montage, a three-
minute sequence that offers
snippets of conversation
between Kane and his first
wife Emily. We begin with
the two on the morning
after their wedding, besot-
ted with one another. But
from there we move rapidly
to breakfasts of later years,
where their talk becomes
increasingly sharp and
belittling. In the last of the
breakfast scenes, they sit
silently reading the newspaper. Kane peruses the Inquirer, the journal he pub-
lishes, while Emily pours over the Chronicle, a rival paper. The deep focus take
shows them to be as close in physical proximity as they were on their wedding
day, but as the camera dollies away from them, we see that emotionally, they
are worlds apart. In just three minutes of screen time, Welles makes us feel the
painful deterioration of a marriage over a period of many years.

Citizen Kane is full of such cuts through time, many with an equally ironic
effect. Have a look at the scene where Thatcher, in the first year Kane
controlled the Inquirer, furiously reads a series of antitrust articles, or the
sequences where Susan grows from Kane’s acquaintance into a kept
woman, or the montage that follows Susan’s failure as an opera singer,
culminating in her attempt at suicide.
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Welles’s mise-en-scène is equally brilliant. His use of deep focus allowed
him to roll the camera for minutes at a time. Early in the film we learn that
Kane’s wealth came from a valuable coal mine his mother inherited from a
truant tenant who thought it worthless. The lengthy scene—the only one in
the film to depict Charles’s rural childhood—in which the mother surprises her
son with the news that he’s to travel to New York with Thatcher is shot in just
three takes. But as the characters move through the space, we feel the full
proportions of the family’s Colorado house, young Charles’s glory in his sled
and the snow, the rifts in his parents’ marriage, and the contrast of this
Midwestern country family with the stiff, city-bred, black-clad Thatcher.

I’ve mentioned just a few elements of a film that grows richer with each
viewing. See what you can discover when you watch it for yourself. But
note that if you get sufficiently swept up in the action that you forget to
notice camera tricks, you’re experiencing the best part of Welles’s genius.
His impressive technical catalogue almost always serves the narrative, devel-
oping the story behind Thompson’s investigation. Like Isaac Newton, who is
reputed to have invented calculus in order to solve certain mathematical
problems, Welles extends the possibilities of the cinema to tell a multilayered
tale in just two hours’ time.

The premiere of Citizen
Kane at Times Square in
New York, 1941.

©
C
lip
ar
t.c
om



�
1. What cinematic techniques did Citizen Kane introduce and/or extend?

2. How do these techniques advance the story of Citizen Kane’s narrative?

3. What makes Citizen Kane a particularly American story?

Extra Credit: View His Girl Friday and The Long Voyage Home. Does the
overlapping dialogue of the former and the deep focus photography of the lat-
ter detract from your sense of Citizen Kane’s innovations? Why or why not?

The Grapes of Wrath (John Ford, 1940)

The Long Voyage Home (John Ford, 1940)

His Girl Friday (Howard Hawks, 1940)

How Green Was My Valley (John Ford, 1941)

The Little Foxes (William Wyler, 1941)
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Lecture 5:
World War II and the Cinema of Community:

Casablanca, Now, Voyager, and It’s a Wonderful Life

Suggested Viewing

Casablanca (Michael Curtiz, 1943)

Now, Voyager (Irving Rapper, 1942)

It’s a Wonderful Life (Frank Capra, 1946)
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Welles After Kane

Even though popular Hollywood films began almost immediately to adopt
Welles’s formal techniques and dramatic seriousness, the director remained at
odds with RKO, the studio that produced Kane. His next project, an adaptation
of Booth Tarkington’s novel The Magnificent Ambersons, was even more
ambitious and promised to be more mature. But the film was taken out of his
hands after shooting was completed, its running time slashed, new scenes
shot. The picture Welles intended to make is lost. But the truncated version,
with its absurd happy ending, is still worth seeing, particularly for the first half
hour, which remains pretty much as Welles intended it. Welles next went to
Brazil and began making three films about South American culture. But he
was defunded before he could complete his work and the surviving footage
was not made available to the public until 1993, under the title It’s All True.

Yet despite his rocky relationship with the industry, which forced him to
shoot subsequent pictures on shoestring budgets, often in Europe, Welles did
make major works after Kane. The Lady from Shanghai, a complex thriller
with a brilliant climax in a hall of mirrors, also shows signs of studio fiddling,
but remains memorable. Touch of Evil, which some regard more highly than
Kane, is considered to be the last word in film noir. Welles’s version of
Franz Kafka’s The Trial is bizarre but rewarding, as are his adaptations of
Shakespeare: Chimes at Midnight (a truncation of Henry IV, Parts I and II),
Macbeth, and especially Othello, a moody adaptation of the tragedy that may
be the best screen version of a Shakespeare play. Amazingly, it was filmed
over a four-year period, with cast and crew taking long breaks while Welles
found acting jobs to raise money. Welles tried to shoot many films in this
manner, which resulted in a number of abandoned projects. Sequences from
his Don Quixote, for example, which he reputably worked on for two decades,
have never been edited for commercial release.

The Movies Go to War

Meanwhile, back in 1942, the United States had entered World War II and
Hollywood became consumed by the conflict. Some of the studios’ flag-waving
products contain crass plots and despicable ethnic stereotyping of Germans
and the Japanese. Not all propaganda is as good as Potemkin. But the quality
of movies by the top directors of this period remained as high as it was in the
1930s. Taking cues from Ford and Welles as well as William Wyler, who col-
laborated frequently with Toland, the brisk economy of the previous decade
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gave way to a more meditative cinema whose generally slower pace dwelled
less on racing plot and more on character development and scenic detail.
Comedy, particularly in the hands of someone like Preston Sturges, could still
be frenetic, but drama and romance grew more somber and serious.

In many respects, the shadow of war led to a deeper cinema. As early as
1940, Mervyn LeRoy (who had moved to MGM) could make the exquisite
Waterloo Bridge, a moving love story set during World War I, though it
opened and closed during the London blitz. The protagonist mused about the
bygone days of the last war even as Britain—and sympathetic Americans—
prepared for the next.

Casablanca and Now, Voyager

Casablanca and Now, Voyager, a pair of films from Warner Bros. released
in the winter of 1942–43, exemplify the best of the wartime spirit. The title of
Casablanca refers to the port city in Morocco where many refugees fleeing the
Nazis found themselves stranded, waiting for visas that would ticket them to
freedom. Because bitter nightclub owner Rick Blaine (Humphrey Bogart)
remains neutral, the local authorities, personified by the corrupt Captain
Renault (Claude Rains), allow him to run his business unhindered. But when
the beautiful Ilsa Lund (Ingrid Bergman) arrives in Casablanca with her hus-
band, resistance fighter Victor Laszlo (Paul Henried), we learn that Rick and
Ilsa were lovers in France before it fell to the Nazis and that it was Ilsa’s aban-
donment that led Rick to shed his idealism. Still, Ilsa, despite the deceptive
vulnerability Bergman brings to the role, never stopped fighting for the cause.
We learn that she was married to Laszlo even when Rick knew her in France,
but thought him dead. When he unexpectedly returned just as the Nazis were
marching through Paris, she had to abandon Rick without even saying good-
bye. Ilsa realized that Victor needed her to continue his work, though Rick,
who lashes out at Ilsa when she comes to see him after hours, takes a lot
longer to come round to a selfless way of thinking. Despite the condescension
in Rick’s famous farewell speech at the end of the film, he has just come to
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showing (left to right) Paul
Henreid, Ingrid Bergman,
Claude Rains, and
Humphrey Bogart.
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realize what Ilsa has known all along: remaining faithful to the values that will
ensure the defeat of the Nazis is more important than fulfilling a romantic fan-
tasy. And so Rick gives up a woman for the sake of the world, sending her
and Laszlo to freedom, where they can continue to battle the Axis. His sacri-
fice is infectious. Renault, who up until now has obsequiously compromised
with the Nazis who empower him, is so impressed with Rick’s actions that he
joins him in resistance. Their “beautiful friendship,” which commences as the
film ends, substitutes for the romance of the conventional happy ending. In
these dire times, the resolve to struggle and sacrifice takes precedence over
the sexual bliss that might conclude a peacetime drama.

Now, Voyager, by contrast, makes no reference to the war. Though its set-
ting seems contemporary, we take it for granted that the film takes place
before 1939. Nevertheless, its notions of passion and self-denial are in tune
with the wartime sentiments of Casablanca. Charlotte Vale (Bette Davis),
recovering from mental illness, embarks upon an ocean cruise. Like Rick
Blaine, she meets and falls in love with someone with whom she is perfectly
matched, though they can be together only for a brief period. Jerry Durrance
(played by Paul Henried, Victor Laszlo of Casablanca) loves Charlotte, but
he, like Ilsa, is bound by marriage, in his case to a troubled neurotic he is too
noble to leave. Although Jerry indicates a willingness to continue the affair
even after they return from their cruise, Charlotte refuses to participate in the
destruction of his home. Rejecting the romantic attentions of a suitor who is
wealthier and handsomer than Jerry, she frees herself from her psychic
demons by caring for Jerry’s daughter June (Bonita Granville), whom she
meets as a patient at the very clinic where she first recovered. (Charlotte’s
and June’s psychiatrist, Dr. Jaquith, is played by Claude Rains, who delivers
another deeply witty performance.) At the end of the film, when Jerry asks
Charlotte if her noble resolve has made her happy, she tells him not to ask
for the moon when “we have the stars.” Now, Voyager thus carries the poli-
tics of Casablanca to the domestic scene. In both films, our characters enter
a long age of strife made valuable because their struggle is for the sake of a
glorious past that we hope may return. In an age of rationing and the draft,
where our boys were falling by the thousands, both films romanticize the
choice of public good over private desire.

After the War

But four years later, after the triumphs of the Allies, Hollywood began pro-
ducing films that questioned the value of self-immolating struggle. Wyler’s
The Best Years of Our Lives, photographed by Toland, was a three-hour,
Academy Award-winning epic that traced the efforts of three soldiers return-
ing from the war and reintegrating to civilian existence. All had emotional
scars and one had lost his hands in battle. Frank Capra’s It’s a Wonderful
Life, which did not fare well in its initial release but has now achieved the
status of a Christmas classic, can be seen, like Now, Voyager in relation
to Casablanca, as a domestic reflection of the Wyler film’s more overtly
politicized concerns. George Bailey (James Stewart), the film’s protagonist,
nursed an ambition since childhood to become a famous architect who trav-
eled all over the world. But duties at home, the love of the girl living down
the block, and a moral debt to his father keep him in Bedford Falls all his life,
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running the family business. It never occurs to George that his building and
loan company, which lends money to the townspeople as an alternative to
the crushing demands of dominant industrialist Mr. Potter (Lionel Barrymore),
rescues most of the working class from financial ruin. Not until a series of
crises that lead George to contemplate suicide do the heavens themselves
intervene to show him the error of his thoughts. An angel named Clarence
(Henry Travers) reveals to George that Bedford Falls would have been a
slum without him. When George begs the heavens for life, his wish is grant-
ed. He returns home to find his old customers chipping in with nickels, dimes,
and dollars to help him keep his business.

Like Citizen Kane, It’s a Wonderful Life tells the life story of its protagonist by
adopting a number of different styles. George’s early years are shot simply, as
if by a primitive filmmaker. The nightmare world Clarence plunges George into
features strange angles, high contrast lighting, and deep focus that recall the
more sinister scenes in Kane as well as their expressionist roots. Though
Capra is essentially a comic artist, It’s a Wonderful Life carries a bitterness it
never entirely abandons, one for which even its ecstatically happy ending can-
not compensate. George is clearly grateful at the end when the community
pitches in on his behalf, but he never asks forgiveness for the harsh words he
spoke to his wife and children. No domestic bliss can substitute for the insa-
tiable ambition and regret that still gnaw at him. George’s nightmare world
reveals that with a little more pressure, almost everyone he knows would
descend into petti-
ness and cruelty.
The dark spaces
of this film that are
never reconciled
with the light hint
at themes and
styles just around
the corner.

In this scene from It’s
a Wonderful Life,
George Bailey (James
Stewart), a banker who
attempted suicide on
Christmas Eve, talks to
his guardian angel,
Clarence Odbody
(Henry Travers), who
was sent to help him in
his hour of need.
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�For Greater Understanding

1. How do Hollywood movies change after the United States enters World
War II?

2. How do Casablanca and Now, Voyager reflect the eras in which they
were made?

3. Why might the ending of It’s a Wonderful Life seem more ambiguous than
the endings of Casablanca or Now, Voyager?

Extra Credit: Compare Welles’s Citizen Kane and The Magnificent
Ambersons. Or, if you prefer to look at Capra, compare Meet John Doe and
It’s a Wonderful Life. In what sense does the director’s earlier film set the
stage for themes that will be pursued in the later one? Which film by each
director do you prefer, the earlier or the later?

The Magnificent Ambersons (Orson Welles, 1942)

The Lady from Shanghai (Orson Welles, 1948)

It Happened One Night (Frank Capra, 1934)

Meet John Doe (Frank Capra, 1941)

Waterloo Bridge (Mervyn LeRoy, 1940)

Now, Voyager (Irving Rapper, 1942)

The Best Years of Our Lives (William Wyler, 1946)

The Lady from Shanghai (Orson Welles, 1947)

Macbeth (Orson Welles, 1948)

Othello (Orson Welles, 1952)

Touch of Evil (Orson Welles, 1958)

It’s All True (Wilson, Meisel, Krohn, 1993)

Basinger, Jeanine. The Star Machine. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2007.

Capra, Frank. The Name Above the Title. New York: Da Capo Press, 1997.

Harmatz, Aljean. The Making of Casablanca: Bogart, Bergman, and World
War II. New York: Hyperion, 2002.

McBride, Joseph. Frank Capra: The Catastrophe of Success. Rev. ed. New
York: St. Martin’s Griffin, 2000.
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The “Dark Cinema” of the Postwar Era

As might be expected, many films released in the United States after World
War II reflected the optimism of a victorious nation. On the big screen as well
as in the new medium of television, comedies projected a buoyant and distinct-
ly American sense of fun, while dramas and detective stories celebrated nation-
al values through the triumph of law and order. Movies became more lavish
and colorful, as if to proclaim that Americans could now afford to appreciate
their excesses. In some genres, characters seemed to worry more and more
about less and less. The socially conscious musical, a 1930s trademark of
Warner Bros. and other studios, was replaced by a raft of singing entertain-
ments that showcased middle class and wealthy characters with comparatively
trivial anxieties.

But at the same time, a new spirit of ambiguity was sweeping through
Hollywood. As it drove to earn the name of “tinseltown,” it also stared into a
dark mirror. Filmmakers, many of whom were trained in Weimar Germany and
had fled from the Nazis, brought their native style to a series of Westerns, psy-
chological thrillers, and especially crime films, creating a type of picture that
became known as film noir (literally “black film,” though more accurately
translated as “dark cinema”). The complexity and bleakness of such movies
was evident in their titles, many of which were lifted from pulp novels: Double
Indemnity, Out of the Past, In a Lonely Place, Night and the City.

The late 1940s and early 1950s is the only period in American film history
where audiences were hungry for stories about desperation and paranoia,
many of which ended unhappily. The unstable world of noir put authority into
question. Politicians, soldiers, and policemen were often corrupt; beautiful
women seduced men out of greed rather than love, luring them to their
deaths; morally suspicious loners and even criminals took center stage,
demanding our sympathy even as they sinned. Film historians struck by the
strange popularity of noir cinema offer sociological
explanations. They suggest that the Red Scare and
the beginning of the Cold War led to fears that even
one’s neighbor couldn’t be trusted. They recall that
soldiers who came home from Europe and Asia
physically and psychologically crippled told of mili-
tary atrocities, casting American rectitude into
doubt. They note that the United States had entered
the atomic age, where a city, without warning, could

Lecture 6:
Noir and Neorealism:

Bicycle Thieves and On the Waterfront

Suggested Viewing

The Naked City (Jules Dassin, 1948)

Bicycle Thieves (Vittorio De Sica, 1948)

On the Waterfront (Elia Kazan, 1954)

Film Noir

On location shooting

Neorealism

Nonprofessional actors

Real space and real time

Terms to Remember
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be obliterated in an instant. Seeking an outlet for their anxieties, American
audiences gravitated equally toward movies that repressed and movies that
expressed them.

