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so often. The only possible exception to this rule 1 can think of is Abel Gance, whose
greatness is largely a function of his aspiration. Even with Gance, La Roue is as close
to being a great film as any single work of Flaherty’s. Not that single works matter
that much. As Renoir has observed. a director spends his lifc on variations of the same
film.

Two recent films—Boccaccio ‘70 and The Seven Capital Sins—unwittingly rein-
forced the auteur theory by confirming the relative standing of the many directors
involved. If I had not scen either film, I would have anticipated that the order of merit
in Boceaccio 70 would be Visconti, Fellini, and De Sica, and in The Seven Capital
Sins Godard, Chabrol, Demy, Vadim, De Broca, Molinaro. (Dhomme, Ionesco’s
stage director and an unknown quantity in advance, turned out to be Lthe worst of the
lot.) There might be some argument about the relative badness of De Broca and Moli-
naro, but, otherwise, the directors ran true fo form by almost any objective criterion
of value. However, the main point here is that even in these frothy, ultracommercial
servings of entertainment, the contribution of each director had less in common sty-
listically with the work of other directors on the project than with his own previous
work.

Sometimes, a great deal of corn must be husked to yield a few kernels of internal
meaning. I recently saw Every Night at Eight, one of the many maddeningly routine
films Raoul Waish has directed in his long carcer. This 1935 effort featured George
Raft, Alice Faye, Frances Langford, and Patsy Kelly in one of those familiar plots
about radio shows of the period. The film keeps moving along in the pleasantly unpre-
tentious manner one would expect of Walsh until one incongruously intense scene
with George Raft thrashing about in his sleep, revealing his inner fears in mumbling
dream-talk. The girl he loves comes into the room in the midst of his unconscious
avowals of feeling and listens sympathetically. This unusual scene was later ampli-
fied in High Sierra with Humphrey Bogart and lda Lupino. The point is that one of
the screen’s most virile directors employed an essentially feminine narrative device
to dramatize the emotional vuinerability of his heroes. If T had not been aware of
Walsh in Every Night at Eight, the crucial link to High Sierra would have passed
unnoticed. Such are the joys of the aureur theory.
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THE AUTEUR THEORY

The politique des auteurs—the auteur theory, as Andrew Sarris calls it—was devel-
oped by the loosely knit group of critics who wrote for Cahiers du Cinéma and made it
tl}e leading film magazine in the world. [t sprang from the conviction that the American
cinema was worth studying in depth, that masterpieces were made not only by a small
upper crust of directors, the culrured gilt on the commercial gingerbread, but by a whole
range of authors, whose work had previously been dismissed and consigned to oblivion.
There were special conditions in Paris which made this conviction possible. Firstly, there
was the fact that American films were banned from France under the Vichy governmnent
and the German Occupation. Consequently, when they reappeared after the Liberation
they came with a force—and an emotional impact—which was necessarily missing in the
Anglo-Saxon countries themselves. And, secondly, there was a thriving ciné-club move-
ment, due in part to the close connections there had always been in France between the
cinema and the intelligentsia; witness the example of Jean Cocteau or André Malraux.
Connected with this ciné-club movemnent was the magnificent Paris Cinémathéque, the
work of Henri Langlois, a great auteur, as Jean-Luc Godard described him. The policy of
the Cinémathégue was to show the maximum number of films, to plough back the pro-
duc‘:tion of the past in order to produce the culture in which the cinema of the future could
thrive. It gave French cinéphiles an unmatched perception of the historical dimensions of
Hollywood and the careers of individual directors. ‘

The fmteur theory grew up rather haphazardly; it was never elaborated in programmatic
term.s, in a manifesto or collective statement. As a result, it could be interpreted and
agphed on rather broad lines; different critics developed somewhat different methods
within a loose framework of common attitudes. This looseness and diffuseness of the the-
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ory has allowed flagrant misunderstandings to take root, particularly among critics in
Britain and the United States. Ignorance has been compounded by a vein of hostility to
foreign ideas and a taste for wavesty and caricature. However, the fruitfulness of the
auteur approach has been such that it has made headway even on the most unfavorable
terrain, For instance, a recent straw pell of British critics, conducted in conjunction with
a Don Siegel Retrospective at the National Film Theatre, revealed that, among American
directors most admired, a group consisting of Budd Boetticher, Samuel Fuller and
Howard Hawks ran immediately behind Ford, Hitchcock and Welles, who topped the poll,
but ahead of Billy Wilder, Josef Von Sternberg and Preston Sturges.

Of course, some individual directors have always been recognised as outstanding:
Charles Chaplin, John Ford, Orson Welles. The auteur theory does not limit itself to
acclaiming the director as the main author of a fitm. It implies an operation of deci-
pherment; it reveals authors where none had been seen before. For years, the modet of
an author in the cinema was that of the European director, with open artistic aspita-
tions and full control over his films, This model still lingers on; it lies behind the exis-
tential distinction between art films and popular fitms. Directors who built their repu-
tations in Burope were dismissed after they crossed the Atlantic, reduced Lo
anonymity. American Hitchcock was contrasted unfavourably with English Hitch-
cock, American Renoir with French Renoir, American Fritz Lang with German Fritz
Lang. The aureur theory has led to the revaluation of the second, Hollywood careers
of these and other European directors; without it, masterpieces such as Scarler Street
or Vertige would never have been perceived. Conversely, the auleur theory has been
sceptical when offered an American director whose salvation has been exile to Europe.
It is difficult now to argue that Brute Force has ever been excelled by Jules Dassin or
that Joseph Losey’s recent work is markedly superior to, say, The Prowlfer.

