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PREFACE

In the thirty-five years since the first edition of this collection appeared in 1974—
let alone the more than one hundred years since the first films were shown—the aca-
demic study of film has changed enormously, and the journalistic and popular
criticism of film has been deeply affected as well. Yet many of the same issues that
preoccupied and stimulated writers from the very beginning of film theory and criti-
cism are still puzzling later generations: Is the filmed world realistic or artificial? Is
film a language? Is its world best expressed in silence? in sound? through stories that
may be derived from other arts? through stories that can be told only on film?

Many of these questions were first formulated in critical language indebted to the
methods and terminology of such humanistic disciplines as literary criticism, art history,
and aesthetics. But early on, theorists began to emphasize the obligation to appreciate
what was different, even unique, about film in comparison with the other arts: its formal
qualities, its need for enormous capital investment, and its relation to a mass audience.

In the light both of continuing issues and evolving ideas, we might roughly divide
the history of film theory into three somewhat overlapping phases. The first, which
generally corresponds to the silent period, was formalist. From the early 1920s to the
mid-1930s, theorists such as V. I. Pudovkin, Rudolf Arnheim, and Sergei Eisenstein
attempted to demonstrate that film was indeed an art, not just a direct recording of
nature. The coming of synchronized sound then brought on a realist reaction to the
formalist argument. Siegfried Kracauer and André Bazin among others argued that
film was not an art in contrast to nature but an art of nature.

By the 1960s and 1970s, this classical phase of film theory was being challenged
by writers responding both to historical conditions (the Viet Nam war, the student
riots in France and America) and to new developments in the academic conception of
“knowledge,” as defined by literature and the social sciences. Just at the time that film
study itself was gaining an academic status separate from the departments of litera-
ture and art in which it had often first appeared, these writers questioned the confi-
dence with which classical film theory had used such terms as art, nature, society,
reality, illusion, self, performance, work, author, and artist—and in the process

xv



 

claimed to unearth hidden assumptions about race, class, gender, and language itself
that could be best addressed through an analysis of film.

Especially beginning in the 1970s an explosion of new interpretive approaches
derived from a broad range of disciplines began to have a tremendous influence on
humanistic studies generally and—in part because of the relative youth of the field—
on film study in particular. One powerful early inspiration came from linguistics.
Here, drawing upon the work of C. S. Peirce, Ferdinand de Saussure, Roman
Jakobson, Louis Hjelmslev, and Noam Chomsky, film theorists and critics explored
the structures of meaning that allow communication of all kinds to exist. A formal
consideration of the meaning of individual films, or the special nature of film among
the arts, became a less significant question than the place of both in more general sys-
tems of communication and meaning.

In this fertile and energetic period—perhaps the richest in new explorations of film
since the invention of the medium itself—the most salient avenues of interpretation
first followed semiotic and structuralist models, derived from the structural anthro-
pology of Claude Lévi-Strauss as well as the demystified cultural history of Roland
Barthes and Michel Foucault, often augmented with Marxist historical and Freudian
psychoanalytic analysis. Somewhat later came the influence of Jacques Lacan’s revi-
sionary view of Freud (itself responsive to linguistic issues), the feminist interroga-
tion of the power structures of vision (in which Marx and Freud were often married),
and the deconstructive views of Jacques Derrida (where efforts to pierce the surface
of the text and discover its “contradictions” often employed Marxist and psychoana-
lytic tools).

None of these new approaches appeared without controversy or has maintained its
relevance without polemic. Each in its own way has contributed to such classical
issues of film theory as the relation of film to reality and how film may (or may not)
be considered a language. In addition, they have introduced such fresh considerations
as the way that films reveal the underlying social attitudes and ideologies of the cul-
tures that produce them, the ways films manipulate audience beliefs, and the ways
they raise, exploit, and seek to satisfy audience desires.

