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Preface

In The Popular Arts in America: A Reader 1 have tried to
provide a balanced and comprehensive coverage of popular cul-
ture in its major manifestations. I have chosen to emphasize the
critical examination of each manifestation in order to reveal the
actual and potential values each offers as an art. After a general
examination of “sense and sensibility” in the popular arts, four
areas are considered in readable and provocative selections by a
variety of influential writers: (1) the movies, (2) television and
radio, (3) popular music (rarely treated in anthologies), and (4)
newspapers, magazines, and popular reading. I have set substance,
currency, relevance, intrinsic interest, and reasonable length as the
principal criteria for my choices.

The questions and suggested topics for discussion or writing
will, I hope, enhance the book’s usefulness in courses ranging from
English and mass media to communications or journalism, all of
them aimed at developing critical judgment in the popular arts.

For suggestions and encouragement in shaping this anthology
I would like to give special thanks to Professors Theodore Peterson
of the University of Illinois, Donald Schueler and Cresap S. Wat-
son of Louisiana State University in New Orleans, Thomas Inge of
Virginia Commonwealth University, Reuel Denney and J. M. Neil
of the University of Hawaii, Rod Whitaker and Richard Byrne of
the University of Texas, Ted Perry of New York University, and to
William A. Pullin of Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, who inspired the
project.

WILLIAM M. HAMMEL



Contents

Preface
Introduction

1 THE POPULAR ARTS

RUSSEL NYE, The Popular Arts and the Popular
Audience
Questions For Discussion

LEO ROSTEN, The Intellectual and the Mass Media
Questions For Discussion

JAMES BALDWIN, Mass Culture and the Creative
Artist
Questions For Discussion

GILBERT HIGHET, Kitsch
Questions For Discussion

2 MOVIES

STANLEY KAUFFMANN, The Film Generation:
Celebration and Concern
Questions For Discussion

ROY HUSS and NORMAN SILVERSTEIN, The Film
Experience
Questions For Discussion

INGO PREMINGER, Economics of the New Movie,
in Dollars and Sense, by a Producer of Same
Questions For Discussion

13
15
28

29
32
33
41

45
58

59
72

74
82



PETER HOMANS, Puritanism Revisited: An Analysis
of the Contemporary Screen-Image Western
Questions For Discussion

ROBERT WARSHOW, The Gangster as Tragic Hero
Questions For Discussion

JAMES AGEE, Comedy’s Greatest Era
Questions For Discussion

GIDEON BACHMANN, The Road Beyond
Neorealism: An Interview with Federico Fellini
Questions For Discussion

INGMAR BERGMAN, Bergman Discusses Film-
Making
Questions For Discussion

JONAS MEKAS, Where Are We——The Underground?
Questions For Discussion

3 TELEVISION AND RADIO

MARSHALL MC LUHAN, Television: The Timid
Giant
Questions For Discussion

MARGARET MEAD, Our Leaders Do Not
Understand Television
Questions For Discussion

NER LITTNER, A Psychiatrist Looks at Television
and Violence
Questions For Discussion

SPIRO T. AGNEW, Des Moines Speech on Television
News Bias
Questions For Discussion

HERBERT J. GANS, How Well Does TV Present the
News?
Questions For Discussion

NICHOLAS JOHNSON, What Do We Do About
Television?
Questions For Discussion

83
98
99
104
105
123

124
130

132
140
141
145

149
167

169
174

176
192

195
203

205
219

221
231



From NEWSWEEK MAGAZINE, Radio’s Heroic Age
Questions For Discussion

RAYMOND SWING, Radio: The Languishing Giant
Questions For Discussion

TIME ESSAY, The Distant Message of the Transistor
Questions For Discussion

4 POPULAR MUSIC

H. F. MOONEY, Popular Music Since the 1920s: The
Significance of Shifting Taste
Questions For Discussion

RICHARD GOLDSTEIN, from The Poetry of Rock
Questions For Discussion

GREIL MARCUS, Who Put the Bomp in the Bomp
De-Bomp De-Bomp?
Questions For Discussion

STEVEN GOLDBERG, Bob Dylan and the Poetry of
Salvation
Questions For Discussion

TIME ESSAY, The Message of History’s Biggest
Happening
Questions For Discussion

ARNOLD SHAW, Soul Is . . .
Questions For Discussion

LE ROI JONES, Jazz and the White Critic
Questions For Discussion

PAUL HEMPHILL, The Nashville Sound
Questions For Discussion

5 POPULAR PRINT

MAX WAYS, What’'s Wrong with News? It Isn’t New
Enough
Questions For Discussion

235
237
238
245
246
249

253
272
273
281

283
299

300
309

311
316
318
322
324
331
333
343

347
362



TERRY ANN KNOPF, Race, Riots, and Reporters
Questions For Discussion

CHARLES M. SCHULZ, But a Comic Strip Has to
Grow
Questions For Discussion

JULES FEIFFER, from The Great Comic Book
Heroes
Questions For Discussion

JAMES RANSOM, A Snob’s Guide to Status
Magazines
Questions For Discussion

JESSE KORNBLUTH, The Underground Press and
How It Went
Questions For Discussion

NICHOLAS BLAKE (C. DAY LEWIS), The
Detective Story—Why?
Questions For Discussion

JOSEPH ELDER, Science Fiction
Questions For Discussion

NORA EPHRON, Mush
Questions For Discussion

HERBERT J. GANS, Love Story: A Romance of
Upward Mobility
Questions For Discussion

364
374

376
379

380
386

387
393

395
404

405
411
412
415
416
429

431
435



The Popular Arts
in America: A Reader



Introduction

Current usage defines “poputlar arts” as those arts that appeal
to the inasses and that do not require a high level of intellectual
or cultural refinement. Such works as James Joyce’s Ulysses and
T. S. Eliot's The Waste Land, much contemporary symphonic
music, and abstract art have a far more restricted audience than
do films like The Sound of Music or Love Story, rock music, or
pop art. We could say that the popular arts are more “democratic”
since they are accessible 1o larger numbers of people and that “high
art” tends to be ‘“‘aristocratic,” the province of the more cultivated.

The popular arts often depend on a mass audience for their
very existence. Writing costs the author little except his time, and
books are relatively inexpensive to print; but the technology in-
volved in producing a film or TV show requires a huge investment
that must be recouped through wide distribution. Thus the pro-
ducer of a film, TV show, or rock album must pay greater attention
to the factors that will ensure a large audience: accessibility, in-
offensiveness, and so on; the novelist, the poet, and the artist are
significantly freer from such mundane pressures.

The contents of this book give evidence of another quality of
many popular arts: their newness. Whether they are new media
(movies, TV, radio) or new forms of traditional media (rock and
soul music, the “non-fiction novel,” the multi-media happening),
many popular arts have not been around long enough to acquire
the aura of classical forms (even if they strove for such status).
Folk arts, such as ballads, originated in prehistory, but the current
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explosion of the popular arts was made possible only by modern
technology, which gave the masses enough affluence and leisure
to become an audience for the popular arts. Moreover, many
critics have shown how each new form or new medium has been
greeted with scorn by the intellectual establishment. When the
first English novels appeared in the eighteenth century, they were
considered fit only for occupying the idle hours of indolent young
ladies. It was not until much later that the novel attained the
eminence of a major literary form. Similarly, in a recent film (set
in the future), one of the characters is upset when his “classic”
book collection—original Superman and Batman comics—is seized
to pay his debts. On the other hand, many people have suggested
that the popular arts are part of our disposable culture, designed
not to last, and that it is the exceptional popular work of art that
will endure.

The case of movies is an interesting and relevant one for our
consideration. First condemned as vulgar and noxious, the motion
picture has gained significantly in stature. Many people now speak
of the filin as an art, without feeling the need to specify “popular”;
indeed, many of today’s films could hardly be called popular, for
they are obviously aimed at an intellectual elite. As yet, few people
speak of television or rock music as arts. Even though they might
speak of a seventeenth-century diary or an ancient Scottish folk
song in terms of art, they would not apply the magic word to a
network news special or to a major work of the Beatles or Bob
Dylan. This collection of essays is intended to help correct this
situation by demonstrating that these new arts contain some of the
most exciting artistic developments of our time and that anyone
who seriously hopes to understand contemporary American culture
cannot possibly ignore the popular arts.

These statements should not be interpreted to imply that
Simon and Garfunkel’s The Sounds of Silence, for instance, is an
artistic achievement equal to Eliot’s The Waste Land. Although
both works can be seen in the context of an artistic tradition and
both deal with twentieth-century man’s alienation and rootlessness,
there is little doubt that Eliot's is the more subtle and fully or-
chestrated piece. But the point is that each work exists for a
different purpose and appeals to a different esthetic taste. We need
not choose between them. Ideally, we should be able to appreciate
what is worthwhile in both the popular and the aristocratic arts.

The different kinds of arts—fine art, folk art, popular art,
high art, low art—serve two principal purposes: entertaimnent
and instruction. We read a book, magazine, or newspaper, see a



Introduciion

film or TV show because we enjoy using and expanding our minds,
our senses, and our emotions.

Twentieth-century man is surrounded with informational,
communicative, and esthetic productions on a scale that would
have astounded even the wildest visionary of the last century. The
new media of radio, movies, and TV have truly shrunk the world
to something of a “global village,” to use one of McLuhan’s
phrases, and despite pronouncements and predictions to the con-
trary, printed matter is still very much with us. Books are selling
at record rates every year, national magazines still boast enormous
numbers of subscribers, and newspapers, though fewer in number,
are still very much a part of our daily lives.

Studying this ever-increasing variety of mass conmmunicative
devices that are the popular arts presents some difficulties. One
problem is that the popular arts lend themselves to an almost in-
finite number of approaches. The sociologist or cultural anthropol-
ogist might wish to study the nature of the society that supports
these popular arts; the Freudian psychologist might consider the
homosexual wish-dreamns of famous comic-book duos; the theolo-
gian might look at the religious significance of the Peanuts comic
strip; the historian of music might find Bach lingering in a Beatles
song; the literary critic might see much worthwhile in the narrative
structure of a film. The essays in this collection have not been
chosen because they represent one approach to the popular arts;
actually they represent a multiplicity of approaches. They have
been selected in an attempt to clarify what the popular arts are
doing and what they should be doing better.

If the artist has “the human ability to make things” (as one
dictionary defines art), the critic judges how well the artist makes
things. The criteria for judgment will of course differ with the form
or medium. For example, we might ask that a newspaper be
accurate, present a balance of opinions and sufficient variety and
breadth of material, and be pleasingly arranged. We might demand
that a film have polished technique, good acting, interesting plot
or subject, an awareness of the complexity of the issues it deals
with, and so on.

Such considerations crystallize into a second major problem
in studying the popular arts, the problem of taste. Although taste
can never be absolute, it does seem to develop with practice. The
more we read, see, hear—in short, the more we are exposed to—
the easier it becomes to differentiate the imaginative from the banal,
the creative from the cliché, the truly original from the merely
flashy, the honest from the manipulative. Since the popular arts
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are so very dependent on a mass audience, the level of cultural
development or education of the people has a direct bearing on the
quality of these arts. Today's popular arts are quite a bit more
sophisticated than they were twenty years ago, a fact that speaks
well for today’s mass audience.

The essays in this book, representing as they do a wide variety
of backgrounds and opinions, have one thing in common: they
all seek to understand and explain what the popular arts are, what
they are doing, and why. By identifying patterns and raising vital
questions, these selections contribute to our understanding of our
popular arts, ourselves, and our society.



1

THE POPULAR ARTS






The Popular Arts and
the Popular Audience

Russel Nye

Russel Nye is a professor of English at Michigan State University
and author of the recent study of popular arts entitled The Unem-
barrassed Muse, from which this essay on the relationship between
popular art and its audience is taken.

The arts that have most validity for the greatest part of the popula-
tion are not considered arts at all.
—JOHN DEWEY

The term “the popular arts” cannot be used accurately to
describe a cultural situation in Western civilization prior to the late
eightcenth century. Certainly large numbers of people before that
time found pleasant and rewarding ways of cultural diversion, but
not until the emergence of mass socicty in the cighteenth century—
that is, until the incorporation of the majority of the population
into society—could cither popular culture or popular art be said
to exist.

Obviously, there had always been two artistic traditions—the
high and low comedy of Greece, the drama and circuscs of Rome,
medieval cathedral plays and strect fairs, Renaissance court-drama
and tavern farces—separated by lay and ecclesiastical controls.
The appearance of a predominantly middle-class civilization in
the Western world, accompanicd by the decrcase in size and
importance of the so-called “elite” and “lower” classes, drastically
changed the cultural pattern. The cighteenth century thus saw the
establishment of a triple artistic tradition—the folk and high art
of the past, plus a new popular level of art (although the lines of
demarcation were ncver so clear cut). Prior to the eighteenth cen-

FROM The Unembarrassed Muse by Russel Nye. Copyright © 1970 by Russel
Nye. Reprinted by permission of the publisher, The Dial Press.
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tury the serious artist crcated for a relatively small minority on
whom his subsistence depended. Though Sam Johnson looked for
a patron, he succceded without one, for by his time the elitc no
longer could legislate culturally for the powerful middle class.

The primary condition for the emergence of popular culture
was a great leap in population growth in Europe and the Americas,
and the subsequent concentration of people into cohesive urban
or ncar-urban units with common social, economic, and cultural
characteristics. The result was the creation of a huge market for
cntertainment, with identifiable desires and responses. The exis-
tence of what is now called “the cntertainment industry” can be
easily recognized as early as 1750, when marketable cultural goods
began to be manufactured in quantity to meet the needs of this
mass public, to the profit of those who produced them.

After revolution broke the domination of cultural standards
by the upper classes, the spread of education and literacy through
the great middle class and below created a new audicnce which
represented the tastes of the population at large. Control of the
means of cultural production and transmission passed from a
previously privileged elite to the urbanized, democratized middle
classes. By the middle of the ninectcenth century ncarly everyone
in the United States (cxcept slaves and Indians) was minimally
literate; by the middle of the twenticth three-quarters of American
adults possessed a high school education or better. This mass so-
ciety had much more leisure time, much more disposable income,
and it necded a new art—neither folk nor elite—to usc the onc and
fill the other.

Popular culture was also a product of modern technology and
its new techniques for duplicating and multiplying materials (high
spced presses, cheaper paper, new ways of graphic representation)
along with much more cfficient methods of production and dis-
tribution. Print beccame pervasive in nineteenth-century society,
as machines widened and cheapened the public’s access to the
printed page. The twenticth century opened other channels of
cultural communication to even large audiences by introducing
quite revolutionary methods of reproducing and transmitting sound
and image—the phonograph, film, radio, television. Print is no
longer the chief mecans of contact between artist and public, for
the mass of today’s population is accessible in a varicty of ways.
The average American between his second and his sixty-fifth year
spends three thousand entire days, almost nine years of his life,
watching television; by the time the average five-year-old enters
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kindergarten, he has spent more time before the family television
set than the average college student has spent in classrooms over
a four-year span.

The growth of a large popular audience, increasingly acces-
sible through the mass media, caused in turn a demand for artists
to satisfy its cultural nceds. To these artists success lay not in
pleasing a rich patron and his small, aristocratic, cultural circle,
but in satisfying an increasingly broad “popular” audience. By the
middle of the eighteenth century a large number of artists, cspe-
cially novelists and dramatists (genres most adaptable to mass
consumption) aimed their work directly at this new, gencral audi-
ence. The popular artist had to make his own tradition by in-
vestigating his market, calculating its desires, and evolving devices
(many of which he adapted from folk art) for reaching it. He
became a kind of professional (personified clearly, for example,
by Daniel Defoe in England), who created for profit the kind
of art that the public wanted.

The appearance of a popular artistic tradition, therefore, de-
rives from a shift—initiated in the eighteenth century and com-
pleted during the nineteenth—from the patronage of the arts by
the restricted upper classes to the support offered by a huge,
virtually unlimited, middle-class audience, within the context of
great technological, social, and political change. Modern mass
society was fully formed by the middle of the nineteenth century;
the modern mass media, in various stages of development, already
provided the dominant forms of communication. Popular culture
developed with it. The twentieth century established both more
securely.

Although rather clear boundaries lic between popular and folk
art on the onc hand, and elitc art on the other, the linc between
the first two is vague and easily crossed. The folk artist is usually
satisfied with somcwhat more anonymity; he is less concerned
with aesthetic context, and less with specifically aesthetic purpose,
though he wants to satisfy his audience, as does the popular
artist. His art, however, tends to be thematically simplc and tech-
nically uncomplicated, its production—the folk song, the duck
decoy, the tavern sign, the circus act—not so strongly influcnced
by technological factors.

Popular art is folk art aimed at a wider audience, in a some-
what more sclf-conscious attempt to fill that audience’s expecta-
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tions, an art more aware of the need for selling the product, more
consciously adjusted to the median taste. It is an art trying to
perfect itself, not yet complcte, not yct mature.

Elite art is produced by known artists within a consciously
acsthetic context and by an accepted sct of rules, its attainment
(or failure) judged by reference to a normative body of recognized
classics. The subjective clement—that is, the presence of the
creator or performer—is vital to its cffectivencss. Elite art is ex-
clusive, particular, individualistic; its aim is the discovery of new
ways of recording and interpreting cxperience. Technical and
thematic complexity is of much greater valuc in clite art than in
folk or popular art; in fact, technique may become a vehicle for
thematic expression, or may simply become an end in itself.

Popular art, aimed at the majority, is ncither abstruse, com-
plicated, or profound. To understand and appreciate it should
require neither specialized, technical, nor professional knowledge.
It is relatively free of corrective influences derived from minority
sources; its standards of comprehension and achicvement are re-
ceived from consensus; it must be commonly approved, pervasive
in the population, “popular” in the sensc that the majority of
people like and endorse it and will not accept marked deviations
from its standards and conventions. More individualized than
folk art, but less so than clite art, popular art tends to be more
dependent than cither on the skill of the performer.

Popular art confirms the cxperience of the majority, in con-
trast to clitc art, which tends to cxplore the new. For this reason,
popular art has been an unusually sensitive and accurate reflector
of the attitudes and concerns of the society for which it is produced.
Because it is of lesser quality, aesthetically, than clitc art, historians
and critics have tended to neglect it as a means of access to an
era’s—and a socicty’s—values and ideas. The popular artist cor-
roborates (occasionally with great skill and intensity) values and
attitudes already familiar to his audicnce; his aim is less to provide
a new experience than to validate an older one. Predictability is
important to the effectiveness of popular art; the fulfillment of
expectation, the pleasant shock of recognition of the known, ver-
ification of an experience already familiar—as in the detective
story, the Western, the popular song, the Edgar Guest poem.

Popular art must be adaptable to mass production, and to
diffusion through the mass media. It is irretricvably tied to the
technology of duplication; to the popular artist the machinery of
production and distribution may be as important—or more so—
to what he does than either technique or content. Popular art,
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therefore, must be produced under conditions which make it pos-
sible to reach the widest possible audicnce in the most efficient way,
a fact of life which the popular artist must accept as onc of the
stipulations of his craft.

Popular art assumcs its own particular kind of audience, huge,
heterogeneous, bewilderingly diverse in its combination of life
styles, manners, interests, tastes, and economic and educational
levels. This audience is much less self-conscious than an clite art
audience; its standards are less clearly defined, its expectations less
consistent and integrated. The audience for elite art possesses com-
monly held aesthetic and intellectual standards and has its own
specialized idiom of appreciation and criticism. But those who
respond to the popular arts are not sure why. Their standards are
never preciscly formulated or articulated and they are flexible
and impermanent to a much greater degree than those of the audi-
ence for folk or elite art.

The relation of the popular artist to his audience is unique.
The elite artist knows that his audience views his art in a context
of certain predispositions; he anticipates success or failure within
a definable framework of theory and achievement. His audience
is acutely aware of him as an individual, knowing that his primary
concern is the interpretation of his individual cxperience, and that
he is personally involved with the content and technique of his
product. The popular artist, however, works under no such set
of rules, with a much less predictable audience, and for much
less predictable rewards. His relationship with his public is neither
direct nor critical, for between him and his audicnce stand cditors,
publishers, sponsors, directors, public relations men, wholesalers,
exhibitors, merchants, and others who can and often do influence
his product.

The elite artist is governed by traditional conventions of
genre and technique, and knows that he will be judged by them.
Since his accomplishment is measured by comparison with what
others have done or are doing at his artistic level, he clearly under-
stands the objectives and standards set for him by his critics and
fellow artists. The popular artist, however, is subject primarily to
the law of supply and demand; his aim is to win the largest possible
audience in the marketplace. Neither what others have done, nor
what critics say must be done, will necessarily guarantee success.
The criterion of his success is contemporary, commercial, measured
in terms of the size and response of his public. He competes not
with his medium, nor with a preconceived set of critical standards,
nor even with other popular artists, but with the audience under

11
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whose indirect control he must work—a notoriously fickle audi-
ence of unknown size and composition.

The popular artist must communicate with his audicnce
through the mass media—with their interminably recurrent need
for materials, unalterable publication deadlines, and vast amounts
of empty space and time to be filled—which tends to depersonalize
him, to remove him from close involvement with his art. The
novelist writing for the little magazine or the prestige publisher,
and the Western specialist writing for the mass-circulation weekly
stand at completely different positions in relation to their materials
and audiences, because they reach their audiences through media
which make quite different demands and impose quite different
conditions upon them.

The elite and popular arts are also distributed to their audi-
ences in quite different ways, which in turn influence their product.
Galleries, concerts, the quality press, the hardback book trade,
academic discussion, self-improvement clubs and socicties arc not
for the popular artist; he finds his public via the newsstand, the
movic screen, the television, the paperback. His audience sees him
less as an individual than as its own surrogate; his personal vision
takes on meaning and effectiveness only when it reflects a wider,
majority experience. He expresses not only what he feels, but
also what many others feel.

The popular audience expects entertainment, instruction, or
both, rather than an “acsthetic experience.” To create for such an
audience means that the popular artist cannot take into considera-
tion the individualities and preferences of minority groups. Since
the popular arts aim at the largest common denominator, they
tend to standardize at the median level of majority cxpectation.
The popular artist cannot disturb or offend any significant part of
his public: though the elite artist may and should be a critic of his
society, the popular artist cannot risk alicnation.

The popular artist, then, hopes to do the very best he ar-
tistically can within the rigorous limits set by his situation. His
accomplishment is measured by his skill and effectiveness in op-
crating within the boundaries of the majority will and the require-
ments of the mass media. Since he hopes to make money, he aims
at one thing—the largest possible audience—and whether it be a
best seller, a high program rating, a four-star feature, or a *“golden
disc,” his talents (which may be considerable) are directed toward
mass response. .

This does not mean that what the popular artist does is not
worth doing, or personally unsatisfying, or aesthetically bad, or
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commercially cheap. It merely means that he must develop certain
kinds of specialized skills to accomplish it, for his product must
pay the medium and show a profit. And since popular art, to be
successful, must be immediately popular, the artist must use those
forms and media to which his audiecnce has easiest access—movies,
radio, television, thc phonograph record, the magazine, the paper-
back book, the popular song, the newspaper, the comic book, and
so on—and which it can most easily understand.

The fact that the mass audience cxists, and that the popular
artist must crecate for it, are simply the primary facts of life for
the popular arts. Popular art can depend on no subsidy, state,
or patron; it has to pay its way by giving the public what it wants,
which may not always agrec with what the artist may feel to be the
most acsthetically apt. Satisfying a large audience involves no less
skill than pleasing a smaller or morc sophisticated onc; popular
artists can and do develop tremendous expertisc and real talent.
A best-sclling paperback is not ipso facto bad; a song is not neccs-
sarily worthless because people hum it; a painting is ncither bad
because many look at it with plcasure nor good because few do.

Sometimes, with skill and talent alone, a popular artist may
transmute mecdiocre material into something much better than it
is, something cven good; the gradual improvement over the years
of standards of performance in the popular arts provides sufficient
proof of this. A brief glance at the almost unbelicvable banalities
and ineptitudes of early movics, radio, television, fiction, or popular
theater, in comparison with today’s products, makes it abundantly
clear that contemporary popular artists have developed tremendous
technical skill, and that their sophistication and subtleties of per-
formance are much greater than those of their predecessors. The
distance between the movies of William S. Hart or Mary Pickford
(or even of some Chaplin), between the comedy of Gallagher and
Shecan or Amos and Andy, between the music of the Wolverines or
Paul Whiteman, and today’s cquivalents is incredibly wide. Over
the years, the simple literalness of Tom Mix and Edward G. Robin-
son has become the symbolic, multileveled popular art of High
Noon and Bonnie and Clyde.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

I. Nye describes the popular artist as “a kind of professional . . .
who creates for profit the kind of art that the public wants.” Com-
ment on this concept of the popular artist. Are the popular arts
therefore bound to a capitalistic economy?

13
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2. According to Nye, “Popular art confirms the experience of the
majority, in contrast to elite art, which tends to explore the new.
. . . To create for such an audience means that the popular artist
cannot take into consideration the individualities and preferences of
minority groups.” Do you think these observations are borne out by
the TV programs and movies you have seen recently? Obviously
representation of minorities has increased. Do you think TV and
movies have helped blaze this trail or merely reflected social change?
Discuss.

3. Nye states that “though the elite artist may dnd should be a critic
of his society, the popular artist cannot risk alienation.” Is this alto-
gether true? Have any films, TV shows, or rock songs seriously criti-
cized society? Discuss.

4. Nye speaks of popular culture as a product of modern technology
and its new methods for duplicating and multiplying materials (Apple
Records, for instance, uses as many as sixteen tape tracks). Do you
feel depersonalized by this widespread use of technology with all its
machines?

5. In an article in the Spring 1971 edition of the Journal of Popular
Culture, Nye posed an interesting question:

Who can say that the TV watcher gets less “genuine” value—at
his level of experience—than a professor reading James? I have
never quite understood why, if a Ph. D. settles down with a
Scotch and soda to read Ross MacDonald (who was recently
favored with front-page Times and Newsweek reviews) it’s sophis-
tication, whereas a tool-and-die maker from Oldsmobile who
watches Mannix on TV with a can of beer is automatically a slob.
Whose values are more genuine?

Comment on Nye's observation.

6. In the same article, Nye wrote: “We have lived for three-quarters
of a century with mass culture, and we are culturally no worse off
than before; in fact, there is reason to believe we may be better off.”
Do you think there has been any measurable progress or decline in
the popular arts in the last few years? Discuss.

7. In the essay that follows, Leo Rosten maintains that the masses pre-
fer “the frivolous as against the serious, ‘escape’ as against reality.” Do
you agree? What do you think Nye's attitude toward such a statement
woutld be?



The Intellectual and
the Mass Media

Leo Rosten

In this essay Leo Rosten, a noted writer on popular culture, contends
that the reason trivial, escapist entertainment fare dominates the mass
media is not the irresponsibility or mendacity of the media them-
selves, as intellectuals claim, but the preferences of the general public.

Most intellectuals do not understand the inherent nature of
the mass media. They do not understand the process by which a
newspapcr or magazine, movie or television show is created. They
project their own tastes, yearnings, and values upon the masses—
who do not, unfortunately, share them. They attribute over-sim-
plified motivations to those who own or operatc the mass media.
They assume that changes in ownership or control would neces-
sarily improve the product. They presume the existcnce of a vast
reservoir of talent, competence, and material which docs not in
fact exist.

A great deal of what appears in the mass media is dreadful
tripe and trcacle; inane in content, banal in style, muddy in reason-
ing, mawkish in sentiment, vulgar, naive, and offensive to men of
learning or refinement. I am both depressed and distressed by the
bombardment of our eyes, our ears, and our brains by meretricious
materal designed for a populace whosc paramount preferences
involve the narcotic pursuit of “fun.”

Why is this so? Are the media operated by cynical men
motivated solely by profit? Are they controlled by debasers of
culture—by ignorant, vulgar, irresponsible men?

Many intellectuals think so and say so. They think so and
say so in the face of evidence they either do not examine or cannot
bring themselves to accept: that when the public is free to choose

FROM Daedalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Aris and Sciences,
Boston, Mass., Vol. 92, No. 1 (Winter 1963), 333-46. Reprinted by permission.
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among various products, it chooses——again and again and again—
the frivolous as against the serious, “escape” as against reality, the
lurid as against the tragic, the trivial as against the serious, fiction
as against fact, the diverting as against the significant. To conclude
otherwise is to deny the data: circulation figures for the press,
box-office receipts for the movies and the theater, audience mea-
surement for radio and television programs.

The sad truth seems to be this: that rclatively few pecople in
any society, not excluding Periclean Athens, have reasonably good
taste or care deeply about ideas. Fewer still seem equipped—Dby
temperament and capacity, rather than education——to handle ideas
with both skill and pleasure.

The deficiencies of mass media are a function, in part at lcast,
of the deficiencies of the masses. Is it unfair to ask that respon-
sibility for mental laziness and deplorablc taste bc distributed—to
include the schools, the churches, the parents, the social institutions
which produce those masses who persist in preferring pin-ball
games to anything remotely rescmbling philosophy?

Intellectuals seem unable to reconcile themselves to the fact
that their hunger for more news, better plays, more serious debate,
deeper involvement in ideas is not a hunger characteristic of many.
They cannot believe that the subjects dear to their hcarts bore or
repel or overtax the capacities of their fellow citizens. Why this is
so I shall try to explore later. At this point, let me remark that the
intellectual, who examines his society with unyielding and antiseptic
detachment, must liberate himself from the myths (or, in Plato’s
term, the royal lies) by which any social system operates. It is
ironic that intellectuals often destroy old myths to erect and rever-
ence special myths of their own. A striking example is found in
the clichés with which they both characterize and indict the mass
media. Let us consider the principal particulars in that indictment.*

“The mass media lack originality.”

They certainly do. Most of what appears in print, or on
film, or on the air, lacks originality. But is there any area of human
endeavor of which this is not true? Is not the original as rare in
science or philosophy or painting as it is in magazines? Is not the
original “original” precisely because it is rare? Is it not self-evident

* For the best general summary, and critical comment, see Chapter
XV in The Fabric of Society, by Ralph Ross and Ernest van den Haag
(Harcourt, Brace & Co., 1957), a work of remarkable lucidity and good
sense.
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that the more that is produced of anything, the smaller the
proportion of originality is likely to be? But is the absolute number
of novel creative products thereby reduced? Are we dealing with
Gresham’s Law—or with imperfect observation?

The mass media are not characterized by endless inventive-
ness and variation. But they are¢ considerably more varied and
inventive, given their built-in limitations, than we give them credit
for. Consider these limitations: ncither life nor truth nor fiction
offers infinite choices: there is only a limited number of plots or
stories or themes; there is only a limited number of ways of com-
municating the limited body of matcrial; audiences devclop a
cumulative awarcness of rescmblances and an augmented resist-
ance to the stylized and the predictable; and cven the freshest
departures from routine soon become familiar and routine. Besides,
originality is often achieved at the price of “balance” or propor-
tion: the most arresting features in, say, The New Yorker or
Time often incur the displeasure of scholars preciscly because they
prefer vitality to a judicious ordering of “all the facts.”

