2: The auteur theory

The politique des auteurs—the auteur theory, as Andrew Sarris calls
it—was developed by the loosely knit group of critics who wrote
for Cahiers du Cinéma and made it the leading film magazine in the
world. It 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 cultured 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 government and the German Occupation.
Consequently, when they reappeared after the Liberation they
came with a force—and an emotional impact—which was neces-
sarily missing in the Anglo-Saxon countries themselves. And,
secondly, there was a thriving ciné-club movement, 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 movement was
the magnificent Paris Cinémathéque, the work of Henri Langlois,
a great auteur, as Jean-Luc Godard described him. The policy of
the Cinémathéque was to show the maximum number of films,
to plough back the production 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
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dimensions of Hollywood and the careers of individual directors.

The auteur theory grew up rather haphazardly; it was never
elaborated in programmatic terms, in a manifesto or collective
statement. As a result, it could be interpreted and applied on rather
broad lines; different critics developed somewhat different
methods within a loose framework of common attitudes. This
looseness and diffuseness of the theory has allowed flagrant mis-
understandings 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 travesty and caricature,
However, the fruitfulness of the aurenr approach has been such
that it has made headway even on the most unfavourable terrain.
For instance, a recent straw poll 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 recog-
nised 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 film. It implies an operation of decipher-
ment; it reveals authors where none had been seen before. For
years, the model of an author in the cinema was that of the
European director, with open artistic aspirations and full control
over his films. This model still lingers on; it lies behind the
existential distinction between art films and popular films.
Directors who built their reputations in Europe were dismissed
after they crossed the Atlantic, reduced to anonymity. American
Hitchcock was contrasted unfavourably with English Hitchcock,
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 Vertigo
would never have been perceived. Conversely, the auteur theory



Jules Dassin’s Brure Force

has been sceptical when offered an American director whose salva-
tion has been exile to Europe. It is difficult now to argue that Brure
Force has ever been excelled by Jules Dassin or that Joseph Losey’s
recent work is markedly superior to, say, The Prowler.

In time, owing to the diffuseness of the original theory, two
main schools of autewr 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 distinction
here, which I shall return to later. The work of the aurewr has a
semantic dimension, it is not purely formal; the work of the
metteur 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 films of an aureur is constructed
a posteriort; the meaning—semantic, rather than stylistic or expres-
sive—aof the films of a metteur en scéne exists a priori. In concrete

Joseph Losey's The Promler

cases, of course, this distinction is not always clear-cut. There 1s
controversy over whether some directors should be seen as aureurs
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 metreur en scéne above the
auteur. MacMahonism sprang up, with its cult of Walsh, Lang,
Losey and Preminger, its fascination with violence and its notorious
text: ‘Charlton 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.

Yet the auteur theory has survived despite all the hallucinating



Budd Boetticher's The Bullfighrer and the Lady

critical extravaganzas which it has fathered. It has survived because
it is indispensable. Geoffrey Nowell-Smith has summed up the
auteur theory as it is normally presented today:
One essential corollary 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 are most readily apparent.
The purpose of criticism thus becomes to uncover behind the
superficial contrasts of subject and treatment a hard core of
basic and often recondite motifs. The pattern 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 another.
It is this “structural approach’, as Nowell-Smith calls it, which 1s
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
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King Vidor? Firstly, Hawks is a director who has worked for years
within the Hollywood system. His first film, Road 10 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 inspection 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 Pharaohs). Yet all of these films (except perhaps 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 homo hawkstanus, 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 directors 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 transcendent 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 them-
selves as problematic; he begins to question the movement of
American history itself. Boetticher, on the contrary, insists on a
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radical individualism. ‘I am not interested in making 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 i1s no possibility of group _ﬁ_ﬂlidant}'.
Boetticher’s hero acts by dissolving groups and collectivities of any
kind into their constituent individuals, so that he confronts each
person face-to-face; the films develop, in Andrew Sarris’s words,
into ‘floating poker games, where every character takes turns at
bluffing about his hand until the final showdown'. Ijlau:fk:s, unhl::e
Boetticher, seeks transcendent values beyond the individual,
solidarity with others. But, unlike Ford, he does not give his heroes
any historical dimension, any destiny in tume. _