The Space of the City

Many noir films were shot on location rather than in the studio. Hollywood
moguls preferred that most sets be built on the lot. Filming at home saved
money and allowed multitasking producers to keep an eye on all of their pic-
tures. But in the late 1940s, audiences began to yearn for movies pho-
tographed in authentic spaces. Drawing upon the innovations of Toland and
others, cinematographers built faster, lighter cameras that could perch above
skylines and peer around corners. Noir, which is an essentially urban genre,
benefitted hugely from on location shooting. Observe, for example, the strik-
ing use of New York City locations in Jules Dassin’s The Naked City or
Anthony Mann’s Side Street.

In its new obsession with true physical space, U.S. films were taking
their cue from Italy, which, after the war, experienced its own
cinematic Renaissance.

Neorealism

Seen today, neorealist films seem more polished than they did in their own
time. Beautifully composed mise-en-scène accompanied by lilting music and
showcasing sensitive performances and melodramatic situations may not
appear to conform to anyone’s notion of realism, “neo” or otherwise. But
manipulative as they were in some respects, these pictures offered a social
vision that was less romanticized than even the toughest of earlier American
and European movies. The movement even had a spokesman, Casere
Zavattini, who wrote the scripts for many of Vittorio De Sica’s best films,
including Bicycle Thieves.

Neorealism projected the lives of common people in desperate circum-
stances who were often defeated by social and governmental forces. One of
the period’s pioneering works, Roberto Rossellini’s Rome, Open City, shot
before the war had ended, recounted the terrible fate suffered by citizens of
Rome who resisted the Nazis. Luchino Visconti’s towering La Terra Trema
described the exploitation of Sicilian fisherman by their industry as it told the
story of a family’s futile efforts to go into business for themselves. De Sica
and Zavattini’s Umberto D picked out one impoverished senior citizen from a
crowd of protesters and then followed him through illness, eviction from his
flat, and an attempt at suicide.

If these social dramas were more despairing than a 1930s Warner Bros.
movie, they also insisted that the working class communities in Italy were wor-
thy of attention. Less metaphorically than film noir, they reflected the social
and political concerns of their generation. Rather than rely on stars with big-
ger-than-life personalities, many neorealist filmmakers cast nonprofessional
actors, choosing actual workers whose faces they found compelling. De Sica,
himself a matinee idol in the 1930s and 1940s, coached them brilliantly, draw-
ing forth naturalistic performances that stood in counterpoint to the histrionics
typical to the cinema of the period, especially in Italy. The neorealists also
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revived the penchant for quotidian detail that obsessed Griffith and Murnau.
Championing them, André Bazin argued that telling the story through the take
rather than the cut was truer to life because the duration of each take occu-
pied real space and real time. Within a given take, the spatial relationships
between characters and objects are the same as those we experience in life;
each take lasts as long for the characters as it does for the audience. Bazin
argued that by emphasizing the power of the take, neorealist directors allowed
us to gaze at the details in the mise-en-scène. Neorealist films, said Bazin,
opened possibilities and ambiguities foreign to the montage technique, which
manipulated us into following a line of argument.

Although neorealist films were often set in well-known cities like Rome, they
rarely traveled to tourist sites. The movement was interested in streets and
byways, the urban world as experienced by the common people. Despite their
emphasis on the callousness of the bourgeoisie and the government, neoreal-
ist films are rarely preachy. The people who inhabit them are neither heroic
nor villainous. Instead, we experience the virtues and flaws of everyone in the
community. The movement’s artists insisted that the audience understand the
perspectives of all its characters, including those who are part of the problem.

Bicycle Thieves

Bicycle Thieves represents neoreal-
ism at its height. The narrative of the
film is as simple as its emotional
impact is shattering. It reveals the
pain of a man who wants only to pro-
vide for his impoverished family. After
months of waiting, he is offered a job
he can keep only if he can get
around town on a bicycle. When his
bicycle is stolen on his first day of
work, he spends the rest of the movie
in a fruitless search for its recovery.
As we follow him on his inverted
odyssey, we encounter scores of fig-
ures who also work and suffer in the
city. Telling Ricci’s story, the film
opens our eyes to the life of postwar
Rome. De Sica moreover interrupts
his narrative with quotidian details
most films omit. At one point, it
begins to rain and we have to wait
with the characters until the end of
the downpour, the duration of which
is depicted onscreen. At another, one
of the characters breaks off chasing a lead because he has to urinate.
Waiting and urinating: Bicycle Thieves insists that physical activities, even
those that in real life seem ordinary or tedious, are as worthy of representa-
tion on film as the drama of the chase.

Actors Lamberto Maggiorani and Enzo Staiola
provide a real space and real time walk through
a Roman downpour in Vittoria De Sica’s Bicycle
Thieves (Ladri di Biciclette) (1948).
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Terry Malloy (Marlon Brando) and Edie Doyle (Eva Marie Saint) run down a dark alleyway in
Hoboken, New Jersey, in this on-location scene from Elia Kazan’s On the Waterfront (1954).
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On the Waterfront

While film noir does borrow its depiction of real locations and its crises of
moral ambiguity from neorealism, the influence of the movement in the United
States is even more keenly felt in the social dramas of the late 1940s and
1950s, which Hollywood supported in part as an unconvincing act of penance
for instigating the blacklist. Nevertheless, while films by Stanley Kramer (The
Defiant Ones), Richard Brooks (The Blackboard Jungle), and Nunnally
Johnson (The Man in the Grey Flannel Suit) are historically interesting and
often compelling, Elia Kazan, particularly in On the Waterfront, created an
elegaic, lyrical cinema that can be seen as an American form of neorealism.

At first glance, the picture’s cast and credits would seem to belie its debt to
the neorealists. The film’s actors come not from the streets but from the big-
ger-than-life world of the stage, where Kazan worked frequently. Marlon
Brando, who had appeared in two earlier Kazan pictures, A Streetcar Named
Desire and Viva Zapata, was far more talented and erudite than Terry Malloy,
the ex-boxer turned longshoreman he impersonated. The film is full of iconic
figures, such as Lee J. Cobb’s explosive Union boss, Karl Malden’s working-
class priest, and Rod Steiger’s cynical lawyer.
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Nevertheless, On the Waterfront’s brutality and sympathy for the common
people recalls Bicycle Thieves. The neorealists would have balked at Kazan’s
complicity with Congress’s House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC),
to whom he named names, and the equally compliant screenwriter Budd
Schulberg’s argument that the film was a defense for their actions. Yet almost
all of the figures in On the Waterfront are from the working class. Even the
villains see themselves as victims who have risen to protect their comrades.
It too is an urban film, shot on location in Hoboken, New Jersey, its mise-en-
scène occupied mostly with plain apartments and dilapidated buildings. Cobb,
Brando, Malden, Steiger, and Kazan are all practitioners of the acting
“method” (developed in pre-revolutionary Russia by Konstantin Stanislavsky)
that repudiated the artificiality of theatrical gestures and stances in favor of
personal, experience-driven performances that exposed the inner lives of
characters. These artists are as professional as can be, but work in a natural-
istic style that De Sica might have approved. The men in the cast are
matched by Eva Marie Saint in her film debut, who displays emotion through
minute, human gestures: a tremble at the lip, a turn of the head.

On the Waterfront also flows from the tradition of the gangster film, concen-
trating on the moral conversion of Terry Malloy, who begins as a thick-head-
ed, thuggish hanger-on of Johnny Friendly’s union, which has become a
branch of organized crime. Through his growing love for Edie, a victim of
Johnny Friendly’s injustice, and the encouragement of Father Barry, who
stands against the union, Terry testifies against his exploiters and ultimately
brings the dockworkers to his side.

The popularity of this movie, winner of eight Academy Awards, derives in
great part from the things that make Bicycle Thieves moving. Both are bleak,
mournful films that celebrate human tenderness. Both contrast the love of
family and friends with the harshness of the political world that engulfs them.
Edie and Terry seem unfit romantic partners, yet the movie begs us to
believe that their love for one another can transform them and the world in
which they live. If its ending is more optimistic than that of Bicycle Thieves, it
is like It’s a Wonderful Life in its refusal to erase the losses associated with
the murders Johnny Friendly has committed, the irrevocable harm that
springs from his needy greed.



�For Greater Understanding

1. What themes and techniques characterize American filmmaking after
World War II?

2. What is film noir?

3. What defines neorealist cinema?

4. What makes Bicycle Thieves a prime example of neorealism?

5. What does On the Waterfront share with the neorealist movement? What
distinguishes it from that movement?

Extra Credit: Do you think On the Waterfront can fairly be called an American
neorealist film? Why or why not?

Double Indemnity (Billy Wilder, 1944)

Rome, Open City (Roberto Rossellini, 1945)

La Terra Trema (Luchino Visconti, 1947)

Out of the Past (Jacques Tourneur, 1947)

The Naked City (Jules Dassin, 1948)

Side Street (Anthony Mann, 1950)

In a Lonely Place (Nicholas Ray, 1950)

Night and the City (Jules Dassin, 1950)

A Streetcar Named Desire (Elia Kazan, 1951)

Viva Zapata (Elia Kazan, 1952)

Umberto D (Vittorio De Sica, 1953)
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Lecture 7:
Love and the Mirror of Death:
Alfred Hitchcock’s Vertigo

Suggested Viewing

Vertigo (Alfred Hitchcock, 1958)

The Master of Suspense

No study of film history would be complete without a discus-
sion of Alfred Hitchcock, one of the best-known names in cine-
ma. Universities have more courses devoted to his films than
those of any other film director. His pictures can be enjoyed
on many levels. They’re not only fun to watch, but also tech-
nically brilliant and often profound. His style is distinctive and
frequently imitated. As everyone who reads the back covers
of commercial videos knows, the adjective “Hitchcockian” is
used frequently to describe movies that are witty and sus-
penseful. Note that advertisers never use the words
“Eisensteinian,” “Fordian,” or “Wellesian” to describe any-
thing other than works by the directors themselves. (You’ll
see “Capra-esque” every once in a while, but it’s usually the kiss of death.)
Though these artists are arguably more important than Hitchcock, their
unique contributions are not familiar enough to the public to be encapsulated
in a single word.

It’s not for nothing that Hitchcock’s admirers call him “The Master of
Suspense” or simply “The Master.” Hitchcock was famous for meticulously
storyboarding his films, making drawings of every set-up and preparing the
movements in each take. He never improvised on the set. Indeed, for him the
really creative part of filmmaking was preproduction; he said that he found
actual shooting redundant.

Many stars, including Cary Grant, Ingrid Bergman, Grace Kelly, and James
Stewart must have loved working with Hitchcock. They appear repeatedly in
his pictures and do some of their best work for him. Yet Hitchcock was dismis-
sive of actors, with whom he may have felt himself in competition, referring to
them as “cattle.” He himself, with his distinctively rotund figure, appeared
briefly in most of his movies, often to humorous effect. Fans of the director are
always on the lookout for Hitchcock’s cameo.

Because he made over fifty films in a career that
spanned six decades, critics generally divide his
work into periods. After an apprenticeship in the
silent era, Hitchcock made a series of hugely enter-
taining thrillers in his native Britain, among them
The Man Who Knew Too Much, The 39 Steps,
Sabotage, The Lady Vanishes, and Young and
Innocent. Recruited by producer David O. Selznick,
Hitchcock emigrated to the United States. His best

“The Master of Suspense”

Storyboarding

Colorization

Reverse angle

Offscreen space

Cinematic voyeurism

Terms to Remember
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films from the 1940s include the romantic thrillers Rebecca and Notorious
as well as Shadow of a Doubt (cowritten by Thornton Wilder), the story of a
serial killer hiding out in a small town.

In 1951, Hitchcock directed Strangers on a Train, whose criss-crossing mur-
der plot is one of his greatest successes. But it was in the mid-1950s that
Hitchcock hit another stride, making a series of exquisite pictures, mostly in
color, and all with an amazing production team that included cinematographer
Robert Burks, editor George Tomasini, and composer Bernard Hermann, who
had scored Citizen Kane. These include Rear Window (with a score by Franz
Waxman), North by Northwest, Psycho (photographed by John L. Russell),
and Vertigo, which many rank as Hitchcock’s best film.

Color

Vertigo is our first film in color.
When we consider color, let’s not
make the mistake of thinking that
black-and-white was a default
technology that studios aban-
doned as soon as they could
afford to do so. Before the late
1960s, when color became the
norm, filmmakers made the
choice of black-and-white or color
based not only on budgetary con-
siderations, but also on their inter-
est in conveying specific moods
and feelings. Color is no more
“realistic” than monochrome;
indeed, it is often less so. Just as
the camera lens differs from the
eye, offering potential and limita-
tions that the eye does not have,
so color in cinema does not imi-
tate the actual colors in the world.
Directors must choose a palette
for their films, working with the
lighting and art department to
bring specific tone and tint to the
screen. Sometimes certain colors dominate a film; sometimes the color in a
film will seem particularly vivid or muted. It all depends upon the atmosphere
the director wishes to create. Color resolves depth of field more smoothly
than black and white; it also eradicates high contrast. That’s why colorized
movies always look worse than the black-and-white originals. They blur the
most potent effects of black-and-white while offering blear and flatness in
their place. And so the choice of black-and-white or color, particularly in the
years when commercial audiences had an appetite for both, was but another
decision directors had to make and just another step toward creating the spe-
cific look of a picture. As I suggested earlier, the credibility of any film
depends upon the viewer’s willingness to look past its artifice. Vertigo, with its
deep blues and intense greens, is one of the great color films, in part
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because Hitchcock and Burks manipulate the spectrum to bring the viewer
into its world of fantasy and nightmare.

A Double-Edged Thriller

The plot of Vertigo, which should not be revealed to you before you see the
film, concerns San Francisco detective Scottie Ferguson, who has retired after
developing a fear of heights. Gavin Elster, an old friend who fears his wife
Madeleine has become possessed by a supernatural force, begs Scottie to
trail after her during her daytime wanderings. Elster is convinced that an evil
spirit has invaded his wife’s soul. Scottie takes the assignment and shadows
Madeleine as she visits the haunts of Carlotta Valdes, a woman who long
ago committed suicide. When Madeleine attempts to drown herself, Scottie
rescues and befriends her. The next day, he accompanies her on her wander-
ings, and as she talks morbidly of her doom, Scottie, who sees himself as her
rescuer, falls in love. But his passion cannot halt her continued drive toward
death. Traveling to an old mission, she climbs the stairs of its bell tower.
Scottie goes after her, but falters when his acrophobia overwhelms
him. Reeling from vertigo, he is unable to follow as she leaps to her death.

Or so we think. In the film’s second act, Scottie suffers a breakdown. After
recovering, he spies a woman on the street whose simple, tight-fitting
wardrobe and dark hair cannot hide the fact that she looks exactly like
Madeleine. Scottie learns that her name is Judy Barton and pursues her
ardently, though it’s clear that she’s only interesting to him because she
resembles his beloved. Obsessed with reliving his doomed romance, he begs
her to remake herself as Madeleine, dressing in Madeleine’s outfits and dye-
ing her hair blonde. In the final act, more than two-thirds of the way into the
film, it is revealed to us—though not to Scottie—that Judy in fact is Madeleine,
or rather, that Elster hired Judy to play the role of the haunted Madeleine.
Knowing Scottie’s vertigo would prevent him from climbing the tower stairs,
Elster, who had his own reasons for wanting his wife dead, allowed Judy to
climb to safety. He then hurled the murdered body of his wife over the ledge,
knowing that Scottie would testify that she jumped. When Scottie begins to
suspect that he’s been betrayed, he draws Judy, now dressed as Madeleine,
back to the mission. As he drags her, protesting, to the top of the tower, she
tells him the truth, whose revelation cures his vertigo. But in a cruel repetition
of Scottie’s final encounter with the false Madeleine, Judy, like Elster’s wife,
falls from the ledge and plunges to her death.

Deception and Reverse

One of Hitchcock’s key stylistic trademarks is the reverse angle. After a
take where we watch a character staring at offscreen space, we cut to a
take that reveals to us what the figure is looking at. Then, to cement the
effect, we cut back to the first take. As with John Ford’s penchant for the dis-
solve, this was employed occasionally by other directors and appears quite
often in Hitchcock, who uses it to better advantage than anyone in film histo-
ry. The reverse angle is appropriate for a director whose films are so often
about voyeurism. Linking style and content, Vertigo features a number of
thematic reverses as well. After making us believe that Madeleine is a femme
fatale, an alluring but deadly object of desire, Hitchcock redeems Judy
through love. We learn she fell for Scottie when she impersonated Madeleine.