In time, owing to the diffuseness of the original theory, two main schools of quteur
critics grew up: those who insisted on revealing a core of meanings, of thematic
motifs, and those who stressed style and mise en scéne. There is an important dis-
tinction here, which 1 shall return to later. The work of the autenr has a semantic
dimension, it is not purely formal; the work of the merteur en scéne, on the other
hand, does not go beyond the realm of performance, of transposing into the special
complex of cinematic codes and channels a pre-existing text: a scenario, a book or a
play. As we shall see, the meaning of the (ilms of an autenr is constructed a posteri-
ori; the meaning—semantic, rather than stylistic or expressive—of the films of a mei-
teur en scéne exists a priori. In concrete cases, of course, this distinetion is not always
clear-cut. There is controversy over whether some directors should be seen as auteurs
or metteurs en scéne, For example, though it is possible to make intuitive ascriptions,
there have been no really persuasive accounts as yet of Raoul Walsh or William Wyler
as auteurs, to take two very different directors. Opinions might differ about Don
Siegel or George Cukor. Because of the difficulty of fixing the distinction in these
concrete cases, it has often become blurred; indeed, some French critics have tended
to value the metteur en scéne above the auteyr. MacMahonism sprang up, with its
cult of Walsh, Lang, Losey und Preminger, its fascination with violence and its noto-
rious text: “Chariton Heston is an axiom of the cinema.” What André Bazin called
“aesthetic cults of personality” began to be formed. Minor directors were acclaimed
before they had, in any real sense, been identified and defined.
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Yet the auteur theory has survived despite all the hallucinating critical extravagan-
zas which it has fathered. It has survived because it is indispensable. Geoffrey Nowell-
Smith has summed up the autenr theory as it is normally presented today:

One essential carollary of the theory as it has been developed is the discovery that the
defining characteristics of an author’s work are not necessarily those which arc most
readily apparent. The purpose of criticism thus becomes to uncover behind the superfi-
cial contrasts of subject and treatment a hard core of basic and often recondite motifs. The
patiern formed by these motifs . . . is what gives an author’s work its particular structure,
both defining it internally and distinguishing one body of work from anather.

It is this “structural approach,” as Nowell-Smith calls it, which is indispensable for
the critic.

The test case for the auteur theory is provided by the work of Howard Hawks. Why
Hawks, rather than, say, Frank Borzage or King Vidor? Firstly, Hawks is a director
who has worked for years within the Hollywood system. His first film, Road o Glory,
was made in 1926. Yet throughout his long career he has only once received general
critical acclaim, for his wartime film, Sergeant York, which closer inspections reveals
to be eccentric and atypical of the main corpus of Hawks’s films. Secondly, Hawks
has worked in almost every genre. He has made westerns, (Rio Bravo), gangsters
(Scarface), war films (Air Force), thrillers (The Big Sleep), science fiction (The Thing
from Another World), musicals (Gentlemen Prefer Blondes), comedies (Bringing up
Baby), even a Biblical epic (Land of the Pharachs). Yet all of these films (except per-
haps Land of the Pharaohs, which he himself was not happy about) exhibit the same
thematic preoccupations, the same recurring motifs and incidents, the same visual
style and tempo. In the same way that Roland Barthes constructed a species of homo
racinianus, the critic can construct a Aomo hawksianus, the protagonist of Hawksian
values in the problematic Hawksian world.

Hawks achieved this by reducing the genres to two basic types: the adventure
drama and the crazy comedy. These two types express inverse views of the world, the
positive and negative poles of the Hawksian vision. Hawks stands opposed, on the
one hand, to John Ford and, on the other hand, to Budd Boetticher. All these diractors
are concerned with the problem of heroism. For the hero, as an individual, death is an
absolute limit which cannot be transcended: it renders the life which preceded it
meaningless, absurd. How then can there be any meaningful individual action during
life? How can individual action have any value—be heroic—if it cannot have tran-
scendent value, because of the absolutely devaluing limit of death? John Ford finds
the answer to this question by placing and situating the individual within society and
within history, specifically within American history. Ford finds transcendent values
in the historic vocation of America as a nation, to bring civilisation to a savage land,
the garden to the wilderness. At the same time, Ford also sees these values themselves
as problematic; he begins to question the movement of American history itself. Boet-
ticher, on the contrary, insists on a radical individualism. “I am not interested in mak-
ing films about mass feelings, I am for the individual” He looks for values in the
encounter with death itself: the underlying metaphor is always that of the bull-fighter
in the arena. The hero enters a group of companions, but there is no possibility of
group solidarity. Boetticher’s hero acts by dissolving groups and collectives of any
kind into their constituent individuals, so that he confronts each person face-to-face:
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the films develop, in Andrew Sarris’s words, into “fleating poker games, where every
character takes turns at bluffing about his hand until the final showdown.” Hawks,
unlike Boetticher, seeks transcendent vatues beyond the individual, in solidarity with
others. But, unlike Ford, he does not give his heroes any historical dimension, any
destiny in time.

For Hawks the highest human emotion is the camaraderie of the exclusive, self-
sufficient, all-male group. Hawk’s heroes are cattlemen, marlin-fishermen, racing-
drivers, pilots, big-game hunters, habituated to danger and living apart from society,
actually cut off from it physically by dense forest, sea, snow or desert, Their aero-
dromes are fog-bound; the radio has cracked up; the next mail-coach or packet-boat
does not leave for a week. The élite group strictly preserves its exclusivity. It is nec-
essary to pass a test of ability and courage to win admittance. The group’s only inter-
nal tensions come when onc member lets the other down (the drunk deputy in Rie
Bravo, the panicky pilot in Only Angels Huve Wings) and must redeem himself by
some act of exceptional bravery, or occasionally when too much ‘individualism’
threatens to disrupt the close-knit circle (the rivalry between drivers in Red Line 7000,
the fighter pilot among the bomber crew in Air Force). The group’s security is the first
commandment: ““You get a stunt team in acrobatics in the air—if one of them is no
good, then they're all in trouble. If someone loses his nerve catching animals, then
the whole bunch can be in trouble.” The group members are bound together by ritu-
als (in Hatari! blood is exchanged by transfusion) and express themselves univocally
in communal sing-songs. There is a famous example of this in Rie Brave. In Dawn
Patrol the camaraderie of the pilots stretches even across the enemy lines: a captured
German ace is immediately drafted into the group and joins in the sing-song; in
Hatari! hunters of different nationality and in different places join together in a song
over an intercom radio sysiem.

Hawks’s heroes pride themselves on their professionalism. They ask: “How good
is he? He'd better be good.” They expect no praise for doing their job well. Indeed,
none is given except: ‘The boys did all right,” When they die, they leave behind them
only the most meagre personal belongings, perhaps a handful of medals. Hawks him-
self has summed up this desolate and barren view of life:

it’s just 1 calm acceptance of a fact. In Only Angels Have Wings, after Joe dies, Cary
Grant says: “He just wasn't good enough.” Well, that's the only thing that keeps people
going. They just have to say: “Joe wasn't good cnough, and I'm better than Joe, so 1 go
ahead and do it” And they find out they're not any better than Joe, but then it's too late,
you see.