For Hawks the highest human emotion is the camaraderie of the
exclusive, self-sufficient, all-male group. Hawks's heroes are cartle-
men, marlin-fishermen, racing-drivers, pilots, big-game hunters,
habituated to danger and living apart from society, actually cut cfi
from it physically by dense forest, sea, snow or desert. Their
aerodromes are fog-bound; the radio has cracked up; the next
mail-coach or packet-boat does not leave for a week. The édlite
group strictly preserves its exclusivity. It is necessary to pass a test
of ability and courage to win admittance. The group's only internal
tensions come when one member lets the others down (the u:lr_unk
deputy in Rio Bravo, the panicky pilot in Only Ang.-:e‘s Have 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 te?m
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 rituals (in Hatari! blood is txchangenli by transfusion)
and express themselves univocally in communal sing-songs. There
is a famous example of this in Rio Bravo. In Dawn Patrol the
camaraderie of the pilots stretches even across the enemy lines: a
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Only Angels have Wings: the communal sing-song

captured German ace is immediately drafted into the group and
joins in the sing-song; in Harari! hunters of different nationality
and in different places join together in a song over an intercom
radio system.

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 himself has summed up this desolate and barren view

of life:
It's just a calm acceptance of a fact. In Only Angels Have
Wings, after Joe dies, Cary Grant says: ‘“He just wasn’t good
enough.’ Well, thar's the only thing that keeps people going.
They just have to say: ‘Joe wasn’t good enough, and I'm
better than Joe, so I 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 im-
promptu prayer, a few staves of ‘Shall we gather at the river?”—it
is inserted into an ongoing system of ritual institutions, along with
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the wedding, the dance, the parade. But for Hawks it is enough
that the routine of the group’s life goes on, a routine whose only
relieving features are ‘danger’ (Hatari/) and ‘fun’. Danger gives
existence pungency: ‘Every time you get real action, then you have
danger. And the question, “Are you living or not living?” is
probably the biggest drama we have.’ This nihilism, in which
‘living’ means no more than being in danger of losing your life—a
danger entered into quite 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 élire is asked, usually by a woman, why he
risks his life, he replies: “No reason I can think of makes any sense.
I guess we're just crazy.” Or Feathers, sardonically, to Colorado in
Rio Bravo: “You haven’t even the excuse I have. We're all fools.
By ‘crazy’ Hawks does not mean psychopathic: none of his
characters are like Turkey in Peckinpah’s The Deadly Companions
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 grotesquerte, as in The Tall T (*Prety
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 recog-
nises, inchoately, that to most people his heroes, far from embody-
ing 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 élize
group, are themselves excluded from society, exiled to the African
bush or to the Arctic. Outsiders, 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
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John Ford's The Searchers: a funeral service

hate. The crowd assembles to watch the showdown in Rip 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 EI Dorado. Most de-
humanised of all is the crowd in Land of the Pharaohs, employed
in building the Pyramids. Originally the film was to have been
about Chinese labourers building a ‘magnificent airfield’ for the
American army, but the victory of the Chinese Revolution forced
Hawks to change his plans. (“Then I 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
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The Rise and Fall of Legs Diamond: death as a grotesquerie

turkeys’; in Air Force it is ‘fun’ to blow up the Japanese fleet. In
Rio Bravo the geligniting of the badmen *was very funny’. It is at
these moments that the élire 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, lighting 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:

Woman: You love him, don’t you?

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

Woman: How can I love him like you?

Man: Just stick around.