In this scene from Vertigo, ex-detective John “Scottie” Ferguson (James Stewart) listens while
Madeleine Elster (Kim Novak) tells him she has dreamed of Mission San Juan Bautista. He takes
her there in an effort to conquer her disturbing dreams.
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She stayed with him as Judy at great risk because she hoped she might per-
suade him to love her for who she was and not because of the vision she
resembled. In the end, it is Scottie who becomes the fatal figure of menace.
Forcing Judy up the tower as he gets her to tell of Elster’s plot, we feel his
potential to draw her into his abyss.

Thus, in Vertigo’s final scenes, Hitchcock turns the tables on us. The lusty
male with whom we were led to identify becomes a deadly stalker. After ask-
ing us to share Scottie’s desires, the film shifts its moral center and sets us
against Scottie.

Besides her mere sensuality, a great part of the false Madeleine’s attraction
is that she is elusive, unattainable. Married to another, she also seems
perched at the precipice of her own grave. Hitchcock, who considered himself
a Freudian, created a protagonist who cannot distinguish between eros and
thanatos, the sex drive and the death drive. For Scottie, Madeleine embodies
both. In the film’s celebrated dream sequence, it becomes clear that for
Scottie, falling in love is itself linked to his acrophobia, the fear of falling to
one’s death that manifests itself as an urgent and terrifying desire to jump.

But in fact, Scottie loves a woman who doesn’t exist, a lure created by Elster
and Judy much the way Hollywood moguls and advertising agencies sell their
products by manipulating images to seduce the consumer. Vertigo is there-
fore a critique not only of the seductive methods of our visual culture but also
of the males whose sexual aggressiveness is celebrated in so many movies
of its period, and ours.



�For Greater Understanding

1. What distinguishes Hitchcock’s visual style? To what themes does he fre-
quently return?

2. In what sequences does Vertigo utilize the technique of the reverse angle?
Why does this film make unusually frequent use of this technique?

3. If Gavin Elster is the real villain of the film, why do you think we see so lit-
tle of him?

4. Why does Millie, the character played by Barbara Bel Geddes, disappear
halfway through the film? Was it a mistake for Hitchcock and his screen-
writers to allow her to vanish? Why or why not?

Extra Credit: In what sense can Psycho be considered a thematic sequel
to Vertigo? How does the later film revisit and revise the themes of
its predecessor?

The Man Who Knew Too Much (Alfred Hitchcock, 1934)

The 39 Steps (Alfred Hitchcock, 1935)

Young and Innocent (Alfred Hitchcock, 1937)

The Lady Vanishes (Alfred Hitchcock, 1938)

Rebecca (Alfred Hitchcock, 1940)

Shadow of a Doubt (Alfred Hitchcock, 1943)

Notorious (Alfred Hitchcock, 1946)

Strangers on a Train (Alfred Hitchcock, 1951)

Rear Window (Alfred Hitchcock, 1954)

North by Northwest (Alfred Hitchcock, 1959)

Psycho (Alfred Hitchcock, 1960)

Auiler, Dan. Vertigo: The Making of a Hitchcock Classic. New ed. New York:
St. Martin’s Griffin, 2000.

Spoto, Donald, The Art of Alfred Hitchcock: Fifty Years of His Motion Pictures.
New York: Anchor, 1991.

Taylor, John Russell. Hitch: The Life and Times of Alfred Hitchcock. New
York: Da Capo Press, 1996.

Truffaut, François. Hitchcock. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1985.

Wood, Robin. Hitchcock’s Films Revisited. Rev. ed. New York: Columbia
University Press, 2002.

Questions

Further Viewing

Books of Interest

41



Competition as the Mother of Invention

In the 1950s, while movie heroes were battling racketeers and communists,
the industry was contending with a nemesis that posed a more pervasive
threat to world domination: television. As Americans in increasing numbers
furnished their households with TV sets, they became able to get a version of
the cinematic experience at home and for free. Hollywood realized the neces-
sity of yet again revolutionizing the medium. If audiences were to be lured
back into theaters, movies needed to be as different from television as the
talkies were from the silents.

And so filmmakers
experimented with all
sorts of techniques,
which included making
spectacles on unprece-
dentedly high budgets,
adding stereophonic
sound, increasing the
use of color, experiment-
ing with 3-D, rigging the-
aters during horror films
to make viewers feel that
monsters were descend-
ing from the ceiling or
from behind their seats,
and expanding the para-
meters of the screen.
Though experiments with
screen size date back to the silent period, most
movies through the early 1950s were shot in what
has become known as the Academy ratio or stan-
dard screen format, the ratio of the horizontal line
of the frame to the vertical measuring 1:1.37 or
1:1.33, the proportions of the average television
screen. But in 1953, Twentieth Century Fox released
The Robe, a biblical epic shot in CinemaScope, a
widescreen process that expanded the proportions
to 1:2.55! Audiences were impressed with the big
screen experience. And so the other studios fol-
lowed Fox’s lead, producing mammoth, wraparound

Lecture 8:
Widescreen:

The World Writ Large and Intimate: The Apartment

Suggested Viewing

The Apartment (Billy Wilder, 1960)

Academy ratio

Standard screen format

Widescreen

Letterbox

Pan and scan

CinemaScope

VistaVision

Aspect ratios of 1:1.33,
1:1.85, and 1:2.35

Terms to Remember

Crowds line up along Hollywood Boulevard outside Grauman’s
Chinese Theatre for the premiere of The Robe in 1953.
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movies in all sorts of jumbo ratios until most finally settled upon 1:2.35 to
1:2.4. While not all films were made in widescreen, the cinema soon retired
the standard screen format even for modest pictures, stretching them to
1:1.66, 1:1.78, and 1:1.85, the latter of which is de rigeur today. It would be
four decades before widescreen televisions became marketable. Until then,
films with aspect ratios larger than 1:1.33, when shown on television, would
either have to be letterboxed, where the top and bottom of the screen is
blacked out so as to recapture the theatrical rectangle, or shown in a process
known as pan and scan, where editors for television would, in effect, cast a
square within the rectangle, showing within the limits of the standard screen
what they deemed the most important portion of the widescreen frame. The
original composition of each frame would therefore be lost. Audiences would
see a film markedly inferior to the one originally presented.

The Scope of Widescreen

Like any format, widescreen offers advantages and drawbacks. It’s great for
spectacle; the large-sized frame can impressively convey an attacking army,
a desert vista, or a large gap of space yawning between two centurions as
they argue in a hallway about the best way to betray their general. In color
pictures, it can convey great depth of field, compensating for one of the
effects that became harder to produce with the abandonment of black-and-
white. Joined to a strong sound system, a well-made widescreen film can
wash over viewers, engulfing them in the experience. Pictures that benefit
greatly from being shot in widescreen include works as diverse as David
Lean’s World War I epic Lawrence of Arabia, George Cukor’s showbiz
exposé A Star Is Born, Federico Fellini’s La Dolce Vita, a dark satire on the
myth of beauty, Akira Kurosawa’s neo-noir High and Low, Robert Wise’s
alpine musical The Sound of Music, and Luchino Visconti’s introverted char-
acter study Death in Venice.

But widescreen also raises the stakes for the filmmaker. If the sides of the
frame in every shot aren’t filled, a widescreen film can disorient the viewer in
ways a standard movie would not. Directors who favor shallow focus and lots
of close-ups are bound to fail in widescreen. A constantly moving camera
does not allow the viewer time to take in the full proportions of the frame.
Handheld shots are often awkward.

Some directors spurned the process. Hitchcock made a number of pictures,
including Vertigo, in VistaVision, in the proportion of 1:1.85, but, though he
worked through the mid 1970s, he never made a film in widescreen. Welles
also shunned widescreen, though, to be fair, no one ever offered him the
money to try. Wyler worked it to his advantage, particularly in Ben-Hur, but
Ford made some of the weakest films of his later career in the process. Fritz
Lang, who tried it once, famously dismissed widescreen as only good for
photographing snakes and funerals.

The Apartment: An Exemplary Widescreen Film

In picking a widescreen film to discuss, I make the unusual choice of Billy
Wilder’s The Apartment, a black-and-white picture from 1960 that is not a
spectacle. Looking at it, however, allows us to think not only about how
widescreen can convey the vastness of an environment but also how it can



be used to tell an intimate human story. The Apartment, like It’s a Wonderful
Life, inspires laughter and delight alongside a corresponding feeling of melan-
choly and loneliness. The use of widescreen contributes to its unusually pow-
erful balance of moods.

You couldn’t call The Apartment a neorealist film, though it deals with the
life of ordinary people in the postwar world. The stars, Jack Lemmon and
Shirley MacLaine, are pleasant looking, but not movie-star beautiful. Yet
rather than focus on the impoverished, The Apartment trains its satire on the
hypocrisy of middle class people enjoying postwar prosperity. The camera
tracks their parties, their sexual encounters, their independence. At the
same time, it reveals the stifling nature of their lives. One of the film’s early
shots offers a brilliant widescreen vista of just one floor of the enormous
office building where protagonist C.C. Baxter works. Hundreds sit mechani-
cally at their desks, crunching numbers.

Everyone in the film feels trapped. The older executives, and particularly
CEO Jeff Sheldrake (Fred MacMurray), feel suffocated by their marriages and
seek out fresh conquests in the female army of secretaries and telephone and
elevator operators who work in the building. Baxter lives an isolated existence.
Wilder, participating in Hollywood’s attack on television, shows us that in
Baxter’s small apartment, his TV is his only friend, though it constantly betrays
him by broadcasting violent Westerns and interrupting movies with inane com-
mercials. Fran Kubelik, Baxter’s crush, is a prisoner of love, mooning after
Sheldrake, who has taken her as a mistress, even though she knows he will
never willingly leave his wife. Wilder’s use of widescreen reveals an environ-
ment that dwarfs its characters, as if the swank and sheen of New York was
constantly asserting itself over them. The New York bars, restaurants, and
offices, even Baxter’s own apartment, feel impersonal. Peripheral spaces are
occupied by cold horizontal lines. The crowds who fill the large frame engage
in joyless laughter.

In the film, Baxter hopes to rise at his company by lending his apartment
to executives searching for a space where they can be intimate with their

The expansive floor on which C.C. Baxter (Jack Lemon) works in The Apartment.
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mistresses. While the neighbors attribute the music and raucous noise that
comes from Baxter’s apartment to the bachelor’s serial philandering, he
has trouble getting a date. The film brilliantly uncovers the savagery of the
1950s American executive, who makes no excuses for his roving eye, who
seems to believe that his exalted position at his company gives him the right
to loveless pleasure even when it means exploiting those lower down the
economic ladder.

But because this is a comedy, Wilder offers love as a solution to the empti-
ness he depicts, finding hope as he dramatizes the events that draw Baxter
and Fran together. One of my favorite shots occurs toward the end of the
film. Sheldrake’s wife, learning of his philandering, has thrown him out of the
house. Sheldrake at last decides to shack up with Fran. As they sit in a
restaurant, Sheldrake excitedly begins planning their future. Wilder cuts to a
shot of Fran’s face as she muses over something Baxter said to her. She
smiles. Then her face grows serious. We are witnessing her realization that it
is Baxter and not Sheldrake she loves.

You wouldn’t think that the wide screen would be suitable for a private, inti-
mate moment like this, but the fact that the restaurant is in the throes of a
New Year’s Eve celebration makes Fran’s revelation all the more poignant.
For a film full of activity to climax with a silent revelation proves just how false
the frenzied, mirthless world it depicts can be and how the acceptance of
genuine human warmth is its best antidote.

Sylvia (Anita Ekberg) frolics in the chilly waters of Rome’s Trevi Fountain in this scene from
Federico Fellini’s La Dolce Vita (1960).
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1. What can widescreen filmmaking reveal that might be lost in movies shot
in more traditional aspect ratios?

2. Why might a filmmaker prefer to make a movie in a more modest format?

3. In what sense does The Apartment, which concerns the everyday lives of
ordinary people, deviate from the concerns of neorealism?

4. Does The Apartment, for all its darkness and cynicism, deserve to be
called a romantic comedy? Why or why not?

Extra Credit: Compare and contrast Jack Lemmon’s performance in The
Apartment to his work in Some Like It Hot, the Wilder classic he starred in
the year before.

The Robe (Henry Koster, 1953)

A Star Is Born (George Cukor, 1954)

Ben-Hur (William Wyler, 1959)

Some Like It Hot (Billy Wilder, 1959)

La Dolce Vita (Federico Fellini, 1960)

Lawrence of Arabia (David Lean, 1962)

High and Low (Akira Kurosawa, 1963)

The Sound of Music (Robert Wise, 1965)

Death in Venice (Luchino Visconti, 1971)

Belton, John. Widescreen Cinema. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1992.

Chandler, Charlotte. Nobody’s Perfect: Billy Wilder: A Personal Biography.
New York: Applause Theatre and Cinema Books, 2002.

Crowe, Cameron. Conversations with Wilder. New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 2001.
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Lecture 9:
The New Wave in France:

The 400 Blows and Week-end

Suggested Viewing

The 400 Blows (François Truffaut, 1959)

Week-end (Jean-Luc Godard, 1967)

Visions from the Next Generation

With this lecture, we return to Europe for a look at a movement as important
to cinema history as neorealism or the transition to widescreen: the French
New Wave or Nouvelle Vague. In France in the late 1950s, a group of
incredibly innovative artists burst onto the scene, making film after film in
rapid succession. Their work changed the cinema so completely that marks
of their influence can be found in almost every movie made today.

New Wave filmmaking is harder to define than neorealism, in part because
the skills and interests of the people who are linked to the movement are
hugely diverse. There is no French equivalent of a Zavattini to articulate its
aims and ideals. Its directors resist codification.

Nevertheless, it is possible to offer some broad statements about the New
Wave, which, though perhaps not definitive, may help explain why more
unites these filmmakers than just the fact they all got their starts at about the
same time.

First and foremost, New Wave directors, unlike their predecessors, grew
up in an age when moviegoing was part of ordinary life. Born in the 1920s
and 1930s, they had no experience of the origins of cinema, no personal
memory of the silent period. Many started out as film critics, writing for
journals like Cahiers du Cinema, where they put forward theories that they
would later employ as artists. Their films reflect encyclopedic knowledge and
love of cinema.

At the same time, while they borrowed paradigms from the American and
European films they loved, New Wave directors also pushed the envelope.
Their films challenge the conventions of traditional filmmaking, particularly the
idea that a story has to follow a coherent narrative line where rising action
leads to satisfactory closure.

Their approach to camerawork was as newly liberating as the efforts of
Murnau and Freund on The Last Laugh a generation earlier. Borrowing from
them as well as from Welles and the great Max Ophuls, who favored eye-
popping tracking shots, the New Wave camera
seemed able to sweep everywhere, through walls,
over buildings, across time. In Last Year at
Marienbad, Alain Resnais’s camera cascades
through the corridors of a high-class spa. Its story,
which concerns a man trying to convince a woman
who does not recognize him that they once were

Nouvelle Vague

Jump cut

Avant-garde cinema

Tracking shot

Terms to Remember
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lovers, is as elliptical as its style, where characters seem to blend into the
sets, becoming as fixed and lifeless as walls, columns, and paintings.

New Wave filmmakers edited their pictures in an equally revolutionary
fashion. Jean-Luc Godard’s Breathless, made in the same year as The 400
Blows, collapses its narrative by cutting without regard to continuity. Jump
cuts, which look like mistakes made in the editing room, were deliberately
employed to reveal the irreverence of the protagonist and the narrative.
François Truffaut’s Jules and Jim, which begins exploring the background of
the title characters’ friendship, cuts through time with unprecedented speed,
conveying a film’s worth of plot in its first five minutes.

Breaking with convention, New Wave directors borrowed from the non-narra-
tive techniques of the avant-garde cinema, which had flowered in the 1920s
and 1930s, especially in France. They exploited filmmaking taboos about
time and space. Did Hollywood style insist upon showcasing the beauty of its
actors? Godard, particularly in a picture like Vivre Sa Vie, seems obsessed
with photographing the back of his starlet’s head. Is dialogue supposed to
contribute information that the camera does not? Godard’s Two or Three
Things I Know About Her begins with a narrator describing each movement
of a performer just as she executes it, creating a redundancy that feels comi-
cally absurd. Shouldn’t films depict only the highlights of its protagonist’s
experience? Agnès Varda’s Cleo from 5 to 7 actually takes place between 5
and 7 PM, as someone waits for the results of a medical test. Shall characters
in musicals burst into song only when expressing great passion? In Jacques
Demy’s The Umbrellas of Cherbourg, with a lovely score by Michel Legrand,
every bit of dialogue is sung, confessions of love as well as banal bickering.
Aren’t movies at their best when they convey action? Eric Rohmer’s movies
are more about talk, yet they would never work on the radio. Despite its
almost exclusive investment in conversation, La Collectionneuse, the first fea-
ture film shot by Nestor Almendros, is one of the most beautiful films of the
period. How long will an audience willingly sit in the theater, no matter how
good the film? Jacques Rivette favors extreme length. His better-known pic-
tures, Celine and Julie Go Boating and La Belle Noiseuse, are slow, medita-
tive movies that are well over three hours long. Out One has never received
a proper theatrical release because it is more than twelve hours long.