In the 1990s and into the twenty-first century, film study still maintains its earli-
est concerns with discovering the general terms and assumptions required for
understanding film. However, since the mid-1980s, we have entered a fourth, more
eclectic, period. One significant aspect of this new phase seeks to merge insights
owed to history, psychology, and linguistics into larger perspectives suitable for
understanding individual films as well as film in general. These approaches some-
times draw upon feminism, neoformalism, cognitive psychology, analytic philoso-
phy, or phenomenology. They may assert the shaping activity of the audience on
film meaning (as opposed to the passive audience often postulated in earlier
approaches). Or they may emphasize the resistance of the performer, especially the
star, to the meaning imposed by the film narrative; the ability of the independent
filmmaker to construct a personal statement despite the supposedly totalitarian
necessities of the medium; and the web of financial, political, and artistic decisions
that constitute film production. In order to register these crucial arenas of new crit-
ical and theoretical work, we have expanded our previous final section,
“Psychology, Ideology, and Technology” into two new sections: “Spectator and
Audience” and “Digitization and Globalization.”
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Surveys of how earlier editions of Film Theory and Criticism were being used in
the classroom have indicated that courses are most often structured around an inter-
play between classical and contemporary answers to basic issues, along with an acute
awareness of the new avenues that have been opened by the willingness to venture
beyond disciplinary barriers. With this new phase already demonstrating its potential
to reveal important aspects of film, we have maintained the historical perspective of
this collection as a broad survey of thinking about film over the past century. In revis-
ing, we have therefore retained a good number of “classical” works that have set the
agenda of even some of the most advanced recent theory and criticism. We have
maintained an emphasis on such major theorists as Sergei Eisenstein, André Bazin
and Christian Metz. At the same time we have tried to illustrate the crucial new direc-
tions theory has taken over the last thirty and more years. In the process of opening
space for new essays, we have regretted the need to drop old favorites, if only to keep
the collection to a manageable size (and price). But we encourage readers to seek out
the books and essays from which these excerpts have been taken to enrich their own
understanding of the ideas presented here.

Perhaps because so many of these questions about film have turned out to be peren-
nially interwoven, our division of the complexity of theory into now eight major top-
ics more than ever indicates general emphasis rather than exclusive argument. The
new sections VII and VIII most obviously carry the banners of important current
approaches: how film shapes or reflects cultural attitudes, reinforces or rejects the
dominant modes of cultural thinking, and stimulates or frustrates the needs and drives
of the psyche; the challenge of digitization and new forms of media; and the chang-
ing sense of what constitutes a “national cinema” in an age of globalization.

But the impact of new thinking is visible in each section. Every teacher will have
his or her own way of organizing these essays into a course, and every reader will dis-
cover connections and ramifications that go beyond the confines of a particular sec-
tion. To help those echoes be heard more clearly, we have continued to include an
index of proper names, marking especially those places where individual films are
discussed at length by different authors. We have also for this edition included head-
notes to the essays, which place the authors biographically and critically.

New essays have been added to many of the sections. Section I treats basic issues of
“Film Language.” Section II discusses “Film and Reality.” Section III focuses on “The
Film Medium: Image and Sound.” Section IV emphasizes the connections between
film and the other arts in particular through the issues of adaptation and film narration.
A consideration of “The Film Artist” takes up Section V, while issues of “Film Genre”
are stressed in Section VI, with a particular focus on the genres of horror and film noir,
which still attract so much attention from critics and theorists (as well as audiences).
Each section begins with a brief essay discussing the arguments of the different
authors and comparing their approaches to those of authors included elsewhere.

Our deep thanks to all those friends and colleagues whose suggestions and criti-
cism helped us formulate this new edition, as well as the teachers of film who took
the time to respond in such useful detail to Oxford’s queries about their use of the
sixth edition. We would also like to express our gratitude to Amaranth Borsuk, who
drafted the headnotes, and also prepared the index for the present edition.