26

Land of the Pharaohs, the dehumanised crow d; His Girl Friday, the tormented
insurance salesman



Women and the animal world: Harari! and (opposite) Genrlemen Prefer Blondes

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 4 Gir/ 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, Gentlemen Prefer Blondes 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
committed, 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 attitude js *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,
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Scarface: Camonte with monkey

bringing up the children, cooking, sewing, a life of service
drudge_r}r and subordination. She is repaid for this by btin. ﬁcnti—,
mentalised. Boetticher, on the other hand, has no obvious u%a;:e fi

women at all; they are phantoms, who provoke action arctprr:rcxt::
tor male modes of conduct, but have no authentic ﬁijgniﬂcance ':r-i
themselves. ‘In herself, the woman has not the slightestimportance,’
- Hawks sees the all-male community as an ultimate; obviously i-t
1s very retrograde. His Spartan heroes are ) i

s j . , in fact, cruelly stunted.
Hawks would be a lesser director if he was unaffected i':y this, if
S,
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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 expo-
sure of the underlying tensions of the heroic dramas. There are
two principal themes, zones of tension. The first is the theme 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 Wood has shown how Scarface should be categorised among
the comedies rather than the dramas: Camonte is perceived as
savage, child-like, subhuman. 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: Bring-
ing Up Baby and Man’s Favourite Sport, for example. There are
often scenes of male sexual humiliation, such as the trousers being
pulled off the hapless private eye in Gentlemen Prefer 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 lampooned, 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 I think he was a lot of fun.’
Whereas the dramas show the mastery of man over nature, over
woman, over the animal and childish; the comedies show his
humiliation, his regression. The heroes become victims; society,
instead of being excluded and despised, breaks in with irruptions
of monstrous farce. It could well be argued that Hawks’s outlook,
the alternative world which he constructs in the cinema, the
Hawksian heterocosm, is not one imbued with particular intel-
lectual subtlety or sophistication. This does not detract from its
force, Hawks first attracted attention because he was regarded
naively as an 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
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linguist 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 ‘structural approach’ which underlies it, the defini-
tion of a core of repeated motifs, has evident affinities with methods
which have been developed for the study of folklore and mytho-
logy. In the work of Olrik 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 lexicon 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 impor-
tant point needs to be made about this type of structural analysis.
There is a danger, as Lévi-Strauss has pointed out, that by simply
noting and mapping resemblances, all the texts which are studied
{whether Russian fairy-tales or American movies) will be reduced
to one, abstract and impoverished. There must be a moment of
synthesis as well as a moment of analysis: otherwise, the method
1§ formalist, rather than truly structuralist. Structuralist criticism
cannot rest at the perception of resemblances or repetitions (redun-
dancies, 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 differentates them from each other). This
means of course that the test of a structural analysis lies not
mm the orthodox canon of a director’s work, where resem-
blances 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 comedies. If we take the adventure
dramas alone it would seem that Hawks’s work is flaccid, lacking
in dynamism; it is only when we consider the crazy comedies that
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it 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 analyse the roles of the protagonists themselves, rather
than simply the worlds in which they operate. The protagonists of
fairy-tales or myths, as Lévi-Strauss has pointed out, can be
dissolved into bundles of differential elements, pairs of opposites.
Thus the difference between the prince and the goose-girl can be
reduced to two antinomic pairs: one natural, male versus fi emale,
and the other cultural, high versus low. We can proceed with the
same kind of operation in the study of films, though, as we shall
see, we shall find them more complex than fairy-tales.