In Ford films, death is celebrated by funeral services, an impromptu prayer, a fe.w
staves of “Shall we gather at the river?”’—it is inserted into an ongeing system of_ rl_t-
ual institutions, along with the wedding, the dance, the parade. But for Hawks 1t 15
enough that the routine of the group’s life goes on, a routine whose only relieving fea-
tures are “danger” (Hatari/} and “fun.” Danger gives existence pungency: “Every
time you get real action, then you have danger. And the guestion, ‘Are you living 0{
not living?” is probably the biggest drama we have.” This nihilism, in which ‘livin'g

means no more than being in danger of losing your life—a danger entered into quite

THE AUTEUR THEORY 569

gratuitously—is augmented by the Hawksian concept of having “fun.” The word
“fun” crops up constantly in Hawks’s interviews and scripts. It masks his despair.

When one of Hawks’s élite is usked, usually by a woman, why he risks his life, he
replies: “No reason I can think of makes uny sense. I guess we’re just crazy.” Or
Feathers, sardonically, to Colorado in Riv Brave: “You haven't even the excuse 1
have. We’re all fools.” By “crazy” Hawks does not mean psychopathic: none of his
characters are like Turkey in Peckinpah’s The Deadly Comparions or Billy the Kid
in Penn’s The Left-Handed Gun. Nor is there the sense of the absurdity of life which
we sometimes find in Boetticher’s films: death, as we have seen, is for Hawks simply
a routine occurrence, not a grotesquerie, as in The Tall T (*Pretty soon that well’s
going to be chock-a-block’) or The Rise and Fall of Legs Diamond. For Hawks
“craziness” implies difference, a sense of apartness from the ordinary, everyday,
social world. At the same time, Hawks sees the ordinary world as being “crazy” in a
much more fundamental sense, because devoid of any meaning or values. “I mean
crazy reactions—I don’t think they’re crazy, I think they re normal—but according to
bad habits we’ve fallen into they seemed crazy.” Which is the normal, which the
abnormal? Hawks recognises, inchoately, that to most people his heroes, far from
embodying rational values, are only a dwindling band of eccentrics. Hawks's ‘kind
of men’ have no place in the world.

The Hawksian heroes, who exclude others from their own élite group, are them-
selves excluded from society, exiled to the African bush or to the Arctic. Qutsiders,
other people in general, are perceived by the group as an undifferentiated crowd.
Their role is to gape at the deeds of the heroes whom, at the same time, they hate, The
crowd assembles to watch the showdown in Rie Bravo, to see the cars spin off the
track in The Crowd Roars. The gulf between the outsider and the heroes transcends
enmities among the élite: witness Dawn Patrol or Nelse in Ef Dorado. Most dehu-
manised of all is the crowd in Land of the Pharaohs, employed in building the Pyra-
mids. Originally the film was to have been about Chinese labourers building a “mag-
nificent airfield” for the American army, but the victory of the Chinese Revolution
forced Hawks to change his plans. (*Then [ thought of the building of the Pyramids;
I thought it was the same kind of story.””) But the presence of the crowd, of external
society, is a constant covert threat to the Hawksian élite, who retaliate by having
“fun.” In the crazy comedies ordinary citizens are turned into comic butts, lampooned
and tormented: the most obvious target is the insurance salesman in His Girl Friday.
Often Hawks's revenge becomes grim and macabre. In Sergeant York it is “fun” to
shoot Germans “like turkeys”; in Air Force il is “fun” to blow up the Japanese fleet.
In Rio Bravo the geligniting of the badmen “was very funny.” It is aLr.h_,cs;_c moments
that the #lite turns against the world outside and takes the opportunity to be brutal and
destructive,

Besides the covert pressure of the crowd outside, there is also an overt force which
threatens: woman. Man is woman’s “prey.” Women are admitted to the male group
only after much disquiet and a long ritual courtship, phased round the offering, light-
ing and exchange of cigarettes, during which they prove themselves worthy of entry.
Often they perform minor feats of valour. Even then though they are never really full
members. A typical dialogue sums up their position:
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Woman: You love him, don’t you?

Man (embarrassed): Yes . .. [ guess so. . ..

Woman.: How can I love him like you?

Man: Just stick around.

The undercurrent of homosexuality in Hawks’s films is never crystallised, though
in The Big Sky, for example, it runs very close to the surface. And he himself
described A Girl in Every Port as “really a love story between two men.” For Hawks
men are equals, within the group at least, whereas there is a clear identification
between women and the animal world, most explicit in Bringing Up Baby, Gentle-
men Prefer Biondes and Hatari! Man must strive to maintain his mastery. It is also
worth noting that, in Hawks’s adventure dramas and even in many of his comedies,
there is no married life. Often the heroes were married or at least intimately commit-
ted, to a woman at some time in the distant past but have suffered an unspecified
trauma, with the result that they have been suspicious of women ever since. Their atti-
tude is “Once bitten, twice shy.” This is in contrast to the films of Ford, which almost
always include domestic scenes. Woman is not a threat to Ford's heroes; she falls into
her allotted social place as wife and mother, bringing up the children, cooking,
sewing, a life of service, drudgery and subordination. She is repaid for this by being
sentimentalised. Boetticher, on the other hand, has no obvious place for women at all;
they are phantomns, who provoke action, are pretexts for male modes of conduct, but
have no authentic significance in themselves. “In herself, the woman has not the
slightest importance.”