Los Angeles; May 2008 L. B.
M. C.
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Because films embody, communicate, enforce, and suggest meanings, film the-
orists often suggested that film constitutes a language, a “visual esperanto.” They
have spoken of film’s grammar, its vocabulary, and even of its jargon. The poet
Vachel Lindsay spoke of film as a kind of “hieroglyphic” language while the
theorist Béla Balász thought of it as a new “form-language.” Russian formalists
have similarly talked of “semantic signs” and investigated film’s relation to “inner
speech.” In what sense, then, is film a language? Is the claim a suggestive meta-
phorical one or one that can, as the semioticians think, be subjected to systematic,
scientific analysis? And, more generally, by what procedures does film generate
meaning?

Those who consider film to be a language often rely on the analogy between the
word and the shot. But simply stringing words together does not produce intelligi-
ble discourse, and most theorists agree that simply stringing separate photographic
shots together will not produce intelligible works of visual art.

The great Soviet filmmakers Sergei M. Eisenstein and Vsevolod Pudovkin asked
what more than mere ability to photograph reality was required to transform the new
technical resources into a great new art. Their answer was montage, the art of com-
bining pieces of film or shots into larger units—first, the scene, then the sequence,
and, finally the complete film. D. W. Griffith, the great American director of The
Birth of a Nation and Intolerance, to whom the Soviet directors acknowledged a great
debt, was not important because he took better pictures than anybody else. He was
important for having discovered montage, the fluid integration of the camera’s total
range of shots, from extreme close-up to distant panorama, so as to produce the most
coherent narrative sequence, the most systematic meaning, and the most effective
rhythmic pattern. In doing so, Griffith had, they thought, contributed to the devel-
opment of a cinematic language and invented the distinctive art of the film.
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Eisenstein viewed montage as a kind of collision or conflict, especially between
a shot and its successor. He sees each shot as having a kind of potential energy that
can display itself in purely visual terms: the direction of its movements, the volume
of its shapes, the intensity of its light, and so forth. This potential energy becomes
kinetic when the first shot collides with the succeeding one. The two shots can pro-
duce a conflict in their emotional content (happy versus sad), in their use of illumi-
nation (dark versus light), in their rhythms (slow versus fast), in their objects (large
versus small), in their directions of movement (right versus left), in their distances
(close-up versus far shot), or in any combination thereof. In his films, this conflict
produced the tense, violent rhythms that became an Eisenstein trademark. Conflict
was also important to Eisenstein because he took it to be an expression, in the realm
of images, of the Marxist dialectical principle. Indeed, Eisenstein maintained that just
as the meaning of a sentence arises from the interaction of its individual words, cin-
ematic meaning is the result of the dialectical interplay of shots. His emphasis on the
conflict of shots, as distinct from a mere linking of shots, distinguishes his concept
from that of his colleague, Pudovkin. Pudovkin’s view of montage as a method of
building, of adding one thing to another, is not merely of theoretical interest. His the-
ory produced more realistic narratives, with their more deliberate, calmer pace.

Eisenstein, like many theorists who emerged in the era of silent films, was uncom-
fortable with the addition of synchronized dialogue. Because “silent” films had
always used asynchronous sound effects and music, Eisenstein believed that the
sound film could use these tools with even greater precision and complexity. But
he rejected dialogue as being incompatible with the proper use of montage (see
Section III). By contrast, André Bazin, while agreeing that dialogue and montage
are incompatible, regards synchronized speech as a necessary and proper develop-
ment. For Bazin, dialogue returns film to the rightful path from which montage and
silence diverted it. According to him, the film image ought to reveal reality whole,
not cut it into tiny bits. The cinematic method Bazin endorses, which combines com-
posing with the camera and staging an action in front of it, has, like montage, come
to be known by a French term, mise-en-scène.