The artist, of course, wrests freshness and new insight from
the most familiar material; but true artists, in any field at any
given time, are so rare that their singularity requires a special
word—*genius.”

The mass media are cursed by four deadly requirements: a
gargantuan amount of spacec (in magazines and newspapers) and
time (in television and radio) has to be filled; talent—on every
level, in every technique—is scarce; the public votes, i.c., is free to
decide what it prefers (and it is the deplorable results of this
voting that intellectuals might spend more time confronting); and
a magazine, paper, television or radio program is committed to
periodic and unalterable publication. Content would bc markedly
improved if publications or programs appeared only when superior
material was available. This applics to academic journals no Icss
than to publications or programs with massive audiences.

“The mass media do not use the best brains or
freshest talents.”

Surely the burden of proof is on those who make this asser-
tion. The evidence is quite clear that talent in the popular arts is
searched for and courted in ways that do not apply in other fields:
seniority is ignored, tenure is virtually nonexistent, youth is prized.
In few areas is failurc so swiftly and ruthlessly punished, or
success so swiftly and extravagantly rewarded.
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And still—talent is scarce. It is a woeful fact that despite
several generations of free education, our land has produced rel-
atively few first-rate minds; and of those with first-rate brains,
fewer have imagination; of those with brains and imagination,
fewer still possess judgment. If we ask, in addition, for the special
skills and experience involved in the art of communicating, the
total amount of talent available to the media is not impressive.

“The best brains” in the land do not gravitate to the media—if
by brains we mean skill in analyzing complexitics, or sustaining
abstract propositions for prolonged intellectual operations. But the
best brains would not necessarily make the best editors, or writers,
or producers, or publishers—at least they would not long survive
in a competitive market.

The media are enterprises, not 1Q tests. They feed on in-
ventivencss, not analytic discipline. They require creative skills and
nonstandardized competences. Their content has, thus far at least,
resisted the standardized and accumulative statement of proposi-
tions of a Euclid or an Adam Smith.

“The mass media do not print or broadcast the best material
that is submitted to them.”

To edit is to judge; to judge is, inevitably, to reward some
and disappoint others.

The assumption that a vast flow of material pours into the
editorial offices of the media—from which publishers or producers
simply select the worst—is simply incorrect. A huge proportion
of what finally appears in magazines, radio, and television was
“dreamed up” inside the media offices, and ordered from the staff
or from freelance writers. And as often as not, even when the best
talent is employed, at the highest prices, and given complete free-
dom, the results disappoint expectations. Excellence is not neces-
sarily achieved because it is sought.*

“The mass media cannot afford to step on anyone’s toes.”

The following recent articles in popular magazines most con-
spicuously stepped on quite powerful toes: What Protestants Fear
About Catholics; Cigarettes and Lung Cancer; Birth Control; The

* Yet consider that the mass media have recently presented to the
public such indubitable highbrows as, say, Jacques Maritain, Reinhold
Niebuhr, Robert Oppenheimer, Edith Hamilton, Aldous Huxley, Warren
Weaver, Edith Sitwell, Jacques Barzun, James Bryant Conant, and Julian
Huxley.
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Disgrace of Our Hospitals; Fee-Splitting by Doctors; Agnosticism;
Financial Shenanigans and Stock Manipulations; A Mercy Killing;
The Murder of Negroes in the South.

The movies and television recently offered all but the deaf
and blind these scarcely soporific themes: miscegenation; adultery;
dope addiction; white-Negro tensions; the venality of television;
the vulgarity of movic executives; the cowardice of a minister, a
banker; hypocrisy in business and advertising; big business and
call girls; the degeneracy of Southern whites.

It was long assumed that the most sacred of sacred cows in a
capitalist society is the Businessman or Big Business as an in-
stitution. But in recent years we have becn exposed to a striking
number of revelations about Business. Advertising men and meth-
ods, presumably too “powerful” to expose, much less deride, have
been raked with coals of fire—in media which depend upon ad-
vertisers and advertising. “The Man in the Grey Flannel Suit”
became a symbol of conformity to the masses, no less than the
intellectual, through the mass media.

It is worth noticing that the sheer size of an audience crucially
influences the content of what is communicated to it. Taboos, in
movies or television, are not simply the fruit of cowardice among
producers (though their anxiety is often disproportionate, and
their candor unnecessarily hampered by pessimistic assumptions
of what public reaction will be). Taboos are often functions of
audience size, age-range, and heterogeneity. Things can be com-
municated to the few which cannot be communicated (at least not
in the same way) to the many.

Books, magazines, and newspapers can discuss sex, homo-
sexuality, masturbation, venereal disease, abortion, dope addiction,
in ways not so easily undertaken on television or film. The reader
reads alone—and this is a fact of great importance to those who
write for him.

“The mass media do not give the public enough or
adequate information about the serious problems
of our time.”

Never in history has the public been offered so much, so often,
in such detail, for so little. I do not mean that Americans know as
much as intellectuals think they ought to know, or wish they did
know, about the problems which confront us. I do mean that the
media already offer the public far more news, facts, information,
and interpretations than the public takes the trouble to digest. 1
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find it impossible to escape the conclusion that, apart from periods
of acute crisis, most people do not want to be involved, in precisely
those areas which the intellectual finds most absorbing and mean-
ingful.

Consider these recent authors and subjects in popular journal-
ism: Winston Churchill on the war; Harry S. Truman on the
presidency; Geoffrey Crowther on United States-British relations;
William O. Douglas on Russia; Dean Acheson on Berlin; Joseph
Alsop on Suez; George Kennan on Europe; Henry Kissinger on
nuclear weapons; Adlai Stevenson on nine different countries and
their problems; Nehru on India and the West; Ben-Gurion on the
Middle East.

I wonder how many academic journals have been more rele-
vant or edifying.

Do intellectuals find it unnoteworthy that, year after year,
four to five times as many citizens in New York City choose the
Daily News as against the New York Times or Herald Tribune?
Or that for decades the citizens of Chicago have preferred the
Chicago Tribune to competitors closer to the intellectuals’ heart?
Or that for decades the people of Los Angeles have voted in favor
of the Los Angeles Times, at the expense of less parochial com-
petitors?

“The aesthetic level of the mass media is appalling: truth is
sacrificed to the happy ending, escapism is exalted, romance,
violence, melodrama prevail.”

The mass media do not attempt to please intellectuals, on
either the aesthetic or the conceptual plane. Some commentators
believe that if the media offered the public less trivia, the taste of
the public would perforce be improved. But if the media give the
public too little of what they want, and too much of what they don’t
want (too soon), they would simply cease to be mass media—and
would be replaced by either “massier” competitors or would drive
the public to increased expenditures of time on sports, parlor
games, gambling, and other familiar methods of protecting the self
from the ardors of thought or the terrors of solitude.

The question of proportion (how much “light stuff” or staple
insipidity to include as against how much heavy or “uplifting”
material) is one of the more perplexing problems any editor faces.
It is far from uncommon to hear an editor remark that he will run
a feature which he knows will be read by “less than 5 per cent of
our readers.”
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I suspect that intellectuals tend to judge the highbrow by its
peaks and the nonhighbrow by its average. If we look at the peaks
in both cases, how much do the mass media suffer by comparison?
American movies, for instance, caught in staggering costs (and,
thercfore, risks), have produced, in a short span of time, such films
as The Bridge on the River Kwai, Marty, The African Queen,
Twelve Angry Men, The Defiant Ones, High Noon, The Sheepman,
Seven Brides for Seven Brothers, etc.

Television, beset by the problem of a heterogeneous audience,
and submitting to the disgraceful practice of advertisers permitted
to exercise editorial censorship, has produced some extraordinary
news and documentary programs, and such dramas as: Middle of
the Night, Patterns, Little Moon of Alban, Days of Wine and
Roses, The Bridge of San Luis Rey, The Winslow Boy, Requiemn
for a Heavyweight. CBS’s “Camera Three” recently presented,
with both skill and taste, three programs dramatizing Dostocvski’s
Notes from the Underground, A File for Fathers (scencs from
Lord Chesterfield, Lewis Carroll, Oscar Wilde), Pére Goriot,
Chekhov’s The Proposal.

In my opinion, some of the more insightful work of our time
can be found in the mass media, for example, the comic strip
Peanuts, which throws an original and enchanting light on chil-
dren; the comic strip Li’l Abner, which is often both as illumi-
nating and as savage as social satire should be; the movics of, say,
William Wyler, George Stevens, Jules Dassin, John Huston, David
Lean, Dclbert Mann.

Intellectuals generally discover “artists” in the popular arts
long after the public, with less rarefied aesthetic categorics, has
discovered them. Perhaps there is rooted in the character structure
of intellectuals an aversion, or an inability, to participate in certain
scctors of life; they do seem blind to the fact that the popular can
be mcritorious. This changes with time (e.g., consider the repu-
tations of Twain, Dickens, Dumas, Balzac, Lardner). And a Jack
Benny or Phil Silvers may yet achicve the classic dimension now
permitted the Marx Brothers, who—once despised as broad vaude-
villians—have become the cggheads’ delight.

“The mass media corrupt and debase public taste;
they create the kind of audience that enjoys cheap
and trivial entertainment.”

This implies that demand (public taste or preference) has be-
come a spurious function of manipulated supply. Here the evidence
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from Great Britain is illuminating: for years the government-
owned BBC and the admirable Third Program offered the British
public superior fare: excellent music, learned talks, literate dis-
cussions. For years, the noncommercial radio defended the bas-
tions of culture. Yet when the British public was offered choices
on television, it dismayed Anglophiles by taking to its hecart the
same silly quiz shows, panel shows, Westerns, melodramas, and
“situation comedies” which the critics of daily newspapers deplore
both in London and New York.

Or consider what happened in March 1959 when the Granada
TV network, a British commercial chain, presented The Skin of
Our Teeth with no less a star than Vivien Leigh—and in her first
appearance on television. The noncommercial BBC ran, opposite
the Wilder play and Lady Vivien, a twenty-five-year-old American
movie, Follow the Fleet, with Ginger Rogers and Fred Astaire.
The English critics sang rare hosannahs for Thornton Wilder’s
play, its glamorous star, the script, the direction, the production.
But for every seventeen homes in London that chose the Pulitzer
Prize play, sixty-six preferred the twenty-five-year-old musical.
Outside of London, the ratio was even more depressing. Viewers
by the millions, reported Reuters, switched their dials away from
Wilder and Leigh to Fred and Ginger. The head of the Granada
network even castigated the BBC in the press, urging that it be
“ashamed of itself” for seducing a public that might have adored
Art by offering it Entertainment. (A similar contretemps occurred
on American television when the magnificent production of Green
Pastures lost viewers by the millions to the ghastly Mike Todd
Party in Madison Square Garden.) The final and crushing irony
lies in the fact that Follow the Fleet put a BBC program among
the first ten, in popularity, for the first time in the year.

Doubtless the mass media can do more, much more, to elevate
what the public reads, sees, and hears. But the media cannot do
this as easily or as rapidly as is often assumed. Indeed, they can-
not get too far in front of their audiences without suffering the
fate of predecessors who tried just that. There is considerable evi-
dence to support the deflating view that the media, on the whole,
are considerably ahead of the masses—in intelligence, in taste, in
values, e.g., the vocabulary in almost any popular journal, not
excluding fan magazines, is often too “highbrow” for its readers.

It seems to me a fair question to ask whether the intelligence
or taste of the public is really worse today than it was before the
mass media came along.
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“The mass media are what they are because they are
operated solely as money-making enterprises.”

Publishers and producers are undoubtedly motivated by a
desire for profits. But this is not all that motivates them. Publishers
and producers are no less responsive than intellectuals to “ego
values”; they are no less eager to win respect and respectability
from their pecrs; they respond to both internalized and external
“reference groups”; they seek esteem—from the self and from
others.

Besides, producers know that a significant percentage of what
they present in the mass media will not be as popular as what
might be substituted—but it is presented nonetheless. Why? Partly
because of nonpecuniary values, and partly because of what critics
of the crass profit-motive scem blind to: the fact that part of the
competitive process involves a continuous search for products
which can win favor with audiences not attracted to, or satisfied
by, the prevailing output. New and minority audiences are con-
stantly courted by the media, e.g., the strictly “egghead” programs
on television, the new magazines which arise, and flourish, because
they fill a need, as Scientific American, American Heritage.

Whenever profits, used as either a carrot or a stick, are criti-
cized, it is tacitly assumed that reliance on other human impulses
would serve man better. Is this so? Do virtue, probity, self-sacrifice
guarantee excellence? It-seems to me that most of the horrors of
human history have been the work not of skeptical or cynical or
realistic men, but of those persuaded of their superior virtue.

To replace publication for profit by publication via subsidy
would of course be to exchange onc set of imperfections for an-
other.* The postal system offcrs scant support to those who as-
sume that nonprofit enterprise is necessarily better than private
competition (I hasten to add that in some fields, e.g., public health,
it clearly is).

It should be noted, parenthetically, that anyone who enters
the magazine or newspaper field in the expectation of high profits

* It is unthinkable, for instance, that any open competitive system
would have barréd from the air someone like Winston Churchill—who was
not given access to BBC, for his then-maverick opinions, from 1934 to
1939. Nor is it likely that a government-controlled network would be able
to withstand the furore that followed CBS's initial interview with Nikita
Khrushchev. Nor would a governmentally supervised program dare to pre-
sent a show such as The Plot to Kill Stalin.
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is either singularly naive, extremely optimistic, or poorly informed:
few areas of American business show so high a mortality rate, are
plagued by such unpredictabilities, promise so many headaches,
and return so low a net profit. Successful magazines earn as mod-
est a profit as three percent on invested capital. To the purely
profit-minded, business has long offered innumerable opportunities
outside of publishing which far surpass it in profitability, security,
or potential.

“The mass media are dominated—or too much influenced
—by advertisers.”

The influence of advertising is often too great—even if that
influence is onc-tenth as potent as many assume it to be. The
editorial function should be as entirely free of non-editorial in-
fluences as possible.

But publishers, producers, and editors would respond to
power or influence even if all advertising were abolished. It is an
inescapable fact of human organization that men adjust to power
(that, indeed, is one of power’s attributes); that men consider, or
try to anticipate, the effect of their acts on those who hold most
of whatever is most prized in a society.

There is a reverse and paradoxical angle to advertising: when
a newspaper or magazine, a radio or tclevision station becomes
successful, the advertiser needs it as much as the other way around.
Revenues from many advertisers increase the capacity to resist
pressure from individual advertisers. Organs which can be “bought”
nearly always decline in prosperity and influence.

Purely professional calculations often override vested interest.
Some news or stories are so significant that it is impossible to
prevent their publication.

The instance of the cigarette industry, mentioned above, is
worth notice. Tobacco companics represent one of the largest and
most consistent sources of national advertising revenue.* Yet
within an hour after medical reports appeared linking cigarette
smoking to lung cancer, they were fully and dramatically presented
to the public—not only on the front pages of newspapers but in
radio and television reporting as well. The news was simply too
big, too “newsworthy” to be suppressed (even though several dis-
cussion programs shied away from the subject). The deficiencies

* [This article was written before broadcast advertisements of ciga-
rettes were banned.—EDITOR]
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of automobiles, where safety is concerned, have becn analyzed
in magazines which receive huge advertising rcvenues from auto-
mobile companies.

This is not to say that all truths which threaten power—in
business, in the arts, even in the groves of academe—always gain
as swift and public an airing as they deserve. They often do not.
They do not because men, even men in power, are often timid,
or weak, or frightened, or avaricious, or opportunistic, or unwisc,
or short-sighted. Some media operators, like some politicians, some
clergymen, some labor leaders, some economists, are overly sensi-
tive to the side on which their bread is buttered.

There is another and telling body of evidence about adver-
tising on which no one, so far as I know, has commented: motion
pictures accept no advertisements, never did, never depended on
it, and were never “at the mercy of advertisers.” * Yet of all the
mass media, it is the movies which have been most parochial and
timorous. Is it because movies do depend entirely on box-office
receipts, and have no advertising revenues to subsidize independ-
ence?

Advertisers seem to me to exercise their most pernicious in-
fluence in television. For in television, advertisers are permitted to
decide what shall or shall not appear in the programs they spon-
sor. This seems to me insupportable. An advertiser in a news-
paper or magazine buys a piece of space in which to advertise his
product. He does not buy a voice on the news desk or at the edi-
torial table. But the television advertiser buys time both for his
commercials and for the time between commercials; he becomes
a producer and publisher himself. I am convinced that this is bad
for the public, bad for television, and (ultimately) bad for the
sponsors.

“The mass media do not provide an adequate forum for
minority views—the dissident and unorthodox.”

Producers and publishers give more space and time to minor-
ity views (which include the avant-garde) than numerical propor-
tions require. They fcel that it is the function of specialized jour-

* Some movie theaters show advertisements on their screens before and
after a feature, but advertising is not to be found in movies.

t When I wrote a similar criticism in Harper's Magazine in 1958, cer-
tain television executives hotly denied this. That was eighteen months be-
fore the recent and sensational revelations of advertiser-control over quiz
shows.
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nals to carry specialized content. The popular media carry far
more material of this kind than anyone would have predicted two
decades ago.

The democratic society must insure a viable public forum
for the dissenter—in politics, morals, arts. That forum will never
be as large as the dissenters themselves want. But I know of no
perfect way to determine who shall have what access to how many
—at the expense of whom else—except to keep pressing for as
free a market as we can achieve.

It may seem to some readers that I have substituted an in-
dictment of the masses for an indictment of the mass media; that
I have assigned the role of villain to the masses in a social drama
in which human welfare and public enlightenment are hamstrung
by the mediocrity, laziness, and indifference of the populace. 1
hope that detachment will not be mistaken for cynicism.

I should be the first to stress the immensity of the social gains
which public education and literacy alone have made possible.
The rising public appreciation of music, painting, ballet; the growth
of libraries; the fantastic sales of paperback books (however much
they are skewed by Peyton Place or the works of Mickey Spil-
lane), the striking diffusion of “cultural activities” in commu-
nities throughout the land, the momentous fact that popular mag-
azines can offer the public the ruminations of such nonpopular
minds as Paul Tillich or Sir George Thomson—the dimensions of
these changes are a tribute to the achievements of that society
which has removed from men the chains of caste and class that
hampered human achievement through the centuries. I, for one,
do not lament the passing of epochs in which “high culture” flour-
ished while the majority of mankind lived in ignorance and in-
dignity.

What I have been emphasizing here is the inevitable gap
between the common and the superior. More particularly, I have
been embroidering the theme of the intellectual’s curious reluctance
to accept evidence. Modern intellectuals seem guilty about reach-
ing conclusions that were once the a priori convictions of the aristo-
crat. It is understandable that twentieth-century intellectuals should
dread snobbery, at one end of the social scale, as much as they
shun mob favor at the other. But the intellectual’s snobbery is of
another order, and involves a tantalizing paradox: a contempt for
what hoi polloi enjoy, and a kind of proletarian ethos that tacitly
denies inequalities of talent and taste.

The recognition of facts has little bearing on motivations and
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should surely not impute preferences. The validity of an idea has
nothing to do with who propounds it—or whom it outrages. The
author is aware that he is inviting charges of Brahminism, mis-
anthropy, a reactionary “unconscious,” or heaven knows what clse.
But is it really heresy to the democratic credo for intcllectuals to
admit, if only in the privacy of professional confcssionals, that
they are, in fact, more literate and morc skillful—in diagnosis,
induction, and generalization, if in nothing else—than their fellow-
passengers on the ship of state?

Perhaps the intellectual’s guilt, when he senses incipient snob-
bery within himself, stems from his uneasiness at being part of an
elite, moreover, a new elite which is not shored up by ancient and
historic sanctions. For intellectualism has becn divorced from its
traditional cachet and from the majesty with which earlicr societies
invested their elites: a classical education, Latin or Greck (in any
case, a language not comprchensible to the untutored), a care-
fully cultivated accent, the inflection of the well born, the well
bred, or the pricstly. One of the painful experiences spared intel-
lectuals in the past was hcaring Ideas discussed—with profundity
or insight—in accents which attest to birth on “the other side of
the tracks.”

It may be difficult for shopkeepers’ sons to admit their mani-
fest superiority over the world they left: parents, siblings, com-
rades. But the intellectual who struggles with a sinful scnse of
superiority, and who feels admirable sentiments of loyalty to his
non-U origins, must still explain why it was that his playmates
and classmates did not join him in the noble dedication to learning
and the hallowed pursuit of truth. The triumph of mass education
is to be found not simply in the increment of those who can read,
write, add, and subtract. It is to be found in a much more pro-
found and enduring revolution: the provision of opportunities to
express the self, and pursue the self’s values, opportunities not
limited to the children of a leisure class, or an aristocracy, or a
landed gentry, or a well-heeled bourgeoisie. The true miracle of
public education is that no elite can decide wherc the next in-
tellectual will come from.

Each generation creates its own devils, and meets its own
Waterloo on the heartless field of reality. The Christian Fathers
blamed the Prince of Darkness for preventing perfectible man from
reaching Paradise. Anarchists blamed the state. Marxists blamc
the class system. Pacifists blame the militarists. And our latter-day
intellectuals seem to blame the mass media for the lamentable
failure of more people to attain the bliss of intellectual grace. This
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is a rank disscrvice to intellectuals themsclves, for it dismisscs
those attributes of character and ability—discipline, curiosity, per-
sistence, the renunciation of worldly rewards—which make intel-
lectuals possible at all. The compulsive egalitarianism of egghcads
even secms to lure them into a conspicuous disinterest in the
possible determinism of heredity.

Responsibility increases with capacity, and shouid be de-
manded of those in positions of power. Just as 1 hold the intel-
lectual more responsible than others for the rigorous exploration
of phenomena and the courageous enunciation of truths, so, too,
do 1 ask for better and still better performance from those who
have the awesome power to shape men’s minds.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

I. Do you agree with Rosten that “the masses” prefer “the frivolous
as against the serious, ‘escape’ as against reality”? Why or why not?
If you do agree, do you think this preference has any relation 1o the
nature of our society?

2. One chant that has become popular in recent years is “Power to the
People!” If, as Rosten says, the masses prefer the frivolous to the seri-
ous, do you think “the people” are capable of handling this power?
Discuss.

3. It has been said that movies, TV, and other forms of popular enter-
tainment shy away from our most fundamental social problems. Why
should the popular arts be expected 1o deal with the problems that
surround us every day?

4. Compare or contrast Rosten’s viewpoint about the people and the
popular arts with Nye’s.

5. Who are these “intellectuals” Rosten speaks of? Do you think they
should have any special influence in determining the content of the
mass media—what the people read, see, and hear? Discuss.

6. Critic Kenneth Tynan suggested in a January 1969 article in Play-
boy that the government should give financial aid to the arts. Do you
think an already overburdened taxpayer should be asked to subsidize
the arts when only a minority of the people can enjoy them? Or is
there another side to the question? Discuss.



Mass Culture and
the Creative Artist

James Baldwin

James Baldwin, one of America’'s most famous black writers, is a
novelist, essayist, and critic. Here he presents a rather negative survey
of mass culture in America.

Someone once said to me that the people in general cannot
bear very much reality. He meant by this that they prefer fantasy
to a truthful re-crcation of their cxperience. The Italians, for ex-
ample, during the time that De Sica and Rossellini were revitalizing
the Italian cincma industry, showed a marked preference for Rita
Hayworth vehicles; the world in which shc moved across the screen
was likc a fairy tale, whereas the world De Sica was describing
was one with which they were only too familiar. (And it can be
suggested perhaps that the Americans who stood in line for Shoe
Shine and Open City were also responding to images which they
found cxotic, to a reality by which they were not threatcned. What
passes for the appreciation of serious effort in this country is very
often nothing more than an inability to take anything very seri-
ously.)

Now, of course the people cannot bear very much reality, if
by this one means their ability to respond to high intellectual or
artistic cndeavor. I have never in the Icast understood why they
should be expected to. There is a division of labor in the world
—as I see it—and the people have quite cnough reality to bear,
simply getting through their lives, raising their children, dealing
with the eternal conundrums of birth, taxes, and dcath. They do
not do this with all the wisdom, foresight, or charity one might
wish; nevertheless, this is what they are always doing and it is
what the writer is always describing. There is literally nothing else

FROM Daedalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences,
Boston, Mass., Vol. 92, No. 1 (Winter 1963), 373-76. Reprinted by permission.
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to describe. This effort at description is itself extraordinarily ar-
duous, and those who are driven to make this effort are by virtue
of this fact somewhat removed from the people. It happens, by
no means infrequently, that the pcople hound or stone them to
death. They then build statues to them, which does not mean that
the next artist will have it any easier.

I am not sure that the cultural level of the people is subject
to a steady risc: in fact, quite unpredictable things happen when
the bulk of the population attains what we think of as a high cul-
tural level, i.c., pre-World War II Germany, or present-day
Sweden. And this, I think, is bccause the cffort of a Schonberg
or a Picasso (or a William Faulkner or an Albert Camus) has
nothing to do, at bottom, with physical comfort, or indeed with
comfort of any other kind. But the aim of the people who rise to
this high cultural level—who rise, that is, into the middle class—
is precisely comfort for the body and the mind. The artistic ob-
jects by which they are surrounded cannot possibly fulfill their
original function of disturbing the peace—which is still the only
method by which the mind can be improved—they bear witness
instead to the attainment of a ccrtain level of cconomic stability
and a certain thin measurc of sophistication. But art and ideas
come out of the passion and torment of experience; it is impossible
to have a real relationship to the first if one’s aim is to be protected
from the second.

We cannot possibly expect, and should not desire, that the great
bulk of the populace embark on a mental and spiritual voyage for
which very few people are equipped and which even fewer have
survived. They have, after all, their indispensable work to do, even
as you and 1. What we are distressed about, and should be, when
we speak of the state of mass culture in this country, is the over-
whelming torpor and bewilderment of the people. The pcople who
run the mass media are not all villains and they are not all cowards
—though I agree, I must say, with Dwight MacDonald’s forceful
suggestion that many of them are not very bright. (Why should
they be? They, too, have risen from the strects to a high level of
cultural attainment. They, too, are positively afflicted by the world’s
highest standard of living and what is probably the world’s most
bewilderingly cmpty way of life.) But even those who are bright
are handicapped by their audience: 1 am less appalled by the
fact that Gunsmoke is produced than 1 am by the fact that so
many people want to sce it. In the same way, I must add, that a
thrill of terror runs through me when I hear that the favorite
author of our President is Zane Grey.
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But one must make a living. The people who run the mass
media and those who consume it are really in the same boat. They
must continue to produce things they do not really admire, still
less, love in order to continuc buying things thcy do not really
want, still less, need. If we were dealing only with fintails, two-
tone cars, or programs like Gunsmoke, the situation would not be
so grave. The troublec is that scrious things are handled (and re-
ceived) with the same essential lack of seriousness.

For example: ncither The Bridge on the River Kwai nor The
Defiant Ones, two definitely superior movies, can recally be called
serious. They arc extraordinarily interesting and deft: but their
principal cffort is to keep the audicnce at a safe remove from the
experience which these films are not thereforc really prepared to
convey. The kind of madness sketched in Kwai is far more danger-
ous and widespread than thc movic would have us believe. As for
The Defiant Ones, its suggestion that Negroes and whites can
learn to love each other if they are only chained together long
enough runs so madly counter to the facts that it must be dismissed
as onc of the latest, and sickest, of the liberal fantasics, cven if
one does not quarrel with the notion that love on such terms is
desirable. These movies arc designed not to trouble, but to re-
assure; they do not reflect reality, they mercly recarrange its ele-
ments into something we can bear. They also weaken our ability
to deal with the world as it is, oursclves as we are.

What the mass culture really reflects (as is the case with a
“scrious” play like J.B.) is the American bewilderment in the face
of the world we live in. We do not seem to want to know that we
are in the world, that we are subject to the same catastrophcs,
vices, joys, and follies which have baffled and afflicted mankind
for ages. And this has cverything to do, of course, with what was
expected of America: which expectation, so gencrally disappointed,
reveals something we do not want to know about sad human na-
ture, reveals something we do not want to know about the intrica-
cies and inequities of any social structure, reveals, in sum, some-
thing we do not want to know about ourselves. The American
way of life has failed—to make people happicer or to make them
better. We do not want to admit this, and we do not admit it. We
persist in believing that thc empty and criminal among our chil-
dren are the result of some miscalculation in the formula (which
can be corrected), that the bottomless and aimless hostility which
makes our cities among the most dangcrous in the world is created,
and felt, by a handful of aberrants, that the lack, yawning cvery-
wherc in this country, of passionate conviction, of personal au-
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thority, proves only our rather appealing tendency to be gregarious
and democratic. We are very cruelly trapped between what we
would like to be, and what we actually are. And we cannot pos-
sibly become what we would like to be until we are willing to ask
ourselves just why the lives we lead on this continent are mainly
so empty, so tame and so ugly.

This is a job for the creative artist—who does not really have
much to do with mass culture, no matter how many of us may be
interviewed on TV. Perhaps life is not the black, unutterably beau-
tiful, mysterious, and loncly thing the creative artist tends to think
of it as being; but it is certainly not the sunlit playpen in which so
many Americans lose first their identitics and then their minds.

I feel very strongly, though, that this amorphous pcople are
in desperate search for something which will help them to re-
establish their connection with themselves, and with one another.
This can only begin to happen as the truth begins to be told. We
are in the middle of an immense metamorphosis here, a meta-
morphosis which will, it is devoutly to be hoped, rob us of our
myths and give us our history, which will destroy our attitudes and
give us back our personalities. The mass culture, in the meantime,
can only reflect our chaos: and perhaps we had better remember
that this chaos contains life—and a great transforming energy.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

I. The German poet Goethe once said that the function of art is to
disturb all settled ideas, and Baldwin seems to agree with him. Do you
think this should be a function of the popular arts? Have you ever been
“disturbed” by something you read, saw, or heard? If so, how?

2. Discuss Baldwin’s statement that the American people have “the
world’s highest standard of living and what is probably the world's
most bewilderingly empty way of life.” Do you agree with his analysis
of the American scene? Do you think “the American way of life
has failed—to make people happier or to make them better”?

3. Baldwin is reporting on what he considers the state of the popular
arts in a capitalistic society. Write an essay in which you compare or
contrast the advantages or disadvantages of the arts under free enter-
prise with those under communism, socialism, or fascism.

4. Suggest and discuss one or two popular works (in any medium) that
confront reality honestly and do not present simple solutions to com-
plex problems. Or do you agree that “the creative artist . . . does
not really have much to do with mass culture”?



Kitsch
Gilbert Highet

Although much of essayist Gilbert Highet's piece on “kitsch” is con-
cerned with humorously freakish literature, the concept of “kitsch”
is helpful in any study of popular culture. Mr. Highet, a distinguished
classicist and humanist, is a long-time member of the faculty of
Columbia University.