Hawks sees the all-male community as an ultimate; obviously it is very retrograde.
His Spartan heroes are, in fact, cruelly stunted. Hawks would be a lesser director if
he was unaffected by this, if his adventure dramas were the sum total of his work. His
real claim as an author lies in the presence, together with the dramas, of their inverse,
the crazy comedies. They are the agonised exposure of the underlying tensions of the
heroic dramas. There are two principal themes, zones of tension. The first is the therne
of regression: of regression to childhood, infantilism, as in Monkey Business, or
regression to savagery: witness the repeated scene of the adult about to be scalped by
painted children, in Monkey Business and in The Ransom of Red Chief. With brilliant
insight, Robin Wooed has shown how Scarface should be categorised among the
comedies rather than the dramas: Camonte is perceived as savage, child-like, subhu-
man. The second principal comedy theme is that of sex-reversal and role-reversal. i
Was A Male War Bride is the most extreme example, Many of Hawks’s comedies are
centred round domineering women and timid, pliable men: Bringing Up Baby and
Man’s Favourite Sport, for example. There are often scenes of male sexual humilia-
tion, such as the trousers being pulled off the hapless private eye in Gentlemen Fre-
fer Blondes. In the same film, the Olympic Team of athletes are reduced to passive
objects in an extraordinary Jane Russell song number; big-game hunting is lam-
pooned, like fishing in Man’s Favourite Sport; the theme of infantilism crops up
again: “The child was the most mature one on board the ship, and T think he was a lot
of fun.”

Whereas the dramas show the mastery of man over nature, over woman, over the
anirnal and childish; the comedies show his humiliation, his regression, The heroes
become victims; society, instead of being excluded and despised, breaks in with
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irruptions of monstrous farce. It could well be argued that Hawks’s cutlook, the alter-
native world which he constructs in the cinema, the Hawksian heterocosm, is nct one
imbued with particular intellectual subtlety or sophistication. This does not detract
from its force. Hawks first attracted attention because he was regarded naively as an

Howard Hawks’s battle between the
sexcs, Carole Lombard and John Bar-
rymore in Twentieth Century (1934),
Cary Grant and Katharine Hepburm in
Bringing Up Baby (1938). “Besides
the covert pressure of the crowd out-
side, there s also an overt force which
threatens: woman. Man is woman's
prey” (WOLLEN, page 569),
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action director. Later, the thematic content which I have outlined was detected and
revealed. Beyond the stylemes, semantemes were found to exist; the films were
anchored in an objective stratum of meaning, a plerematic stratum, as the Danish lin-
guist Hjelmslev would put it. Thus the stylistic expressiveness of Hawks's films was
shown to be not purely contingent, but grounded in significance.

Something further needs to be said about the theoretical basis of the kind of
schematic exposition of Hawks’s work which I have outlined. The ‘struc.tural
approach’ which underlies it, the definition of a core of repeated motifs, has evident
affinities with methods which have been developed for the study of folklore and
mythology. In the work of Olrk and others, it was noted that in different folk-tales
the same motifs reappeared time and time again. It became possible to build up a lex-
icon of these motifs. Eventually Propp showed how a whole cycle of Russian fairy-
tales could be analysed into variations of a very limited set of basic motifs (or moves,
as he called them). Underlying the different, individual tales was an archi-tale, of
which they were all variants. One important point needs to be made about this type
of structural analysis. There is a danger, as Lévi-Strauss has pointed out, that by sim-
ply noting and mapping resemblances, all the texts which are studied (whether Rus-
sian fairy-tales or American movies) will be reduced to one, abstract angd impover-
ished. There must be a moment of synthesis as well as a moment of analysis:
otherwise, the method is formalist, rather than truly structuralist. Structuralist criti-
cism cannot rest at the perception of resemblances or repetitions (redundancies, in
fact), but must also comprehend a system of differences and oppositions. In this way,
texts can be studied not only in their universality (what they all have in common) but
also in their singularity (what differentiates them from each other). This means of
course that the test of a structural analysis lies not in the orthodox canon of a direc-
tor’s work, where resemblances are clustered, but in films which at first sight may
seem eccentricities,

In the films of Howard Hawks a systematic series of oppositions can be seen very
near the surface, in the contrast between the adventure dramas and the crazy come-
dies. If we take the adventure dramas alone it would seem that Hawks’s work is ﬂaq-
cid, lacking in dynamism; it is only when we consider the crazy comedies that 1t
becomes rich, begins to ferment: alongside every dramatic hero we are aware of a
phantom, stripped of mastery, humiliated, inverted. With other directors, the system
of oppositions is much more complex: instead of there being two broad strata of films
there are a whole series of shifting variations. In these cases, we need 'to anaflyse the
roles of the protagonists themselves, rather than simply the worlds H.l which they
operate. The protagonists of fairy-tales or myths, as Lévi-Strauss has poinied out, can
be dissolved into bundles of differential elements, pairs of opposites. ’.Thus 'the QIft
ference between the prince and the goose-girl can be reduced to two antinomic pairs:
one natural, male versus female, and the other cultural, high versus low. We can pro-
ceed with the same kind of operation in the study of films, though, as we shall see,
we shali find them more complex than fairy tales. . . .

It is instructive, for example, to consider three films of John Ford and compare ‘thelé
heroes: Wyatt Earp in My Darling Clementine, Ethan Edwards in The_ Se"arche rs an ]
Tom Doniphon in The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance. They all act within the recog
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nizable Ford world, governed by a set of oppositions, but their loci within that world
are very different. The relevant pairs of opposites overlap; different pairs are fore-
grounded in different movies. The most relevant are garden versus wilderness,
plough-share versus sabre, settler versus nomad, European versus Indian, civilised
versus savage, book versus gun, married versus unmarried, East versus West, These
antimonies can often be broken down further, The East, for instance, can be defined
either as Boston or Washington and, in The Last Hurrah, Boston itself is broken down
into the antipodes of Irish immigrants versus Plymouth Club, themselves bundles of
such differential elements as Celtic versus Anglo-Saxon, poor versus rich, Catholic
versus Protestant, Democral versus Republican, and so on. At first sight, it might
seern that the oppositions listed above overlap to the extent that they become practi-
cally synonymous, but this is by no means the case. As we shall see, part of the devel-
opment of Ford’s career has been the shift from an identity between civilised versus
savage and European versus Indian to their separation and final reversal, so that in
Cheyenne Autumn it is the Europeans who are savage, the victims who are heroes.

