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Preface

Viktor Shklovsky began his 1923 book The Knight)s Move by announc
ing that his subject was the conventionality of art. It is probably a
measure of the difference between his epoch and ours that I take as
my subject the conventionality of criticism.

Shklovsky could hardly have anticipated that criticism would be
come rationalized on· the scale it is today. Interpretation has become
a significant American industry, sustaining many thousands of jour
nalists, intellectuals, and academics, and consuming even more thou
sands of pages of print. A college graduate risks less ignominy and
hardship by following a career in Criticism, Inc., than by trying to
write novels, paint pictures, or make films. We are well along in
Randall Jarrell's Age of Criticism, and there is no sign that it is on
the wane. Nevertheless, despite recent conceptions of "institution"
and "discourse," demands that critics acknowledge their theoretical
assumptions, and severe attacks upon earlier critical traditions, one set
of practices remains almost wholly taken for granted. Put aside the
schools, doctrines, nomenclature, and agendas; ignore the official his
tories that show one critical theory crowned, only to be nearly over
thrown by another that fortunately answers just those questions that
its predecessor ignored; above all, pay less attention to what critics
say they do and more attention to their actual procedures of thinking
and writing-do all this, and you will be led to nothing but a body
ofconventions no less powerful than the premises ofan academic style
in painting or music. Shklovsky might well conclude that this body
of conventions, like any familiar style, needs to be roughened, put at
arm's length, "made strange."
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This is the task that I pursue in the pages that follow. This book is
at once a history of fibn criticism, an analysis of how critics interpret
films, and a suggestion for some alternative research programs. Except
for a few polemical stretches, the book seeks to survey interpretive
practice with the ethnographer's calm curiosity. I have tried to take
nothing for granted and have hoped to be surprised. I want to describe
how an institution constructs and constrains what is thought and said
by its members, and how the members solve routine problems by
producing acceptable discourse.

Criticism is neither a science nor a fine art, but it resembles both.
Like them, it depends upon cognitive skills; it requires imagination
and taste; and it consists of institutionally sanctioned problem-solving
activities. Criticism is, I think, best considered a practical art, some
what like quilting or furniture-making. Because its primary product is
a piece of language, it is also a rhetorical art.

The chapters that follow will not treat interpretation from the
standpoint of philosophy or linguistics. Debates within hermeneutics
or Wittgensteinian ruminations on the concept of reading lie only on
the fringes of this book. Nor am I concerned primarily to summarize
developments in criticism as following from changes in fibn theory.
Plenty of such expositions are available; synopsizing contemporary
fibn .theory has become a minor genre of academic writing. More to
the point, my argument will suggest that the influence of film theory
upon practical criticism has been generally misunderstood.

Nor is this book principally concerned with particular interpreta
tions. In order to study critical practice as such, we must pretend that
all theories are correct, all methods are valid, and all critics are right.
Holding partisan debates in abeyance helps us trace out underlying
norms. We can study how fibn'critics build up interpretations and try
to convince others that those interpretations warrant attention. Be
cause of my argument's generality, the book has implications for
critical argument in all the arts, so readers outside cinema studies may
find some pages of interest.

Ifcriticism is cognitive and rhetorical, metacriticism is too. It would
be disingenuous to pretend that I am neutrally surveying critical ac
tivities, in fee to no goal of my own. For one thing, I cannot fully
play the ethnographer. I am a member of the group I am studying,
my categories come to a large extent from that group, and I use
examples drawn from my own writing. By acknowledging my place
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within this institution, I hope to draw on my sense of the conventions
while gaining empathy with other participants' actions.

More broadly, my own concerns show in a three-point argument.
First, I characterize the short history of film criticism by surveying
two approaches to interpretation: thematic explication and sympto
matic reading. Both have existed in one form or another since the
Second World War, but the former dominates the 1950s and 1960s,
while the latter, emerging during the 1940s, gained prominence at
the beginning of the 1970s. Both currently coexist, although the
symptomatic approach is today widely believed to be at the. cutting
edge.

Probably most practitioners offilm criticism will find this dichotomy
fairly uncontroversial. My second argument is more contentious. I
want to show that, as practiced, both the explicatory and the symp
tomatic modes share a fundamental interpretive logic and rhetoric.
Although their theoretical commitments differ, the two approaches
utilize similar inferential moves and persuasive devices. This ought not
to surprise us; criticism is shaped by the institutions that house it, and
the practices by which institutions guide the act of interpretation are
constant across critical schools. Nonetheless, I do not expect to win
the reader's assent easily on this point. The bulk ofthe book is devoted
to proving it.

Finally, I want to suggest some problems with giving interpretation
a starring role in criticism. This book was written out of a belief that
the great days of interpretation-centered criticism are over; that the
basic strategies and tactics have all been tried; and that this book itself,
by laying out a logic of interpretive practice, will have suggested what
a routine activity criticism has come to be. (Indeed, in some sense I
will probably be the last to grasp, the book is itself a symptom of the
lassitude of the interpretive tradition.) I could certainly be wrong on
all these counts. Nonetheless, if this book has a sting, it is in the tail.
The last chapter tries to remind the reader of alternatives to an inter
pretation-driven criticism. One can do other things with films besides
"reading" them.

I have called this project ethnographic, but it is fundamentally an
exercise in practical poetics. From one angle, analyzing critical norms
is a natural step beyond studying the conventions underpinning var
ious sorts of filmmaking. Moreover, in the course of my research I
have been trying to construct a historical poetics ofcinema, an account
ofhow, at various times, films have been put together and have elicited
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particular effects. Again and again I have encountered the issue of
meaning, and the ways its definition, function, and importance vary
within various filmmaking practices. I. have also been challenged, on
more than one occasion, to show how my own critical practice en
gaged with the "semantic" dimension of films. I had always found this
request puzzling, since I thought that I was addressing problems of
meaning at many points. Yet my ideas were not explicit enough to
my questioners, chiefly because they were not clear enough to me.
With Na17ation in the Fiction Film (1985), I started to treat meaning
as one effect of a film, and· in the revision of the textbook Film Art:
An Introduction (1985), I tried to distinguish different kinds of mean
ing. I began to understand why I had fallen afoul of certain presump
tions. The types of meaning I was interested in were taken as
unproblematic and uninteresting by most film scholars, while the sorts
of meaning I was expected to discuss were considered absolutely
central to the institution of film criticism.

This disparity excited me. It encouraged me to pursue my hunch
that various types of meaning constitute part of a film's effects, and
that one could study how certain viewers-for instance, critics-reg
ister those effects. I began to suspect that principles of cognitive
psychology and rational-agent social theory could cooperate to pro
duce a constructivist theory of interpretation. The result has been an
argument that may contribute something to the theory ofthe reception
of films, and that should demonstrate that metacriticism can be an
integral part of a poetics. 1 would hope, then, that apart from serving
as a report ·on how'a certain tribe thinks and talks, this book· shows
that a historical poetics of film can illuminate the problem of how,
when, and to what extent films mean.

In writing this book, I have faced a hard choice about how to
handle the pieces ofcritical writing I discuss. I considered concentrating
on a few influential exemplars, but I rejected this possibility. Compre
hensively describing an activity requires one to look at "ordinary" as
well as "extraordinary" examples. The book thus offers a wide range
ofevidence developed at varying lengths. This tactic has required short
quotations from many works; I have sought to be sensitive to the
peril of pulling things out of context.

In an institution that puts a premium on novelty, members do not
like to be told that they significantly resemble their predecessors and
adversaries. Critics who think ofthemselves as predominantly theorists
do not welcome arguments that theory is not essential to their enter-
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prise. Yet as one who has learned most of what he knows about
criticism during that turbulent period 1963-1976, I should point out
that this book comes from the tradition that holds that critical dis
course is a mode of practice, that institutions maintain themselves by
means of representational conventions, and that the concepts, dis
course, and history of any intellectual activity should be subject to
analysis. Critics who want to denaturalize a society's taken-for-granted
activities should not reject an attempt to do the same to their work.

While writing this book, I became aware of many studies of institu
tional and inferential conventions in scientific and humanistic inquiry.
Like the new parents who discover that the world is suddenly full of
babies, I have come to realize that I am not alone. The works of
R. S. Crane, Richard Levin, Jonathan Culler, Tzvetan Todorov,
Michel Charles, Ellen Schauber and Ellen Spolsky, Bruno Latour, and
others have helped me pursue my inquiry. Up to the very last stages
of revision, publications such as J. C. Nyiri and Barry Smith's Practical
Knowledge: Outline ofa Theory ofTraditions and Skills, Paul Thagard's
Computational Philosophy ofScience, and Ronald N. Giere's Explaining
Science: A Cognitive Approach sustained my hope that the "cognitive
revolution" offers a useful framework for understanding sophisticated
and specialized problem-solving practices.

Other debts remain. My research and writing were supported by a
summer grant from the University of Wisconsin-Madison Graduate
School and by a fellowship during the fall of 1987 in the University
of Wisconsin-Madison Institute for Research in the Humanities. I
have come to depend upon the Seminary Book Cooperative (5757
University Avenue, Chicago IL 60637) as much as on our fine campus
library. Diagrams were provided by the University of Wisconsin
Madison Cartographic Laboratory; I am especially grateful to Onno
Brouwer there. Lloyd Bitzer and Michael Leff answered my questions
about classical rhetoric. Kevin Hagopian and Donald Crawford lent
me useful articles. Edward Branigan, Mike Budd, Francesco Casetti,
Don Crafton, Thomas Elsaesser, Lea Jacobs, Henry Jenkins, Richard
Maltby, Kevin Sweeney, and Charles Wolfe offered sharp commentary
on my ideas. Noel Carroll provided virtualline-by-line commentary.
As usual, Kristin Thompson loyally struggled to make meaning out
of my prose, and then she helped me rewrite it.

I have realized, in the course of the book, what critical thinking has
meant to me, and especially how its less conventional possibilities were
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incarnated in five splendid teachers. Their names are found on the
dedication page.
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1
Making Filius Mean
For better or worse, it is the commentator who has the last word.

-Vladimir Nabokov, Pale Fire

"I do not know," remarks Roland Barthes, "if reading is not, consti
tutively, a plural field of scattered practices, of irreducible effects, and
if, consequently, the reading of reading, meta-reading, is not itself
merely a burst ofideas, offears, ofdesires, ofdelights, ofoppressions."l
Barthes's doubt seems to me too strong; a systematic metacriticism of
interpretation is a plausible project. Nonetheless, the task does require
some ground-clearing.

Interpretation as Construction

To speak of"interpretation" invites misunderstanding from the outset.
The Latin interpretatio means "explanation" and derives from interpres)
a negotiator or translator or go-between. Interpretation is then a kind
of explanation inserted between one text or agent and another. Orig
inally, interpretation was conceived as wholly a verbal process, but in
current usage the term can denote just about any act that· makes or
transmits meaning. A computer interprets instructions, a conductor
interprets a score. A divinator interprets the will of the gods, while
at the United Nations an interpreter translates between languages. In
the criticism of the arts, interpretation may be counterposed to de
scription or analysis; alternatively, criticism as a whole is sometimes
identified with interpretation. A perceptual psychologist may describe
the simplest act of hearing or seeing as an interpretation of sensory
data, while a philosopher may speak of interpretation as a high-level
act of judgment. Our first problem, then, is to interpret "interpreta
tion."

I start by stipulating some exclusions. Some writers take "interpre
tation" to be synonymous with all production of meaning.2 The chief
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notion behind this broad usage is that any act of understanding is
mediated; even the simplest act of perceptual recognition is "interpre
tive" in that it is more than a simple recording of sensory data. If no
knowledge is direct, all knowledge derives from "interpretation." I
agree with the premise- but see no reason to advance the conclusion.
Psychologically aIld socially, knowledge involves inferences. In the
chapters that follow I shall use the term'interpretation to denote only
certain kinds of inferences about meaning. For much the same reason,
I shall not be using reading as a synonym for all inferences about
meaning, or even for those interpretive inferences about films' mean
ings. I reserve the term reading for interpretation of literary texts. 3

Introducing the concept of inference enables us to flesh out a com
mon conceptual distinction. Most critics distinguish between compre
hending a film and interpreting it, though they would often disagree
about where the boundary line is to be drawn. This distinction follows
the classic hermeneutic division between ars intelligendiJ the art of
understanding, and, ars explicandiJ the art of explaining.4 Roughly
speaking, one can understand the plot of a James Bond film while
remaining wholly oblivious to its more abstract mythic, religious,
ideological, or psychosexual significance. On the basis of the compre
hension/interpretation distinction, tradition identifies two sorts of
meaning, summed up in Paul Ricoeur's definition of interpretation:
"the work ofthought which consists in deciphering the hidden mean
ing in the apparent meaning, in unfolding the levels of meaning
implied in the literal meaning."5 Thus comprehension is concerned
with apparent, manifest, or direct meanings, while interpretation is
concerned with revealing hidden, nonobvious meanings.6

To speak ofhidden meanings, levels ofmeaning, and revealing mean
ings evokes the dominant framework within which critics understaJ;ld
interpretation. The artwork or text is taken to be a container into
which the artist has stuffed meanings for the perceiver to pull out.
Alternatively, an archaeological analogy treats the text as having strata,
with layers or deposits of meaning that must be excavated. In either
case, comprehension and interpretation are assumed to open up the
text, penetrate its surfaces, and bring meanings to light. As Frank
Kermode puts it: ''The modern critical tradition, for all its variety, has
one continuous element, the' search for occulted sense in texts of
whatever period."7

Yet to assume that sense is "in" the text is to reify what can only
be the result of a process. Comprehending and interpreting a literary
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text, a painting, a play, or a film constitutes an activity in which the
perceiver plays a central role. The text is inert until a reader or listener
or spectator does something to and with it. Moreover, in any act of
perception, the effects are ''underdetermined'' by the data: what E. H.
Gombrich calls "the beholder's share" consists in selecting and struc
turing the perceptual field. Understanding is mediated by transfor
mative acts, both "bottom-up"-mandatory, automatic ·psychological
processes-and "top-down"-conceptual, strategic ones. The sensory
data of the film at hand furnish the materials out of which inferential
processes of perception and cognition build meanings. Meanings are
not found but made.8

Comprehension and interpretation thus involve the construction of
meaning out of textual cues. In this respect, meaning-making is a
psychological and social activity fundamentally akin to other cognitive
processes. The perceiver is nota passive receiver of data but an active
mobilizer of structures and processes (either "hard-wired" or learned)
which enable· her to search for information relevant to the task and
data at hand. In watching a film, the perceiver identifies certain cues
which prompt her to execute many inferential activities-ranging from
the mandatory and very fast activity of perceiving apparent motion,
through the. more "cognitively penetrable" process of constructing,
say, links between scenes, to the still more open process of ascribing
abstract meanings to the film. In most cases, the spectator applies
knowledge structures to cues which she identifies within the film.

Taking meaning-making to be a constructive process does not enta~
sheer relativism or an infinite diversity of interpretation. I take the
informing metaphor seriously. Construction is not ex nihilo creation;
there must be prior materials which undergo transformation.9 Those
materials include not only the perceptual output furnished by man
datory and universal bottom-up processes but also the higher-level
textual data upon which various interpreters base their inferences. 10 A
composition, a camera movement, or a line ofdiaiogue may be ignored
by one critic and highlighted by another, but each datum remains an
intersubjectivelydiscriminable aspect of the film. While critics build
up meanings by applying institutional protocols and normalized psy
chological strategies, we shall see that they typically agree upon what
textual cues are "there," even if they interpret the cues in differing
ways. Indeed, in Chapter 11 I shall argue that one virtue of a poetics
ofcinema is that it offers middle-level theoretical concepts that capture
intersubjectively significant cues.
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Both comprehension and interpretation, then, require the spectator
to apply conceptual schemes to data picked out in the film. What sorts
of conceptual schemes might be used?

The first candidate might be a theory. A film theory consists of a
system of propositions that claims to explain the nature' and functions
of cinema. Many critics today would assert that, consciously or un
consciously, the interpreter employs some theory in order to pick out
relevant cues in the film, organize them into significant patterns, and
arrive at an interpretation. For example, to execute a Freudian inter
pretation ofa film is to utilize a theory about, say, how cinema channels
desire, and this will affect the selection of data and the inferences
which the critic draws from them. Less obviously, many critics would
go on to assert that even the critic who claims to subscribe to no
theory but seeks only to understand the .film "in itself" can be shown
to have a tacit theory (humanist, organicist, or whatever) that shapes
the interpretive act.

In several respects, I think, theories do play a role in conceptual
schemes, particularly in contemporary criticism. There seems little
doubt, for instance, that psychoanalytic theories of cinema do assist
many critics in making meaning. But we must ask how this assistance
takes place. In what sense does the interpretation follow from the
theory?

Perhaps the critic's interpretation tests a theory. That is, a critical
exegesis, judged acceptable on grounds of interpretive propriety, func
tions to confirm, revise, or reject a theoretical argument. This makes
the interpretation roughly analogous to the scientific experiment that
tests a hypothesis, while the conventional procedures across theoret
ical schools become something like an accepted scientific method.

In the ~ourse of this book I shall be. trying to show that no such
pure separation of theory and method obtains within film criticism.
For now, I simply suggest that film interpretations do not conform
to the "testing" model. Unlike a scientific experiment, no interpreta
tion can fail to confirm the theory, at least in the hands of the practiced
critic. Criticism uses ordinary (that is, nonformalized) language, en
courages metaphorical and punning redescription, emphasizes rhetor
ical appeals, and refuses to set definite bounds on relevant data-all
in the name of novelty and imaginative insight. These protocols give
the critic enough leeway to claim any master theory as proven by the
case at hand.

Merely finding confirming instances does not suffice as a rigorous
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test of a theory in any event. This is the error of "enumerative induc
tivism." A confirmed scientific hypothesis must also pass the test of
"eliminative inductivism": it must be a better candidate than its rivals. II
At any given time, a scientific claim is tested. against a background of
alternative theoretical explanations. But this condition is usually not
met within the interpretive institution. Even interpretations which
tacitly claim to be the most adequate do not characteristically present
themselves as confirming one theory at the· expense of others.

Instead of positing an inductivist separation of theory and criticism,
perhaps we should think of the critic's interpretation as deductively
deriving from the theory. According to this line of argument, no
description of anything is conceptually innocent; it is shot through
with presuppositions and received categories. Therefore every critical
interpretation presllpposes a theory offilm, ofart,· ofsociety, ofgender,
and so on. Stanley Fish pushes this notion toward a thoroughgoing
"coherentist" account, whereby every interpretation necessarily con
firms .some underlying theory; there is no Archimedean point outside
the theory on which the interpreter can stand. 12

On conceptual grounds, the deductivist conception is far from co
gent. A theory has conceptual coherence, and it is designed to analyze
or explain some particular phenomenon. Assumptions, presupposi
tions, opinions, and half-baked beliefs do not add up to a theory. My
conviction that credit sequences come at the beginning and end of
movies, that the film's star is likely to portray the protagonist, and
that Technicolor is aesthetically superior to Eastmancolor does not
constitute a theory of film. Nor can a theory be inferred from my
entire (very large) stock of such beliefs-a stock which, incidentally,
contains fuzzy, slack, and contradictory formulations.

Even if every interpreter tacitly harbored a full-blown theory offilm,
it would not necessarily determine the details of any given interpretive
outcome. Two psychoanalytic critics might agree on every tenet of
abstract doctrine and still produce disparate interpretations. In any
event, no critic acts as if every theory automatically extruded an inter
pretation that is challeng~able only in terms of that theory. Critic B
can· agree with Critic A's putative theory but suggest that certain
aspects of the film still need explaining. Or Critic B can accept the
interpretation as valuable and enlightening. while proceeding to dis
pute the theory. Neither critic assumes that the theory dictates the
interpretation.

So might we simply say that the critic's interpretation illustrates a
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theory? Jacques Lacan opens his seminar on Poe's "Purloined Letter"
by announcing: "We have decided to illustrate for you today the truth
which may be drawn from that moment in Freud's thought under
study-namely, that it is the symbolic order which is constitutive for
the subject-by demonstrating in a story the decisive orientation
which the subject receives from the itinerary of the signifier."13 In a
similar fashion, some theoretically inflected criticism has used films to
illustrate the theories proposed.14

This is a much weaker claim than the inductive and deductive
conceptions. To make an interpretation a parable of a theory is not to
undertake to establish the truth of the theory. Any doctrine, be it
psychoanalysis or Scientology, can be illustrated by artworks. More
over, this proposition runs into a problem already mentioned. If not
every set of beliefs relevant to the interpretive act counts as a theory
of cinema, then the interpretation may illustrate the beliefs but will
not illustrate a theory.

Perhaps, then, a theory merely offers insights which can guide the
critic's interpretation. This formulation sounds appealing, and many
practicing critics would probably accept it. Once again, though, this
makes the relation oftheory to the work only contingent. An unusually
wise critic, wholly innocent of theory, might be brimful of insights
which could yield intriguing interpretations. And once again, this view
surrenders any concern for the theory's claims to truth. From this
perspective, a critic could use the I Ching, numerology, astrology, or
any fanciful system as long as it generated hunches that led to accept
able interpretations. In fact, the critical institution does not permit
such wide-ranging research methods. Only certain theories count as
worth mining, and those are assumed to be valid or accurate on
grounds other than their applicability to the film at hand. (Psycho
analytic theory furnishes obvious examples.) "Insight" does not suffice
as a criterion to guide critics' choice and use of theories.

I have tried to show that the critic's interpretation does not follow
from a theory in any strong sense. Some other sort of conceptual
scheme must playa role. Since Jonathan Culler's pathbreaking Struc
turalist Poetics) several theorists have proposed that critics produce
interpretations by following rules. IS Despite the significant results of
this line of research, the concept of rules upon which it rests remains
somewhat yague. 16 In most cases, the term rule is largely synonymous
with "norm" or "convention."

Being a little fussy here will help clarify the argument to come.
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Critics arrive at interpretations, I suggest, by using certain conventions
of reasoning and language. Criticism is conventional in that broad
sense identified by David Lewis: it creates regularities in behavior by
coordinating the actions ofagents who have expectations that common
goals will be met. 17 But critics do not obey stringent rules, like the
one that directs drivers to stop for a red light. Critical interpretation,
it seems to me, chiefly consists of a "covert" or tacit conventionality.
In such cases people are largely unaware of the conventions they obey.
Imitation and habit lead agents to expect coordinated action from
others but without any particular awareness of an underlying rule. IS

The concept of tacit convention seeks to capture both psychological
and social dimensions of the interpretive activity. Psychologically, in
terpretive conventions rely upon reasoning practices. Most generally,
human beings possess broad inductive skills which govern everyday
sense-making, and these play a large role in interpreting artworks.
Critics also possess skills which are attuned to specialized domains.
Together, all such reasoning practices constitute interpretive expertise.
The rules involved are primarily rules of thumb. Like an artisan using
strategies derived from experience, the critic draws upon a repertory
of options and adjusts them to the particular task. And this skill no
more constitutes a theory ofcinema than a good bicyclist's know-how
amounts to a physics of moving bodies or a soci910gy of recreation.

From a social perspective, conventions can be seen as coordinating
agents' patterns of action for the benefit of the goals of a group. To
perform the· role of film interpreter is to accept certain aims of the
interpretive institution and to act in accordance with norms that enable
those aims to be reached. Here again, goal-achieving strategies need
not consist of theories in any rigorous sense. Indeed, if the critic is
like an artisan, she will tend to "dwell within" the standard practices:
abstract theoretical knowledge will fade into the background, tacit
procedures will govern her inferences, and attention will focus on the
minutiae of the task at hand. I9

A constructivist account of "the beholder's share," then, has the task
of explaining how pragmatic reasoning practices guide the critic's act
ofassumption, expectation, and exploration; how cues are highlighted,
arranged, and worked into the basis of critical inferences; how the
film flashing on the screen is reconstructed into a meaningful whole
by the perceiver's perceptual and cognitive activity. Chapter 2 will
seek to show how institutional norms and reasoning strategies shape
the conventions of critical interpretation. Before. we consider them,
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though, I want to introduce some distinctIons that are fundamental
to this book's argument. It is time to say more about meaning.

Meaning Made
I suggest that when spectators or critics make sense of a film, the
meanings they construct are of only four possible types.

1. The perceiver may construct a concrete ''world,'' be it avowedly
fictional or putatively real. In making sense of a narrative film, the
spectator builds up some version of the diegesis) or spatio-temporal
world, and creates an ongoing story (fabula) occurring within it.20

The spectator may construe nonnarrative forms, such as rhetorical or
taxonomic ones, as proposing a world that manifests structures of an
argumentative or categorical nature.21 In constructing the film's world,
the spectator draws not only on knowledge of filmic and extrafilmic
conventions but also on conceptions of causality, space, and time and
on concrete items of information (for example, what the Empire State
Building looks like). This very extensive process eventuates in what I
shall call referential meaning, with the referents taken as either ima
ginary or real. We can speak of both Oz and Kansas as aspects of
referential meaning in The Wizard ofOz.' Oz is an intratextual referent,
Kansas an extratextual one.22

2. The perceiver may move up a level of abstraction and assign a
conceptual meaning or "point" to the fabula and .diegesis she con
structs. She may seek out explicit cues of various sorts for this, assum
ing that the film "intentionally" indicates how it is to be taken. The
film is assumed to "speak directly." A verbal indication such as the
line ''There's no place like home" at the end of The Wizard ofOz) or
a stereotyped visual image such as the scales of Justice, could be said
to furnish such cues. When the viewer or critic takes the film to be,
in one way or .another, "stating" abstract meanings, he is constructing
what I shall call explicit meaning.23 Referential and explicit meaning
make up what are usually considered "literal" meanings.

3. The perceiver may also construct covert, symbolic, or implicit
meanings. The film is now assumed to "speak indirectly."24 For ex
ample, you might assume that Psycho's referential meaning consists of
its fabula and diegesis (the trip of Marion Crane from Phoenix to
Fairvale, and what happens there), and you might. take its explicit
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meaning to be the idea that madness can overcome sanity. You might
then go on to argue that Psycho's implicit meaning is that sanity and
madness cannot be easily distinguished. Units of implicit meaning are
commonly called "themes," though they may also be identified as
"problems," "issues," or "questions."25

The spectator may seek to construct implicit meanings when she
cannot find a way to reconcile an anomalous element with a referential
or explicit aspect of the work; or the "symbolic impulse" may be
brought in to warrant the hypothesis that any element, anomalous or
not, may serve as the basis of implicit meanings. Furthermore, the
critic may take implicit meanings to be consistent, at some level, with
the referential and explicit meanings assigned to the work. Or, as in
the process ofirony, implicit meanings may be posited as contradicting
other sorts. For example, ifyou posit that the psychiatrist's final speech
in Psycho explicitly draws a line between sanity and madness, you might
see the film's implicit denial ofsuch a demarcation as creating an ironic
effect.

4. In constructing meanings of types 1-3, the viewer assumes that
the film "knows" more or less what it is doing. But the perceiver may
also construct repressed or symptomatic meanings that the work divulges
"involuntarily." Moreover, such meanings are assumed to be at odds
with referential, explicit, or implicit ones. If explicit meaning is like a
transparent garment, and implicit meaning is like a semiopaque veil,
symptomatic meaning is like a disguise. Taken as individual expression,
symptomatic meaning may be treated as the consequence of the artist's
obsessions (for example, Psycho as a worked-over version ofa fantasy
of Hitchcock's). Taken as part of a social dynamic, it may be traced
to economic, political, or ideological processes (for example, Psycho as
concealing the male fear of woman's sexuality).

In what follows, I shall assume that the activity of comprehension
constructs referential and explicit meanings, while the process of in
terpretation constructs implicit and symptomatic meanings. But I do
not intend the comprehension/interpretation couplet to correspond to
a distinction between the naive viewer's "innocent viewing" and the
trained viewer's "active" or "creative" reading. A first-time viewer of
a film under "normal" conditions may well seek to construct implicit
and symptomatic meanings, while the interpretive critic reflecting on
the film after the fact will still find referential and explicit meanings
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relevant. Still, in this book I will not be much concerned with com
prehension.26 My stress here falls on interpretation, conceived as a
cognitive activity taking place within particular institutions.27

Barthes's pessimism about a metacriticism of reading is probably
based on the fact that interpreters can ascribe an indefinitely large
range of meanings to a textual element. If I am right, however, each
such meaning will function as one of the four sorts I have indicated.
The taxonomy makes it possible to study-socially, psychologically,
rhetorically-the principles and procedures of meaning-making, in
dependent of the particular meanings that are made.

What must be stressed is that these four categories of meaning
construction are functional and heuristic) not substantive. Used in the
processes of comprehension and interpretation, they constitute dis
tinctions with which perceivers approach films; they are assumptions
which can generate hypotheses about particular meanings. To the same
textual element, different critics assign not only different meanings
but also different sorts ofmeaning. The sexual meaning ofthe skyscrap
ers and drills in The Fountainhead may be considered explicit or im
plicit or symptomatic, depending on the rationale of the critic's
argument.

This is one reason why interpretation can generate a cycle of mean
ing-production. Critic A can take certain referential and explicit mean
ings as literal and seek to interpret the film as having other, implicit
meanings. Critic B can take the same implicit meanings as a point of
departure and build a symptomatic interpretation of what they, and
the referential and explicit meanings, repress. But the next interpre
tation can swallow up Critic B's. Critic C may offer a new set of
symptomatic meanings, perhaps by treating Critic B's interpretation
as repressing the real dynamic of the text. Or Critic C may treat the
entire configuration of meanings as implicit, so that the work delib
erately symbolizes the relation of the repressed to the manifest con
tent.2S

Consider a controversy that arose in 1955 around Lindsay Ander
son's critique of the ending of On the Wateifront. Although the open
ing title announces the film as showing how a ''vital democracy" can
defeat "self-appointed tyrants," Anderson contends that the film ac
tually celebrates undemocratic action. He suggests that throughout
the movie Terry acts wholly on his own, spurred on by selfishness and
revenge. Anderson also proposes that the final scene of the beaten
Terry leading the dockmen back to work harbors a fascist meaning,
that of the need to follow a strong leader. Anderson is constructing
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an explicit meaning (the democratic moral), which he attributes to the
film's "consciousness," and a repressed meaning (the totalitarian faith
in a superman) that works against this. The latter meaning emerges
in the final image of the lowering portcullis shutting the men off from
the mob. ''Whether intentional or not," Anderson notes, "the sym
bolism is unmistakable": the men are locked in a dark world of toil,
and Terry's sacrifice has won them no real liberation.29

Several Sight and Sound readers wrote in to dispute Anderson's
symptomatic interpretation. Some recast his data in referential terms:
the workers follow Terry because they recognize his right to ~ job;
they acknowledge him to be their surrogate and let him go forward
as "a matter of courtesy and respect." Others proposed implicit mean
ings: Terry's walk symbolizes his moral rebirth or recalls Christ's Via
Dolorosa.3o The most extensive rebuttal was offered by Robert
Hughes, who posits a psychological development in Terry that leads
him to cut himself off from both Johnny Friendly's gang and his
fellow workers. Hughes points out that before the climactic fight Terry
replies to the gang's taunts with: "I'm standin' over here right now."
Hughes adds: "His standpoint has changed." That is, Hughes puns
on the word standpoint to make Terry's physical separation imply
psychological independence.31 Thus Terry's fil1al walk becomes not
the march of a herd's leader but a signal that he has ·repudiated the
gang, a decision that impels the dockers to·cluster around him. Hughes
counters Anderson's symptomatic interpretation with one that relies
on implicit meanings. We have long known that critics can shift their
interpretive focus fromdaturn to datum (here, from the portcullis
image to a significant line of dialogue); we ought to recognize that
they can also shift among types of meaning.

Nor should we assume that the four sorts of meanings constitute
levels which the critic must traverse in a given sequence. The. inter
preter need not analyze referential or explicit me~ing in detail. There
is evidence that whereas beginning interpreters of poetry do read
referentially and have trouble making the thematic leap, skilled inter
preters try out implicit meanings from the start and often neglect the
"literal" level, or summon it up only to help the interpretation along. 32

Teaching cinema in college furnishes plenty of occasions to watch
people plunge into interpretations of shots whose diegetic status has
not yet been established. I once attended a conference at which a
British film theorist confidently offered symbolic interpretations of
frame enlargements from movies which he had never seen.

At times, of course, a critic can try to halt the play of meaning by
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dismissing implicit or symptomatic possibilities and tying the film
more closely to the referential and explicit levels. This is what some
of the Sight and Sound readers tried to do with Anderson's sympto
matic interpretation~ Another example would be Dwight MacDonald's
claim that Fellini's 8112 expresses its theme of aging "not in Bergman
esque symbols or narcissistic musings but in episodes that arise natu
rally out of the drama." The film is "nothing but a pleasurable work
of art ... a worldly film, all on the surface ... delightfully obvious."33
Yet another critic can always claim that sticking to the literal level
ignores the intriguing possibilities ofmeaning offered by the text, and
that one is entided, perhaps compelled, to look more closely.