If you have ever passed an hour wandering through an an-
tique shop (not looking for anything exactly, but simply looking),
you must have noticed how your taste gradually grows numb,
and then—if you stay—becomes perverted. You begin to see un-
suspected charm in those hideous pictures of plump girls fondling
pigeons, you develop a psychopathic desire for spinning whecls
and cobblers’ benches, you are apt to pay out good money for a
bronze statuette of Otto von Bismarck, with a metal hand inside
a metal frock coat and metal pouches under his metallic eyes.
As soon as you take the things home, you realize that they are re-
volting. And yet they have a sort of horrible authority; you don’t
like them; you know how awful they are; but it is a tremendous
effort to drop them in the garbage, wherc they belong.

To walk along a whole street of antique shops—that is an
experience which shakes the very soul. Here is a window full of
bulbous Chinese deities; here is another littcred with Zulu assegais,
Indian canoe paddles, and horse pistols which won’t fire; the next
shopfront is stuffed with gaudy Italian majolica vases, and the
next, even worse, with Austrian pottery—tiny ladics and gentle-
men sitting on lace cushions and wearing lace ruffles, with every
frill, every wrinkle and reticulation translated into porcclain: pink;
stiff; but fortunately not unbreakable. The nineteenth century pro-
duced an appalling amount of junky art like this, and sometimes
I imagine that clandestine underground factories are continuing to
pour it out like illicit drugs.

FROM A Clerk of Oxenford by Gilbert Highet (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1954). Reprinted by permission.
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There is a name for such stuff in the trade, a word apparently
of Russian origin, kitsch*: it means vulgar showoff, and it is ap-
plied to anything that took a lot of trouble to make and is quite
hideous.

It is paradoxical stuff, kitsch. It is obviously bad: so bad that
you can scarcely understand how any human being would spend
days and weeks making it, and how anybody else would buy it
and take it home and keep it and dust it and leave it to her heirs.
It is terribly ingenious, and terribly ugly, and utterly useless; and
yet it has one of the qualities of good art—which is that, once
seen, it is not easily forgotten. Of course it is found in all the arts:
think of Milan Cathedral, or the statues in Westminster Abbey,
or Liszt’s settings of Schubert songs. There is a lot of it in the
United States—for instance, the architecture of Miami, Florida,
and Forest Lawn Cemetery in Los Angeles. Many of Hollywood’s
most ambitious historical films are superb kitsch. Most Tin Pan
Alley love songs are perfect 100 per cent kitsch.

There is kitsch in the world of books also. I collect it. It is
horrible, but I enjoy it.

The gem of my collection is the work of the Irish novelist
Mrs. Amanda McKittrick Ros, whose masterpiece, Delina Delaney,
was published about 1900. It is a stirringly romantic tale, telling
how Declina, a fisherman’s daughter from Erin Cottage, was be-
loved by Lord Gifford, the heir of Columba Castle, and—after
many trials and even imprisonment—married him. The story is
dramatic, not to say impossible; but it is almost lost to view under
the luxuriant style. Here, for example, is a sentence in which Mrs.
Ros explains that her heroine used to earn extra cash by doing
needlework.

She tried hard to assist in keeping herself a stranger to her
poor old fathers slight income by the use of the finest
production of steel, whose blunt edge eyed the reely cover-
ing with marked greed, and offered its sharp dart to faultless
fabrics of flaxen fineness.

Revolting, but distinctive: what Mr. Polly called ‘rockockyo’ in
manner. For the baroque vein, here is Lord Gifford saying goodby
to his sweetheart:

* The Russian verb keefcheetsya means ‘to be haughty and puffed up.’
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My darling virgin! my queen! my Delina! I am just in time
to hear the toll of a parting bell strike its heavy weight of
appalling softness against the weakest fibers of a heart of
love, arousing and tickling its dormant action, thrusting the
dart of evident separation deeper into its tubes of tender-
ness, and fanning the flame, already unextinguishable, into
volumes of blaze.

Mrs. Ros had a remarkable command of rhetoric, and could coin
an unforgettable phrase. She described her hero’s black eyes as
‘glittering jet revolvers.” When he became ill, she said he fell ‘into
a state of lofty fever’—doubtless because commoners have high
fever, but lords have lofty fever. And her reflections on the moral
degeneracy of society have rarely bcen equaled, in power and
penetration:

Days of humanity, whither hast thou fled? When bows of
compulsion, smiles for the deceitful, handshakes for the
dogmatic, and welcome for the tool of power live under
your objectionable, unambitious beat, not daring to be
checked by the tongue of candour because the selfish world
refuses to dispense with her rotten policies. The legacy of
your forefathers, which involved equity, charity, reason,
and godliness, is beyond the reach of their frivolous, mush-
room offspring—deceit, injustice, malice, and unkindness
—and is not likely to be codiciled with traits of harmony
so long as these degrading vices of mock ambition fester the
human heart.

Perhaps one reason I enjoy this stuff is because it so closely re-
sembles a typical undergraduate translation of one of Cicero’s finest
perorations: sound and fury, signifying nothing. I regret only that
I have never seen Mrs. Ros’s poetry. One volume was called Poems
of Puncture and another Bayonets of Bastard Sheen: alas, jewels
now almost unprocurable. But at lcast I know the opening of her
lyric written on first visiting St. Paul’s Cathedral:

Holy Moses, take a look,
Brain and brawn in every nook!

Such genius is indestructible. Soon, soon now, some earnest re-
searcher will be writing a Ph.D. thesis on Mrs. Amanda McKittrick
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Ros, and thus (as she herself might put it) conferring upon her
dewy brow the laurels of concrete immortality.

Next to Mrs. Ros in my collection of kitsch is the work of
the Scottish poet William McGonagall. This genius was born in
1830, but did not find his vocation until 1877. Poor and inade-
quate poets pullulate in every tongue, but (as the Times Literary
Supplement observes) McGonagall ‘is the only truly memorable
bad poet in our language.’ In his command of platitude and his
disregard of melody, he was the true heir of William Wordsworth
as a descriptive poet.

In one way his talents, or at least his aspirations, exceeded
those of Wordsworth. He was at his best in describing events he
had never witnessed, such as train disasters, shipwrecks, and san-
guinary battles, and in picturing magnificent scenery he had never
beheld except with the cye of the imagination. Here is his unfor-
gettable Arctic landscape:

Greenland’s icy mountains are fascinating and grand,
And wondrously created by the Almighty’s command;
And the works of the Almighty there’s few can understand:
Who knows but it might be a part of Fairyland?

Because there are churches of ice, and houses glittering like glass,
And for scenic grandeur there’s nothing can it surpass,

Besides there’s monuments and spires, also ruins,

Which serve for a safe retreat from the wild bruins.

The icy mountains they’re higher than a brig’s topmast,
And the stranger in amazement stands aghast

As he beholds the water flowing off the melted ice

Adown the mountain sides, that he cries out, Oh! how nice!

McGonagall also had a strong dramatic sense. He loved to
tell of agonizing adventures, more drastic perhaps but not less
moving than that related in Wordsworth’s ‘Vaudracour and Julia.’
The happy ending of onc of his ‘Gothic’ ballads is surely unfor-
gettable:

So thus ends the story of Hanchen, a heroine brave,

That tried hard her master’s gold to save,

And for her bravery she got married to the miller’s eldest son,

And Hanchen on her marriage night cried Heaven’s will be done.
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These scanty selections do not do justice to McGonagall’s
ingenuity as a rhymester. His sound effects show unusual talent.
Most pocts would be baffled by the problem of producing rhymes
for the proper names General Graham and Osman Digna, but
McGonagall gets them into a single stanza, with dazzling cffect:

Ye sons of Great Britain, I think no shame

To write in praise of brave General Graham!

Whose name will be handed down to posterity without any stigma,
Because, at the battle of El-Tab, he defeated Osman Digna.

Onc of McGonagall’s most intense personal experiences was
his visit to New York. Financially, it was not a success. In one
of his vivid autobiographical skctches, he says, ‘I tried occasion-
ally to gct an engagement from theatrical proprietors and music-
hall proprietors, but alas! ’twas all in vain, for they all told me
they didn’t encourage rivalry.” However, he was deeply impressed
by the architecturc of Manhattan. In eloquent verscs he expressed
what many others have felt, although without adequate words to
voice their emotion:

Oh! Mighty City of New York, you are wonderful to behold,
Your buildings are magnificent, the truth be it told;

They were the only thing that seemed to arrest my eye,
Because many of them are thirteen stories high.

And the tops of the houses are all flat,

And in the warm weather the people gather to chat;
Besides on the house-tops they dry their clothes,

And also many people all night on the house-tops repose.

Yet McGonagall felt himself a stranger in the United States. And
here again his close kinship with Wordsworth appears. The Poct
Laureate, in a powerful sonnet written at Calais, once reproached
the English Channel for delaying his return by one of those too
frequent storms in which (reckless tyrant!) it will indulge itself:

Why cast ye back upon the Gallic shore,
Ye furious waves! a patriotic Son
Of England?

In the same vein McGonagall sings with rapture of his return to
his ‘ain countree’:
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And with regard to New York, and the sights I did see,
One street in Dundee is more worth to me,

And, believe me, the morning I sailed from New York,
For bonnie Dundee—my heart it felt as light as a cork.

Indeed, New York is a challenging subject for ambitious
poets. Here, from the same shelf, is a delicious poem on the same
theme, by Ezra Pound:

My City, my beloved,

Thou art a maid with no breasts
Thou art slender as a silver reed.
Listen to me, attend me!

And 1 will breathe into thee a soul,
And thou shalt live for ever.

The essence of this kind of trash is incongruity. The kitsch
writer is always sincere. He really means to say something im-
portant. He feels he has a lofty spiritual message to bring to an
unawakened world, or else he has had a powerful experience
which he must communicate to the public. But cither his message
turns out to be a majestic platitude, or else he chooses the wrong
form in which to convey it—or, most delightful of all, there is a
fundamental discrepancy between the writer and his subject, as
when Ezra Pound, born in Idaho, addresses the largest city in the
world as a maid with no breasts, and enjoins it to achieve inspira-
tion and immortality by listening to him. This is like climbing
Mount Everest in order to carve a hcad of Mickey Mouse in the
cast face.

Bad love poetry, bad religious poetry, bad mystical prose, bad
novels both autobiographical and historical—one can form a su-
perb collection of kitsch simply by reading with a lively and awak-
ened eye. College songs bristle with it. The works of Father Divine
are full of it—all the more delightful because in him it is usually
incomprchensible. One of the Indian mystics, Sri Ramakrishna,
charmed connoisseurs by describing the Indian scriptures (in a
phrase which almost sets itself to kitsch-music) as

fried in the butter of knowledge and steeped in the honey of love.
Bad funeral poetry is a rich mine of the stuff. Here, for example,

is the opening of a jolly little lament, ‘The Funcral’ by Stephen
Spender, apparently written during his pink period:
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Death is another milestone on their way.

With laughter on their lips and with winds blowing round them
They record simply

How this one excelled all others in making driving belts.

Observe the change from humanism to communism. Spender
simply took Browning’s ‘Grammarian’s Funeral,” threw away the
humor and the marching rhythm, and substituted wind and the
Stakhanovist specd-up. Such also is a delicious couplet from Archi-
bald MacLcish’s elegy on the late Harry Crosby:

He walks with Ernest in the streets in Saragossa
They are drunk their mouths are hard they say qué cosa.

From an earlier romantic period, here is a splendid specimen.
Colcridge attempted to express the profound truth that men and
animals are neighbors in a hard world; but he made the funda-
mental mistake of putting it into a monologue address to a donkey:

Poor Ass! Thy master should have learnt to show
Pity—best taught by fellowship of Woe!

Innocent foal! thou poor despised forlorn!

I hail thee brother . . .

Once you get the taste for this kind of thing it is possible to
find pleasure in hundreds of cxperiences which you might other-
wise have thought either anesthetic or tedious: bad translations,
abstract painting, grand opera . . . Dr. Johnson, with his strong
sense of humor, had a fancy for kitsch, and used to repcat a poem
in celebration of the marriage of the Duke of Leeds, composed by
‘an inferiour domestick . . . in such homely rhimes as he could
make’:

When the Duke of Leeds shall married be
To a fine young lady of high quality,

How happy will that gentlewoman be

In his Grace of Leed's good company.

She shall have all that's fine and fair,
And the best of silk and sattin shall wear;
And ride in a coach to take the air,

And have a house in St. James’s Square.
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Folk poectry is full of such jewels. Here is the cpitaph on an old
gentleman from Vermont who died in a sawmill accident:

How shocking to the human mind
The log did him to powder grind.
God did command his soul away

His summings we must all obey.

Kitsch is well known in drama, although (except for motion pic-
tures) it docs not usually last long. One palmary instance was a
play cxtolling the virtucs of the Boy Scout movement, called Young
England. 1t ran for a matter of years during the 1930’s, to audi-
ences almost wholly composed of kitsch-fanciers, who cventually
came to know the text quite as well as the unfortunate actors. 1
can still remember the opening of one magnificent episode. Scene:
a woodland glade. Enter the hero, a Scoutmaster, riding a bicycle,
and followed by the youthful members of his troop. They pile
bicycles in silence. Then the Scoutmaster raises his finger, and says
(accompanicd fortissimo by most of the members of the audi-
cnce):

Fresh water must be our first consideration!

In the decorative arts kitsch flourishes, and is particularly
widespread in sculpturc. One of my favorite picces of bad art is
a statue in Rockefeller Center, New York. It is supposed to repre-
sent Atlas, the Titan condemned to carry the sky on his shoulders.
That is an ideal of somber, massive tragedy: greatness and suffer-
ing combined as in Hercules or Promethcus. But this version dis-
plays Atlas as a powerful moron, with a tiny little head, rather
like the pan-fricd young men who appear in the health magazines.
Instead of supporting the heavens, he is lifting a spherical mctal
balloon: it is transparent, and quite cmpty; yet he is balancing in-
securely on onc foot like a furniture mover walking upstairs with
a beach ball; and he is scowling like a mad baboon. If he ever
gets the thing up, he will drop it; or clsc heave it onto a Fifth
Avenue bus. It is a supremely ridiculous statue, and dclights me
cvery time I see it.

Perhaps you think this is a depraved tastc. But really it is
an cxtension of expericnce. At one end, Homer. At the other,
Amanda McKittrick Ros. At one end, Hamlet. At the other,
McGonagall, who is best praised in his own inimitable words:



Kitsch

The poetry is moral and sublime

And in my opinion nothing could be more fine.
True genius there does shine so bright

Like unto the stars of night.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. How would you describe “kitsch” to someone who has not read
this essay?

2. With what sort of tone or attitude does Highet approach kitsch?
Can you find some specific examples of words he uses to achieve this
effect?

3. Highet investigates kitsch in literature and decorative arts, such as
figurines and sculpture. Using his definition, how could you apply the
term to housing, furniture, clothing, automobiles, office buildings, and
so on? For instance, look up a picture of a 1958 Oldsmobile or, better,
find one on the street or in a junkyard. Does this seem to be genuine
kitsch to you?

4. Why do you think kitsch remains so popular? Do you think the
income level, social status, or educational level of its audience has any-
thing to do with its popularity?
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The Film Generation:
Celebration and Concern

Stanley Kauffmann

Stanley Kauffmann is one of America's most respected film critics. In
addition to writing several volumes of film criticism and a regular
column in The New Republic. e has published several novels and
has served as drama critic for The New York Times. In this essay he
discusses the new film audience, a “Film Generation” that regards
the movie as a serious art form.

Some of the following remarks were included, in differing
forms, in talks delivered recently at several universities, colleges,
and seminars. In one of the audiences were a distinguished poct
and a critic of the graphic arts. Afterward, the critic came up to
me and said, “You destroyed us. You wiped out our professions.
You rendered my friend and me obsolete.” T said that I ncither
believed nor intended that. Then he said wryly, stroking his chin,
“On the other hand, if 1 were twenty ycars younger, I know I'd
go into films.”

His dismal reaction had been prompted by my assertion that
film is the art for which there is the greatest spontaneous appetite
in America at present, and by my reasons for thinking so. I must
be clecar that this is not to say that it is the art practiced at the
highest level in this country; the film public depends more on im-
ports today than does any other art public. But observation and
experience, and the experience of others, make me belicve that this
uniquely responsive audicnce exists.

Or, in another phrase, there exists a Film Generation: the first
generation that has matured in a culture in which the film has becn
of accepted serious relevance, however that seriousness is defined.
Before 1935 films were proportionately more popular than they

FROM pp. 415-28 of A World on Film by Stanley Kauffmann. Copyright © 1966
by Stanley Kauffmann. Reprinted by permission of Harper & Row, Inc., Publishers,
and Brandt & Brandt, Inc.
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are now, but for the huge majority of film-gocrs they represented
a regular weekly or semiweekly bath of escapism. Such an escapist
audience still exists in large number, but another audience, most
of them born since 1935, exists along with it. This group, this Film
Generation, is certainly not exclusively grim, but it is essentially
serious. Even its appreciations of sheer entertainment films reflect
an over-all serious view.

There arec a number of rcasons, old and new, intrinsic and
extrinsic, why this generation has come into being. Here are some
of the older, intrinsic reasons.

1. In an age imbued with technological interest, the film art
flowers out of technology. Excepting architecture, film is the one
art that can capitalize directly and extensively on this century’s
luxuriance in applied science. Graphic artists have used mechani-
cal and electronic elements, poets and painters have used com-
puters, composers use electronic tapes. These are matters of choice.
The film-maker has no choice: he must use complicated electronic
and mechanical equipment. This fact helps to create a strong sense
of junction with his society, of membership in the present. Ameri-
can artists have often been ashamed of—sometimes have drcaded
—a feeling of difference from the busy “real” American world
around them. For the film-maker the very instruments of his art
provide communion with the spirit of his age. I think that the audi-
ence shares his fecling of union, sometimes consciously (especially
when stereophonic sound, special optical effects, or color processes
are used). The scientific skills cmployed are thus in themselves a
link between the artist and the audience, and are a further link be-
tween them all and the unsecn, unheard but apprehended society
bustling outside the film theater.

There is a pleasant paradoxical corollary. In an era that is
much concerned with the survival of the human being as such, in
an increasingly mechanized age, here a complicated technology is
used to celebrate the human being.

2. The world of surfaces and physical details has again be-
come material for art. Just as the naturalistic novel seems to be
sputtering to a halt, overdescribed down to the last vest button,
the film gives some of its virtues new artistic life. A novelist who
employs the slow steam-roller apparatus of intense naturalism these
days is asking for an extra vote of confidence from the reader,
because the method and effects are so familiar that the reader can
anticipate by pages. Even when there is the interest of an un-
usual setting, the reader is conscious that different nouns have been
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slipped into a worn pattern. The “new” French novel of Robbe-
Grillet, Duras, Sarraute attempts to countcract this condition by
intensifying it, using surfaces as the last realities, the only depend-
able objective correlatives. Somctimes, for some readers, this
works. But both the old and the latter-day naturalisms must strain
in order to connect. Rolf Hochhuth, the author of The Deputy,
has said:

When 1 recently saw Ingmar Bergman’s The Silence, 1
left that Hamburg movie house with the question, “What
is there left for the novelist today?” Think of what Berg-
man can do with a single shot of his camera, up a street,
down a corridor, into a woman’s armpit. Of all he can say
with this without saying a word.

Despite Hochhuth’s understandable thrill-despair, there is plenty
left for the novelist to say, even of armpits, but the essence of his
remark rightly strips from fiction the primary function of creating
material reality. The film has not only taken over this function but
cxalted it: it manages to make poetry out of doorknobs, break-
fasts, furniture. Trivial details, of which everyone’s universe is
made, can once again be transmuted into metaphor, contributing
to imaginative act.

A complementary, powerful fact is that this principle operates
whether the film-maker is concerned with it or not. In any film ex-
cept those with fantastic settings, whether the director’s aim is
naturalistic or romantic or symbolic or anything else, the streets
and stairways and cigarette lighters are present, the girl’s room is at
least as real as the girl—often it bolsters her defective reality. Em-
phasized or not, invited or not, the physical world through the in-
tensifications of photography never stops insisting on its presence
and relcvance.

This new life of surfaces gives a discrete verity to many medi-
ocre films and gives great vitality to a film by a good artist. Con-
sciously or not, this vitality reassures the audience, tangentially
certifying and commenting on its habitat. Indeed, out of this phe-
nomenon, it can be argued that the film discovered pop art years
ago, digested this minor achievement, then continued on its way.

3. The film form seems particularly apt for the treatment of
many of the pressing questions of our time: inner states of tension
or of doubt or apathy—even (as we shall see) doubts about art it-
self. The film can externalizc some physical matters that, for
example, the theater cannot easily deal with; and it can relate them
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to physical environment in a manner that the theater cannot con-
tain nor the novel quite duplicate. The film can dramatize post-
Freudian man, and his habitat—and the relation between the two.
One does not need to believe in the death of the theater or the
novel—as I do not—in order to sec these special graces in the film.

4. Film is the only art besides music that is available to the
whole world at once, exactly as it was first made. With subtitles,
it is the only art involving language that can be enjoyed in a lan-
guage of which one is ignorant. (1 except opera, where the language
rarely needs to be understood precisely. )

The point is not the spreading of information or amity, as in
USIA or UNESCO films, useful though they may be. The point is
emotional relationship and debt. If one has been moved by, for in-
stance, Japanese actors in Japanese settings, in actions of Japanese
life that have resonated against one’s own experience, there is a
connection with Japan that is deeper than the benefits of propa-
ganda or travelogue. No one who has been moved by lkiru can
think of Japan and the Japanese exactly as he thought before.

Obviously similar experience—emotional and spiritual—is
available through other arts, but rarely with the imperial ease of
the film. As against foreign literature, foreign films have an ad-
vantage besides accessibility in the original language. The Japancse
novelist invites us to recreate the scenc in imagination. The Japa-
nese film-maker provides the scene for us, with a vividness that our
minds cannot equal in a foreign setting. Thus our responses can
begin at a more advanced point and can more easily (although
not more strongly) be stimulated and heightened.

This universality and this relative simultaneity of artistic ex-
perience have made us all members of a much larger empathetic
community than has been immediately possible before in history.

5. Film has one great benefit by accident: its youth, which
means not only vigor but the reach of possibility. The novel, still
very much alive, is conscious of having to remain alive. One of its
chief handicaps is its history; the novelist is burdened with the
achicvements of the past. This is also true of poetry. It flourishes
certainly; as with fiction, the state of poetry is far better than is
often assumed. But poctry, too, is conscious of a struggle for per-
tinent survival. In painting and sculpture, the desperation is readily
apparent; the new fashion in cach new scason makes it clear. But
the film is an infant, only begun. It has already accomplished
miracles. Consider that it was only fifty years from Edison’s
camera to Citizen Kane, which is rather as if Stravinsky had written
Petrouchka fifty years after Guido d’Arezzo developed musical no-
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tation. Nevertheless the film continent has only just been discov-
ered, the boundaries arc not remotely in sight. It is this freshness
that gives the young genecration—what I have called the Film
Generation—not only the cxcitement of its potential but a strong
proprictary feeling. The film belongs to them.

Thesc, I think, are some of the reasons for the growth of that
new film audicnce. But they raise a question. As noted, thesc
rcasons have been valid to some degree for a long time, yet it is
only in about the last twenty years that the Film Gencration has
emerged. Why didn’t this happen sooner? Why have thesc reasons
begun to be strongly operative only since the Second World War?

In that period other clements have risen to galvanize them.
Somc of these later elements come from outside the film world:
the spurt in college cducation; political and social abrasions and
changes; moral, ethical, religious dissolutions and resolutions. All
these have madc this generation more impatient and more hungry.
But, sincc the Second War, there have also been some important
devclopments within the film world itself.* These developments
have been in content, not in form. Three elements are especially
cvident: increased scxuality, an increase in national flavor, and
an increased stress on the individual. The latter two arc linked.

As for the first, sex has been important currency in the theater
since The Agamemnon, and with the first films came the first film
idols. In fact therc are scenes in many silent films that would have
censor trouble today. But apart from sexual display or the sex
appcal of any actor or actress, there is now—in many foreign
films and some American ones—a scxual attitude that can be re-
spected: an attitude closer to the realities of sexual life than the
mythology that is preached by clergy of every faith, by mass media,
by parents. This relative sexual freedom, long established in fiction
and the theater, has becn slower to arrive in films because of their
wider availability to all ages and mentalities, and the consequent

* These do not include linguistic developments. Nothing has changed
the language of film as, for example, electronics has changed music or ab-
stract expressionism has altered the vision of painting. There have been
many technical film developments—wide screens, stereophonic sound, color
refinements—but so far they have largely been peripheral to the art itself.
They, and the improved hand-held camera and recorder, may affect the
basic language of film in future; they have not yet markedly done so. This
fact can be taken as an implied strength. Experiments in artistic technique
are usually a sign that a boundary has been reached with old techniques. In
film there is no hint of exhaustion in the techniques that were known to
Griffith and Eisenstein forty years ago.
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brooding of censors. Now, in a more liberal time, this freedom
makes films even more pertinent to this generation. The mythology
that still passes for sexual morality is prescriptive, these films are
descriptive; but there is more to their merit than verisimilitude. Not
by nudity nor bedroom calisthenics nor frank language but by
fidelity to the complexitics of scxual behavior, these films provide
more than recognition. By accepting and exploring complexitics,
they provide confidence in the fundamental beauty of those com-
plexitics, in the desirability of being human, even with all the
trouble it involves.

The second element, national flavor, has been described by the
English critic Penelope Houston in The Contemporary Cinema
(1963):

However partial or distorted an image one gets of a society
through its cinema, it is still possible to discern the national
face behind the screen. It is difficult to conceive of a neo-
realist idealism [in Italy] without the jubilant preface of the
liberation of Rome; or to look at Britain's films of the past
few years without reference to our redbrick radicalism; or
to ignore the effect of the political climate on a French
cinema which declares its awareness of strain in the very
insistence with which it puts private before public life and
creation for creation’s sake before either.

It would be easy to add a similar sentence for almost every major
film-producing country. Japanese films are concerned with con-
temporary unrest, directly and indirectly. Many of their costume
pictures about samurai swordsmen are set in the 1860s when the
feudal system was crumbling and immense social metamorphosis
was taking place. The Soviet film has dcepened in lethargy as
revolutionary fervor wore off, as Stalinist despotism madc it
nervous, as somc subscquent economic and scientific successes
made it smug. It has become, with a few cxceptions, either war
glory or the ideologic equivalent of the petty bourgeois confection.
As for America, the poor boy and rich girl story (or rich boy and
poor girl) which was the staple of thc popular film before the
Sccond World War has disappeared. Money as romance, the Gatsby
dream, has receded, not because everyone is now rich but because
the middle-class image has replaced both the poor image and the
rich image. What American would now relish the ancient compli-
ment “poor but honest”? And what is the difference in appearance
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between the clerk’s car and the boss’s? The much-mooted ascend-
ancy of the middle class has reached the point where it is strong
cnough to control cultural forms, to magnify its own image in art.

With this ascendancy we have secn the emergence of a new
romantic hero, posed against this bourgeois background, since all
such heroes must contrast with their socicties. The new romantic
is the liberated prole, with a motorcycle or a Texas Cadillac, seck-
ing his life by assaulting convention and morality, rather than by
striving for success in accepted modes, either with money or with
women. This hero scoffs at ideals of excellence and aspiration at
the same time that he wants to dominate. There are signs that this
hero may have run his course, but in the last twenty years or so he
was pre-cminent.

A lesser companion of his still continues: the Frank Sinatra-
Dean Martin figure, the smart, cool operator just inside the law,
a philanderer righteously resentful of any claims on him by women.
His casual persona derives in part from the night-club microphone,
which was first a necessity, then became a prop, then a source of
power and casc for those who had little power and could achieve
nothing but casc. The invisible hand-held microphone acconipanies
the crooner-as-hero wherever he goes. His oblique, slithering so-
lipsism seems likely to persist after the Brando figure, more di-
rectly descended from the proletarian rebel and Byronic individual-
ist, has passed. Mere “coolness” persists; purposcful rebellion fades.

All the national colors described above apply both to popular
and scrious films. If we concentrate on serious film—film made
primarily as personal expression, not as contractual job or money-
spinner—then we often find, besides intensified national color, an
intensified introspection. This is the third of our clements: a con-
cern with the exploration of the individual as a universe. It is not a
novelty in films. No more introspective films have ever been made
than Wiene’s The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1919) or Pabst’s Secrets
of a Soul (1926). But merely to mention such names as Bergman,
Antonioni, Fellini, Ozu, Torre Nilsson, Olmi, Truffaut is to sec
that, for many outstanding directors, there has lately been more
reliance on inner conflict than on classic confrontation of antago-
nists. These men and others, including some Americans, have been
extending the film into the vast areas of innermost privacy, even
of the unconscious, that have been the province of the novel and of
metaphysical poetry. Saul Bellow has complained that the modern
novelist doesn’t tell us what a human being is today. Bellow is a
notable exception to his own complaint; but whether we agree or
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not, we can see that many contemporary film-makers have tried
to answer that question, with a more consistent application than
cver before in the history of the art.

These two elements—national color and the exploration of
the individual—are obviously inseparable. Society and the man
affect cach other, even if it is in the man’s withdrawal. These ele-
ments arc further linked in a curious contradictory motion against
our time. In an age when internationalism is promulgated as a so-
lution to political difficulties, national colors have become more
evident in films. In an age when social philosophers have begun to
question the durability of individualism—which is, after all, a
fairly recent concept in history and almost exclusive to the West—
the film is tending to cherish the individual. Does this indicate a
time lag between the film and the advances of political and social
philosophy? On the contrary, I believe it indicates a perverse penc-
tration to truth, The truth of art sometimes runs counter to what
seems politically and intcllectually desirable; that is always a risk
of art. I think the film is showing us that nationalism, in thc purely
cultural sense, is becoming more necessary to us as jet plane and
Telstar thrcaten to make us onc world. I think that just at the time
when technological and power structures challenge individualism,
our own minds and souls have become more interesting to us. Up
to now, technology has outraced self-discovery. Only now—in
this postreligious, sclf-dependent age—are we beginning to appre-
ciate how rich and dangerous each onc of us is.

These clements have led, directly and by implication, to the
phenomenon we are examining; the historical moment for the rise
of the Film Generation, a surge of somewhat nostalgic revolution;
a reluctance to lose what scems to be disappearing, accompanied by
an impulse to disaffection, an insistence on an amorphous cosmos.
(“Stay loose.” “Swing.”) Doubtless that nostalgia is scntimental,
an unwillingness to be banned from an Eden of individualism that
in fact never existed. But much of the revolution is clearhcaded; not
so much an attempt to halt change as to influence it; a natural and
valuable impulse to scratch on the chromium fronts of the advanc-
ing tanks of factory-society “Kilroy was here.”