To get a stronger sense of the quality and variety of New Wave cinema, let’s
concentrate on two films in greater detail, Truffaut’s The 400 Blows and
Godard’s Week-end.

The 400 Blows

Shot in widescreen, The 400
Blows is Truffaut’s first feature.
Fourteen-year-old Jean-Pierre
Léaud plays Antione Doinel,
whose life bears certain resem-
blances to Truffaut’s own. The
picture owes a debt to neorealism.

Antoine (Jean-Pierre Léaud) in a work camp.
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Antoine lives in a tiny Parisian flat with his mother and stepfather; the camera
takes pains to reveal the extreme modesty of their circumstances as well
as the gritty streets Antoine frequents and the working-class figures
he encounters.

But at the same time, we are given a child’s view of the hard world into which
he is growing up. If The 400 Blows is about the making of a delinquent, its
protagonist does not follow his downward path because his ideals are corrupt.
He’s a good friend. He loves Balzac. He obediently takes the trash out every
evening. It’s his inquisitive spirit, his desire to have fun, and his understanding
that he’d be foolish to confide in any adult that bring about the cuffs and blows
which turn him into their victim. Every adult Antoine encounters—from his
sadistic schoolmaster to the mother eager to send him to a reformatory—is
brutally unsympathetic. In the end, Antoine flees the reformatory and runs until
he gets to the seashore, at which point he can’t go any further. The film closes
with a freeze-frame close-up of his face, leaving his future in doubt.

My discussion so far may lead you to think that The 400 Blows is a tradition-
al narrative picture, but while it does have a story, it is clearly an example of
New Wave filmmaking. It’s filled with cinematic references, not just to films of
the past, but to those of Truffaut’s contemporaries. A number of sequences
are filmed in a refreshingly unusual way, particularly the extended sequence
where Antoine and a friend cut school and enjoy an amusement park ride
and the scene where schoolboys, shot from overhead, are out for a run. A
favorite moment involves a Punch and Judy show filmed almost entirely with
the camera trained not on the stage but on the delighted faces of the children
in the audience.

Week-end

Godard’s Week-end is a radically different kind of picture. If Truffaut teases
the conventions of filmmaking, Godard slashes at them, often viciously.
Week-end is filled with onscreen titles that comment on the action. The first of
these warn us that we are watching “a film found adrift in the cosmos,” “a film
found in the trash heap.” The last two state “end of film,” “end of cinema.”
During the course of the picture, the punning titles debunk the story and its
characters. The film’s score often swells unexpectedly, sometimes rudely
drowning out long speeches as if Godard had become bored by the dialogue.

Here’s the plot, such as it is. Two philanderers with the romantic names
Corinne and Roland embark upon a country road trip, not so much to escape
from their spouses as to kill one set of parents and collect an inheritance.
They quickly get lost, however, and find themselves driving through a surreal
rural landscape filled with burning automobiles, as if there has been a terrible
car accident every one hundred feet or so along the road. Humankind seems
to have descended into savagery. We meet small revolutionary groups, some
of which exchange gunfire.

In almost every scene, we see some example of modern technology in a
state of disrepair. When Corinne and Roland finally commit matricide, they
disguise their crime by taking the murdered body to the nearest car wreck,
dropping it in a vehicle, and setting it on fire. The mother becomes just anoth-
er example of the human roadkill that populates the film.
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For all of Week-end’s cruelty, the most graphic violence is reserved for the
slaughter of animals. A pig and a chicken are killed onscreen, the latter left to
flutter and shudder its way to a slow death. The mother is cut down while car-
rying a skinned critter. During the incident, Godard offers a close-up of the
carcass she’s dropped and as we listen to her screams, we see blood pour
over its corpse, filling its
lifeless eye. And then, as
we continue to stare at
the bloodied creature,
we hear Corinne and
Roland express their
love. This is the only
moment in the film
where anyone declares
any kind of affection.
Goddard links brutality
and romantic passion.
Toward the end of
Week-end, after Roland
and Corinne run across
tribes of warring canni-
bals, one of them cap-
tures a female, throws
her to the cook, and tells
him that if he wishes, he
may rape her before he
prepares her for eating.
In the film’s last scene, after Corinne has joined one of the cannibal groups,
the male who’s taken her under his protection informs her that the meat she’s
eating probably contains bits of her husband. She asks for more.

Godard’s unsubtle point is that our world, for all its modern comforts, has not
transcended the primitive. The struggles in the film are all about status and
power, which the characters value more than the very lives of others. Corinne
and Roland never get their hands on the inheritance, but the murder was
exciting. This is a “trash-heap” film because it only negates, a film “adrift in
the cosmos” because it values nothing, not even the transformative power of
the cinema.

But Godard’s work rescues itself from pretension and drabness by maintain-
ing a fresh sense of humor throughout. Week-end, whose subject is the sav-
agery of modern civilization, is as willing to satirize the follies of its characters
as it is to mock itself.

The spirit of the French New Wave, lively and daunting, quickly spread
beyond France. Soon, “new waves” were crashing in national cinemas all
over the world. By the mid-1960s, they reached the shores of the United
States, threatening to wash away Hollywood’s old guard.

Roland (Jean Yanne) and Corinne (Mireille Darc) peer over the
body of a man Roland has just killed in this scene from Jean-Luc
Godard’s 1967 film, Week-end.
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1. What ideas and innovations mark the pictures of the French New Wave?

2. Why are The 400 Blows and Week-end considered key works of the
French New Wave?

3. Since The 400 Blows and Week-end are such radically different films,
how can they both belong to the same movement? What elements do
they share?

Extra Credit: Do you prefer Truffaut’s style to Godard’s? Godard’s to
Truffaut’s? Why?

Lola Montes (Max Ophuls, 1955)
Breathless (Jean-Luc Godard, 1959)
Jules and Jim (François Truffaut, 1961)
Last Year at Marienbad (Alain Resnais, 1961)
Vivre Sa Vie (Jean-Luc Godard, 1962)
Cleo from 5 to 7 (Agnès Varda, 1962)
The Umbrellas of Cherbourg (Jacques Demy, 1964)
La Collectionneuse (Eric Rohmer, 1967)
Two or Three Things I Know About Her (Jean-Luc Godard, 1967)
Out 1 (Jacques Rivette, 1971)
Celine and Julie Go Boating (Jacques Rivette, 1974)
La Belle Noiseuse (Jacques Rivette, 1991)
Truffaut’s Antoine Doinel series:
Antoine and Colette (1962), Stolen Kisses (1968), Bed and Board (1970),
Love on the Run (1979)

Douchet, Jean, and Robert Bononno. The French New Wave. New York:
D.A.P./Distributed Art Publishers, Inc., 1999.

Godard, Jean-Luc. Godard on Godard. New York: Da Capo Press, 1986.

Hillier, Jim, ed. Cahiers du Cinema: The 1950s: Neo-realism, Hollywood, New
Wave. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1985.

———, ed. Cahiers du Cinema: 1960–1968: New Wave, New Cinema,
Reevaluating Hollywood. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992.

Insdorf, Annette. François Truffaut. Rev. ed. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1995.

Neupert, Richard. A History of the French New Wave Cinema. 2nd ed.
Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 2007.

Truffaut, François. The Films in My Life. New York: Da Capo Press, 1994.
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Importance and Influences

Many American critics, filmmakers, and fans believe that in the year 1967,
Hollywood entered a new golden age. As in France a decade earlier, a gen-
eration of young and prolific filmmakers suddenly established themselves.
This period, which ended around 1975, was indeed pivotal—it is the only one
to which I am devoting two lectures—but as we explore it, I don’t want to
overestimate its importance in the history of cinema. Too many critics, teach-
ers, and fans treat the American New Wave as a Renaissance or Great
Awakening that marked the true beginning of serious filmmaking. But, as I
hope my lectures up to this point have demonstrated, viewers who look back
no further than 1967 will develop a lopsided appreciation of the cinema, miss-
ing the opportunity to sample periods that are of at least equal significance.

Indeed, the American New Wave can be seen in great part as the effort of
homegrown filmmakers to import the European innovations of past decades.
Stylistic fingerprints of the French New Wave can be found all over the move-
ment’s movies. Just as influential was the Italian cinema of the late 1950s
and 1960s, the aftermath of neorealism. The extravagant, dreamlike, and
erotic work of Federico Fellini, particularly La Dolce Vita and his stream-of-
consciousness 81/2, had a profound impact, as did Michelangelo Antonioni’s
brilliantly crafted narratives about the failure of love in a mechanized world;
these include L’Avventura (The Adventure), La Notte (The Night), L’Eclisse
(The Eclipse), Red Desert, and Blowup. The elliptical plot and stunning use of
color in Bernardo Bertolucci’s The Conformist powerfully affected many
American directors, especially Francis Ford Coppola. Visconti’s works of the
1950s and 60s, such as Senso, Rocco and His Brothers, and The Leopard,
which are at once stately, experimental, and emotionally unsettling, stimulat-
ed the imagination, as did the work of the French director Robert Bresson,
whose minimalist meditations featuring nonprofessional actors broke almost
every rule of conventional moviemaking.

The fresh breed of young Americans, as infatuated with cinema history as
the innovators of the French New Wave, also benefitted from their exposure
to Asian film. They were particularly attracted to the postwar works of the
“big three” of mid-century Japanese cinema: Akira Kurosawa, whose large-
scale films also emphasized human drama; Yasujiro Ozu, who specialized
in ambivalent domestic stories; and Kenji Mizoguchi, who made gloriously
complex epics.

Lecture 10:
The American New Wave I:

Politics and Family: The Godfather

Suggested Viewing

The Godfather (Francis Ford Coppola, 1972)

The Godfather Part II (Francis Ford Coppola, 1974)

The Godfather Part III (Francis Ford Coppola, 1990)
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The Collapse of Studio Restrictions

It is often said that American cinema had ossified in the early 1960s and that
the New Wave gave it a shot in the arm. Hollywood producers, then as today,
were growing ever more addicted to big budget spectacles. The revolution
came when such spectacles became repetitive and, in the light of changing
times, irrelevant, while smaller pictures by young Turks proved more suc-
cessful. Old-style Hollywood moguls did not adjust well to the transition and
found themselves forced to bank on works that they didn’t fully understand.
When film becomes a director’s rather than a producer’s medium, the possi-
bilities for creative innovation rise.

Moreover, the revolution oversaw the demise of the Hollywood production
code, which had controlled movie conventions for over three decades.
European and Asian imports, not governed by the code, could depict all sorts
of heretofore forbidden acts of sex and violence. Because theaters across the
country were already full of code violations, New Wave American directors
felt free to follow suit.

And yet, filmmakers in the United States began working in newer styles long
before 1967. Independent films, made even when the studio system was at
its height, took on a stark realistic style in the mid 1950s. Shadows, the first
feature by John Cassavetes (it relied a great deal on improvisation), was
released in 1960, just one year after The 400 Blows and Breathless.
Throughout the 60s, John Frankenheimer made a series of vivid and disturb-
ing films that incorporated the use of the handheld camera and the jump cut,
the best of which are Seconds, The Manchurian Candidate, and The Train.
Stanley Kubrick, who proved with Spartacus that he was adept at spectacle,
also adapted Welles’s fascination in deep focus and the long take in the bitter
but rewarding World War I drama Paths of Glory, a wry adaptation of Vladimir
Nabokov’s leering Lolita, and Dr. Strangelove, a boldly comic satire about
nuclear holocaust. Arthur Penn, who, like Frankenheimer, received his
apprenticeship in live television, kneaded similar techniques into The Miracle
Worker and Mickey One.

The Mavericks

It was Penn who made Bonnie and Clyde, which is generally considered to be
the inaugural film of the American New Wave. A gangster movie set in the
1930s, it, like a number of French New Wave pictures, was both nostalgic and
modern, blending raucous satire with political outrage. The story of outlaw
lovers Bonnie Parker and Clyde Barrow had been used as background for a
number of classic Hollywood movies, including Fritz Lang’s You Only Live
Once, Joseph Lewis’s Gun Crazy, and Nicholas Ray’s They Live by Night.
Members of the old guard worked on Bonnie and Clyde, most notably cine-
matographer Burnett Guffey, who had made films for Ray and had shot Oscar
winners All the King’s Men and From Here to Eternity. But Bonnie and Clyde
also employed jump cutting and irreverent humor, presenting its heroes not as
doomed romantics but as wild and temperamental kids overjoyed with their
newfound fame. The film also dealt frankly with sexual perversion and impo-
tence. Its final sequence, where the principals are riddled with bullets after
being caught in an ambush, is perhaps the bloodiest scene in any American
movie made up to that time.
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Though it lost the Academy Award to the more palatable social drama In
the Heat of the Night, Bonnie and Clyde opened the gates for a flood of
successors, proving that its hip attitudes and rejection of social, sexual, and
moviemaking conventions could win big at the box office. Producers began
to back the work of young, marginal figures who took advantage of the new
market to produce powerful works. Mike Nichols, best known as a stage per-
former, made The Graduate. Kubrick created 2001: A Space Odyssey, the
first science fiction film to use computerized special effects. Dennis Hopper,
who played clean-cut teenage roles in the 1950s, came out with the hippie
odyssey Easy Rider. John Schlesinger, a British director working in the
United States, made Midnight Cowboy.

Francis Ford Coppola and The Godfather

A full investigation of the American New Wave merits a course of its own.
Only then could we begin further to investigate Penn, Nichols, Kubrick,
and Schlesinger along with the equally compelling William Friedkin, Paul
Mazursky, Brian DePalma, Bob Rafelson, Hal Ashby, Mel Brooks, Jerry
Schatzberg, Peter Bogdanovich, Sidney Pollack, Woody Allen, and a num-
ber of other directors and producers who nursed iconoclastic films into pro-
duction in the late 1960s and early 1970s. But the example I’ve chosen is
The Godfather, not only because it is one of the best films of the period, but
also because it rebels against past social mores even as it reflects the
Hollywood traditionalism and international influence that is a hallmark of the
American New Wave.

Like Citizen Kane, The Godfather tells its
American story by placing a megalomania-
cal figure at its center and tracing this fig-
ure’s influence upon his loved ones, partic-
ularly the members of his family. Like
Stagecoach, it focuses on a large group
of distinctive personalities. Like The
Battleship Potemkin, it uses grand set-
pieces to convey a moral, in this instance
the ways in which corporate greed brings
theft and murder into everyday life. Its
director, Francis Ford Coppola, had recently won an Oscar for coauthoring
the screenplay for Patton, though none of his previous directorial efforts
had made much of an impression. Even though The Godfather was shot
in Technicolor, a process associated with the vivid extravaganzas of the
1940s and 1950s, the period in which it is set, the film’s sense of language,
sexuality, and particularly violence mark it unmistakably as a work of its time.
Gordon Willis, arguably the finest American cinematographer of his genera-
tion, contributed mightily to the film’s deep mood, as did composer Nino Rota,
who had scored pictures for Visconti and Fellini.

Despite its graphic displays, the film is rich in metaphor, literary as well
as cinematic. It asks us to sympathize with a family involved in organized
crime. The film’s gangsters think of their activities, which include the murder
of their enemies, as just another part of their business. Vito Corleone, the
title character, played by a Marlon Brando almost unrecognizable from On
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the Waterfront, views himself as a modern entrepreneur providing for his
workers and the children whom he hopes will take over after he dies.

Like many films we have discussed in this course, The Godfather offers an
intense vision of community. It sets the love of family in opposition to the
ruthlessness that family shows toward the outside world. The film, like its
sequels, dramatizes the contrast between the methods of the old world men-
tality and that of the new. If Brando’s Vito represents a nineteenth-century
European vision of the business, his son Michael, played by Al Pacino, inher-
its his father’s idealism even as his decidedly twentieth-century perspective
violates most of the codes by which Vito lived.