Furthermore, as the On the Waterfront instance suggests, there is
not always a consensus about the film's explicit and referential mean
ings.Most viewers seem to agree that Invasion of the Body Snatchers
offers a "message," but there is considerable dispute about exacdy
whether it is anticommunist, anti-American, or anticonformist. Worse,
viewers may also disagree about ''what happens" in the diegesis
about the concrete actions, the characters' motives, the definiteness of
the resolution, and many other aspects. The critic can back up his
construal either by seeking out extratextual information, such as in
terviews with the director, or by looking for more evidence at the
referential level. Neither course will inevitably yield firm results. A
moviegoer writes in to a columnist:

Dear Pat: I almost had a heart attack when the writer in the movie
Stand by Me) played by Richard Dreyfuss, turned off his word pro
cessor without pushing the key to "save" the story. Now a friend
insists this was meant to be symbolic, that he was putting the past
behind him. What are the facts?

-Hacker, Marina del Rey, California

Dear Hacker: It was ignorance, not philosophical. Neither director
Rob Reiner nor Dreyfuss uses home computers-nor apparently did
anyone else connected with the picture.34

Hacker's friend follows the critic's rule of thumb that referential anom
alies furnish good cues for implicit meaning. In an equally common
countermove, Pat looks for extratextual sources to explain the refer
ential uncertainty. The first tactic encourages the critic to ask, ''What
does the referential anomaly contribute to the text?" (Is it, for instance,
inviting "symbolic" or "philosophical" reflection? Does it create an
ambiguity?) The second tactic invites the critic to ask, "How did this
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anomalyget in the text?" (Did the artist make a mistake? Did censors
interfere?) The disparity is that between functionalist and causal ex
planations and, more notoriously, between a "formalist" criticism and
a "historical" one.

Taking meaning-making as a constructive activity leads us to a fresh
model of interpreting films. The critic does not burrow into the text,
probe it, get behind its facade, dig to reveal its hidden meanings; the
surface/depth metaphor does not capture the inferential process of
interpretation. On the constructivist account, the critic starts with
aspects of the film ("cues") to which certain meanings are ascribed.
An interpretation is built upward, as it were, gaining solidity and scale
as other textual materials and appropriate supports (analogies, extrinsic
evidence, theoretical doctrines) are introduced. Another critic may
come along and add a wing or story to the interpretation, or detach
portions for use in a different project, or build a larger· edifice that
aims to include the earlier one, or knock the first one down and start
again. Yet every critic, as I shall try to show, draws on craft traditions
that dictate how proper interpretations are built.

Interpretive Doctrines

The types of meaning-making I have described are clearly discernible
across many centuries of literary interpretation. A thumbnail history,
however schematic, can usefully remind us that film criticism carries
on the routines of a remarkably coherent tradition.

In antiquity, pre-Socratic writers made Homer the vehicle of sym
bolic meanings. Anaxagoras identified Penelope's web with the process
ofthe syllogism, while the Sophists and the Stoics interpreted Homer's
gods as representating natural cosmic forces. Such significance, often
labeled "allegory" or hyponoia ("under-meanings"), is a cle"ar instance
of implicit meaning. For Plato, however, implicit meanings could not
redeem poetry: "A child is not able to judge which [works] have
hidden meanings and which do not."35 Therefore, Plato argued, only
those works with accurate and morally correct meanings (specifically,
of referential and explicit sorts) ought to be produced in the Republic.
For Aristotle, however, poetry necessarily treats the universal qualities
of human behavior.36 Although the Poetics notably avoids discussing
interpretation, the claim that poetry is "more philosophical and seri
ous" than history furnished Renaissance writers with a rationale for
disclosing implicit meanings in a literary work. Similar possibilities
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were opened to eighteenth-century thinkers by Longinus' remark that
in a great passage of literature, "more is meant than meets the ear."37

By the second century A.D., the Bible had replaced Homer as the
chiefspur to interpretive activity. In the Roman period, the Hellenistic
Jew Philo of Alexandria borrowed the Stoics' allegorical method in
order to produce implicit meanings, as in this account of Samuel:
"Probably there was an actual man called Samuel, but we conceive of
the Samuel of the scripture not as a living compound ofsoul and body
but as a mind which rejoices in the service and worship of God and
that only."38 In- rabbinical commentaries on- the Bible, peshat ("plain
sense") focused on explicit meanings, while midrash consisted of filling
in referential gaps (for example, what Cain said to Abel) and produc
ing symbolic interpretations (for example, in planting a seed a biblical
personage is imitating God, who created Eden).39 With the spread of
Christianity, the church fathers needed to make the Gospel coherent
and comprehensive for the sake of winning converts and combatting
heresy. Pauline exegesis developed the doctrine of typological mean
ing, whereby a person or event in the Old Testament was said to
prefigure one in the New. This required an implicit analogy, or what
Paul, borrowing from the Greeks, called "allegory."40 Now explicit
meanings in one portion of Scripture could furnish the basis for
discovering implicit meaning in another.

The Alexandrian interpreter Origen, who was the first person to
teach theology under church auspices, devised an interpretive method
that eventually became Augustine's famous doctrine of the four senses
of biblical texts. According to this, any passage could be read histor
ically, allegorically (or typologically), morally (that is, as presenting
how we should live now), and anagogically (as prophesying the heav
enly glory to come). In our jargon, the historical meaning is referential,
while the other 'three may be either explicit or implicit, depending on
the passage. The doctrine of the four senses was imported into the
reading of secular works as well, as can be seen in the celebrated
1319 letter, possibly by Dante, that suggests that The Divine. Comedy
is "polysemous,. that is, having many meanings."41·Such operations of
meaning-tnaking were not confined to texts. The twelfth-century Ab
bot Suger described his bejeweled altar panels as shining "with the
radiance of delightful allegories" and leading· the mind to heaven "in
an anagogical manner."42

Interpretive thought in th.e Renaissance continued to appeal to the
sorts of lueanings r· have described. With pagall mythology and the
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Bible as their basis, commentators and historians assigned referentially
based historical and cosmological meanings to obscure passages, as
cribed .explicit morals to fables, and explicated tales and icons as
edifying allegories of the moral life.43 Renaissance mythographers
produced detailed symbolic readings ofHomer,.Virgil, Ovid, and even
ancient Egyptian texts.44 A dance could be taken as an allegory of the
planets' celestial course.45 The northern humanists of the sixteenth
century composed emblem books and mythographic encyclopedias
aiding the public in deciphering symbolic images and serving as man
uals for practicing artists.46 Within a century, Vermeer's paintings of
everyday interiors could bear implicit meanings.47 Literary theory had
arrived at the formulation that poetry both teaches and pleases, and
Renaissance theorists linked poetry's didactic function to its power to
deliver knowledge of ethical activity. In the hands of humanists like
Sidney, verbal art became an allegory of right conduct.

While such pragmatic interpretive activities continued in various
arts over the next several centuries, a new theory of interpretation was
emerging that promised, in contrast to church exegesis, a "scientific"
basis for assigning meaning. This can be traced to Spinoza's Traetatus
theologico-politicus of 1670. Spinoza insisted, against patristic exegesis,
that hermeneutics must be concerned wholly with meaning, not with
truth. He proposed that the interpreter's construction of meaning be
constrained by the grammatical rules of the text's language, by the
coherence of its parts, and by the historical context of its epoch.48
Spinoza's tenets came to inform what has been called the "philological"
tradition of hermeneutics in the nineteenth century. According to
F. A. Wolf, the interpreter must grasp the author's thoughts, and this
can be done by filling in referential background.49 Friedrich Ast took
a more comprehensive view, arguing that the interpreter must grasp
not only the letter (that is, the referential meaning) and the "sense"
(what is assumed to be the explicit meaning) but also the "spirit" (the
implicit meaning).50 F. D. E. Schleiermacher revised the philological
tradition by shifting the emphasis from textual features to the psycho
logical process of comprehension, conceived as an identification with
the author.51 In founding hermeneutics as "the art of understanding,"
Schliermacher took it out of the provinces of law, linguistics, and
religion and made it a central domain ofthe human sciences-a project
which Wilhelm Dilthey was to continue in his development· of l1er
meneutics as a psychological, comparative, and historical discipline.52

The philological tradition resurfaced in literary studies at the end
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of· the nineteenth century under the aegis of Gustave Lanson, the
founder of literary explication de texte. Like the hermeneutic thinkers,
Lanson sought to interpret the text historically. The interpreter starts
with the text's literal or grammatical sense and supplements that with
social and biographical background. Both activities involve what I
have called the construction of referential meaning. Then the inter
preter explicates the literary sources of the text, as determined by
contemporary models of language or genre. Finally the interpreter
moves to the moral meaning of the text. 53 Since the latter two stages
reveal what Lanson called the text's "secret,"54 they produce what I
have called implicit meanings. Like other philologists, Lanson· con
strained his interpretation by a principle of fidelity to authorial inten
tion, arrived at through scrupulous positivist research.55

Lanson's Viennese contemporary Sigmund Freud proposed a far
more radical conception of interpretive activity. Some historians hold
that psychoanalytic interpretation derives from the rhetorical, ecclesi
astical, and philological traditions.56 Others consider psychoanalysis
to be allied with that "hermeneutics of suspicion" practiced by Marx
and Nietzsche.57 Michel Foucault sees psychoanalysis as providing "a
perpetual principle of dissatisfaction" in that it points "not toward
that which must be rendered gradually more explicit by the progressive
illumination of the implicit but towards what is there and yet is
hidden."58 Certainly, in many respects Freud did not go beyond re
vealing what I have called implicit meanings. (His later approach to
symbolism supplies the most obvious examples.) Yet he also made an
original contribution to the interpretive tradition by demonstrating
the force of repressed meaning. Explicit or implicit meaning could be
a decoy. Freudian psychoan~ysis posits not discrete layers to be peeled
away but a dynamic struggle between "rational" pressures and the
upswellings of more ·primal forces. Worked on by the unconscious,
repressed wishes and memories return in cryptic and highly mediated
forms, drawing on all the resources of figurative language and visual
symbolism in order to find a compromised, and compromising, ex
pression.59

By and large, twentieth-century interpretive activity has refined all
these conceptions. In art-historical research, Erwin Panofsky sought
to synthesize the description of subject matter (referential and explicit
meanings), the analysis of "images, stories, allegories" (explicit mean
ings), and the interpretation of a culture's symbolic values (implicit
and symptomatic meanings).6o Anglo-American New Criticism reacted
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against the· philological tradition by emphasizing intratextual unity,
rejecting authorial intention as a guide to exegesis, and concentrating
on implicit meanings. Northrop Frye's archetypal criticism can be seen
as reviving allegorical translation, while the Geneva school ofphenom
enological criticism constitutes a new version of the philologists' re
construction of authorial vision. Although it is common to set
contemporary hermeneutics in opposition to structuralism, in fact
structuralist theory has a strong interpretive bent. Claude Uvi-Strauss,
for instance, ascribes implicit or symptomatic significance to customs
and myths. More recently, a Marxist critic has recast Augustine's
doctrine of four senses.61 Lacan, Althusser, and Derrida have charted
new domains of symptomatic reading: what is repressed becomes
desire, ideological contradiction, or the subversive force of writing.
Now more than ever,· scholars take the construction of implicit and
symptomatic meanings to be central to understanding the arts and the
human sciences.

This search has shaped the history of film theory and criticism in
important ways. When film study broke away from journalism on the
one side and fandom on the other-when, that is, it became aca
demic-it could have become a subdivision of sociology or mass
communication studies. It was instead ushered into the academy by
humanists, chiefly teachers of literature, drama, and art. As a result,
cinema was naturally subsumed within the interpretive frames of ref
erencethat rule those disciplines.

More specifically, the growth of film studies attests to the powerful
role of literature departments in transmitting interpretive values and
skills. Academic humanism's omnivorous appetite for interpretation
rendered cinema a plausible "text." (Advertising and television would
later become texts too.) Moreover, literary criticism continued its
expansionist phase in the 1960s, when-New Criticism and its deriv
atives having become solidly entrenched-the popularity of film
courses made cinema a prime candidate for inclusion in a critical-skills
curriculum. By this time, literary studies had embraced the ideology
of multiple "approaches"-intrinsic, myth-centered, psychoanalytic,
cultural-contextual, and so· on. Film could be ·studied from all the
critical perspectives that could be mobilized around a poem. The
liberal pluralism that absorbed filtn studies (admittedly not without
friction) would also eventually accommodate black and ethnic studies,
women's studies, and literary theory by adding departmental units
areas, programs, courses-that brought in new interpretation-based
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subjects and methodologies.62 Film also proved highly assimilable to
the existing schedule of teaching novels and plays: a film or two per
week, lectures and discussions interpreting the film, assigned papers
to probe further. These concrete historical factors led film studies to
follow the interpretive path, constructing implicit or symptomatic
meanings along lines already laid down in other humanistic disciplines.

Such historical forces cast doubt on any hypothesis that interpre
tation is merely an assortment of diverse practices. Throughout its
history, interpretation has been a social activity, a process of thinking,
writing, and speaking within institutions governed by norms. Biblical
interpretation was overseen by Jewish and Christian communities.
Philology developed largely out of a pressure to reconcile academic
and religious approaches to Scripture. Psychoanalytical interpretation
was conducted within the confines of a movement characterized by a
firm hierarchical structure of master, disciples, and excommunicants.
Studies in art history, literature, and allied fields are conducted ac
cording. to protocols of academic inquiry. Interpreters may celebrate
the unique insights of particular interpretations (the "humanistic"
move) or gain comfort from the way practice appears to confirm
theory (the "scientific" approach). Yet both attitudes usually ignore
the extent to which social factors shape not only ·the interpretive
outcome but the very notion of what shall count as an illuminating
essay or a powerful theoretical demonstration. The institution sets the
goals. The next chapter suggests some ways in which it does so, and
what the consequences are for making films mean.
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Routines and Practices
Interpret and receive reward!

-The Aggadah

The concept ofconvention implies that a social group-broadly speak
ing, an institution-has an interest in defining common goals and
regulating members' actions accordingly. As a convention-bound ac
tivity, making films mean can be treated .as an institutional process. I
will consider film criticism, like criticism of other arts or media in this
century, to be carried on within three "macroinstitutions": journalism,
essayistic writing, and academic scholarship.l Each one has its own
characteristic "subinstitutions," both formal and informal. Table 1
gives a simplified outline.

A sociological study is beyond my abilities, but it should be clear
that each of the factors noted has, at one time or another, shaped the
development of film criticism. For instance, formal institutions such
as Columbia University in the 1940s or the British Film Institute
(BFI) since the 1960s have served to initiate or disseminate important
critical ideas. Circles of collaborators, such as those around Cahiers du
cinema) Screen) and Jump Cut) have sustained interpretive projects.
"Invisible colleges" have also played a large role: here friends, students,
and acquaintances are linked in a circuit that need not respect geo
graphical, theoretical, or methodological boundaries. Particularly in
the academic sphere, however, utter strangers may belong to the same
"school" by virtue of sharing a critical theory or method. The concept
of a "school" usefully indicates that certain implicit or symptomatic
meanings are valuable, vivid, or visible only to certain interpreters.

The different degrees of coherence one finds among subinstitutions
should remind us that a macroinstitution may house groups pursuing
significantly different interests. The medieval Christian church was
riven by disputes between the schools of the monks and those of the
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Table 1. Interpretive Institutions

Journalistic
criticism

Essayistic
criticism

Academic
criticism

Publishing
format

Newspapers and
popular weeklies
(e.g., New York
Times) Village
Voice)

Television and ra
dio programs

Specialized or in
tellectual monthlies
or quarterlies (e.g.,
Cahiers du cinema)
Artforum) Partisan
Review)

Scholarly journals
(e.g., Cinema Jour
nal)

Formal
institutions

Employment by peri
odical

Professional associa
tions (e.g., New York
FiIm Critics' Circle)

Employment by peri
odical

Galleries, museums,
etc.

Colleges or universi
ties

Colleges or universi
ties

Centers and govern
ment agencies

Academic associations
(e.g., Society for Cin
ema Studies)

Conferences and con
ventions

Informal
institutions

Invisible colleges
(network of ac
quaintances, men
tors, disciples, etc.)

Circles and salons
around periodical

Invisible colleges

Invisible colleges

"Schools" (groups
of practitioners of a
particular theory or
method; e.g., au
teur criticism, femi
nist criticism)

friars. A more self-consciously "democratic" institution, such as mod
ern literary criticism, assumes that the intrinsic complexity of the
material under study and the impossibility of definitively assigning
meaning to it permit a wide range of interpretations. Moreover, since
"schools" compete in producing interpretations, what binds them into
one institution are not rigid and explicit rules but rather tacit, pragmatic
principles. (If the· rules were explicit, somebody would be sure to
found a new school based on violating them.) Critics who differ in
theory or method remain consanguine by virtue· of the concrete rou
tines they employ.
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Interpretation, Inc.
Film criticism was born from reviewing, and the earliest prototypes
of the "film critic" were journalists charged with discussing, on a daily
or weekly basis, the current output of the film industry. The reviewer
might be a professional journalist or a freelancing intellectual like
Louis Delluc, Riccioto Canudo, Siegfried Kracauer, Otis Ferguson,
James Agee, Parker Tyler, or Graham Greene. During the 1910s and
1920s, there also appeared film journals addressed to a cinephiliac
public and publishing belletristic essays. After the Second World War,
most significant new schools of theory and interpretation emerged
from such coterie journals: LJEcran franfais) La Revue du cinema)
Raccords) Cahiers du cinema) Positij; and Cinethique in France; Sequence)
Sight and Sound) and Movie in England; Film Quarterly) Film Culture)
Cahiers du cinema in English) and Artforum in America. Before 1970
or so, despite the importance of the education department of the
British Film Institute in London during the late 1960s, most trends
in film interpretation began outside the academy.

Soon, however, as film courses began to appear in upper-level school
curricula, there emerged professional associations of film educators
such as the Society for Education in Film and Television (SEFT) in
England and the Society for Cinema Studies (SCS) in the United
States. During the 1970s, educational and academic journals like the
British Screen (published by SEFT) and the American CinemaJournal
(published by SCS) and The Journal of the University Film Association
came to focus more and more on theory and criticism. In 1973 the
Arno Press launched a series of reprints of American Ph.D. disserta
tions in cinema, and when that series lapsed, the UMI Research Press
continued the project, thus assuring a steady flow of scholarly mon
ographs. At about the same time, American university presses took
more interest in cinema, not least because a film book promised to
sell more copies than the ordinary academic title. Now the author of
a film book was apt to be an academic, whose professional career
required publications bearing a scholarly imprimatur. In sum, the
academicization of film publishing created an expanding institutional
base for interpretive criticism.

As long as film criticism was tied to mass journalism, interpretation
in the sense in which I am using the term could not flourish. News
papers and popular magazines were impatient with exegeses. But in
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the pages of jourl1als such as Cahiers du cinema or Movie or Film
Culture) the critic could play the role of interpreter. By and large the
writing models were two: the reflective belletristic essay (cultivated
chiefly in French journals) and the "close reading" (as in the work of
the Movie group). And just as literary reviews like La Nouvelle revue
franfaise, The Criterion, Scrutiny, The Sewanee Review, and Partisan
Review played host to essays by academics and provoked the growth
of new schools of criticism within the academy, so film journals at
once selectively imitated academic discourse and influenced the emer
gence of academic schools of interpretation.

That emergence was fostered by many material conditions, such as
the expansion of academic publishing after the Second World War,
the growth in size and prestige enjoyed by universities in western
Europe and North America, and the wider accessibility of media
technology, such as 16mm film projection in the 1950s, Steenbeck
editing tables in the 1960s, and videocassettes in the 1970s. More
specifically, certain aspects of the academic institution pushed film
criticism toward concentrating upon interpretation. As I suggested at
the end of the last chapter, university film studies arose within de
partments of literature,. drama, and art history-disciplines already
conunitted to explication and commentary. Over the same period,
there also emerged a canon that could serve as a reference point for
academic discourse.2 The growing availability of 16mm prints of clas
sic films, distributed by the Museum of Modern Art and such private
firms as Audio-Brandon, made classroom study more feasible. Text
books teaching interpretive techniques began to appear, one of the
most successful being frankly titled How to Read a Film. 3 The film
professor, constrained by course budgets and screening time, soon
settled into the pattern of teaching one or two films per week. Once
the single film became the unit of study, interpretation became the
most convenient activity. With luck, the professor could try out some
ideas in class meetings, get student reaction, and go on to make the
single film the focus of a critical essay of his or her own. Like New
Criticism, academic film criticism has proven easily assimilable to the
university's demand for teachable techniques, professional specializa
tion, and rapid publication output.4

Any institution, Mary Douglas reminds us, must create a stable
context for the beliefs of its members. It must ground those beliefs in
nature and reason; it must provide solid categories; it must generate
a selective public memory; and it must guide its members toward
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routine analogies.5 The historical situation of Anglo-American New
Criticism provided such a context for film interpretation. To say as
much is to do more than trace an obvious doctrinal affiliation, for in
an important way New Criticism was not simply one "approach" to
criticism. As a theory, it defined literature as neither scientific nor
philosophical discourse, effectively creating a specialized domain of
professional knowledge. Historically, New Criticism reconstituted the
field of literary study and virtually created the academic institution of
criticism as we know it. Whatever school, trend, or movement to
which a critic. pledges allegiance, the practice of interpreting a text
proceeds along lines laid down by New Criticism.6

Several recent studies have traced how this practice works. 7 For :the
academic working in the shadow of New Criticism, as for the ·film
analyst, the object ofstudy is a text or group of texts possessing veiled
meanings. In these meanings lies the significance ofthe work or works.
The interpretation aims to be novel and to exhibit the critic's mastery
of the skills of attentive, usually "close" examination.8 To interpret a
work is to produce a "reading" that justifies the work's interest for us
now as well as vindicates the critic's overall claims about it. The best
evidence that everyone, from myth critics to deconstructionists, accepts
these premises as natural and reasonable is that virtually no one argues
with them. They have become the foundation for literary criticism as
such.9 These assumptions shape the arrangement of specialties in the
field, the nature ofdepartments, the patterns of academic conferences,
the sorts of books and journals that are published, the way people
find jobs and get grants and promotions. All proportions kept, the
same premises and institutional forces are at work in academic film
criticism.

Every institution writes its own history, and here too academic film
criticism models itself on its literary counterpart. Overlooking the
extent to which New Criticism has become, simply, criticism, literary
studies constructs a history of "approaches"-more or less elaborated
theoretical doctrines about what texts may mean and how one may
talk about them. The currently dominant version runs this way: First
there was New Criticism (in the narrow sense), followed by myth
criticism, psychoanalytic criticism, Marxist criticism, feminist criticism,
reader-response criticism, deconstruction, postmodernist criticism,
and so on. Every approach is assumed to create a "school," a com
munity within the critical institution, possessing its own journals,
specialized conferences, and social networks.
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On the whole, the scheme is well adapted to ongoing institutional
activities. A book or conference can be assembled around a single text
"approached" from different angles, or critical papers can be brought
together that apply the same approach to different texts. Either alter
native displays the richness of literature and of literary criticism. If
you believe the diversity of approaches to be salutary, you will tend
to see the history of criticism as the devising of various, equally useful
tools for jimmying open texts. Or you may take a partisan stance,
declaring pluralism an act of intellectual evasion and asserting the
superiority of one approach. This position will make you either hark
back to a golden age or look forward to an era ofpermanent possibility
(fueled by what are usually called "recent developments"). Whether
you tak~ the pluralist or partisan position, you will likely forget im
portant things which do not fit into the reigning historical· scheme
the way in which Russian Formalist criticism sought to integrate
criticism with literary history, or the arguments flung at the New
Critics by the Chicago Neo-Aristotelians, or the important contribu
tions of Continental stylistics before the Second World War. Like
military history, literary history is mostly written by winners. As Doug
las puts it, any institution makes its members "forget experiences
incompatible with its righteous image."lo At several points in this
book, we shall trace a comparable process at work in film interpreta
tion, whereby the institution constructs a usable past for its members
out of a tidy, selective chronicle of "approaches."

The legitimation of an institution, Douglas also suggests, requires
the use of analogy. II At the level of literary schools, this is easy to see:
the "intrinsic" critic compares the poem to an organism, the myth
critic treats it as a piece of folklore, the Freudian likens it to a patient's
recounted dream. But the more basic analogies are not often recog
nized. Literary interpretation seldom acknowledges the degree to
which it models itself, as my thumbnail history in Chapter 1 has
shown, upon mythological and scriptural exegesis. It is in many ways
a secular version of biblical criticism. I2 In similar fashion, film inter
pretation freely confesses borrowing from this or that literary ap
proach, but it ignores the extent to which its premises derive from
the fundamental analogies laid down in postwar literary criticism.

An institution must stabilize its members' belief day in and day out,
and this is accomplished I.ess through sworn adherence to an abstract
body of doctrine than by more concrete factors. The interpreter's
exemplar13 is a canonical study-an essay or book which influentially
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crystallizes an approach or argumentative strategy. In literary criticism,
works such as Ian Watt's essay ''The First Paragraph of The Ambas
sadors" or Jacques Lacan's "Seminar on 'The Purloined Letter''' or
Barthes's S/Z are exemplars. Other exemplars will reappear throughout
the pages that follow: Kracauer on Germanfilm,Bazin on Renoir and
Welles, Wood on Hitchcock, Wollen on the auteur.theory, the Cahiers
editors on Young Mr. Lincoln) and Mulvey on gendered representation.
The exemplary essay is frequently anthologized, widely taught, and
constantly cited. If an exemplary book goes out of print, it leads an
underground life, jealously guarded in faculty offices and photocopied
by eager graduate students. The exemplar instantiates ''what the field
is about":. if it is progressive, it shapes future work; if it has been
superseded, it still must be acknowledged, attacked, quarreled with.
Essayistic and academic critics write in the shadow of exemplars.

Most critics do not produce exemplars. They practice what we can
call "ordinary criticism." Like T. S. Kuhn's "normal science," this is
the ongoing program of a group of researchers using approved prob
lem/solution routines to expand and fill out the realm of the known. 14

Ordinary criticism is not brainless drudgery. In science, good puzzle
solving requires the ability to spot relevant resemblances between a
new problem and the paradigmatic case given by scientific training.
Similarly, the watchword of ordinary criticism is analogy, often called
"application." Within film studies, explicating the Western by means
of a Levi-Straussian dialectic of nature and culture or assimilating
Douglas Sirk's films to a version of Brecht's "distancing" effect ex
emplifies how analogies drawn from other fields can be successful in
the terms defined by the institution. A powerful semantic field, such
as that of reflexivity, can generate a wide range of analogies (looking
equals filming, mirrors equal framing, and so on) that can be endlessly
projected onto films. The more recalcitrant the film, the greater the
triumph when it is subsumed to a familiar interpretive scheme. What
ever the critic's school or approach, the protocols of interpretive ac
tivity are .reaffirmed when a new case is accounted for, and the
interpreter's membership in the community of researchers is recon
firmed by a display of interpretive ingenuity.

Exemplars and routine procedures are transmitted through educa
tion. New Criticism won its victory through being eminently teach
able, and here again we find academic film studies shaped by its literary
analogue. IS The American or British film critic is likely to have had a
literary education. In secondary school, he learned that disclosing
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implicit meanings was the central activity in understanding literature.
College education reinforced and refined interpretive skills. "Reading
English" at a British university. often involved learning to imitate
Richards, Empson, and Leavis. During the 1950s an American fresh
man encountered this passage:

The student will do well in reading any story to ask himself such
questions as the following:

I. What are the characters like?
2. Are they "real"?
3. What do they want?
4. Why do they do what they do?
5. Do their actions logically follow from their·natures?
6. What do their actions tell about·their characters?
7. How are the individual pieces of action-the special incidents

related to each other?
8. How are the characters related to each other?
9. What is the theme?

10. How are the characters and incidents related to the theme?16

Even without such explicit instruction; students could gradually master
interpretive skills by writing critical papers and adjusting their efforts
to the standards of reading laid down by teachers and textbooks. 17 As
Barry Barnes points out, institutional training relies heavily on osten
sive definition and exposure to nonverbal, even inexplicable behav
iors. I8 In literary studies, the student learns tacit routines. Whatever
critical "schools" the student encounters, she or·he acquires an under
lying logic of critical practice. Historically it ·has proven no great
difficulty to transfer such interpretive skills to cinema. Today, tens of
thousands of high school and undergraduate students are learning
"how to read a film" from textbooks, lectures, and writing assign
ments.

The workaday, highly structured nature of all these activities, both
essayistic and academic, makes it tempting to recall John Crowe Ran
som's description of literary study as "Criticism, Inc."19 Interpretation
has become a going concern to be maintained at all costs. Conse
quently, shifts in ruling film theories do not profoundly alter the logic
of interpretive practice. Most critics are "practical critics," which is to
say "pragmatic critics." This should not surprise us: scientists neglect
theories that may be true but leave the community little to do, and
they may pursue implications oftheories that they do not consciously
embrace.2o In film interpretation,. as in other domains, theory is rarely
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constructed for its own sake. Theoretical doctrines are instantiated in
exemplars, and they are then absorbed and revised in ways that sustain
ordinary criticism. As a result, various schools of criticism, each with
its 0'Yn interests and purposes, can arrive at fresh critical interpreta
tions but cannot reject the basic mental or rhetorical processes that
produce them. Barnes points out that any conceptual judgment

can only be made if other concepts are assumed to have a routine
usage which others will continue to follow, and which can accord
ingly be taken for granted as·a stable feature when the judgment is
made. There is no way of judging the pragmatic value of continuing
to use "goose" as a term denoting a species, if in the meantime usage
of the term "species" is developing rapidly and unpredictably. Hence
goals and interests, considered in the context ofan over-all, coherent,
verbal culture, must, for the most part, act upon judgments so that
concepts are applied in the expected way, the predicted way, the way
that is called "routine."21

As we shall see, even the most putatively radical theories of film leave
the conventions of film interpretation untouched. The construction of
implicit or symptomatic meanings is a routine institutional activity, a
body of ongoing craft practices that draws upon abstract doctrines in
an ad hoc, utilitarian, and "opportunistic" fashion.

My use of the last adjective is not meant to impugn practitioners'
motives. The argument so far, and much of that to come, might lead
the reader to think that individuals participate in these routines cyni
cally. Far from it: most consider it a worthwhile, even noble endeavor.
They are probably not motivated solely by external rewards such as
promotions and salary raises. Many critics are in the business largely
to achieve what two sociologists of science call "credibility" -a posi
tion of recognized expertise that is continually renewed through the
redeployment ofaccumulated resources (money, grants, facilities, pub
lications).22 The desire for credibility may in turn be based on a host
of individual desires (ambition, service to a purpose, conviction that
the truth should be spread). The interpretive institution can accom
modate them all.

You may retort that emphasizing routine procedures overlooks the
discontinuities riddling the history of film studies. Is not the shift from
explicatory criticism to symptomatic cultural analysis proof of a sharp
division in the critical institution? I shall argue in the rest of this book
that it is not; here I can only propose that the shifts in critical theory
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follow a pattern familiar in the sciences. A fresh approach (authorship,
or semiotic-structuralist analysis) attracts young workers to a field.
They wager their time and energy that the new trend will payoff. At
first there is a wide tolerance of exploratory work, seen in brief,
informal, and horizon-setting essays (often simply called "notes" on
this or that). Although this work will appear loose, eclectic, and
superficial by later standards, it is arresting not only because of its
promise but because of its hortatory, often uncompromising rhetoric.
Then, as the contours of the school emerge more clearly, normal
criticism sets in. Many scholars, along with new generations of stu
dents, flock to the field and set about refining, revising, and applying
the core ideas. Now essays are narrowly focused, packed with details
and distinctions, perhaps also dotted with footnotes. Now entire
books are devoted to what first-phase theory handled in four para
graphs. There is no longer a need for grand rhetorical gestures; basic
assumptions can be taken for granted. Auteurs exist. Genres reflect
culture. Texts seek to repress contradictions. If the institution routin
izes everyday critical work, it also shapes the production of even those
striking novelties that appear at the moment, or in official histories,
to be revolutionary changes.

Here, however, film studies diverges from the natural sciences, for
in the second phase of development of explicatory and symptomatic
criticism there is a slackening of constraints on what will count as
acceptable argument within the paradigm. Instead we find a continu
ing process of spreading, overlapping, and recasting of concepts, a
diffuse "application" that appropriates whatever can be made com
patible, however forcibly, with the production of proper interpreta
tions. Theoretical claims are renegotiated for the sake of practical
criticism, even if the· revisions in the claims are never acknowledged.23

Such processes of assimilation bring criticism into contact with
other institutions, most proximately filmmaking itself. Perhaps the
first academic film critic was Eisenstein. In his classes at the Soviet
All-Union State Institute of Cinematography and in his voluminous
writings he "read" films (sometimes his own), scanning them for
implicit meanings---how the staging of Clyde's murder of Roberta in
An American Tragedy symbolizes his tragic fate; or how the arrange
ment of Madame Vauquer's table reflects a social hierarchy; or how
conventional color symbolism is reversed inAlexanderNevs~ in which
the sturdy Russians are clothed in black while the Teutonic knights
wear white, the color· of "cruelty, oppression, and death."24 He also
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comes near to constructing symptomatic meanings when he comments
on the disparity between subject matter and treatment in Chaplin's
Modern Times, and when he interprets Griffith's parallel montage as
revealing a dualistic bourgeois world view.25 In later years, less intel
lectual filmmakers learned how to make movies that squared with
critics' interpretive categories. Would the director of Stranger than
Paradise claim to be fascinated by the problem of communication if
he had not gone to film .school and encountered discours~ about
Antonioni, Ray, Rivette, Pasolini, Sirk, and others?26 All of the critical
trends I shall survey in the next two chapters, from the politique des
auteurs to feminism, have in one way or another "fed back" into
filmmaking, so that, at various points, this book will consider how
canonized cues and meanings find their way into films as well, there
to be discovered by critics using the same interpretive frameworks that
the filmmakers originally borrowed from them.