The divided attitude toward social change leads to another,
crucial polarity. This generation has an ambivalent view of cultural
tradition. On the one hand there is a great desirc for such tradi-
tion, admitted or not. Everyone wants to know that he came from
somewhere; it’s less lonely. But this desire is often accompanicd
by a mirror attitude that looks on the past as failure and betrayal.
It is of course a familiar indictment, the young accusing the old
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of having made a mess, but now the accusation is more stringent
and more general because of the acceleration of change and the
diminutions of choice.

This ambivalence toward tradition—this polarity that both
wants and rejects it—has created a hunger for art as assurance of
origins together with a preference for art forms that arc relatively
free of the past. Outstanding among these is film. Even though it
has been on hand for sixty-five years or so, the film scems much
more of the present and future than other forms. It has its roots
—of content and method—in older arts: drama, literature, dance,
painting; yet it is very much less entailed by the past than these
arts. It satisfies this generation’s ambivalent need in tradition.

So far, this inquiry has been almost all celebration; now a
concern must be raiscd. So far, we have discussed certain phe-
nomena as cultural dynamics and social facts: now a word must be
said in value judgment of the revolutionary standards involved.
Not all the films that the Film Generation venerates seem worth its
energy and devotion. It is not my purpose to lay down an artistic
credo: I could always think of too many exceptions. Taste is a
matter of instances, not precepts. One forms an idea of another’s
taste—or of onc’s own—from the perspective of many instances of
judgment and preference, and cven then, general deductions must
be drawn delicately. But, drawing them as delicately as 1 am able,
I am left with a concern to posit against the forcgoing celebration.

There are enthusiasms of this Film Generation that I do not
share, there are many enthusiasms of mine that thcy seem not to
share. For the most part this is nobody’s fault and probably no-
body’s virtue. But there is one enthusiasm in particular that has
taken many members of this generation—not all, but a large pro-
portion—that seems potentially dcleterious and therefore to need
discussion.

On college campuses around the country, in some film soci-
eties and small theaters (there are at least three in New York at
this writing), much is being made of certain expecrimental films.
The passion for experiment, as such, is eternal and necessary, but
out of disgust with much commercial and fake-serious fare, there is
a strong tendency to value experiment for its own sake, to regard it
as a value instead of a means to value. And since, at this period in
social and political affairs, a passion for these films has becn taken
to have other significances as well, the phenomenon is especially
important.

The films to which I refer are often called underground films.
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In America a large proportion of them come from a group cen-
tered in New York but not confined there, variously called New
American Films or the Film-maker’s Cooperative. It is an associa-
tion of dedicated film-makers and dedicated apostles. (The apostles
carry the word widely. Two minutes after I met Federico Fellini
in Rome, he asked me whether I had scen Jack Smith’s Flaming
Creatures.) The group also has a circle of apostolic critics.

Predictably, this group considers itself the element of poetry
in an otherwise prosaic film situation in this country and the world.
Also predictably, its works are difficult to describe because it is
not a school like neorecalism or surrealism. It includes these and
many more styles. It welcomes anyone who uses film as a form
of personal expression. The most lucid gencral statement about
this group that I know was written by Ken Kelman (The Nation,
May 11, 1964). He divides their works into three main categories.
First, “outright social criticism and protest” (Dan Drasin’s Sunday,
Stan Vanderbeek’s Skullduggery). Second, “films which suggest,
mainly through anarchic fantasy, the possibilities of the human
spirit in its socially uncorrupted state” (Jack Smith’s Flaming Crea-
tures and Normal Love). The third group “creates, out of a nced to
fill our rationalistic void, those actual inner worlds which fall
within the realm of myth” (Kenneth Anger’s Scorpio Rising, Stan
Brakhage’s Anticipation of the Night and Window Water Baby
Moving).

Kelman’s article, like others on the subject, is a ringing state-
ment written with inner consistency and a fire that outstrips mere
sincerity. The difficulty is that, when one sces these films (I have
seen all those cited and numerous others), one finds small conso-
nance between the descriptions and the works. Not to belabor in-
dividual films, one can say that most of them represent the attitudes
and intents that Kelman describes but that their acceptance as
accomplishment reflects a deliberate disconnection from cultural
and social history. For me, most of the “new” techniques are dated,
most of the social criticism is facile or vacuous, the mythic con-
tent undernourishing, the gencral quality of inspiration tenuous,
strained, trite. Much of the work seems made for a young audience
that insists on having its own films, at any critical or cultural price.

One of the grave liabilities in the situation is that writing like
Kelman’s and the attitudes it promotes tend to cncourage the
symbiotic state that exists today in the graphic arts. There is not
much direct relation between film and audience, nothing so simple
as the audience coming to the theater and being affected, or not, by
what it sees. The audience cxists jointly with these films in a highly
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verbalized critical cnvironment; its preformed attitudes are eager
dramatizations of credos and cxegeses. Much of modern painting
—op, pop, collage, latter-day abstraction—seems to have its life
almost as much in what is written about it as on canvas. Indeed
many of the paintings scem to have been made to cvoke aesthetic
disquisition, to exist verbally and in viewers’ attitudes. The under-
ground film has entered this territory—of art as “position”—a posi-
tion sustained as much by the polemic-conscious audicnce as by
the material on the screen. It has long been an indictment of Broad-
way and Hollywood hits that the audience is preconditioned,
whipped into line by newspaper raves. Here is very much the same
situation at a higher intellectual altitude.

Another grave liability is the pressurc brought to bear by the
underground movement for disconnection from cultural history.
Generally, as has been noted, the Film Generation has at least an
ambivalent attitude toward tradition: this underground movement
pushes—by implication and otherwise—for complete rejection of
the standards that have been continuingly cvolved through some
centurics of Western art. They are not to be evolved further, they
are to be discarded. It is easy to chuckle patronizingly at this be-
lief as onc more instance of the perennial artistic rebellion of the
young, but current social upheavals give it a momentum that takes
it out of the spherc of merc youthful high spirits—or low spirits.
And the morning or the year or the decade after the excitements of
rebellion have passed, it may be discovered that a valuable con-
tinuum in culture has been seriously injured—to the detriment of
the very aims for which the action was taken.

I do not argue against change, including radical change. I do
arguc against nihilism as a necessary first step for progress. Besides,
this film nihilism contains a bitter contradiction. It is oftcn a mani-
festation in art of discontents elsewhere, of anger at older genecra-
tions’ betrayal of certain ideals. But the best art of the past—in all
fields—is cxpression of thosc ideals, often despite society’s apathy
toward them. In discarding that inheritance of art, the rebels dis-
card much of the best work that the human race has done for the
very ideals that galvanize this new rebellion.

There is a paralle] between this devotion to the underground
film in many of the Film Genecration and an clement in the “new
left,” the new political radicalism. Some of radical youth arc en-
gaged in genuinely creative action: antimilitarism, antidiscrimina-
tion, support of various economic programs. But many of them
equate radicalism with personal gesturc and style—revolt con-
summated by bizarrc hair and dress, unconventional sexual behav-
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ior, flirtations with drugs. One who is aware of the valid basis for
disaffection can still regret the introversions and futilities of these
gestures. Likewise, one hopeful for the invigoration of the American
film can doubt the pertinence of comparable gestures in this field:
the exaltation of mecaninglessness in film as a statement of meaning-
lessness in the world: the praise of juvenile irreverence—perennial
in art—as a new formulation of myth; thc approval of a social
criticism that is devoid of intellectual foundation and political be-
lief.

I dwell on the partiality to these experimental films not to
counterbalance the happy fact of the Film Generation’s existence
but precisely because of its existence. Art has never been well cre-
ated for long independently of an audience; in fact, history shows
that audience responsc feeds great eras of art (painting in Renais-
sance Italy, the drama in Elizabethan England and neoclassic
France, the sudden, ravenous world-wide appetite for silent-film
comedy).

Speaking in the large, I believe that the Film Generation has
the power to evoke the film that it wants, cven though that genera-
tion is a minority and despitc the harsh conditions of production
and exhibition around the world. All films will not alter, nor should
they, but if the dynamics of cultural history still obtains, an insistent
group of art takers can—sooner or later, one way or another—have
an cffect on art makers. The effect is circular. The audience obvi-
ously cannot do it alone; there have to be talented artists. But
talent is a relative constant in the human race; it is sparked by
response and, cven at its best, can be dampened by neglect. (Think
of Herman Melville’s twenty years in the Customs House.)

Thus, by a logical progression, we can see that the Film Gen-
eration has extraordinary powers. If it is truc (as I have claimed)
that film is thc most pertinent art at present; if it is true that the
young generation is closer to the film than to other arts; if it is
also true that audience appctite can evoke art; then, it follows that
the Film Generation has the opportunity to help bring forth the
best and most relevant art of our age. And it is the possible impedi-
ment to this opportunity that makes a devotion to culturally base-
less, essentially sterile films seem wasteful.

I am awarc that the above puts an almost ludicrously large
burden on this Film Generation. In effect, it is almost to ask them
to solve the problems of cultural transition, to define what culture
will become. The problem is not to be solved in any one locus,
even when the locus—film and its audicnce—has come into being
quite naturally. It is never to be solved; it is only to be confronted
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continually, particularly in an age that is not an age, that is a rapid
series of continually shifting points. But the size of the conclusion
does not diminish the opportunity.

There is not much question among the thoughtful that we live
in a time of the most profound cultural change, when the very
purposes of art, as well as its content, are being transformed. The
Necw American Cinema is onc manifestation of that upheaval. In
my view, most of its films that 1 have scen are of minuscule im-
portance, but the implication in most of them is important: the
implication that what’s past is quite dead. The art of the future may
be divorced from present concepts of humanism; it may find its
pertinences in modes that, to most cyes, now look cold or abstract
or even antihuman. But they will have been made by men who
would not be what they are, whatever that may be, without the
precedents of culture; and if that new art, whatever it may be, is
to be held to its highest standards, the best of the past needs to be
brought forward with us. The real use of our inheritance in the
contemporary situation would throw a good deal of illumination
on much of the new that is now adulated. The Kelmans tell us that
an Antonioni is only seemingly free, that he is trapped by attempt-
ing to renovate the past. But, to take Antonioni as an example, it is
precisely the cffort to alter in an altered cosmos without rcturning
Western culture to Year One that may keep a cultural future possi-
ble; may sustain us as we travel from a terrain that once was fruit-
ful to one that has not yet been sighted. We don’t want to starve
en route.

As an important part of this process—this rescue operation,
if you like—the Film Generation can demand a new film from
the scrious film-maker that is more than a gesture of denial. Such
a gencration, joined with the past and therefore truly equipped
to outgrow it, may cventually get in its films what the Kelmans have
prematurely claimed: a new social cohesion, a new fertile and re-
assuring mythos. If these come, they will manifest their presence,
not so much by the blown prose of rhapsodists as by an irony:
middle-of-the-road art will imitate the new film. That film will
certainly not be ignored, as the majority now ignore underground
efforts. When the imitation begins, then authentically progressive
artists and audiences will know that they have thus far succeeded,
and will know it is again time to move forward.

So the Film Generation, flaws and all, represents both a cir-
cumstance and an opportunity. On the whole it is, I believe, the
most cheering circumstance in contemporary American art. That
generation can be a vital force, or it can twiddle its strength and
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chances away in irrelevant artistic nihilism, in engorged social
petulance. One does not ask them to “save” film forever. In the
long run, the history of the film will be the same as that of all arts:
a few peaks, some plateaus, many chasms; but the present chance
—a rare onc—could save much time in the development of this
young medium. The foreseeable future is all that, reasonably, we
can have hopes or anxietics about in art. The Film Generation
can help to make the foreseeable future of film interesting and
important. Let us see.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Kauffmann attests to the existence of “a Film Generation: the first
generation that has matured in a culture in which the film has been of
accepted serious relevance.”” In this judgment he obviously differs
with Baldwin and Rosten, who consider the popular arts—with few
exceptions—escapist and trivial. What evidence does Kauffmann ad-
vance to support his claim? What do you think of his arguments?

2. According to Kauffmann, “The film form seems particularly apt for
the treatment of many of the pressing questions of our time: inner states
of tension or of doubt or apathy—even . . . doubts about art itself.”
How would Baldwin or Tynan describe “the pressing questions of our
time”? What do you think of Kauffmann's formulation of our con-
temporary problems?

3. Do you think foreign films “have made us all members of a much
larger empathetic community”? How do you think the average Holly-
wood movie is received in the more “underdeveloped” countries?

4. Kauffmann isolates two important qualities of the contemporary
film: national color and the exploration of the individual. Discuss
these two elements in one or two films you have seen recently.

5. Kauffmann speaks of “a young audience that insists on having its
own films.” Discuss how Hollywood has been catering to this demand
in the past few years.

6. Describe Kauffmann's “concern” for the Film Generation. Do you
agree with his observations and proposals?



The Film Experience

Roy Huss and Norman Silverstein

Roy Huss and Norman Silverstein lecture on film at Queens College
in New York. Their short book The Film Experience is an addition
to the expanding esthetic of the film. The first chapter of that book,
reprinted below, is a brief survey of the development of film styles
and critical theories.

Since movicgoers do not have to be told what a movie is,
critics scem presumptuous when they write about cinema as art.
When they lay stress on cinematic details and employ technical
terms, finding analogics between film and painting or literature,
movicgoers find critics pretentious as well. The film is so clearly
a part of onc’s growing up that onc naturally looks down on
thosc who makec movics an cxperience comparable to listening
to Becthoven, looking at Picasso, or reading Milton. The film
is a Saturday aftcrnoon entertainment during which James Cagney
shoves grapefruit into Mae Clarke’s “kisser,” Godzilla flies, Steve
Reeves as Hercules breaks his chains, and Rory Calhoun gets out
of a tight spot. On TV, movies arc bedtime storics for adults in
which problems, hard in life to get into and impossible in life to
solve, absorb the interest of those who like hard problems and
easy solutions. Why the fuss about cinema as art?

Even when classicists, historians, philosophers, professors of
finc arts, and other intcllectuals—pcople who ought to know
better—praisce films, their tributes are for the film “subculture.”
To them, the most appcaling feature of the movies is naiveté and
spontancity, which they fear will come to harm if films are sub-
jected to the discipline of other arts and sciences. In their view,
the moviegoer should not spoil his fun by applying acsthetic judg-
ment. Rather he should let himself go, and seck total immersion.

Yect there is another notion of film “culture,” which has been

FROM pp. 1-14 of The Film Experience: Elements of Motion Picture Art by Roy
Huss and Norman Silverstein. Copyright © 1968 by Roy Huss and Norman
Silverstein. Reprinted by permission of Harper & Row, Publishers, Inc,
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growing stronger of late. Although the majority of pcople think
of cinema as mere cntertainment—*‘escapism”—the fact that film
has always been a legitimate art form has not gone unnoticed, or
even unpublicized. Time magazine, for example, has spoken of
the nccessity for the modern intellectual to become “cineliterate.”
Elia Kazan has announced on television that for intellectual and
artistic stimulation, he goes not to the theater but to the movies.
Even the carliest uses of moving pictures were not to entertain,
but to put reality in a new light for the sake of better perceiving
it. As carly as 1871, theoreticians were concerned with discover-
ing through cinematography the operation of things invisible to
the human eye. Through their work, how a bird flies and a horse
gallops became ‘“magically” clear. They did not themselves re-
gard what they were doing as art, for it was all in the name of
scientific rescarch; but it was a short time after those earliest
endcavors that film pioncers recognized the art potential in film
making. By 1915 such a formidable poet as Vachel Lindsay could
sce in movies a way of bringing to life that which is necessarily
static in painting and sculpture. During the twenties and thirties,
Sergei Eiscnstein was developing a poetics of the film, pointing out
that not only does film delight and teach, as do the other arts, but
that it also has its own particular “form” and “sense.”

How potent film expression can be was soon recognized by
those who could use it and by those who feared it. Lenin and
Hitler relied enormously on films to carry the propaganda of
Bolshevism and Nazism to their own people and around the world.
In so doing, they inadvertently advanced film art. Eisenstein’s
genius found its first impetus under Lenin’s commissions. Leni
Riefenstahl’s Olympia, covering the 1936 Olympic Games, adver-
tised “the superiority of the German race” and the principle of
“strength through joy” in a poetic documentary. John Grierson’s
Night Mail (1936),* conceived to demonstrate the excellence of
the British Postal Service, became a visual celebration of trans-
portation with the help of a text by W. H. Auden.

When moving pictures were first shown to the public, they
were an immediate success, which is not surprising, for they
appcaled directly to a fundamental human thirst—a thirst for the
exhibition and imitation of people and things. No doubt a part of
the movies’ early popularity was the novelty of the thing, this

* Dates are based on public premiéres, except when the official opening
was long delayed because of censorship, or, as for underground films, be-
cause of the lack of commercial distribution. In such cases the date of com-
pletion, when known, is given.
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great, flickering toy. But rather than waning, the appeal of the
“toy” became world-wide. Thosc first films of the ninetics—films
of trains pulling into stations or of sea waves crashing on rocks,
and the first “shocker,” Edison’s The Kiss (1896)—astounded
the audicnces of the nickclodcons by their power to capture and
reproduce over and over again a moment of stark reality. Those
people had themsclves scen trains pulling into stations, waves
crashing against rocks, and people actually kissing, but somchow
the moving pictures made thesc things different and more ex-
citing, mysteriously so, especially when one considers how much
of the “actual” events was not shown. There was no color,* the
activity was silent, and cven the movement was jerky and un-
natural. The film was spotted and grainy, and in place of that
ever-scarching quality of the human eye, the camera cye was but
a framed, fixed stare. To all intents and purposes, these audiences
should have had a better time going to train stations themselves
to watch the trains come in—and that wouldn’t have cost a nickel.
Yet excitement over the cnlarging horizons of photographic real-
ism was universal. In France, for cxample, the Lumiére brothers
in the 1900’s set up their cameras to capture the passing scene on
the streets of Paris, while in America the Edison Company was
sending cameramen out to film Niagara Falls. What held the carly
film audiences and brought them back for more was the dclight
of seeing reality reproduced and at the same time transformed—
the familiar made strange.

A refinement of this kind of pleasure has been the public’s
fascination with *“truc-to-life” re-cnactments. The movies sud-
denly made it possiblc to sce people and events of note for onc-
sclf, as they actually lived or happcned. Thus the growth of the
newsreel. As.carly as 1898 the first of the new breed of newsreel
war cameramen were in Cuba shooting Teddy Rooscvelt and his
Rough Riders, making TR one of the first of a line of politicians
whose images have been caught and enhanced by films.

From shots of simple happenings and from those early—
sometimes staged—newsreels developed the true art form of the
documentary. Under John Gricrson, Parc Lorentz, and Robert
Flaherty, the filming of the real took on the impact of brilliant
drama. In their hands, the familiar and unfamiliar elements of
life itself became the raw materials of artistic (and political, social,
and economic) statements. Since then, Louis de Rochemont and
other directors have used documentary techniques in fiction films,

* [Some of the earliest films were in color—hand-tinted.—EDITOR]
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and a brilliant new concept of the documentary has developed in
the style of cinema vérité.

Since most of the film footage produced these days is for
commercial, educational, and scientific use, “research films” in
their purest form are very much with us. Moreover, they are
greatly similar in purpose to the very first moving pictures. Instead
of the mechanics of flight, the subject may be the workings of a
missile or space capsule. Rather than shoot the galloping of a
horse, such film makers may shoot through an electron microscope
to record the functions of the tiniest organisms. At their best they
fulfill Sicgfried Kracauer’s idcal of using film to “redeem physical
reality.”

Even in frankly fictionalized movie stories the viewer expects
authenticity, and so film makers must keep on hand whole libraries
of “stock” footage of places, processes, and events, shots which
are quite similar to those carly nickelodeon renderings of the real
world on film. Thus films about ncwspapers can show rolling
presses; stories involving travel can draw upon shots of ships,
airplanes, famous cities, or quaint out-of-the-way places. The
soaring airplane that often breaks into a human drama is likely
to come from the studio library, as is the moving traffic scen
through the back window in a taxi scenc. Such footage can be
projected by back projection to serve as a background for the
actors in the studio. Other library stock shots may be used for au-
thenticity, as in the usc of newsreel combat film in war stories. In
such ways as thesc do scemingly unmalleable materials such as
locales, processes, or simple actions become workable into larger
artistic wholes.

To achieve particular cffects and integrate them into the
total film, the film editor groups, cuts, conjoins, and superimposes
various research shots; in short, handles them as if they were
plastic material. A film maker does not simply present raw reality;
he uses what he has photographed to make a point. Newsreel
footage, for example, can be cut up and cven mixed with still
photographs so that the intercutting causes a point of view to
cmerge. Bruce Conner accomplished just that in Report (1965)
by juxtaposing newsrecl footage of the house in which Lincoln
died with shots of the Kennedy motorcade moving through Dallas
toward the book depository. By joining these two research ele-
ments, Conner created a kind of simile and established a theme.
Documentarists always engage in such manipulation, but Conner
here creates a new kind of documentary by means of rapid cutting
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and cross-cutting, nonsynchronous sound, disrupted time order,
repeated segments of action, and reversed motion. The assassina-
tion of President Kennedy is, to be sure, “reported,” through
authentic footage of the motorcade and a tape of the radio cover-
age of those confused events. However, Conner entircly reshapes
this material to bring out its essence. Violent cutting emphasizes
the violence of the homicide itself; repeating the sight of the Presi-
dent in the automobile just before the shooting drives home its
dreadful inevitability; and reversing the motion of the car as it is
seen from the rear, so that it appears several times to back into
the camera, panders to our futile desire to pull the President back
from his fate. By intcrcutting these specially handled scenes with
such shots as thosc of Lincoln’s house and of President Kennedy’s
wedding, Conner seems to add irrelevant documentary data, but
actually adds meaning and poignancy. After all, is not historiogra-
phy itself the recording of facts into a meaningful context or
pattern?

A “pure” rendering of objective reality is actually impossible.
Shaping always occurs. The Lumiéres’ shots of Paris scem to be
raw, untampered-with material. But even here the cameraman has
selected the placement of his camera, has adjusted the light values
and distorted or changed the focal length. Imaginative shaping
of various kinds has always becn part and parcel of film making.
Early film artists were quick to find ways of arranging scenes and
to invent photographic trickery that could compete with—and
even surpass—those found in “live” vaudevillc and magic shows.
In France, Georges Méliés, and in America, Edwin Porter, pre-
sented “spectacle films,” dazzling in their ingenuity, toward which
the audience was cxpected to maintain a “willing suspension of
disbelicf.” It was quitc within the range of their ambition to make
films with inanimate objccts as actors (the scemingly sclf-propelled
furniture in The Automatic Moving Company, France, 1910)
and even to show “a trip to the moon”—a subject perennially
challenging to movicmakers. If we can visualize Méliés hauling
a huge papier-maché moon up a ramp toward the camera as he
made his A Trip to the Moon in 1902, we can get an idea of the
fervor and imagination with which creators of film spectacles go
about their work.

While the rescarch film presumes to present undistorted
reality, the spectacle purports to invent reality. Yet just as the
rescarch film cannot present unaltered truth, so the spectacle
usually involves rescarch clements: objects, events, or locales
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which the audience delights in secing because they can be verified
as “real.” It is reported that when Erich von Stroheim made
Foolish Wives (1922),

he had installed a complete electrical wiring system for
each room of a dummy hotel that appeared briefly in the
film. In another picture he ordered $10,000 worth of special
medals to be struck off for officers in the army of a mythi-
cal kingdom, had the royal crest embroidered on his players’
underclothes, held up a costly scene for hours until the
smoke from a single chimney was rising to his satisfaction.
Such details, he argued, may not have added to the physical
reality of his pictures, but they did enhance the feeling,
the atmosphere that he was trying to create.!

Publicity men know the valuc of these research units in mak-
ing a film attractive. They know that people want to see “real”
things. De Mille used to boast that his movie decor was real or
was copied precisely from the baths of Caracalla; and James Agee
noted that “in Wilson they copied the cracks on the paintings in
the White House.” ? Hollywood especially has always been capable
of exploiting a paradox which, as we have seen, movie audiences
always relish: fascination with a perfect illusion of reality, and
an added titillation in knowing that what they are sceing is, after
all, only an illusion created for the sake of spectacle.

Film makers intrigue moviegoers not only with the starkness
or richness of visual dctails of experience, but also by the “real”
scencs they can cvoke without actually photographing them. A
noisc of splashing water while the camera focuses on two char-
acters sitting on a rock can evoke the image of a nearby waterfall.
Or the actual photographing of onc object or locale can suggest
the presence of another, if the dircctor “composes” his frame
with the same care exercised by a painter. By arranging lines,
colors, and planes, a painter may draw the cye to an object in
the foreground or send it scampering along a winding road into
the misty horizon of the background, thus suggesting a world
beyond the viewer’s ken and expanding the confines of the canvas.
The film maker has a similar means by which he can evoke a

! Arthur Knight, The Liveliest Art (New York: The New American
Library, 1957), pp. 152-53.

* James Agee, Agee on Film: Reviews and Comments (Boston: Beacon
Press, 1964), p. 112.
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much larger scene than he actually shows. When, in Ashes (1965),
Wajda allows the black smoke from burning houses to burst be-
yond the confines of the frame, his already grandiose tableau
(reminiscent of Antigone burying her dead brother) is expanded
cven further. This kind of movement is most effective when the
total composition avoids a sensc of centrality, that is, when no
key figurc or object is placed in the center of the frame. In Roberto
Rosscllini’s The Little Flowers of Saint Francis (1950), the dis-
persing of the monks in all dircctions in the film’s last sequence
implics the existence beyond the range of the camera of a Catholic
world which the monks will spiritually reunify by their preaching.

Besides the never-to-be-seen reality that is provided by hav-
ing objects move off-camera, or off-frame, film makers can induce
a sense of an about-to-be-discovered reality. For this purpose they
move the camera left or right (the pan shot) or up and down
(the tilt shot) or place it on tracks to follow and catch up with
a moving actor or object. By panning slowly, the camera makes
things gradually swim into the movicgoer’s field of vision. In a
mystery or suspense story, the camera panning over a semidarkened
room and alighting on unecxpected objects stimulates fearful con-
jectures about the next object it will discover. A subtler method
of implying, rather than photographing, realistic details involves
editing filmstrips. A famous example occurs in Hitchcock’s Psycho
(1960), in which the deftness of the cutting makes the woman
who is murdered while showering appear to be nude when in
fact she is ncver actually shown to be so—not cven subliminally.

Actually, the film artist has all time and space at his disposal,
as we have seen. If he wishes to root his camera to one spot, he
can still turn it a full 360 degrecs to show the entire horizon. Nor
need he root the camera at all. He may move it along the terrain
from spot to spot. Nor nced he even anchor it in time. All places,
all times are available to his “canvas.”

A film always transforms, surpasses, or recreates reality
while it is recording it. Film is a medium and, because a medium
expresses by means of its own qualities and colorations and has
its own strengths and defects, it inevitably transforms what it
attempts to represent. Cincma presumes a certain trust in the world
as it is. Yet contrary to the old saw, the camecra does “lie”: it
moves unexpectedly; it reduces dimensionality; it changes the
natural size of an object or places it into an artificial context of
juxtaposed or superimposed shots; it heightens a form by painting it
with an unreal luminescence or beclouding it with an unreal dark-
ness. Far from bcing impassive, the camera must—if it is to main-
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tain our interest—maintain a fluidity of space and time, which is
often lacking in “reality.” These devices and effects may be “lies,”
but they are some of the ways of art, and the means to improved
perception.

Why is it that an argument so basic—and so obvious—
explaining film as art has to be made? How is it that critics—
those respected as such and those of sclf-generating reputations
—have so often been blind to artistry in film when they grant it
in other media? It is important to confront these questions, be-
cause film criticism itself has not only done much to foster quality
in the movies, but has also done much to reduce it. In fact, few
media arc handled by a critical corps so fragmented and so much
in basic conflict as is the cincma.

We begin with film history. Cincma was the first mass-enter-
tainment art form to bc invented in modern times. Literature,
music, painting, sculpture, the dance, and the theater all had long,
venerable traditions behind them when the first nickelodeons were
in their heyday. Photography was also an invented art, of course,
but it achicved nowhere ncar the popularity as an entertainment
medium that its offspring, the moving pictures, amassed. The
cinema was invented not by an artist, but by technicians. Com-
pletely mechanical, and astonishing in its effects, it had about it
from the beginning an aura of being a wonder toy, and it focused
on trivia. Even when it entered the world of art—capturing, for
cxample, thcatrical productions on film—it could offer only a
poor, silent, flawed impression of the rcal thing. Furthermore,
it was heavily shaped by its audience, which was the grcat mass
public. In a short time, the movies became for the masses the
staple of entertainment, and moviemakers quickly adjusted their
productions to the common denominator of proletarian and middle-
class tastes. And this, of course, meant that the movics quickly
became big business, owned and operated not by artists or artis-
tically minded entreprencurs, but by businessmen—many of whom
came to the new industry from completely different business
backgrounds and whose interest was in giving the public only
what it wanted.

That a film, for instance, such as The Great Train Robbery
(1903) was a primitive but still noteworthy work of art, whose
integrity should have been respected, did not occur to S. Lubin,
who remade the film—virtually scene for scene and shot for shot—
as a product to steal and sell. That his product still turned out in-
ferior to Edwin Porter’s original indicates the special quality a true
artist can give to his work. Thus, while film makers—the budding
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directors, cameramen, and a few good actors—were making great
strides in developing an art of film, and while some critics were
coming to rccognize this, thosc who owned the¢ movics cstab-
lished a foundation of cheapness, commonness, and triviality.

Even as films were developing as an art, thc movies had
become a social institution and an industry, to be frowned upon
by the world of art criticism. The theater might havc its critics
in the press, but the movics had gossip columnists. And these, of
course, made no demands for quality film performances, but fed
an insatiable public curiosity about thc lives and follies of the
“stars.” The movics became a world with a culture unto itself.
This world had its temples in the great movic palaces and its
morc modest chapels in the small, often slightly shabby ncighbor-
hood houses. It had its rituals—the “movie nights” that bccame
family habits, and, of course, the Saturday afternoon movics for
the kids. It had its hicrarchy of gods and goddesses, from the
great supcrstars to the ever-recurring and comfortably familar
character actors. Its mythology was gossip, sex scandals, and
storics of mcteoric rises to fame and fortunc from humble be-
ginnings. There were public crises over morals, there was the con-
stant lurc of Hollywood for the young, therc were exotic stars
from overseas, there were popcorn and bingo nights. There was,
above all, the development of the most effective public relations
and image-building apparatus cver scen. In the face of this per-
vasive movie culture, film art as such—at lcast as far as the public
was concerncd—remained remote and esoteric, and, naturally,
in the face of this situation, the quality of film criticism suffered.

It still suffers, in part because film criticism scems specially
vulnerable to cultural fads. And as a result, the simplc truth that
film is art—good or bad, as the case may be—is all too oftcn
denicd or perverted. This can be scen in some of our “schools”
of film criticism.