[t is instructive, for example, to consider three films of John
Ford and compare their heroes: Wyatt Earp in My Darling
Clementine, Ethan Edwards in The Searchers and Tom Doniphon
in The Man Who Shor Liberty Valance. They all act within the
recognisable Ford world, governed by a set of oppositions, but
their Joci within that world are very different. The relevant pairs
of opposites overlap; different pairs are foregrounded in different
movies. The most relevant are garden versus wilderness, plough-
share versus sabre, settler versus nomad, European versus Indian,
civilised wversus savage, book versus gun, married versus un-
married, East versus West. These anunomies 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 Ply-
mouth Club, themselves bundles of such differenual elements as
Celtic versus Anglo-Saxon, poor versus rich, Catholic versus
Protestant, Democrat versus Republican, and so on. At first sight,
it might seem that the oppositions listed above overlap to the extent
that they become practically synonymous, but this js by no means
the case. As we shall see, part of the development of Ford’s career
has been the shift from an identity between civilised versus savage
and European versus Indian to their separaton and final reversal,
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50 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 wilder-
ness anc] the garden. As Henry Nash Smith has demonstrated in
his magisterial book Virgin Land, the contrast between the ixn:lge
of A:r}enca as a desert and as a garden is one which has dominated
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 striking images. The Man Who Shor
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 Darimg Clementine, after Wyart Earp has gone to the barber
[w_ho civilises the unkempt), where the scent of honeysuckle is
twice remarked upon: an artificial perfume, cultural rather than
natural. This moment marks the turning-point in Wyatt Earp’s
transition from wandering cowboy, nomadic, savage, bent on
personal revenge, unmarried, to married man, settled, civilised,
the sheriff who administers the law.

Earp, in My Darling Clementine, is structurally the most simple
of the three protagonists 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
Edwlards, 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 relation 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
o t_he desert, to vagrancy. In many respects, he is similar to Scar;
he is a wanderer, a savage, outside the law: he scalps his tnemy.:
l?ut, like the homesteaders, of course, he is a European, the mortal
toe of the Indian. Thus Edwards is ambiguous; the antinomies
invade the personality of the protagonist himself. The oppositions
tear Edwards in two; he is a tragic hero. His companion, Martin
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* Pawley, however, is able to resolve the duality; for him, the period

~ of nomadism is only an episode, which has meaning as the restitu-

~ tion of the family, a necessary link between his old home and his

. pew 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 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: wilderness versus garden

- and nomad versus settler; the first pair precedes the second in time.

- Thus, in Wagonmaster, the Mormons 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 Cheyenne Autumn the Indians journey in
h of the home they once had in the past; in The Quiet Man,
American Sean Thornton returns to his ancestral home in
and. Ethan Edwards’s journey is a kind of parody of this
eme: his object is not constructive, to found a home, but
structive, to find and scalp Scar. Nevertheless, the weight of the
m remains orientated to the future: Scar has burned down the

Wilderness will, in the end, be turned into a garden,

 The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance has many similarities with
‘The Searchers. We may note three: the wilderness becomes a
garden—this is made quite explicit, for Senator Stoddart has
ng from Washington the funds necessary to build a dam which
irrigate the desert and bring real roses, not cactus roses; Tom

alog-home is burned to the ground. But the differences are equally
ear: the log-home is burned after the death of Liberty Valance;
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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 had perceived that by scalping
Scar, he was in reality committing suicide. It might be mentioned
too that, in The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, 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 Valance can be
expressed in another way. Ransom Stoddart represents rational-
legal authority, Tom Doniphon represents charismatic authority.
Doniphon abandons his charisma and cedes it, under what amount
to false pretences, to Stoddart. In this way charismatic and rational-
legal authority are combined in the person of Stoddart and stability
thus assured. In The Searchers this transfer does not take place; the
two kinds of authority remain separated. In My Darling Clementine
they are combined naturally in Wyatt Earp, without any transfer
being necessary. In many of Ford’s late films—1he Quier Man,
Cheyenne Autwmn, Donovan’s Reef—the accent is placed on tradi-
tional 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. In fact, the character of Chihuahua, Doc
Holliday’s girl in My Darling Clementine, is split into two: Miss
Lafleur and Lelani, the native princess. One represents the saloon
entertainer, the other the non-American in opposition to the
respectable Bostonians, Amelia Sarah Dedham and Clementine
Carter. In a broad sense, thisis a part of a general movement which
can be detected in Ford’s work to equate the Irish, Indians and
Polynesians as traditional communities, set in the past, counter-
posed to the march forward to the American future, as it has turned
out in reality, but assimilating the values of the American future
as it was once dreamed.
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The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance

It would be possible, I 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 impossi-
bility 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 autenr. 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’. Similarly, it
throws a completely new light on a film like Wings of Eagles, which
revolves, like The Searchers, round the vagrancy versus home anti-
nomy, 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 auteurs who
can be defined, as Nowell-Smith put it, by a core of basic motifs
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which remain constant, without variation. The great directors
must be defined in terms of shifting relations, in their singularity
as well as their uniformity. Renoir once remarked that a director
spends his whole life making one film; 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 redundancies, but of the prin-
ciple 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 permutation group, the two variants
placed at the far ends being in a symmetrical, though inverted,
relatonship to each other’. In practice, we will not find perfect
symmetry, though as we have seen, in the case of Ford, some
antinomies 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 antinomies
are foregrounded, discarded or even inverted, whereas others
remain stable and constant. The important thing to stress, how-
ever, is that it is only the analysis of the whole corpus which permits
the moment of synthesis when the critic returns to the individual
film.

Of course, the director does not have full control over his work;
this explains why the aurenr theory involves a kind of decipher-
ment, decryptment. A great many features 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 further elaboration. It is often said that a film is the
result of a multplicity 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. I do not need to emphasise
that this view is quite the contrary of the aurenr theory and has
nothing in common with it at all. What the aurenr 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
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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 linguistic
ground on which it keeps rolling’. Mutaris murandis, the same is
true of the aurewr film. “When a mythical schema is transmitted
from one population to another, and there exist differences of
language, social organisation or way of life which make the myth
difficult to communicate, it begins to become impoverished and
confused.” The same kind of impoverishment and confusion takes
place in the film studio, where difficulties of communication
abound. But none the less the film can usually 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 pro-
ducer 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 a priori (like a scenario), an autewr film is con-
structed a posteriors. Imagine the situation if the critic had to
construct a musical composition from a number of fragmentary,
distorted versions of it, all with improvised passages or passages
missing.

The distinction between composition and performance is vital
to aesthetics. The score, or text, is constant and durable; the
performance is occasional and transient. The score is unique,
integrally itself; the performance is a particular among a number
of variants. The score, in music, consists partly of a message to be
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translated from one channel to another (from ‘the stream of ink’ to
the ‘stream of air’) and partly of a set of instructions. In some
modern scores, by Lamonte Young or George Brecht, there are
only instructions; others, by Cornelius Cardew, for instance, are
literary texts, which have to be translated between codes (verbal
and musical) as well as between channels. But the principle
remains the same. Both messages and instructions must necessarily
refer back to a common code, so that they are intelligible to the
performer. The performance itself, however, is not coded; hence
its ungeneralised particularity. The distinctive marks of a per-
formance, like those of somebody’s accent or tone of voice, are
facultative variants. A coded text consists of discrete units; a
performance is continuous, graded rather than coded. It works
more like an analog computer than a digital one; it is similar to a
clock rather than a calendar, a slide-rule rather than an abacus. The
intelligibility of a performance of a piece of music is of a different
kind to the intelligibility of a score. Here we confront the distinc-
tion made by Galvano della Volpe, referred to elsewhere in this
book, between the realm in which de jure criticism is possible and
the realm in which criticism can only be de facto, ‘the kingdom of
more or less’, as Nicholas Ruwet has called it in his study of the
semiology of music.

Linguists have often striven to restrict their field of study to the
coded aspects of texts and to expel graded features, such as
accents, grunts, rasps, chuckles, wails and so on. Charles F.
Hockett, for example, has written that

the embedding medium of linguistic messages . . . shows a

continuous scale of dynamics, organised to some extent in

any given culture; one may speak softly, or more loudly, or
more loudly still, or anywhere in between—with no theoretic
limit to the fineness of gradation. But . . . in general . . . if we
find continuous-scale contrasts in the vicinity of what we are
sure is language, we exclude them from language (though not
from culture).

Other linguists have contested this epistemological asceticism.