The Logic of Discovery, or, Problem-Solving
Ordinary criticism, like Kuhn's "normal science," can be considered a
process of puzzle-solving. This is especially evident in the oldest in
terpretive traditions, .such as midrash, which concentrates on biblical
"problem ·points" to be explicated.27 Christian interpreters were re
quired to reconcile disparities between church doctrine and the words
of Scripture. The Freudian psychoanalyst has the problem of con
structing the latent dream-thoughts by linking free associations with
material in the manifest dream.28 As rational agents, interpreters seek
out strategies for correctly performing the tasks set by their institu
tions. Thus my study ofthe logic ofcritical interpretation can fruitfully
ground itself in the cognitive psychology of problem-solving.

Put generally, the goal which the institution of criticism sets the
film interpreter is this: Produce a novel and persuasive interpretation
of one or more appropriate films. This goal will shape the mental set,
the assumptions, and the expectations with which the critic approaches
the task. More specifically, four problems confront the ·critic:

1. How is the critic to make the chosen film a proper specimen for
critical interpretation? Few critics analyze trailers, home movies, or
industrial documentaries; when they do so, they must construct ar
guments for their significance. Let us call this the problem of appro
priateness.
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2. How is the critic to adjust her critical concepts and methods to
specific features of the film? Does the film "fit the approach"? How
will aspects of the film, not at first interpretable in an acceptable way,
be rendered interpretable? Call this the problem of recalcitrant data.

3. How is the critic to give the interpretation sufficient novelty? The
institution discourages critics from replicating one another's readings
(although students may be permitted to do so as a learning exercise).
The interpreter is expected either to (a) initiate a new critical theory
or method; (b) revise or refine an existing theory or method; (c)
"apply" an existing theory or method to a fresh instance; or (d) if the
film is familiar, point out significant aspects which previous commen
tators have ignored or minimized.

4. How is the critic to make the interpretation sufficiently persua
sive? Although all three other problems have rhetorical dimensions,
this is preeminently rhetorical in nature. Call it the problem ofplau
sibility.

These problems are even more daunting than they might appear.
What cognitive psych"ologists call ''well-defined'' or "definite" prob
lems specify an initial problem state, a desired goal state, and a theo
retically determined method for linking the two. A chess problem
affords a good instance. The diagram of the position presents the
initial state, the instruction provides the goal state ("Mate in two
moves"), and the method for arriving at a solution consists of follow
ing the rules of chess. But the fOUf interpretive problems I have just
reviewed are indefinite. The critic must establish the initial state (by
picking a film or an approach). The desired goal state is vague: the
institution does not specify exactly how the interpretation should be
novel or persuasive. And there is no theoretically determined means
of linking the problem state to the goal state, since there are, strictly
speaking, no rules for film interpretation. Yet interpreters solve such
indefinite problems daily. What enables them to do it?

Without entering into the intricacies of what has been one of the
most exciting areas of debate in contemporary cognitive psychology,
we can say this: Interpreters, like most everyday problem-solvers,
construct a problem in keeping with the norms of the institution they
inhabit.29 They go on to employ pragmatic strategies that allow them
to produce appropriate critical inferences.3o These strategies consist of
some general inductive'propensities and principles and some strategies
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specific to the domain of interpretation. Let me sketch out how these
might work in a single act of interpretation.

I decide, for whatever reason, to produce an interpretation of a
film. I must construct my own initial problem state. This can be done
in only two ways. I might notice the compatibilities that the film affords
with respect to concepts currently in circulation in criticism. I might,
for instance, find that it illustrates or confirms other critics' accounts
of analogous films. I could then frame the hypothesis that my film
exemplifies general properties which are already accepted as relevant
within the interpretive institution. Alternatively, I might attune myself
to anomalies. Within the film, perhaps a scene or bit of behavior does
not initially seem to fit with others; or perhaps previous critical inter
pretations have ignored or overlooked something I can pick out; or
perhaps the film as a .whole does not square with some current con
ception of genre or style or mode.31 I can then hypothesize that the
film will somehow justify its difference by virtue of certain other
properties that are institutionally acceptable (for example, internal plot
logic, thematic coherence, or ideological aspects). The anomaly strat
egy faces the recalcitrant-data problem (4) straight on, while the com
patibility approach will encounter it sooner or later; but either
approach gives the critic a more or less definite initial problem state
from which to build an interpretive solution.

Constructing the interpretation involves the fundamental cognitive
process of hypothesis-testing; for example, if this scene means such
and such, then wouldn't this item in the scene take on a symbolic
function? At any point I may confront the recalcitrant-data problem.
To solve it, I can call on a range of empirical knowledge-other films
that may be compared to the target film, critical writings that may
function as exemplars for my interpretation, more abstract conceptions
of genre or mode or narrative structure, still more abstract theoretical
doctrines (feminism, psychoanalysis), and themes or semantic fields
(active/passive, powerful/powerless) that have saliency for the audience
which I am addressing.

In drawing on these data, I also make use of various sorts of skills.
For instance, if I am to compare the film with another in the same
genre, I will need to employ the basic cognitive capacity to draw
analogies. I also approach the film with skills of a more specialized
sort. I have been' trained to look for significance-that is, I assume that
any film worth interpreting has something consequential to "say." I
further assume that what the film says is not "literally" on the surface
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but is instead meaning of an implicit or symptomatic kind; that is, I
look for interpretability. I have also learned to look for uni~ not simply
of surface features (such as the plot) but also of occulted meanings.
Even ifmy critical approach valorizes disunity and symptomatic mean
ings, I can grasp such qualities only if I am attuned to noticing unity.
As an interpreter I also pick out patterns-repetitions, variations, in
versions-which can be invested with significance. And I should be
skilled at selecting salientpassages-the "key portions" that most clearly
or vividly instantiate the meanings I ascribe to the film. A domain
specific assumption, for example, is that beginnings and endings are
salient segments for interpretation. By using such skills, I can make
stubborn data meaningful. I can posit that such data function implicitly
or symptomatically, and I can show how they participate in unified
patterns or how they operate at privileged moments.

All these are interpretive skills which the institution has passed on
to me, chiefly through ostension and imitation. They are not, of
course, specific ·to film criticism. They derive from twentieth-century
criticism generally, and especially literary interpretation-which is
probably why most film critics have literary training, and why students
of literature can so quickly learn to produce acceptable interpretations
of films. 32

In the course of my explorations of the film's "problem space," I
will shape my thinking so as to maximize the possibilities of attaining
appropriate degrees ofnovelty and plausibility. Thus, ifprevious critics
have ignored a scene I think significant, I can' chastise them (mildly
or severely), highlight that passage, and connect it to other aspects of
the film, thus creating grounds for a novel interpretation. If I can seek
out continuity between my interpretive enterprise and values or ideas
held by my presumed audience, I will be closer to a persuasive inter
pretation (a solution to problem 4). In sum, even if my problem is
indefinite, I can formulate an initial state, generate hypotheses from
it, tap pertinent empirical knowledge, and mobilize domain-specific
skills in order to mount a novel and convincing interpretation.

A psychological explanation of how all this works would require a
book in itself, but a summary might run as follows. Critical logic is
predominantly inductive because it is probabilistic. Interpreters work
with pragmatic reasoning strategies that "characterize relations over
general classes of object kinds, event relationships, and problem
goalS."33 These lie between the ultragenerality of deductive logic and
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the comparatively atomistic features of this or that. content domain. 34
Such reasoning procedures are not rules in the strict sense; they are
rather probabilities arranged in default hierarchies, in which expecta
tions hold good only if not disconfirmed . by data.35 As with any
inductive system, the perceiver is "set" for data that confirm rather
than falsify the initial hypothesis. 36 (Hence critics' assiduity in seeking
out evidence for an interpretive claim and their reluctance to find
evidence that would disconfirm it.) Analogy-making is central here:
the critic compares the film to others, likens his or her analytical
process to that of other critics, and models the final form of the
argument upon prototypes supplied by the institution. By finding a
pertinent analogy, the critic can move closer to solving the interpretive
problems posed by recalcitrant data.37 Since the problem-solving pro
cess works with stored memory schemata, the interpreter must draw
upon prototypical cases (for example, a key film or exemplary critical
essay), template schemata (for example, an anatomy ofnarrative struc
ture or stylistic options), and procedural .schemata (for example,
knowledge ofhow to segment a film or assign significance or unity).38
And since interpretation is generally unconstrained by rules of formal
demonstration, its inductive processes frequently rely upon "quick and
dirty" corner-cutting rules of thumb, such as the vividness heuristic,
which makes the most concrete and unusual data most salient.39 In
all, the skills of critical interpretation derive from general human
inferential abilities.

I have ·sought to keep the ·social nature of interpretation at the
forefront of even so "individual" a process as problem-solving because
the two aspects are inseparable. The psychological account, indispens
able as it is, provides only the "hollow forms" of critical reasoning.
My construal of this or that film is a product of my problem-solving
skills applied to a task largely defined by forces lying outside my
personal history, according to norms of thought and writing estab
lished long before I came on the scene. "No account of inductive
logic, or of an individual agent as an inductive learning machine,
suffices to identify the 'best' way of applying a specific concept."40 The
critical institution-journalistic reviewing, essayistic writing, or aca
demic criticism-defines the grounds and bounds of interpretive ac
tivity, the direction of analogical thinking, the proper goals, the
permissible solutions, and the authority that can validate the interpre
tations produced by ordinary criticism.
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The Logic of Justification, Of, Rhetoric
"In what way," writes one literary theorist, "is a critic, producing
interpretations, different from a reader, who, in reading a text, is under
no obligation to explain it or comment upon it, does not have to
make clear what is important and. significant about it, and generally
satisfies himself with a modest, unassuming comprehension, for his
own use and in his own measure?"41 My answers so far should be
evident. A critic, unlike the common "reader," acts according to con
ventions laid down by an interpretive institution, and she employs
skills of problem-solving in order to arrive at an interpretation. One
more stage ofthe critic's activity remains to be sketched in: the mount
ing of interpretive arguments.

For the practicing critic, it is not enough to discover-that is,
construct-implicit or symptomatic meanings; one must justify them
by means of public discourse. All the problems set by the institution
have a rhetorical dimension, the demand for a persuasive interpretation
being the most obvious instance. It is, moreover, chiefly through
rhetoric that critics learn inferential processes and encounter exem
plars, analogies, and schemata. Rhetoric also constructs a critical per
sona and an implied audience.

Through all these channels critical rhetoric helps maintain institu
tional coherence. Ordinary criticism, making its tacit appeals to deeply
held beliefs about the problem-solving procedures proper to criticism,
gives its 'practitioners and audiences the communal satisfaction of a
church ceremony or a parade. Disputes among interpretive "ap
proaches" renew the institution's group dynamics; heterodox inter
pretations remain interpretations, and as their conclusions become less
shocking, a new rhetoric of recantation, conciliation, and assimilation
will absorb their insights. The abstract tenets of"theory" or "method"
and the evolving and differing schools of criticism become superstruc
tural phenomena. Interpretive rhetoric, as a vehicle of the reasoning
process characteristic of interpretation, forms the permanent basis of
public critical activity.

Rhetoric, classically conceived, is concerned only with persuasion,
not truth. More modern adherents argue (rhetorically) that in our age
we cannot so easily consign the establishment of truth to the exact
sciences, and that the process of arriving at consensual agreement is
at least a worthwhile, and possibly the only, path to such truth as· is
allotted to humankind.42 Since my own view lies closer to the first
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conception, I shall treat critical rhetoric· as an instrument for rendering
the conclusions of critical reasoning attractive to the interpreter's au
dience. This is not to say that rhetorical conditions and conventions
do not also inform the very process of critical reasoning, such as when
the interpreter keeps an eye peeled for what can be profitably written
up. But such cases are covered by what I have taken to· be the prior
demands of novelty and plausibility. Rhetoric, for my purposes here,
is primarily the domain of language, the structure and style of critical
discourse.

Film interpretation can be analyzed into distinct processes charac
teristic of all rhetorical activity: inventio, dispositio, and elocutio. As a
way of introducing these ancient categories and their constituents, and
as a means of illustrating how a critical rhetoric works, I will draw
my examples from a mode of writing that will play ahnost no role in
the rest of· this book but which bulks large in the discourse around
cinema. This mode is that of the journalistic reviewing of current
films. .

The conventionality of film reviewing has long been apparent, and
many aspects of it are nicely laid bare in Matt Groening's accompany
ing cartoon. All I aim to show here is that several 'aspects of this
conventionality constitute an institutional rhetoric. Reviewing is part
of the mass media, and it functions as an offshoot ofthe film industry's
advertising: reviews publicize the film and sustain the habit of movie
going. As a piece of journalism, the review operates in the discursive
category of "news"; as a branch of advertising, it draws on material
from the film industry's discourses; as a type of criticism, it draws on
certain linguistic and conceptual forms, especially those involving de
scription and evaluation. And as rhetoric, it clearly utilizes traditional
strategies and tactics.

What the ancients called inventio, or the devising of substantive
arguments, includes three particular sorts of proofs. Ethical proofs
appeal to the virtues of the speaker. In film reviewing, ethical proofs
serve to create an attractive role that will warrant the critic's opinions.
The reviewer may present himself or herself as a solicitous consumer
guide, advising the reader or viewer of the best and worst on offer
(for example, Gene Siskel and Roger Ebert, two nationally televised
reviewers). Or the reviewer's ethos may be that of the passionate
advocate for the bizarre or overlooked film (for example, J. Hoberman
of The Village Voice). The reviewer may present the image of the
vulgar but righteous film fan (Pauline Kael)or the cultural pundit
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with stringent standards (John Simon). Minimally, the reviewer must
play the role of either the well-informed expert or the committed
amateur, each of which offers an idealized surrogate for the reader. In
any event, the attractive aspects of the reviewer's ethos act as warrant
for his or her judgments.

Pathetic proofs rely on emotional appeals to·the audience. Eager to
present the film as "news," the reviewer ·will play up the qualities that
he assumes will strike his audience. A film centering on recent head
lines or contemporary problems; a high-priced purchase of an original
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source; an old star's return to the screen or a new star's blazing debut
all these qualities and others may arouse interest. In addition, the
reviewer will frame his or her descriptions and judgments so as to
arouse emotions, sympathetically bringing out emotional qualities of
the film or dramatically demonstrating the film's shoddiness, absurdity,
or pretensions.

Classical rhetoric called arguments directed to the nature of the case
itself "logical" or "artistic" proofs. For the sake of simplicity, we can
divide logical proofs into examples and enthymemes. Examples are in
ductive or pseudoinduc~ive arguments which back up a claim. The
film reviewer may select a passage of the film (either through verbal
description or, on television reviewing shows, by running an excerpt
supplied by the producers) and claim that this sample is typical of the
whole. Similarly, if the reviewer judges a performance to be bad, the
claim can be supported by a contrasting example of a good perfor
mance from another film. In film reviewing, such evidence tends not
to be organized as a coherent body of knowledge; it functions in the
mode of connoisseurship, in that the reviewer's taste and experience
guide him or her intuitively to the proper examples.

Enthymemes are deductive or pseudodeductive arguments. In film
reviewing, the canonical enthymeme runs this way:

A good film has property p.
This film has (or lacks) property p.
This is a good (or bad) film.

There are only a few properties that can fill the p slot: important
subject matter, realistic treatment of the subject, a logical story line,
spectacle, intriguing characters, a valid message, and novelty within
sameness (for example, revamped remakes, significant sequels).

Within the realm of the enthymeme, Aristotle singles out topoi as
particular stereotyped arguments that the audience will grant without
question. Some reviewers' topoi take the form of evaluative maxims:
"If you spend the money, put it on the screen." ''We ought to care
about the characters." "Good acting looks natural." "Some films are
only entertainment, but others offer food for thought." Of course,
like all rhetors, reviewers may appeal, on different occasions, to logi
cally contradictory examples, enthymemes, or topoi.

Inventio) or the crafting of critical arguments, then, relies on rhetor
centered (ethical) appeals, audience-centered (emotional) appeals, and
case-centered (logical or pseudological) appeals. Dispositio consists of
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arranging these arguments into an appealing order. The film· review is
built out of four components:· a condensed plot synopsis, with partic
ular emphasis on big ·moments but with no revelation of the ending;
a body ofbackground information about the film (its genre, its source,
its director or stars, anecdotes about production or reception); a set
of abbreviated arguments; and a summary judgment (good/bad, nice
try/pretentious disaster, one to four stars, a scale of one to ten) or a
recommendation (thumbs up/thumbs down, see it/don't). The re
viewer can arrange these components in any order, but the most
common structure seems to be this: Open.with a summary judgment;
synopsize the plot; then supply a string ofcondensed arguments about
the acting, story logic, sets, spectacle, or other case-centered points;
lace it all with background information; and cap the review by reiter
ating the judgment. The organizational options are in fact so few that
it is hard for the reviewer to create a distinct identity on this basis.

Much more promising is the third realm of rhetoric, that of elocutwJ

or style. While the· academic critic's style often verges on the anony
mous, the great reviewers-Baudelaire, Shaw, Virgil Thomson--en
dure chiefly through it. Style is what encourages the reviewer to use
time-honored gimmicks, such as writing the review in the form of a
letter, or recounting the film in the argot of a character. Along with
a skill in argument and a range ofknowledge, style is the film reviewer's
chief means of constructing a persona-amateur or expert, elitist or
democratic-and a personality-sardonic (Rex Reed), commonsensi
cally wry (Siskel atld Ebert), waspish (Simon), tempestuous (Kael),
and so on. For the daily newspaper audience, the writer can cultivate
a brisk, telegraphic style,43 but for a weekly publication, one must
display greater verbal dexterity, since here the review is read more for
its intrinsic interest as a piece of language. The reviewer must swing
from puns and epigrams to purple patches, from metaphorical fancies
to metaphysical affirmations, from savage denunciation to lyrical
praise. If a reviewer comes to seem, over the years, a "character" or
even a celebrity to be interviewed, that is the reward accorded someone
whom an impersonal institution has allowed to cultivate a colorful
style.

Although most essayistic and academic writers are at pains to dis
tinguish themselves from reviewers, all critics are rhetorical creatures.
Reviewers' arguments, organizational structures, and stylistic flour
ishes may look simple, but that is chiefly because their rhetoric need
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not deal with interpretation and all its problems. (Of course, evalua
tion is no simple matter either, and most academic critics have defined
it out of existence or left it to the reviewers.) In any event, as we shall
see in Chapters 9 and 10, interpretive film criticism has its OWIl

characteristic inventioJ dispositwJ and elocutw.
Defining critical rhetoric as the persuasive use of discourse has the

advantage of recognizing the comparatively small role that rigorous
logic and systematic knowledge play in film interpretation. For one
thing, film study has not evolved through the clash of tidily presented
opposing views. The history of film criticism· is largely that of prede
cessors·ignored or forgotten, ships passing in the night, people talking
at cross-purposes, wholesale dismissals of prior writers' work, and
periodic cycles of taste. Obliviousness is of course common in other
fields of inquiry, but more than most of his peers in philosophy or
psychology or art history, the academic film interpreter avoids dia
lectical confrontation with alternative positions. At a scholarly confer
ence in film studies, a paper devoted wholly to scrutinizing another
critic's interpretation will be taken as a sterile exercise. Instead, the
interpreter practices a strategy of exclusion (no mention of other
interpretations) or one of supersession, declaring an earlier interpre
tation fine as far as it goes (which is never far enough). Furthermore,
an attention to specialized topoi and recurrent enthymemes shows
how film criticism, especially in the last fifteen years, relies heavily on
appeals to authority-either previous writers or some theoretical doc
trine. (The canonical statement of this tendency might be the catch
phrase "Psychoanalysis teaches us that ...") And we must be prepared
to recognize even the absence of traditional rl1etorical devices as having
a belief-inducing effect. Donald McCloskey finds this to hold across a
range ofacademic discourse. Since long and complex arguments foster
the suspicion that the writer is putting something over on us, "the
Announcement, the more bald, unargued, and authoritarian the better,
is the favored form of scholarly communication."44 In film studies the
parallel is the sheer general assertion ("Art illuminates the human
condition," "Cinematic pleasure depends upon voyeurism"). The gen
eral assertion is typically linked to a network of in-house beliefs that
go without saying.

Studying critical rhetoric, then, requires us to analyze interpretations
for their characteristic argumentative, organizational, and stylistic ma
neuvers. It requires not a hermeneutics of interpretation-though we
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should be sensitive. to what critics imply, and what they seem to
repress-but rather what I shall call, at the end of this book, a poetics
of practical interpretive reason.

An Anatomy of Interpretation
The notion of interpretation as an inferential and rhetorical practice
should, by now, have suggested why I do not share Barthes's suspicion
that "reading" is an irreducibly heterogeneous activity. Interpretation
is one of the most conventional things that film critics do. Even when
a critic purports to produce an "unconstrained" interpretation, he or
she will not only use standard strategies but will very likely generate
a highly routinized reading, rather as the improvising pianist will often
fall back into the most banal tunes and chord progressions.

I do not say, however, that the desire to. interpret does not have
diverse temperamental sources. Criticism.certainly gives pleasure to its
practitioners. It yields the intellectual satisfaction of problem-solving,
the delight ofcoming to know a loved artwork more fully, the mastery
of a skill, the security of belonging to a community. Less innocent
interpretations of interpretation are suggested by Susan Sontag's
charge that the interpreter is something of a sadist: "Interpretation is
the revenge of the intellect upon art . . . the compliment that medio
crity pays to genius."45Or the interpreter may appear somewhat ma
sochistic, using the critical institution to confirm that interpretive
inadequacy evoked by Frank Kermode: "World and book ... are
hopelessly plural, endlessly disappointing."46 It seems evident, though,
that the critic's darker drives remain largely sublimated in all institu
tionally acceptable interpretive activity.

This is not to disparage critics for obeying norms. Whatever cre
ativity is, puzzle-solving and persuasion would seem to partake of it.
No interpretation is produced by rote. The apprentice learns to con
struct an institutionally significant problem. The skilled critic finds a
fresh analogy, produces an exemplar, or pulls off a powerful rhetorical
effect. In all such cases, we see how creativity is enabled) not con
strained, by institutional practices of language and reasoning. The
comparison to which I shall often revert is that of the artisan. There
are inept electricians, passable potters, and highly creative cooks. Like
them, the critic practices a craft, and there is nothing inherently ig
noble in that.

The interpreter's craft consists centrally of ascribing .implicit and
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symptomatic meanings to films. Ascribing here captures several im
portant. senses: inferred meanings are imputed to a film, but they are
also (and principally) "scribed," written up, articulated in language.
The ascriptive acts take place within an institutional frame of reference,
which defines, usually tacitly, how the writer is to proceed. The goal
assigned to the interpreter is to produce a persuasive and novel inter
pretation, in a process that is at once psychological, social, and dis
curSIve.

We can conceive this process as involving four activities. Once the
film has been selected:

1. Assume the most pertinent meanings to be either implicit or sympto
matic or both. In the next two chapters, I will survey the principal
trends in the history of film criticism and show how each has sub
scribed to particular assumptions about these two sorts of meaning.

2. Make salient one or more semantic fields. In ascribing meanings the
interpreter must mobilize semantic fields (for example, thematic clus
ters, binary oppositions). Chapter 5 examines how this occurs within
film criticism, considering the various principles of semantic discrim
ination and the particular domains most frequently drawn upon.

3. Map the semantic fields onto the film at several levels by correlating
textual units with semantic features. The cognitive skills of interpreta
tion-building analogies, mental modeling, the hypothesizing ofunity
and pattern, pil~king out relevant passages-all come into play here.
At any moment, the problem of recalcitrant data may emerge. Chap
ters 6-8 study how interpreters use concrete strategies to make films
able to bear semantic fields.

4.. Articulate an aflJument that demonstrates the novelty and validity of
the interpretation. Chapters 9 and 10 survey critical rhetoric as a distinct
aspect of the interpretive act, tracing how the arguments, organiza
tional structures, and styles ofdiscourse operate within an institutional
framework, in order to persuade the critic's audience.

These activities do not necessarily take place in the sequence I have
outlined; each one can accompany, inform, or interrupt the others.
You might be struck by an anomalous textual feature (3) and then
seek out a semantic category that would explain it (2). Trying to cast
your idea into acceptable critical prose (4) might force you back to
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other aspects of the semantic field (2) and then back to the text (3)
all the while assuming a certain kind of meaning to be present (1).
Or, more likely, these activities occur "in parallel." In any event, what
the outline and the following chapters provide is neither a phenome
nological, step-by-step description, nor a psychological or sociological
flowchart, but rather an analysis of the logic underlying the interpre
tive activity. What follows seeks to show that, whatever the vicissitudes
of the critical instincts, interpretation answers to the reality principle
often enough to constitute no less a craft than land-surveying or wine
making or parlor magic.



3
Interpretation as
.Explication

If we examine this more closely, and I think close examination is
the least tribute that this play deserves, I think we will find· that
within the austere framework of what is seen to be on one level a
country-house week-end, and what a useful symbol that is, the au
thor has given us-yes, I will go so far-he has given us the human
condition.

-Tom Stoppard, The Real Inspeaor Hound

On a summer day, a suburban father looks out at the family lawn and
says to his teen-aged son: "The grass is so tall I can hardly see the cat
walking through it." The son construes this to mean: "Mow the lawn."
This is an implicit meaning. In a similar way, the interpreter of a film
may take referential or explicit meaning as only the point of departure
for inferences about implicit meanings. In constructing those mean
ings, the critic makes them apparent. That is, she or he explicates the
film, just as the son might turn to his pal and explain, "That means
Dad wants me to mow the lawn."

Explicatory criticism rests upon the belief that the principal goal of
critical activity is to ascribe implicit meanings to films. In this chapter,
I will consider how this beliefhas emerged historically within criticism
of mainstream and experimental cinema. The next chapter surveys a
significantly different conception of the interpreter's goal. Both chap
ters aim to describe ·the first area of critical practice outlined at the
close of the last chapter-the conceptions of meaning that underlie
interpretive conventions.

The French Connection
Shortly after the Second World War, explicatory criticism emerged as
a distinct trend. In France, England, and the United States there
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appeared writing that, despite its frequent connection with journalism
and reviewing, sought ·to produce genuine interpretations, and to
make them persuasive and novel.

Two factors were crucial to this process. First, certain new films
compelled interpretation. Successive waves of the European "art cin
ema" encouraged film critics to apply techniques of exegesis already
common in the interpretation of literature and the visual arts. Italian
Neorealism raised questions of realism, characterization, and narrative
construction, while the 1950s work of Kurosawa, Rossellini, Berg
man, Fellini, and ·others presented ambiguities that invited interpre
tation. American experimentalists such as Maya Deren, Kenneth
Anger, Gregory Markopoulos, and Stan Brakhage made films that
sought to be construed on the models of poetry and myth. A second,
related influence on explicatory criticism was the growing power of
the idea of individual authorship. The 3:rt cinema and the 16mm
"personal" cinema celebrated the director as the creative source of
meaning; it became natural to think of the director's output as an
oeuvre, a repetition and enrichment of characteristic themes and sty
listic choices. At the same time, critics began to apply a comparable
concept of authorship to the popular, mass-production cinema of
Hollywood. Before the 1950s only a few directors had been singled
out as individualists, but soon the mantle of the auteur was bestowed
on such men as Hitchcock, Hawks, Minnelli, Aldrich, and Jerry Lewis.
Like Antonioni or Bunuel, these directors also had recurrent concerns
and "personal visions"; they too created their own ''worlds.'' "Once
the principle of directorial continuity is accepted even in Hollywood,"
wrote Andrew Sarris, "films can never look the same again."l Time
has proven him right.

This story is so well known that there would be no point in telling
it again if my purpose were not somewhat unusual.2 For one thing,
the historical connection of author-centered criticism with the rise of
the art cinema is still played down in orthodox histories. More im
portant, my concern is less with the history of taste or film theory
than with the rise of an interpretive practice. Thus a film like Rashomon
could inspire a critic like Parker Tyler to claim .that its ambiguity
makes it an instance of modern art. 3 And auteurism-which, as Peter
Wollen put it, requires "an operation ofdecipherment"4-is significant
here not as a theory to be evaluated for its logical rigor but as a cluster
of assumptions and hypotheses that permit particular interpretations
to come into being. Not only did auteur criticism, the avant-garde,
and the art cinema push film writing toward explication; but also,
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particular interpretations could appeal to these filmmaking practices
as sources of persuasiveness and novelty.

Immediately after the war, Parisian cinephiles were visited by major
revelations. The second half of 1946 witnessed an American invasion:
Paris hosted premieres of Citizen I(ane) Double Indemnity) Murder My
Sweet) The Maltese Falcon) Phantom Lady) How Green Was My Valley)
The Little Foxes) The Westerne1j The Magnificent Ambersons) and many
other films. This sudden access to the accumulated wealth of Holly
wood's 1940s output had a far-reaching impact on French criticism.
Then, during 1947-1949 came the revelation of Neorealism in such
works as Shoeshine) Paisan) .Gerrnany Year Zero) and The Bicycle Thief.
The newly revived film weeklies such as LJEcran franfais had plenty of
movies to discuss, and intellectual journals such as Esprit began to take
notice of the cinema. In 1946 there appeared a more "serious"
monthly, La Revue du cinema) edited by Jean-Georges Auriol.

Contributing to several of these journals was the young Andre
Bazin. Like most of his colleagues, he was drawn to the cinema of
France, America, and Italy. Yet he did more than simply review films:
between 1945 and 1950, he changed the face of film criticism.

To a remarkable extent Bazin's essays anticipated arguments that
would preo'ccupy critics over succeeding decades. As early as 1943 he
had called for a cinema of authorship. "A film's worth stems from its
auteurs ... It is much safer to put one's faith in the director than in
the leading man."5 Which directors? Bazin's 1946 list reads like a 1955
auteurist pantheon: Welles, Sturges, Wilder, Hitchcock, Preminger,
Siodmak, Ford, Capra.6 His claim that modern film technique enables
the director to practice a kind of ecriture (writing) in film was picked
up by Alexandre Astruc some years later as the idea of the camera
stylo.7 In the late 1940s Bazin also developed his "dialectical" history
of film style, in which the classical decoupage of Hollywood was
absorbed by the deep-focus long takes of Welles and Wyler. 8

Apart from these substantive points, Bazin's work constituted a
model of critical method. He committed himself to explicating the
films he discussed. Others had occasionally done this in the pages of
Revue du cinema) but not with Bazin's concern for nuances ofmeaning
and his attempt to link thematic richness to stylistic complexity. His
early explorations climaxed in his 1950 book ·on Welles, a virtual
prototype of explicatory criticism for the next several decades.

.Here Bazin assumes that Welles is the creator ("auteur") of the films
and that they project his personality. Citizen Kane and The Magnificent
Ambersons are obviously autobiographical and can be taken as reflecting
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an unsatisfied childhood. More equivocally, the basic theme ofa long
ing for childhood emerges through elusive symbols: snow, statuary,
the figure of the mother. Yet the films go beyond simply expressing
Welles's ambivalent nostalgia. They grant their characters a realistic
ambiguity of motive and reaction typical of the classic novel. Bazin
goes on to show that the ambiguity of theme and characterization is
embodied in a specific style. (He sums up the movement in the chapter
title "De la profondeur du sujet a la profondeur du champ.") Welles
uses lengthy shots to present multiple points of interest, either diag
onally in depth or strung along a horizon line. He thus compells the
spectator "to feel the ambivalence of reality."9 In Citizen Kane, the
elliptical construction and the deep-focus long takes face the spectator
with the same puzzle about the meaning of Kane's life that confronts
the reporters. In the kitchen scene of The Magnificent Ambersons,
Welles's long take creates "pretext actions" that distract the spectator
from Aunt Fanny's reactions until the moment when her outburst
startles us as it would in life. Io Thus the central implicit meaning of
Welles's work-the ambiguity of reality-is carried at the levels of
theme, character delineation, and cinematic style.