Paulinc Kael has written that after secing an art film, she
wants to go out to a movic. We must supposc the art film was
trash and wc can only hope the movic was true art. Delight is
after all a function of true art. For Miss Kacl the art film means
“artiness,” and “artincss” may mcan camcra rhetoric for its own
sake. There are film enthusiasts who take special pleasure in noting
artful camera angles, curious cross-cuts, or other technically bril-
liant devices that make a film’s rhetoric exciting. But is that enough?
James Card, in asscssing the work of William F. Adler, especially
Adler’s The Second Coming (1915), makes a nccessary point:
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Adler, by means which have defied all expert analysis
or explanation, improvised some mysterious device which
enabled his camera to follow action, to truck, dolly and
zoom with sophisticated facility that seems often quite out
of reach of many present-day studios so lavishly equipped
with tracks, trucks, cranes, and lenses of variable focal
length. The camera movement in The Second Coming
makes ridiculous the measurement of moving camera shots
in The Birth of a Nation and Intolerance for Adler makes
camera mobility a primary technique rather than an excep-
tional device. The entire film is predominantly filled with
full-screen close-ups. The picture is, of course, in its total
effect, artless and quite devoid of content which could
be considered of lasting interest.3

As Card suggests, camera technique, however brilliant, docs not
make a grcat movic. If artiness in a film irritates Miss Kacl, we
share her irritation.

Critics may also admire the sctting, the splendid costumes,
the excitement of physical combat, the style or personality of an
actor, the musical score, or other facets of the film—for what
pleasure these things create for them. But praising a movie solely
for its bright colors or thrilling music or the jutting, dimpled chin
of one of its actors is a form of sclf-indulgence. The object of any
part of a good film or any good work of art is to contribute to
the whole, and so such an appreciation really violates the point
of a good film. It puts the viewer in the place of the object of his
viewing.

Some critics commit the “historical fallacy” by equating old
with classic. When Walker Allen said that he preferred silent films
to talkics on grounds of “thc less dialoguc the better,” he was
letting nostalgia get in the way of his perception. To be a “classic”
a film must carry its justification in cvery part—in fact in every
shot—and it must transcend the conventions of its day.

While some critics limit their sights by nostalgia and anti-
quarianism, others are entrapped by an idolatry of stars or di-
rectors, fascinated by personal mystiques and private lives. Re-
cently a morc sophisticated group of critics has been coaxing
journalism away from this cult of personality to a concern for the
way directors reveal their personal style in their films. Evolved

3James Card, “George Eastman House Photography” in “Our Re-
sources for Scholarship,” Film Quarterly, XVI (Winter, 1962-63), p. 40.
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primarily among French critics at the Cahiers du Cinéma, this
approach assumes that every good movic in a director’s canon
gains its value and impact solely from the single-minded plan or
style which he imposes on actors and technicians in accordance with
his “vision.” The notion of a collection of dominant creative person-
alities hovering over, pervading, and unifying the total production
of quality films has given rise to the phrase “la politique des au-
teurs.” Consciously taking into account the whole historical and
critical formation of cinema, especially in the work of “strong”
American directors like Alfred Hitchcock, Howard Hawks, and
John Ford, the Cahiers critics were able to illustrate this kind of
authorial control by themselves becoming directors of New Wave
(Nouvelle Vague) films. These directors, as did some earlier
directors, listed their names as if they were, in fact, “authors”:
Les Cousins (1959) was un film de Claude Chabrol, as David
Copperfield is a novel by Charles Dickens.

Cahiers critics have sought to establish credit for discovering
particular technical devices. They praise Ernst Lubitsch for the
jump-cut, Joseph von Sternberg for baroque adornment, and Alfred
Hitchcock for visual rhythms. When they find no author evident
in the film product, then, by implication, the movie is bad, often
in spite of consistently exccllent work by particular contributors.
Thus Andrew Sarris, in judging a film such as Sidney Franklin’s
The Good Earth (1937), follows the Cahiers cataloguing systcm
but makes his own judgments. He condemns the film as a totality
because it fails to reflect an aureur’s policy, but he still praises the
stars and the gimmicks that attracted the audience.* Pauline Kael,
whose criticism is closely geared to her own personal response
to a film, attacks the auteur theory on the grounds that its em-
phasis on one standard above all—the presence of the director’s
plan embodied throughout—Ileads auteur critics to praise bad
films. Her view is sound—to a point, that point being the value
that ambitious failurc has always had in art, especially when the
“failure” can be connected with an author’s, a painter’s, a com-
poser’s, or a director’s total body of work.

Miss Kael’s main criterion of value is perhaps just as ar-
bitrary: the making of a significant social statement. In spite of the
objections of such “humanistic” critics, the autenr theory remains
exciting because it encourages the discovery and appreciation of
genius—full-blown or devcloping. It uncovers the living artistic

¢ Andrew Sarris, “The American Director’s Issue,” Film Culture, No.
28 (Spring, 1963), p. 58.
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traditions that run through films and suggests the many possibilities
of a personal directorial style. Finally, it focuscs our attention on
“pure” cinema, the film cxperience for its own sake as something
to be judged, not for its cultural (political, social) contribution
to society, but as quality of work within a medium. In short, what
goes for Brueghel and Balzac and Britten ought to go for Antoni-
oni, Kurosawa, and Ford.

The humanistic critics would argue that no film, and no con-
temporary work of art, whatever the age or the medium, can exist
scparately, and that this is cspecially so for that mass medium,
the movies. Expression is propaganda: that fact is primary; the
intensity of the propaganda—a film by Eisenstecin as opposed, let
us say, to a film by Lubitsch—is only a contributing factor. Thus
Pauline Kacl could like L’Avventura (1960), as socially and the-
matically moving, because it moved her, but rejected La Notte
(1961) and L’Eclisse (1962), which completed Antonioni’s tril-
ogy, because they lacked the impact of the first. Naturally she has
no sympathy for shoddy production, bad acting, or bad stories—
she is a perceptive critic. But what marks a critic is not what he
rejects so much as what he applauds—and why.

A third prominent school of film criticism pursues toughness
of mind and sharpness of experience. These critics oppose the
intellectualism of the auteur and humanist critics. The experience
of film, so says Manny Farber, the chicf exponent of this school,
must be essential and total; judgmental criteria are only the results
of word play. For the tough-guy critics, like Farber, the nickel-
odecon atmosphere, which survived into the 1930’s in seamy little
theaters like those lined up along New York’s Forty-second Street,
and which can still be found in all major cities, provides the proper
miliecu. The art house itself is, to them, anticincma, and the chief
encmy to understanding film is pretension, be it present in the
story, in the actor’s gestures, or in directorial “artiness.” To these
critics it follows that films of “moral uplift,” like those of Stanley
Kramer, performers who “overact,” like Bette Davis, and even,
perhaps, a figure such as Orson Welles who “overdirected” Citizen
Kane (1941), are fair game for condemnation. For Harold Clur-
man, the chief image of the movies of the thirties is “a punch in
the jaw.” Whether in physical action or pointed speech, the chief
virtue of film lies in dircct communication.

The very history of film has encouraged the evolution of these
theorics. The auteur theory stems from the fact that ever since the
first dircctors decided where to place their cameras for greatest
effect, the director has acted as an auteur, sctting up policies of
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filming, acting, and even narration. He may work in conjunction
with other artists and technicians and may even defer to their
judgment; but the final decisions, the final policy are his, and this
has been true from Porter, Méliés, and Griffith through Fellini,
Resnais, and Kramer. The crux is, what value judgments should
this fact of history and artistic organization call forth?

The humanistic bias stems from the nature of our age itself,
and from thc emphasis that socially involved artists have placed
upon the mass media as ways of influencing our way of life for
the better. In the twentieth century—as in the nineteenth—all art
forms have becn used for their ability to move their audiences
to action or belief. Picasso’s Guernica, Brecht’s The Jewish Woman
and Man Is Man, John Latouche and Earl Robinson’s Ballad for
Americans, Emile Zola’s Germinal, the unremembered radio plays
of Norman Corwin, these are but a smattering from other art
forms that have had as their intent the dissemination of socially sig-
nificant themes. Before the vogue of television, no medium was
more widespread in intense following than the movies. Robert
Sherwood’s The Petrified Forest spoke its powerful message to
many thousands as a play on Broadway (1934), but as a movic
(1936) it touched millions. Not only do the great social issues of
our day call for constant treatment, but it has also seemed natural
that the heaviest responsibility for doing this should have been
placed on the film. Some of the greatest films ever made have been
intended as propaganda, but other great films have been themat-
ically dégagé or simply wrongheaded in their themes. The human-
istic critic must also recognize criteria having nothing to do with
thematic significance.

The old nostalgia never burns down, it merely shifts its focus.
The tough-minded criticism of Farber, Clurman, and others of
their position is at heart nostalgia and a misreading of cinecma as
an institution and an art form. Farber and Clurman are right when
they maintain that for many millions the cssential film expericnce
is a simple, dircct, and unpretentious thing. The Indian biting the
dust, the sock in the jaw (anybody’s jaw), the pie in the face
(in the casc of Cagney, recad “grapefruit”), the bullet in the gut,
thc bomb in the building have jolted audiences all over the world,
as have sharp, direct dialoguc and simple, naive stories. Producers
and thosc who work for them have amassed fortunes by turning
out films which, for all their length, color, widencss of screen,
stereophonicity of sound, and thousands of cast, retain the essen-
tial spirit of the nickelodeon. The twentics and thirties had a
special and often exciting aura. Even to critics too young to have
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known that storied time, the thirties—those years in which so
many stars “were born”—may have a romantic attraction. The
special glamour of Hollywood on one side and the gloom of the
neighborhood movic house on the other offer colorations too
tantalizing to be ignored. But is this a value of film or a valuc of
personal psychology? And, considering the universe of films that
has been made, can we truly say that that is all there is to film?

Film is rich enough as an art to allow all three theories to co-
exist. Just as the aesthetics of litcrature traditionally invites variety
and controversy regarding its methods and aims, so do theories of
film. What is crucial is that we avoid oversimplifying the film ex-
perience. To be alert to the full richness of concept and technique
that makes a good film is to elevate the cinema to its rightful
place in our culture. To know how films arc made, to know how
the film maker moves us, entices us, jolts us, and brings us to tears,
not only with sentiments but with a host of means to project sheer
beauty before us, is to make the secing of a film much morc of an
adventure and, if the film is truly good, a triumph. To like what
one likes is to make a valid judgment about art; but to seek to
know why one likes art that is well wrought is to opcn oneself
to a broader, richer world of sensitivity and perception.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Comment on the old saying, “The camera never lies.” Cite some ex-
amples to illustrate your point of view.

2. On the basis of this selection, how would you defend the film as an
art form?

3. The authors list several positions taken by film critics; what are
they? What do you look for in a movie? Write a critique of a film
from one of these critical viewpoints.

4. Huss and Silverstein refer to the auteur theory of film criticism. In
literature it is common to speak of Hawthorne's themes, Hemingway’s
style, or Faulkner's stream-of-consciousness technique. Discuss the
works of a film-maker or director in terms of his consistency of theme,
style, or structure.

5. Can you point out any difficulties in the logic of the auteur theory?

6. Huss and Silverstein note that critic Pauline Kael's main criterion of
value is that a fim make a significant social statement. What do you
think of this criterion? Discuss some movies whose main purpose seems
to be the statement of a social or political doctrine.
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7. As the authors point out, one of the most basic elements of the style
of a director, cameraman, or particular movie is the way space and
time are manipulated. In some films the camera is quite static, and
the movie is built up through the use of cutting (joining together short
pieces of film). In other films the camera moves around, and little
emphasis is placed on cutting. Analyze a film from this standpoint of
the use of movement in time and space.
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Economics of the New Movie,
in Dollars and Sense,
by a Producer of Same

Ingo Preminger

Ingo Preminger is a Hollywood producer whose most celebrated
credit is M*A*S*H. In this article he discusses current practices and
problems in film production and distribution.

The right idea at the right time has always proved invincible.
Thus the new era of motion-picture production began when in
1951 Arthur Krim moved into an old and not so glamorous office
building at 729 Seventh Avenue in New York City as president
of United Artists. Krim was the right man with the right set of
ideas at the right time. His talents encompassed the brain of a
big-time lawyer, the gambling instincts of a businessman and the
sense of showmanship without which no man can compete with
the moguls of Hollywood. His ideas were largely dictated by the
harsh reality of United Artists’ financial statements which at that
moment totaled up into one important bottom line: very little cash.
His inventive mind turned this condition into a virtue by cnabling
stars, directors and producers to get ownership participation and
profit percentages instead of cash. Magically, at that very moment,
the Hollywood establishment, the so-called majors, MGM, Twen-
tieth Century—Fox, Warner Brothers, Columbia, Paramount and
Universal International, in a program of misguided cconomy, de-
cided to discontinuc their policy of kecping actors and directors
under long-term exclusive contracts. Their mistake provided Krim
with the all-important, perfectly timed opportunity of hiring on
the open market stars like Clark Gable, Jane Russell, Tyrone
Power, Gary Cooper and directors of the caliber of Billy Wilder,
Willy Wyler and George Stevens. The Hollywood ecstablishment

FROM Esquire Magazine, August 1970. Reprinted by permission of the author.
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was caught napping when United Artists gave these godlings of
the silver screen something they had ncver tasted before—a piece
of the action—the fecling of ownership and a sense of adventure.
Artists who had lived their sheltered existences behind their Bel-
Air walls, while their business managers had taken carc of every
worldly transaction from hiring a maid to investing in rcal cstate,
were suddenly cxposed to the appcal of becoming bosses, en-
treprencurs and powerful forces in the business. Their appetites
were whetted by the fara morgana of enormous profits and favor-
able loopholes in the laws governing personal income taxes and
capital gains. The fact is that many of these high cxpectations
remained unfulfilled, but no matter how unprofitable cach single
film proved to be, the general result was a flow of product that pro-
vided United Artists with much-neceded merchandise. As the major
motion-picture companies turned over production to outside talent,
producers, directors and stars became co-owners and partners in
the profits.

In this connection, a new look at the term “profits” is appro-
priate. The concept of profits as the difference between incoming
and outgoing moncys has to be understood in the new context
where one of the partners in the profits also receives a fee for his
efforts as a distributor. The distributor enjoys the privilege of de-
ducting and collecting his fee off the top for his own account, be-
forc any funds arc used toward repayment of expenses, including
the cost of the making of the picture. The felicitous position of the
distributor is responsible for the production of films that promise
huge grosses and distribution fees, but offer very little chance of
ever showing a profit. High costs of ncgatives of the film and the
costs of distribution just keep eating up all the money coming in
from the play dates, with the result that the artist rarely collects
any profits, while his partner the distributor receives huge distribu-
tion fees. It came as no surprise when percentages of grosses rather
than profits started to appear in production-distribution agree-
ments, thereby cxposing the emptiness of a word that had served
its purpose successfully when the game first started.

The rest of the distributors soon followed the example set
by United Artists and, ironically, in a few years thc bargaining
position of stars, dircctors, and producers became strong enough
to demand not only ownership, control and participation in grosses
and profits, but also an ever-incrcasing amount of guarantced
cash. Directors like Mike Nichols and stars like Richard Burton
have received a guaranteed million dollars per picture, a marked
incrcase from the ycars when MGM voluntarily gave up its ex-
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clusive hold on its players in order to avoid the burden of a weckly
salary.

The process of turning more and more controls over to the
independent producer led to the order of today which, with minor
exceptions, makes all the major studios not the producers of films,
but the financiers of the so-called “indcpendent package.”

A “package” consists of one or more of the following ele-
ments: the first is generally a story in some form—it may be a
produced or unproduced stage play, a published or unpublished
novel, a story written for the film medium varying from a few words
to hundreds of pages, a biography, a song title, an idea, or cven
the rights to remake an old film. Package ingredients can also con-
sist of one or more actors, a producer, a director, a screenwriter, a
composcr, a cameraman or other clements which can emerge in
a business of ever-changing fashion and trends.

A current cxample of the birth of a new kind of package
element is the advent of pornography as an important and much-
sought-after box-office attraction. Coincidentally the new produc-
tion code or rating is serving as a means to publicize a film’s porno-
graphic character under the guise of protecting the public. It has
become quite clcar since the introduction of the code that its warn-
ing against the low moral standard of a particular motion picture
has turned out to provide the blessing of free advertisement to
attract the prurient interests of the paying moviegoer.

Before the new production code, a picture either did or did
not reccive the Scal, expressing the approval by the Code and
Rating Administration of the Motion Picture Association of Amer-
ica. This administration, also named the Valenti office after its
presiding member, is appointed and salaried by the major distribu-
tors, and represents a tribunal of self-censorship, as if self-admin-
istered censorship were more desirable. The excuse advanced
for this hypocritical posture is that it helps ward off outside cen-
sorship; a highly specious argument in the light of the many court
decisions declaring that all censorship prior to the release of a
film is unconstitutional.

The new code, under the jurisdiction of the same administra-
tion, has created a situation where the classifications G (“All
ages admitted. General audiences”) and GP (“All ages admitted.
Parental guidance suggested”) are regarded as box-office poison.
The R classification denotes “Restricted. Under seventeen re-
quires accompanying parent or guardian,” while an X rating stands
for “No one under seventeen admitted” because of sex, violence,
crime or profanity. The letters R and X on a theatre marquee and
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in a newspaper ad are precisely what attract pcople, given their
healthy appetite for hard-core pornography. Thus the new code
has become a powerful force on the side of the dirty picture.

The packager or the man behind the package is generally the
producer, but very often stars, writers, directors and/or their
agents assumc the initiative and wheel and deal, cach on his own
behalf.

Two questions come to mind: why does the distributor not
do the packaging himself, and how docs the distributor decide
which package is to be financed?

As a fair gencralization 1 would suggest that the answer to the
first question lies in a disinclination to assume leadership and
responsibility; in short, in the hedonistic inertia of people whose
major interest in life is to hold on to a steady and comfortable
job. There are, of course, special circumstances and reasons, but
analysis of thesc would carry us beyond the framework of this
piece.

The answer to the sccond question may seem deceptively
simplc. Onc quick look at the package should tell the story and
determine the decision of the distributor: more clements of proven
box-office attraction will make the package more promising in
terms of its box-office potential. In 1970, for instance, Paul New-
man should justify a larger investment than Rock Hudson, and
Arthur Penn as the proposed dircctor should fetch more enthusi-
asm from investors than Richard Fleischer. A best-selling novel
like Marjorie Morningstar by its own often overrated strength will
creatc acceptance for its owner-packager over and above a
relatively unknown and underrated literary work such as Goodbye,
Columbus. And then, as a matter of course, two or three good
elements should be more bankable than one; converscly, two or
more mediocre ingredients may make up for the lack of onc
outstanding one. The bankable star, the actor who suffices as
the only package clement, owes his position to his popularity
with audiences as a box-office magnet. No distributor will turn
down a Steve McQuecen picture, although turkeys like The Thomas
Crown Affair have not fulfilled the promise of the star to sell
tickets.

The bankable literary property, likc a hit play or a best-
selling novel, offers the nervous investor the assurance of box-
office appeal with movie audiences because of the fame, direct
popularity and wide appcal of the work. But again, the harsh
reality of many disappointments like Death of a Salesman, By
Love Possessed, and In Cold Blood proves there is no such thing
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as a guaranteed transfer of success from onc medium to another.

However, most of the difficultics of judging packages arise
through factors that just cannot be preciscly and objectively de-
termined. The estimated cost of the film is the first item that
comes under scrutiny. The same package clements that will make
a two-million-dollar film attractive will fail to support a film
estimated to run into a negative cost of four million dollars. The
distributor will have to be expert at appraising the accuracy of
cost estimates not only in the light of the material but also of the
individuals involved. There are slow directors and fast directors
and they will film the same story at vast differences in cost; there
arc stars who are notorious for causing delays in production, and
therc is Frank Sinatra who will not repecat a scene, galloping
through his picturcs and carning dubious glory as the “one-take
actor.” Some producers are known as well-organized professionals
who bring films in on schedule and within budget while others are
muddled, incompetent, or, to be generous, tired.

And then there are the cases when the acceptance of a pack-
age by distributors can be a mere formality. These are the dcals
involving, as package ingredients, moviemakers of unquestionable
and unanimously recognized cxcellence. A select group of pro-
ducers and directors demand and obtain absolute control begin-
ning with the selection of the subject matter, through the final
cut of the film. They make the decisions concerning all phases
of production, including casting, hiring of crews, construction of
scts, sclections of locations. Their announcement that they plan
to make a picture brings all the distributors running to bid for
the privilege of supplying the nccessary and often undetermined
amount of financing. These arc the men one can borrow money
on, the bankable movicmakers. These are the most powerful men
in the American movie business. They, more than anyone clse,
with their almost uncontrolled power and influence, bear the
responsibility for the shape of films to come and the future of
the motion picturc as an art form. They have the means to realize
their creative drcams without the nced for compromise in order
to pacify some banker’s objections. They have, or arc supposed
to have, the magic rapport with world audicnces and the ability
to exccute their visions on film.

Strangely, these men are virtually unknown to the millions
of moviegoers. With the exception of Alfred Hitchcock, our most
prominent directors and producers do not enjoy the fame and
notoriety of their stars, a poor testimonial indecd to the effective-
ness of the costly press-agentry subscribed to by so many creative
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contributors behind the camera. A classic example was the late
Jerry Wald, who madc his own personal public relations his life’s
work.

To truly appreciate the fortunate position of the bankable
moviemaker, consider the woes that befall the run-of-the-mill
producer trying to get his projects financed, produced and re-
leased.

Our average Hollywood producer-on-the-make must first find
a story and tie it up with an option for a limited time. This in
itsclf imposes an ulcer-making dcadline, beyond which he loses
not only his option but his entire investment of money and time.

The ncxt step will take him on a search for actors and
director to make the decal more attractive. But people of im-
portance—and thesc arc the ones that our producer-on-the-make
is after—arc not easily contacted. Their agents have built an
almost impcnetrable wall around them. Even the attempt to con-
tact the artist directly is punishable by the eternal scorn of the
agent. This, by the way, often turns out to be a blessing in dis-
guise: the agent, once he is an openly declared opponent to a
project, cannot hurt it as effectively as he normally would under
the guisc of benevolence and friendship. But whatever approach
the producer chooses, he will soon find out that his phone calls
are frequently ignored, and the most common reply is simply that
the artist is unavailable for several years. If any of his prospects
finally agrees to examine his project, our producer will learn the
great eternal verity in the motion-picture business: Nobody Reads.

His difficulties arc further multiplied and exacerbated by
the natural and charming custom of the industry to avoid the
truth even when it costs nothing. This creates an emotional climate
of paralyzing uncertainty, and with nobody having honesty or guts
enough to give our friend a definite “no” he will soon despair of
cver tying all the strings around his package.

But some independent producers succeed in wrapping up
the package and proceed to the next step: submission to the
financier.

Backers come in all shapes and sizes. There are those who
watch themselves operate, being mainly interested in making an
impression, and those, the hard-nosed, greedy money machines,
who have lcarned certain solid ground rules on which they base
all decisions. Those in the first group, which would include a
Joe Levinc and a Bob Evans, sec themselves as the Ziegfelds and
the Thalbergs of today. They are more concerned with looking
glamorous in making a decal than with creating every chance for
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a good picture. The second group would include a Leo Jaffe
and a David Picker who operate strictly by the record.

And with it all, more often than not, the least reasonable
methods are the ones rewarded by spectacular success. The pro-
duction of A Lion in Winter, for instance, came about fortuitously
when Peter O’Toole, committed to do the title role in The Ski
Bum, preferred to play a roistering King of England, and Miss
Hepburn was available.

We now find our man, package in hand, staring across the
vast reaches of a neo-Mexican desk at the Hollywood representa-
tive of a national television network.

You thought we were talking about movies. We are. All three
of the national tclevision networks have now cntered the business
of thcatrical motion pictures. The rcason for their decision to
produce yet another wasteland may be a desire to become primary
owners of motion pictures for television release in the face of
ever-incrcasing prices quoted by the old-time movie people or
else simply the legitimate wish to expand into a related, poten-
tially profitable and morc glamorous field not subject to the dic-
tates of Madison Avenuc. Anyway, with the old-timers short of
cash and long on unreleased product, it seemed like a good idea
to tackle one of the well-heeled newcomers.

In the weeks leading to thc appointment with the network
representative, our candidate will have endurcd many humilia-
tions from a battery of secretarics attempting to make him divulge
more of the exact nature of his calls. Would he not like to speak
to an underling first, or send over his project for examination and
meet afterward if the matter has any merit?

Too wise and experienced to fall for these traps, our man
finally has his day with the top man—who, like all top men in
the busincss, has to check with somcbody clse—and gets his
chance to present his project.

Again, a quick “no” would be merciful. But the inflated
euphemisms from the man behind the big desk usually culminate
in the dramatic imperative, “Let me have your script,” followed
by, “I will read it over the weekend.”

Unfortunately, the weekend, with all its demands of society,
fricnds, and family, hardly leaves the network executive enough
time to peruse his scripts that are in production and which he
must get to know somehow.

Thus the script sooner or later is handed to a reader, whose
job it is to condcnse the contents of literary work into so-called
synopses.
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The reader’s report and a synopsis are placed on several
desks throughout the distributor’s office. Every reader worth his
meager salary knows that top executives, as they go up the ladder
of success and influence, become less and less able to read more
than two paragraphs. The destructive synopsis routine serves only
to make the refusal of a package seem more reasonable without
ever mentioning the truth, which is simply the low grade of the
bankablc elements. The key question is the killer: “Who is in it?”
If Barbra Streisand had accepted the script, the distributor would
have found out about its contents at the invitational World
Premiere long after gambling his stockholders’ money on it. In a
business built largely on hunches and intuition, one looks in vain
for a reasonable explanation for the old-fashioned reliance on
star names to sell tickets at the box office. This is in the face of the
overwhelming commercial success of the starless The Graduate
and such flops as Doctor Dolittle with Rex Harrison.

After his first defeat, a producer can take his package to
other money sources and perhaps, against all odds, conclude an
arrangement for the distribution and production of his project.
During the interview with the top executive the deal is concluded
with a handshake. However, only the basic points are discussed.
An experienced packager knows that this summit meeting with
its veneer of urbane sincerity, fair play and goodwill constitutes
his last chance to nail down important contractual details in his
favor, and, if at all possible, he will obtain a memo committing
these vital points to paper as promptly as possible. In the weeks
following the summit meeting, the legal department of the dis-
tributor and a “negotiator,” mainly a former lawyer in charge of
contracts, will try to renegotiate—*“reneg” as the pros aptly call
it—every advantage granted by the distributor. At this later stage
the masks of fair play and integrity are dropped and the law of
the jungle openly prevails. Our producer’s bargaining position
has deteriorated after his press agent has rashly wired the an-
nouncement of the deal to all the trade papers. The negotiator
is aware of this and will push the hapless victim around to the
extent that he darcs, short of inviting a lawsuit.

Surely, you think, the foregoing must be exaggerated. The
fact is that thc whole truth is cven grimmer.

Why then would anybody in his right mind endure the or-
deal of independent production? For thc same reasons that men
become involved in other areas of American commerce and in-
dustry—only more so. Much more so. Here, success can arrive
with the speed and the disproportionate impact of a jackpot.
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Glamour, recognition, V.L.P. treatment by airlines and restaurants,
access to beautiful women, power to hire and fire, and all the other
goodies offered by the Bitch are constantly waved before the
twitching noses of ambitious men. The examples of so many
rather undistinguished people who made it big are constantly
encouraging the newcomer; no credentials are necessary, fabulous
careers by high-school dropouts are the rule.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Do erotic movies really undermine the morals of our country’s
youth, as so many people say? Do you think that young people are
attracted by X ratings and hard-core pornography? Does age make any
difference in these matters?

2. Preminger, as a producer, naturally considers a successful movie
to be one that reaps huge profits. Have you seen “successful” films that
you thought were artistic failures? Have you seen any movies that were
not great financial successes that you thought were good works of art?

3. Outline a film idea that you think would be a sure financial success.
Include plot summary or story source, location, actors, director, and
so on. Explain why you think your plan would be financially sound.

4. Do you think that commercial considerations limit the quality and
artistry of the films we see? If so, how?



Puritanism Revisited:
An Analysis of the
Contemporary
Screen-Image Western

Peter Homans

Peter Homans is a professor of psychology and theology at the Di-
vinity School of the University of Chicago. In this essay he describes
the characteristics and underlying themes of movie and television
westerns, concluding that they have recently become more popular
than ever because they reflect the attitudes and ideals of puritanism.

One of the most noticeable characteristics of popular culture is
the rapidity with which new forms are initiated and older, more
familiar ones revitalized. While narrative forms of popular culture,
such as the detective story, the romance, and the soap opera, have
generally been less subject to sudden losses or gains in popularity,
the western has within the last few years undergone a very abrupt
change in this respect. Formerly associated with a dwindling audi-
ence of adolescents, who were trading in their hats and six-guns
for space helmets and disintegrators, the western has quite suddenly
engaged an enormous number of people, very few of whom could
be called adolescent.

This new and far-reaching popularity is easily established.
Whereas before, the western story was told from four to six in
the afternoon, on Saturday mornings, in comic books and in some
pulp fiction, now it is to be seen during the choicest television view-
ing hours, in a steady stream of motion pictures, and in every drug
store pulp rack. At present, on television alone, more than thirty
western stories are told weekly, with an estimated budget of sixty

FROM Studies in Public Communication, No. 3 (Chicago: Department of Soci-
ology, University of Chicago, Summer 1961). Copyright © 1961 by the University
of Chicago. Reprinted by permission.
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million dollars. Four of the five top nighttime shows are westerns,
and of the top twenty shows, eleven are westerns. In addition to
this, it is estimated that women now compose one-third of the
western’s heretofore male audience.

Such evidence invariably lcads to attempts to explain the phe-
nomenon. Here there has been littlc restraint in trying to analyse the
unique status which the western has gained. Some have suggested
that it is the modern story version of the Oedipal classic; others
find it a parallel of the medicval legends of courtly love and ad-
venture; while those enamoured of psychiatric theory see it as a
form of wish-fulfillment, an “escape” from the realities of life into
an over-simplified world of good and evil.

Such theories, I suppose, could be described at greater length
—but not much. They not only betray a mindless, off-the-top-of-
the-head superficiality; they also suffer from a deeper fault charac-
teristic of so many of the opinions handed down today about popu-
lar culture—a two-fold reductionism which tends to rob the story
of its concrete uniqueness.

This two-fold reductionism first appcars as the failure to at-
tend fully and with care the historical roots of any form. For exam-
ple, to say that the western is a re-telling of chivalric tales is partly
truc. There is some similarity betwcen the quest of the knight and
the quest of the western hero—they both seek to destroy an evil
being by force. However, the tales of chivalry grew out of medieval
culture, and any effort to account for them must consider their re-
lationship to their culture. Similarly, the western must be seen
in relation to its culture—eastern American life at the turn of the
century. To relate the two forms without first considering their
historical contexts is what may be called historical reductionism.