Thomas A. Sebeok, for instance, has argued against Hockett and
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others, and demanded a radical rethinking of the relationship
between coded and graded features of language. His own work in
zoo-linguistics, communication among animals, has led him to the
conclusion that discrete units cannot be absolutely separated from
their ‘embedding medium’; if linguists expel continuous pheno-
mena from their field of study they cannot then account, for
instance, for linguistic change. Similar conclusions could be
reached by considering the relations between composition and
performance. There is no unbridged abyss between the two.
Painting provides a particularly interesting example. At one
time, during the Renaissance and Mannerist periods, many paint-
ings were initally composed and designed by an iconographic
programmer, expert in mythology or Biblical studies, and then
executed by the painter. Some of these programmes have sur-
vived. Thus, for example, the marvellous Farnese Palace at

~ Caprarola was decorated throughout according to a scheme

elaborated by three humanist scholars, Annibale Caro, Onophrio
Panvinio and Fulvio Orsini. The scheme was extremely detailed.
For the ceiling of the study, the Stanza della Solitudine, Caro out-
lined the following programme, in a letter to Panvinio:
Thus in one of the large pictures of the middle I would show
the solitude of Christians: and in the middle of this I would
represent Christ Our Lord, and then on the sides in the
following order, St Paul the Apostle, St John the Baptist, 5t
Jerome, St Francis, and others if it can contain more, who
would come out from the desert at different places and would
go and meet the people to preach the evangelical doctrine,
showing the desert on one side of the painting and the people
on the other. In the opposite picture, I would show, as a con-
trast, the solitude of the pagans . . .
and so on. A letter also survives from Caro to Taddeo Zuccaro,
the painter. Evidently, this kind of iconographic programming has
its similarities with a scenario.
Gradually, however, the painter emancipated himself from the
iconographic programmer. We can see the beginnings of this, in-
deed, even in the case of Caprarola; Caro complained to Panvinio
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that either the programme ‘must be adapted to the disposition
of the painter, or his disposition to your subjects, and since it is
obvious that he has refused to adapt himself to you, we must,
perforce, adapt ourselves to him to avoid disorder and confusion’.
That was in 1575. Fourteen years later, in 1589, the sculptor
Giovanni Bologna proved even more headstrong: he sent a bronze
to his patron which, he remarked, ‘might represent the Rape of
Helen, or perhaps of Proserpine, or even one of the Sabines’.
According to a contemporary, he made sculptures ‘solely to show
his excellence in art and without having any subject in mind’. This
was unusual at the time. Most painters submitted to some kind of
iconographical programming for many years after Giovanni
Bologna made his break for freedom. During the seventeenth
century, it was still widely felt that verbal language and Alciati’s
‘syntax of symbols’ were murtually translatable. Shaftesbury, as
late as 1712, was programming a complicated allegorical “draught
or tablature’ of the Judgement of Hercules. This was to be painted
by Paulo de Matthaeis, but it was made perfectly clear that he was
to be the subordinate partner in the enterprise.

Shaftesbury came down clearly on the side of design and
repeatedly diminished the importance of colouring, which he
regarded as ‘false relish, which is governed rather by what
immediately strikes the sense, than by what consequentially and by
reflection pleases the mind, and satisfies the thought and reason’.
Painting, as such, gave no more pleasure than ‘the rich stuffs and
coloured silks worn by our ladies’. Elsewhere he wrote that

the good painter (quatenus painter) begins by working first

within. Here the imagery! Here the plastic work! First makes

forms, fashions, corrects, amplifies, contracts, unites, modifies,
assimilates, adapts, conforms, polishes, refines etc., forms his
tdeas: then his hand: his strokes.
Shaftesbury was trying to hold back a tide much too strong for
him. Painting succumbed to

the je ne sais quoi to which idiots and the ignorant of the art

would reduce everything. *Tis not the doker, the I like and you

like. But why do I like? And if not with reason and truth I

will refuse to like, dislike my fancy, condemn the form, search

it, discover its deformity and reject it.