It is not much of an exaggeration to see Bazin as the focal point of
Cahiers du cinema, which commenced publication in 1951. True, his
name was not on the first issue's masthead, and he did not assume the
main editorship until 1954. But from the start Cahiers du cinema relied
upon those postwar critical ideas which Bazin had most clearly enun
ciated. The journal's principal subjects were Neorealism, Hollywood,
stylistics, realism, and certain French directors like Renoir and Bres
son. The early issues offered a mixture ofnews, journalism, interviews,
reviews, and interpretive analysis. To the inaugural number Bazin
contributed a fresh, more complete version of his account of the
evolution of film style.II In this first issue, thedirector-as-author was
already central to Cahiers)s project: there were essays on Dmytryk,
Bazin's discussion ofWelles and others, and reviews offilms by Wilder,
Bresson, and Rossellini. The same number also included a study by
Astruc which interpreted Under Capricorn as a Protestant film and
Stromboli as a Catholic one. This essay can stand as an early instance
of the sort of explication for which Cahiers would become notorious.
It seeks to be persuasive by appealing to commonplaces of religious
and cultural belief, but it achieves (outrageous) novelty by putting
Hitchcock on a par with Milton, Meredith, and James. 12

It was thus not authorship as such that Cahiers)s Young Turks
introduced in the early 1950s, only a politique des auteurs, a policy of
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favoring particular directors. Truffaut's 1954 attack on the cinema of
quality, Rohmer's admiration for Hitchcock, Rivette's celebration of
Hawks and Lang and Preminger-all seemed excessive to Bazin, who
criticized the extremes of the new auteurism. 13 Yet the magazine's
younger generation based its criticism firmly on principles he had been
the first to enunciate. Bazin had followed Sartre's maxim that every
technique reveals a metaphysics, and his younger colleagues took their
masters at their word. Cahiers)s critics dedicated themselves principally
to showing how a director's characteristic stylistic and dramatic pat
terns reflect underlying themes.

Because France had nothing equivalent to Anglo-American New
Criticism, the Cahiers essays did not usually practice "close reading";
instead the essays favored broad pronouncements laced with· citations
from philosophy, literature, painting, or music. But explications these
writings certainly were, seeking to gain assent through appeal to
cultural assumptions about artistry in other media. After 1956, Ca
hiers)s Young Turks began to reflect more explicitly on their critical
practice, answering objections from readers and engaging in internal
discussions. A growing self-consciousness about the journal's interpre
tive practices also emerges from the numerous roundtable conversa
tions on particular films and from the occasional exercise of letting
two or more critics review the same film.

In these years, Cahiers fulfilled the classic function of an intellectual
review-proposing and promulgating opinions too "serious" for jour
nalistic reviewing but more speculative and idiosyncratic than aca
demic research would tolerate. In 1957 Rohmer declared that the
magazine's goal was not to advise its readers which films to avoid
(that was a job for journalism) but rather to "enrich" the readers'
reflections on the films they saw. 14 Cahiers quickly became the most
influential film journal in the world, a position it was not to lose until
the 1970s. It created a canon of great directors that remains with us.
It promoted the idea that cinema could sustain writing of intellectual
depth. Not least, it encouraged the idea that films, like novels and
plays, harbor layers of meaning, and that the sensitive and trained
critic should be prepared to reveal them. If this enterprise was en
couraged by the artistic ambitions of a film by Bergman or Resnais,
it was most revelatory when exercised on the masters of the American
cinema. Cahiers)s willingness to tUrn its exegetical lens to the most
overlooked products of the Hollywood industry marked a significant
point in cultural criticism generally. 15

In 1952, scarcely a year after Cahiers began publication, the first
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isslle of Positifappeared in Lyon. From the start it established a sharp
alternative. It was surrealist and explicitly political, taking an anticler
ical and pro-Soviet stance. 16 Positif was committed to a director's
cinema, but it attacked such Cahiers idols as Hawks, Cukor, Ray,
Preminger, and Bresson while praising Huston, Vigo, Fellini, Biber
man, Losey, prewar Renoir, and above all Buftuel. Always more out
rageous thanCahiers) Positifgave a home to the surrealist Ado Kyrou,
to Robert Benayoun (expert on Jerry Lewis and postwar animation),
and to Raymond Borde, who with Etienne Chaumeton wrote the first
book on film noir. While Cahiers)s special Hollywood issue (December
1963) contained filmographies, interviews, and essays, Positif)s parallel
number (December 1963) consisted wholly of Benayoun's chatty ac
count of his trip by Greyhound bus from Manhattan to Los Angeles
and of his stay in Hollywood, which included visits to Disneyland,
Tex Avery's home, and Jerry Lewis's television show.

Despite its genuine eccentricities, Positif)s criticism was fully in the
explicatory tradition. An essay on Minnelli starts with the claim that
his work is reducible to a single theme, that of the problems of dream
and reality confronting the creative artist. 17 Like their Cahiers con
freres' Positif)s critics took up the challenge of the art cinema, produc
ing exegeses of the symbols in Buftuel and Antonioni. One critic
interprets Losey's film The Servant in a mythical perspective, compar
ing the central couple to Don Juan and Leporello as well as Faust and
Mephistopheles. I8 Until the 1970s, Positif lived in the shadow of
Cahiers) but both journals were committed to revealing implicit mean
ings in the .films their writers judged valuable.

Explication Academicized
During the 1950s, an .exegetical film criticism also emerged in the
United States. The pivotal figure here is clearly Andrew Sarris, and
the exemplary essay his 1956 Film Culture piece "Citizen [(ane-The
American Baroque." It is a paradigm of explication, all the more
significant in that it precedes Sarris' conversion to throroughgoing
auteurism.

"To believe, as some do, that Citizen Kane is the great American
film, it is necessary to produce an interpretation that answers some of
the more serious objections to this film."19 With this sentence Sarris
bases evaluation squarely upon interpretation. He will counter attacks
on [(ane by a "closer examination" which reveals "an inner consistency



Interpretation as Explication 49

of theme, structure, and technique."2o Concentrating on two themes
the debasement of a public figure and "the crushing weight of mate
rialism"-he traces their development through the film's mystery-story
structure and reveals their embodiment in images and sounds. He
defends "Rosebud" as a symbolic summation of Kane's nostalgia and
justifies the film's stylistic exhibitionism as a reflection of Kane's per
sonality. He also connects visual motifs to thematic concerns; the low
angle shots, for example, reinforce the materialist theme by making
Kane "the prisoner of his possessions."21

In its explicatory project, the essay conforms to the sort of"practical
criticism" that then dominated literature departments of American
universities. (Sarris has recalled that he was "meandering through
graduate English" when he started to write about film. 22) As a result,
the essay emerges as much more precise, detailed, and comprehensive
than almost any other American film criticism of its time. Significantly,
Sarris ignores the canonized Bazin line, making no mention of deep
focus, the long take, or the ambiguity surrounding Kane's character.
Apparently all Sarris needed was a conviction that the film was suffi
ciently rich to justify explication.

The art cinema could also supply such a conviction. In the later
1950s .Sarris went on to produce interpretations of The Seventh Seal
and A Man Escaped) while his colleague Eugene Archer mounted an
explication of Bergman's work revolving around "man's search for
knowledge in a hostile· universe."23 Soon, however, the importation
of Cahiers)s auteur policy provided another ground for Anglo-Amer
ican interpretive criticism. At the .very start of the 1960s, New York
film critics began to embrace auteurism. The New York Film Bulletin
(founded in 1961) was an important vehicle, as was Film Culture.
Sarris, who spent "a long sojourn" in Paris in 1961, returned a con
firmed Cahiers admirer.24 His essay "Notes on the Auteur Theory in
1962" pledged the critic not only to a director's cinema but also to
explication, or the search for "interior meaning."25 Yet after a few
essays, Sarris left interpretive criticism to writers like James Stoller and
Roger Greenspun. He took the role of provocateur, guiding spirit,
and tastemaker. His replies to polemical attacks on auteurism revealed
a calm reasonableness that made his opponents' outrage look deranged
in its excess. His catalogue raisonne ofHollywood directors (published
in Film Culture in 1963) became enormously influential in mapping
out the thematic and stylistic issues that would occupy critics for
decades.26 He al,so laid out particular assumptions-some derived from
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Cahiers) others of his own devising-that were central to the devel
opment of an interpretive method. Since a film was the vehicle for a
director's vision of the world, one could study the· biographical indi
vidual behind the film. (In 1967 Sarris edited the first collection of
interviews with film directors.27) Yet· the film was also self-sufficient
and could be studied independently of its social and historical sur
roundings: the proper context was the director's other work.

In America, Sarris could fight isolated skirmishes with individuals.
In England, however, the critical orthodoxy occupied a stronger in
stitutional position. There stood the British Film Institute, a tradition
of quality if ever there was one, sustaining the world's most widely
read film magazine, Sight and Sound. In its pages Lindsay Anderson
had as early as 1954 charged the Cahiers Hitchcocko-Hawksians with
"a perverse cultivation of the meretricious."28 Although Sight and
Sound was often accused of a bland uniformity, it contained at least
three strains-a belletristic connoisseurship (for example, the essays of
Penelope Houston), a more exacting critical journalism (for example,
that of Gavin Lambert), and a leftist humanism (seen most clearly in
Anderson's contributions).29 By the beginning of the 1960s, none of
these seemed persuasive or fresh to a younger generation of writers.
New, more provocative journals emerged, such as Definition (founded
in 1960), which featured articles by Alan Lovell and David Thomson,
and Motion (founded in 1961), which published essays by Raymond
Durgnat, Peter Cowie, and Charles Barr. Both journals were self
consciously "serious" (Motion called itself ''The University Film Mag
azine") and higWy critical of Sight and Sound. The most eye-catching
and influential new publication of this era was Movie) which grew out
of film articles in the student journal Oxfbrd Opinion. As undergrad
uates, Ian Cameron, V. F. Perkins, and Mark Shivas had already im
ported Cahiers)s taste in filmmakers, but they were also far more
analytically inclined. For Sarris, the survey of a· director's career was
the favored format, but the Oxford critics launched a magazine that,
for the first time, devoted most of its pages to· in-depth articles on
single films.

A 1960 article by Houston in Sight and Sound had already linked
the Oxford group to Cahiers and chastised them for their commitment
to technical analysis: "Cinema is about the human situation, not about
spatial relationships."30 As if in defiance, the very first article in Movie
(June 1962) lambasted not only British directors but critics who
lacked awareness of technique. Now, it seemed, the entire future of



Interpretation as Explication 51

the British cinema hinged on spatial relationships: "Until it is accepted
that style is worthy of passionate feeling and detailed analysis, there
will be no change."31

From the start, the central Movie critics-Cameron, Perkins, Shivas,
Paul Mayersberg, and Robin Wood-displayed an unprecedented at
tention to a film's thematic range and formal texture. Their pantheon
of authors derived from Sarris and CahiersJ but they pushed further
in sllowing, in a meticulous detail that owed something to Cambridge
"practical criticism," how a film achieves a coherence oftheme, subject,
narrative, and style. Recall William Empson's celebrated gloss on the
exfoliat~ng implications of Shakespeare's line "Bare ruined choirs,
where late the sweet birds sang,"32 and compare Ian Cameron and
Richard Jeffrey's unpacking ofthe first shot ofMarnie. Mter describing
this shot, in which an unknown woman, clutching a bright yellow
purse, walks away from the camera down a railway platform, the
authors go on at length:

It is a shot of enormous complexity. From one point of view it is a
single shot montage of bulging handbag, Marnie, and empty station,
telling us quite clearly that she is traveling some distance at an unusual .
hour with this bag and its contents. The end of the shot has the
chilly symmetry of a street or corridor, seen down its length, an
image Hitchcock uses in The Birds (for example, where Mrs. Brenner
starts down the corridor towards Dan Fawcett's bedroom) and more
in Mamie where it fits more closely into the design. Its function is
often to make us wonder what we may find at the other end. In this
particular shot, the symmetry is broken slightly, obviously from
choice, by the unassimilated cylindrical shape of a gas-holder in the
distance.

Again, the composition of the image-Marnie walking directly
away from the camera down the straight line on the platform, which
bisects the image, with the great slanting planes of the platform roof
flying out at us· on either side-is of the character having chosen a
course and holding to it, threatened by the potential schizophrenia
of the split, symmetrical picture.

Finally, the shot is a very direct image of Marnie's life, of getting
away, with the camera in pursuit flagging and finally grinding to a
halt, while Marnie doesn't stop. until she is at a good distance and
in her own world, suggested by the slanted perspectives of the plat
form roof above her. This interpretation of pursuer and pursued is
encouraged by the next shot, which shows Strutt staring out of the
screen, as if the first shot had been a Hitchcock subjective shot from
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which he would cut to the person whose viewpoint he had been
showing.33

It proved easier for Sight and Sound to adopt Movie's canon ofdirectors
than to undertake such precise and intricate construction of implicit
meanings.

Many commentators have considered Movie a kind of cinematic
Scrutiny. In the journal's commitment to "close reading," the analogy
is fair; but if it suggests an aesthetic derived from F. R. Leavis, it is
not. Movie lacked Leavis' concern to extend literary study to a broader
cultural critique. Movie practiced a purely aesthetic, more "American"
intrinsic criticism ·that merged the analysis of technique with the de
lineation of themes. What themes were identified might be those dear
to Leavis (truth to "life," moral awareness, the balance of the physical
and the mental), but they also might not. Robin Wood was by 1965
explicitly linking films' thematic concerns to those of Leavis' Great
Tradition, but Wood was exceptional in this respect. Other writers,
such as Perkins, rejected attempts to model Movie's work on Leavis'.34

It should by now be evident that the institutional factors mentioned
in Chapter 2 strongly shaped the development ofinterpretive criticism.
In the 1950s and early 1960s, such criticism found its principal home
in essayistic revues, not academic journals, and positions emerged from
internecine battles. Positifcould attack Cahiers)s Bazinian legacy. Sight
and Sound could cluck its tongue over the excesses of Cahiers and
Oxfbrd Opinion; Movie. would in turn castigate Sight and Sound for
contributing to the cheerful vacuity of British film culture. Film Quar
terly could question auteurism and publish Pauline Kael's 1963 broad
side against Sarris and Movie. The pressures of regular journal
publication meant that hasty polemic often replaced considered debate,
but the excitement of the fresh critical approaches spurred the devel
opment of new magazines. In France, there was Presence du cinema
(founded 1959), Etudes cinematographiques (1960), Jeune Cinema
(1964), and others; in America, The Seventh Art (1963), Moviegoer
(1964), and Cahiers du cinema in English (1966).

In the same period, publishers began to bring out series of mono
graphs on directors, providing at once a venue for auteuristexplication
and an encouragement of it. The earliest series were, predictably,
French: the Editions universitaires series (started in 1954), the "Pre
mier Plan" series (1959), and Seghers's "Cineastes d'aujourd'hui"
(1961). The monthly L'Avant-scene du theatre created L'Avant-scene
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du cinema in 1961, then initiated a monograph series, "Anthologie du
cinema." In 1962, Motion published a pair of monographs which
became initiatory titles in the Tantivy Press series two years later. In
1963, Movie launched a series that included monographs,anthologies,
and interview books. American trade publishers copublished the Brit
ish series and brought out an occasional study translated from the
French. Outside the series format, books such as Eric Rhode's Tower
ofBabel (1966), David Thomson's Movie Man (1967), and Raymond
Durgnat's Films and Feelings (1967) further disseminated the new
explicatory criticism. By 1970, there could be no doubt that the
antiauteurist forces had lost: the boom in film criticism was built
solidly upon the study of individual directors.

So were the academic fortunes of film study. Art cinema and au
teurism, discussed in quasiacademic terms by the writers on Cahiers
and Movie) helped cinema enter universities. If Bergman, Fellini, Ku
rosawa, and Hitchcock were great artists, should not scholars be
studying them? Philosophy departments used films by Godard and
Antonioni to illustrate existentialism; teachers of literature studied
Throne ofBlood as an adaptation ofMacbeth. Soon whole courses were
devoted to a single director's work. As film courses slipped into the
curriculum, publication patterns changed. Academic periodicals like
Cinema Journal focused more intently upon interpretive practice. By
the mid-1970s, when director monographs proved insufficiently prof
itable for commercial publishing, educational institutions stepped into
the breach. The British Film Institute began a vigorous publishing
program based largely upon the director monograph. The long-lived
Twayne's "Authors" series began a subseries featuring film directors.
American scholarly publishers started to follow the lead of Indiana
University Press, MIT Press, and the University of California Press,
all of which had been committed to film studies since the mid-1960s.
On the whole, the institutional context of academic film studies has
been the result of explicatory, chiefly auteur-centered criticism.

Picture Planes

All in all, the creative act is not performed. by the artist alone; the
spectator brings the work in contact with the external world by
deciphering and interpreting its inner qualifications.

-Marcel Duchamp
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The concept of an avant-garde or experimental cinema often implies
outright hostility to mainstream fiction film. Yet Anglo-American crit
ics of avant-garde cinema have been no less committed to explication
than their peers who address the work of Welles or Bergman. This
should not surprise us, since historically the critical schools are linked.
It was in Film Culture that Sarris published his most influential au
teurist work, that many critics discussed European art cinema, and
that the writings around the American avant-garde crystallized. In
1960, the journal's editor, Jonas Mekas, compared the New American
cinema movement with the French nouvelle vague and British Free
Cinema.35 Some critics were led to study the avant-garde by their
interest in art cinema,36 while others, such as P. Adams Sitney, wrote
on both Brakhage and Bresson without changing interpretive strate
gies. It would not be difficult to show how the pertinence and richness
of implicit meanings prized by critics of narrative cinema operate as
criteria for the explicator of experimental films. According to David
Curtis, for instance, Steve Dwoskin's films study "human isolation and
the gestures we make towards communication."37 Another critic finds
Bruce Conner's Report to harbor "an evocative ambiguity and painful
irony."38

Not only the particular meanings constructed but the conception
of implicit meaning itself is central to criticism in the avant-garde
tradition. 39 Writing on the avant-garde relies on widely held assump
tions about aesthetic practice. For the avant-garde explicator, as for
critics of other stripes, the artist stands as creator or transmitter of
meaning. The artist draws upon personal experience (here autobiog
raphy enters), or upon a private mythology (for example, Kenneth
Anger's predilection for Aleister Crowley), or upon the art world,
which passes along inherited "problems" to be solved. The critic will
use the artist's writings, interviews, and recollections to support as
cribed meanings. And just as Ford's or Antonioni's films add up to a
unified oeuvre, so do the films of Robert Breer, Maya Deren, or Dore
O. The experimental filmmaker's output must also be studied in re
lation to work in other media-Conner's assemblages, Michael Snow's
painting and music. ·In Western culture, critical interpretation in any
medium has long assumed that a psychological unity binds the artist's
thought and behavior to the finished work. Asking Hollis Frampton
to explain what he meant is not different in principle from asking
Hitchcock, or the suburban father in my opening scenario.

The affinities ofAmerican avant-garde criticism with its mainstream
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counterparts is most evident in its treatment of those experimental
works now seen as dominating the 1950s and early 1960s. The pre
vailing tendency was to interpret the films of Deren, Stan Brakhage,
James Broughton, and Sidney Peterson on the analogy of narrative or
poetry. Parker Tyler considered that dream, myth, and ritual provided
the best models for understanding such works.40 Insisting particularly
upon symbolic meanings which "represent the fictions of the imagi
nation,"41 Tyler asserts that the mythic film need not be like a novel,
since it can build itself shot by shot, as a poem is made word by
word.42 P. Adams Sitney, the 1960s' most influential interpreter of
experimental film, likewise emphasized literary analogues, revealing
"imagism" in the theme and form of Dog Star Man and treating
Anticipation ofthe Night as a narrative possessing a protagonist, a first
person point of view, and a "language of visual metaphor" that pres
ents "the ritual of an artist's quest for untampered vision."43

Such interpretive tactics, close to those which other critics applied
to the European art cinema, bear the traces of a period when avant
garde filmmaking was starting to become somewhat respectable. The
Filmmakers Cooperative, founded in 1962, and the Canyon Cooper
ative, created in 1966, were making films available. Filmmakers were
beginning to receive foundation grants, and the Filmmakers Cine
matheque received a large Ford Foundation subsidy in 1968.44 De
partments of art and literature came more and more to include
experimental film in their curricula. However antiacademic the motives
ofMekas, Tyler, Sitney, and others might have been, treating the films
as personal poetic testaments along the lines of conceptions of the art
film director's "vision" had the effect of making avant-garde films
acceptable objects of study.

At the same time, critics began to position the experimental film
within the fine-arts tradition. A main impetus for this maneuver came
from the hyperbolic publicity attending Andy Warhol's entry into
filmmaking. In 1963, just as he was becoming a successful Pop artist,
Warhol made his first films, and soon critics were ascribing implicit
meanings to them on the basis of concepts drawn from the modernist
tradition in painting. Since these ideas became important to the history
of film interpretation, I will trace them very briefly and roughly.45

1. The modernist artwork courts chance. Duchamp's willingness to
embrace accident inspired John Cage, who conceived works based on
the contingent and unstructured. The artist could set up a situation
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but need not seek complete control over what transpired. Abstract
Expressionism and Happenings were only the most obvious manifes
tations of the principle. Warhol films such as Sleep) Eat) and Empire)
all records of an object or process, could easily be subsumed under
this schema. In Warhol's narrative films, non-professional actors,
sketchy scripts, long takes, and the fixed camera could all be interpreted
as tactics allowing chance to play a dominant role.46 The Chelsea Girls)
with its randomly arranged reels projected two at a time, also seemed
highly Cagean.

2. The modernist work seeks a formal and substantive purity. The Sym
bolist sources of modernism linger on in this supposition, a key prem
ise for traditions stressing abstraction and integrity of materials.
Within this frame of reference, Warhol became a minimalist: his "con
tent-less" early films appeared "to examine cinema at its roots."47 Shorn
of plot (as in Eat or Sleep), emptied of human presence (as in Empire)
an eight-hour film recording the Empire State Building while sunset
becomes night), his films presented cinema as a medium C(for experi
encing time, rather than movement or event."48' Along with presup
position 1, this "purist" schema shaped "ontological" conceptions of
the modernist work.

3. The modernist work retains overt traces of the process of its making.
This idea can be traced back to Duchamp and Cage, but the most
proximate source in the American art world is the criticism arising
around postwar "action painting" and Abstract Expressionism. The
main 'concern of this art, according to one critic, was "the registration
of the act of creation as a unique and dramatic event . . . All the
exhibited marks of freedom, in handling and execution, were left in
visible evidence in the finished work to document the artist's dilemmas
of choice and decision: whipped lines, torn shapes, emendations and
erasures, and smeared color."49 In Warhol's films, the critic could point
to the inclusion of light-struck footage and flash frarries, the awk
wardness of performers reading their lines for the first time, and the
impromptu, almost willful zooni-ins and -outs-all choices recorded
ineluctably in the time-bound medium of cinema.

4. In the modernist artwork) formal properties or specific aspects of the
medium become the focus of the perceiver's experience. For critics of the
time, this commonplace was most powerfully articulated in Clement
Greenberg's 1961 essay "Modernist Painting," in which he claims that
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unique properties of the medium become "positive factors that are to
be acknowledged openly."50 Thus modernist painting stresses the two
dimensionality of the surface, flaunting three-dimensional effects as
purely optical phenomena. The perceiver becomes aware of the work
in all its specificity, a process which was often seen to entail an "anti
illusionist" attitude. It was not difficult to apply this schema to such
Warhol films as Empire) which could be said to display cinema's essen
tial ability to record time or to present shifting gradations of black
and white.51 The. film portraits, in their contrasty photography, could
be said to "demand a consideration of the flat negative-positive values
of the surface."52 Even Warhol's scripted psychodramas include the
reel ends and light-s~ruck footage, while the performances and camera
handling can be seen, in one of the most used phrases of the period,
as making you aware you're watching a film. In this version ofreflex
ivity lies one epistemological tenet of the modernist work.

5. The modernist work criticizes dominant theories and practices ofart
making. This presupposition gives avant-garde film criticism a histor
ical, contextualizing dimension which auteur studies lacked. Again
Greenberg articulated the issue most forcefully: since Kant, the essence
of modernism has been "the use of the characteristic methods of a
discipline to criticize the discipline itself."53 Here is reflexivity in an
other sense. Now a painting is not only "about" paint, color, line, and
flat surfaces; it is, more negatively, "about" other paintings, styles, and
traditions. Thus Warhol's "static" films could be seen as denouncing
narrative cinema; his sexual spectacles as unmasking Hollywood's hyp
ocritical concupiscence; his "superstars" as parodying the star system.
Lonesome Cowboys becomes an "anti-Western,"54 while Kitchen under
mines the representation of space in Renaissance art.55

6. The modernist work encourages aesthetic distance. Kant's concept of
aesthetic contemplation was transformed by the Symbolists into a
dispassionate conception of art which, in the twentieth century, had
diverse offshoots, from the transcendent visions of Kandinsky to the
parodic detachment of Joyce and Stravinsky. Likewise, Viktor Shklov
sky's concept of ostranenie ("making-strange") and Bertolt Brecht's
Verfremsdungejfekt ("estrangement-effect") stressed the alienating, non
empathic qualities of art. Greenberg implies something comparable
when he claims that in modernist painting one cannot really imagine
entering the depicted space.56 The use of this concept constitutes an
important break with the poetic-mythic tradition of avant-garde film
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criticism, since critics like Sitney had stressed the viewer's intense
emotional involvement with, say, Brakhage's work.57 Now there was
Warhol's cool reticence. The fact that his silent films were slowed in
projection could be said to create an annoying flicker and an unin
volving sense of time, while the refusal of his camera to enter the
action could bespeak an alienated voyeurism; indifference entails dis
tance. Here is asecond sort of"anti-illusionism": a refusal to be "taken
in" by the spectacle.

Framed within these presuppositions, avant-garde films were newly
"readable"-and writable. Anti-illusionism and reflexivity became
commonplaces of film interpretation, while Greenbergian conceptions
of flatness, framing, and the act of looking set a fresh critical agenda.
The force of the change is evident from Sitney's controversial 1969
discussion "Structural· Film," an essay which differs significantly from
his prior work. Gone are the appeals to narrative, poetic, and mythic
form. A structural film, Sitney explains, is essentially about the poten
tial of cinema. Brakhage's Song 27 "reaffirms the space of the film
frame."58 George Landow is devoted to "the fiat screen cinema, the
moving-grain painting."59 The Film That Rises to the Suiface ofClarifted
Butte1j in its tension of surface and depth, yields "a metaphor for the
relation of film itself (a two-dimensional field of illusion) and actual
ity."60 Sitney's essay·is typical of the period in showing how the critic
could combine several modernist assumptions in order to construct
implicit meaning. Now a critic C041d argue that Bruce Conner's attack
on illusionism (the "art-is-critical" concept) depends upon using flicker
to treat the screen as a physical thing (the "purism" concept) and
results in a refusal to get the spectator absorbed (the. "aesthetic dis
tance" concept).61

It fell to another critic to propose a seventh schema that, while
related to these, manifested a unique authority. In June 1971 Annette
Michelson 'published in Artforum one of the most powerful exemplars
within the explicatory tradition, an essay called simply ''Toward
Snow." Michelson rests her argument on many traditional grounds.
She portrays Michael Snow's films and fine-arts work as revealing an
overall unity and a logical development. She quotes his description of
Wavelength in order to demonstrate his awareness of his goals and
methods. She describes his project in Greenbergian terms: Snow trans
forms depth into flatness, figuration into abstraction, "illusion" into
"fact." The halting zoom in Wavelength can be seen as criticizing at
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least two traditions: that of the Hollywood narrative and that of the
American avant-garde's disjunctions and hypnagogic vision. Snow's
films also embody the viewer's awareness of the medium; echoing
many writers on Warhol, Michelson claims that One Second in Montreal
forces upon the viewer "the consciousness of time as duration."62 This
in turn promotes a kind of reflexive aesthetic distance in which we
become aware of our own awareness. But Michelson goes beyond
such commonplaces to propose a new interpretive tactic for avant
garde film, the creation of an epistemological thematics.

Critical writing on the avant-garde had long invoked categories of
perceptual activity. To Film Culture) Warhol's work had seemed to
cleanse vision: ''We have cut our ha~r, we have eaten, but we have
never really seen those actions."63 With the rise of modernist interpre
tive schemata, a film became characterized as at once a perceptual
object (for example, involving a play of flatness and depth or stasis
and moveme~t) and a cognitive enterprise. If the modernist work was
self-conscious and critical, it was not anomalous to describe a film as
conducting an inquiry or taking a step in a larger research program.
Thus Empire could be an "investigation of the presence and character
of film," and J(itchen could make the star system "the subject of
scrutiny."64 As early as 1966 Michelson had raised the issue ofcinema's
epistemological resources, and' in a 1969 essay she suggested that 2001
offers a "discourse on knowledge through perception as action, and
ultimately, on the nature of the medium as 'action film,' as mode and
model ofcognition."65 This concept became her major methodological
contribution to avant-garde film interpretation. ''Toward Snow" opens
with the definitive statement of it:

There is a metaphor recurrent in contemporary discourse on the
nature of consciousness: that of cinema. And there are cinematic
works which present themselves as analogues of consciousness in its
constitutive and reflexive modes, as though inquiry into the nature
and processes of experience had found in this century's art form, a
striking, a uniquely direct presentational mode. The illusionism of
the new, temporal art reflects and occasions reflection upon, the
conditions of knowledge; it facilitates a critical focus upon the im
mediacy of experience in the flow of time.66

Michelson goes on to interpret Wavelength as being centrally about
human perception and cognition. The film's shape parallels the psy
chological process of expectation; the trip across the room is a meta-
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phor for the "horiwn of expectation" subtending every subjective
process.67 The structure is a "grand metaphor" for narrative: "Its 'plot'
is the tracing of spatio-temporal donnees) its 'action' the movement of
the camera as the movement of consciousness."68 If Brakhage repre
sents closed-eye vision and Warhol offers a stare, Snow opens our eyes
to the role of intentionality and temporality in experience. By finding
that the unique features of the medium are not simply self-referential,
Michelson makes the work reflexive in a new, "phenomenological"
sense. She produces a seventh presupposition: The modernist artwork
takes as its theme some aspea ofhuman perception or cognition.

The move proved fruitful. This assumption could interlock with
other modernist tenets, as Michelson's essay shows. It could move the
critic away from Greenberg's more object-centered notion of the work
toward a conception of the beholder's participation in a developing
transaction. Above all, it allowed the critic to explicate a film as
thematizing some aspect of human cognition. Over the next decade,
Michelson and others filled in different patches of the phenomenolog
ical canvas. Zorns Lemma) according to Wanda Bershen, traces a de
velopment of knowledge from linguistic symbols to visual
perception.69 Ken Jacobs' Tom Tom the PiperJs Son was seen to be
"didactic" in its demonstration of the role of memory in all film
viewing.70 Brakhage's· Scenesfrom under Childhood could be interpreted
as capturing a child's visual perception.71 Now Warhol could be dis
cussed as presenting a drama of self-conscious attention and appre
hension. 72 The schema was extended to Soviet modernism by showing
that Eisenstein's and Vertov's styles incarnate dialectical modes of
thought. 73 Sitney offered a romanticist version of this schema in his
monumental Visionary Film) which plotted how various dimensions
of subjective experience-dream, ritual, imagination, memory, vi
sion-are manifested and examined in the works of the American
avant-garde. 74 A major by-product of all this activity was writing of
considerable precision; the phenomenological premise generated crit
ical descriptions at least as minute as those seen in the best Movie
essays.

Just as important as Michelson's insight was her institutional situ
ation. Teaching film at New York University put her in contact with
an avant-garde film community, the Manhattan art world, major pub
lishers, and eager students. The phenomenological thematics of avant
garde film played an important role in a stream of publications: an
avant-garde film number of Artforum (September 1971), an Eisen-
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stein/Brakhage issue of the same journal (January 1973), Stephen
Koch's book on Warhol (1973), Sitney's Visionary Film (1974), Mich
elson's exhibit program New Forms in Film (1974), Sitney's collection
The Essential Cinema (1975), the American Federation of the Arts
volume A History of the American Avant-Garde Film (1976), the first
issue of Millennium Film Journal (founded in 1977), Sitney's anthol
ogy TheAvant-Garde Film (1978), and an updated edition ofVisionary
Film (1979). Many contributors to these publications were, in one
way or another, affiliated with NYU.

Michelson's impact was comparable to that of Sarris and Movie: she
showed that a serious explicatory criticism could be attractive to an
intellectual public. Her contribution came as film studies was entrench
ing itself in the academy. Thus her philosophically informed essays
helped make the study of avant-garde film part ofmodern art criticism
and history.75 Although experimental film was never absorbed into the
fine-arts market,76 avant-garde film criticism could be assimilated into
the academic institution. As the 1970s writings entered the critical
canon, and as NYU graduates moved into positions ofcollege teaching
and arts administration, the work of Sitney, Michelson, and others
became established as the most sophisticated explications of experi
mental cinema.