The second form of reductionism is the failure of most theo-
ries to attend the unique details of the story which set it apart from
prior forms. This can also be seen in the idea of chivalric tales
retold. Holders of this theory notice that both heroes are engaged
in a quest, the destruction of evil, and that they both earn some
kind of special status in the eyes of the communities they have
served. But what is not noticed is that the modern tale betrays an
intense preoccupation with asceticism and colorlessness, while the
medieval one dwells upon color, sensuousness, and luxury; or,
that the medieval hero exemplifies tact, manners, elaborate cere-
mony and custom, while his modern counterpart seeks to avoid
these. Again, the western rules out women; the older story would
not be a story of chivalry did not women play an important part.
The refusal to attend with care specific and possibly inconsequen-
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tial details is a form of reductionism which may be called textual
reductionism.

Both types of reductionism rob a particular form of possible
uniqueness and independence. They force it to be merely a de-
pendent function of some prior form, whatever that form may be.
Together, they have become the two main errors which have ob-
scured analysis of many present-day forms of popular culture.

However, these two foci are more than pitfalls to be avoided.
The textual and historical aspects of any popular art form arc the
very points which should be scrutinized most carcfully and clabo-
rately. If these points arc properly attended, they will yicld the
greatest insight into the mecaning and significance of the story.

Textual Analysis

Any effort to analysc a particular form of popular culture
must begin with the problem of text. Each of us, in thinking and
talking about the western, has in mind an overall understanding
of it—an ordered vision of character, event, and detail shaped by
all the hundreds of different versions which he has scen. Therefore,
one must first sct forth and defend precisely what it is he thinks the
western is, before indicating what it means. Indecd, disagreements
as to meaning can often be traced to disagreements as to text.

But we cannot simply lump together everything that has ever
happened in every western, fearful of omitting something important.
Nor can we refuse to include anything which docs not appear in
cach and every version. For therc arc westerns which omit details
which all critics would agree are characteristic of the story, just as
there are others which include details which all would agrec arc of
no consequence. The task consists in selecting, from the cndless
number of westerns we have all seen, a basic construct of narrative,
character, and detail which will sct forth clearly the datum for sub-
sequent analysis. This critic’s basic construct can be set forth as
follows:

Background

The western takes place in a stark, desolate, abandoned land.
The desert, as a place deprived of vitality and life as we know it,
is indispensable. The story would not be credible were it set in
an equatorial jungle, a fertile lowland, or an arctic tundra. As the
classical versions have told us again and again, the hero cmerges
from the desert, bearing its marks, and returns to it. Alrcady we
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are instructed that our story decals with a form of existence de-
prived of color and vitality.

This desert cffect is contradicted by thc presence of a town.
Jerry-built, slapped-together buildings, with falsefronts lined awk-
wardly along a road which is forever thick with dust or mud, tell
us that the builders themselves did not expect them to endure. And
of these few buildings, only three stand out as recognizable and
important—the saloon, the bank, and the marshal’s office (hero’s
dwelling). Recent westerns have added stores, court houses, homes,
and even churches. But for the classical versions such contrived
togetherness has never really been necessary.

The saloon is by far the most important building in the west-
ern. First of all, it is the only place in the entire story where people
can be secn together time after time. It thereby performs the func-
tion of a meeting-house, social center, church, ctc. More important,
however, is its function as locus for the climax of the story, the
gun-fight. Even in today’s more fashionable westerns, which prefer
main street at high noon, the gun-fight often begins in the saloon,
and takes place just outside it.

The bank, we note, is a hastily constructed, fragile affair.
Poorly guarded (if at all), it is an easy mark, there for the taking.
Its only protection consists of a snivelling, timid clerk, with a
mustache and a green cyeshade, who is only too glad to hand
over the loot. Has there ever been a western in which a robber
wondered whether he could pull off his robbery? There is a great
deal of apprehension as to whether he will clude the inevitable
posse, but never as to the simple act of robbery. The bank is sur-
prisingly unprotected.

The marshal’s office appears less regularly. Most noticeable
here is the absence of any evidence of domesticity. We rarely see a
bed, a place for clothes, or any indication that a person actually
makes his home here. There is no mirror, an omission which has
always intrigued me. The overall atmosphere is that of austerity,
to be contrasted sharply with the rich carpeting, impressive desk,
curtains, pictures, and liquor supply of the saloon owner or cvil
gambler. Such asceticism is not due to the hero’s lack of funds or
low salary; rather, because of his living habits, therc is no need
of anything else. Indeed, we arc led to suspect that such austerity is
in some way related to our hero’s virtue.

The town as a whole has no business or industry. Pcople have
money, but we rarely see them make it. And we are not concerned
as to how they got their money—unless they stole it. This town and
its citizens lead a derivative, dependent existence, serving activities
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which originate and will continue outside the town. It is expend-
able, and will disappear as soon as the activities it serves no longer
exist.

Home life, like economic life, is conspicuous by its absence.
There simply are no homes, families, domestic animals, or children.
The closest thing to a home is a hotel, and this is rarcly scparated
from the saloon. Recent westerns have included homes, along with
cozy vignettes of hearth, wife, kitchen, etc. Such innovations do
little more than indicate how harassed script writers have become,
for these scenes do not contribute to the basic action and imagery
of the story. Classically, home life in the western simply isn’t.

Supporting People

As in any good form of popular culture, thc number of im-
portant people is small. Such people I prefer to call “types”. A
type is an important figure recurring again and again, whose basic
actions and patterns of relationship are rclatively enduring from
one version of the story to another. The particular vocation, cloth-
ing, mannerisms, personal plans, names, arc all conventions—con-
cessions to plausibility—which seemingly identify as new someone
we know we’ve seen before. Such conventions I would like to call
“role”. When we refer to a particular person in a story with the
preface “the”—e.g., “the” hero, or “the” good girl—we have
penetrated beyond the role and identified a type.

One of the most interesting types is the *“derelict-professional”.
He is one who was originally trained in one of the traditional
eastern professions (Law, Medicine, Letters, Ministry), but who
has, since his arrival in the west, become corrupted by such ac-
tivities as drink, gambling, sex, or violence. Most celcbrated is Doc
Holliday, who trained in the east as a dentist, then came west to
practice medicine whenever he was sober cnough to do so. The
derelict-professional sometimes appears as a judge or lawyer; some-
times as an ex-writer; in other instances he is a gun-toting preacher.
The point is the same: the traditional resources of society (healer,
teacher, shepherd, counselor) cannot exist in an uncorrupted state
under the pressures of western life.!

1Such TV versions as Frontier Doctor (Medicine), Jefferson Drum
(Letters) and Black Saddie (Law) do not contradict this thesis, although
they set forth professional men from the east who are hardly derelict. Close
attention, however, reveals a “past” of questionable nature which these men
are trying to conceal, but which is always being threatened by exposure.
Such figures might best be called “covert” derelict-professionals.
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Somewhat similar is the “non-violent easterner”. He often
appears as a well-dressed business man, or as a very recent gradu-
ate of Harvard, although the roles, as always, vary. Constantly
forced to defend himself, he is simply not up to it. Indeed, he is
usually thrashed shortly upon his arrival in town. Sometimes this
is so humiliating that he tries to become a westerner. It never works.
He is either humiliated even more, or killed. Another role for
this type is the pastor (a recent addition) who, when the chips are
down, has only a prayer to offer. The east, we soon note, is in-
capable of action when action is most needed.

The “good girl” is another supportive type. Pale and without
appetites, she too is from the east. Classically represented as the
new schoolmarm, she also appears as the daughter of a local
rancher, someone en route to a more distant point, or the wife of a
cattleman. She has her eye on the hero. While any dealings between
them come about as the result of her initiative, she is rarely flir-
tatious or coy. She does not allow any feminine allure to speak for
itself—surely one reason why she ends up doing most of the talking,
The good girl fails to understand why men have to drink, gamble,
punch and shoot each other, and she spends a good deal of time
making this point to the hero. Usually she has some kind of pro-
tection—brother, father, fiancé, or relative—which makes it possi-
ble for her not to work. She is never independent, out in the world,
with no attachments.

The “bad girl” is alone in the world, unattached, and works
for her living, usually in the saloon as a waitress or dancer. She too
has her eye on the hero, attracting him in a way her counterpart
does not. She is often flirtatious and coy, but rarely takes the in-
itiative in their meetings. She doesn’t try to make him put away
his guns and settle down. She is friendly with other men, and,
like her counterpart, is unhappily stalemated in her relation to
the hero.

The “attendant” is another type. The most enduring and
easily recognizable role for this type is the bartender, although
the snivelling bank clerk is a close second. The attendant observes
the action, provides the instruments of it, but never becomes cen-
trally involved with it. Like a child following adults from room to
room, he remains passive, deferring again and again to the princi-
pals, performing the important function of appearing unimportant.

One final type, of which there are many—*the boys”, those
bearded, grimy people who are always “just there”, drinking and
gambling in the saloon, without any apparent interest in anyone
or anything, except their cards, whiskey, and the occasional song-
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stress. Their function is that of an audience. No hero ever shot it
out with his adversary without these people watching. Isolated con-
flicts between hero and adversary are always postponed—some-
times at considerable inconvenience to both—until the “boys” have
had a chance to gather. The “boys” arec passive functions of the
action, important primarily for their presence.

Principals and Action

The action of the screen-image western takes place in three
phases: the opening, the action, and closing phases; or, cverything
before the fight, the fight, and everything after the fight.

The opening phasc first of all introduces us to the story’s
setting, to the supporting types (through their roles) and principals.
In doing so, however, it not only supplies us with information, but
also provides the very important illusion that we are to see for
the first time something which we know, in the back of our heads,
we have seen many times before. It is important to believe that we
are not idiots, watching the same story night after night.

Secondly, the opening phase precpares us for the action by
delineating the hero. He is, first of all, a transcendent figure, origi-
nating beyond the town. Classically, he rides into town from no-
where; even if he is the marshal, his identity is in some way dis-
sociated from the pcople he must save. We know nothing of any
past activities, relationships, future plans, or ambitions. Indeed,
the hero is himself often quite ambiguous about these. There are
no friends, relatives, family, mistresses—not even a dog or cat—
with the exception of the horse, and this too is a strangely formal
relationship.

His appearance further supports this image. In the pre-action
phase the hero sets forth a contrived indolence, barely distinguish-
able from sloth. Lax to the point of lazincss, there appears to be
nothing directional or purposeful about him. Take that hat, for in-
stance: it sits exactly where it was placed—no effort has been
made to align it. His horse is tied to whatever happens to protrude
from the ground—and remains tied, although little more than a
lazy nod would free it. Clothes and gunbelt also betray the absence
of any effort towards arrangement and order. With feet propped
up on the hitching rail, frame balanced on a chair or stool tilted
back on its two rear legs, hat pushed slightly over the eyes, hands
clasped over the buckle of his gunbelt, the hero is a study in con-
trived indolence.

I have used the word “contrived” to indicate another quality—
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that of discipline and control—which remains latent, being ob-
scured by apparent laxity. His indolence is merely superficial, and
serves to protect and undergird the deeper elements of control
which will appear in the action phase. Now he has time on his
hands; but he knows his time is coming, and so do we.

The hero’s coupling of laxity and control is seen in those re-
current primary images which are ordinarily referred to simply as
“typical scenes”. With women there is no desire or attraction. He
appears somewhat bored with the whole business, as if it were in
the line of duty. He never blushes, or betrays any enthusiasm; he
never rages or raves over a woman. His monosyllabic stammer and
brevity of speech clearly indicate an intended indifference. In the
drinking scenes we are likely to see him equipped with the tradi-
tional shot-glass and bottle. The latter becomes his personal prop-
erty, and therefore he is never questioned as to how many drinks
he has taken. We rarely see him pay for more than one. While
drinking he usually stares gloomily at the floor, or at all the other
gloomy people who are staring gloomily at each other. He gulps
his drink, rarely enjoys it, and is impatient to be off, on his way,
hurrying to a place we are never told about. In the gambling scenes
his poker face is to cards what his gloomy stare was to drink—a
mask serving to veil any inner feelings of greed, enthusiasm, fear,
or apprehension. We note, however, that he always wins, or else
refuses to play. Similarly, he is utterly unimpressed and indifferent
to money, regardless of its quantity or source, although the un-
guarded bank is always just around the corner.

The action phase opens with the threat of evil, and extends
up to its destruction at the hands of the hero. Although evil is most
often referred to as the “villain” or “bad guy” or “heavy”, I prefer
the terms “evil one” or “adversary”.

Of the many hundreds of secmingly different versions, each is
unshaven, darkly clothed, and from the west. Little is known about
him. We are not told of his origins, his relationships, habits, or
customs. Like the hero, he is from beyond the town, rather than
identified with the interests, problems, and resources which char-
acterize it. All details of his personal life are withheld. We can
only be sure that the evil one unhesitatingly involves himself in the
following activities: gambling, drink, the accumulation of money,
lust and violence. They are his vocation; with respect to these, he
is a professional man. It should be noted, however, that he is in-
clined to cheat at cards, get drunk, lust after women who do not
return the compliment, rob banks, and finally, to shooting people
he does not care for, especially heroes.
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The impact of this evil one on the town is electric, as though
a switch had been thrown, suddenly animating it with vitality, pur-
pose, and direction. Indeed, it is evil, rather than good, which
actually gives meaning to the lives of these people—his presence
elicits commitment to a cause. The townsfolk now share a new
identity: they are “thosc who are threatened by the evil one”.
Unified by a common threat, the town loses its desolate, aimless
quality. It becomes busy. Some hasten to protect others; some to
protect themselves; some run for help; some comment fearfully.
Nevertheless, they all know (as do we) that they are of them-
selves ultimately powerless to meet this evil. What is required is the
hero—a transcendent power originating from beyond the town.

Notice what has happened to this power. Gone are the indo-
lence, laxity, and lack of intention. Now he is infused with vitality,
direction, and seriousness. Before, the most trivial item might have
caught his attention; now, every prior loyalty and concern are
thoroughly excluded—he drops everything—in order that he may
confront with passion and single-mindcdness this ultimate threat.
Once this radical shift has been accomplished, the hero (and
audience) are ready for the final conflict—the central part of the
action phase, the climax of the story.

While the fight can take many forms (fist-fight, fight with
knives, whips, etc.—even a scowling match in which the hero suc-
cessfully glares down the evil one), the classical and most popular
form is the encounter with six-guns. It is a built-up and drawn-out
affair, always allowing enough time for an audience to gathcr. The
two men must adhere to an elaborate and well-defined casuistry
as to who draws first, when it is proper to draw, when it is not, ctc.
The climax also reflects much of the craft of gunplay, of which
both hero and evil one are the skilled artisans (cross-draw versus
side-draw, fanning versus thumbing, whether two guns are really
better than one, etc.). While these issues are certainly not the main
concern of the action, the prominence given them by the story
as a whole tends to prolong the climax.

Although the hero’s presence usually makes the fight possible
—i.e., he insists on obstructing the evil one in some way—it is the
latter who invariably attacks first. Were the hero ever to draw first,
the story would no longer be a western. Regardless of the issues
involved, or of the moral responsibility for what is to follow, the
hero’s final, victorious shot is always provoked by the evil one.
With the destruction of the evil one, the action phase is completed.

In the closing phase the town and its hero return to their pre-
action ways. The electric quality of alarm and the sense of purpose
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and direction recede. People come out of hiding to acclaim their
hero and enjoy his victory. He too returns to his pre-action mode of
indolence and laxity. At such a moment he is likely to become im-
mediately absorbed in some unimportant detail (like blowing the
smoke from his gun), indicating for all to sce that he has survived
the crisis and is once again his old self.

One more event must take place, however, before the story can
conclude. The hero must renounce any further involvement with
the town which his victory may have suggested. In some way the
town offers him the opportunity to identify with it, to settle down.
Traditionally, this means marrying the schoolmarm and settling
down. The hero always refuses. He cannot identify himself with the
situation he has saved. He forfeits any opportunity to renounce his
“beyond the town” origin and destiny. When this forfeiture has
been made clear, when both savior and saved realize that it cannot
be abrogated, then the story is over.

Analysis

The western is, as most people by this time are willing to ac-
knowledge, a popular myth. And by myth I mean three things.
First of all, it is a story whose basic patterns of character, plot, and
detail are repcated again and again, and can be so recognized.
Secondly, the story embodies and scts forth certain meanings about
what is good and bad, right and wrong—meanings regarded as im-
portant by those who view and participate in the myth. And thirdly,
some of these mcanings are veiled by the story,? so that one can
affirm them without overtly acknowledging them. Some part of
the story (or all of it, perhaps) serves to conceal something from
the participant—i.e., there is an unacknowledged aspect to the
story. There is, thereforc, an embarrassing question which never
occurs to those in the sway of the myth—the posing of which is
precisely the critic’s most important task.

The meanings which the western sets forth center upon the
problem of good and cvil. Evil, according to thc myth, is the
failurc to resist temptation. It is loss of control. Goodness lies in the
power and willingness to resist temptation. It is the ability to re-
main in the presence of temptation and yet remain in control of

2This point is drawn from DeRougemont’s analysis of the myth of
Tristan and Isolde. See Denis DeRougemont, Love in the Western World,
New York: Pantheon Press, 1956.
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one’s desire. Five activities make up the well-known content of
temptation: drinking, gambling, money, sex, and violence.

Whenever any one of thesc activities appears it should be
seen as a self-contained temptation episode.? Such an episode first
of all presents an object of temptation which can be indulged,
should the hero so choose; and secondly, it sets forth the hero in
such a way that he can indulge the temptation in a preliminary way
without becoming absorbed in it—i.e., without losing control. And,
of course, it sets forth the evil one in precisely the opposite way.

In the drinking scenes the hero possesses not one drink, but a
whole bottle—i.e., he has at his disposal the opportunity for un-
limited indulgence and its consequent loss of self-control. Gambling
is a situation over which one has rather limited control—you can
lose; but the hero does not lose. He wins, thereby remaining in
control (cheating simply signifies the failure to acknowledge loss
of control). Wealth is not scized although it is available to him
through the unguarded bank; and both good and bad girl seek out
the hero in their various ways, but to no avail—he remains a hero.
However, each temptation is presented in its peculiar way in order
to set forth hero and evil one in their respective functions.

The temptation to do violence is more problematic, so much
more so that the climax is given over to its solution. Furthermore,
in the climax we find the key to the meaning of the myth as a
whole—i.e., it can tell us why each type appears as he docs, why
the temptation episodes have their unique shape, and why certain
fundamental images recur as they do.

We perceive in the evil one a terrible power, onc which can-
not be overcome by the ordinary resources of the town. However,
he has acquired this power at great price: he has forfeited that
very control and resistance which sustains and makes the hero what
he is. The evil one represents, therefore, not temptation, so much as
“temptation-unhesitatingly-given-into”. He is the embodiment of
the failure to resist temptation; he is the failure of denial. This
is the real meaning of evil in the myth of the western, and it is this
which makes the evil one truly evil. Because of this he threatens
the hero’s resistance (and that of the townsfolk, as well, although
indirectly): cach taunt and baiting gesture is a lure to the forei-

*1 am not suggesting that every western has all of these temptations,
or that they appear in any given order. The subject of analysis is the repre-
sentative version—not any particular version or set of versions. Thus any
particular western might deal with any one, or a number of such tempta-
tions,
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ture of control. This temptation the hero cannot handle with the
usual mecthods of restraint, control, and the rcfusal to become
absorbed; and it leads to a temptation which the hero cannot
afford to resist: the temptation to destroy temptation.

The evil onc’s dark appearance is related to this threat. It tells
us two things. First, that to lose control and forfeit resistance is
(according to the story) a kind of living death, for black signifies
death. In terms of the moral instruction of the story, and speaking
metaphorically, we know that the evil one has “lost his life”. But
his black appearance also tells us that, speaking quitc literally, this
man will die—because of what he is, he must and will be executed.
We are thercforc both instructed and reassured.

The embarrassing question can now be posed: why must the
hero wait to be attacked, why must he refrain from drawing first?
Why does he not take his opponent from behind, whilc he is carous-
ing, or while he is asleep? Anyone in the power of the myth would
reply that the gunfight takes place the way it docs because this is
the way westerns are; it’s natural; this is the way it’s always done—
or, in the language of the myth itself, it was sclf-defense. But if
one moves beyond the grasp of the myth, if one is no longer loyal
to its rules and values, the gunfight is never incvitable. The circum-
stances which force the hero into this situation are contrived in
order to makc the violent destruction of the evil one appear just
and virtuous. These circumstances have their origin in the inner,
veiled need to which the story is addressed. This process, whercby
desire is at once indulged and veiled I call the “inncr dynamic”. It
is the key to the western, explaining not only the climax of the
story, but everything else uniquely characteristic of it. What is re-
quired is that temptation be indulged while providing the appear-
ance of having been resisted.

Each of the minor temptation episodes—the typical scencs
setting forth hero and evil one as cach encounters drink, cards,
money, and sex—takes its unique shape from this nced. Each is a
climax-less western in itself, a play within a play in which tempta-
tion is faced and defeated, not by violent destruction, as in the cli-
max, but by inncr, willed control. Or, reversing the relationship, we
may say that in the gunfight we have writ large something which
takes place again and again throughout the story. It is preciscly
for this reason that no western has or needs to have all these epi-
sodes. Therefore westerns can and do depart radically from the
composite picture described earlier. We are so familiar with each
kind of temptation, and each so re-enforces thc others that ex-
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traordinary dcletions and variations can occur without our losing
touch with the central meanings.

The inner dynamic affects the supporting types as well. The
derelict-professional is derclict, and the non-violent casterner is
weak, preciscly because they have failed to resist temptation in the
manner characteristic of the hero. Their moderate, controlled
indulgence of the various temptations does not conform to the
total resistance of the hero. Conscquently they must be portrayed
as derclict, weak and deficient men, contrasting unfavorably with
the hero’s virtuc. In this scnse they have more in common with the
evil onc.

Because these two types both originate in the cast, they have
something in common with the good girl. We note that everything
castern in the western is considered weak, cmotional, and feminine
(family life, intellectual life, domestic life, professional life). Only
by becoming western-ized can the cast be redecmed. The western,
thercfore, is more a myth about the cast than it is about the west:
it is a secrct and bitter parody of castern ways. This is all the
more interesting, since it was originally written in the east, by
easterncrs, for eastern rcading. It rcally has very little to do with
the west.

Woman is split in the western to correspond to the splitting of
man into hcro and evil one. Primarily, however, the double femi-
nine image permits the hero some gratification of desire while mak-
ing a stalemate ultimatcly nccessary. To get the good girl, the
story instructs us, our hero would have to become like those despic-
able casterners; to get the bad girl, hc would have to emulate the
evil onc. In such a dilemma a ride into the sunset is not such a bad
solution after all.

The attendant scts forth the inner dynamic by being infinitely
close to the action (temptations) while never becoming at all in-
volved in it. It is his task to provide the instruments of temptation
(drink, moncy, cards, guns) while never indulging them himsclf.
He is at once closer to temptation than any other type, and yet more
removed than any other type.

The boys function to facilitatc the action without becoming
involved in it. Without them hero and adversary might find other
ways to scttle their differences. The boys serve to remind them of
their obligations to each other and the story as a wholc, thereby
structuring the myth morc firmly. While they arc around nothing
less than the traditional gunfight will do. On the other hand, be-
cause they never participate in the action, but only cocrce and re-
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enforce it, they are thoroughly resistant to this temptation as well.

In summary, then: the western is a myth in which evil ap-
pears as a serics of temptations to be resisted by the hero—most of
which he succeeds in avoiding through inner control. When faced
with the embodiment of thesc temptations, his mode of control
changes, and he destroys the threat. But the story is so structured
that the responsibility for this act falls upon the adversary, per-
mitting the hero to destroy while appearing to save. Types and de-
tails, as well as narrative, take their shape from this inner dynamic,
which must therefore be understood as the basic organizing and
interpretive principle for the myth as a whole.

Cultural Implications

The western, I believe, bears a significant relationship—both
dynamic and historical—to a cultural force which, for lack of a
better word, I would call “puritanism”. Here 1 simply refer to a
particular normative image of man’s inner life in which it is the
proper task of the will to rule, control, and contain the sponta-
ncous, vital aspects of life. For the puritan there is little inter-
penetration between will and feeling, will and imagination. The
will dominates rather than participates in the feelings and imagi-
nation.

Whenever vitality becomes too pressing, and the dominion
of the will becomes threatened, the self must find some other
mode of control. In such a situation the puritan will seek, usually
unknowingly, any situation which will permit him to express vital-
ity while at the same time appearing to control and resist it. The
western provides just this opportunity, for, as we have scen, the
entire myth is shaped by the inner dynamic of apparent control
and veiled expression. Indeed, in the gunfight (and to a lesser ex-
tent in the minor temptation episodes) the hero’s heightened grav-
ity and dedicated exclusion of all other loyaltics presents a study
in puritan virtue, while the evil one presents nothing more nor
less than the old New England protestant devil—strangely cos-
tumed, to be sure—the traditional tempter whose horrid lures
never allow the good puritan a moment’s peace. In the gunfight
there is deliverance and redemption. Here is the real meaning of
the western: a puritan morality tale in which the savior-hero re-
dcems the community from the temptations of the devil.

The western is also related to puritanism through its strong
self-critical element—i.e., it attacks, usually through parody, many
aspects of traditional civilized life. Self-criticism, however, does
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not come easily to the puritan. Like vitality, it functions through
imagination; and it too is in the service of the will. Therefore, if
such criticism is to appear at all, it too must be veiled. The western
assists in this difficult problem, for the story is well-removed from
his own locale, both geographically and psychically. Because it is
always a story taking place “out there”, and “a long time ago”,
self-criticism can appear without being directly recognized as such.

It is tempting to inquire how far certain historical forms of
puritanism, such as mass religious revivals, may have actually pro-
duced the western. Was it only a coincidence that the same period
of 1905-1920, which saw the early emergence of the western
myth, also witnessed the nationwide popularity of a Billy Sunday
and an Aimce Semplec McPherson? Their gospel was a radical
triumph of will over feeling and vitality, through which the be-
liever could rely wholly upon his increasingly omnipotent will for
the requisite controls. And here too was the familiar inventory of
vices, with its characteristic emphasis upon gambling and drinking.

Recently there has been an even more remarkable religious
revival. Beginning in the early 1950’s, it reached its point of
greatest intensity in 1955. Here the gentle willfulness of the Gra-
ham gospel, and the more subtle (but equally hortatory) “save-
yourself” of the Peale contingent permitted many respectable peo-
ple to go to church and become interested in religion, without
actually knowing why. However, like its earlier counterpart, this
was not so much a religious movement as it was a renewed attack
of the will upon the life of fecling and vitality.

That a re-appearance of the western should take place pre-
cisely at this point is certainly suggestive. For the upsurge in its
popularity did occur just five years ago, beginning in the same
year that the religious revival reached its height. Perhaps the pres-
ent western revival has been more extensive and pervasive because
the recent religious revival was equally so.

Presently, however, the religious revival has subsided, but the
western remains almost as popular as ever. This could mean one
of two things. On the one hand, the many changes which the west-
ern is presently undergoing—in its narrative, its types, and in its
recurrent, primary images—could indicate that the religious re-
cession has permitted the myth to be altered radically, such that
it is on the way to becoming something entirely different. On the
other hand, should such changes remain responsible to and be
contained by the classical version, it could be that our puritanism
is simply being expressed through non-religious sources: most not-
ably through the social sciences (indeed, in the sociologist’s and
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psychologist’s denunciation of the violence, historical inaccuracies,
etc. in the western, do we not hear echoes of the puritan hero
himself?).

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. What are some characteristics of puritanism? How is the western
hero a puritan?

2. This article was written in 1961, before the appearance of frankly
erotic themes in films. Do you think westerns made in the past few
years have reflected this new approach to sex? If so, how has this
changed the image of the western hero?

3. Apply Homans’ “cast of characters” to a movie or TV western you
have seen recently.

4. In what sense does the western represent American history?

5. What are some of the qualities of myth? Explain how the western
reflects these qualities.



The Gangstér as Tragic Hero

Robert Warshow

Robert Warshow’s book The Immediate Experience, from which this
brief essay on the gangster film is taken, is one of the seminal critical
studies of popular culture. Warshow died in 1955, too early to see his
great interest in the popular arts vindicated.

America, as a social and political organization, is committed
to a cheerful view of life. It could not be otherwise. The sense of
tragedy is a luxury of aristocratic societies, where the fate of the
individual is not conceived of as having a direct and legitimate
political importance, being determined by a fixed and supra-
political—that is, non-controversial—moral order or fate. Modern
equalitarian societies, however, whether democratic or authori-
tarian in their political forms, always base themselves on the claim
that they are making life happier; the avowed function of the
modern state, at least in its ultimate terms, is not only to regulate
social relations, but also to determine the quality and the possi-
bilities of human life in general. Happiness thus becomes the chief
political issue—in a sense, the only political issue—and for that
reason it can never be treated as an issue at all. If an American
or a Russian is unhappy, it implies a certain reprobation of his
society, and therefore, by a logic of which we can all recognize
the necessity, it becomes an obligation of citizenship to be cheer-
ful; if the authorities find it necessary, the citizen may even be
compelled to make a public display of his cheerfulness on im-
portant occasions, just as he may be conscripted into the army
in time of war.

Naturally, this civic responsibility rests most strongly upon
the organs of mass culture. The individual citizen may still be per-
mitted his privatc unhappiness so long as it does not take on po-
litical significance, the extent of this tolerance being determined

FROM The Iimmediate Experience by Robert Warshow (Garden City, N.Y.:
Doubleday, 1962). Reprinted by permission of Paul Warshow.
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by how large an area of private life the society can accommodate.
But every production of mass culture is a public act and must
conform with accepted notions of the public good. Nobody seriously
questions the principle that it is the function of mass culture to
maintain public morale, and certainly nobody in the mass audi-
ence objects to having his morale maintained.* At a time when
the normal condition of the citizen is a state of anxiety, cuphoria
spreads over our culture like the broad smile of an idiot. In terms
of attitudes towards life, there is very little difference between a
“happy” movie like Good News, which ignores death and suffer-
ing, and a “sad” movie like 4 Tree Grows in Brooklyn, which
uses death and suffering as incidents in the service of a higher
optimism.