In Bazin’s view the montage theorists did not in fact speak for all of the silent
film. He discerns in the work of Erich von Stroheim, F. W. Murnau, and Robert
Flaherty an alternative, mise-en-scène tradition, which emphasizes not the ordering,
but the content of images. The film’s effect and meaning are not the product of a
juxtaposition of images, but are inherent in the visual images themselves. For Bazin,
the montage theorists’ emphasis on the analogy between word and shot is false, and
he rejects it along with their reluctance to employ sound as a source of cinematic
meaning. Bazin argues that the mise-en-scène tradition within silent film actually
looked toward the incorporation of synchronous sound as a fulfillment, not as a vio-
lation, of the film’s destiny.

Bazin considers German expressionism and Russian symbolism to have been
superseded in the 1930s and 1940s by a form of editing more appropriate to the dia-
logue film. This “analytic” editing, which characteristically manifests itself in the
dramatic technique of shot/reverse shot, was an important innovation. Still more
important, however, was the development of the depth of field shot by Orson Welles
and William Wyler in the early 1940s (anticipated in the 1930s by Jean Renoir),
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which made even the use of “analytic” montage unnecessary. Entire scenes could
now be covered in one take, the camera sometimes remaining motionless. For Bazin,
the shot-in-depth, like the use of synchronous sound, constituted a crucial advance
toward total cinema and an important stage in the evolution of the language of
cinema. It allowed for greater realism and encouraged a more active mental attitude
on the part of the viewer, who could now explore more fully the interpretive and
moral ambiguity inherent in the film image.

Bazin’s composition-in-depth is one kind of long take, but Brian Henderson calls
attention to a quite different type developed by Jean-Luc Godard. Godard’s long,
slow tracking shot avoids depth. Cinema is a two-dimensional art that creates the
illusion of a third dimension through its “walk-around” capability. Indeed, both mon-
tage and composition-in-depth are techniques that reach for that third dimension,
although in different ways: montage through a succession of shots from different
angles and at different ranges, composition-in-depth through movements of the cam-
era or of the actors. Bazin’s shot can thus be regarded as a long take, in which the
camera pauses before a scene rich with interpretive possibilities. In his analysis of
the films of Godard, Henderson calls attention to a quite different kind of long take:
Godard’s slow tracking shot that (perhaps in polemical opposition to the views of
Bazin) concertedly avoids and even excludes the impression of depth, to adhere to
the single-point perspective of painting.

In Henderson’s view, Godard does so for ideological reasons. Composition-
in-depth presents an infinitely deep, rich, complex, ambiguous and mysterious bour-
geois world. Godard’s reversion to one plane demystifies this world and its pretenses.
Godard’s style of presentation is intimately related to the critical point of view he
insists upon. The viewer is presented visually and ideologically with a single flat pic-
ture of the bourgeois world not to be unthinkingly accepted as transparent and easy
to understand, but to be examined, criticized, and (Godard might conclude) rejected.

Eisenstein and Bazin, for all their differences, were both intrigued by the idea that
film was a language, and we might view Godard as adding to the resources of that lan-
guage. But it is only with the rise of structuralism and semiotics that writers such as
Christian Metz and Umberto Eco subjected the topic to more precise analysis. Metz
particularly brought this issue to the center of film studies and attempted to put the dis-
cussion on a firm scientific basis. He did so by invoking the analysis of language pro-
vided by linguists in the semiotic tradition of Ferdinand de Saussure, a tradition that
attempted to develop a science of “signs.” Saussure distinguished sharply between signs
which constitute a langue and those that constitute a langage. It is Metz’s contention
that film does not constitute a langue in the strict sense of constituting a language sys-
tem, but that it nevertheless qualifies as a langage in the looser sense of being a sig-
nifying practice characterized by recognizable ordering procedures (“cinematographic
grammar”). Cinema lacks the double articulation characteristic of natural language. The
phonemes of natural language are basic, distinctive units of sound which do not them-
selves signify. It is only when they are articulated at the second level by combining
them into monemes (morphemes) or words that they signify. By contrast, the basic unit
of cinema, the shot, conveys meaning because of the iconic or isomorphic relation it
bears to the world it photographs. The shot is motivated, and is unlike the basic units
of language which are arbitrary, conventional and unmotivated.
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