Disputes still rage about the degree of influence of the American
avant-garde upon British filmmaking, but there was in any event a
considerable lag in the critical study of British avant-garde cinema.
The London Film-Makers Co-op was founded in 1966, four years
after its New York counterpart, and British journals devoted to ex
perimental film tended to be even more marginal and sporadic than
Film Culture. 77 Not until the early 1970s did well-financed arts or
ganizations begin to support experimental cinema. The British Arts
Council and the British Film Institute started to subsidize film 'projects
and programs. In 1970 the National Film Theatre (NFT) held its first
International Underground Film Festival, and followed with a 1972
program on English independent cinema and a 1973 program of films
from the Co-op. In 1972, Studio International) the British counterpart
ofArtforum) began coverage of independent cinema, and in the same
year Art and Artists published a special number on experimental film.
It was 1975 by the time a major museum, the Tate Gallery, initiated
its own program of experimental British films. 78 In 1976, the NFT
presented an eighteen-program season devoted solely to "Structural!
Materialist" cinema. Such exhibitions generated a considerable amount
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of critical writing: a special number of Studio International (1975),
the BFI Structural Film Anthology (1976), Malcolm Le Grice'sAbstraet
Film and Beyond (1977), the British Arts Council catalogue A Per
spective on the English Avant-Garde Film (1978), and the Arts Council
Hayward Gallery catalogue for the Film as Film retrospective (1979).

In the English critical discourse, American writing often served as
a target. 79 Sitney's Romanticism was often attacked as outmoded (a
"~eology of art," Peter Sainsbury called it).80 Peter Gidal upbraided
Michelson for her claim that Warhol's cinema was predicated upon a
"stare."81 Political critiques appeared as well: Sainsbury suggested that
the American avant-garde's attention to perception and structure kept
it locked within asocial aesthetic categories.82 Yet English critical writ
ing owed a considerable debt to American .film analyses and articula
tions of modernist theory. Despite complaints "about Sitney's essay
"Structuralist Film/' Gidal's "structuralist/materialist" genre owes
more than its name to Sitney, and is considerably influenced by Green
berg. Throughout the British writing of the period one finds nearly
all the modernist schemata in place. In 1972, one critic could praise
Zorns Lemma for its calculated integration of chance, while another
could find that David Larcher's Mare)s Tail reveals basic elements of
film-grain, frame, strip, projector, and light.83 Le Grice congratulates
Warhol for presenting the processes that compose the work, and he
celebrates the capacity of "systemic" film to make the physical prop
erties of the materials counteract the illusionistic image.84 Writing
about Kurt Kren, Le Grice composes a straightforward art.:.historical
essay consisting of biographical information, apt quotations from the
artist, mentions of Kren's affiliations with other artists, a list of recur
rent thematic concerns, and a discussion of changes in form and style
across his career.85 Deke Dusinberre remains within a Greenbergian
frame of reference when he claims that emphasizing the process of
projection challenges illusionism by displaying the literal three dimen
sions of the viewing space.86 Even in their most severe political as
saults, the English avant-garde critics tacitly accept many of the
cognitive assumptions of NYU criticism, as when Sainsbury asserts
that the new political cinema of Frampton and Godard "does not seek
to portray, reflect,· interpret, symbolise, or allegorise-but to enquire.
The new cinema is an epistemological one."87

The disputes between the English and their New York peers thus
came to typify certain family quarrels within modernism itself. In
rejecting Michelson's phenomenological thematics, English critics
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tried a deflationary tactic I examined in Chapter 1: turn an implicit
meaning into a referential one. Thus Central Region) according to
Gidal, "is not a metaphor for consciousness. It is a form of such."88
The film does not imply; it refers, though only to itself. This move is
part of a suspicion of representation in general..Le Grice in effect
returns to a Greenbergian purism in demanding -that the image never
become overwhelmed by illusionism, and he can denounce even Wave
length becallse the manipulation of the time of the profilmic event is
never explicitly stated in the film. 89 Gidal remarks that a purist return
to materials is always at risk-"'Empty screen' is no less significatory
than 'happy carefree smile'''90-unless it constitutes presentation) not
representation.

The return to referential and explicit meaning-what Dusinberre
calls "structural asceticism"91--did not stop avant-garde critics from
interpreting films. We have already seen that Le Grice could ascribe
meaning to Kren's protostructuralist work. Gidal is no less orthodox
in suggesting that art is full of "images of silence" (rocking chairs,
blindness), or in proposing that Snow's~ (known as Back and
Forth) shows people making metaphor in order itself to make a met
aphor for the inadequacy of language.92 Gidal also finds his own
preoccupation with the tyranny of ordinary cinema thematized in
Zorns Lemma's use of the Bay State Primer.93 The .humanist themes of
auteur and art-cinema explication and the· epistemological themes of
Michelson's work are supplanted by art-world themes derived from
avant-garde criticism itself. A film can become a demonstration of a
precept already formulated by Greenberg or Beckett. No matter how
"literally" ascetic structuralism sought to present the processes and
materials of cinema ("In this film, grain destroys illusion"), the critic
could turn them into themes (''This film is about grain's role in de
stroying illusion").

The English avant-garde's appeal to politics can also be seen asa
return to a contested issue within modernism generally. Gidal, as usual,
is most blunt: ''The attempt at clarification of material objectivity, the
process of awareness (of consciousness of actuality), the attempt to deal
with the given in a dialectic manner rather than a model-oriented one,
belies the tradition of romanticism to the core. If anything, a marxist
aesthetic lies behind these films, whether the film-makers know it or
not."94 Mike Dunford links film-as-film cinema to the creation of a
new consciousness: "Breaking down the illusion of transparent natu
ralism is an important first step, extending the critique of bourgeois
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imagery and the creation of a truly antagonistic film practice, a film
practice that helps the people to perceive their situation and to destroy
the ideological chains that bind them."95 The Marxist recasting of
formal film might seem to take a long step beyond conventional
modernism, but in fact the language of revolution (materiality, cri
tique, subversion, radicality) was part of modernist discourse. Green
berg had stressed the critical function of contemporary painting, and
Michelson herself had linked experimental film to radical political
aspirations. In any event, such assertions as Gidal's and Dunford's did
not become the basis of critical .interpretation until the late 1970s,
when the notion of the "contradictory text" provided a way to link
signification to Freu4ian/Lacanian conceptions of the "split" human
subject. The avant-garde's promise of political efficacity was under
written by a theoretical discourse that saw experimental film as ac
knowledging contradictions (in the text, in the unconscious) which
mainstream cinema repressed. I shall consider this attempt "to combine
New York modernism with Parisian ('68) theory"96 in the next chapter.

Meaning and Unity
The 1960s boom in explicatory interpretation was not accompanied
by many debates that critics today would consider "theoretical." Still,
the trend was undergirded by particular assumptions about form and
meaning. A film was presumed to be a composite of implicit meanings
given material embodiment in formal patterns and technical devices.97

That is, "beneath" the referential meaning of the film and any explicit
point or message, there lay significant themes, issues, or problems.
The critic might choose to emphasize the meanings, as did Sarris and
most Cahiers writers in their attempt to distinguish each director's
underlying vision or metaphysic. Alternatively, the critic could take
the themes as given and go on to study how form and style make
them concrete and vivid.98 This trend has always been salient in avant
garde criticism and was an important feature of most Movie critics'
approach to narrative and technique. Some critics, such as Bazin,
Wood, and Michelson, are significant for their attempt to balance the
concerns of theme and style. Apart from this methodological choice,
however, there was a more important disparity within the explicatory
movement.

Any interpretive practice seeks to show that texts mean more than
they seem to say. But, one might ask, why does a text not say what it
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means? The symptomatic approach has a straightforward answer: the
text cannot say what it means; it tries to disguise its actual meaning.
The principal analogy here, as we shall see in the next chapter, is to
the discourse of the psychoanalytic patient. The explicatory account
presumes a different sort of process to be at work. There are actually
two tacit models within the explicatory trend: that of "transmission"
and that of the autonomous object.

The transmission model suggests that the text acquires meaning
much as a conversational utterance does. The text passes from a sender
to a receiver, who decodes it according to syntactic and semantic rules
and according to assumptions about the speaker's intent in this con
text. In our hypothetical opening example, the father's remark about
the length of the grass is tested by the son for its relevance to the
situation. The implicit meaning of the statement is a product of the
son's pragmatic inferences, involving implicatures, presuppositions, or
speech-act rules.99 Likewise, the explicatory critic can infer commu
nicative purposes and assume that the filmmaker, like ordinary speak
ers, uses indirect meaning to achieve effects not available in "speaking
directly." The text does not say outright what it means because implicit
meaning, in art or in life, can produce greater economy, subtlety, or
force. This account does not require that the speaker be wholly aware
ofhis or her intentions. The assumption is only that the public context
of reception will impute appropriate contextual intentions to any
utterance.

The transmission model thus leads to an artist-centered conception
of meaning. According to this view, the film is a· vehicle for meanings
"put there" by the filmmaker--either as an act of deliberate commu
nication or as an act of only partially self-aware expression. The father
who obliquely asks his son to mow the lawn may be seen as craftily
hinting at his point or as spontaneously expressing his devious per
sonality (''That's the way my dad talks all the time").

Auteur criticism and the art cinema evidently encouraged both
communicative and expressive assumptions. Astruc saw the camera
stylo as a means by which the artist could convey his ideas:' "The
fundamental problem of the cinema is how to express thought."loo To
treat the modern cinema as one which lets the director have the
freedom to say "what he wants" is to take the communicative or
expressive dimension for granted. IOI Rivette wrote in 1954 that to
study Preminger was to reveal "the obsessions of an author who
knows what themes suit him best."lo2 Discussing Antonioni eight years
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later, Cameron claimed that any film by a good director becomes "an
experiment in expressing whatever is important to its author."103 As
in the writings of Richards, Empson, and Leavis, there is a belief that
the artwork evokes a "mental condition" that echoes that achieved by
the creator in completing the work. l04 By cC?ncentrating upon the
artist, the critic could assume that the implicit meanings found in the
work were, calculatedly or spontaneously, put there.

Most historians have pointed to the strong Romantic basis ofauteur
theory, and certainly the notion of self-expression provides some evi
dence for it. l05 Yet if we look at auteur criticism as one brand of
explication, we see that the artist-centered model has far deeper roots.
Almost from the start of the Western hermeneutic tradition, exegesis
took the author as a salient category. By Spinoza's day this assumption
was self-evident. 106 Even an anti-Romantic positivist like Gustave Lan
son could confidently assert that textual interpretation requires knowl
edge of the writer's life and personality.

We have already seen the extent to which the explication of avant
garde cinema also presupposes a bond between the artist and the
oeuvre. In the 1950s and 1960s, criticism often appealed to an ex
pression model in discussing the work of Brakhage or Markopoulos.
Steve Dwoskin could describe Mare)s Tail as a film that "explores the
subjective responses of Larcher himself to his own life and to his
personal visual experiences."107 Even those filmmakers who utilized
chance could be seen as deliberately making a point, creating an effect,
inquiring into a problem. l08 The language of intention is everywhere:
Warhol "coyly refers" to Hollywood109; a work's style is, according to
Michelson, "the structural and sensuous incarnation of "the artist's
will."llo Avant-garde criticism has in fact been the last stronghold of
intentionality in film interpretation. While Hollywood films can often
be rendered interpretable only by positing unintentional and sponta
neous artists behind them, the experimental filmmaker, supposedly
free of commercial constraints, has usually been assigned more re
sponsibility for the effects the film creates. Divergences in viewers'
responses can be credited to an artist who deliberately seeks a range
of implicit meanings or who frees the spectator from the tyranny of
pat messages.

Furthermore, explicatory criticism has always relied to some degree
on filmmakers' statements. It is likely that Bazin's account of deep
focus realism was influenced by Gregg Toland's explanations of his
technique. lll Sarris' 1963 mention of Hawks's eye-level camera seems
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to pick up a hint dropped by the director a year earlier. 112 Michelson's
phenomenological interpretation of Wavelength may be considered a
fleshing-out of Snow's note that his films try "to suggest the mind in
a certain state or certain states of consciousness."113 Indeed, often the
experimental film cannot be interpreted without seeking out the artist's
notes, plans, or recollections. Like Stuart Gilbert receiving the blue
print of Ulysses from Joyce himself, Simey writes of Dog Star Man:
"Brakhage once outlined the plot of the entire epic to me, and a
synopsis will clear this and many other problems."114

Within avant-garde circles, where critical writing often directly in
fluences filmmakers, one finds extensive feedback loops. In 1967, Paul
Sharits submitted a "statement of intentions" to a film competition.
Four years later a critic's article on Sharits cited passages from it. 115

In 1975, Sharits .could cite that article in another statement of inten
tions. 116 Reigning interpretive strategies can shape the artist's entire
project, as in this statement by filmmaker Tim Bruce:

One of the most important points of intervention is to challenge the
system of film codes which have developed ... , to make them visible,
to show how they work and so to subvert them.

Visit challenges editing ,codes, that are the fulcrum of time/space
distortions. Two separate events are edited together. The action and
the editing intimate that they are taking place at the same time and
in a particular spatial relationship to one another. However, the film
goes on to contradict this illusion by showing that the two events
have been shot in a completely different sp~ial relationship to one
another and as one continuous take. 117

Here the artist becomes a critic by providing a conventionally accept
able explication of his film.

In such ways, explicatory criticism subscribes to the transmission
model. But, like New Criticism, this approach harbors a more object
centered theory ofmeaning as well. Here, according to widely accepted
assumptions in post-Kantian aesthetics, the artwork presents itself as
an autonomous whole cut off from the maker's intentions. The work's
"formally controlled complexity" creates the determining context for
all meanings. 118

Insofar as avant-garde cinema has identified itself with modernism,
such an insistence on the self-sustaining object has been an important
premise. Michelson points out that modernism developed out of the
Symbolist conception of an "autonomous, self-justifying and reflexive
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order."119 Within avant-garde criticism, the issue often revolves around
the extent to which the film can be interpreted independendy of the
artist's personal life. A recent writer complains that the unity of
Yvonne Rainer's Journeys from Berlin suffers because "it is highly un
likely that any spectator could come up with any rationale for linking
all these concerns meaningfully without the figure and biography· of
Rainer herself."120

This is, of cOQrse, to raise the New Critical issue of the irrelevance
of "extrinsic" information. Eliot's conception of poetic "impersonal
ity," Richards' proof that undergraduates presented with unsigned
poems were incapable of saying anything pertinent about the work
"in itself," Empson's dazzling display of the productivity of the words
assembled on the page, the American critics' attack on authorial in
tention, and the growing centrality of linguistic devices such as met
aphor, irony, and paradox-all these developments in literary theory
shaped a more "immanent" or "intrinsic" criticism. University-trained
film critics inherited this objectivist strain. Sarris' landmark essay on
Citizen Kane stands as an early articulation of the assumption that a
film's meaning is not what the author probably put in but what the
critic can plausibly get out. Years later, in explaining why the filmmaker
and the critic may disagree, Sarris cited Cahiers: "An objective criti
cism, methodically ignoring 'intentions,' is as applicable to the most
personal work imaginable, like a poem or a painting."121 Despite the
Movie writers' proclivity for interviewing their preferred auteurs, they
used their skills in close reading to push objectivism to new limits. 122
In his 1972 Film as Film) Perkins formulated an objectivist credo:

If the relationships established in a film are significant, it makes
no difference to the spectator how they came, or were brought about,
or to what extent their significance was intended. A movie has a
meaning for the spectator when he is able to interpret its pattern of
actions and images. Provided that its relationships are coherently
shaped, the film embodies-and can be shown to embody-a con
sistent meaning which mayor may not have been sought, or sincerely
felt, by the director. 123

Perkins' emphasis on pattern, coherence, and consistency points to
the central attribute of meaning in both the transmission model and
the objectivist model: unity. ''What matters in a film is the will toward
order, harmony, composition," wrote Cahiers)s Fereydoun Hoveyda
in 1960, adding that the critic's task was to reveal, behind each film-
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maker's characteristic ordering principles, the work's hidden mean
ing. 124 Jonas Mekas could claim that the good experimental film has
its own "plot": "These events are as tightly knit and proceed with as
much inevitability and time-place-character unity as on the other, outer
level (circle) of being (art)."125 In all these critical idioms, unity can
be attributed to a single film or to an entire career. "There's not content
on the one hand and technique on the other," observes Jacques Riv
ette; "there's 'expression' and, if the film succeeds, this expression
forms a whole."126 According to Sarris, the auteur critic "looks at a
film as a whole; a director as a whole. The parts, however entertaining
individually, must cohere meaningfully."127

In general, the Cahiers critics gravitated toward an extrinsic, "cita
tional" conception of implicit meaning, whereby iconography found
its way into films. (Christian symbolism furnished favorite instances.)
Similar atomistic tactics dominated much of the explicatory criticism
around the New American Cinema of the 1950s and early 1960s. The
Movie critics, however, insisted more upon the intrinsic, "contextual"
significance created within the work. Thus in a 1962 roundtable,
Cameron praises a motif in Barabbas for furnishing the sort of sym
bolism that "links back to something else within the picture, rather
than annexing a meaning from elsewhere."128 Similarly, with the rise
of "structural film," avant-garde explication became more holistic and
contextual, assuming that the film's underlying concept yielded a clear
shape that at lea~t partly modified whatever symbols might be present.
(Ironically, in their refusal of the morphological "premises of American
structural film, many English avant-garde critics returned to atomistic
theme-spotting.) And in its occasional insistence on a dialectics of
form, avant-garde criticism came close to Movie)s tendency to treat the
film as having a dynamic structure, like that which many New Critics
found in a poem: bristling with internal thematic tensions that are
checked, if not resolved, by an overall form. 129 Despite such local
differences, however, explicatory criticism treated formal unity pri
marilyas a.manifestation of a unity of meaning.

Like the art cinema and avant-garde filmmaking, explicatory criti
cism sought to demonstrate that film was a worthy cultural enterprise.
Cinema produced rich, complex experiences that could form the oc
casion for intellectual reflection and debate. So powerful and pervasive
were the effects of this critical trend that not only its methods but its
underlying notions of meaning provided the basis of film interpreta
tion. Probably most teachers and critics still practice explication, as-
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suming some version of the communication-based, expression-based,
or objectivist conceptions of implicit meaning, and seeking to reveal
the film's thematic unity. Since the late 1960s, however, a second
critical trend has become steadily more influential, and it has based its
approach to interpretation on significantly different conceptions of
meanIng.



4
Symptomatic
Interpretation
Freud in his analysis provides explanations which many people are
inclined to accept. He emphasizes that people are dis-inclined to
accept them. But if the explanation is one which people are dis
inclined to accept, it is higWy probable that it is also one which
they are inclined to accept. And this is what Freud has actually
brought out.

-Ludwig Wittgenstein

On a summer day, a, father looks out at the family lawn and says to
his teen-aged son: "The grass is so tall I can hardly see the cat walking
through it." The son slopes off to mow the lawn, but the interchange
has been witnessed by a team of live-in social scientists, and they
interpret the father's remark in various ways. One sees it as typical of
an American household's rituals of power and negotiation. Another
observer construes the remark as revealing a characteristic bourgeois
concern for appearances and a pride in private property. Yet another,
perhaps having had some training in the humanities, insists that the
father envies the son's sexual proficiency and that the feline image
constitutes a fantasy that unwittingly symbolizes (a) the father's iden
tification with a predator; (b) his desire for liberation from his stifling
life; (c) his fears of castra~ion (the cat in question has been neutered);
or (d) all of the above.

Now if these observers were to propose their interpretations. to the
father, he might deny them with great vehemence, but this would not
persuade the social scientists to repudiate their conclusions. They
would reply that the meanings they ascribed to the remark were
involuntary, concealed by a referential meaning (a report on the height
of the grass) and an implicit meaning (the order to mow the lawn).
The social scientists have constructed a set of symptomatic meanings,
and these cannot be demolished by the father's protest. Whether the
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sources ofmeaning are intrapsychic or broadly cultural, they lie outside
the conscious control of the individual who produces the utterance.
We are now practicing a "llermeneutics of suspicion," a scholarly
debunking, a strategy that sees apparently innocent interactions as
masking unflattering impulses. Nietzsche set out the catechism of
symptomatic interpretation in all the human sciences: "When we are
confronted with any manifestation which someone has permitted us
to see, we may ask: what is it meant to conceal?· what is it meant to
draw our attention from? what prejudice does it seek to raise? and
again, how far does the subtlety of the dissimulation go? and in what
respect is the man mistaken?"l Repressed meaning is what no speaker
will own up to.

At least as far back as Kant, the hermeneutic tradition was willing
to grant that an interpreter might understand the author better than
he has understood himself2 But this activity was concerned with
clearing away logical confusions in the author's project, the better to
clarify his true intention. What Freud and his followers brougllt to
the interpretation of human behavior, including artistic creativity, was
the dynamic conception ofthe unconscious, whereby deeper meanings
were systematically concealed by a process of resourceful repression.
For example, Freud was intrigued by Leonardo da Vinci's fantasy of
a vulture settling down at his cradle and striking him on the lips with
its tail. According to Freud, this fantasy conceals Leonardo's reminis
cence of suckling at the maternal breast; the unconscious has trans
formed this infantile memory into a homosexual fantasy. 3 In a similar
fashion, Ernest Jones traces Hamlet's vacillation back to his erotic
attraction to his mother, which emerges in the distorted form ofmanic
depressive symptoms.4 "His emotions are inexplicable... because
there are thoughts and wishes that no one dares to express even to
himself."s Marie Bonaparte finds Poe's "Tell-Tale Heart" a drama of
parricide, and urges us to treat all his tales as analogous to dreams, in
which unconscious material that can never be brought to the surface
is represented in symbolic but displaced, condensed, and censored
images.6

It is impossible to exaggerate the impact which the concept of
repressed meaning has had on artistic theory and practice in our
century. Within film studies, virtually every brand of "symptomatic
reading" has been explored. Nevertheless, only certain versions have
proven central to academic film criticism. Psychobiographical study
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has won relatively few adherents in film studies. By the time the study
of cinema arrived at the university-that is, the late 1960s-the psy
choanalysis of the artist was already being criticized as either irrelevant
to the work's aesthetic effect or blind to the sociopolitical context of
individual action. (Such critiques seem to have developed out of the
cultural-studies tradition consolidated in comparative literature and
American studies, and they were probably strengthened by the 1960s'
countercultural attack on orthodox psychoanalysis.) Nor did the sur
realists' "irrational enlargement" of scenes from favorite films attract
many imitators, perhaps because Western university life, especially
since New Criticism, rewards the interpreter who seems to analyze a
publicly accessible ''work'' or "text" rather than the critic who reflects
on her or his idiosyncratic associations. By and large, symptomatic
interpretation in film studies has preferred to show how repressed
material has social sources and consequences. An "objectively" analyz
able film secreting something significant about the culture which pro
duces or consumes it: since the 1940s, this has been the text
constructed by the most influential versions of symptomatic criticism.

Culture, Dream, and Lauren Bacall
Hollywood is the mass unconscious-scooped up as crudely as a
steam shovel scoops up the depths of a hill, and served on a help
lessly empty screen.

-Parker Tyler

While Bazin was marking out his critical position in France, alternative
trends were arising in the United States. At Columbia University,
home of the anthropologists Ruth Benedict and Margaret Mead, there
emerged an attempt to study film as part of what Benedict had called
"patterns of culture." The most visible results of this tendency were
Gregory Bateson's 1943 monograph on German propaganda, Martha
Wolfenstein and Nathan Leites' Movies: A Psychological Study (1950),
and essays in Margaret Mead and Rhoda Metraux's Study ofCulture
at a Distance (1953). The exiled Frankfurt Institute for Social Re
search, also attached to Columbia, produced its own analysis ofcinema
in the "Culture Industry" chapter of T. W. Adorno and Max Hork
heimer's Dialectic of Enlightenment) published in 1947. In the same
year, Siegfried Kracauer's From Caligari to Hitler appeared. Shortly
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thereafter, in The Lonely Crowd (1950), the sociologist David Riesman
used current films to support his arguments about American mass
society. At this time Robert Warshow, one of the group around
Partisan Review, was writing a series of essays that displayed many
assumptions held by the more academic analysts. Similar beliefs were
held by Barbara Deming, who in the late 1940sdrew up a batch of
interpretive synopses that did not see print until 1969.7 And from a
still different perspective came Parker Tyler, homespun American sur
realist, who composed a string of lyrical books-The Hollywood Hal
lucination (1944), The Magic and Myth of the Movies (1947), and
Chaplin: The Last of the Clowns (1948).

A typical specimen of this approach is a 1950 article by Wolfenstein
and Leites on No Way Out (1950), a liberal social-problem film. A
black doctor is accused of malpractice when his white patient dies.
The patient's brother, a psychopathic racist, persecutes the doctor,
who is eventually proven innocent by an autopsy. Wolfenstein and
Leites start by constructing the film's explicit meaning: that racial
prejudice is repugnant to decent-thinking people. "On the conscious
level-the level of argument-it is likely that any but violent Negro
haters will be moved by this film in the direction that the film-makers
desire them to gO."8 But Wolfenstein and Leites go on to suggest that
certain scenes tend to contradict the film's message. The authors em
phasize the doctor's lack ofconfidence, the extent to which he imposes
on the whites who come to his defense, and the sacrilege associated
with the autopsy ofa white man. In addition, a pattern of iconography
associates blacks with comedy, and a climactic scene of violence in
cludes the image of a screaming woman confronted by a band of black
men. Wolfenstein and Leites conclude:

There is of course no doubt of the good intentions of the makers of
this film. But in order to show how wrong race hatred is, the film
makers had to create a plot and characters, and elaborate them in
detailed images; here their fantasies from a less conscious level come
to the surface: the Negro becomes a terrible burden that we must
carry on our backs; a sacrifice of white corpses is required for his
preservation; the image of the violated white woman forces its way
to the screen; and so on. There is an effort to deny these unacknowl
edged nightmares about the Negro by locating them in an excep
tional, pathological character, but this attempt at denial remains, at
bottom, ineffectual. The very title of the film, extremely puzzling in
terms of the plot, expresses the basic ambiguity; though the Negro-
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hater is supposed to be defeated and the falsely accused Negro saved
and vindicated, the title seems to state a deeper belief and draw a
contrary "moral": there is no way out.9

Like many interpreters of their period, Wolfenstein and Leites disclose
an incompatibility between the film's explicit moral and what emerges
as a cultural symptom.

To a great extent, the search for repressed meanings developed in
response to wartime cinema. German and Japanese films offered cul
tural anthropologists a chance to test their theories of "national char
acter" and. the symbolic dimensions of culture. 10 Benedict drew on
Japanese films for evidence in The Chrysanthemu1JZ and the Sword
(1946), but she used them wholly referentially, as a way of explaining
oddities of Japanese personality. More probing was Bateson's 1943
analysis of Hitlerjunge Quex (1933). Here he carefully distinguished
between explicit propaganda and implicit themes, and then went on
to suggest that the film also betrayed "unconscious" meanings related
to the Oedipus complex. The film pointed to a "split in the Nazi
personality."ll Kracauer's From Caligari to Hitler responded to Nazi
cinema with a more historical argument about a collective German
disposition to submit to tyranny. Like Bateson, Kracauer posited at
once an explicit meaning, an implicit one, and a symptomatic one
disrupting the implicit one. The "adolescent" films of1924-1928, for
instance, display a discontent with the democratic regime, and this
implies a revolt against all authority; but according to Kracauer, this
rebellion actually betrays an abiding desire to be ruled. 12 The popular
conception of Nazism and Japanese militarism as "collective madness"
doubtless hastened the importation of psychoanalytic concepts into
the study of film's cultural functions.

The same interpretive strategy was applied to American cinema.
While Bateson and Kracauer were scrutinizing Nazi footage at the
Museum of Modern Art, the twenty-five-year-old Barbara Deming
was there as well, selecting films for the Library of Congress. In 1950
she completed the manuscript of what would be published, two de
cades later, as Running Away from Myself. Here she treats even the
most apparently optimistic Hollywood film as offering images of loss
and futility at odds with official Americ~ values. In the same period,
Wolfenstein and Leites recast symbolic anthropology alQng psycho
analytic lines, borrowing from American ego psychology and empha
sizing Oedipal identity conflicts. Adorno and Horkheimer used a more
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"European" Freudianism to suggest the sadomasochistic appeal of
American comedy. Without benefit of such explicit theories, War
show's postwar essays on American popular culture pointed out social
meanings that lie "in the deeper layers of the modern consciousness"13
and that undergo denial and distortion.

Projection, defense, distortion, symbolism, trauma, obsession, fixa
tion, regression, the Oedipal crisis, persecution delusion, the inferi
ority complex-the psychoanalytic vocabulary that entered AmeriCaIl
cinema in the late 1930s emerges no less vividly in writings about
cinema. The master metaphor is the dream. For Kracauer, die Weimar
"street" films produce a "dreamlike complex of images constituting a
sort of secret code."14 Deming, in a 1944 article, posits that "a film is
multivocal"15 and urges that the analyst treat films as both syn
dromes-that is, significant constellations of symptoms-and dreams
"censored" by the overt morality of the producers and their public. 16

In Running Away from Myself, she asserts that the Hollywood film
presents, in veiled form, what the audience wants to escape from, in
the manner of a dream. 17 Warshow appeals tacitly to the metaphor in
discussing how oppositional social impulses must be "disguised" and
"distorted" before the plot can accommodate them. 18 The more aca
demic Wolfenstein and Leites revise the metaphor to compare films
to daydreams, but they continue to insist on the unpredictable erup
tion of unconscious impulses. 19 The anthropologist-psychotherapist
Bateson pushes the comparison squarely into the social sphere: "The
film has [here] been treated not merely as an individual's dream or as
a work ofart, but also as a myth."20 Most writers of the period assume
that the methods ofcontemporary sociology, anthropology, or cultural
criticism could trace how the Freudian dream work was writ large in
a society's films.

Undoubtedly the .most original of these writers was Parker Tyler.
Neglected in the 1940s and generally ignored by critics today, his
three major books of the period· constitute symptomatic interpreta
tions that remain powerful and (to use one ofhis own favorite words)
piquant. Tyler starts from the premise that the Hollywood film offers
at once stereotyped meaning and a rich but fragmentary batch of
personal and collective fantasies. Drawing on Sir James Frazer's sym
bolic anthropology and Freudian conceptions of fantasy and dream,
Tyler looks for traces of popular myth and repressed symbolism in
order "to reveal a weightier entertainment value in films than Holly
wood itself is aware 9f."21 Unlike many of his contemporaries, he is
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usually not moralistic, confessing himself frankly entertained by mov
ieland's dream logic. He sniffs out Hollywood's "displacements," con
centrating on the innumerable substitutes for the sexual act (elision,
metaphor, suggestive dialogue, costume, skin, voice, and the "som
nambulistic" woman).22 He delightedly discloses homosexual attrac
tion at the root ofDouble Indemnity and castration anxiety in Arsenic
and Old Lace.23 He declares Suspicion "a mesh offictional incongruities"
and traces its disparities to the absence of sexual satisfaction in the
couple's marriage, which the script tries to conceal with a bogus happy
ending.24 In his book on Chaplin, Tyler portrays his hero as embody
ing the archetypal clown and carrying within himself n"arcissistic and
schizophrenic tendencies.

All this is set forth in a style sharply different from the beige
academic prose of Wolfenstein and Leites or the earnest skepticism of
Warshow. It was perhaps Tyler'S style, by turns precious and slangy,
that made him insufficiently appreciated at the time. One reviewer
remarked that Magic and Myth ofthe Movies "reads like a message from
a hashish dream, still to be translated."25 A fair sampling of Tylerese
can be found in his description of Lauren Bacall's path to androgyny:

That she approached Hollywood with a certain Machiavellianism, I
think, is shown by the mild Mephistophelian peaks of her eyebrows.
Yet all of us are human; the most sensational military plans, even if
the army wins, sometimes go kerflooey. Miss Bacall had evidently
intended her voice to give notice that she was a Garbo to the gizzard,
hard to get, and not going to let Humphrey triumph at the first
shot.26

Yet Bacall could not sustain this pose because in To Have and Have
Not) her first scene with Bogie symbolized her role as the young actress
asking the big star for a part in his next picture. A page later, Tyler
happily discovers that Bacall's song was dubbed by a young man: "I
would say now that Miss Bacall's analytical equation balances even
better, with Cow Cow Boogie the power of every integer on both
sides. Her Hepburnesque Garbotoon,· clearly confirmed in her sub
sequent pictures, equals Dietrich travestied by·a boyish voice."27 Ty
ler's writing creates a phantasnlagoria of blurring and merging movie
images-a ""Hollywood hallucination" not unlike that produced by
Rose Hobart) the collage film made by his friend Joseph Cornell.