But, whatever its effectiveness as a source of consolation and
a mecans of pressure for maintaining “positive” social attitudes,
this optimism is fundamentally satisfying to no one, not even to
those who would be most disoriented without its support. Even
within the area of mass culture, there always exists a current of
opposition, sceking to express by whatever means are available
to it that sense of desperation and inevitable failure which optimism
itself helps to create. Most often, this opposition is confined to
rudimentary or semiliterate forms: in mob politics and journalism,
for example, or in certain kinds of religious enthusiasm. When it
does enter the field of art, it is likely to be disguised or attenuated:
in an unspecific form of expression like jazz, in the basically harm-
less nihilism of the Marx Brothers, in the continually reasserted
strain of hopelessness that often seems to be the real meaning of
the soap opera. The gangster film is remarkable in that it fills the
need for disguise (though not sufficiently to avoid arousing uneasi-
ness) without requiring any serious distortion. From its begin-
nings, it has been a consistent and astonishingly complete presen-
tation of the modern sense of tragedy.y

* In her testimony before the House Committee on Un-American Ac-
tivities, Mrs. Leila Rogers said that the movie None but the Lonely Heart
was un-American because it was gloomy. Like so much else that was said
during the unhappy investigation of Hollywood, this statement was at once
stupid and illuminating. One knew immediately what Mrs. Rogers was talk-
ing about; she had simply been insensitive enough to carry her philistinism
to its conclusion.

+ Efforts have been made from time to time to bring the gangster film
into line with the prevailing optimism and social constructiveness of our
culture; Kiss of Death is a recent example. These efforts are usually un-
successful; the reasons for their lack of success are interesting in them-
selves, but I shall not be able to discuss them here.
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In its initial character, the gangster film is simply one exam-
ple of the movies’ constant tendency to create fixed dramatic pat-
terns that can be repeated indefinitely with a reasonable expecta-
tion of profit. One gangster film follows another as one musical or
one Western follows another. But this rigidity is not necessarily
opposed to the requirements of art. There have been very success-
ful types of art in the past which developed such specific and de-
tailed conventions as almost to make individual examples of the
type interchangeable. This is true, for example, of Elizabethan
revenge tragedy and Restoration comedy.

For such a type to be successful means that its conventions
have imposed themselves upon the general consciousness and be-
come the accepted vehicles of a particular set of attitudes and a
particular aesthetic effect. One goes to any individual example of
the type with very definite expectations, and originality is to be
welcomed only in the degrec that it intensifies the expected experi-
ence without fundamentally altering it. Morcover, the relationship
between the conventions which go to make up such a type and
the real experience of its audience or the real facts of whatever
situation it pretends to describe is of only secondary importance
and does not determine its aesthetic force. It is only in an ultimate
sense that the type appeals to its audience’s experience of reality;
much more immediately, it appeals to previous experience of the
type itself: it creates its own field of reference.

Thus the importance of the gangster film, and the nature and
intensity of its emotional and aesthetic impact, cannot be measured
in terms of the place of the gangster himself or the importance of
the problem of crime in American life. Those European movie-
goers who think there is a gangster on every corner in New York
are certainly deceived, but defenders of the “positive” side of
American culture arc cqually deccived if they think it relevant to
point out that most Americans have never seen a gangster. What
matters is that the experience of the gangster as an experience of
art is universal to Americans. There is almost nothing we under-
stand better or react to more readily or with quicker intelligence.
The Western film, though it seems never to diminish in popularity,
is for most of us no more than the folklore of the past, familiar
and understandable only because it has been repeated so often.
The gangster film comes much closer. In ways that we do not
easily or willingly define, the gangster speaks for us, expressing
that part of the American psyche which rejects the qualities and
the demands of modern life, which rejects “Americanism” itself.

The gangster is the man of the city, with the city’s language
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and knowledge, with its queer and dishonest skills and its terrible
daring, carrying his life in his hands like a placard, like a club.
For everyone else, there is at least the theorctical possibility of
another world—in that happier American culture which the gang-
ster denies, the city does not really exist; it is only a more crowded
and more brightly lit country—but for the gangster there is only
the city; he must inhabit it in order to personify it: not the real
city, but that dangerous and sad city of the imagination which is
so much more important, which is the modern world. And the
gangster—though there are real gangsters—is also, and primarily,
a creature of the imagination. The real city, one might say, pro-
duces only criminals; the imaginary city produces the gangster:
he is what we want to be and what we are afraid we may become.

Thrown into the crowd without background or advantages,
with only those ambiguous skills which the rest of us—the real
people of the rcal city—can only pretend to have, the gangster is
required to make his way, to make his life and impose it on others.
Usually, when we come upon him, he has already made his choice
or the choice has already been made for him, it doesn’t matter
which: we are not permitted to ask whether at some point he could
have chosen to be something clse than what he is.

The gangster’s activity is actually a form of rational enter-
prise, involving fairly dcfinitc goals and various techniques for
achieving them. But this rationality is usually no more than a
vague background; we know, perhaps, that the gangster sells
liquor or that he operates a numbers racket; often we are not given
even that much information. So his activity becomes a kind of pure
criminality: he hurts people. Certainly our response to the gang-
ster film is most consistently and most universally a response to
sadism; we gain the double satisfaction of participating vicariously
in the gangster’s sadism and then seeing it turned against the gang-
ster himself.

But on another level the quality of irrational brutality and
the quality of rational enterprise become one. Since we do not see
the rational and routine aspects of the gangster’s behavior, the
practice of brutality—the quality of unmixed criminality—be-
comes the totality of his career. At thc same time, we are always
conscious that the whole meaning of this career is a drive for suc-
cess: the typical gangster film presents a steady upward progress
followed by a very precipitate fall. Thus brutality itself becomes at
once the means to success and the content of success—a success
that is defined in its most general terms, not as accomplishment or
specific gain, but simply as the unlimited possibility of aggression.
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(In the same way, film presentations of businessmen tend to make
it appear that they achieve their success by talking on the tele-
phone and holding conferences and that success is talking on the
telephone and holding conferences.)

From this point of view, the initial contact between the film
and its audience is an agreed conception of human life: that man is
a being with the possibilities of success or failure. This principle,
too, belongs to the city; one must emerge from the crowd or else one
is nothing. On that basis the necessity of the action is established,
and it progresses by inalterable paths to the point where the gang-
ster lies dead and the principle has been modified: there is really
only one possibility—failure. The final meaning of the city is ano-
nymity and death.

In the opening scene of Scarface, we are shown a successful
man; we know he is successful because he has just given a party
of opulent proportions and because he is called Big Louic. Through
some monstrous lack of caution, he permits himself to be alone
for a few moments. We understand from this immediately that he
is about to be killed. No convention of the gangster film is more
strongly established than this: it is dangerous to be alone. And
yet the very conditions of success make it impossible not to be
alone, for success is always the establishment of an individual pre-
eminence that must be imposed on others, in whom it automatically
arouses hatred; the successful man is an outlaw. The gangster’s
whole life is an effort to assert himself as an individual, to draw
himself out of the crowd, and he always dies because he is an
individual; the final bullet thrusts him back, makes him, after all,
a failure. “Mother of God,” says the dying Little Cacsar, “is this
the end of Rico?”—specaking of himself thus in the third person
because what has been brought low is not the undifferentiated
man, but the individual with a name, the gangster, the success;
even to himself he is a creature of the imagination. (T. S. Eliot
has pointed out that a number of Shakespeare’s tragic heroes have
this trick of looking at themselves dramatically; their true identity,
the thing that is destroyed when they die, is something outside
themselves—not a man, but a style of life, a kind of mcaning.)

At bottom, the gangster is doomed because he is under the
obligation to succeed, not because the means he employs are un-
lawful. In the deeper layers of the modern consciousness, all means
arc unlawful, every attempt to succeed is an act of aggression,
leaving one alone and guilty and defenseless among enemies: one
is punished for success. This is our intolerable dilemma: that
failure is a kind of death and success is evil and dangerous, is—

103



104

Movies

ultimately—impossible. The cffect of the gangster film is to em-
body this dilemma in the person of the gangster and resolve it by
his dcath. The dilemma is resolved becausc it is his death, not ours.
We are safe; for the moment, we can acquicsce in our failure, we
can choose to fail.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Do you think that recent movies you have seen bear out Warshow’s
ironic swatement that “it is the function of mass culture to maintain
public morale” and to “conform with accepted notions of the public
good”? Examine one or more American films to support your answer.

2. Warshow claims that the gangster filn has been “a consistent and
astonishingly complete presentation of the modern sense of tragedy.”
What is tragedy? How are gangster films tragic?

3. Do you agree that “our response to the gangster film is most con-
sistently and most universally a response to sadism’”? Does Warshow’s
statement have reference to the increasing amounts of violence in
films? Do you enjoy violence on the screen? Why or why not?

4. Why are the gangsters so often more attractive than the “good”
characters? (Bonnie and Clyde and many of Jamnes Cagney's gangster
movies are examples of this.)

5. Warshow maintains that for the gangster “the whole meaning of
his career is a drive for success.” How does this relate to the much-
discussed “American Dream”?

6. Warshow’s remarks are based largely on the classic gangster movies
of the 1930’s and 1940’s. How would they apply to more recent films?



Comedy's Greatest Era

James Agee

James Agee, one of this country’s greatest film critics, was also a
screen-writer and a Pulitzer Prize novelist. During most of the 1940’s,
he was film critic for both Time and The Nation. “Comedy’s Greatest
Era” originally appeared as the cover story for life on September
3, 1949.

In the language of screen comedians four of the main grades
of laugh arc the titter, the yowl, the bellylaugh and the boffo.
The titter is just a titter. The yowl is a runaway titter. Anyone who
has cver had the pleasure knows all about a bellylaugh. The boffo
is the laugh that kills. An ideally good gag, perfectly constructed
and played, would bring the victim up this ladder of laughs by
cruclly controlled degrecs to the top rung, and would then procced
to wobble, shake, wave and brandish the ladder until he groaned
for mercy. Then, after the shortest possible time out for recupera-
tion, he would feel the first wicked tickling of the comedian’s whip
once more and start up a new ladder.

The reader can get a fair enough idea of the current state of
screen comedy by asking himself how long it has been since he
has had that treatment. The best of comedies these days hand
out plenty of titters and once in a while it is possible to achieve
a yowl without overstraining. Even thosc who have ncver seen
anything better must occasionally have the feeling, as they watch
the current run or, rather, trickle of screen comedy, that they are
having to make a little cause for laughter go an awfully long way.
And anyone who has watched screcn comedy over the past ten
or fifteen years is bound to rcalize that it has quietly but steadily
deteriorated. As for those happy atavists who remember silent
comedy in its heyday and the bellylaughs and boffos that went

FROM Agee on Film, Vol. 1, by James Agce. Copyright © 1958 by the James
Agee Trust. Published by Grosset & Dunlap, Inc. Reprinted by permission of
Grosset & Dunlap, Inc., and Peter Owen, Ltd.
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with it, they have something close to an absolute standard by
which to measure the deterioration.

When a modern comedian gets hit on the head, for example,
the most he is apt to do is look sleepy. When a silent comedian
got hit on the head he seldom let it go so flatly. He realized a
broad license, and a ruthless discipline within that license. It was
his business to be as funny as possible physically, without the
help or hindrance of words. So he gave us a figure of speech, or
rather of vision, for loss of consciousness. In other words he gave
us a poem, a kind of poem, morcver, that cverybody understands.
The least hc might do was to straighten up stiff as a plank and
fall over backward with such skill that his whole length secemed
to slap the floor at the same instant. Or he might make a cadenza
of it—look vague, smile like an angel, roll up his eyes, lace his
fingers, thrust his hands palms downward as far as they would go,
hunch his shoulders, risc on tiptoe, prance ccstatically in narrow-
ing circles until, with tallow knees, he sank down the vortex of his
dizziness to the floor, and there significd nirvana by kicking his
heels twice, like a swimming frog.

Startled by a cop, this same comedian might grab his hatbrim
with both hands and yank it down over his cars, jump high in
the air, come to earth in a split violent enough to telescope his
spine, spring thence into a coattail-flattening sprint and dwindle
at rocket speed to the sizc of a gnat along the grand, forlorn per-
spective of some lazy back boulevard.

Those are fine clichés from the language of silent comedy in
its infancy. The man who could handle them properly combined
several of the more difficult accomplishments of the acrobat, the
dancer, the clown and the mime. Some very gifted comedians,
unforgettably Ben Turpin, had an immense vocabulary of these
clichés and werc in part so lovable because they were deep con-
scrvative classicists and never tried to break away from them.
The still more gifted men, of course, simplified and invented,
finding out new and much decper uses for the idiom. They learned
to show emotion through it, and comic psychology, more clo-
quently than most language has cver managed to, and they dis-
covered beautics of comic motion which are hopclessly beyond
reach of words.

It is hard to find a theater thesc days where a comedy is play-
ing; in the days of the silents it was cqually hard to find a thcater
which was not showing one. The laughs today are pitifully few,
far between, shallow, quict and short. They almost never build,
as they used to, into something combining the jabbering fre-
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quency of a machine gun with the delirious momentum of a roller
coaster. Saddest of all, there are few comedians now below
middle age and there are none who seem to learn much from
picture to picture, or to try anything new.

To put it unkindly, the only thing wrong with screen com-
cdy today is that it takes place on a screen which talks. Because
it talks, the only comedians who ever mastered the screen cannot
work, for they cannot combine their comic style with talk. Be-
causc there is a screen, talking comedians are trapped into a
continual exhibition of their inadequacy as screen comedians on
a surface as big as the side of a barn.

At the moment, as for many ycars past, the chances to see
silent comedy are rare. There is a smattering of it on television—
too often treated as something quaintly archaic, to be laughed at,
not with. Some two hundred comedies—long and short—can be
rented for home projection. And a lucky minority has access to
the comedies in the collection of New York’s Museum of Modern
Art, which is still incomplcte but which is probably the best in
the world. In the near future, however, something of this lost art
will return to regular theaters. A thick straw in the wind is the
big business now being done by a series of revivals of W. C.
Fields’s memorable movies, a kind of comedy more akin to the
old silent varicty than anything which is being made today. . . .

Awaiting [the revival of the silent comedians,] we will dis-
cuss here what has gone wrong with screen comedy and what,
if anything, can be done about it. But mainly we will try to sug-
gest what it was like in its glory in the years from 1912 to 1930,
as practiced by the cmployecs of Mack Sennctt, the father of
American screen comedy, and by the four most eminent masters:
Charlie Chaplin, Harold Lloyd, the late Harry Langdon and
Buster Keaton.

Mack Sennctt made two kinds of comedy: parody laced with
slapstick, and plain slapstick. The parodics were the unccremoni-
ous burial of a century of hamming, including the new hamming
in scrious movies, and nobody who has missed Ben Turpin in A4
Small Town Idol, or kidding Erich von Stroheim in Three Foolish
Weeks or as The Shiek of Araby, can imagine how rough parody
can get and still remain subtle and roaringly funny. The plain
slapstick, at its best, was even better: a profusion of hearty young
women in disconcerting bathing suits, frisking around with a gag-
gle of insanely incompetent policemen and of cqually certifiable
male civilians sporting museum-picce mustaches. All these peo-
ple zipped and caromed about the pristine world of the screen
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as jazzily as a convention of water bugs. Words can hardly sug-
gest how energetically they collided and bounced apart, meet-
ing in full gallop around the corner of a house; how hard and
how often they fell on their backsides; or with what fantastically
adroit clumsiness they got themsclves fouled up in folding lad-
ders, garden hoses, tethered animals and each other’s headlong
cross-purposes. The gestures were ferociously emphatic; not a
line or motion of the body was wasted or inarticulate. The reader
may remember how splendidly upright wandlike old Ben Turpin
could stand for a Renunciation Scene, with his lampshade mus-
tache twittering and his sparrowy chest stuck out and his head
flung back like Paderewski assaulting a climax and the long
babyish black hair trying to look lionlike, while his Adam’s apple,
an orange in a Christmas stocking, pumped with noble emotion.
Or huge Mack Swain, who looked like a hairy mushroom, rolling
his eyes in a manner patented by French Romantics and gasping
in some dubious ecstasy. Or Louisc Fazenda, the perennial farm-
er’s daughter and the perfect low-comedy housemaid, primping
her spit curl; and how her hair tightened a good-looking face into
the incarnation of rampant gullibility. Or snouty James Finlayson,
glecfully foreclosing a mortgage, with his look of cternally tasting
a spoiled pickle. Or Chester Conklin, a myopic and incbriated
little walrus stumbling around in outsized pants. Or Fatty Arbuckle,
with his cold eye and his loose, serenc smile, his silky manipula-
tion of his bulk and his satanic marksmanship with pies (he was
ambidextrous and could simultancously blind two people in op-
posite directions).

The intimate tastes and sccret hopes of these poor ineligible
dunces were ruthlessly exposed whenever a hot stove, an electric
fan or a bulldog took a dislike to their outer garments: agoniz-
ingly elaborate drawers, worked up on some lonely evening out of
some Godforsaken lace curtain; or men's underpants with big
round black spots on them. The Sennctt sets—declirious wall-
paper, megalomaniacally scrolled iron beds, Grand Rapids in
extremis—outdid even the underwear. It was their business, af-
ter all, to kid the squalid braggadocio which infested the domes-
tic interiors of the period, and that was almost beyond parody.
These comedies told their stories to the unaided eye, and by
cvery means possible they screamed to it. That is onc reason for
the India-ink silhouettes of the cops, and for convicts and prison
bars and their shadows in hard sunlight, and for barefooted hus-
bands, in tigerish pajamas, reacting like dervishes to stepped-on
tacks.
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The ecarly silent comedians never strove for or consciously
thought of anything which could be called artistic “form,” but
they achieved it. For Sennctt’s rival, Hal Roach, Leo McCarey
once devoted almost the whole of a Laurel and Hardy two-recler
to pie-throwing. The first pies were thrown thoughtfully, almost
philosophically. Then innocent bystanders began to get caught
into the vortex. At full pitch it was Armageddon. But cverything
was calculated so nicely that until late in the picture, when havoc
took over, cvery pie made its special kind of point and piled on
its special kind of laugh.

Sennett’s comedies were just a shade faster and fizzier than
life. According to legend (and according to Sennett) he discov-
ered the sped tempo proper to screen comedy when a green
cameraman, trying to save money, cranked too slow.* Realizing
the tremendous drumlike power of mere motion to exhilarate, he
gave inanimate objects a mischicvous life of their own, broke
cvery law of nature the tricked camera would serve him for and
made the screen dance like a witches’ Sabbath. The thing onc is
surest of all to remember is how toward the end of nearly every
Scnnett comedy, a chasc (usually called the “rally”’) built up
such a majestic trajectory of pure anarchic motion that bathing
girls, cops, comics, dogs, cats, babies, automobiles, locomotives,
innocent bystanders, somctimes what seemed like a whole city,
an entire civilization, werc hauled along head over heels in the
wake of that energy like dry lcaves following an cxpress train.

“Nice” people, who shunncd all movies in the early days,
condemned the Sennctt comedies as vulgar and naive. But mil-
lions of less pretentious people loved their sincerity and sweet-
ness, their wild-animal innocence and glorious vitality. They
could not put these feclings into words, but they flocked to the
silents. The reader who gets back deep cnough into that world
will probably even remember the theater: the barcfaced honky-
tonk and the waltzes by Waldteufel, slammed out on a mechani-
cal piano; the searing redolence of peanuts and demirep perfum-
ery, tobacco and fect and swecat; the laughter of unrespectable
people having a hell of a fine time, laughter as violent and steady
and deafening as standing under a waterfall.

Sennett wheedled his first financing out of a couple of ex-

* Silent comedy was shot at 12 to 16 frames per second and was
speeded up by being shown at 16 frames per second, the usual rate of
theater projectors at that time. Theater projectors today run at 24, which
makes modern film taken at the same speed seem smooth and natural. But
it makes silent movies fast and jerky.
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bookies to whom he was alrcady in debt. He took his comics out
of music halls, burlesque, vaudeville, circuses and limbo, and
through them he tapped in on that great pipeline of horsing and
miming which runs back unbroken through the fairs of the Mid-
dle Ages at least to ancient Greece. He added all that he himself
had learned about the large and spurious gesture, the late deca-
dence of the Grand Manner, as a stage-struck boy in East Berlin,
Connecticut and as a frustrated opera singer and actor. The only
thing he claims to have invented is the pie in the face, and he
insists, “Anyone who tells you he has discovered something new
is a fool or a liar or both.”

The silent-comedy studio was about the best training school
the movies had ever known, and the Sennett studio was about as
free and easy and as fecund of talent as they came. All the major
comedians we will mention worked there, at least briefly. So did
some of the major stars of the twenties and since—notably Gloria
Swanson, Phyllis Haver, Wallace Beery, Marie Dressler and
Carole Lombard. Directors Frank Capra, Leo McCarey and
George Stevens also got their start in silent comedy; much that
remains most flexible, spontaneous and visually alive in sound
movies can be traced, through them and others, to this silent ap-
prenticeship. Everybody did pretty much as he pleascd on the
Sennett lot, and everybody’s ideas were welcome. Sennctt posted
no rules, and the only thing he strictly forbade was liquor. A
Sennett story conference was a most informal affair. During the
early ycars, at lcast, only the most important scenario might be
jotted on the back of an envelope. Mainly Sennctt’s men thrashed
out a few primary ideas and carried them in their heads, sure the
better stuff would turn up while they were shooting, in thc heat
of physical action. This put quitc a load on the prop man; he
had to have the most improbable apparatus on hand—bombs,
trick telephones, what not—to implement whatever idca might
suddenly turn up. All kinds of things did—and wcre recklessly
used. Once a low-comedy auto got out of ¢ontrol and killed the
cameraman, but he was not visible in the shot, which was thrilling
and undamaged; the audience never knew the difference.

Sennett used to hire a “wild man” to sit in on his gag con-
ferences, whose whole job was to think up “wildies.” Usually he
was an all but brainless, specchless man, scarccly able to com-
municate his idea; but he had a totally uninhibited imagination.
He might say nothing for an hour; then he’d mutter “You
take . . .” and all the relatively rational others would shut up
and wait. “You take this cloud . . .” he would get out, sketching
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vague shapes in the air. Often he could get no further; but thanks
to some kind of thought-transference, saner men would take this
cloud and make something of it. The wild man seems in fact to
have functioned as the group’s subconscious mind, the source of
all creative cnergy. His ideas were so weird and amorphous that
Sennett can no longer remember a onc of them, or even how it
turncd out after rational processing. But a fair equivalent might
be one of the best comic sequences in a Laurel and Hardy pic-
ture. It is simple enough—simple and real, in fact, as a nightmare.
Laurel and Hardy are trying to move a piano across a narrow
suspension bridge. The bridge is slung over a sickening chasm,
between a couple of Alps. Midway they meet a gorilla.

Had he done nothing else, Sennett would be remembered
for giving a start to threc of the four comcdians who now began
to apply their sharp individual talents to this newborn language.
The one whom he did not train (he was on thc lot briefly but
Sennett barely remembers sccing him around) wore glasses,
smiled a great deal and looked like the sort of cager young man
who might have quit divinity school to hustle brushes. That was
Harold Lloyd. The others were grotesque and poectic in their
screen characters in degrees which appear to be impossible when
the magic of silence is broken. Onc, who never smiled, carried a
face as still and sad as a dagucrreotype through some of the most
preposterously ingenious and visually satisfying physical comedy
ever invented. That was Buster Keaton. One looked like an el-
derly baby and, at times, a baby dope fiend; he could do more
with less than any other comecdian. That was Harry Langdon.
One looked like Charlie Chaplin, and he was the first man to
give the silent language a soul.

When Charlie Chaplin started to work for Sennett he had
chiefly to reckon with Ford Sterling, the reigning comedian. Their
first picture together amounted to a duel before the assembled
professionals. Sterling, by no means untalented, was a big man
with a florid Teutonic style which, under this special pressure, he
turncd on full blast. Chaplin defeated him within a few minutes
with a wink of the mustache, a hitch of the trousers, a quirk of
the little finger.

With Tillie’s Punctured Romance, in 1914, he became a
major star. Soon after, he left Sennett when Scnnett refused to
start a landslide among the other comedians by meeting the raise
Chaplin demanded. Sennctt is understandably wry about it in
retrospect, but he still says, “I was right at the time.” Of Chaplin
he says simply, “Oh well, he’s just the greatest artist that ever
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lived.” None of Chaplin’s former rivals rate him much lower than
that; they speak of him no more jealously than they might of God.
We will try here only to suggest the essence of his supremacy. Of
all comedians he worked most deeply and most shrewdly within
a rcalization of what a human being is, and is up against. The
Tramp is as centrally representative of humanity, as many-sided
and as mysterious, as Hamlet, and it secms unlikely that any
dancer or actor can ever have cxcelled him in eloquence, variety
or poignancy of motion. As for pure motion, even if he had never
gone on to make his magnificent fcature-length comedics, Chap-
lin would have made his period in movies a great onc single-
handed even if he had made nothing cxcept The Cure, or One
A.M. In the latter, barring onc immobile taxi driver, Chaplin
plays alonc, as a drunk trying to get upstairs and into bed. It is
a sort of inspired elaboration on a soft-shoe dance, involving an
angry stuffed wildcat, small rugs on slippery floors, a Lazy Susan
table, exquisitc footwork on a fiight of stairs, a contretemps with
a huge ferocious pendulum and the funniest and most perverse
Murphy bed in movie history—and, always made physically lucid,
the delicatcly weird mental processes of a man ethereally sozzled.

Before Chaplin came to pictures people were content with
a couple of gags per comedy; he got some kind of laugh every
second. The minute he began to work he sct standards—and con-
tinually forced them higher. Anyone who saw Chaplin eating a
boiled shoe like brook trout in The Gold Rush, or cmbarrasscd by
a swallowed whistle in City Lights, has scen perfection. Most of
the time, howcver, Chaplin got his laughter less from the gags,
or from milking them in any ordinary scnse, than through his
genius for what may be called inflection—the perfect, changeful
shading of his physical and emotional attitudes toward the gag.
Funny as his bout with the Murphy bed is, the glances of awe,
expostulation and helpless, almost whimpering desire for venge-
ance which he darts at this infernal machine are cven better.

A painful and frequent error among tyros is breaking the
comic line with a too-big laugh, then a letdown; or with a laugh
which is out of key or irrelevant. The masters could ornament
the main line beautifully; they never addled it. In A Night Out
Chaplin, passed out, is hauled along the sidewalk by the scruff
of his coat by staggering Ben Turpin. His toes trail; he is as
supine as a sled. Turpin himself is so drunk he can hardly drag
him. Chaplin comes quietly to, realizes how well he is being scrved
by his struggling pal, and with a royally delicatc gesture plucks
and savors a flower.
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The finest pantomime, the dcepest emotion, the richest and
most poignant poctry were in Chaplin’s work. He could prob-
ably pantomime Bryce’s The American Commonwealth without
ever blurring a syllable and make it paralyzingly funny into the
bargain. At the end of City Lights the blind girl who has regained
her sight, thanks to the Tramp, sees him for the first time. She
has imagincd and anticipated him as princely, to say the least;
and it has never seriously occurred to him that he is inadequatc.
She recognizes who he must be by his shy, confident, shining joy as
he comes silently toward her. And he recognizes himsclf, for the
first time, through the terrible changes in her face. The camecra
just exchanges a few quiet closc-ups of the emotions which shift
and intensify in cach face. It is cnough to shrivel the heart to
see, and it is the greatest picce of acting and the highest moment
in movies.

Harold Lloyd worked only a little while with Sennett. Dur-
ing most of his career he acted for another major comedy pro-
ducer, Hal Roach. He tried at first to offset Chaplin's influence
and establish his own individuality by playing Chaplin’s exact
opposite, a character named Lonesome Luke who wore clothes
much too small for him and whose gestures were likewise as un-
Chaplinesque as possible. But he soon realized that an opposite
in itsclf was a kind of slavishness. He discovered his own comic
identity when he saw a movie about a fighting parson: a hero
who worc glasses. He began to think about those glasses day and
night. He decided on horn rims because they were youthful, ultra-
visible on the screen and on the verge of becoming fashionable
(he was to make them so). Around these large lensless horn
rims he began to develop a new character, nothing grotesque or
eccentric, but a fresh, believable young man who could fit into a
wide variety of stories.

Lloyd dependcd more on story and situation than any of the
other major comedians (he kept the best stable of gagmen in
Hollywood, at onc time hiring six); but unlikc most “story” come-
dians hc was also a very funny man from inside. He had, as
he has written, “an unusually large comic vocabulary.” More
particularly he had an cxpertly cxpressive body and cven more
expressive tecth, and out of his thesaurus of smiles he could at a
moment’s notice blend prissiness, brecziness and asininity, and
still remain tremendously likable. His movies were more cxtro-
verted and closer to ordinary lifc than any others of the best
comedics: the vicissitudes of a New York taxi driver; the unac-
cepted college boy who, by desperate courage and inspired in-
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eptitude, wins the Big Game. He was especially good at putting
a very timid, spoiled or brassy young fellow through devastating
cmbarrassments. He went through one of his most uproarious
Gethsemanes as a shy country youth courting the nicest girl in
town in Grandma’s Boy. He arrived dressed “strictly up to date
for the Spring of 1862,” as a subtitle observed, and found that
the ancient colored butler wore a similar flowered waistcoat and
moldering cutaway. He got one wandering, nervous forefinger
dreadfully stuck in a fancy little vase. The girl began checrfully
to try to identify that queer smell which dilated from him;
Grandpa’s best suit was rife with mothballs. A tenacious litter of
kittens feasted off the goosc grease on his home-shined shocs.

Lloyd was even better at the comedy of thrills. In Safery
Last, as a rank amateur, he is forced to substitute for a human
fly and to climb a medium-sized skyscraper. Dozens of awful
things happen to him. He gets fouled up in a tennis set. Popcorn
falls on him from a window above, and the local pigcons treat
him like a cross between a lunch wagon and St. Francis of Assisi.
A mouse runs up his britches-leg, and the crowd below salutes
his desperate dance on the window ledge with wild applause of
the daredevil. A good deal of this full-length picture hangs thus
by its eyclashes along the face of a building. Each new floor is
like a new stanza in a poem; and the higher and more horrifying
it gets, the funnier it gets.

In this movie Lloyd demonstrates beautifully his ability to do
more than merely milk a gag, but to top it. (In an old, simple
example of topping, an incredible number of tall men get, one by
one, out of a small closed auto. After as many have clambered
out as the joke will bear, one more steps out: a midget. That
tops the gag. Then the auto collapses. That tops the topper.) In
Safety Last Lloyd is driven out to the dirty end of a flagpole by
a furious dog; the pole breaks and he falls, just managing to grab
the minute hand of a huge clock. His weight promptly pulls the
hand down from IX to VI. That would be more than cnough for
any ordinary comedian, but therc is further logic in the situa-
tion. Now, hideously, the whole clockface pulls loose and slants
from its trembling springs above the strect. Getting out of dif-
ficulty with the clock, he makes still further usc of the instru-
ment by getting onc foot caught in onc of thesc obstinate springs.