One of the most interesting aspects of The Godfather and its sequels is that
they subtly document the transformation of Michael’s character. Shortly after
the wedding that opens the film, where Michael distances himself from his
father’s methods, he learns of an attempt upon his father’s life, protects him
in the hospital during an attempted assassination, and suffers a beating at
the hands of corrupt Captain McClusky (Sterling Hayden). Michael enters the
immoral world of the family business by murdering McClusky along with the
associate he believes ordered the execution of his father. Escaping to Sicily,
he learns that his older brother Sonny (James Caan) has been murdered (in
a bullet-ridden massacre that imitates the climax of Bonnie and Clyde). He
marries a beautiful Sicilian peasant, witnesses her execution when an
attempt is made on his own life, and returns to the United States a changed
man. Michael has no major speeches in which he talks about his transition
from moral opponent of his
father’s “business” to
staunch defender and
practitioner of it. Instead,
the film reveals the rav-
ages of time by showing
how his actions rather
than his words have
made him far more ruth-
less than Vito ever was.

No discussion of The
Godfather films is complete
without mention of its two
sequels, which carry the
story of Michael Corleone
to its conclusion and in so
doing offer a picture of
U.S. culture, its develop-
ment and degradation,
throughout the course of
the twentieth century.
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Vito Corleone (Marlon Brando) and
his son Michael (Al Pacino) have a
little chat about the family business
in this scene from Francis Ford
Coppola’s 1972 film The Godfather.
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1. What were the influences of the American New Wave?

2. In what sense can Coppola be considered an American New Wave director?

3. How does The Godfather contrast the lives of Vito and Michael Corleone?

4. Is The Godfather Part III as disappointing as many viewers believe? Why or
why not?

Extra Credit: Have a look at La Dolce Vita, L’Avventura, and The Conformist.
In what sense do the themes and styles of these movies influence the
Godfather series?

Diary of a Country Priest (Robert Bresson, 1951)
Tokyo Story (Yasujiro Ozu, 1953)
Ugetsu (Kenji Mizoguchi, 1953)
The Seven Samurai (Akira Kurosawa, 1954)
Shadows (John Cassavetes, 1959)
Rocco and His Brothers (Luchino Visconti, 1960)
La Dolce Vita (Federico Fellini, 1960)
L’Avventura (Michelangelo Antonioni, 1960)
The Manchurian Candidate (John Frankenheimer, 1962)
The Leopard (Luchino Visconti, 1963)
81/2 (Federico Fellini, 1963)
Blowup (Michelangelo Antonioni, 1966)
Mouchette (Robert Bresson, 1967)
Bonnie and Clyde (Arthur Penn, 1967)
The Graduate (Mike Nichols, 1968)
2001: A Space Odyssey (Stanley Kubrick, 1968)
Easy Rider (Dennis Hopper, 1969)
Midnight Cowboy (John Schlesinger, 1969)
The Conformist (Bernardo Bertolucci, 1971)

Biskind, Peter. Easy Riders, Raging Bulls: How the Sex-Drugs-and-Rock ‘n’
Roll Generation Saved Hollywood. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1999.

Browne, Nick, ed. Francis Ford Coppola’s The Godfather Trilogy. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1999.

Dunne, John Gregory. The Studio. New York: Vintage, 1998.

Harris, Mark. Pictures at a Revolution: Five Movies and the Birth of the New
Hollywood. New York: Penguin, 2008.

Lebo, Harlan. The Godfather Legacy: The Untold Story of the Making of the
Classic Godfather Trilogy. Rev. ed. New York: Fireside, 2005.

Puzo, Mario. The Godfather. New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1969.
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Lecture 11:
The American New Wave II:
The Social Canvas: Nashville

Suggested Viewing

Nashville (Robert Altman, 1975)

The Wave Within the Wave

Alongside the young generation of American New Wave filmmakers who
made their first films in the 1960s was another group of trailblazers who had
been working behind the camera for quite some time before coming into their
own during this period. Born in the 1920s, this group was not part of the sex,
drugs, and rock ‘n’ roll generation, though their stars blazed just as brightly
and did not burn out as quickly. I’ve talked about Stanley Kubrick, who made
his first features in the mid-1950s. After 2001: A Space Odyssey, Kubrick
leapt from genre to genre as if trying to have the last word in every mode
possible. A Clockwork Orange, about an experiment in the programming of
human behavior, offers an even more disturbing futuristic version than 2001.
Barry Lyndon revisits the historical epic, brilliantly capturing eighteenth-centu-
ry British life with a mise-en-scène that imitates the paintings of the period.
Kubrick went on in later years to make The Shining, a terrifying horror movie,
Full Metal Jacket, the best of the Vietnam War films, and the underrated Eyes
Wide Shut, a deadpan mixture of sex farce and Freudian guilt fantasy.

Few directors of Kubrick’s generation worked at his level, but a number of
other figures remarkable in their own right restarted their careers in the early
1970s. Alan J. Pakula, who produced Robert Mulligan’s films in the 1950s
and 1960s, including To Kill a Mockingbird, turned to directing in this period,
revitalizing film noir by instilling his pictures with an overtly political dimen-
sion. Klute, The Parallax View, and All the President’s Men were pho-
tographed by Gordon Willis, whose use of depth, color, and shadow in this
unofficial trilogy is as impressive as his work in the Godfather pictures.

I’ve already mentioned John Frankenheimer, who worked in television before
coming to features. His best films were behind him after 1966, though he
made some impressive movies in the 1970s, including an adaptation of
Eugene O’Neill’s The Iceman Cometh and The French Connection II, which is
in many ways superior to William Friedkin’s original. George Roy Hill, also
apprenticed in television, began making features in 1962, but hit his stride dur-
ing the American New Wave with Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid and
The Sting, which perfect the blending of nostalgia and modernity that made
Bonnie and Clyde memorable. Another TV veteran, Franklin J. Schaffner,
made some respectable films in the early 1960s, but upped his game during
the New Wave era with Planet of the Apes, Patton, and Papillon. Sidney
Lumet moved from TV to films with 12 Angry Men in 1957. But after following
a powerful adaptation of O’Neill’s Long Day’s Journey into Night with The
Pawnbroker, Fail-Safe, and The Hill, a trio of stunners from 1964 to 1965 that
dealt with the consequences of war, his career faltered until the mid-1970s,
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when it was boosted by two films with Al Pacino, Serpico and Dog Day
Afternoon, as well as an all-star adaptation of Agatha Christie’s Murder on the
Orient Express. From that point, Lumet remained impressively productive for
more than three decades. Later works like Network, Prince of the City, Night
Falls on Manhattan, and Find Me Guilty capture the hypocrisy of commercial
and political bureaucracies and the flavor of the urban street.

Altman’s Originality

But the most original director to ride the American New Wave was Robert
Altman. After working for many years in TV and on industrial films, Altman
began making features regularly in the late 1960s, inaugurating a series of
accomplished and remarkably different pictures that he produced at an
incredible rate, releasing one or two a year until 1980. While the bulk of his
best known movies appeared during the era of the American New Wave, he
continued to work prolifically until 2006, the year of his death.

Like Kubrick, Altman worked in a multitude of genres, but though he could
be a stylistic chameleon, certain trademark characteristics can be found in
many of his pictures. Altman’s widescreen films are particularly awe-inspiring.
He fills each frame with breathtaking compositions. Equally extraordinary is
the amazing continuity from take to take; he’s at home picking up several
continuous actions at once even as he breaks down the 180 degree line.
Although these qualities make him appear to be a director of Hitchcockian
meticulousness, Altman favored improvisation on the set. Obsessed with pub-
lic behavior, shooting in spaces where groups of people gathered together,
Altman is well known for providing everyone on set with a microphone, open-
ing the potential for every voice to be heard in a crowd. Hawks’s and Welles’s
penchant for overlapping dialogue found no sequel in American moviemaking
until Altman picked it up, and in spades.

Though he gravitated toward public spaces, Altman sometimes employed his
camera as an instrument of surveillance, peeking around corridors and in half
open doors to pick up nuggets of dialogue, dollying over to windows as if to
expose the conversations of people unable to find true privacy. No one makes
better use of the zoom lens than Altman.

Earlier filmmakers attempted to generate a
sense of realism by making dialogue sound
more like talk, focusing on the physical
nature of the mise-en-scène and its invest-
ment in real space and real time, and por-
traying the lives of ordinary unglamorous
people. Altman does all these things and
goes further. The central figures of his films
are not only uncharismatic, they are often
introverts, recluses, people incapable of
expressing their thoughts and feelings in
complete sentences. Altman thus depicts

Director Robert Altman discusses a scene with
actors Elliot Gould (Captain “Trapper” John McIntyre)
and Donald Sutherland (Captain “Hawkeye” Pierce)
on the outdoor set of his 1970 film M*A*S*H.
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the large proportion of society that is almost never represented in the movies.
His narratives don’t follow a traditional “arc,” with a clearly defined beginning,
middle, and end. M*A*S*H, his first great success, set in an army medical unit
during the Korean War, climaxes in a boisterous football game played by sur-
geons and nurses. But after the game is over, everyone returns to the army
hospital to work on the wounded, and a victory that in a conventional movie
would be represented as a life-changing achievement merely fades from mem-
ory. Short Cuts, which investigates the lives of dozens of Los Angeles
denizens, climaxes with an earthquake. But as soon as the surviving charac-
ters are sure they stand on secure ground, they pick up their lives as before.
That’s just what people in real life would do, though the ongoing path of quo-
tidian behavior can be found in no earthquake movie other than this one.

I know a lot of people who find Altman’s films depressing. I suspect this is
because he refuses to provide the comforts they associate with conventional
Hollywood storytelling, satisfactions of closure and resolution that do not exist
in life. Altman is a satirist at heart and his parsing of character is often brutal.
But fans of his work find it exhilarating in part because its uncovers aspects
of common experience one rarely finds in the movies.

Reflection in Music

Nashville is a terrific introduction to Altman’s techniques and obsessions.
The film covers a few days in the life of Nashville, Tennessee, the capital city
of country music, just before the U.S. bicentennial. It ends at a political rally
for presidential candidate Hal Phillip Walker, with most of the diverse cast of
characters in attendance. Of the two dozen figures the film traces, Walker is
the first to be introduced, though we only hear his voice. A sound truck blasts
Walker’s populist opinions in the street. As we listen to his rant, we move
indoors to a recording studio where several figures proffer their own sense of
American life and identity through the songs they perform. Haven Hamilton
(Henry Gibson), who sees himself as a patriarchal protector of American val-
ues, links the United States’s rectitude with its longevity without a trace of
irony (“We must be doing something right to last 200 years”), even as, during
interruptions, he attacks a session musician whom he associates with the
spirit of the new, the rock ‘n’ roll crowd he despises. Meanwhile, nearby,
Linnea Reese (Lily Tomlin), leads a gospel choir while Opal (Geraldine
Chaplin), a BBC documentarian, comments with an enthusiasm that fails to
mask her naïve condescension.

The film’s opening introduces us to a motif it follows from then on, the
representation of conflicting views of the United States that its characters
simultaneously articulate. The use of song is particularly important because
it allows musicians to describe visions that they both believe and think their
audience will endorse. That many of the actors who appear in the film wrote
their own songs demonstrates once again just how deeply Altman was
invested in allowing cast members to participate in the development of
their onscreen personae.

The disparate figures who populate Nashville include Sueleen Gay (Gwen
Welles), a terrible singer whose efforts to get a gig win her only a booing
crowd that coerces her into doing a strip tease. Meanwhile, airheaded
Albuquerque (Barbara Harris), forever on the run from her husband, grabs



a microphone at the concluding rally and proves her much more substantial
talents. Barbara Jean (Ronee Blakley) is emotionally fragile, always on the
verge of a breakdown, but though she is Nashville’s most beloved singer, she
gets no sympathy from businesslike husband Barnett (Allen Garfield). Serial
seducer Tom Frank (Keith Carradine) beds Linnea Reese as well as L.A.
Joan (Shelley Duvall) and his bandmate Mary (Christina Rains), leaving dot-
ing lovers in his wake as he moves callously from one to the next. In one of
the film’s most memorable moments, he sings the Oscar winning “I’m Easy”
in a bar where all three are present. As Altman cuts to each, it is clear that
they all believe he’s singing directly to them.

Other set pieces display further commonalities and conflicts within the film’s
community of denizens and tourists. These include a Sunday morning
sequence, where Altman cuts back and forth among services in four different
churches; the aftermath of a wreck on the highway, where many of the princi-
pals find themselves stranded; various performances in clubs and at the
Grand Ole Opry; and the final moments at the rally for Walker, where charac-
ters react to a number of stunning surprises.

Additional Altman pictures that represent American filmmaking at its best
during this period include the manic and mindbending Brewster McCloud, the
elegaic and revisionist Western McCabe and Mrs. Miller, neo-noirs The Long
Goodbye and Thieves Like Us, and the dreamlike Three Women. Later
Altman pictures worthy of note include panoramic dramas in the tradition of
Nashville, such as A Wedding, Short Cuts, Gosford Park, and the unfairly
despised Ready to Wear as well as The Player, a satire of the movie industry
that of Altman’s later works was his greatest commercial and critical success.
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Barbara Jean (Ronee Blakley) is at the podium while Haven Hamilton (Henry Gibson)—dressed in
a rhinestone-studded outfit—looks on in a scene from Robert Altman’s 1975 film Nashville.
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1. What differentiates the films of Robert Altman from those of
his contemporaries?

2. How does Nashville represent the social canvas of the United States at the
time of the bicentennial? Is it successful in doing so? Why or why not?

3. Nashville, like many of Altman’s films, is seen by some to lack sympathetic
characters. Do you agree? Is it necessary that this film feature main figures
with whom we can identify?

Extra Credit: See Short Cuts and Gosford Park. Are these social canvas films
on a level with Nashville? Why or why not?

Planet of the Apes (Franklin J. Schaffner, 1968)
Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid (George Roy Hill, 1969)
M*A*S*H (Robert Altman, 1970)
Brewster McCloud (Robert Altman, 1970)
Patton (Franklin J. Schaffner, 1970)
McCabe and Mrs. Miller (Robert Altman, 1971)
The Long Goodbye (Robert Altman, 1973)
The Sting (George Roy Hill, 1973)
Thieves Like Us (Robert Altman, 1974)
The Parallax View (Alan J. Pakula, 1974)
Dog Day Afternoon (Sidney Lumet, 1975)
Barry Lyndon (Stanley Kubrick, 1975)
3 Women (Robert Altman, 1977)
Full Metal Jacket (Stanley Kubrick, 1987)
The Player (Robert Altman, 1992)
Short Cuts (Robert Altman, 1993)
Ready to Wear (Robert Altman, 1994)
Eyes Wide Shut (Stanley Kubrick, 1999)
Gosford Park (Robert Altman, 2001)

Gilbey, Ryan. It Don’t Worry Me: The Revolutionary American Films of the
Seventies. London: Faber and Faber, 2004.

Stuart, Jan. The Nashville Chronicles: The Making of Robert Altman’s
Masterpiece. Pompton Plains, NJ: Limelight Editions, 2004.

Thompson, David. Altman on Altman. London: Faber & Faber, 2006.

Questions

For Greater Understanding

Further Viewing

Books of Interest

61



Lecture 12:
The Rule of the Blockbuster:

Star Wars and Raiders of the Lost Ark

Suggested Viewing

Star Wars (George Lucas, 1977)

Raiders of the Lost Ark (Steven Spielberg, 1981)

Blockbusters Then and Now

If we define a blockbuster as a lavish, expen-
sively made film with wide commercial appeal, this
type of picture dates back to the silent period. The
Birth of a Nation is an early entry in a long line of
costly, expansive movies that includes The Big
Parade, The Battleship Potemkin, and Metropolis. Today, the film block-
buster is the dominant Hollywood product, the bread and butter of the stu-
dio. Production companies pump tens of millions of dollars into advertising
alone, foisting films upon the audience that cost hundreds of millions. As of
this writing, every one of the all-time top twenty-five box office hits are big
budget spectacles, seventeen of them made in the twenty-first century. And
a good number of these are sequels to previous successes, part of a fran-
chise. Think of Harry Potter, The Lord of the Rings, Pirates of the
Caribbean, Batman, Spider-Man, and The Chronicles of Narnia, all of
which, though they spring from novels, comic books, and, in one case, an
amusement park ride, are cinematically indebted to earlier fantasy and sci-
ence fiction films, which makes them imitations of imitations of imitations.
Hollywood devotes the bulk of its resources to turning out works that seem
more like synthetic products than genuine entertainments.

Long lines greeted moviegoers at a premiere of the 1977 blockbuster Star Wars.
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Blockbuster

“B” movies

“Wide” release

Terms to Remember
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How did we get here from there?