Tyler was as fecund a critic as Bazin, but possessed of a wildness
that looked ahead to contemporary criticism. His interpretation of
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Citizen [(ane reveals layers of verbal acknowledgement-the religious
confessional, the psychoanalytic clinic, the legal third degree-that
resemble the dynamic of law and desire that would inform 1970s
critical theory.28 His chapter on voices in movies uncannily anticipates

"Barthes's discussion of the pleasure in "the grain of the voice,"29 and
he later recalled his 1940s work in terms that suggest a "post-struc
turalist" notion of critical pleasure: ''The only indubitable reading of
a given movie, therefore, was its value as a charade, a fluid guessing
game where all meanings made an open quantity, where the only
'winning answer' was not the right one but any amusingly relevant
and suggestive one: an answer which led to interesting speculations
about society, about mankind's perennial, profuse and typically serio
comic ability to deceive itself."30 In Magic and MythJ Tyler, like Barthes
in L)Empire des signesJ confesses that he has created his own myth.
And no one can deny the serious playfulness of the surrealist who,
sensitive to the infantile fixations in films, dedicates his first book "to
the memory of my mother, that golden nature whose image so often
illuminated with me this side of the movie screen."31

It was probably not Tyler whom Andrew Sarris had in mind when
he launched his attack on those "forest critics" who condemned Holly
wood for mass-producing fantasies. Nonetheless, Sarris' assault on the
New York literary intelligentsia and academic social scientists did turn
younger readers away from the character typology and myth analysis
promoted in 1940s symptomatic criticism. Instead, the auteurists'
reinterpretation of American cinema emphasized individual artistry
and implicit meaning. Only with the mutation ofauteurism, as initially
conceived, did mainstream film criticism reconsider the issue of symp
tomatic meaning; and this decline was, significantly, the result of a
certain dialectical tension within the concept of authorship itself. Re
pressed meaning, itself repressed in auteur accounts, returned.

Myth as Antinomy
There can only be a science of what is hidden.

-Gaston Bachelard

.The 1960s saw the triumph of auteur and genre studies. Both had
firm roots in an explicatory conception of meaning, but because of
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the influence of Continental structuralist theory and method, both
grew into a shape that made the critical institution more hospitable
to symptomatic interpretation.32

Midway through the decade, a circle of young intellectuals around
the British Film Institute initiated a more rigorous study of a film
author's themes. Under the pseudonym Lee Russell, Peter Wollen
wrote several auteur pieces for New Left Review between 1964 and
1968. These essays, often directly responding to Sarris' 1963 Film
Culture issue on American directors, pursued the explicatory line,
often by seeking out thematic dualities. 33 In 1967, Geoffrey Nowell
Smith published Visconti) a landmark attempt to study the "hidden
structural connections which bind his work together."34 This is ex
plained in a famous passage: ''The purpose of criticism becomes there
fore to uncover behind the superficial contrasts of subject and
treatment a structural hard core of basic and recondite motifs. The
pattern formed by these motifs, which may be stylistic or thematic, is
what gives an author's work its particular structure, both defining it
internally and distinguishing one bodyofwork from another."35 Nowell
Smith treats Visconti's structures as either abstract character roles and
relations (husband/wife, lover/mistress) or overarching thematic op
positions (for example,.actual world/ideal world).36 Although Nowell
Smith declares that a completely structuralist sWdy of a director is
probably unfeasible, his attempt to disclose implicit narrative or se
mantic structures led to a more systematic and dynamic notion of
authorial unity. Auteur structuralism would reveal how the structures
"are formed, within the film, into an autonomous and equilibrated
whole."37

During the same period, BFI-based writers were exploring the con
cept of genre as a correlative to authorship.· Both Cahiers and Positif
had pioneered a genre-oriented study of Hollywood, and the early
1960s saw the· publication of several French books on the Western.38
Taking his lead from these works, Alan Lovell argued that genre study
could set director studies in a solid context that would nuance thematic
readings.39 Like most auteur studies, genre criticism played down
visual style in favor of recurrent themes. And critics .found that seeking
the thematic base of a genre led inevitably to broader social meanings.
The Western became nothing less than an American myth, and as
Lovell put it in 1968, "to make sense out of our use. of 'myth' seems
to me a crucial problem for mass culture studies."40
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Structuralist analysis of authorship and genre was consolidated by
the publication, in 1969, of Peter Wollen's Signs and Meaning in the
Cinema and Jim Kitses' Horizons West. The former, the most influential
book in English-language film studies of the period, proposes a theo
retically grounded structuralism. Like Nowell-Smith, Wollen orga
nizes his material into "a system of differences and oppositions."41 He
picks two contrasting auteurs, Hawks and Ford, to illustrate his
method. He divides Hawks's work into two genres, the adventure
drama and the screwball comedy; he then adduces such oppositions
as professional/unprofessional, male/female, elite group/outsider, and
so on. He goes on to assign positive and negative value to each,
asserting that the self-reliant male group celebrated in the dramas is
ridiculed in the comedies' themes of regression and sex-reversa1.42

When Wollen turns to Ford, he finds ao"master antinomy" between
the desert and the garden that organizes a range of contrasting mean
ings (nomad/settler, Indian/European, gun/book, West/East). He ar
gues that Ford's work is richer than Hawks's in that the antinomies
shift across the career, often reversing the values ascribed to them in
earlier films.

Wollen insistently pushes the concept of authorship into a cultural
domain. He draws explicitly on the folklore and myth studies of
Vladimir Propp and Levi-Strauss. He derives Ford's master antinomy
from Henry Nash Smith's Vit;gin Land) wherein the desert/garden
contrast is shown to be, in Wollen's words, "one which has dominated
American thought and literature, recurring in countless novels, tracts,
political speeches and magazine stories."43 By treating the auteur's
themes as myths, the critic opens up the work to a new kind oof
interpretation, in which the "Ford film" may be seen as a symptomatic
expression of cultural ideology.

Thematic dualism also plays a major role in Kitses' Horizons West.
Here the garden/desert antinomy is said to be the core structure of
the Western genre. ''What we are dealing with here, of course," Kitses
writes, "is no less than a national world-view."44 The genre is thus not
a mass of inert material but a historically, ideologically structured set
of subjects, themes, and values. Like an auteur's oeuvre, the genre
needs interpretation, and the critic looking at, 0 say, a film by Anthony
Mann must plot out how he treats inherited conventions. In the genre
studies contemporaneous with or subsequent to Kitses' work, critics
were eager to follow the Antinomy Trail, finding in the Western the
tension between an agrarian ideal and an industrial reality, or the
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opposition of man and nature.45 By and large, genre criticism was
content to operate as a complement to authorial analysis, although
both Ed Buscombe in England and John Cawelti in the United States
suggested studying a genre for its own sake.46 Colin McArthur sum
marized the detente neatly: "Each genre has developed its own recur
rent images and its own themes against which individual artists have
counterpointed their personal vision."47

The British work owed a good deal to the emerging cultural studies
movement descended from Richard Hoggart and Raymond Williams
and to the political theories of culture explored in journals like New
Left Review.48 For my purposes here, however, it is the impact of
structuralism that sheds most light on the British critics' search for a
rigorous interpretive method. The most significant source is Claude
Levi-Strauss, whose work was being steadily translated into English
between 1963 and 1969. Tl1at remarkable research itself hovers in a
fascinating way between a conception of implicit meaning and a com
mitment to symptomatic meaning. Uvi-Strauss's mentors are Durk
heim and Freud, Jakobson and Marx. He asserts that cultural activities
have "unconscious" foundations, yet he compares them to phonol
ogical features of language (which are not repressed or censored in
any psychoanalytical sense). He claims that the structure of the human
mind is a purely formal one, a view quite different from Freud's
emphasis on particular psychic contents. Thus when Levi-Strauss in
terprets a cultural system, he may be considered to have constructed
the implicit meanings of which the social actors are unaware. Yet at
the same time, Levi-Strauss's analyses of myth move toward a notion
of symptomatic meaning. According to him, myth works to represent
the overcoming of a social contradiction.49 His binary oppositions
point to realms ofcultural contestation, which the tale seeks to mediate
and transcend. Thus a tension within society can be seen as present in
but repressed by the overall structures of the myth.50

Many BFI structuralists relied upon Levi-Strauss at one point or
another.51 Most often, the nature/culture antinomy (of which the
)T~unted desert/garden couplet seems but a variant) was used to inter
pret a single film, an author's work,' or a genre.52 By 1970, the practice
had become so common that Nowell-Smith criticized it as superficial
and whimsical.53 Some years later Charles Eckert raised similar objec
tions to straightforward "applications" of Levi-Strauss.54 Such criti
cisms are just, but the significance of structuralist interpretation lay
not in its rigorous employment of theoretical concepts (never a strong
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suit of film criticism) but rather in its ambivalence. Like Levi-Strauss's
work, this critical practice oscillated between a conception of implicit
meaning and a conception of symptomatic meaning.

We must also remember that the movement did not trigger a radical
turnabout in critical practice. Structuralism in the hands of the BFI
writers remained resolutely thematic. Although Wollen distinguis4es
between a style-centered auteur criticism and one devoted to revealing
a core of "thematic motifs,"55 he puts the former aside. Indeed, in
quoting Nowell-Smith on deep structures, he omits the remark that
the work's motifs "may be stylistic or thematic."56 (Wollen justifies his
thematic emphasis by citing Levi-Strauss's claim that "myths exist
independently of style."57) Even structuralistauteurism's most "scien
tistic" moments, such as Alan Lovell's 1969-1970 critique of Robin
Wood's work, did not break with the commitment to theme. Indeed,
it is chiefly because both Wood and Lovell were committed to expli
cation that they were able to disagree about method.58

Yet despite their adherence to explication, structuralist auteur critics
occasionally gravitated toward self-consciously symptomatic accounts,
chiefly by seeking out what were called "ambiguities" and "contradic
tions." Wollen's New Left Review essays contrast "coherent" directors
(for example, Renoir and Hitchcock) and "incoherent" ones. One of
the latter, Samuel Fuller, is said to represent "a far point of bourgeois
romantic-nationalist consciousness, in which its contradictions are
clearly exposed."59 Nowell-Smith likewise locates areas of "complica
tion and contradiction" in Visconti.60 The idea of involuntary symp
tomatic expression emerges when Nowell-Smith claims that the
tension between "drama" and "epic" in Rocco and His Brothers is not
under Visconti's control, reflecting an ambivalence in his personal
social status.61 In Signs and Meaning) Wollen treats the auteur text as
arising from the introduc,tion of the script's incidents into the author's
conscious or unconscious mind, where they react with his character
istic themes. The critic must then play psychoanalyst, reconstructing
the latent text that is concealed by the manifest film. 62 Genre criticism
was also sensitive to the symptomatic dimension of Levi-Straussian
antinomies, as when Colin McArthur interprets a shot in The Covered
Wagon as presenting "a major split·in the American psyche."63 Novelty
is perceptible only to those primed to look for it, and although most
auteur and genre critics subscribed to a notion of the unified work,
the routine of ascribing antinomies to films prepared them to embrace
that 1970s doctrine of the "contradictory" text and the construction
of symptomatic meaning.
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Systeme ala Mode
From the perspective of this book, we can see many French theorists
of the 1960s as attempting to demonstrate the power of symptomatic
interpretation. Besides Levi-Strauss, whose claims for a cultural "un
conscious" we have already encountered, there were many thinkers
who argued along symptomatic lines. Roland Barthes's analysis of
bourgeois "mythologies" was frankly derived from Levi-Straussian and
Marxist tenets concerning the social construction of a culture/nature
opposition. Jacques Lacan's "return to Freud" consisted at least partly
in asserting the centrality of repression to psychic and linguistic phe
nomena. Under Lacan's influence, Louis Althusser undertook a "symp
tomatic reading" of Marx, aiming to reveal a text "present as a
necessary absence in the first."64 For Jacques Derrida, Western thought
was haunted by its repression of writing.65. Michel Foucault took
Freudian interpretation as a paradigm of the skeptical role of the
human sciences, a principle of perpetual suspicion.66 Within literary
theory and criticism, the Tel quel group drew upon Lacanian psycho
analytic concepts to elaborate a conception of the "speaking subject,"
and used Marx to theorize a critique of literary ideology, while Pierre
Macherey suggested how literary texts might be read as built around
concealed absences.67

All these theories were provocative and powerful, but they might
not have won so many adherents had they not been accompanied by
authoritative interpretations of particular texts. Ordinary criticism
could take these readings as exemplars for ongoing practice. For every
reader who .has worked through the entirety of Mythologiques or For
Marx or Lacan's Bents or The Order ofThings) there must be hundreds
who know only Levi-Strauss's essay on the Oedipus myth, or Althus
ser's study ofthe Piccolo Teatro, or Lacan's seminar on "The Purloined
Letter," or Foucault's discussion of Las Meninas. One can argue that
Barthes's study of "Sarrasine" borrows much from Tel quel theory, but
the ruminations of Julia Kristeva and Philippe Sollers were never
presented in such a beguiling piece of "practical criticism" as S/Z.68 In
these and kindred works, "theory" becomes ~xplicit as seldom before
in the study of the arts. Now the film critic was expected to show that
the interpretation reinforces or revises or replaces a theory about how
movies work. After structuralism, the catchphrase "a--ian reading
of X" came into film study. At the same time, theory became stream
lined; its complexities and nuances were often ignored, and it served
to fuel ordinary interpretive activity.
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To these developments Cahiers du cinema) still the vanguard Parisian
journal, was of course not immune. The early 1960s saw the Cahiers
incorporate some structuralist advances.69 Yet not until the crisis
around Henri Langlois and the Cinematheque in 1967-1968 and the
events of May 1968 did the Cahiers) under the editorship of Jean
Louis Comolli and Jean Narboni, enter the era of politicized struc
turalism.

Like their peers in literary and art theory, the Cahiers editors began
to write texts pitched at a new level of elliptical abstraction. (Positif's
most virulent polemicist, Robert Benayoun, dubbed the converted
Cahiers crew "les enfants du paradigme."70) Some of this work, such
as Jean-Pierre Oudart's essays, has enjoyed continuing influence, and
one theoretical manifesto, Comolli and Narboni's "Cinema/Ideology/
Criticism" of 1969, has become. a canonized work. Here the editors
layout a taxonomy of the possible relations between a film and the
dominant ideology. Their most influential formulation (borrowed pri
marily from Macherey) pertained to those films which, they claimed,
belonged to dominant ideology only superficially. In certain Holly
wood films "an internal criticism is taking place which cracks the film
apart at the seams. If one reads the film obliquely, looking for symp
toms; if one looks beyond its apparent formal coherence, one can see
that it is riddled with cracks; it is splitting under an internal tension
which is SimplYllot there in an ideologically innocuous film."71 This
passage, cited dozens of times over the next two decades, became a
search warrant in the investigation of repressed meanings.

The Cahiers· case centered upon the analysis of auteur films. There
was, for example, Jean-Pierre Oudart's claiin that BufiueI's Milky Way
created a cinema which was the site of many incomplete and incom
patible readings, all revolving around structural contradictions.72 There
was also Raymond Bellour's painstaking dissection of the Bodega Bay
sequence of Hitchcock's film The Birds. Bellour's analysis was heavily
indebted to the structuralist stylistics of Jakobson, b\lt it was praised
by Narboni for opening the path to an Althusserian-Lacanian account:
Bellour had revealed the process by which a film could bear the traces
of what it must exclude.73 Cahiers furnished still more applications of
the symptomatic approach during the years 1970-1971 in a series of
"collective texts": detailed studies, composed by members of the edi
torial board, of repressed meanings in Renoir's La Vie est Ii nousJ

Ford's Young Mr. Lincoln) Sternberg's Morocco) and Kozintsev and
Trauberg's New Babylon. 74 Although the variety of this critical work is
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greater than is often assumed, I can pause only to consider the Ford
essay, which has in English-language criticism' become the prototype
of modern symptomatic interpretation, and is probably the central
exemplar of academic film criticism as such.

The essay, written by the Cahiers board around an unusually opaque
submission by Jean-Pierre Oudart (section 25' of the essay as pub
lished), stands as a summation of many trends in late 1960s French
theory. Its scene-by-scene segmentation and its insistence on the
work's "intertextual spaces" recall Barthes's recently pUblished 8/Z. It
draws on Althusserian and Lacanian concepts to identify "discourses
of overdetermination" that should explain the film's repression of
politics and sexuality. More centrally, the essay relies on Macherey's
model ofhow a text embarks on an ideological project and then subverts
it by creating "constituent lacks." Young Mr. Lincoln's ideo
logical project-to portray Lincoh1 as a mythically perfect Republi
can-seeks to rewrite history by linking him to Law, family, and
politics. To transpose this project into narrative form, the film avails
itself of two structural models. The "biography of a great man" func
tions in the future-perfect tense, setting the stage for the great deeds
which the hero will perform in later life. At the same time, the detective
story furnishes a plot organized around a murder, clues, a witness who
won't talk, red herrings, and a courtroom denouement. Up to a point,
then, both ideological project and narrative structure hold the film
together.

But the ideological project is thrown off course by several factors.
First, it secretes certain incompatibilities. Lincoln both incarnates the
Law and rises above it; he acts as a mother's son.but also must stand
in for a missing father. As the film works itself out in actio~ and
imagery, Lincoln becomes constituted by absences. There are signifi
cant omissions: his mother, his fabled origins, his stand on slavery,
the outcome of his choices (between plaintiffs, pies, and brothers),
and especially his relation to women. The Cahiers editors argue that
the political sphere "represses" Lincoln's erotic identity. It is through
women (Mrs. Clay, Ann Rutledge) that he accedes to the Law; but
to be true to it, he must renounce sexual pleasure. The film also
presents notable distortions of the ideological project. The Law is
depicted, solely as prohibiting violence ("castrating"), yet it is also
paranoid, trying to ground itself in nature. And the editors point to
certain "excessive" moments: Lincoln exhibits a "castrating stare," a
paranoid self-confidence, an excessive violence, and a final "monstrous-
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ness" reminiscent of Nosferatu. In sum, an ideological project begin
ning from a myth of Lincoln as the great unifier and upholder of
natural Law succumbs -to ambivalence: the great father figure derives
his authority from the mother, and the Law is revealed as repressing
desire, castrating the Oedipal son while also nominating him as the
restorer of an ideal, maternally based law. Hence the essay's most
notorious Lacanian apothegm: "Lincoln does not have the phallus, he
is the phallus."75

However novel it may have seemed, this symptomatic reading had
one ingredient that assured its continuity with earlier Cahiers work.
Macherey had already suggested that Jules Verne could create a "faulty
narrative" out of the theme of capitalist exploration. Now the Cahiers
editors attributed the absences, distortions, and excesses undergone
by the film's ideological project to Ford's "scriptural work," his film
making practice. Recurrent motifs of Ford's oeuvre-the community
celebration, the centrality of the family and the mother-serve to
short-circuit aspects of the originating myth. Lincoln "can only be
inscribed as a Fordian character at the expense of a number of distor
tions and reciprocal assaults (by him on the course of the fiction and
by fiction on his historical truth)."76 In the "Cinema/Ideology/Criti
cism" manifesto, Narboni and Comolli had mentioned Ford as a
director who could reveal and denounce the overt ideology within a
film. Now Oudart's portion of the Young Mr. Lincoln text asserts that
the ideologically overdetermined presentation of Lincoln as Law has
been "declared by [Ford's] writing and emphasized by his comedy"
and has yielded an indictment of the Law's castrating discourse. 77 The
text is contradictory chiefly thanks to the auteur-a1subversive textual
force rather than a visionary individual, but no less fundamental for
that. The film is truly "John Ford's Young Mr. Lincoln."

The Cahiers collective texts had many effects, one of which was to
encourage critics to scrutinize films with unprecedented exactitude.
Bellour's 1969 article on The Birds had already initiated what is now
called "textual analysis,"78 a genre of criticism whose attention to the
minutiae of technique and narrative construction far surpassed any
thing attempted by Movie's close readings: Thierry Kuntzel's study of
the opening of M (1972), Bellour's breakdown of a scene in The Big
Sleep (1973), an exhaustive collaborative analysis of Muriel (1974),
and Communications 23 (1975), which included such now classic essays
as Kuntzel's study of the opening of The Most Dangerous Game) and
Bellour's staggering lIS-page dissection of North by Northwest) com-
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plete with stills, charts, and a bird's-eye diagram of the crop-dusting
scene.

Significantly, the most influential of these studies ascribed sympto
matic meanings to the patterns and processes yielded by analysis. In
North by Northwest Bellour discovers a dialectic of desire: the hero
achieves identity by forcing the woman to participate in a fantasy that
eventually installs him as the good father and projects his aggression
onto the villain. Kuntzel treats a film as analogous to Freud's "dream
work" in that the opening offers a matrix of images like that of the
primary process, a passage of condensed motifs that the later portions
of the film will "linearize" into displaced fantasy forms. For Bellour
the classical film creates rhymes and parallels whose differences stage
a sliding Lacanian game of lack posited, filled, and recreated that
echoes the movement of the hero in the intrigue. For Kuntzel, the
classical film fuses, and thus confuses, what culture normally keeps
apart, and the film's progress is a series ofdisplacements and inversions
that are eventually halted by the reassertion of difference. For both,
textual analysis reveals the film's "unconscious," its repressed material
that may surface in the slightest details of form and style.

The Contradictory Text
In English-speaking countries, awareness of the Parisian symptomatic
approach coincided with a rise in Marxist film theory and criticism.
Translations of Althusser, Lacan, and Foucault spurred interest in the
political ramifications of post-structuralist thought, while Barthes's
1957 Mythologies took on a new life from being translated into English
at this period. In the spring of 1971 Screen) under a new editorial
board and editor Sam Rohdie, launched an ongoing inquiry into film
and ideology-sp.earheaded by a translation of the .Cahiers "Cinema!
Ideology/Criticism" essay. Soon Screen translated the Young Mr. Lin
coln article and devoted an entire issue to semiology, conceived as a
"science" along Althusserian lines. 79

Some of the Screen writers sought to show the illusory basis of the
unity which explicatory critics had imputed to the auteur film. In a
critique of Perkins' Film as Film) Rohdie charges that an insistence on
coherence and wholeness links Movie to Romantic·and realist aesthetics
and cannot comprehend "modernist" filmmaking or locate the contra
dictory forces within a film practice.80 For some critics, accepting
Cahiers's gaps-and-fissures argument required an explicit break with
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the compromise of auteur structuralism. In his 1972 afterword to the
new edition of Signs and Meaning in the Cinema) Wollen asserts that
the auteur film, and Hollywood itself, is contradictory, although "like
a dream, the film the spectator sees is, so to· speak, the 'film-facade,'
the end-product of 'secondary revision,' which hides and masks the
process which remains latent in the film 'unconscious.'''81 The uncon
scious work that Wollen once assigned to the filmmaker's mind is now
located within the film. The modern conception of the "text" presents
"fissures and gaps which exist in reality but which are repressed by an
ideology, characteristic of bourgeois society, which insists on the
'wholeness' and integrity of each individual consciousness."82 Nowell
Smith, who confessed in 1973 to having been "a star-struck structur
alist," suggests that auteur structuralism makes sense only as a step
toward a scientific, materialist film theory.83

To a great extent, such theoretical pronouncements answered a need
that was already being articulated in practical interpretation. Marxist
criticism has long been preoccupied with the need to explain how
progressive or otherwise valuable art can arise within oppressive
economic and political circumstances. By the early 1970s, the New
Left's emphasis on consciousness and culture had given a strong im
petus to ideological analysis ofpopular cinema. Some concepts already
introduced help us identify three broad critical options.

One approach, often called "demystification," aims to show up
artworks as covert propaganda, sugar-coated pills. Whatever explicit
meanings can be ascribed to the work, the demystifying critic con
structs reactionary implicit ones that undercut them. A second, con
trary approach posits progressive implicit meanings lying behind
whatever reactionary referential or explicit meanings the film may
present. Engels seems to have set the pattern for this approach when
he praised Balzac's fiction for satirizing the very class with which the
a~thor sympathized most deeply.84 In film journals of the late 1960s
and early 1970s, critics employed both the demystifying and the pro
gressivist methods of interpretation. Cinemantics) Cineaste) The Velvet
Light Trap) and Jump Cut ran articles that either damned Hollywood
for embodying the values of American capitalism or praised Holly
wood films which suggested radical meanings.

The concept of the contradictory text, predicated on repressed
meanings that disrupt explicit or implicit ones, permits the critic to
take a more synthetic and dialectical stance. The critic may unmask
ideology by pointing out all the patent distortions ill the film, but go



Symptomatic Interpretation 89

on to "save" the film by showing how it either contains progressive
elements or embodies in its very incompatibilities. some instructive
indications ofhow fiercely ideology. must struggle in order to maintain
its authority. Just as the conception ofsymptomatic reading. supported
Tel quel's analysis ofmasterworks of the literary avant-garde, a parallel
notion allowed film critics to continue to study, with a new sense of
political purpose, that Hollywood cinema already revealed by auteur
and genre studies.

By 1974 the political possibilities of symptomatic reading were
emerging clearly, informed by ideas from anthropology, Marxism, and
psychoanalysis. An early and influential effort was Charles Eckert's
article on Warners' 1937 Marked Woman. Like the Cahiers editors, he
seeks to situate the film within a concrete historical context, that of
New York gangsters' control of prostitution. In the film, Eckert finds
a "dialectical" relationship between melodrama and factors that treat
the women's plight "realistically." Eckert interprets the latter elements
as symptomatic of the film's latent content, class conflict. The film
struggles to displace this economic conflict into a series of Levi
Straussian antinomies in the sphere of regional differences (city/small
town) and p~rsonal morality ("smartness"/"dumbness," wrong con
duct/right conduct). These masking oppositions are very near the text's
surface, set out in the songs sung in the nightclub and governing the
melodramatic action. The film also condenses class-based conflicts·of
rich/poor and exploiter/exploited onto the figure of the gangster him
self. He is at. once capitalist and immigrant, a thug who can be
criticized on moral grounds rather than economic ones. The film's aim
throughout is "to attenuate conflicts at the level of real conditions and
to amplify and resolve them at the surrogate levels of the melo
drama."85 Nevertheless, Marked Woman cannot wholly defuse its ten
sions, and thus it intermittently exposes normal ideological maneuvers.
At the end of the film, for instance, the effort to sentimentalize the
women's plight pales before their implacable expressions as they walk
toward the camera. Progressive aspects of the te~t are thus "saved":
the critic's therapy cannot cure this film, but it can reveal how baring
key contradictions of capitalism somewhat redeems a tawdry gangster
mOVIe.

Nowhere in this period are the cultural politics of the contradictory
text more evident than in the critical writing that emerged out of the
Women's Movement. Kate Millett's Sexual Politics (1968) had already
produced demystifying readings of contemporary literature, and the
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early 1970s saw the consolidation of what soon came to be identified
as the "images-of-women" approach to cultural texts.86 This tended
toward either a demystifying or progressive interpretation ofcharacter
types and situations:· unmasking films which yielded demeaning role
models, praising those which presented women more "realistically."
The critic might show how 1930s Warner Bros. films promulgated
stereotyped conceptions of women (golddigger, girl reporter, prosti
tute), or how a film like J(lute captured "a very common female
conflict."87 The "images" approach quickly became a target for feminist
critics who sought to treat texts as internally contradictory. A recent
formulation concisely summarizes the issues:

In the relative absence of works by women (except for the explicitly
feminist works created· by the women's movement itself), feminist
critics have become increasingly adept at "reading against the grain"
of the classical cinematic text. In this kind of reading, the critic is
less concerned with the truth or falsity of the image of woman than
with gaining an understanding of the textual contradictions that are
symptomatic.of the repression of women in patriarchal culture. This
tendency in feminist film criticism has been enormously fruitful
expanding our understanding not only of the strategies offilmic texts
which work to support and sustain patriarchal constructions but also
of the weak spots, the failings of those constructions. 88

Yet in practice "images" criticism did not necessarily rule out either
symptomatic interpretations or textual incompatibilities. In From Rev
erence to Rape: The Treatment of Women in the Movies (1974), often
taken as a landmark "images" study, .Molly Haskell follows 1940s
critics like Deming in insisting that Hollywood's "American Dream
machine" does not function flawlessly. "Like the latent content of any
good dream, unconscious elements, often elaborately disguised, came
to trouble our sleep."89 She can, for example, treat the sex goddess as
a "schizophrenic" phenomenon, both acceding to gender stereotyping
and, perhaps unwittingly, struggling against it.90 One can argue that
a basic assumption of all feminist criticism is some conception of a
split "cultural consciousness"; the feminist critic will tend to consider
ideological products as, in some broad sense, symptomatic ofrepressed
cultural forces. If so, then Marxist and psychoanalytic versions of
symptomatic meaning-versions deriving from Cahiers's Young Mr.
Lineoln exemplar-drew upon existing tendencies within ,the feminist
tradition.
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Not surprisingly, the new developments centered around the BFI/
Screen group. The result was a mixture of ideas drawn from Levi
Strauss on kinship (the impo~ance of which had been signaled by
Simone de Beauvoir and Juliet Mitchell), Brecht's critique of repre
sentation (as refracted through Althusser, Barthes, and Walter Benja
min), auteur structuralism, and the sort of Machereyan and Lacanian
concepts at work in the Cahiers essay on Ford. All of these sources
offered an explanatory grounding ·for-the incompatibilities that femi
nist critics had recognized in mainstream films. Now one need not
merely add up the film's ideological pluses and minuses; one could
show how the logic of a narrative, a characterization, or a thematic
progression could create disparities in the representation of gender.
In addition, the Women's Movement offered something that most
symptomatic readings lacked: a concrete political base, from which a
feminist critique could not only reveal the weak points in patriarchal
ideology but also launch an oppositional filmmaking and film viewing.

By 1973, Claire Johnston was attacking the images-of-women po
sition for its "crude determinism" and calling for film critics to use
"the sciences founded by Marx and Freud," informed by semiology
and auteur theory.91 Johnston recasts the idea of stereotypes in terms
of Barthesian myth and Freudian fetishism, thus scotching the ques
tion of realism.92 She translates the antinomies of Wollen's Signs and
Meaning into feminist terms: Hawks treats the woman as nonmale in
order to negate her "traumatic presence," while Ford makes her a
cipher around which the garden/desert tension revolves.93 Further
implications for practical criticism were developed in a 1974 essay by
Johnston and Pam Cook. Here .they draw on Lacanian and Levi
Straussian concepts in order to interpret Raoul Walsh's work as con
structing woman as an empty sign to be circulated within a patriarchal
order. On her devolve the male· protagonist's castration fears. As an
object of exchange, she becomes analogous to money. In The Revolt
of Mamie Stove~ however, this pattern changes: at certain moments
Mamie seeks "to transgress the forms of representation governing the
cinema itself."94 Like young Abraham Lincoln, she possesses a threat
ening look (here sometimes. trained on the camera):. as the phallic
woman, she is at once seductress and castrator. Yet she remains con
fined by the symbolic dimension of the text. Both its narrative and its
imagery seek to make her into a commodity, an object and not a
subject of desire. The essay's ending, citing the Comolli and Narboni
passage quoted earlier, exhorts us to treat the text as fissured and to
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situate authorship within ideology. ''The tasks for feminist criticism
must therefore consist of a process of de-naturalisation: a questioning
of the unity of the text; of seeing it as a contradictory interplay of
different codes; of tracing its 'structuring absences' and its relationship
to the universal problem ofsymbolic castration. It is only in this sense
that a feminist strategy for the cinema must be understood."95 In its
presentation ofa basic narrative trajectory (the threat posed by woman
contained by larger textual operations) and its suggestion of the power
of characters' glances to channel the ideological undercurrents of the
text, the Mamie Stover essay came to constitute an exemplar for feminist
film analysis.96

Even more influential was Laura Mulvey's article "Visual Pleasure
and Narrative Cinema."97 Resolutely "theoretical" but written in lucid
language, never so abstract as to ignore examples, it remains a key
text for guiding symptomatic interpretation. Mulvey argues that clas
sical patriarchal film must represent woman as a 'lack, but this entails
an inherent contradiction: the phallus is valorized, but woman's lack
of a penis is a constant reminder of the threat of castration. The film
must therefore offer a fantasy that denies woman's threat while main
taining the law of the Father. The results are two versions of visual
pleasure, scopophiliac voyeurism and narcissism.

So much would probably not have offered much purchase for prac
tical 'criticism, but Mulvey goes on to translate these theoretical con
cepts into concrete terms. She asserts that film technique inherently fa
vors scopophilia, particularlythrough the camera's relayingofcharacters'
acts of looking. At this level, sexual difference consists of making the
woman the looked-at object, the man the looking subject.98 At the
level of narrative structure, though, narcissism comes into play. The
male becomes the active protagonist, controlling the forward-moving
action in a three-dimensional space, while the female is the passive
"one-dimensional" object. Mulvey specifies still more helpfully: Stern
berg's films are prototypes of fetishistic scopophilia and Hitchcock's
typify as well the structure of voyeurism. The woman may, in the
course ofthe narrative, evolve from an "icon" into a mate, as in Hawks,
or she may ~e'investigated and punished, as in Vertigo.