Shaftesbury’s platonising and allegorising was swept away by the
full flood of Romanticism.

Yet even during the nineteenth century we can still see traces of
the old attitudes. The Pre-Raphaelites worked from extremely
detailed programmes; even Courbet painted what he called a ‘real
allegory’. Gauguin programmed his paintings but according to a
system effectively opaque to anybody but himself. And, at the
beginning of this century, Marcel Duchamp rebelled against what
he called ‘retinal’ painting and the validation of the painter’s touch
—Ila patte, his ‘paw’. The Large Glass was based upon the com-
plicated notes and diagrams which Duchamp later published in the
Green Box: ‘It had to be planned and drawn as an architect would
do it.” In a similar spirit, Laszlo Moholy-Nagy produced paintings

" by telephone, dictating instructions about the use of graph paper

and standardised colours. Thus the wheel came full circle. The
painter, after the long and successful struggle to emancipate him-
self from the iconographer, reacted against the outcome and strove
to turn himself into a designer in his own right. One dimension of
the history of painting lies in this shifting interaction between

- composition and performance.

However, it is not only in painting that the performer has made
efforts to emancipate himself from the designer. Even in music,
which seems the most stable art in this respect, there have been
intermittent periods in which improvisation has been highly
valued. And, of course, jazz provides a striking example. To begin
with, jazz musicians improvised on tunes which they took from a
repertory: march tunes, popular songs. Later they began to write
their own tunes and use these as a basis for improvisation. Finally,
they began to become primarily composers and only secondarily
performers. The legal battle over whether Ornette Coleman
should be categorised as a classical or a popular musician recalls
the very similar battles which took place during the Renaissance
over the disputed status of the painter, whether he was an artist
or an artificer. Conversely, an opposite movement has taken place
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within legitimate music, allowing the performers much greater
freedom to interpret and improvise. Thus the score of Cornelius
Cardew’s Treatise only partially and sporadically refers back to a
common code; it oscillates between a discrete and continuous
notation, between the coded and the graded.

Closer to the cinema has been the experience of the theatre. The
polemic of Ben Jonson against Inigo Jones might well be that of a
scriptwriter against a director more concerned with visual values:

. . . O Showes! Showes! Mighty Showes!

The Eloquence of Masques! What need of prose

Or Verse, or Sense t'express Immortall you?

You are the Spectacles of State! "Tis true

Court Hieroglyphicks! and all Artes affoord

In the mere perspective of an Inch board!

You aske noe more then certeyne politique Eyes,

Eyes that can pierce into the Misteryes

Of many Coulors! read them! and reveale

Mythology there painted on slit deale!

Oh, to make Boardes to speake! There is a taske!

Painting and Carpentry are the Soule of Masque!

Pack with your pedling Poetry to the State!

This is the money-gett, Mechanick Age!
The accusation of commercialism and mechanicality is all too
familiar. Ben Jonson’s complaint is based on an assumption of the
superiority of verbal language, the inadequacy of emblems and
images. The theatre has oscillated between two modes of com-
munication. A very similar impulse to that which motivated
masque, a downgrading of the literary text, made itself felt at the
end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth centuries,
springing in part from the theory and practice of Wagner,
developed at Bayreuth. Edward Gordon Craig stressed the non-
verbal dimensions of the theatre and the sovereignty of the
director; his theories made a particular impact in Germany and in
Russia, where he was invited to work. In Russia, we can trace a
direct link from Craig, through Meyerhold to the work of Eisen-
stein, first at the Proletcult Theatre, then in the cinema. In
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Reinhardt and Dicterle's A Midsommer Night's Dream

Germany, Max Reinhardt was the analogue to Meyerhold; he had
an equivalent kind of effect on the German Expressionist cinema:
even Von Sternberg has acknowledged his admiration of Rein-
hardt. For Meyerhold, words were no longer sacrosanct, plays
were ruthlessly altered and adapted; there was a counter-stress on
the specifically theatrical modes of expression: mime, commedia
dell’arte, set design, costume, acrobatics and the circus, the per-
forming art par excellence. Meyerhold and Reinhardt insisted on
full control. Ironically, when Reinhardt did make a film, A Mid-
summer Night’s Dream in Hollywood, he was made to share the
direction with an established cinema director, William Dieterle.
None the less his work in theatre pointed forward to the cinema.