It should be noted that the franchise is not a new idea. Serial films of twenty
minutes or so, some containing an interminable number of episodes, were
common in the early days. They served as preludes to the main attraction.
Their cliffhanger endings were meant to tempt audiences back into theaters
in subsequent weeks. The 1930s and 40s also witnessed the rise of “series”
films, which starred recurring characters like Tarzan, The Thin Man, Charlie
Chan, Andy Hardy, and many others. But these were generally “B” movies,
low-budget affairs that relied on the reappearance of familiar characters
rather than state-of-the-art special effects. The James Bond series, inaugu-
rated in 1962, demonstrated that audiences had an appetite for big-budget
movies that followed the formulaic adventures of a beloved character. The
patterns of serial television had trained audiences to demand the familiar
with even more zeal than in the early days.

The modern blockbuster first appears at the end of the period where American
New Wave directors are producing their best work. It is the brainchild of two
filmmakers who rose during that era, George Lucas and Steven Spielberg.

The Marketplace Speaks

Hollywood lore has it that Spielberg’s Jaws, an enormous hit in 1975,
changed the industry forever. Because Jaws made more money on its own
than other studios earned for all the pictures they put out that year, moguls,
greedy for similar successes, changed the ways movies were made and
viewed. They put more and more money into mindless entertainment geared
to the tastes of children and teenagers who proved willing to see them
repeatedly. They marketed these movies aggressively, previewing them
before test audiences to measure responses and create prerelease “buzz.”
They skirted the potentially negative fallout of critics’ reviews by creating
the convention of the “wide” release, wherein they opened big films in
thousands of theaters across the country on the same weekend and
urged audiences to see them immediately.

Lucas and Spielberg, born in the 1940s, are a decade younger than most
directors of the American New Wave, but they made their first features in its
heyday. Lucas began with the cult science fiction picture THX 1138, which
he followed with a piece of 1950s nostalgia produced by Coppola, the hit
American Graffiti. Spielberg revealed his facility with the camera early on
with the television movie Duel and his first feature, The Sugarland Express.
But it was Lucas and Spielberg’s attraction to and reinvention of big-budget
spectacles that brought them their greatest fame and adoration. Many more
of today’s filmmakers claim to have been inspired by their work rather than
that of Coppola or Altman, not to mention Eisenstein or Welles. Yet in dis-
cussing them, we must be careful not to underestimate the considerable tal-
ents that are on abundant display, particularly in their early productions. As I
suggested in my discussion of The Battleship Potemkin, creating a
sequence with criss-crossing action is one of the most difficult challenges in
moviemaking. Lucas and Spielberg undertook it with gusto.
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The Saber and the Whip

Lucas’s Star Wars and Spielberg’s Raiders of the Lost Ark (which was pro-
duced and written in collaboration with Lucas) are quintessential genre pic-
tures that also show signs of their roots in the American New Wave. Like
Bonnie and Clyde and The Sting, they hearken back to the 1930s. Raiders,
whose protagonist boasts the colorful name Indiana Jones, is set in 1936.
Both movies borrow heavily from the lore, production design, and editing
techniques of 1930s serials. Star Wars is particularly indebted to the low-bud-
get science fiction epics Flash Gordon and Buck Rogers. Star Wars and
Raiders play like an extended version of such serials, with heroes forced to
escape from a deadly trap every fifteen minutes or so. Made in widescreen
and vivid color, building on the computer-generated technology inaugurated
by Kubrick in 2001, Star Wars and Raiders are awash with reverence for the
cinema of the past even as they gently mock its conventions and renew its
techniques with eye-popping special effects.

They also add violence and grisliness that would never be approved under
the production code. The heroes of Star Wars, Luke Skywalker and Han
Solo, mow down dozens of armored imperial soldiers. That the foes fall
bloodlessly doesn’t mitigate the fact that the film glories in their deaths.
Raiders contains more shots of skulls than any feature made up to that point;
the film also boasts a legion of snakes, occasional beheadings, smarmy
Arabs and tank-faced Aryans slaughtered in cold blood, and a climax where
God himself flashes forth from the Ark of the Covenant and melts the faces of
the Nazi villains. Luke Skywalker’s light saber (a deadly laser that springs
from a space-age sword
handle) and Indiana
Jones’s whip are the
weapons of choice in
these respective films,
and while they may be
more interesting than the
conventional pistol, they
are capable of inflicting
even greater pain.

The films’ notions of sex-
uality is almost as blunt as
their idea of race, though
the casting does a lot to
ameliorate the problem.
Harrison Ford, who stars in
both, perfectly embodies
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Actor Mark Hamill brandishing a
light saber as “Luke Skywalker”
in a promotional portrait from
George Lucas’s first blockbuster,
Star Wars Episode IV: A New
Hope (1977).



the handsome, cocky daredevil who is the directors’ heroic ideal. He is
matched, in Star Wars, by Carrie Fisher, whose plucky Princess Leia fires a
laser pistol like a pro, and in Raiders by Karen Allen’s Marion, who grouses like
a sailor and proves capable of wielding a knife and a machine gun between the
various kidnappings from which Jones must rescue her.

Whatever their shortcomings—and despite the woeful climax of Raiders—
both films remain fantastic examples of modern Hollywood entertainment.
However, the endless stream of imitations that followed are, for the most part,
pale copies. Ignorant of the many influences that created the Lucas-Spielberg
pastiche, their arsenal of influence is as limited as their belated attempts at
action and intrigue. Void of the game actors who rose above the script’s
notions of race and sexuality, they step up chaotic action, mimicking Lucas’s
and Spielberg’s technique but downplaying whatever investment even they
had in plot and character. I’m continually astonished by movies that have
everything money can buy except the three most important things necessary
to a quality production: strong direction, script, and performances. This is one
of the consequences of the death of the New Wave as filmmaking turned from
being a director’s medium to emphasizing the role of the producer.

Lucas and Spielberg themselves tried many times afterwards to imitate the
success of Star Wars and Raiders, and while their later popcorn movies have
some sparkle, they never fully recaptured the freshness and good humor of
the early efforts. Still, while the monolithic technology of modern computer
generated effects tends to necessitate heavy-handed action pictures, a hand-
ful of filmmakers have managed to create powerful and innovative works.
American New Wave veteran Brian DePalma (The Untouchables, Mission:

Impossible) as well as later figures
like James Cameron (particularly in
Aliens) and Jonathan Mostow
(Breakdown, U-571) along with ani-
mated filmmakers from Pixar studios,
such as John Lasseter (Toy Story I
and II, Cars), Andrew Stanton (Finding
Nemo, WALL-E), and Brad Bird (The
Iron Giant, The Incredibles), demon-
strate that however profound their
influence, Lucas and Spielberg may
not prove to be the last word in origi-
nal blockbuster filmmaking.
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Actor Harrison Ford (armed with
a bullwhip) portrayed archaeolo-
gist/treasure hunter Indiana Jones
in Steven Spielberg’s 1981 block-
buster Raiders of the Lost Ark.
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1. In what respects are George Lucas and Steven Spielberg children of the
American New Wave? In what respects do they reject it?

2. What stylistic and thematic contributions do Lucas and Spielberg make to
the cinema?

3. Can you distinguish Lucas’s style from Spielberg’s? Which do you prefer?

Extra Credit: Compare Lucas’s Star Wars to Revenge of the Sith and
Spielberg’s Raiders of the Lost Ark to Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the
Crystal Skull. Do you find the films that began the franchise to be as com-
pelling as those made after the originals’ innovations had been absorbed into
cinema culture? Why or why not?

Jaws (Steven Spielberg, 1975)
Close Encounters of the Third Kind (Steven Spielberg, 1977)
The Empire Strikes Back (Irvin Kershner, 1980)
E.T.: The Extra Terrestrial (Steven Spielberg, 1982)
The Untouchables (Brian DePalma, 1987)
Aliens (James Cameron, 1986)
Mission: Impossible (Brian DePalma, 1995)
Breakdown (Jonathan Mostow, 1997)
Saving Private Ryan (Steven Spielberg, 1998)
The Iron Giant (Brad Bird, 1999)
Toy Story 2 (John Lasseter, 1999)
U-571 (Jonathan Mostow, 2000)
The Incredibles (Brad Bird, 2004)
Revenge of the Sith (George Lucas, 2005)
Cars (John Lasseter, 2006)
Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull (Spielberg, 2008)
WALL-E (Andrew Stanton, 2008)

Champlin, Charles. George Lucas: The Creative Impulse. Rev. ed. New York:
Harry N. Abrams, 1997.

Hearn, Marcus. The Cinema of George Lucas. New York: Harry N.
Abrams, 2005.

McBride, Joseph. Steven Spielberg: A Biography. New York: Da Capo
Press, 1999.

Rinzler, J.W., and Laurent Bouzereau. The Complete Indiana Jones: The
Definitive Story Behind All Four Films. New York: Del Rey, 2008.

Questions

For Greater Understanding

Further Viewing

Books of Interest
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Creative Diversity

Since I’ve been talking up to this point about the way diverse groups are
represented onscreen, it makes sense as a matter of course to look at diver-
sity behind the camera. In this lecture, I’ll touch upon three cinema histories
that run in parallel and sometimes convergent lines with the chronology we’ve
traced so far. We’ll look at women filmmakers, African-American film, and
independent film, as always concluding with representative examples.

Women Behind the Lens

Accomplished women directors were active in the early days of cinema.
Indeed, for both women and African Americans, the 1920s was a fruitful era,
though things changed with the rise of the studio system. In the golden age
of sound cinema, women could still find work in the costume department or
the editing room, but only one, Dorothy Arzner, was permitted to continue
directing. Not all of Arzner’s pictures are as successful as one would hope,
but at her best she was capable of producing powerfully emotional, techni-
cally proficient works. Christopher Strong, an early vehicle for Katherine
Hepburn, is particularly impressive.

Arzner retired from directing in
1943 and was followed a few
years later by Ida Lupino, who
made the transition, unusual for
a man or woman in the 1940s
and 1950s, from acting to direct-
ing. Most of Lupino’s pictures
are low-budget noir ish works
that nevertheless deal with mat-
ters male filmmakers had shied
from. The title of The Bigamist is
self-explanatory; Outrage deals
with a victim of rape.

Lecture 13:
Gender, Race, and the Varieties of Cinematic Experience:

Vagabond, Do the Right Thing, and Lone Star

Suggested Viewing

Vagabond (Agnès Varda, 1985)

Do the Right Thing (Spike Lee, 1989)

Lone Star (John Sayles, 1996)
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Ida Lupino directs actors Edmond
O’Brien (as Roy Collins) and Frank
Lovejoy (as Gilbert Bowen) during on-
location shooting for the 1953 film
The Hitch-Hiker.
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It took a sufficiently long time for women to be accepted as directors that
Joan Micklin Silver’s Hester Street, released in 1975, still seemed an anom-
aly. Silver remains an unjustly neglected filmmaker. Her work in Hester
Street, a black-and-white seriocomedy about Jewish immigrants in late
nineteenth-century New York, is delightful, her control of the camera as
assured as her direction of actors. Chilly Scenes of Winter and Crossing
Delancy prove that she was more than just a one-hit wonder.

From the 1980s, women directors become more common, though they were
rarely allowed large budgets. Elaine May’s very expensive and quirky Ishtar,
which failed cataclysmically at the box office, is still the only grand-scale pic-
ture directed by an American woman. But though they have had to be content
with limited budgets, filmmakers like Martha Coolidge, Susan Seidelman, and
Allison Anders created wonderful movies, though for now all three seem to
have abandoned features for television. More recently, Julie Taymor (Titus,
Frida), Kimberly Pierce (Boys Don’t Cry, Stop-Loss), and Catherine Hardwicke
(Thirteen) have brought their distinct visions to the screen, though they have
all met with resistance from the establishment.

It is in the international scene where we find women directors creating at the
highest level. I’m a fan of the provocative but uneven movies by Australia’s
Gillian Armstrong and New Zealand’s Jane Campion, but the best work comes
from Europe. Germany’s Margarethe von Trotta created a series of master-
pieces in the 1970s and 1980s that include the political dramas Marianne and
Juliane and Rosa Luxemburg. The more recent Rosenstrasse proves that she
has lost none of her powers. Italy’s Lina Wertmüller is a prolific director of
political satires that manage to be heartbreaking at the same time. Although
her Seven Beauties is irreverent, it treats the Shoah with the seriousness the
subject deserves.

The unwillingness of distributors to release more than a few of these direc-
tors’ films on video means that most audiences can only get a taste of their full
body of work. The same can be said of the dreamlike sagas of Mai Zetterling,
a Swedish actress who, like Lupino and von Trotta, turned to direction in the
second half of her career.

Unquestionably, the greatest number of strong women directors can be
found in France, where Claire Denis, Diane Kurys, Catherine Breillat, and
many others have produced unique pictures. The most accomplished and
most important woman working in French film is Agnès Varda, who began
making movies in the mid-1950s. Indeed, some trace the beginning of the
French New Wave to her first feature, La Pointe-Courte, made in 1954.

Vagabond, released in 1985, is one of Varda’s best and most accessible
works. It traces the last weeks in the life of Mona Bergeron, a vagrant who
wanders the countryside. She picks up jobs, takes up with men and then
moves on, living sans toit ni loi, “without roof or law,” as the film’s French
title asserts. Because Vagabond begins with the main character’s death and
then follows the course of her life through interviews with those who met her
on her wanderings, it owes a structural debt to Citizen Kane, even though
Mona’s circumstances are the reverse of the wealthy tycoon of Welles’s film.
Yet whatever its relationship to earlier work, Vagabond is as original and
compelling as its main character, a mysterious yet liberated soul who leaves
a lasting impact upon those she meets.
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African-American Directors

African Americans also have a place in the classic period. Oscar Micheaux,
who began in silent film and continued, like Arzner, into the 1940s, is consid-
ered the premier Black director of his generation. When African Americans
carved a niche for themselves in the era of the American New Wave, they, in
line with their mainstream contemporaries, took advantage of the collapse of
the production code. They created a series of dynamically directed but often
exploitative movies, awash in sex and violence. Of course, not all directors
from this period made so-called “blacksploitation” pictures. But it says some-
thing about what American critics and audiences expected from Black film-
makers that Charles Burnett’s Killer of Sheep, made in 1977 and now consid-
ered a key work in African-American cinema, was not released into theaters
until 2007, when it was hailed as a major rediscovery.

African-American film really began to flourish in the 1980s and 1990s, with
the first pictures by Robert Townsend (Hollywood Shuffle), John Singleton
(Boyz N the Hood), and the Hughes brothers (Menace II Society), who
not only dealt thoughtfully with the conflicts surrounding race in the United
States, but also received serious attention from audiences, critics, and the
Hollywood studios.

Spike Lee remains the most interesting, artistically successful, and controver-
sial filmmaker of the present generation, and Do the Right Thing is his best
film. Set in the Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood of Brooklyn, New York, the
picture covers about thirty hours in the life of a city street on one of the hottest
days in the summer. Another canvas film covering the life of a community, Do
the Right Thing examines a much more close-knit group than the other movies
we’ve looked at in this vein. Whites, Blacks, Puerto Ricans, and Koreans dwell
uncomfortably together, but these are characters who have known each other
for years. When tempers flare, they are the result of old wounds.

Although it ends in a riot, Do the
Right Thing does much more than
dramatize the anger and discontent
of disenfranchised denizens of the
inner city. This film—along with
later Lee efforts like Malcolm X and
Clockers—imagines the bonds of
love that stand side-by-side with
flaring tempers and destructive
actions. Despite the bright colors
and flat characters that make it
seem more like a fable than mimet-
ic realism, Do the Right Thing
reflects the intense contradictions
that percolate through the society
its camera explores.
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Actor/director Spike Lee as pizza-delivery
man “Mookie” in his 1989 film Do the Right
Thing, which was shot entirely on location in
the Bedford-Stuyvesant area of Brooklyn, NY.
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Independent Film and “Independent Film”

The moment studio moguls realized that audiences had a taste for indepen-
dent film, they co-opted it into a genre they could control, much the way the
record industry commercialized “alternative” music after it took off in the
1980s. For my money, a true independent film is one not only made outside
of the modern studio, but outside of its influence as well. It is a sad truth that
many filmmakers who market themselves as “independent” are in fact look-
ing for acceptance from the mainstream moguls. As soon as they make a
movie that captures the attention of the studios, they eagerly sign up to work
for them. Truly independent filmmakers resist the call of the studio because
they know they cannot pursue their visions within the mainstream.