The master antinomy in Ford’s films is that between the wilderness and the garden.
As Henry Nash Smith has demonstrated, in his magisterial book Virgin Land, the con-
trast between the image of America as a desert and as a garden is one which has dom-
inated American thought and literature, recurring in countless novels, tracts, political
speeches, and magazine stories. In Ford’s films it is crystallised in a number of strik-
ing images. The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, for instance, contains the image of
the cactus rose, which encapsulates the antinomy between desert and garden which
pervades the whole film. Compare with this the famous scene in My Darling Clemen-
tine, after Wyatt Earp has gone to the barber (who civilises the unkempt), where the
scent of honeysuckle is twice remarked upon: an artificial perfume, cultural rather
than natoral. This moment marks the turning-point in Wyatt Earp’s transition from
wandering cowboy, nomadic, savage, bent on personal revenge, unmarried, to mar-
ried man, settled, civilised, the sheriff who administers the law.

Earp, in My Darling Clementine, is structurally the most simple of the three pro-
tagonists I have mentioned: his progress is an uncomplicated passage from nature to
culture, from the wilderness left in the past to the garden anticipated in the future.
Ethan Edwards, in The Searchers, is more complex. He must be defined not in terms
of past versus future or wilderness versus garden compounded in himself, but in rela-
tion to two other protagonists: Scar, the Indian chief, and the family of homesteaders.
Ethan Edwards, unlike Earp, remains a nomad throughout the film. At the start, he
rides in from the desert to enter the log-house; at the end, with perfect symmetry, he
leaves the house again to return to the desert, to vagrancy. In many respects, he is sim-
ilar to Scar; he is a wanderer, a savage, outside the law: he scalps his enemy. But, like
the homesteaders, of course, he is a European, the mortal foe of the Indian. Thus
Edwards is ambiguous; the antinomies invade the personality of the protagonist him-
self. The oppositions tear Edwards in two; he is a tragic hero. His companion, Mar-
tin Pawley, however, is able to resolve the duality; for him, the period of nomadism

is only an episode, which has meaning as the restitution of the family, a necessary link
between his old home and his new home.

Ethan Edwards’s wandering is, like that of many other Ford protagonists, a quest,
a search. A number of Ford films are built round the theme of the quest for the
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Promised Land, an American re-enactment of the biblical exodus, the journey
through the desert to the land of milk and honey, the New Jerusalem. This theme is
built on the combination of the two pairs: wildemess versus garden and nomad ver-
sus settler; the first pair precedes the second in time. Thus, in Wagonmaster, the Mor-
mons cross the desert in search of their future home; in How Green Was My Valley
and The Informer, the protagonists want to cross the Atlantic to a future home in the
United States. But, during Ford’s career, the situation of home is reversed in time. In
Chevenne Aufumn the Indians journey in search of the home they once had in the past;
in The Quiet Man, the American Sean Thornton returns to his ancestral home in Ire-
land. Ethan Edwards’s journey is a kind of parody of this theme: his object is not con-
structive, to found a home, but destructive, to find and scalp Scar. Nevertheless, the
weight of the fitm remains orientated to the future: Scar has burned down the home
of the settlers, but it is replaced and we are confident that the homesteader’s wife, Mrs
Jorgensen, is right when she says: ‘Some day this country’s going to be a fine place
to live,” The wilderness will, in the end, be turned into & garden,

The Man Who Shor Liberty Valance has many similanities with The Searchers, We
may note three: the wilderness becomes a garden—this is made quite explicit, for
Senator Stoddart has wrung from Washington the funds necessary to build a dam
which will trmigate the desert and bring real roses, not cactus roses; Tom Doniphon
shoots Liberty Valance as Ethan Edwards scalped Scar; a log-home is burncd to the
ground. But the differences are equally clear: the log-home is burned after the death
of Liberty Valance; it is destroyed by Doniphon himself; it is his own home. The bum-
ing marks the realisation that he will never enter the Promised Land, that to him it
means nothing; that he has doomed himself to be a creature of the past, insignificant
in the world of the future. By shooting Liberty Valance he has destroyed the only
world in which he himself can exist, the world of the gun rather than the book; it is
as though Ethan Edwards has perceived that by scalping Scar, he was in reality com-
mitting suicide. It might be mentioned too that, in The Man Who Shot Liberty
Valanee, the woman who loves Doniphon marries Senator Stoddart, Doniphon when
he destroys his log-house (his last words before doing so are ‘Home, sweet home!”)
also destroys the possibility of marriage.

The themes of The Man Who Shot Liberty Vulance can be expressed in another
way. Ransomn Stoddart represents rational-legal authority, Tom Doniphon represents
charismatic authority. Doniphon abandons his charisma and cedes it, under what
amounts to false pretences, to Stoddart. In this way charismatic and rational-legal
authority are combined in the person ol Stoddart and stability thus assured._ In The
Searchers this transfer does not take place; the two kinds of authority remam_sepa-
rated, In My Darling Clementine they arc combined naturally in Wyatt Earp, without
any transfer being necessary. In many of Ford’s late films—The Quiet Man, the)’f«’""e
Autumn, Donovan’s Reef—the accent is placed on traditional authority. The island of
Ailakaowa, in Donovan's Reef, a kind of Valhalla for the homeless heroes of The Man
Who Shot Liberty Valance, is actually a monarchy, though complete with the Boston
girl, wooden church, and saloon made familiar by My Darling Clementine. I.n fac!:,
the character of Chihuahua, Doc Holliday’s girl in My Darling Clementine, 18 splhit
into two: Miss Lafleur and Lelani, the native princess. One represents the sa_looﬂ
entertainer, the other the non-American in opposition to the respectable Bostonans,
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Amelia Sarah Dedham and Clementine Carter. In a broad sense, this is a part of a gen-
eral movement which can be detected in Ford's work to equate the Irish, Indians, and
Polynesians as traditional communities, set in the past, counterposed to the march
forward to the American future, as it has turned out in reality, but assimilating the val-
ues of the American future as it was once dreamed.

It would be possible, T have no doubt, to elaborate on Ford’s career, as defined by
pairs of contrasts and similarities, in very great detail, though—as always with film
criticism~—the impossibility of quotation is a severe handicap. My own view is that
Ford’s work is much richer than that of Hawks and that this is revealed by a structural
analysis; it is the richness of the shifting relations between antinomies in Ford’s work
that makes him a great artist, beyond being simply an undoubted aufeur. Moreover,
the auteur theory enables us to reveal a whole complex of meaning in films such as
Donovan’s Reef, which a recent filmography sums up as just ‘a couple of Navy men
who have retired to a South Sea island now spend most of their time raising hell.” Sim-
ilarly, it throws a completely new light on a film like Wings of Eagles, which revolves,
like The Searchers, round the vagrancy versus home antinomy, with the difference
that when the hero does come home, after flying round the world, he trips over a
child’s toy, falls down the stairs and is completely paralysed so that he cannot move
at all, not even his toes. This is the macabre reductio ad absurdum of the settled.