Even in literature, it should be said, the relationship between
composition and performance occasionally varies. Most literary
works used to be spoken aloud and this persisted, even with prose,
until quite recently: Benjamin Constant read Adolphe aloud
numerous times before it ever saw print; Dickens had immensely
successful recital tours. There is still a strong movement in favour
of reading poetry aloud. Of course, literacy and printing have



diminished the social importance of this kind of performance.
Ever since St Ambrose achieved the feat of reading to himself, the
performance of literary works has been doomed to be secondary.
Yet, during the nineteenth century, as literacy rose, the fall of
Fublic readings was accompanied by its converse, a rising interest
mn typography. The typographer has become, potentially, a kind of
interpreter of a text, like a musician. Early instances of creative
typography can be seen in Tristram Shandy and the work of
Baroque poets, such as Quarles and Herbert. But the modern
movement springs from the convergence of Morris’s concern over
typography and book design, spread through the Arts and Crafis
guilds and Art Nouveau, with the innovations of Mallarmé. In the
first decades of the century there was a great upsurge of interest in
typography—Pound, Apollinaire, Marinett, El Lissitsky, Picabia,
De Stijl, the Bauhaus—which is still bearing fruit today. A world-
wide Concrete Poetry movement has grown up, in which poets
collaborate with typographers.
The cinema, like all these other arts, has a composition side and
a performance side. On the one hand, there is the original story,
novel or play and the shooting-script or scenario. Hitchcock and
Eisenstein draw sequences in advance in a kind of strip-cartoon
fnrfn, On the other hand, there are the various levels of execution:
acting, photography, editing. The director’s position is shifting
and ambiguous. He both forms a link between design and per-
formance and can command or participate in both. Different
directors, of course, lean in different directions. Partly this is the
result of their backgrounds: Mankiewicz and Fuller, for instance,
began as scriptwriters; Sirk as a set-designer; Cukor as a theatre
director; Siegel as an editor and montage director; Chaplin as an
actor; Klein and Kubrick as photographers. Partly too it depends
on their collaborators: Cukor works on colour design with Hoy-
ningen-Huene because he respects his judgement. And most
directors, within limits, can choose who they work with.
, 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 metreur en scéne. Don Siegel was recently
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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
auteyr and react there with the motifs and themes characteristic of
his work. The director does not subordinate 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 auteur.

Of course, it is possible to value performances as such, to agree
with André Bazin that Olivier’s Henry V' was a great film, a great
rendering, transposition into the cinema, of Shakespeare’s original
play. The great metteurs en scéne should not be discounted simply
because they are not awreurs: 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 deliber-
ately concentrate entirely on the stylistic and 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 distracted from the play of light and shade in the
photography. Some of Busby Berkeley's extraordinary sequences
are equally detached from any kind of dependence on the screen-
play: 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 autewr films but marvellous expressively and
stylistically as well: Lola Montés, Shinheike Monogatari, La Régle
du Jeu, La Signora di Tutti, Sansho Dayu, Le Carrosse d’Or.

The auteur theory leaves us, as every theory does, with possi-
bilities and questions. We need to develop much further a theory
of performance, of the stylistic, of graded rather than coded modes
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Busby Berkeley sequence in Gold-Diggers of 1933

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 relation-
ship to Kelly and Arthur Freed, Boetticher's films outside the
Fanown cycle, Welles’s relationship to Toland (and—perhaps
more important—Wryler’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 aurenr
theory should not be applied to the English cinema, which is still
utterly amorphous, 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 critics of Cahliters du Cinéma embarked on is still far
from completed.
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