Apart from the article's purely theoretical arguments, Mulvey's re
current emphasis on the necessary contradictions in any attempt to
represent woman provided strong support for an interpreter seeking
gaps and fissures in the text. Just as important, the essay itemized a
host of interpretive cues-the look as bearing power and sexual dif-



Symptomatic Interpretation 93

ference, the equating of the camera with the viewer, the notion of
woman as fetishized spectacle, plot patterns such as surveillance and
punishment. And, like the Johnston and Cook work, ''Visual Pleasure
and Narrative Cinema" proved compatible with such continuing con
cerns ofpractical criticism as studying Hollywood cinema, maintaining
canons of interpretability, and pursuing auteur analysis.99

Mulvey's essay was published in 1975, which constituted a crucial
year for consolidating the new symptomatic model. That was the year
of Communications number 23; of Johnston's essay on masquerade in
Tourneur's Anne of the Indies; of (:a's special number on Christian
Metz; of the BFI booklet on Dorothy Arzner that included Cook's
Brechtian analysis of two Arzner films; and of Stephen Heath's two
part Screen article "Film and System, Terms of Analysis." While
Heath's essay is innovative in many ways, it also synthesizes ideas
drawn from the most influential traditions of the moment: hard-core
structuralism (Levi-Strauss, Todorov, Greimas, early Barthes), post
1968 Tel quel (Kristeva, later Barthes), Althusserian Marxism, Lacan
ian psychoanalysis, feminist interpretation, and textual analysis a la
Bellour and Kuntzel. As Heath's title indicates, he undertakes a meta
critical task, the theorizing and redirecting of current film analysis.
Once more, however, the theory would have had less impact had it
not been framed as a dense, filigreed analysis of a single auteur film,
Touch ofEvil. The result ·is a virtuoso exercise in symptomatic inter
pretation.

According to Heath, a classical film's textual dynamic consists of a
stabilizing narrative "economy" and an excessive "logic ofproduction,"
the "other scene" of repressed meaning. In a model structuralist anal
ysis, Heath establishes the coherence of Touch ofEvil: its strands of
action, its construction of character, its spatio-temporal organization,
its oppositions and alternations, its delays, its exchange of characters
and roles, its parallel sexual relationships, its attempt to achieve the
matic unity around the struggle between Vargas and Quinlan over
justice. But Heath situates such systems within a larger dialectic of
contradiction, that process fundamental to such ideological systems as
narrative, gender, and subjectivity. Narrative is held to be inherently
contradictory because it transforms one stable state (the beginning)
into another (the ending) by means of a disruption: "Aimed at con
tainment, it restates heterogeneity as the constant term of its action
if there is symmetry, there is dissymmetry, if there is resolution, there
is violence."loo Thus Touch ofEvil's initial explosion interrupts Vargas
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and Susan's kiss, opening the need for closure and a final embrace; it
also creates a chain of events around sexuality. and violence. This
problem is figured forth in those "dead spots" during which Quinlan
visits Tanya's brothel. Heath thus treats narrative as a dynamic attempt
to control repressed meaning.

Once the violence establishes woman as a threat, a psychoanalytic
scenario emerges. The problem of woman is everywhere: a father is
murdered (so the resolution must restore Vargas and Law); the
women (Zita, Marcia) must be done away with; and above all Susan
must be made guilty so as to keep the male secure in his identity and
to ward off the anxiety of homosexuality. Susan becomes a point of
contradiction, her body generating "panic images of its sexuality."lOl
The stripper Zita, the Night Man, and the sexually equivocal Grandi
family all emerge as so many symptoms, as does the scene of Quinlan's
murder ofGrandi, during which the narrative lets slip excessive images
of its own repression, "Susan obliterated at the very point ofdesire."lo2

Finally, Heath considers how contradiction informs the social iden
tity of both character and viewer. As a textual construct, a character
is only a moment in the film's systematic sliding between economy
and logic. The character, as agent, hero, or star "image," helps bind
the text; but as a "figure," the character may be a site of dispersion.
The spectator is similarly divided. The coherence of the film requires
a conversion of public symbolic systems-family, gender relations,
language, film conventions-into an imaginary unity in which the
viewing subject misrecognizes himself as a counterpart to the Other.
But that unity is purchased at the cost of repression; and narrative
triggers a set of displacements and condensations which offer, if only
momentarily, the possibilities of Barthesian jouissanceJ a "radical
heterogeneity."lo3 In such ways, Heath suggests, overtly ideological
products like Hollywood films harbor not just messages or myths but
processes that threaten to overturn the very stability that ideology
seeks to maintain.

Symptoms and Explications

A man with only one theory is a lost man.

-BenoIt Brecht

In Western Europe and the English-speaking countries, 1970s-style
symptomatic interpretation is currently the most influential form of
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academic film criticism. The historical scenario I proposed in Chapter
2 suggests why. A new event attracted young workers to a sparsely
populated field. A rhetoric of absolutes pulled the new approach
sharply away from its predecessors. Broad exploratory work generated
some powerful exemplars. As the field expanded, "application" set in.
Studies became more detailed and discriminating, and concepts began
to be used in more diffuse and eclectic ways.

Symptomatic reading became identified as the most sophisticated
form of "ordinary criticism." Pick up a recent issue of the Slovenian
journal Ekran and you will find an article claiming that Hitchcock's
traveling shots illustrate the look of the Other. 104 Movie) once the
enclave of auteurist exegesis, now publishes lengthy Marxist-psycho
analytic essays. For most writers, the symptomatic approach provides
a frame of reference to be filled out in detail, transferred to fresh
domains (a new director, film, or genre), or recast with more finesse
(for example, the essays that revise and correct the Cahiers account of
Young Mr. Lincoln) .105 The normalization of this trend can also be
seen in the expanding publication ofintroductory texts such as Annette
Kuhn's Women)s Pictures: Feminism and Cinema (1982), Kaja Silver
man's Subject of Semiotics (1983), E. Ann Kaplan's Women and Film:
Both Sides of the Camera (1983), Esthetique du film (1983) by Jacques
Aumont and others, and Pam Cook's Cinema Book (1986), all ofwhich
aim to train students in the rudiments of symptomatic reading. More
recent developments in the symptomatic mode-such as positing a
time when Hollywood films contained and resolved their contradic
tions, as opposed to a later period when the films collapse and expose
their contradictionsl06-continue to rely on the concept of re
pressed meaning. Even what are perceived as new developments, such
as the borrowing ofconcepts from Foucault or Bakhtin, or the various
appeals to audiences as "conjunctural appropriators" of texts, operate
from gaps-and-fissures premises. The fundamental compatibility of
such novelties with the commitments ofsymptomatic reading has been
neatly summed up by Paul Willemen as "the familiar conclusion that
the 'text' under analysis is full ofcontradictory tensions, requires active
readers and produces a variety of pleasures."107

Today, symptomatic criticism often presents itself as a radical chal
lenge to traditional criticism; yet in many respects it is not. Most
fundamentally, the Freudian conception of the unconscious is of a
piece with "folk" psychology in crucial ways, such as the assumption
that a causal chain runs from hypothesized motive to real or imagined
satisfaction. l08 Part of the Freudian story is scandalously uncommon-
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sensical, of course, but its underlying explanatory structure and many
of its premises (for example, self-deception) tally closely enough with
the canons of everyday inferences about behavior to render it appeal
ing. (See the Wittgenstein passage at the head of this chapter.) In a
more historical context, the comparatively swift success of sympto
matic interpretation suggests that it fulfilled a particular role within
the American educational institution. Roughly speaking, .in its first
phase academic film study was conceived as a domain parallel to the
disciplines organized by objects of study-such as French literature or
the visual arts. But with the rise of Grand Theory in the humanities
during the 1970s and 1980s, cinema studies became a vanguard dis
cipline, a place where people keen on theory could work more freely
than in other fields. At the same time, however, film studies was
legitimating itself by specialization. Like literary or art criticism, film
studies 'could be seen as housing "humanist," Marxist, feminist, and
psychoanalytic "schools." Institutionally, this paralleled that division
of labor by "approaches" installed in literary criticism after the Second
World War. ''Theory'' could be a part of film studies as long as it
interlocked with a conception of specialization, a development that
confirms Mary Douglas' observation that if a new set of ideas is to
gain institutional acceptance, it must square with the procedures guar
anteeing existing theories. l09

The Parisian sources of these new ideas, themselves shaped by forces
within French academic and media institutions,llo attracted intellec
tuals interested in forging a political criticism in the post-1968 period.
Yet to succeed, this had to accord at least partly with overarching
institutional demands. Here the critics in the United States stole a
march on their colleagues in other countries, academicizing the new
discourse to a degree still unmatched elsewhere. Once auteurism had
shepherded film studies into universities, a self-consciously theoretical
criticism could convincingly present itself as more truly academic than
its predecessor. Not that Marxist, psychoanalytic, and feminist read
ings were welcomed with open arms; it is just that, in American
institutions of higher education, intellectual disputes among compet
ing premises and methods tend to be avoided simply by adding the
"new approach" onto existing structures. III All that was necessary was
that symptomatic readers demonstrate that they deserved a place,
however controversial, within the university.

This proved fairly easy to do. In the 1960s, trade publishers, hoping
that anything about movies would sell, had disseminated auteur stud-
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ies; now academic presses sought out manuscripts that used "new
theory," a growth market in the 1970s and 1980s.II~, Refereed journals
appeared. The trappings ofscholarship-footnotes, complex methods,
Continental pedigrees, recondite allusions, specialized nomenclature
could differentiate this hypernew criticism from more informal expli
cation while also marking it as appropriate for institutions granting
advanced research degrees. If explication was very teachable to under
graduates, symptomatic reading was ideally equipped for graduate
training. (It would eventually trickle down to freshmen, who now
perhaps tell their younger brothers and sisters about it.) Indeed, as
the object of study became more controversial-first cinema, then
Hollywood auteur films, then genre films, and finally current movies
and television-the approach became more explicitly cultural and po
litical, the methods more diverse, abstract, and intricate. Hence the
present situation, whereby in many American universities film criticism
is legitimated by virtue of the theory that underwrites it, not by
reference to claims about the intrinsic value of cinema or even the
strengths of particular interpretations. "Theory" justifies the object of
study, while concentration on the object can be attacked as naive
empiricism.

Just as explicatory criticism arose with the decline of the Hollywood
studio system and the rise of· European art cinema and American
experimental film, so the success of symptomatic criticism paralleled
the waning of the art cinema and the avant-garde. In the 1970s, few
filmmakers served as touchstones for symptomatic criticism, and so
theory became almost by default the central reference point. As I shall
argue in Chapter 9, theory became an invocatory term, functionally
parallel to the appeal to values or art or human nature in explicatory
criticism, and it could be used as a "black box" to sustain both film
interpretation and filmmaking.

Despite the many changes which it created in the social role of film
study, symptomatic criticism as an approach was less innovative than
is generally recognized. Standard versions ofits history stress the break
with New Criticism, here conceived as an asocial and ahistorical "in
trinsic" criticism. Yet in a broader sense-that which takes the critical
task to be interpretation of one or more texts-symptomatic criticism
is the newest avatar of the New Critical practice of close reading.
Moreover, the break with purely "intrinsic" criticism had been made
long before by myth and cultural criticism. Academic critics had al
ready pioneered symptomatic readings of literature in such works as
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Henry Nash Smith's Vit;gin Land (1950), Richard Chase's study The
American Novel and Its Tradition (1957), Leslie Fiedler's scandalous
Love and Death in the American Novel (1960), and Leo Marx's Machine
in the Garden (1965). This trend influenced the "culturalist" slant of
symptomatic film interpretation and made it more acceptable within
academic circles.

Going still further back, it is evident that many of the concepts
underpinning this criticism were already present in the culture-based
critiques of the 1940s and 1950s. Far from being simple "content
analysis," these studies assume films to be contradictory texts harbor
ing repressed meanings. The 1940s critics are sensitive to "structuring
absences," as when Warshow finds that The Best Years of Our Lives
revolves around "a denial of the reality of politics"-specifically class
differences-that is disguised by an appeal to personal morality.113
Long before Kuntzel popularized the term, Deming describes The
Impostor's "dream.:work."114 Tyler calls a film's gaps in logic or natu
ralism its "crevices."115 Certain feminist motifs are anticipated in War
show's account of Best Years as a male fantasy of passive wish
fulfillment,116 or in Wolfenstein and Leites' analysis of the "good-bad"
girl. l17 The contemporary assumption that a film's overall narrative
structure will seek to tame its disruptive elements is stock in trade for
these early critics. Kracauer and Deming are especially sensitive to the
ways in which endings present false resolutions, while Tyler shows his
awareness of the arbitrary closure of narrative structure by comparing
Hollywood's happy ending to Christian theology and .assuming that
"all endings are purely conventional, formal, and often, like the cha
rade, of an infantile logic."118 The notion of subversion, so central to
1970s symptomatic study, is present here too. Riesman might be a
contemporary advocate of emancipatory readings. 119 In the gangster
film Warshow finds both conformity and resis~ance: "Even within the
area ofmass culture 'there always exists a current ofopposition, seeking
to express by whatever means are available to it that sense of desper
ation and inevitable failure which optimism itself helps to create."120
As usual, Tyler is most poetic. He closes The Hollywood Hallucination
with the suggestion that Hollywood can be pernicious or liberating,
and he ends with two sentences that few contemporary critics would
be ashamed to have written: "After all, everything proceeds by con
tradictions. That is our intrinsic social hope."121

In indicating such similarities, I do not deny that there are important
differences between contemporary symptomatic criticism and its earlier
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avatars. Yet it is noteworthy that virtually nowhere in the post-1968
tradition can one find an acknowledgement of these predecessors.
There is scarcely any attempt to read them, let alone dispute them.
Perhaps one proof of the institutional authority of contemporary
symptomatic criticism is exactly this partial and suppressive-or re
pressive-awareness of its own history.

As a practice, contemporary symptomatic criticism also displays
strong affiliations with the explicatory trend. Barthes's revision of
Saussurean semiotics encouraged the equation of "the signified" with
"content" or "meaning," thus licensing critics to search for themes
under the rubric of unveiling the "production ofmeaning." What was
"ambiguity" in New Criticism could become "polysemy"; condensa
tion and displacement accorded well with traditional motif analysis;
symbols could become signifiers, and variety-in-unity could be trans
lated into textual contradictions. Art-cinema explicatory common
places could continue in force, as when a trio of symptomatic analyses
of Godard's Sauve qui peut (la vie) suggest that the film is ambivalent,
that the hero is a surrogate for the filmmaker, and that the film treats
the difficulties of human communication. 122

The call to analyze style put forth by Bazin, Sarris, and Movie was
paralleled by 1970s critics' emphasis on cinematic specificity. Here one
can find an important difference from 1940s symptomatic work. The
wartime and postwar critics had treated the film as a dream or a
daydream, and they were thus inclined to disclose transmedia symbols,
either on the text's surface or in its depths. The 1970s critics, treating
the film on the analogy of the patient's symptom-ridden discourse,
were far more attuned to issues of "film language." From the start,
these critics looked more closely at formal procedures. Yet one is hard
pressed to isolate any film technique discovered by the symptomatic
tradition. The interpretion of film as "discourse" has derived virtually
all its categories from the work of the classical film aestheticians.
Typically, current symptomatic criticism ascribes symbolic meanings
to recognized sorts of stylistic or narrative devices and then
claims that those meanings "contradict" the film's explicit or implicit
meanIngs.

The explicatory and symptomatic trends share another assumption:
authorship. We have already seen how central Ford is to the Cahiers
interpretation ofYoung Mr. Lincoln; later Cahiers's symptomatic stud
ies would concentrate on auteur works such as Morocco) Hangmen Also
Die) and To Be or ~ot to Be. 123 Auteur structuralism and early feminist
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studies likewise insist that the auteur remains pertinent. Wollen makes
the director the source of the text's contradictions,124 while Claire
Johnston remarks: "Our interest in Walsh is not that he is a victim of
patriarchal ideology, but in how the ideology of the patriarchal order
is mediated through all the other interests that he developed in his
films, partly consciously and partly unconsciously. Almost all directors
are patriarchal in different ways, and the ways that they differ are
extraordinarily interesting."125 Symptomatic criticism has often left
open the possibility that the director, especially the subversive director,
might act at least somewhat deliberately in creating the film's contra
dictions. A Hollywood director like Douglas Sirk could be considered
an intentional agent. 126 Or oppositional filmmakers like Godard and
Jean-Marie Straub might be valorized for consciously forcing ruptures
in the classical system of representation. In either event, the contra
dictory-text approach offered a way to save auteurism: the director
could, as Comolli and Narboni put it, "throw up obstacles in the way
of the ideology."127 .

Individual critics' personal trajectories also testify to how compatible
the explicatory and symptomatic trends could be in practice. In 1984
Colin McArthur could castigate classic auteurism as sheer romanticism
and still maintain that the "besetting sin" of auteurism "is not the
identifying of themes but the construing of them as personal rather
than social."128 The most remarkable transformation in this respect has
been that of Robin Wood, who, after becoming the most influential
explicatory critic in English, gradually moved to embrace a conception
ofrepressed meaning. The writer who found in Rio Bravo a justification
of the beauty and moral force of American cinema now writes that
Hollywood classicism has been "always to a great degree artificially
imposed and repressive, the forcing of often extremely recalcitrant
drives into the mold of a dominant ideology."129 Yet Wood's critical
practice continues to identify themes, chiefly by constructing parallels
of character or situations, highlighting certain passages as directorial
commentary, and ascribing emotional qualities to significant details.
Although Wood grants that every text is incoherent, he finds films like
Taxi Driver and Cruising to be extreme cases,''works in which the
drive toward the ordering of expression has been defeated."130 The
Deer Hunter, however, is valuable because its confusions are themat
ically "rich."131 Invoking S/ZJ Wood praises Heaven)s Gate for empha
sizing the code of symbolic oppositions and "the code of implied
meanings out of which the work's thematic structure is developed."132
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Wood's recent wrItIng illustrates how, even if the critic disavows
notions of organic unity, an auteur thematics and the appreciation of
ambiguity can continue to flourish.

IfWood has shifted between implicit and symptomatic conceptions
ofmeaning, other critics have played them off against each other. One
of the most neglected of these writers has been Raymond Durgnat,
whose work illustrates Kenneth Burke's maxim that the critic should
use all that there is to use. During the 1960s, Durgnat's monographs
on BOOuel and Franju proved him an ingenious, iconoclastic explicator
possessed of a dark sense of humor. At the same time, he had a
persistent interest in cultural criticism, and his books on American
comedy, British' cinema, Hitchcock, and Renoir treated films as often
duplicitous portrayals of social tensions. 133

More recently, most interpretive schools have tacitly agreed to treat
mainstream films symptomatically while assuming that some form of
alternative cinema harbors only implicit meanings. For example, Dud
ley Andrew acknowledges that the ordinary Hollywood product ex
hibits "flaws and tensions," which leads him to disclose "productive
discords" in Meet John Doe: "Hollywood is most interesting when its
authoritative voice is in question."134 Yet Andrew also celebrates the
art film that proceeds from an auteur. Vigo's vision, for instance,
transcends his text's disparities and manages "to express a dimension
of life closed to most fiction filmS."135 Similarly, E. Ann Kaplan sug
gests that although Hollywood cinema systematically represses the
woman's voice, a countercinema can "examine the mechanisms
through which women are relegated to absence, silence, and margin
ality."136 Thus she interprets films like Camille and Blonde Venus symp
tomatically, but claims that Sally Potter's Thriller "is important in
implying a progression from looking at structures as they affect the
individual internally (ie psychoanalytically) to looking at them as they
affect the individual in society."137

The tendency ofthe symptomatic critic to switch into the explicatory
mode is especially evident in the interpretation of avant-garde cinema
since the mid-1970s. As the contradictory-text model gained support
ers, critics could look to oppositional films as exemplifying that "other
scene" repressed in classical cinema. (Here Tel quel was perhaps the
most proximate influence, although a long-standing canard holds that
avant-garde cinema, in its violation of taboos, represents Hollywood's
underside. 138) This development suggested that the oppositional film,
in laying bare the contradictions of dominant cinema, would not itself
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be conceived as harboring repressed meanings. IfTouch ofEvil contains
its contradictions in order to address a unified subject position, the
structuraVmaterialist film, according to Heath, aims to break down
unity and address a spectator "at the limit of any fixed subjectivity,
materially inconstant, dispersed in process, beyond the accommoda
tion of reality and pleasure principles."139

Thus return several communicative or expressive assumptions of the
explicatory trend. Critics lauding alternative cinema have tended to
impute to the filmmaker or the film a considerable awareness of textual
operations. In Martha Haslanger's SyntCIX) writes one critic, "there is
a deliberate attempt to confront the spectator with the processes of
identification."14o No less than in the explicatory tradition, experimen
tal films or filmmakers are said to propose, investigate, attempt, or
challenge-not despite themselves, but calculatedly. For the post-1968
Caniers'critics, the works ofthe Dziga Vertov Group hold the spectator
at a distance in order to produce knowledge: "These films also, ideo
logically, struggle against the passivity of the spectator, as Brecht
struggled in his day."141 Similarly, Paul Willemen commends certain
Steve Dwoskin films because they "encourage the viewer to become
aware of the kind of structure of subjectivity in which he/she is im
plicated."142 Two feminist critics praise Carola Klein's Mirror Phase in
wholly voluntaristic and communicative terms: it. is "a personal state
ment in images and sound," noteworthy for "the emotional messages
it examines and transmits."143

Accordingly, when symptomatic writers judge an oppositional film
to have failed, they characteristically do not invoke the concepts of
repression, symptom, or contradiction. Rather, they appeal surpris
ingly often to the communication model's criterion offailed intentions.
For example, one critic s11ggests that in Dora) the connotations of
certain techniques interfere with the film's "carefully prepared
themes."l44 Auteur-structuralism had suggested that in the creation of
a film, the Hollywood director's unconscious serves as a catalyst for
processes that then undergo secondary revision; Peter Gidal is not far
from this view when he recommends that the radical filmmaker be
come immersed in the material process of filmmaking and then, before
finishing the film, bring "a (more) conscious theory and criticism to
bear."145 In short, if their theory dictates that the ~uthor is dead, a
great many symptomatic critics continue to hold seances.

All this is perhaps to take the critics too much at their word. If
there is a general disinclination to interpret the works of the avant-



Symptomatic Interpretation 103

garde (or at least the avant-garde that the critic prefers) in symptomatic
terms, that may be because the critic can treat these films as aspiring
to the status ofwritten theory or criticism. Like the critic's hermeneu
tics of suspicion, political modernist cinema is held to lay bare the
repressed material hidden by dominant ideology. Humanist critics
could reveal implicit humanist themes in their canon; modernist critics
could reveal modernist themes in theirs; now theoreticist critics could
disclose theoretical themes, consisting of the doctrines, problems,
questions, issues, and challenges to be found in the critical literature
(ideological naturalization, sexual difference, the power of the look,
the split subject, and so on). Consequently, the filmmaker could be
assigned a degree of self-consciousness and textual authority quite
beyond the capacities of Ford, Brakhage, or Truffaut, who as mere
points of overdetermination in a structural field could only raise ques
tions unawares. The interpreter could also criticize an oppositional
film on the same grounds that one criticized an article, for its mis
interpretation of a point of doctrine, its strategic miscalculations, or
its ignoring of pertinent issues. To perform a truly symptomatic in
terpretation .of Fortini/Cani) Crystal Gazing) or Journeys from Berlin
would open the door to a symptomatic interpretation of post-struc
turalist theory itself and, mutatis mutandis, of the critic's own dis
course. By definition one cannot directly inspect the repressed
contradictions in one's own thought or speech. It is far more pragmatic
simply to treat the avant-garde film as. symptomatic interpretation
carried on by other means.

Symptomatic criticism's therapy, then, is usually trained upon those
sick but popular films which constitute "dominant" cinema, while the
filmmaking practice favored by the critic is judged robust. Hence an
intertextual one-upmanship is in progress, even if the players seldom
acknowledge one another. Andrew and Kaplan can perform sympto
matic interpretations of Hollywood but explications of their chosen
modes-art cinema,. feminist countercinema. There are symptomatic
studies of art cinema, ofhistorical-materialist cinema (Soviet directors,
Godard, Jancs6), and of the American underground. 146 Advocates of
one avant-garde trend can disclose repressed meaning in another
trend. 147 Still, a symptomatic critic will characteristically rescue some
films by discussing them only at the level. of implicit meaning. Even
the critic who interprets October symptomatically can treat Othon sym
pathetically.

My most skeptical readers will still insist that the theoretical inno-
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vations from which symptomatic reading claims to derive render this
mode of criticism fundamentally different from its predecessors. Even
if this were the case, it would not address the basic issue I am raising:
the very relation of "theory" to practical interpretation. The current
assumption is that one's theory, of whatever sort, determines one's
criticism. Old (that is, less aged) Criticism is said to have been blind
to the ways its tacit theory governed its practice, whereas New (that
is, really new) Criticism consciously derives its interpretations from a
comprehensive and coherent theory. Now one can challenge this story
on purely theoretical grounds, as I tried to do, sketchily, in Chapter
1.148 More simply, though, one can ask whether a particular theory of
meaning determines the concrete details of interpretive practice. 149

Given the institutional framework within which every critic operates;
the problen1-solving nature of interpretive thinking; the need to pro
duce novel and plausible interpretations; the cutting and stretching of
theoretical constructs to fit the film at hand; the general' indifference
of practicing critics to explaining or defending theoretical concepts
beyond the interpretive needs of the moment; the rhetorical appeal to
"theory" as legitimating one interpretation over another; the critic's
shift to explication when confronting films that oppose classical cinema
and mimic the' theory of textual contradiction; and the persistence of
the strategies and tactics I shall be examining in the next several
chapters-given all this, there is strong evidence that film critics' con
ception ofsymptomatic meaning, like the notion of implicit meaning,
operates chiefly as an enabling set of assumptions. The critic is ex
pected to accomplish concrete tasks, and he wants some conceptual
scheme that might help out. If symptomatic critics were to surrender
the enabling theory without embracing another, equally efficacious
one, they would lack something to do.

Since the practices of interpretation antedated contemporary symp
tomatic trends, those trends may have become successful at least partly
because they provided a theory that ratified inferential moves that
were already acceptable. 150 The conceptual differences between im
plicit and repressed meaning have had important local effects, but they
l1ave not significantly changed the pervasive, perduring routines that
constitute the craft of interpretation.
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Semantic Fields
There are moments, and I would not begrudge it this, when the
play, if we can call it that, and I think·on balance we can, aligns
itself uncompromisingly on the side of life. Ie suis) it seems to be
saying, ergo sum. But is that enough? I think we are entitled to ask.
For what in fact is this play concerned with? It is my belief that
here we·are concerned with what I have referred to elsewhere as
the nature of identity. I think we are entitled to ask-and here one
is irresistibly reminded of Voltaire's cry, "Voila"-I think we are
entitled to ask-Where is God?

-Tom Stoppard, The Real Inspector Hound

Our critic has embraced beliefs about implicit or symptomatic mean
ing. They will probably never have to be defended at a philosophical
level. What counts is that they help produce an interpretation. The
skilled interpreter knows that those notions, inconsistent or approxi
mate as they may be, work.

But how d0 they work? What enables the critic to produce inter
pretations? At the end of Chapter 2 I asserted that, broadly speaking,
three activities are involved. The interpreter must construct semantic
fields that can be ascribed to the film. The interpreter must also find
cues and patterns onto which the semantic fields can be "mapped."
And the critic must, in the act of writing up her interpretation, utilize
rhetorical tactics appropriate to the institutional audience sought.
Later chapters will consider the mapping process and the nature of
interpretive rhetoric. ·Here I want to show how critics use semantic
fields in building up meanings.

As Chapter 1 suggested, I use the metaphor ofconstruction in order
to suggest that interpretive activity is an inferential process. Texts, as
occasions for perception, cognition, and emotion, possess properties
which can function as cues-"prompts" for meaning-making. In order
to assign explicit, implicit, or symptomatic meanings to the cues, the
critic must bring to the film some hypotheses about appropriate se
mantic fields.
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A semantic field is a set of relations of meaning between conceptual
or linguistic units. l Thus city/country can be said to constitute a se
mantic field, unified by a relation of opposite meaning. City/town/
village/hamlet also constitutes a semantic field, organized by diminu
tion in size. City/state/region/country constitutes a semantic field defined
by inclusion. When one asks the meaning of city or country, one is
partly asking into what semantic fields it can be inserted.

It should be evident from these examples that interpretation of a
film (or any other work) cannot get off the ground unless the inter
preter, like Moon in my Stoppard epigraph, posits some relatively
abstract semantic fields. 2 Ifwe are to construct implicit or symptomatic
meanings, we must use semantic fields in producing the final inter
pretation. Even a structuring absence must be part of a semantic field:
the symptomatic critic opposes the "not-said" to the "said" and thus
makes evident a set ·of meanings that are related to the manifest ones.

A semantic field is not identical to what is usually considered a
"theme." In literary criticism, the theme -is usually assumed to be a
"governing idea," even a universal concept.3 A semantic field is, in
contrast, a conceptual structure; it organizes potential meanings in
relation to· one another.4 Such fields may be organized in different
ways. As I shall suggest, we can think of a "theme" as a node in a
cluster of associated semantic features.

There is thus no such thing as a strictly intrinsic interpretation. The
critic must ascribe to the film meanings which are, as Gerald Prince
has suggested, extratextual, intertextual, and extra-artistic.5 The "ex
trinsic" quality of semantic fields can be seen in at least two stages of
the critical process. In seeking to construct an interpretation, the critic
must, often only on a hunch, start to project cultural frames of refer
ence onto the text. These frames of reference include already existing
semantic fields. In the course of building the interpretation, the critic
selects, shapes, and sharpens fields to 'match them to the text. The
resulting interpretation, as proposed by the critic, will display partic
ular semantic fields as the meanings finally ascribed to the text. These
fields could, and usually do, exist outside this film. As far as interpre
tation is concerned, there are no "~inematic"meanings as distinct from
"noncinematic" ones; even a reflexive theme, such as the idea that film
is an illusion, could be ascribed to a novel or painting. Semantic fields,
then, are at once a precondition for interpretive activity and an output
of it. Because I am not studying the critical process step by step, I
shall be concentrating upon semantic fields as the final meanings
ascribed to the film.
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As I indicated in Chapter 2, I argue that the critic's interpretive
operations follow a logic of problem-solving. The long-range aim is
to produce an acceptable and novel interpretation. In the short term,
when ascribing semantic fields to films, the critic must balance a
concern for generality with a need to discriminate among textual data.
At any particular moment in the history of critical interpretation, the
critic's institutional context will consider certain semantic fields sche
matic or unsophisticated. (Today, the goodlevildichotomy is a pariah.)
Yet every interpretive semantic field, as a conceptual abstraction, is apt
to seem reductive. The critic must check this tendency by keeping
aware of contemporary standards of delicacy, sensing exactly what
aspects and how much detail of the film should furnish evidence for
a semantic field. Today, for example, an academic critic who utterly
ignored film style would probably be considered jejune, no matter
how intriguing the semantic fields he employed.

There are in principle many ways of solving the problem, but the
critic uses two main rules of thumb. The first takes into account the
film's specificity (though not its uniqueness): the semantic fields should
have a plausible fit with the cues found in this film. Second, they
should cover the entire film. The modern academic interpretive insti
tution assumes that critics should seek to account for the text as a
whole (even if it is conceived as a contradictory whole). Using these
two guidelines, the critic can select and combine semantic fields so as
to produce meanings pitched at acceptable levels ofdelicacy. The norm
of specificity and totality thus often trade. away logical validity for the
sake ofparticularity. Once more, for even the "theory" -grounded critic,
the niceties of theoretical consistency take a backseat to heuristic
devices that yield institutionally approved results.

Meanings in Structures

In surveying the practice of film interpretation, one might initially be
struck by the great variety of semantic fields. deployed by different
critical schools and trends. Contrast the 1940s Columbia social sci
entists with contemporary feminists, or Andrew Sarris with Stephen
Heath. What can there be in common between a 1959 interpretation
ofIvan the Terrible as the modern tragedy of art in society and a 1970
interpretation of it as a covert Oedipal drama?6

We cannot ignore such differences. Broadly speaking, explicatory
criticism has gravitated toward what we might call "humanist" mean
ings-semantic fields revolving around moral categories. Here the
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heritage of New Criticism is evident. The theme of a poem, write
Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren in a textbook, is "a comment
on human values, an interpretation of human life."7 The explicatory
critic typically conceives of the film's meaning in terms of the signifi
cance of individual experience. Thus the meaning of a film will often
revolve around individual problems (suffering, identity, alienation, the
ambiguity of perception, the mystery of behavior) or values (freedom,
religious doctrines, enlightenment, creativity, the· imagination). In
1953, R. S. Crane listed a set of pairings that remain characteristic of
the humanistic frame of semantic significance:

... such familiar and all-embracing dichotomies as life and death (or
positive values and negative values), good and evil, love and hate,
harmony and strife, order and disorder, eternity and time, reality and
appearance, truth and falsity, certainty and doubt, true insight and
false opinion, imagination and intellect (as either sources of knowl
edge or guides in .. action), emotion and reason, complexity and sim
plicity, nature and art, the natural and the supernatural, nature as
benign and nature as malignant, man as spirit and man as beast, the
needs of society and individual desires, internal states and outward
acts, engagement and withdrawal.8

Cahiers in the 1950s exemplifies how crItIcs could exploit such
dualities. Here is Eric Rohmer on the central oppositions ofAmerican
cinema: "the relations between power and the law, will and destiny,
individual freedom and the common good."9 Cahiers found the theme
of fate in such diverse works as the films of Lang, in Strangers on a
Train, in Rebel without a Cause, and in The Man Who [(new Too Much. lO
Fereydoun Hoveyda confessed· in retrospect: "All our favorite auteurs
were, ultimately, talking about the same things. The 'constants' of
their particular universes belonged to everyone: solitude, violence, the
absurdity of existence, sin, redemption, love, etc."ll

As the art cinema became more influential, other humanistic fields
emerged and have remained in force. Works by Bergman, Fellini,
Kurosawa, and others encouraged critics trained in modern literature
to· propose interpretations that highlighted themes of reality and il
lusion, the artist's vocation, the alienation of modern life, the difficul
ties of loving. 12 One persistent semantic node is the problem of
personal communication. In 1962, V. F. Perkins found it in King of
[(ings. l3 In 1967, David Thomson disclosed it in Hitchcock. l4 In
1985, Seymour Chatman found it in Antonioni. 15 In 1986, Jim Jar-
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musch found it in his own films: "In the films, the stuff I write, the
dialogue is so minimal and often there's-well, always-there's some
kind of communication problem between people."16

Post-1968 symptomatic criticism, as befits a hermeneutics of sus
picion, traffics in somewhat different semantic fields. The individualist
perspective is replaced by an analytical, almost anthropological de
tachment that sees sexuality, politics, and signification as constituting
the salient domains of meaning. The theme of fate is replaced by the
duality power/subjection. Love is replaced by desire, or law/desire.
Instead of the individual there is subject/object or phallus/lack. Instead
of art there is signifying practice. Instead of society there is nature/
culture or class struggle. In the previous chapter I have traced out
enough of the history of this mode to suggest how particular films
have been interpreted, but perhaps another instance can suggest the
pool of meanings from which the symptomatic critic can draw.