A proper delaying of the ultrapredictable can of course be
just as funny as a properly timed explosion of the unexpected.
As Lloyd approaches the end of his horrible hegira up the side
of the building in Safety Last, it becomes clear to the audience,
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but not to him, that if he raiscs his hcad another couple of inches
he is going to get murderously conked by onc of the four arms
of a revolving wind gauge. He delays the evil moment almost
interminably, with one distraction and another, and every delay
is a suspense-tightening laugh; he also gets his foot nicely en-
tangled in a rope, so that when he does get hit, the payoff of one
gag sends him careening head downward through the abyss into
another. Lloyd was outstanding even among the master craftsmen
at setting up a gag clearly, culminating and getting out of it deftly,
and linking it smoothly to the ncxt. Harsh experience also taught
him a deep and fundamental rule: never try to get “above” the
audience.

Lloyd tried it in The Freshman. He was to wear an unfin-
ished, basted-together tuxedo to a college party, and it would
gradually fall apart as he danced. Lloyd decided to skip the pants,
a low-comedy cliché, and lose just the coat. His gagmen warned
him. A preview proved how right they were. Lloyd had to re-
shoot the whole expensive sequence, build it around defective
pants and climax it with the inevitable. It was one of the funniest
things he ever did.

When Lloyd was still a very young man he lost about half
his right hand (and nearly lost his sight) when a comedy bomb
exploded prematurely. But in spitc of his artificially built-out
hand he continued to do his own dirty work, like all of the best
comedians. The side of the building he climbed in Safety Last
did not overhang the street, as it appears to. But thc nearest
landing place was a roof three floors below him, as he approached
the top, and he did everything, of course, thc hard way, that is,
the comic way, keeping his bottom stuck well out, his shoulders
hunched, his hands and feet skidding over perdition.

If grcat comedy must involve something beyond laughter,
Lloyd was not a great comedian. If plain laughter is any criterion
—and it is a healthy countcrbalance to the othcr—few people
have equaled him, and nobody has ever bcaten him.

Chaplin and Keaton and Lloyd were all more like each
other, in one important way, than Harry Langdon was like any
of them. Whatever else the others might be doing, they all used
more or less claborate physical comedy; Langdon showed how
littlc of that one might usc and still be a great silent-screcn
comedian. In his screen character he symbolized something as
deeply and centrally human, though by no means as rangily so,
as the Tramp. There was, of course, an immense difference in
inventiveness and range of virtuosity. It seemed as if Chaplin could
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do literally anything, on any instrument in the orchestra. Langdon
had one queerly toned, unique little reed. But out of it he could
get incredible melodies.

Like Chaplin, Langdon wore a coat which buttoned on his
wishbone and swung out wide below, but the effect was very
different: he secemed like an outsized baby who had begun to
outgrow his clothes. The crown of his hat was rounded and the
brim was turned up all around, like a little boy’s hat, and he
looked as if he wore diapers under his pants. His walk was that
of a child which has just gotten sure on its feet, and his body and
hands fitted that age. His face was kept pale to show off, with
the simplicity of a nursery-school drawing, the bright, ignorant,
gentle eyes and the little twirling mouth. He had big moon checks,
with dimples, and a Napoleonic forelock of mousy hair; the
round, docile hcad seemed large in ratio to the crcam-puff body.
Twitchings of his face were signals of tiny discomforts too slowly
registered by a tinier brain; quick, squirty little smiles showed his
almost prehuman pleasures, his incurably premature truthfulness.
He was a virtuoso of hesitations and of delicatcly indccisive
motions, and he was particularly fine in a high wind, round-
ing a corner with a kind of skittering toddle, both hands nursing
his hatbrim.

He was as remarkable a master as Chaplin of subtle emo-
tional and mental process and operated much more at leisure.
He once got a good three hundred fect of continuously bigger
laughs out of rubbing his chest, in a crowded vehicle, with Lim-
burger cheese, under the misapprehension that it was a cold salve.
In another long scene, watching a brazen showgirl change her
clothes, he sat motionless, back to the camera, and registered the
whole lexicon of lost innocence, shock, disapproval and disgust,
with the back of his neck. His scenes with women were ncarly
always something special. Once a lady spy did everything in her
power (under the Hays Office) to seduce him. Harry was polite,
willing, even flirtatious in his little way. The only trouble was
that he couldn’t imagine what in the world she was lcering and
pawing at him for, and that he was terribly ticklish. The Mata
Hari wound up foaming at the mouth.

There was also a sinister flicker of depravity about the Lang-
don character, all the more disturbing because babies are pre-
moral. He had an instinct for bringing his actual adulthood and
figurative babyishness into frictions as crawley as a fingernail on
a slate blackboard, and he wandered into arcas of strangeness
which were beyond the other comedians. In a nightmare in one
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movic he was forced to fight a large, muscular young man; the
girl Harry loved was the prize. The young man was a good boxer;
Harry could scarcely lift his gloves. The contest took place in a
fierccly lighted prize ring, in a prodigious pitch-dark arcna. The
only spectator was the girl, and she was rooting against Harry.
As the fight went on, her eyes glittered ever more brightly with
blood lust and, with glittering tceth, she tore her big straw hat
to shreds.

Langdon came to Sennett from a vaudeville act in which he
had fought a losing battle with a recalcitrant automobile. The
minute Frank Capra saw him he begged Sennctt to let him work
with him. Langdon was almost as childlike as the character he
played. He had only a vague ideca of his story or even of each
scenc as he played it; each time he went before the camera Capra
would brief him on the general situation and then, as this finest
of intuitive improvisers once tried to explain his work, “I'd go
into my routine.” The whole tragedy of the coming of dialogue,
as far as thesec comedians were concerncd—and one rcason for
the increasing rigidity of comedy cver since—can be epitomized
in the mere thought of Harry Langdon confronted with a script.

Langdon’s magic was in his innocence, and Capra took beau-
tiful care not to meddle with it. The key to the proper use of
Langdon, Capra always knew, was “the principle of the brick.”
“If there was a rule for writing Langdon material,” he explains,
“it was this: his only ally was God. Langdon might be saved by
the brick falling on the cop, but it was verboten that he in any
way motivate the brick’s fall.” Langdon became quickly and
fantastically popular with three pictures, Tramp, Tramp, Tramp,
The Strong Man and Long Pants; from then on he went down-
hill even faster. “The trouble was,” Capra says, “that high-brow
critics came around to explain his art to him. Also he developed
an interest in dames. It was a pretty high life for such a little
fellow.” Langdon made two more pictures with high-brow writ-
crs, one of which (Three’s a Crowd) had some wonderful pas-
sages in it, including the prize-ring nightmare; then First Na-
tional canceled his contract. He was reduced to mediocre roles
and two-reelers which were more rehashes of his old gags; this
time around they no longer seemed funny. “He never did really
understand what hit him,” says Capra. “He dicd broke [in 1944].
And he died of a broken heart. He was the most tragic figure I
ever came across in show business.”

Buster Keaton started work at the age of three and one-half
with his parents in one of the roughest acts in vaudeville (“The
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Three Keatons”); Harry Houdini gave the child the name Buster
in admiration for a fall he took down a flight of stairs. In his
first movies Kcaton teamed with Fatty Arbuckle under Sennett.
He went on to become onc of Metro’s biggest stars and earners;
a Keaton feature cost about $200,000 to make and reliably grossed
$2,000,000. Very carly in his movie career fricnds asked him
why he never smiled on the screen. He didn’t realize he didn’t.
He had got the dead-pan habit in variety; on the screen he had
merely been so hard at work it had never occurred to him therc
was anything to smile about. Now he tried it just once and never
again. He was by his whole style and nature so much the most
deeply “silent” of the silent comedians that even a smile was as
deafeningly out of key as a yell. In a way his pictures are like a
transcendent juggling act in which it seems that the whole uni-
verse is in exquisite flying motion and the one point of reposc
is the juggler’s effortless, uninterested face.

Keaton’s face ranked almost with Lincoln’s as an carly Amer-
ican archetype; it was haunting, handsome, almost beautiful, yet
it was irreducibly funny; he improved matters by topping it off
with a deadly horizontal hat, as flat and thin as a phonograph
record. Onc can never forget Keaton wearing it, standing erect
at the prow as his little boat is being launched. The boat goes
grandly down the skids and, just as grandly, straight on to the
bottom. Kcaton never budges. The last you sce of him, the water
lifts the hat off the stoic head and it floats away.

No other comedian could do as much with the dead pan. He
uscd this great, sad, motionless face to suggest various related
things: a one-track mind ncar the track’s end of purc insanity;
mulish imperturbability under the wildest of circumstances; how
dead a human being can get and still be alive; an awe-inspiring
sort of patience and power to endure, proper to granitc but un-
canny in flesh and blood. Everything that he was and did bore
out this rigid face and played laughs against it. When he moved
his eyes, it was like secing them move in a statue. His short-
legged body was all sudden, machinclike angles, governed by a
daft aplomb. When he swept a semaphorelike arm to point, you
could almost hear the electrical impulsc in the signal block. When
he ran from a cop, his transitions from accelerating walk to easy
jogtrot to brisk canter to headlong gallop to flogged-piston sprint
—always floating, above this frenzy, the untroubled, untouchable
facc—were as distinct and as soberly in order as an automatic
gearshift.
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Keaton was a wonderfully resourceful inventor of mecha-
nistic gags (he still spends much of his time fooling with Erector
sets); as he ran afoul of locomotives, stcamships, prefabricated
and over-electrified houses, he put himself through some of the
hardest and cleverest punishment ever designed for laughs. In
Sherlock Jr., boiling along on the handlebars of a motorcycle
quitc unaware that he has lost his driver, Keaton whips through
city traffic, breaks up a tug-of-war, gets a shovelful of dirt in the
face from each of a long line of Rockette-timed ditch-diggers,
approaches a log at high speed which is hinged open by dyna-
mite precisely soon enough to let him through and, hitting an ob-
struction, lcaves the handlebars like an arrow leaving a bow,
whams through the window of a shack in which the heroine is
about to be violated, and hits the hcavy feet-first, knocking him
through the opposite wall. The whole sequence is as clean in mo-
tion as the trajectory of a bullet.

Much of the charm and edge of Keaton’s comedy, however,
lay in the subtle leverages of expression he could work against
his nominal dead pan. Trapped in the side-wheel of a ferryboat,
saving himself from drowning only by walking, then desperately
running, inside the accelerating wheel like a squirrel in a cage,
his only real concern was, obviously, to keep his hat on. Con-
fronted by Love, he was not as dead-pan as he was cracked up
to be, cither; there was an odd, abrupt motion of his head which
suggested a horse nipping after a sugar lump.

Keaton worked strictly for laughs, but his work came from
so far inside a curious and original spirit that he achicved a great
dcal besides, especially in his feature-length comedics. (For plain
hard laughter his nincteen short comedies . . . were even better.)
He was the only major comedian who kept sentiment almost en-
tircly out of his work, and he brought purc physical comedy to
its greatest heights. Beneath his lack of emotion he was also unin-
sistently sardonic; decp below that, giving a disturbing tension
and grandeur to the foolishness, for thosc who sensed it, there
was in his comedy a freczing whisper not of pathos but of melan-
cholia. With the humor, the craftsmanship and the action there
was often, besides, a fine, still and sometimes drcamlike beauty.
Much of his Civil War picturec The General is within hailing dis-
tancc of Mathew Brady. And there is a ghostly, unforgcttable
moment in The Navigator when, on a deserted, softly rolling ship,
all the pale doors along a deck swing open as one behind Keaton
and, as onc, slam shut, in a hair-raising illusion of noise.
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Perhaps because “dry” comedy is so much more rare and
odd than “dry” wit, there are pecople who never much cared for
Keaton. Those who do cannot care mildly.

As soon as the screen began to talk, silent comedy was
pretty well finished. The hardy and prolific Mack Scnnett made
the transfer; he was the first man to put Bing Crosby and W. C.
Fields on the screen. But he was essentially a silent-picture man,
and by the time the Academy awarded him a special Oscar for
his “lasting contribution to the comedy technique of the screen”
(in 1938), he was no longer active. As for the comedians we have
spoken of in particular, they were as badly off as fine dancers
suddenly required to appear in plays.

Harold Lloyd, whose work was most nearly realistic, naturally
coped least unhappily with the added realism of speech; he made
scveral talking comedies. But good as the best were, they were not
so good as his silent work, and by the latc thirties he quit act-
ing. . ..
Up to the middle thirtics Buster Keaton made several feature-
length pictures (with such players as Jimmy Durante, Wallace
Beery and Robert Montgomery); he also made a couple of dozen
talking shorts. Now and again he managed to get loose into mo-
tion, without having to talk, and for a moment or so the screen
would start singing again. But his dark, dead voice, though it was
in keeping with the visual character, tore his intensely silent style
to bits and destroyed the illusion within which he worked. . . .

The only man who really survived the flood was Chaplin,
the only one who was rich, proud and popular enough to afford
to stay silent. He brought out two of his greatest nontalking come-
dies, City Lights and Modern Times, in the middle of an avalanche
of talk, spoke gibberish and, in the closing moments, plain Eng-
lish in The Great Dictator, and at last made an all-talking picture,
Monsieur Verdoux, creating for that purpose an entirely new
character who might properly talk a blue streak. Verdoux is the
greatest of talking comedics though so cold and savage that it had
to find its public in grimly cxperienced Europe.

Good comedy, and some that was better than good, outlived
silence, but there has been less and less of it. The talkies brought
one great comedian, the late, majestically lethargic W. C. Ficlds,
who could not possibly have worked as well in silence; he was
the toughest and the most warmly human of all screen comedians,
and Ir’s a Gift and The Bank Dick, fiendishly funny and incisive
white-collar comedies, rank high among the best comedies (and
best movies) ever made. Laurel and Hardy, the only comedians
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who managed to preserve much of the large, low style of silence
and who began to explore the comedy of sound, have made nothing
since 1945. Walt Disney, at his best an inspired comic inventor
and teller of fairy stories, lost his stride during the war and has
since regained it only at moments. Preston Sturges has made
brilliant, satirical comedies, but his pictures are smart, nervous
comedy-dramas merely italicized with slapstick. The Marx Brothers
were side-splitters but they made their best comedies years ago.
Jimmy Durante is mainly a nightclub genius; Abbot and Costello
are semiskilled laborers, at best; Bob Hope is a good radio co-
median with a pleasing presence, but not much more, on the
screen.

There is no hope that screen comedy will get much better
than it is without new, gifted young comedians who really belong
in movies, and without freedom for their experiments. For every-
one who may appear we have one last, invidious comparison to
offer as a guidepost.

One of the most popular recent comedies is Bob Hope’s The
Paleface. We take no pleasure in blackening The Paleface; we
single it out, rather, because it is as good as we’ve got. Anything
that is said of it here could be said, with interest, of other comedies
of our time. Most of the laughs in The Paleface are verbal. Bob
Hope is very adroit with his lines and now and then, when the
words don’t get in the way, he makes a good beginning as a visual
comedian. But only the beginning, never the middle or the end. He
is funny, for instance, reacting to a shot of violent whiskey. But he
does not know how to get still funnier (i.e., how to build and
milk) or how to be funniest last (i.e., how to top or cap his gag).
The camera has to fade out on the same old face he started with.

One sequence is promisingly set up for visual comedy. In it,
Hope and a lethal local boy stalk each other all over a cow town
through streets which have been emptied in fear of their duel. The
gag here is that through accident and stupidity they keep just
failing to find each other. Some of it is quite funny. But the fun
slackens between laughs like a weak clothesline, and by all the
logic of humor (which is ruthlessly logical) the biggest laugh
should come at the moment, and through the way, they finally
spot each other. The sequence is so weakly thought out that at
that crucial moment the camera can’t afford to watch them; it
switches to Jane Russell.

Now we turn to a masterpiece. In The Navigator Buster
Keaton works with practically the same gag as Hope’s duel.
Adrift on a ship which he believes is otherwise empty, he drops
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a lighted cigarette. A girl finds it. She calls out and he hears her;
each then tries to find the other. First each walks purposefully
down the long, vacant starboard deck, the girl, then Keaton,
turning the corner just in time not to see each other. Next time
around each of them is trotting briskly, very much in earnest;
going at the same pace, they miss each other just the same. Next
time around each of them is going like a bat out of hell. Again they
miss. Then the camera withdraws to a point of vantage at the
stern, leans its chin in its hand and just watches the whole intri-
cate superstructure of the ship as the protagonists stroll, steal and
scuttle from level to level, up, down and sidewise, always manag-
ing to miss each other by hair’s-breadths, in an enchantingly neat
and elaborate piece of timing. There are no subsidiary gags to get
laughs in this sequence and there is little loud laughter; merely a
quiet and steadily increasing kind of delight. When Keaton has got
all he can out of this fine modification of the movie chase he in-
vents a fine device to bring the two together: the girl, thoroughly
winded, sits down for a breather, indoors, on a plank which work-
men have left across sawhorses. Keaton pauses on an upper deck,
equally winded and puzzled. What follows happens in a couple of
seconds at most: air suction whips his silk topper backward down
a ventilator; grabbing frantically for it, he backs against the lip
of the ventilator, jacknifes and falls in backward. Instantly the
camera cuts back to the girl. A topper falls through the ceiling
and lands tidily, right side up, on the plank beside her. Before she
can look more than startled, its owner follows, head between
his knees, crushes the topper, breaks the plank with the point of
his spine and proceeds to the floor. The breaking of the plank
smacks Boy and Girl together.

It is only fair to remember that the silent comedians would
have as hard a time playing a talking scene as Hope has playing
his visual ones, and that writing and dirccting are as accountable
for the failure as Hope himself. But not even the humblest jour-
neymen of the silent years would have let themselves off so easily.
Like the masters, they knew, and sweated to obey, the laws of
their craft.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. What does Agee see as the essence of film comedy?

2. When did you last see a comedy that made you laugh? What sorts
of things do you consider funny?
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3. Agee obviously has a preference for silent comedy. Have you seen
any classic silent comedies? If so, do you agree with Agee’s enthusi-
astic praise of these films, or do you find his remarks clouded with
nostalgia? Is it possible for ideas of humor to change?

4. From Agee’s descriptions and fromm any of these silent comedies
you have seen, how would you say the subject matter of comedies
today differs from that of the silent era? With what kinds of subject
matter do most of today’s comedies deal?

5. Agee distinguishes between a visual comedian and a verbal comedian.
Name one or two of today’s comedians of each type and conunent on
their technique.

6. Why does Agee consider the silent period of American film “com-
edy’s greatest era”’?
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The Road Beyond
Neorealism:

An Interview with
Federico Fellini

Gideon Bachmann

Federico Fellini is the flamboyant Italian director whose films, from
the simple, neorealistic La Strada through the more complex La Dolce
Vita and 8% to the baroque Fellini Satyricon, have been acclaimed
the world over.

BACHMANN: I do not want to talk to you about one or
another specific film, but rather more generally—about your atti-
tudes toward film-making, your reasons for making certain films,
and your philosophical and sociological approach to what you
use as film material. For example, many critics have said that
there is a deep symbolism in your work, that there are recur-
ring motifs in all your films. Like the image of the piazza at
night with a fountain, of the seashore, and others. Is there a
conscious intention on your part in repeating these images?

FELLINI: It is not intentional. In choosing a location, I do
not choose it for its symbolic content. Things happen. If they
happen well, they convey my meaning. Concerning the specific
cxamples you mention, I'd like to say that all my films to date
are concerned with people looking for themselves. Night and the
loneliness of cmpty streets, as shown in the shots of piazzas you
mention, is perhaps the best atmosphere in which I see these
people. Also, it is quite possible that the associations which make
me choose these locations are based on autobiographical ex-
periences, for I cannot remove myself from the content of my

rrROM Film Book I, edited by Robert Hughes (New York: Grove Press, 1959),
pp. 378-84. Reprinted by permission of Gideon Bachmann.
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films. Possibly what is in my mind when I shoot these scenes
is the memory of my first impression of Rome—when I had left
my home town of Rimini and was in Rome alone. I was sixteen: I
had no job, no idea of what I wanted to do. Often I was out of
work, often I didn’t have the money to stay in a hotel or eat
properly. Or I would work at night. In any case, it is quite pos-
sible that the image of the town at night, empty and lonely, has
remained in my soul from those days.

BACHMANN: Did you intend to go into films when you first
came to Rome?

FELLINI: No, I didn’t really know what I wanted to do. Still,
my coming to Rome did have something to do with films: I had
seen so many American films in which newspapermen were
glamorous figures—I don’t remember the titles, that was twenty-
five years ago—but I was so impressed with the lives of news-
papermen, that I decided to become one too. I liked the coats
they wore and the way they wore their hats on the back of their
heads. Unfortunately, the job I found was very different from my
dream—I became a cub reporter who was sent by the editor to
hospitals and to the police to get the obvious news. Later I
began to write for the radio—sketches, mostly. After that I was
tempted by the stage; and I toured Italy with a small traveling
musical show. That period was one of the richest in my life, and
I still draw on many of my experiences from those days.

BACHMANN: Certainly touring musical shows are one of the
recurring motifs in your films. By the way, how did you finally
begin working in films?

FELLINI: First, I was a rewritc man—I used to add gags to
the scripts of dull comedies. My first original screenplay was
called Avanti c’¢ posto, and it was the story of a bus conductor.
Freely translated the title would be “Please Move to the Rear.”
It was directed by Bonnard, who had taken to directing pictures
when his fame as a matinee idol had faded. That was 1940. After
that, I wrote many scripts. Too many. All were produced. They
were comedies, mostly, in a pathetic vein. After the war, I met
Rossellini, and for him I worked on Open City and Paisan. That’s
when I began to understand—or at least to suspect—that one
could express deep things too in films. So I continued for two
or three years writing scripts for the postwar Italian directors.
After that, though, I became . . . I don’t want to say disap-
pointed, but when one really loves films, one cannot stop at the
written page. I decided to direct. My first film was called Luci del
varietd (Footlights).
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BACHMANN: You directed this yourself?

FELLINI: Yes, I wrote and directed it. It was the story of
the small troupe with whom I had spent a year on the road.

BACHMANN: When did you write and appear in The Miracle?

FELLINI: When I worked for Rossellini. Before I began to
direct.

BACHMANN: Your serious film career, then, began during the
period of the flowering of Italian neorealism. The relation be-
tween your films and “classical” neorealism has been much de-
bated by the critics. Do you feel that your work in any way
derives from, or was influenced by the neorealist directors with
whom you have worked, like de Sica, Rossellini, Lattuada, etc.?

FELLINI: Well, I was one of the first to write scripts for
neorealist films. I think all my work is definitely in the neorealist
style, even if in Italy today some people don’t think so. But this
is a long story. For me, neorealism is a way of seeing reality with-
out prejudice, without the interference of conventions—just park-
ing yourself in front of reality without any preconceived ideas.

BACHMANN: You don’t mean simply to put the camera in
front of “life” and photograph what’s there?

FELLINI: No, it’s a question of having the feeling for reality.
Naturally, there is always the need for an interpretation. What
has happened in Italy is that after the war everything for us was
completely new. Italy was in ruins; you could say everything
you felt by just looking around. Later, the leftist press capitalized
on this inadvertent one-sidedness by saying that the only valid
thing to do in films is to show what happens around you. But this
has no value from an artistic point of view, because always the
important thing is to know who sees the reality. Then it becomes
a question of the power to condense, to show the essence of
things. After all, why are the films we make so much better than
newsreels?

BACHMANN: Though, of course, even newsreels are already
one step removed from reality, through the selectivity of the
cameraman who took them.

FELLINI: Right. . . . But why should people go to the
movies, if films show reality only through a very cold, objective
eye? It would be much better just to walk around in the street.
For me, neorealism means looking at reality with an honest eye—
but any kind of reality: not just social reality, but also spiritual
reality, metaphysical reality, anything man has inside him.

BACHMANN: You mean anything that has reality for the
director?
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FELLINI: Yes.

BACHMANN: Then the completed film is really two steps re-
moved from nature: first the personal view of it by the director,
and then his interpretation of that personal view.

FELLINI: Yes, yes. For me, neorcalism is not a question of
what you show—its rcal spirit is in sow you show it. It’s just a
way of looking around, without convention or prejudice. Certain
people still think neorealism is fit to show only certain kinds of
reality; and they insist that this is social reality. But in this way,
it becomes mere propaganda. It is a program; to show only cer-
tain aspects of life. Pcople have written that I am a traitor to
the causc of ncorealism, that I am too much of an individualist,
too much of an individual. My own personal conviction, however,
is that the films I have done so far are in the same style as the
first neorcalist films, simply telling the story of pecople. And al-
ways, in telling the story of some people, I try to show some truth.

BACHMANN: Is there any underlying philosophy in your
films? I mean besides the depiction of what is truth for you.

FELLINI: Well, I could tell you what for me is onc of the
most pressing problems, one which provides part of the theme
for all my films. It’s the terrible difficulty people have in talking
to cach other—the old problem of communication, the desperate
anguish to be with, the desire to have a real, authentic relationship
with another person. You’ll find this in I Vitelloni, in La Strada,
in Il Bidone, and also in Notti di Cabiria. 1t may be that T’ll
change, but for now I’'m completely absorbed in this problem—
maybe because I have not yet solved it in my private life.

BACHMANN: Do you feel that the reason for this difficulty
in interpersonal communication is that we have created a kind of
society which makes it hard for people to have true relationships?

FELLINI: It is the fault of socicty only because society is
made up of men. I believe that cveryone has to find truth by him-
self. It is completely useless to prepare a statement for a crowd,
or make a film with a message for everyone. I don’t believe in
talking to a crowd. Because what is a crowd? It is a collection
of many individuals, each with his own reality. That is also the
reason why my pictures never end. They ncver have a simple
solution. I think it is immoral (in the true sense of the word) to
tell a story that has a conclusion. Becausec you cut out your
audicnce the moment you present a solution on the screen. Be-
cause there are no “solutions” in their lives. I think it is more
moral—and more important—to show, let’s say, the story of one
man. Then everyonc, with his own scnsibility and on the basis
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of his own inner development, can try to find his own solution.

BACHMANN: You mcan to say that by ‘“ending” a problem,
the filmmaker takes away from the audience the feeling that what
they are secing is the truth?

FELLINI: Yes, or cven worse. For when you show a true
problem and then resolve it, the spectator is beguiled into feeling
that the problems in his own life, too, will solve themselves, and
he can stop working on them for himsclf. By giving happy endings
to films, you goad your audience into going on living in a trite,
bland manner, because they are now surc that sometime, some-
where, something happy is going to happen to them, too, and
without their having to do anything about it. Conversely, by not
serving them the happy cnding on a platter, you can make them
think; you can remove some of that smug security. Then they’ll
have to find their own answers.

BACHMANN: This would secem to indicate that you’re not just
making pictures to make pictures, but becausc there are certain
things you want to say.

FELLINI: Well, I don’t start that way. What usually starts me
on a film idea is that something happens to me which I think has
some bcaring on other people’s cxperiences. And the feeling is
usually the same: to try, first of all, to tell something about my-
self; and in doing so, to try to find a salvation, to try to find a
road toward some meaning, some truth, something that will be
important to others, too. And when, as often happens, people
who have seecn my films come to visit me—not to discuss my
films, but to talk to me about their personal problems—I feel I
have achieved somcthing. It is always a grcat satisfaction for
me. Of course, I can’t help them clarify their problems, but it
means the picture has done some good.

BACHMANN: When you say you don’t start that way, do you
mean to say that the real “message” of your films develops out of
the material?

FELLINI: Well, a picture is a mixture of things. It changes.
That is one of the reasons why making films is such a wonderful
thing.

BACHMANN: Could you tell me about the process in your
film work? A kind of step-by-step description of your work on
any given film?

FELLINI: First, I have to be moved by a feeling. I have to be
interested in one character or one problem. Once I have that, I
don’t rcally need a very well-written story or a very detailed script.
I need to begin without knowing that everything is in perfect
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order; otherwise I losc all the fun of it. If I knew everything
from the start, I would no longer be interested in doing it. So
that when I begin a picture, I am not yet sure of the location or
the actors. Becausc for me, to make a picture is like leaving for
a trip. And the most intcresting part of a trip is what you discover
on the way. I am very open to suggestions when I start a film.
I am not rigid about what I do. I like the people with me on the
film to share this new adventure. Certainly, I do remember that
I am shooting, somectimes.

When the picture is finished, I would, if possible, like not
to scc it. I often say to my producer, joking: “Let’s not cut this
one; let’s make a new one instead.” But I cut all my own films.
Cutting is one of thc most emotional aspects of film-making. It
is the most exciting thing to see the picture begin to breathe; it
is like seeing your child grow up. The rhythm is not yet well
identified, the sequence not established. But I never reshoot. I
believe that a good picture has to have defects. It has to have
mistakes in it, like life, like people. I don’t believe that beauty,
in the sense of perfection, exists—except maybe for the angels.
A beautiful woman is attractive only if she is not perfect. The most
important thing is to sce to it that the picture is alive. This is the
most rewarding moment in making films: when the picture begins
to live. And I never go back to look at what I have already done
—1I edit the whole film right through. When it’s finished, and
I go into the projection room to see it for the first time, I like to
be alone. I can express exactly what happens. I look at the pic-
turc; the picture looks at me. A lot of things happen. Some ideas
are born; some dic. Later I begin to “clean” the picture. In
Italy we do not use the sound we shoot on location, but redo the
whole track in the studio. But the first answer print still has the
location sound on it. Once that is removed, something happens
again. The answer print still has the flavor of the adventure of
making the film—ua train that passed, a baby that cried, a window
that opened. I remember the people who were with me on loca-
tion. I remember the trip. I would like to retain thesc memories.
Once they put the clean, new track on it, it’s like a father seeing
his little girl wear lipstick for the first time. You have to get to
know this new creature that is emerging; you have to try to like
it. Then when you add the music, again something is added and
somcthing is lost. Every time you scec it again, there is some new
fecling. When it is completely finished, you have lost the objec-
tive point of view. Then, when others scc it, I react personally—
I feel they have no right to say anything about my picture. But
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I listen carcfully, nevertheless—I am trying to find out whether
for them the picture is alive.

BACHMANN: Do you feel that in all the films you have made
you have always remained faithful to what you were trying to say
when you started the picture?

FELLINI: Yes, I do.

BACHMANN: Do you feel therc is a relation between your
work and that of the current crop of Italian writers, like, for ex-
ample, Carlo Levi and Ennio Flaiano?

FELLINI: Yes, I think this core of neorcalism in films has
influenced all the arts.

BACHMANN: Have you, yoursclf, done any writing except
scripts?

FELLINI: No. Just somec short stories when I worked for
newspapers. But not since I've worked in films. It’s a different
medium. A writer can do cverything by himself—but he needs
disciplinc. He has to get up at scven in the morning, and be alone
in a room with a white shect of paper. I am too much of a
vitellone to do that. I think I have chosen the best medium of
cxpression for myself. I love the very precious combination of
work and of living-together that film-making offers. I approach
film-making in a very personal way. That’s why I consider mysclf
a ncorealist. Any rcsearch that a man does about himself, about
his relationships with others and with the mystery of life, is a
spiritual and—in the true scnse—religious scarch. 1 supposc that
is the extent of my formal philosophy. I make movics in the same
way that I talk to people—whcther it’s a friend, a girl, a priest,
or anyonc: to scck