For today’s audience, an “independent” film does not necessarily bring origi-
nal product to mind, but a series of conventions, which include a low budget,
a jittery hand-held camera, and a torrent of deadpan irony, not to mention
greater excesses of sex, violence, and verbal obscenity than we get from an
“A” picture. The studios that back such products, which draw heavily on
exploitation films of the 1960s and 1970s but lack their artistry and experi-
mental verve, invest in the fiction of the “art” film they can market as a pre-
dictable product.

There are some notable exceptions. As I noted in Lecture 10, modern inde-
pendent filmmaking commences in the 1950s. The potential of a truly inde-
pendent American cinema was powerfully explored by John Cassavetes in
Shadows as well as later films like Faces, Husbands, and A Woman Under
the Influence. Despite occasional work for the studios, Cassavetes continually
returned to independent filmmaking and his extraordinary stock company of
actors. Yet independent films remained rarities until the 1980s, when direc-
tors like Jim Jarmusch and Gus van Sant, who today still march to their own
drumbeats, released quirky pictures that caught on with audiences. Of all the
Hollywood holdouts, John Sayles is far and away the most original, creating
films that are as different from one another as they are beautifully written,
acted, edited, and directed.

Sayles’s 1980s films are good, but his run in the 1990s, which includes City
of Hope, Passion Fish, The Secret of Roan Inish, Lone Star, Men with Guns,
and Limbo, is superb. If I single out Lone Star, it is principally because it fits
in best with some of the themes we’ve been tracing up to this point.

Like Vagabond and Do the Right Thing, Lone Star is a panoramic film, cov-
ering the conflicts within and between White, Black, and Latino families in Rio
County, Texas, which borders on Mexico. The film begins with a murder mys-
tery, as Sheriff Sam Deeds is called in to identify a skeleton found in the
desert, a body that has moldered for forty years. Sam begins to suspect that
the dead man is none other than Charlie Wade, the notoriously corrupt sheriff
who had terrorized anyone in Rio County who engaged in crime without let-
ting him in on the cut. When Buddy Deeds, Sam’s father, succeeded Wade,
Buddy became one of the most trusted and beloved figures in the region.
Sam, who had a difficult relationship with his now-deceased father, begins to
suspect that Buddy murdered Wade so that he could rise to power. As Sam
interviews the townspeople to get a bead on Buddy, we meet a number of fig-
ures who carry plots of their own: schoolteacher Pilar Cruz, who once dated
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Sam, but was torn away from him by her moralistic and disapproving mother;
Colonel Delmore Payne, who has just been stationed at a base in Rio
County, where he was born and from which he has been running all his life;
Otis Payne, Delmore’s father, from whom he is estranged; and Mayor Hollis
Pogue, who was once Charlie Wade’s unwilling deputy until he gratefully
became an associate of Buddy’s. Through flashbacks, we meet young Hollis,
young Otis, and Charlie Wade himself. We also meet Buddy, who along with
the other three, found his life transformed after the murder of Pilar’s father,
Eladio Cruz, who is at the heart of the film’s several mysteries.

Like Do the Right Thing and Vagabond, Lone Star is about the impact of
past history upon current experience. Mona, freed from any ties, has an
effect upon those who have been cowed by their pasts and stand aghast
at or in admiration of her freedom. The riot in Do the Right Thing enacts
the senseless violence of a community haunted by a history of oppression
and repression. The characters in Lone Star are burdened by history, the
takeover of Texas by the United States in the late nineteenth century and
the twentieth-century immigration crisis, both of which provide the backstory
for the rocky racial relations that oppress the town and distress its families.
In this context, Pilar, who speaks the film’s final line, expresses an anger
that all the characters, Black, White, and Hispanic, feel, even as her final
decision demonstrates the monumental moral difficulty of throwing off the
past and choosing to live a life for herself.
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Director John Sayles working with actor Chris Cooper (Sheriff Sam Deeds) in the highly acclaimed
film Lone Star (1996).
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1. In what sense does Vagabond pursue the themes and styles of the French
New Wave? Does it at the same time expand upon or turn away from them?

2. How does Do the Right Thing ask us to react to the climactic riot? Are we
to see it as inevitable? Tragic? Unnecessary? Justified?

3. How do you take the final scene in Lone Star? Do you believe Pilar will be
able to stick to her concluding resolution? Why or why not?

Extra Credit: View Christopher Strong and Rosa Luxemburg alongside
Vagabond. All three are about female protagonists who stand against the
mores of their societies. Are there common characteristics that identify these
pictures as works directed by women?

Screen Malcolm X and Clockers. How do these promote the notion
expressed in Do the Right Thing that on the city street, love and violence
stand side-by-side?

John Sayles is known as a versatile director, but can you see how Men with
Guns and Limbo, the movies he made just after Lone Star, spring from and
further that film’s concerns?

Christopher Strong (Dorothy Arzner, 1933)

Our Daily Bread (King Vidor, 1934)

Outrage (Ida Lupino, 1950)

The Bigamist (Ida Lupino, 1953)

Faces (John Cassavetes, 1968)

Husbands (John Cassavetes, 1970)

A Woman Under the Influence (John Cassavetes, 1974)

Seven Beauties (Lina Wertmuller, 1975)

Hester Street (Joan Micklin Silver, 1975)

Chilly Scenes of Winter (Joan Micklin Silver, 1979)

Marianne and Juliane (Margarethe von Trotta, 1981)

Rosa Luxemburg (Margarethe von Trotta, 1986)

Hollywood Shuffle (Robert Townsend, 1987)

Ishtar (Elaine May, 1987)

Crossing Delancy (Joan Micklin Silver, 1988)

Boyz N the Hood (John Singleton, 1989)

Malcolm X (Spike Lee, 1992)

Menace II Society (Allen and Albert Hughes, 1993)

Questions

For Greater Understanding

Further Viewing
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The Secret of Roan Inish (John Sayles, 1994)

Clockers (Spike Lee, 1995)

Men with Guns (John Sayles, 1997)

Limbo (John Sayles, 1999)

Rosenstrasse (Margarethe von Trotta, 2003)

Bogle, Donald. Toms, Coons, Mulattoes, Mammies, and Bucks: An
Interpretive History of Blacks in American Films. New York: Continuum
International Publishing Group, 2001.

Haskell, Molly. From Reverence to Rape: The Treatment of Women in the
Movies. 2nd ed. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987.

Lee, Spike, Lisa Jones, and David Lee. Do the Right Thing. New York:
Fireside, 1989.

Levy, Emanuel. Cinema of Outsiders: The Rise of American Independent
Film. New York: New York University Press, 2001.

Mayne, Judith. Directed by Dorothy Arzner. Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1994.

Reid, Mark A. Redefining Black Film. Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1993.

Sayles, John. Sayles on Sayles. Ed. Gavin Smith. London: Faber &
Faber, 1998.

Smith, Alison. Agnès Varda. Manchester, UK: Manchester University
Press, 1998.

Books of Interest

Further Viewing (continued)



Lecture 14:
The Contemporary Maverick:

Goodfellas, Million Dollar Baby, and Persepolis

Suggested Viewing

Goodfellas (Martin Scorsese, 1990)

Million Dollar Baby (Clint Eastwood, 2004)

Persepolis (Vincent Paronnaud, Marjane Satrapi, 2007)
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The New World Order and the Remnants of the Past

While Orson Welles, Alfred Hitchcock, and most directors from Hollywood’s
golden age had made their last films by the mid-1970s, important members of
the somewhat younger generation in Europe remained productive. The final
pictures of Michelangelo Antonioni and Ingmar Bergman were released in the
early 2000s. Remarkably, a number of French New Wave directors worked
into the twenty-first century. François Truffaut died in 1984, but Agnès Varda,
Jacques Rivette, Jean-Luc Godard, Alain Resnais, and others, including
Claude Chabrol and Eric Rohmer, joined an ever-growing club of filmmakers
who continued directing into their octogenarian years.

Hollywood lore has it that the American New Wave collapsed not only
because the incredibly lucrative blockbuster rose to ever-greater prominence,
but also because large budget films made by experimenting directors failed
spectacularly. The last straw came with 1980’s Heaven’s Gate, a monstrously
expensive period piece by Michael Cimino that did such poor business in its
opening week that it was yanked from distribution, retooled with a shorter
running time, and rereleased, all to no avail. Cimino’s previous film, The Deer
Hunter, one of a number of movies in the late 1970s to deal with the Vietnam
War, had won the Academy Award for Best Picture, but his follow-up drew
heavily on studio coffers only to become, along with Ishtar, the most critically
drubbed “A” picture of the 1980s.

It is said that those holding studio purse strings still refer to Heaven’s Gate
and Ishtar when they tout the wisdom of reining in directorial excess, as if the
problem with the modern Hollywood blockbuster were not gargantuan produc-
tion values that dwarfed emphasis on character and plot. Because Hollywood
has now become a producer’s rather than a director’s medium, the opportuni-
ty for innovation and excellence has been severely compromised.

This is not to say that no good movies have been made since 1980. Quite
the contrary. However, I do believe that the tightening of the reins in the
United States as well as in Europe and Asia has meant that there are no
longer any real “movements” like those we saw in the past. Some would
argue that, say, French sex comedies of the 1970s and 1980s, U.S. slasher
films from the 1980s and zombie pictures of recent date, Hong Kong action
movies of the 1980s and 1990s, and the recent glut of Asian horror films
constitute new cycles. But their formulaic product can’t be compared to that
by earlier “waves” of young directors who worked alongside one another in
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frenzied camaraderie and competition, experimenting with many genres,
sharing ideals and styles, inspiring one another to reach new heights.

In their place, we have maverick directors who work on their own. Today,
unique films that shun compromise tend to come as one-shot deals. Because
their unconventional aims puzzle corporate executives, artists may need
years or even decades between pictures before they can realize their visions.
The most striking example of this phenomenon is Terrence Malick, who made
his second feature, the luminous Days of Heaven, in 1978, but was not able
to make a third until The Thin Red Line in 1998. Important mavericks from
Europe with a distinctly individualistic style include Mike Leigh (Secrets and
Lies) and Pedro Almodòvar (Talk to Her, Volver).

For the remainder of this lecture, let’s look at three contemporary mavericks
who make popular rather than esoteric films but whose work is as fine as it is
unique. We’ll investigate two veterans and one newcomer.

Scorsese’s World

Most cineastes of today would agree that Martin Scorsese is the premier
American filmmaker. Scorsese made his first pictures during the rise of the
American New Wave, but unlike many of his somewhat older contemporaries,
he did not begin to peak until the era was over. Early movies like Who’s That
Knocking at My Door, Mean Streets, and Taxi Driver revealed many of
Scorsese’s characteristic obsessions: the Italian-American experience in con-
temporary New York City, the quest for redemption from sin set against the
background of the criminal underworld, the investment in charismatic but
morally suspect protagonists, versions of which we have seen in many
American movies since Citizen Kane. Scorsese shares many of Francis Ford
Coppola’s interests, but his style is quite distinct. He favors fast, kinetic
action, bursts of graphic violence that seem to spring from nowhere, jump
cuts, swish pans and, in unexpectedly meditative moments, slow motion.
After Alfred Hitchcock, Scorsese is the most imitated and influential of U.S.
filmmakers, at least in terms of form and structure.

Raging Bull, the semi-biographical story of boxer Jake LaMotta, is Scorsese’s
first major picture. Remarkably risky, Raging Bull nevertheless won accolades
and Oscars. Its unexpected popularity allowed Scorsese to continue making
unique works. Movies that followed, like After Hours, The Last Temptation of
Christ, The Departed, and the uncharacteristic Kundun, which traces the life of
the Dalai Lama, are fascinating, but I believe that Scorsese’s most rewarding
movies after Raging Bull are The Age of Innocence, set in nineteenth-century
New York and based on the novel by Edith Wharton, and Goodfellas, a post-
Godfather revitalization of the gangster picture.

Goodfellas is a biographical account of Henry Hill (Ray Liotta), who is
involved with organized crime since childhood, though he ultimately testifies
against his gangland associates. Much of the film concerns Hill’s rocky rela-
tionship with two ruthless and unpredictable mobsters, Jimmy Conway
(Robert DeNiro, one of Scorsese’s most frequent collaborators) and Tommy
DeVito (Joe Pesci). Though he narrates his life story, Hill’s wife Karen
(Lorraine Bracco) is also a major figure, taking over some of the narration
midway through the movie. Raw and bloody, Goodfellas finds Scorsese
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telling a large, sweeping tale by concentrating in detail on key days in Hill’s
life. Scorsese indicates the passage of time with a soundtrack that captures
the mood of various periods. Yet Hill’s motivations, like those of many
Scorsese protagonists, remain mysterious. Though the film investigates Hill’s
and Karen’s private affairs, they often act on impulse, betraying friends,
betraying one another, yet resentful when they find they have to pay the
price. The film’s final section, where Hill directly addresses the audience and
then shuts the door of his house on us, reveals the difficulty of knowing and
understanding a figure as complex as this protagonist.

The Loner as Savior

Clint Eastwood is another major force in the cinema of the last three
decades. A steely-eyed, tight-jawed star of Westerns and police films in the
1960s and 1970s, Eastwood turned to directing in 1972 and has made almost
thirty films since then. He has starred in many of them, including four
Westerns that revised the terms of the genre: High Plains Drifter, The Outlaw
Josey Wales, Pale Rider, and Unforgiven. Eastwood shares with Scorsese a
penchant for main characters who carry pent-up, unresolvable pain that
explodes into acts of brutality, but he is more sanguine than Scorsese about
the restorative power of violence. Even in films like Unforgiven and Mystic
River, which at their outset appear to be postmodern updates on the classic
Western and gangster film, a climactic bloodletting yields a troubling yet
redemptive conclusion.

Eastwood did not tie himself to the above-mentioned genres; he made
comedies, thrillers, and war films. One of my favorites is White Hunter, Black
Heart, a thinly disguised account of the making of the John Huston classic
The African Queen. In a departure from his usual roles, Eastwood himself
portrays an uppercrust character similar to Huston, who becomes so
obsessed with hunting elephants that his desire to shoot the picture falls by
the wayside.

Around 2002, Eastwood seemed to decide conclusively that he wanted to be
a major director and began making a series of genuinely serious pictures,
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Director Martin
Scorsese talks with
actor Robert De Niro
on the set of Goodfellas
in 1990.
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including Flags of Our Fathers, which followed U.S. soldiers who participated
in the Battle of Iwo Jima, and the even finer Letters from Iwo Jima, which
viewed the conflict from the Japanese perspective. Just as excellent was
Million Dollar Baby, an Academy Award-winning picture about the relationship
between an aging waitress (Hilary Swank) who wants to box professionally
and the grizzled manager (Eastwood) who finds it demeaning to train girls.

Million Dollar Baby follows Eastwood’s pattern by concluding with a killing
that proved extremely controversial with audiences. The film represents this
act as a noble gesture that sends Eastwood, like the Western heroes of his
earlier films, into exile. But the film’s true power comes from the way it
involves us in the personal struggle and growing affection of the two main
characters, loners in desperate need of human connection. The scenes in
which boxer and manager become like father and daughter are some of the
most moving in recent memory.

East and West in Black and White

Persepolis is another movie that is as remarkable as it is singular, unconnect-
ed to any larger movement and unlikely to spawn successors. This fascinating
animated film is based on a graphic novel by Marjane Satrapi and directed by
Satrapi and Vincent Paronnaud. It is true that a number of recent movies have
been adapted from graphic novels, but most of these are comic book shoot-
’em-ups whose attempts at gravity seem pretentious. Persepolis, by contrast,
imitates the simple yet affecting black-and-white inks of the source (though
there are a few sequences in color as well) as it tells the autobiographical
story of its author, who was born in Iran and was a young inquisitive girl at the
time of the 1979 revolution. The film follows her through the years as she
grows to adulthood under the new repressive government. As she lives in
Europe for a time and then returns home, the film comments upon the differ-
ences between the life and culture of the Middle East and of the West.

I have touched only briefly on animation in this course, but it has its own
grand history, stretching back to experimental shorts in the silent era and the

Disney classics of
the early sound
period (Snow
White, Pinocchio,
Bambi) to the
stop-motion magic
of figures as
diverse as Ray
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Frank Dunn (Clint
Eastwood) and Maggie
Fitzgerald (Hilary
Swank) size up an
opponent in the multi-
ple-Academy Award-
winning film, Million
Dollar Baby, directed
by Eastwood (2004).