Perhaps it would be true to say that it is the lesser aureurs who can be defined, as
Nowell-Smith put it, by a core of basic motifs which remain constant, without varia-
tion. The great directors must be defined in terms of shifting relations, in their singu-
larity as well as their uniformity. Renoir once remarked that a director spends his
whole life making one filin; this film, which it is the task of the critic to construct,
consists not only of the typical features of its variants, which are merely its redun-
dancies, but of the principle of variation which governs it, that is its esoteric structure,
which can only manifest itself or ‘seep to the surface’, in Lévi-Strauss’s phrase,
‘through the repetition process’. Thus Renoir’s ‘film’ is in reality a ‘kind of permuta-
tion group, the two variants placed at the far ends being in a symmetrical, though
inverted, relationship to each other.’ In practice, we will not find perfect symmetry,
though as we have seen, in the case of Ford, some antimonies are completely
reversed. Instead, there will be a kind of torsion within the permutation group, within
the matrix, a kind of exploration of certain possibilities, in which some antimonies
are foregrounded, discarded, or even inverted, whereas others remain stable and con-
stant. The important thing to stress, however, is that it is only the analysis of the whole
corpus which permits the moment of synthesis when the critic returns to the individ-
val film, - ;

Of course, the director does not have full contral over his work; this cxpléins why
the autewr theory involves a kind of decipherment, decryptment. A great many fea-
tures of films analysed have to be dismissed as indecipherable because of ‘noise’ from
the producer, the cameraman, or even the actors. This concept of ‘noise’ needs fur-
ther elaboration. It is often said that a film is the result of a multiplicity of factors, the
sum total of a number of different contributions. The contribution of the director—
the ‘directorial factor’, as it were—is only one of these, though perhaps the one
which carries the most weight. T do not need to emphasize that this view is quite the
contrary of the autenr theory and has nothing in common with it at all, What the
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auteur theory does is to take a group of films—the work of one director—and analyse
their structure. Everything irrelevant to this, everything non-pertinent, is considered
logically secondary, contingent, to be discarded. Of course, it is possible to approach
films by studying some other feature; by an effort of critical ascesis we could see
films, as Von Sternberg sometimes urged, as abstract light-show or as histrionic
feasts. Sometimes these separate texts—those of the cameraman or the actors—may
force themselves into prominence so that the film becomes an indecipherable
palimpsest. This does not mean, of course, that it ceases to exist or to sway us or
please us or intrigue us; it simply means that it is inaccessible to criticism. We can
merely record our momentary and subjective impressions.

Myths, as Lévi-Strauss has pointed out, exist independently of style, the syntax of
the sentence, or musical sound, euphony or cacophony. The myth functions ‘on an
especially high level where meaning succeeds practically in “taking off”” from the lin-
guistic ground on which it keeps rolling.” Mutatis murandis, the same is true of the
auteur film. *“When a mythical schema is transmitted from one population to another,
and there exist differences of language, social organization, or way of life which
make the myth difficult to communicate, it begins to become impoverished and con-
fused.” The same kind of impoverishment and confusion takes place in the film stu-
dio, where difficulties of communication abound. But none the less the film can usu-
ally be discerned, even if it was a quickie made in a fortnight without the actors or the
crews that the director might have liked, with an intrusive producer and even, perhaps
a censor’s scissors cutting away vital sequences. It is as though a film is a musical
composition rather than a musical performance, although, whereas a musical com-
position exists @ priori (like a scenario), an auteur film is constructed a paosteriort.
Imagine the situation if the critic had to construet a musical composition from a num-
ber of fragmentary, distorted versions of it, all with improvised passages or passages
missing, . . .

What the auteur theory demonstrates is that the director is not simply in command
of a performance of a pre-existing text; he is not, or need not be, only a metteur en
scéne. Don Siegel was asked on television what he took from Hemingway’s short
story for his film, The Killers; Siegel replied that ‘the only thing taken from it was the
catalyst that a man has been killed by somebody and he did not try to run away.’
The word Siegel chose—*catalyst’—could not be bettered. Incidents and episodes in
the original screenplay or novel can act as catalysts; they are the agents which are
introduced into the mind (conscious or unconscious) of the auteur and react there
with the motifs and themes characteristic of his work. The director does not subordi-
nate himself to another author; his source is only a pretext, which provides catalysts,
scenes which fuse with his own preoccupations to produce a radically new work.
Thus the manifest process of performance, the treatment of a subject, conceals the
latent production of a quite new text, the production of the director as an qufeur.

Of course, it is possible to value performances as such, to agree with André Ba;lﬂ
that Olivier’s Henry V was a great film, a great rendering, transposition into the cin-
ema, of Shakespeare’s original play. The great metteurs en scéne should not be dis-
counted simply because they are not auteurs: Vincente Minnelli, perhaps, or Stanley
Donen. And, further than that, the same kind of process can take place that occurred
in painting: the director can deliberately concentrate entirely on the stylistic and

THE AUTEUR THEORY 577

expressive dimensions of the cinema. He can say, as Josef Von Sternberg did about
Morocco, that he purposely chose a fatuous story so that people would not be dis-
tracted from the play of light and shade in the photography. Some of Busby Berke-
ley’s extraordinary sequences are equally detached from any kind of dependence on
the screenplay: indeed, more often than not, some other director was entrusted with
the job of putting the actors through the plot and dialogue. Moreover, there is no
doubt that the greatest films will be not simply auteur films but marvellous expres-
sively and stylistically as well: Lola Monies, Skinheike Monogatari, La Régle du Jeu,
La Signora di Turti, Sansho Dayu, Le Carrosse d'Or.