A frame from the ani-
mated film Persepolis,
directed by Vincent
Paronnaud and
Marjane Satrapi. The
film was awarded the
Jury Prize at the 2007
Cannes Film Festival.
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Harryhausen (The Seventh Voyage of Sinbad) and Nick Park, creator of
Wallace and Gromit. The excellence of the tradition continues with the modern
computerized wizardry of Pixar studios. Persepolis makes Satrapi a viable
rival to animation maestro Hayao Miyazaki (My Neighbor Totoro, Spirited
Away), who also makes pictures about the experiences of maturing girls.
Persepolis remains one of the most unusual and exciting films of recent years.

Beyond the Twentieth Century

If film is the art form of the twentieth century, will it continue to be so in the
twenty-first? As television screens expand in size, film stock is replaced by
video, the moviemaking and moviegoing experience grows more and more
expensive, and the Internet becomes an increasingly significant part of daily
life, it is hard to guess how the movies will fare. But even if the multiplex were
to shut down tomorrow, the international cinema would have left a striking
legacy of pleasure and enlightenment. I recommend that you explore the trea-
sures of world cinema for yourself. Although many critics today reject the idea
that a director is the “author” of a film, it is my belief that fine films are almost
always the product of fine directors and that, unlike producers, editors, and
even cinematographers and actors, the mark of good directors can be identi-
fied clearly from picture to picture. In seeking movies to entertain and move
you, by all means take the advice of friends, critics, and even film professors,
but remember that the truest education is self-education. I learned most of
what I know about the movies by tracing the careers of favorite directors. If
you do the same, you can become your own best teacher.
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1. What impact did Heaven’s Gate have upon the Hollywood film industry?
2. What factors contributed to the decline of aesthetic “movements” in
the cinema?

3. How does Martin Scorsese’s work recast the plots and themes of Francis
Ford Coppola’s Godfather series?

4. What themes and ideas haunt the later works of Clint Eastwood?
5. Does Persepolis mark new trends in the development of the animated
film? Why or why not?

Extra Credit: Can you think of a filmmaker unmentioned in Lecture 14 who
you believe belongs on the list of “contemporary mavericks”? Defend your
choice, citing examples from the artist’s work.

Mean Streets (Martin Scorsese, 1973)
High Plains Drifter (Clint Eastwood, 1973)
The Outlaw Josey Wales (Clint Eastwood, 1976)
Taxi Driver (Martin Scorsese, 1976)
Days of Heaven (Terrence Malick, 1978)
The Deer Hunter (Michael Cimino, 1978)
Heaven’s Gate (Michael Cimino, 1980)
Raging Bull (Martin Scorsese, 1980)
My Neighbor Totoro (Hayao Miyazaki, 1988)
White Hunter, Black Heart (Clint Eastwood, 1990)
Unforgiven (Clint Eastwood, 1992)
The Age of Innocence (Martin Scorsese, 1993)
Secrets and Lies (Mike Leigh, 1996)
The Thin Red Line (Terrence Malick, 1998)
Spirited Away (Hayao Miyazaki, 2001)
Talk to Her (Pedro Almodóvar, 2002)
Volver (Pedro Almodóvar, 2006)
Flags of Our Fathers (Clint Eastwood, 2006)
Letters from Iwo Jima (Clint Eastwood, 2006)

Bach, Steven. Final Cut: Art, Money, and Ego in the Making of Heaven’s
Gate, the Film That Sank United Artists. Rev. ed. New York: Newmarket
Press, 1999.

Satrapi, Marjane. The Complete Persepolis. New York: Pantheon, 2007.
Schickel, Richard. Clint Eastwood: A Biography. New York: Vintage, 1997.
Thompson, David, and Ian Christie. Scorsese on Scorsese. Rev. ed. London:
Faber & Faber, 2004.

Webb, Graham. The Animated Film Encyclopedia: A Complete Guide to
American Shorts, Features, and Sequences, 1900–1979. Vol. 1. Jefferson,
NC: McFarland & Company, 2006.

Further Viewing

Further Viewing

For Greater Understanding

Books of Interest
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Further Viewing (Lecture 1)

Intolerance (D.W. Griffith, 1916)
Broken Blossoms (D.W. Griffith, 1919)
The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse (Rex Ingram, 1921)
Orphans of the Storm (D.W. Griffith, 1922)
The Big Parade (King Vidor, 1925)

Further Viewing (Lecture 2)

The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (Robert Weine, 1919)
The Last Laugh (F.W. Murnau, 1924)
Metropolis (Fritz Lang, 1927)
October, or Ten Days That Shook
the World (Eisenstein, 1928)

Storm Over Asia (V. Pudovkin, 1928)
Alexander Nevsky (Eisenstein, 1938)

Further Viewing (Lecture 3)

The Iron Horse (John Ford, 1924)
The Big Parade (King Vidor, 1925)
The Jazz Singer (Alan Crosland, 1927)
Hallelujah (King Vidor, 1929)
Applause (Rouben Mamoulian, 1929)
All Quiet on the Western Front (Lewis Milestone, 1930)
The Blue Angel (Josef von Sternberg, 1930)
Scarface (Howard Hawks, 1931)
Safe in Hell (William Wellman, 1931)
Freaks (Tod Browning, 1932)
Three on a Match (Mervyn LeRoy, 1932)
Pilgrimage (John Ford, 1933)
The Bitter Tea of General Yen (Frank Capra, 1934)
It Happened One Night (Frank Capra, 1934)
The Informer (John Ford, 1935)
The Prisoner of Shark Island (John Ford, 1936)
Alexander Nevsky (Sergei Eisenstein, 1938)
Mr. Deeds Goes to Town (Frank Capra, 1936)
Mr. Smith Goes to Washington (Frank Capra, 1939)
Ivan the Terrible, Parts I and II (Sergei Eisenstein, 1945–46)
My Darling Clementine (John Ford, 1946)
Singin’ in the Rain (Stanley Donen, Gene Kelly, 1952)
The Searchers (John Ford, 1956)

Further Viewing (Lecture 4)

The Grapes of Wrath (John Ford, 1940)
The Long Voyage Home (John Ford, 1940)
His Girl Friday (Howard Hawks, 1940)
How Green Was My Valley (John Ford, 1941)
The Little Foxes (William Wyler, 1941)
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Further Viewing (Lecture 5)

The Magnificent Ambersons (Orson Welles, 1942)
The Lady from Shanghai (Orson Welles, 1948)
It Happened One Night (Frank Capra, 1934)
Meet John Doe (Frank Capra, 1941)
Waterloo Bridge (Mervyn LeRoy, 1940)
Now, Voyager (Irving Rapper, 1942)
The Best Years of Our Lives (William Wyler, 1946)
The Lady from Shanghai (Orson Welles, 1947)
Macbeth (Orson Welles, 1948)
Othello (Orson Welles, 1952)
Touch of Evil (Orson Welles, 1958)
It’s All True (Wilson, Meisel, Krohn, 1993)

Further Viewing (Lecture 6)

Double Indemnity (Billy Wilder, 1944)
Rome, Open City (Roberto Rossellini, 1945)
La Terra Trema (Luchino Visconti, 1947)
Out of the Past (Jacques Tourneur, 1947)
The Naked City (Jules Dassin, 1948)
Side Street (Anthony Mann, 1950)
In a Lonely Place (Nicholas Ray, 1950)
Night and the City (Jules Dassin, 1950)
A Streetcar Named Desire (Elia Kazan, 1951)
Viva Zapata (Elia Kazan, 1952)
Umberto D (Vittorio De Sica, 1953)

Further Viewing (Lecture 7)

The Man Who Knew Too Much (Alfred Hitchcock, 1934)
The 39 Steps (Alfred Hitchcock, 1935)
Young and Innocent (Alfred Hitchcock, 1937)
The Lady Vanishes (Alfred Hitchcock, 1938)
Rebecca (Alfred Hitchcock, 1940)
Shadow of a Doubt (Alfred Hitchcock, 1943)
Notorious (Alfred Hitchcock, 1946)
Strangers on a Train (Alfred Hitchcock, 1951)
Rear Window (Alfred Hitchcock, 1954)
North by Northwest (Alfred Hitchcock, 1959)
Psycho (Alfred Hitchcock, 1960)

Further Viewing (Lecture 8)

The Robe (Henry Koster, 1953)
A Star Is Born (George Cukor, 1954)
Ben-Hur (William Wyler, 1959)
Some Like It Hot (Billy Wilder, 1959)
La Dolce Vita (Federico Fellini, 1960)
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Further Viewing (Lecture 8 continued)

Lawrence of Arabia (David Lean, 1962)
High and Low (Akira Kurosawa, 1963)
The Sound of Music (Robert Wise, 1965)
Death in Venice (Luchino Visconti, 1971)

Further Viewing (Lecture 9)

Lola Montes (Max Ophuls, 1955)
Breathless (Jean-Luc Godard, 1959)
Jules and Jim (François Truffaut, 1961)
Last Year at Marienbad (Alain Resnais, 1961)
Vivre Sa Vie (Jean-Luc Godard, 1962)
Cleo from 5 to 7 (Agnès Varda, 1962)
The Umbrellas of Cherbourg (Jacques Demy, 1964)
La Collectionneuse (Eric Rohmer, 1967)
Two or Three Things I Know About Her
(Jean-Luc Godard, 1967)

Out 1 (Jacques Rivette, 1971)
Celine and Julie Go Boating (Jacques Rivette, 1974)
La Belle Noiseuse (Jacques Rivette, 1991)
Truffaut’s Antoine Doinel series:
Antoine and Colette (1962), Stolen Kisses (1968),
Bed and Board (1970),
Love on the Run (1979)

Further Viewing (Lecture 10)

Diary of a Country Priest (Robert Bresson, 1951)
Tokyo Story (Yasujiro Ozu, 1953)
Ugetsu (Kenji Mizoguchi, 1953)
The Seven Samurai (Akira Kurosawa, 1954)
Shadows (John Cassavetes, 1959)
Rocco and His Brothers (Luchino Visconti, 1960)
La Dolce Vita (Federico Fellini, 1960)
L’Avventura (Michelangelo Antonioni, 1960)
The Manchurian Candidate (John Frankenheimer, 1962)
The Leopard (Luchino Visconti, 1963)
81/2 (Federico Fellini, 1963)
Blowup (Michelangelo Antonioni, 1966)
Mouchette (Robert Bresson, 1967)
Bonnie and Clyde (Arthur Penn, 1967)
The Graduate (Mike Nichols, 1968)
2001: A Space Odyssey (Stanley Kubrick, 1968)
Easy Rider (Dennis Hopper, 1969)
Midnight Cowboy (John Schlesinger, 1969)
The Conformist (Bernardo Bertolucci, 1971)
Planet of the Apes (Franklin J. Schaffner, 1968)
Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid (George Roy Hill, 1969)
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Further Viewing (Lecture 11)

M*A*S*H (Robert Altman, 1970)
Brewster McCloud (Robert Altman, 1970)
Patton (Franklin J. Schaffner, 1970)
McCabe and Mrs. Miller (Robert Altman, 1971)
The Long Goodbye (Robert Altman, 1973)
The Sting (George Roy Hill, 1973)
Thieves Like Us (Robert Altman, 1974)
The Parallax View (Alan J. Pakula, 1974)
Dog Day Afternoon (Sidney Lumet, 1975)
Barry Lyndon (Stanley Kubrick, 1975)
3 Women (Robert Altman, 1977)
Full Metal Jacket (Stanley Kubrick, 1987)
The Player (Robert Altman, 1992)
Short Cuts (Robert Altman, 1993)
Ready to Wear (Robert Altman, 1994)
Eyes Wide Shut (Stanley Kubrick, 1999)
Gosford Park (Robert Altman, 2001)

Further Viewing (Lecture 12)

Jaws (Steven Spielberg, 1975)
Close Encounters of the Third Kind
(Steven Spielberg, 1977)

The Empire Strikes Back (Irvin Kershner, 1980)
E.T.: The Extra Terrestrial (Steven Spielberg, 1982)
The Untouchables (Brian DePalma, 1987)
Aliens (James Cameron, 1986)
Mission: Impossible (Brian DePalma, 1995)
Breakdown (Jonathan Mostow, 1997)
Saving Private Ryan (Steven Spielberg, 1998)
The Iron Giant (Brad Bird, 1999)
Toy Story 2 (John Lasseter, 1999)
U-571 (Jonathan Mostow, 2000)
The Incredibles (Brad Bird, 2004)
Revenge of the Sith (George Lucas, 2005)
Cars (John Lasseter, 2006)
Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of
the Crystal Skull (Spielberg, 2008)

WALL-E (Andrew Stanton, 2008)

Further Viewing (Lecture 13)

Christopher Strong (Dorothy Arzner, 1933)
Our Daily Bread (King Vidor, 1934)
Outrage (Ida Lupino, 1950)
The Bigamist (Ida Lupino, 1953)
Faces (John Cassavetes, 1968)
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Further Viewing (Lecture 13 continued)

Husbands (John Cassavetes, 1970)
A Woman Under the Influence (John Cassavetes, 1974)
Seven Beauties (Lina Wertmuller, 1975)
Hester Street (Joan Micklin Silver, 1975)
Chilly Scenes of Winter (Joan Micklin Silver, 1979)
Marianne and Juliane (Margarethe von Trotta, 1981)
Rosa Luxemburg (Margarethe von Trotta, 1986)
Hollywood Shuffle (Robert Townsend, 1987)
Ishtar (Elaine May, 1987)
Crossing Delancy (Joan Micklin Silver, 1988)
Boyz N the Hood (John Singleton, 1989)
Malcolm X (Spike Lee, 1992)
Menace II Society (Allen and Albert Hughes, 1993)
The Secret of Roan Inish (John Sayles, 1994)
Clockers (Spike Lee, 1995)
Men with Guns (John Sayles, 1997)
Limbo (John Sayles, 1999)
Rosenstrasse (Margarethe von Trotta, 2003)

Further Viewing (Lecture 14)

Mean Streets (Martin Scorsese, 1973)
High Plains Drifter (Clint Eastwood, 1973)
The Outlaw Josey Wales (Clint Eastwood, 1976)
Taxi Driver (Martin Scorsese, 1976)
Days of Heaven (Terrence Malick, 1978)
The Deer Hunter (Michael Cimino, 1978)
Heaven’s Gate (Michael Cimino, 1980)
Raging Bull (Martin Scorsese, 1980)
My Neighbor Totoro (Hayao Miyazaki, 1988)
White Hunter, Black Heart (Clint Eastwood, 1990)
Unforgiven (Clint Eastwood, 1992)
The Age of Innocence (Martin Scorsese, 1993)
Secrets and Lies (Mike Leigh, 1996)
The Thin Red Line (Terrence Malick, 1998)
Spirited Away (Hayao Miyazaki, 2001)
Talk to Her (Pedro Almodóvar, 2002)
Volver (Pedro Almodóvar, 2006)
Flags of Our Fathers (Clint Eastwood, 2006)
Letters from Iwo Jima (Clint Eastwood, 2006)
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Books of Interest (continued)
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Recorded Books also offers these Modern Scholar courses from
renowned scholars Richard Freedman, Jeffrey D. Lependorf, and
Ted Buehrer.

THE MODERN SCHOLAR
FINE ARTS COURSES

How to Listen to and Appreciate Jazz
Professor Ted Buehrer, Kenyon College

Professor Buehrer’s lectures will help you become better attuned to the
complexity and nuance of jazz music. In these lectures, you’ll learn about
the historical and cultural contexts for the many styles of jazz and their
leading contributors—but jazz music is not meant to be merely talked
about; it is meant to be experienced. To aid listeners in their studies,
Professor Buehrer includes the special double-CD music compilation,
Jazz: The First 100 Years, as a primary resource for the course.

Masterpieces of Western Music
Professor Jeffrey D. Lependorf, Columbia University

Most of us have a general familiarity with the truly brilliant composi-
tions of Western music, but do we understand why they are held in such
regard? What makes these works masterpieces? Why highlight these partic-
ular pieces? Columbia University professor Jeffrey D. Lependorf, who holds
a doctorate in music composition, focuses these lectures on the very best of
Western music, seeking to answer these two fundamental questions.

Understanding the Fundamentals of Classical Music
Professor Richard Freedman, Haverford College

The focus of this course is on developing listening skills that will allow
you to more deeply experience and understand great music. You will expe-
rience new levels of aural awareness that will help you appreciate the rich-
ness, complexity and excitement at the heart of all concert music. Professor
Freedman’s approach is thematic and eclectic, juxtaposing styles and pas-
sages from different works designed to highlight a particular musical con-
cept or effect. The course begins with an explanation of the aural dimen-
sions of sound, tone, time, and texture and then progresses on to explore
how these dimensions are brought together in complex musical composi-
tions. Initially you listen to very short passages of music, but move on to
longer portions as your skills develop.
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