The auteur theory leaves us, as every theory does, with possibilities and questions.
We need to develop much further a theory of performance, of the stylistic, of graded
rather than coded modes of communication. We need to investigate and define, to
construct critically the work of enormous numbers of directors who up to now have
only been incompletely comprehended. We need to begin the task of comparing
author with author. There are any number of specific problems which stand out:
Donen’s relationship to Kelly and Arthur Freed, Boetticher’s films outside the
Ranown cycle. Welles’s relationship to Toland (and—perhaps more important—
Wyler’s), Sirk’s films outside the Ross Hunter cycle, the exact identity of Walsh or
Wellman, the decipherment of Anthony Mann. Moreover there is no reason why the
autenr theory should not be applied to the English cinerna, which is still utterly amor-
phous, unclassified, unperceived. We need not two or three books on Hitchcock and
Ford, but many, many more, We need comparisons with authors in the other arts: Ford
with Fenimore Cooper, for example, or Hawks with Faulkner. The task which the crit-
ics of Cahiers du Cinéma embarked on is still far from completed.

1969

.. . At this point, it is necessary to say something about the auteur theory since this
has often been seen as a way of introducing the idea of the creative personality into
the Hollywood cinema. Indeed, it is true that many protagonists of the auteur theory
do argue in this way, However, I do not hold this view and I think it is important to
detach the auteur theory from any suspicion that it simply represents a ‘cult of per-
sonality” or apotheosis of the director. To my mind, the auteur theory actually repre-
sents a radical break with the idea of an ‘art’ cinerna, not the transplant of traditional
ideas about *art” into Hollywood. The ‘art’ cinema is rooted in the idea of creativity
and the film as the expression of an individual vision. What the auteur theory argues
is that any film, certainly a Hollywood film, is a network of diffcrent statements,
crossing and contradicting each other, claborated into a final ‘coherent’ version. Like
a dream, the film the spectator sees is, so to spcak, the “film fagude’, the end—product
of ‘secondary revision’, which hides and masks the process which remuins latent in
the film ‘unconscious’. Sometimes this “fagade’ is so warked over, so smoothed out,
or else so clotted with disparate elements, that it is impossible to see beyond it, or
rather to see anything in it except the characters, the dialogue, the plot, and sc on. But
in other cases, by a process of comparison with other films, it is possible to decipher,
not a coherent message or world-view, but a structure which underlies the film and
shapes it, gives it a certain pattern of energy cathexis. It is this structure which auteur
analysis disengages from the film.
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The structure is associated with a single director, an individual, not because he has
played the role of artist, expressing himself or his own vision in the film, but because
it is through the force of his preoccupations that an unconscious, unintended mean-
ing can be decoded in the film, usnally to the surprise of the individual involved. The
film is not a communication, but an artefact which is unconsciously structured in a
certain way. Auteur analysis does not consist of retracing a film to its origins, to its
creative source. It consists of tracing a structure (not a message) within the work,
which can then post factum be assigned to an individual, the director, on empirical
grounds. It is wrong, in the name of a denial of the traditional idea of creative sub-
jectivity, to deny any status to individuals at all. But Fuller or Hawks or Hitcheock,
the directors, are quite separate from ‘Fuller’ or “Hawks’ or ‘Hitchcock’, the struc-
tures named after them, and should not be methodologically confused. There can be
no doubt that the presence of a structure in the text can often be connected with the
presence of a director on the set, but the situation in the cinema, where the director’s
primary task is often one of coordination and rationalisation, is very different from
that in the other arts, where there 15 4 much more direct relationship between artist
and work. It is in this sense that it is possible to speak of a film auteur as an uncon-
scious catalyst.

However, the structures discerned in the text are often attacked in another way.
Robin Wood, for example, has argued that the ‘auteur’ tilm is something like a Pla-
tonic Idea. It posits a ‘real’ film, of which the actual film is only a flawed transcript,
while the archi-film itself exists only in the mind of the critic. This attack rests on a
misunderstanding. The main point about the Platonic Idea is that it predates the
empirical reality, as an archetype. But the ‘auzenr’ film {or struclure) is not an archi-
film at all in this sense. It is an explanatory device which specifies partially how any
individual film works. Some films it can say nothing or next-to-nothing about at all.
Auteur theory cannot simply be applied indiscriminately. Nor does an auteur analy-
sis exhaust what can be said about any single film. It does no more than provide one
way of decoding a film, by specifying what its mechanics are at one level. There are
other kinds of code which could be proposed, and whether they are of any value or
not will have to be settled by reference to the text, to the films in question.

Underlying the anti-Platonic argument, however, there is often a hostility towards
any kind of explanation which invelves a degree of distancing from the ‘lived expe-
rience’ of watching the film itself. Yet clearly any kind of serious critical work—I
would say scientific, though I know this drives some people into transports of rage—
must involve a distance, a gap between the film and the criticism, the text and the
meta-texL. It is as though meteorologists were reproached for getting away from t‘he
‘lived experience’ of walking in the rain or sunbathing. Once again, we are back w.lth
the myth of transparency, the idea that the mark of a good film is that it conveys a rich
meaning, an important truth, in a way which can be grasped immediately. If this is the
case, then clearly all the critic has (o do is to describe the experience of watching t_he
film, reception of a signal, in such a way as to clear up any little confusions or emg-
mas which still remain. The most that the critic can do is to put the spectator on the
right wavelength so that he can sce for himself as clearly as the critic, who is already
tuned in.

THE AUTEUR THEORY 579

The auteur theory, as T conceive it, insists that the spectator has to work at reading
the text. With some films this work is wasted, unproductive. But with others it is not.
In these cases, in a certain sense, the film changes, it becomes another film—as far as
experience of it is concerned. It is no longer possible to look at it *with the same eyes’,
There is no integral, genuine experience which the critic enjoys and which he tries to
guide others towards. Above all, the critic’s expericnce is not essentially grounded in
or guaranieed by the essence of the film itself. The critic is not at the heart of the mat-
ter. The critic is someone who persists in learning to see the film differently and is
able Lo specify the mechanisms which make this possible. This is not a question of
‘reading in’ or projecting the critic’s own concerns in to the film; any reading of a film
has to be justified by an cxplanation of how the filin itself works to make this reading
possible. Nor is it the single rcading, the one which gives us the true meaning of the
film; it is simply a reading which produces more meaning.

Again, it s necessary to insist that since there is no true, essential meaning there
can therefore be no exhaustive criticism, which settles the interpretation of a film
once and for all. Moreover, since the meaning is not contained integrally in any film,
any decoding may not apply over the whole area of it, Traditional criticism is always
seeking for the comprehensive code which will give the complete interpretation, cov-
ering every detail. This is a wild goose chase, in the cinema, above all, which is a col-
lective form. Both Classical and Romantic aesthetics hold to the belief that every
detail should have a meaning—Classical aesthetics because of its belief in a common,
universal code; Romantic aesthetics because of its belief in an organic unity in which
every detail reflects the essence of the whole. The auteur theory argues that any sin-
gle decoding has to compete, certainly in the cinema, with noise from signais coded
differently. Beyond that, it is an illusion to think of any work as complete in itself, an
isolated unity whose intercourse with other films, other texts, is carefully controlled
to avoid contamination, Different codes may run across the frontiers of texts at lib-
erty, meet and conlflict within them. This is how language itself is struclured, and the
failure of linguistics, for instance, to deal with the problem of semantics, is exempli-
fied in the idea that to the unitary code of grammar (the syntactic component of lan-
guage) there must correspond a unitary semantic code, which would give a correct
semantic interpretation of any sentence. Thus the idea of ‘grammaticality” is wrongly
extended to include a quite false notion of ‘semanticity’. In fact, no headway can be
made in semantics until this myth is dispelled.

The auieur theory has important implications for the problem of evaluation. Ortho-
dox aesthetics sees the problem in predictable terms, The *good” work is one which
has both a rich meaning and a correspondingly complex form, wedded together in a
unity (Romantic) or isomorphic with each other (Classical). Thus the critic, to
demonstrate the value of a work, must be able to identify the ‘content’, establish its
truth, profundity, and so forth, and then demonstrate how it is expressed with mini-
mum loss or leakage in the signals of the text iself, which are patterned in a way
which gives coherence to the work as a whole. “Truth’ of content is not envisaged as
being like scientific truth, but more like *human’ truth, a distillation of the world of
human experience, particularly interpersonal experience. The world itself is an untidy
place, full of loose ends, but the artefact can tie all these loose ends together and thus
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convey to us a meaningful truth, an insight, which enables us to go back to the real
world with a reordered and recycled experience which will enable us to cope better,
live more fully, and so on. In this way art is given a humanistic function, which guar-
antees its value.

All this is overthrown when we begin to see loose ends in works of art, to refuse to
acknowledge organic unity or integral content. Moreover, we have to revise our
whole idea of criteria, of judgement. The notion behind criteria is that they are time-
less and universal. They are then applied to a particular work and it is judged accord-
ingly. This rigid view is varied to the extent that different criteria may apply to dif-
ferent kinds of works or that slightly different criteria may reflect different points of
view or kinds of experience, though all are rooted in a common humanity. But almost
all current theories of evaluation depend on identifving the work first and then con-
fronting it with criteria. The work is then criticised for falling short on one score or
another, Tt is blemished in some way. Evidently, if we reject the idea of an exhaustive
interpretation, we have to reject this kind of evaluation. Instead, we should concen-
trale on the productivity of the work. This is what the ‘modern movement’ is about.
The text, in Octavio Paz’s words, is something like a machine for producing mean-
ing. Moteover, its meaning is not neutral, something to be simply absorbed by the
Consumer.

The meaning of texts can be destructive—of the codes used in other texts, which
may be the codes vsed by the spectator or the reader, who thus finds his cwn habitual
codes threatened, the battle opening up in his own reading. In one sense, everybody
knows this. We know that Ulysses or Finnegans Wake are destructive of the nine-
teenth-century novel. But it seems difficult to admit this destructiveness into court
when judgements are to be made. We have to, To go to the cinema, to read books, or
to listen to music is to be a partisan, Evaluation cannot be impartial. We cannot
divorce the problem of codes from the problem of criteria. We cannot be passive con-
sumers of films who then stand back to make judgements from above the fray. Judge-
ments are made in the process of looking or reading. There is a sense in which to
reject something as unintelligible is to make a judgement. It is to refuse to use a code.
This may be right or wrong, but it is not the same thing as decoding a work before
applying criteria. A valuabie work, a powerful work at least, is one which challenges
codes, overthrows established ways of reading or looking, not simply to establish new
ones, but to compel an unending dialogue, not at random but productively. . . .

1972

RICHARD B. JEWELL
HOW HOWARD HAWKS BROUGHT
BABY UP: AN APOLOGIA FOR THE
STUDIO SYSTEM

When the merging of studios, exchanges and theaters into a few large corporations, and the
extravagances of the “out-spending” era, had brought an end to the independent
Prm!ucnon, the inelastic methods of bureaucracy replaced (he loose practices of democracy
In picture making. Now a new idea, instead of having te win the “0.K.” of onc autocrat of
a livde kingdom, had to run the gauntlet of editorial boards, production committees, and
conferences of vatious sorts. A multitude of alleged experts awaited the fellow with the
new thought, and when his innovation had completed the circuit of the studio’s intricate
system there was seldom a trace of originality lefi in it. The sharp shears and heavy
smoothing-irons of the experts had transformed the wild, crazy idea to one of the rigid
patterns in favor, at the time, with the studio head and his yes-men and yes-women.

BENJAMIN B. BAMPTON, 1931

Productiop methods under this rigid system became mechanized: the “assembly line”
appeared in Hollywood. The resulting standardization of pictures caused the downfall of
the most important directors during the late twenties. The various branches of production
were divided and specialized so specifically and minutely that directors had a lessening

Opportunity to contribute to the whole. Most directors became “glorified foremen™ under
the producer-supervisors.

LEWIS JACOBS, 1939

. Many l'Jool.cs and articles dealing with the American cinema have been written
119113(:8 Benjamin Ha}mpton and Lewis Jacobs completed their pioneering studies in the
Os. Yet the basic descriptions which these two men applied to the studio system,

iand the general hostility which they expressed toward it, still predominate in con-
scholarship. No fewer than six recent and major books utilize Jacobs's
assembly-line” analogies in their discussions of Hollywood’s major
Although most qualify their assessments to some extent, the authors of these
tend to agree with Hampton and Jacobs that the studios were bureaucratic,

temporary
“factory” and
Studjos,
books