In 1983 the British journal Framework published three brief essays
on Godard's Passion) 17 all of which frankly admitted to be no more
than first thoughts after a single viewing. In these remarks one can
find at least the following semantic fields, which represent a fair sam
pling of those dominating interpretation today: work and love, power,
exhibitionism, critique of bourgeois codes of representation, pleasure,
linearity, class conflict, illusion, fiction, labor/desire, image/language,
fetishism, narcissism, hysteria, woman's body, speaking/muteness,
repression, male violence/female victimization, presence/absence, bin
arism, dialectics, knowledge, art/nature, aesthetics/politics, spectacle/
narrative, voyeurism, excess, distortion, politics of representation/rep
resentation ofpolitics, individual/society, alienated labor/non-alienated
labor, interior/exterior, fantasy/reality. As this list suggests, critics
working in the symptomatic tradition have drawn upon some semantic
fields typical of the humanistic trend, and not only as examples of
textual disguise.

Probably the most basic of these shared fields is the order/ disorder
couplet. As a staple of auteur and genre criticism, order has often been
treated as a positive term, identified with tradition or stability. IS But
the humanistic critic can also delight in disorder, as do writers dis
cussing how comedy overturns hierarchies. 19 Here the symptomatic
trend runs parallel, for it is a commonplace of "contradictory text"
criticism that order is linked with social and sexual oppression while
disorder arises from impulses that have been subjugated. Sandy Flit
terman writes of Guest in the House: "With gripping determinacy it
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represents the domestication of the uncontained excesses of female
passion in favor of a family rigidly c<;>nstituted and intractably defined
. . . It is precisely [Evelyn Crane's] sexuality and its representation,
exceeding as it does the more acceptable definition of femininity in
bourgeois culture-the position of wife and mother-which brings
chaos into the home."2o A similar semantic field, unity/disunity, can
figure as a source of symptomatic interpretation; here again, the dis
unity is valorized.

By a reciprocal movement, certain semantic fields that developed
under the aegis of symptomatic criticism have become attractive to
exponents of the explicatory approach. Most popular have been those
fields associated with "reading" a linguistic text. In 1967,. a Cahiers
critic suggested of Torn Curtain: "Spectator and hero are both in
volved ... in a systematic discovery of the powers of cinematic lan
guage, a veritable lesson in reading) with its exercises, its codes to
decipher."21 During.the 1980s, this field came into general currency.
An explicatory critic can now describe Hitchcock's ''wrong'' men as
"misread" men who seek to establish the "legibility" of their innocence
and to "reread" the world.22 Another critic of humanistic inclination
declares that Mizoguchi treats his subjects as "texts" which he "reads,"
the result having in turn to be "read" by the spectator.23 S~ widespread
has this semantic domain become-film as "text," form as ''writing,''
critic or filmmaker or character as "reader"-that now critics of all
sorts unabashedly call their interpretations "readings."

In addition to outright borrowing across traditions, there are looser
affinities. A critic trained by the humanistic tradition to build a field
around "the individual's search for identity" could recast this as "the
reconstitution of the human subject"-especially if the imagistic cast
of the Lacanian account offered better coverage of the film's details
(glances, mirrors, use of language, and so on). A critic already inclined
to,.see films as centering on problems of communication or the nature
of art does not have to take a giant step in order to treat the same
films as· being about the opacity of representation or the nature of
signification. And why not take the step? Whatever semantic fields
best yield novel interpretations that are judged faithful to the film's
totality and its specificity (at some institutionally accepted level of
delicacy) are prime candidates for critical adoption, even ifmaking the
choice compels the critic to switch allegiance to a symptomatic con
ception of meaning.

The most currently powerful semantic field shared by all schools of
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criticism centers on the notion of "reflexivity." The history of this
notion as a resource for critics in all media remains to be written. As
early as the mid-1940s, Parker Tyler was putting forth symptomatic
interpretations that were ingeniously reflexive: Sam Spade's job as
duplicating the role of studio actors; Kane's story as a "super-conden
sation" of the agonies of directing and acting in movies; and Arsenic
and Old Lace as taking revenge upon Broadway by entangling the
drama critic in a purely Hollywoodian romance and melodrama.24

The real boom in such interpretations took· place in the 1960s. It
was then that critics of avant-garde films, relying on various tenets of
modernism, accepted more or less explicitly Leo Steinberg's conten
tion that "whatever else it may be about, all art is about art."25 Thus
one critic can argue that Warhol's films make us aware of cinema and
its intrinsic limitations.26 A comparable reflexivity surfaces in explica
tory criticism of auteur or genre films. Cahiers du cinema and Movie
frequently cited auteurs' works as "testaments," ruminations on the
essential conditions of the medium. Paul Mayersberg praised Renoir's
Testament of Dr. Cordelier as a film in which "the spectator thinks
constantly of the film's technique: the illusion is never complete."27

In the same period, a reawakened interest in Brecht encouraged film
and literary critics to treat avant-garde art as laying bare its own
operations. With the rise of structuralism, reflexive interpretations
were licensed by the assumption that all art could reflect upon signi
fication; Madame Bovary could be taken as "ultimately 'about' signs
and meaning."28 Now every film could, if interrogated from a certain
angle, reveal reflexive aspects.

In any discussion of reflexivity as a theoretical concept, a great many
distinctions have to be made. Few of them are my concern here.29 I
am concerned with critics' use of reflexivity as a "black box," a tool to
get the interpretive job done. The critic need not defend this semantic
field on general grounds, since the institution of criticism has long
deemed reflexive semantic fields to be eminently applicable. And lest
this be thought wholly a matter of high art or esoteric doctrine, it is
worth noting that reflexivity is a widely available strategy. A 1968
manual for high school teachers of literature states that the critic can
employ an "aesthetic mimetic interpretation" ("the work of art is
imitating or talking about the way the artist works"), an "aesthetic
typological interpretation" ("Kubla Khan is the poet and his pleasure
dome is the poem"), or an "aesthetic hortatory interpretation" ("Joyce,
throug11 Stephen, tells us of his ideal artist").3o Once again, the evi-
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dence suggests that various schools of criticism often ratify ari in
terpretive move that is already a pervasive institutional routine.

Sometimes the reflexivity field is used "intratextually"; the critic
claims: "This film is about some attribute of this film." One writer
says that "Sirk's films are about their own style," another that the
burning image at the start of Persona metaphorically foreshadows the
conflicts to come.31 The more common interpretive claim, and the one
that I will concentrate on here, is, "This film is about some attribute
of cinema as a whole."

Some films can be said to take reflexivity as part of their referential
and explicit meanings. That A Star Is Born (1954) is "about" film
making registers at the level of comprehension: its diegetic world
portrays the Hollywood film industry, and one explicit meaning might
be said to be a critical judgment on that milieu. But one can go further
to suggest that, say, the film is implicitly or symptomatically reflexive.
For instance, certain shots in A Star Is Born comparing cinema and
television may be taken as subtle valorizations of the former, or symp
toms of Hollywood's unease when faced with its new rival. From such
a relatively clear-cut case one can move to films in which a film is
shown or mentioned. Beyond that are films centering on other media,
such as Lola Montes or The Golden Coach; the circus or the stage
becomes analogous to cinema. One step further, and a film's reference
to any form of spectacle may warrant the appeal to reflexivity. For
example, North by Northwest has been interpreted as being about the
illusion of cinema because it alludes to theatrical artifice.32 The mirrors
in Rules of the Game) according to another critic, suggest "a private
stage" with entrances, wings, and footlights-all ofwhich increase the
film's reflexive dimension. 33 The critic can go on to propose that even
in a film not evoking spectacle of any sort, stylistic devices and nar
rative patterns indirectly designate aspects of cinema. At this extreme,
any aspect of cinema may form the basis of a reflexive interpretation.
One critic claims that The Bitter Tears of Petra von Kant becomes
reflexive because, "like the audience, [Marlene] wears the same cloth
ing throughout the film while other characters change theirs."34 Stan
ley Cavell's essay on North by Northwest summons up a host of reflexive
parallels: characters' comments about the protagonist Roger Thorn
hill's looks establish the film's concern with acting; Van Damm and
the Professor are like movie directors; the echoes ofHamlet pose the
problem of a film's sources; the faces on Mount Rushmore evoke a
film projection; the tourist-stop telescope parallels the movie camera,
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as does the crop-dusting plane, which "shoots" at its victims and coats
them with "film."35

In all cases that go beyond referential and explicit meanings, the
tacit inferentiai moves would seem to~ this way:

This film has property X (a convention or aspect of representation).
This film is about property X.
Property X is a property of cinema.
This film is about cinema.

Here, in skeletal form, is a reflexive discussion ofLola Montes:

Lola Montes shows audiences watching performers.
Lola Montes is about audiences watching performers.
Cinema involves audiences watching performers.
Lola Montes is about cinema.36

As a sampling, consider how various attributes of cinema can form
the basis of a reflexive semantic field.

Attributes of the film industry. One of the earliest reflexive interpre
tations I have run across takes Gance's film La Roue as a symbol of
cinema, a business spinning in place and constantly repeating the same
errors.37 More recently, another critic construes In a Lonely Place as
demonstrating how "the disturbing effects of discourse" can "possess"
workers in Hollywood.38

Attributes offilm technology. ''Warhol's movies state .unequivocally
that what is being seen is the product of a recording mechanism."39
According to one critic, the guns in Rules ofthe Game are like Renoir's
camera in their aggressiveness.4o

Attributes offilm history. One critic claims that the tension between
reality and imagination in Citizen I(ane parallels the split between
Lumiere and Melies.41 Jane Feuer asserts that late musicals interrogate
their predecessors' assumptions about spontaneity and the role of the
audience.42 Jean Douchet suggests that the film projection in Fury
constitutes Lang's condemnation of his German films, especially Me
tropolis.43 And Annette Michelson reinterprets Wavelength as laying
bare cinema's historical sources in the conventions of painting.44

Attributes ofthe role ofthe filmmaker. Since Cocteau's Blood ofa Poet)
an allegory of the artist's creative odyssey, critics have often interpreted
films as harboring general comments on the nature of film direction.
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Gerald Mast suggests that for Hawks, every vocation is actually a
surrogate for filmmaking, so that in Twentieth Century Oscar Jaffe as
storyteller and star-maker represents the film director.~5 In Rules ofthe
Game) according to another writer, Octave's becoming entangled in
events acknowledges "that the director, supposedly the authoritative
and manipulating figure, is as much victim as originator of circum
stances."46

Attributes ofthe film screening situation. Rear Window is the paradigm
case: Douchet claims that Jefferies is the spectator, watching on the
"screens" across the courtyard a spectacle which is only the "projec
tion" ofhis own fears and desires.47 Another critic declares that during
the home movie scene in Adam)s Rib) Kip's cynical commentary makes
him a surrogate film critic.48 Stephen Heath takes the flickering pages
of Sergeant Brody's book in]aws as resembling a film in projection.49

Attributes ofthe film spectator. By making a character a surrogate for
the spectator, the critic can turn the film into a reflexive exercise. The
most common semantic linkage is through vision. In Hangmen Also
Die) a character looks into a mirror; a secondary character watching
the action and reflected in the mirror thus becomes "a spectator
function ... watching us watching."50 In Mizoguchi's films, the prev
alence of detached onlookers enables us "to draw an analogy between
these people and the audience in relation to the screen."51

Attributes of doctrines or theories concerning cinema. This sort of in
terpretation is particularly common in discussions of Godard, who, in
such films as Les Carabiniers) seems to be challenging conceptions of
cinema as a record of reality. But the field can be applied to less explicit
critiques. Tyler sees Persona as metaphorically refuting both Kracauer's
conception of film's objectivity and Langer's notion of it as a "dream
mode."52 Another critic has proposed that when in Rules ofthe Game
Christine looks through the field glass, she is taken in by the reality
of the view, "its ontological lie," whereas Renoir's film will demon
strate the deceptiveness of this conception of cinema.53

In sum, critics of all stripes have used virtually any means available
to secure reflexive interpretations. Such semantic fields are believed to
give the critic greater access to the totality or specificity of the film-



Semantic Fields 115

regardless ofany theoretical questions attending such an unconstrained
extension of the concept.

Structures of Meaning

It is not enough to catalogue the most popular semantic fields, even
if the exercise does enable us to see that explicatory and symptomatic
critics often draw on the same ones. We also need to recognize that
semantic fields are organized by various principles. Charting them will
help us survey other widely used strategies of critical practice. Such a
survey also raises tacit knowledge to the level of awareness, helping
us see the choices that are available to the critic.

In the study of literature, there have been some attempts to classify
ways in which semantic fields can be organized.54 My own taxonomy
is adapted from D. A. Cruse's systematic overview of lexical seman
tics. 55 Cruse outlines four fundamental types of semantic fields: clus
ters, doublets, proportional series, and hierarchies. There is
considerable evidence that these structures reflect the ways in which
speakers of a language store items in the mental lexicon.56 In this first
section of the chapter, I shall show the ways in which film interpre
tation, in both its explicatory and symptomatic modes, makes use of
all these structuring relations.

Clusters

A cluster is a semantic field in which items have a semantic overlap
and a low degree of implicit contrastiveness.57 Lexical examples would
be synonyms (violinlfiddle) and plesionyms (foggy/misty). Mentally,
such fields might be organized as identity relations, as "family resem
blance" relations, or as core/periphery relations. In film interpretation,
clusters best answer the question posed by Brooks and Warren back
in Chapter 2: 'What is the theme?" The interplay of themes in the
film is often presumed to be a cluster ofmore or less strongly associated
semantic units that are not set in rigorously inclusive or disjunctive
relation to one another.

Some examples will establish how semantic clusters underlie an
interpretation. P. Adams Sitney proposes that the "true theme" of
recent avant-garde film autobiographies is "the very quest for a cine
matic strategy which relates the moments of shooting and editing to
the diachronic continuity of the filmmaker's life."58 Simey goes on to
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claim that this is associated with other themes, such as absence, the
comparative representational adequacy of film and language, cinema's
inability to recover time, and the fantasy of origins.59 None of these
concepts relates by inclusion or disjunction to the main theme. Instead,
some features of each can be associated with it by semantic overlap:
the moment of shooting cannot capture what is absent; a film or
photograph inspires reflection on its source; and so on.

More explicit is Seymour Chatman's claim to find in Antonioni "not
themes taken singly but something like a coherent network of
themes."60 Thus the directors central theme is "the perilous stance of
our emotional life," and it overlaps the themes of diseased love, the
problem of communication, escape, and distraction.61 Similarly, there
is nothing that inherently links "isolation" with "a challenge to ad
vanced capitalism," but a critic argues that these semantic units are
clustered around the individualistic subjectivity characteristic of Peter
Handke's films.62

Auteur criticism of the 1950s and early 1960shad a propensity for
thematic clusters. If Hitchcock's work is centrally concerned with
confession, the critic is encouraged to associate legal. forms of the
process with psychoanalytic and Catholic forms. 63 Sarris can claim that
the central theme of The Seventh Seal is that illusions are necessary if
modern man is to endure life; then, through semantic overlap,he
introduces themes concerning the continuity oflife and art's transcend
ence of everyday existence.64 In such interpretations, we see how
semantic clusters tend to have a rudimentary core/periphery organi
zation: the central theme or themes ofthe film are linked to less central
ones. By adding more associated themes, the critic can account for
more of the text's aspects.

Cluster-fields remain important in contemporary symptomatic crit
icism. Interpreting Letterfrom an Unknown Woman) one critic gathers
around the concept of female hysteria several semantic units-loss,
silence, a repetitive sense of history, the possibility of male hysteria,
the destabilization of identity.65 The term discourses often seems to
bring in a thematic cluster, such as in the proposal that the James
Bond films display "the ways in which the discourses of nation and
nationhood are articulated with discourses of class."66 "Postmodern
ism" as employed in recent interpretations seems also to constitute a
cluster.67 One critic, for example, finds playfulness, pleasure, the shal
low space of display, the alliance of electronics and corporate power,
and other postmodern themes to characterize 1970s and 1980s sci
ence-fiction films.68
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Doublets

To think of current interpretive practice is automatically to think of
semantic fields organized as polarities. Active/passive, subject/object,
absence/presence-these and other semantic doublets pervade contem
porary criticism. The lexical category of doublets .includes not only
logically exclusive and exhaustive pairings (for example, living/nonliv
ing) but also simple antonyms (for example, dominating/dominated,
which does not exclude a relation of equality). In practice, most
doublets or "binary oppositions" deployed in film interpretation are
antonyms.

Cognitively, doubling calls on the fundamental tendency of human
meaning-making to categorize by contrast. E. H. Gombrich has sug
gested the power of this strategy by recalling how many phenomena
can be classified by means of a simple doublet like·ping/pong.69 (Day
is ping, night is pong; Toyotas are ping, Cadillacs are pong; Clair is
ping, Dreyer is pong.) Typically the critic has a doublet ready to apply,
inherited from prior critics. If not, the critic can posit a theme and
label it with a lexical item. Since any word can form the basis of an
inference about a complementary or an antonym, the critic can go on
to test various opposites for their applicability to the film. 70 As Dan
Sperber indicates with regard to Levi-Strauss's binary method, the
principle does not constitute a theory. It is instead a powerful heuristic,
enlarging the range of textual data that the critic's interpretation can
cover.7l

British cine-structuralism, with its Levi':Straussian affinities, refined
auteurism by replacing thematic clusters with thematic dualities. Sarris
claimed that Budd Boetticher's films dealt with machismo, but Jim
Kitses found them to rely on a clash of romanticism and cynicism.72

Since the 1970s, the semantic doublet has become an almost indis
pensable interpretive tool. Laura Mulvey's "visual pleasure" argument
depends upon the psychoanalytic doublet voyeurism/fetishism. One
critic uses the active/passive pairing to contrast characters' behavior
during two attacks in The Birds.73 Another declares Dog Day Afternoon
to be organized around the "contradiction" between transnational late
capitalism and older national cultures. 74

Contemporary criticism has learned to use doublets in a thorough
going way, but we should recall that this semantic pattern is not new.
Kracauer's From Caligari to Hitler treated German cinema as torn
between tyranny and chaos.75 For Jacques Rivette, Hitchcock's films
revealed a duality ofexternal appearances and hidden secrets.76 A Movie
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critic found Arthur Penn's films to be about the difference between
the physical world of gestures and the symbolic world of language.77
Contemporary criticism, even of the symptomatic sort, systematized
existing tendencies toward using semantic doublets.

Proportional Series

Mer the critic constructs one doublet, the impulse is to create m<?re.
Cruse calls such a semantic structure a proportional series) whereby a is
to b as c is to d.

Interpretation's most constrained form of proportional series is
A. J. Greimas' semiotic square, according to which the A/non-A oppo
sition generates a positive assertion, a contradictory, a complementary,
and a contrary.78 For example, in a discussion ofAlien) James Kava
naugh uses the square to plot out the film's semantics of humanness
(see Figure 2).79 On the whole, however, film critics have not em
braced Greimas' system, principally because it misses much of the text.
(Where, for instance, do Alien's other characters fit into the square?)
Most interpreters prefer a looser heuristic that is more comprehensive.

Such a broadening of scope can be achieved by simply stacking
doublets atop one another in a double-column list. Jonathan Culler
describes the relevant reasoning strategies well: "If the text presents
two items--characters, situations, objects, actions-in a way which
suggests opposition, then 'a whole space of substitution and variation
is opened to the reader' (Barthes, S/Z) p. 24) ... The reader can pass
from one opposition to another, trying them out, even inverting them,
and determining which are pertinent to larger thematic structures
which encompass other antitheses presented in the text."80 We have
already seen this sort of semantic field at work in the auteur-structur-

Human

(Ripley)

ComplementatyI
Not anti-human

(Cat)

..... C_o_n_tra_ry...:.- •• Anti-human

(Allen)IComplementaIy

Not-human

(Android)

Figure 2. The semiotic square and Alien
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alists' discussion of "antinomies" at work in directors' oeuvres and
Hollywood genres. In mainstream film criticism, proportional series
become chiefly oppositional series.

As Culler indicates, the critic often moves from referential opposi
tions to implicit or symptomatic ones. In discussing Day of Wrath)
Jean Semolue tallies the diegetic doublet nature/exteriors with life/
death and freedomlconfinement. 81 For The Naked [(iss) Peter Wollen
starts with the referential oppositions brothel/children's hospital and
prostitute/child and then goes on to line up hate/love, sterility/possi
bility, and outward beauty/inward purity.82 Gerald Mast interprets
the first scenes of Bringing Up Baby by positing an opposition of
indoors and outdoors, Mi~s Swallow and Susan Vance, a binding
black dress and a flowing white one; to these he assigns the more
abstract doublets confinement/freedom and death/life.83 On the basis
of characters, Pam Cook arrives at a lengthy proportional series of
oppositions in Mildred Pierce (see Figure 3).84 One can also embed
one oppositional series within another, as Teresa de Lauretis does in
her analysis of Roeg's Bad Timing (see Figure 4).85

Whereas strictly logical entailments purportedly govern the Grei
masian series, much looser relations hold between the items in the
opposing columns. The chief such .relation is analogy. The critic of
Mildred Pierce is committed only to saying that passive/active parallels
womb/phallus, not that womb is the logical complementary ofpassive.
And if the critic finds an aspect of the text that the oppositions don't
already capture, he can simply add another doublet that does the trick.
The practical critic can scarcely resist a rule-of-thumb strategy that

Female

Tellurian

Material/Corporeal

Night

Dark

Passive

Left

Mass solidarity

Womb

Figure 3. Oppositions in Mildred Pierce
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Male

Film noir, thriller

Subject

Family

Order

Crimes against property

Voyeurism, fetishism

Dialectical oppositions:

Inspector Netusil Dr. Linden

Law Psychoanalysis

Power Knowledge

Detection Confession

Vaginal Rape
examination

Female

Woman's film

Object

Refusal of family

Disorder

Crimes against propriety

Sexual excess

Radical difference

Maria

Metonymy

Oppression

Linear time

Metaphor

Recuperable resistance

Obsessive repetition
Unrecuperable resistance

Time as now

Figure 4. Embedded oppositions in Bad Timing

retains abstract conceptual differences but which adds oppositions, of
varying degrees of specificity, ad libitum. When the critic wishes, a
relation of association may be added to link items in the same column.
For de Lauretis, it is not just that in Bad Timing the fetishization of
woman is roughly comparable to rape, obsessive repetition, and loss;
these semantic values are conceived as overlapping.86 In this way,
stacked doublets can gain the stronger bond that characterizes the
semantic cluster; in effect, each column forms a semantic cluster with
each term's opposite spelled out in the facing column. With both
analogy and association available to the user of opposites, it is no
wonder that 1970s film interpretation was inclined to see the text as
endlessly productive.

Hierarchies

Semantic fields can also be structured hierarchically, either in branch
ing or nonbranching forms. 87 Without entering into all the technical-
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ities of Cruse's exposition, we can seize several structuring principles
employed in critical practice. .

A hierarchical field orders semantic units by relations of inclusion
or exclusion. The taxonomic series pekinese/dog/animal/living thing
would be an instance. Such hierarchies are occasionally used in inter
pretations. For example, Bill Simon takes the basic theme of Framp
ton's Zorns Lemma to be "the nature of representation, especially filmic
representation in relation to other art forms and media."88 In the
course of the argument, Simon surveys the ways in which the film
presents and interrogates different media. The semantic field under
lying his argument can· be diagrammed as a branching hierarchy (see
Figure 5). Such a conceptual configuration enables Simon to assert
that the film examines representation in a fairly exhaustive way.

Explicatory critics sometimes attributed hierarchical semantic fields
to those films of the 1950s and 1960s that sought to survey the
landscape of modern moral life (Voyage to Italy) Nights ofCabiria) La
Dolce Vita). For example, a Cahiers critic could treat Europa 51 as a
journey through a variety of false doctrines.89 (This ascribes a meron
ymy, or part/whole hierarchy, to the film's semantic level.) Nevertheless,
it was structuralist and post-structuralist theory that brought branch-
ing hierarchies to prominence in film interpretation. Psychoanalytic
theory supplied a large set of such fields: Family divided into Father/
Mother/Child, the psychic field as EgolIdlSuperego or as Imaginary/
Symbolic/Real. To take only one case, Raymond Bellour's interpre
tation ofNorth by Northwest rests upon the hierarchy shown in Figure
6.90 A comparable, though less elaborate, scheme underlies Wolfen
stein and Leites' discussion of the "concealed triangle" of certain
movies, in which the hero (son) is pitted against a strange man (father)
and a mysterious woman (mother).91

You will have noticed that these hierarchies are logically incomplete
or inconsistent. (Where does Zorns Lemma account for music, sculp
ture, or other modes of representation? Where is the daughter in the

Representational Media
I

Image-based

I
I

Oral

I
Language-based

I

Written Photographic Filmic

Figure 5. A semantic hierarchy in Zorns Lemma
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Family

I
Mother Son Father

(Thornhill)

Bad (phallic)
(Mrs. Townsend)

Good
(Eve)

Bad
(Van Damm)

Good
(Townsend)

Living
(Professor)

Figure 6. A semantic hierarchy in North by Northwest

North by Northwest family, and how does the "living" father square
with the good/bad distinction?) Such flaws are characteristic of the
way critical interpret"tion constructs hierarchical semantic fields. To
demand logical stringency would miss the point of using them. The
fields aim to cover the data of the film, not to meet purely deductive
criteria.

It may be, as one cognitive researcher has suggested, that taxon
omies are not even psychologically realistic: they may make excessively
"logical" what are in fact far looser routines of thought.92 Evidence of
this is provided not only by the logical deficiencies of interpretive
taxonomies but also by critics' tend~ncy to reduce taxonomies to
doublets. The Lacanian Imaginary/Symbolic/Real trio is, in practice,
frequently handled as an opposition between the first two terms.93

Wood interprets Alphaville as centering on the battle of Superego and
Id, but he does not assign a place to the Ego.94 A skeptic could argue
that by ignoring some semantic values demarcated by the theory, the
criticism is weakened as a theoretical enterprise; but again the norms
of practical criticism outweigh scruples about theoretical coherence.
Rough opposites are usually easier to work with than a strict taxon
omy, which may, in the name of rigor, generate extra categories that
do not "fit the film."

This fit can also be achieved with what Cruse calls nonbranching
hierarchies. Although he discusses several sorts of these, for my pur
poses two are salient: the graded series and the chain.
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The graded series consists of continuous variation along an axis (for
exanlple, coldlcoollwarrnlhot). Within film interpretation, one finds
this in the phenomenon of the "thematic continuum." In the 1940s,
critics were fond of turning the good/bad couplet into a spectrum.
Deming speaks of ''villain-heroes'' and "non-heroic heroes," Tyler of
the "good villain" and the "bad hero." Wolfenstein and Leites range
their female types along an axis (see Figure 7).95 More explicitly, Wood
argues that if the formula for the horror film is "Normality
threatened by the Monster," then Psycho presents a graded semantic
field. "In Psycho normality and the monster no longer function even
superficially as separable opposites but exist on a continuum which
the progress of the film traces."96 Janet Bergstrom creates a graded
series by starting with two Freudian doublets: sexual object as male
or female, sexual aim as either active or passive. She then asserts that
each category in fact constitutes "a spectrum of real or imaginary
choices."97 She can therefore conclude that Murnau's films yield a
passive contemplation that encourages the spectator "to relax rigid
demarcations of gender identification and sexual orientation."98

For the practical critic, the most useful nonbranching hierarchies
have proven to be what Cruse calls chains) those in which units· are
strung out "in linear sequence on either a spatial or temporal axis."99
Lexical examples would be wristlforearrnlelbow or summerlfalliwinterl
spring. What comes to mind in interpretive practice are those semantic
successions that the critic ascribes to narrative patterns in a film. For
example, one may describe Bergman's work as displaying the recurrent
progression from sadness to wise joy. 100 Cyclical patterns, which Cruse
calls "helices," also constitute instances. One critic finds in Warren
Sonbert's Divided Loyalties a thematic cycle of creation!destruction!
regeneration. 101

Evidently the critic can convert any sort of semantic field into chains
by stringing the terms out temporally. The critic may claim that in
the course of a film one "side" of an opposition cancels, defeats, or

Good girl-Good-bad girl--Bad-good girl--Bad girl

(appears bad) (prostitute redeemed)

Figure 7. Wolfenstein and Leites' semantic continuum
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absorbs the other. Summarizing the tendency of classical Hollywood
films to "recuperate" woman, Annette Kuhn writes: "A woman char
acter may be restored to the family by falling in love, by 'getting- her
man,' by getting married, or otherwise accepting a 'normative' female
role. If not, she may be directly punished for her narrative and social
transgression by exclusion, outlawing, or even death."102 Or the critic
may construct a term that synthesizes semantic oppositions. Rick
Altman proposes that a semantic doublet-worklentertainment
structures the Hollywood musical, and he suggests that marriage func
tions to mediate the terms. 103 One can go still further and claim that
even if there is an absorption or synthesis, the contradictory text will
retain traces of the repressed oppositional term. This is the strategy
Charles Eckert pursues in discussing the ending ofMarked Woman) in
which the nominal defeat of the villain is followed by a symptomatic
recollection of the women's suffering. (See my discussion in Chapter
4.) Other sorts of semantic fields can be strung out temporally, as in
Kavanaugh's Greimasian analysis of Alien) which traces the plot as
moving toward an alignment with the "human" terms in the matrix. 104

The most common semantic chain, though, is that provided by a
preexisting story that the film can be seen as replaying. When a critic
finds that Double Indemnity centers on "the Oedipal trajectory of the
hero-the problem of the knowledge of sexual diffrence in a patriar
chal culture,"105 she posits a string ofdevelopmental phases (attraction
to mother/fear of castration/accession to paternal authority) as a se
mantic chain governing the interpretation. Any twice-told tale may
serve the critic's turn, but myth, religion, and psychoanalysis furnish
the standard instances. The American avant-garde film has long been
considered to offer parables of sacrifice and rebirth; Hollywood has
been interpreted as presenting veiled Christian parables; and all sorts
of films have been translated into Freudian, Jungian, and Lacanian
narratives. Since such detailed narrative patterns are not only chains
but homologies, they present allegories of the entire film. As such, they
will be analyzed in Chapter 8. For now, it suffices only to observe
that contemporary theory has supplied semantic chains which can serve
as either initial hypotheses or final outputs for practical criticism.

For the purposes of illustrating the four major types of semantic
fields--<:lusters, doublets, proportional series, and hierarchies-I have
had to schematize critics' arguments a fair amount. In practice, most
interpretations mobilize various sorts offields within a single interpre
tive project. Let me take up two examples for quick scrutiny.
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In an analysis of Blake Edwards' Darling Lili) Peter Lehman and
William Luhr posit that the film "deals centrally with different ways
of looking and performing."I06 The phrasing of the claim suggests
that the underlying semantic field is organized hierarchically, and so
it is, but within a master doublet: looking/being looked at. The result
is traced out in Figure 8. Laid over this schema is a graded series
ranging from control to lack of control. Lili starts in control of her
performance space and of the audience's space. As the film progresses,
her control recedes and that of Major Larrabee increases. (This se
mantic chaining relies on taking the female/male opposition as a re
ferential cue.) In the film's last scene, Lili's audience invades her
performance space, and Major Larrabee's complete control is estab
lished.107 The interpretation deploys both different semantic fields and
different sorts of fields. The value of this is apparent: for any part of
the film, the critics can invoke a field that lets them construct implicit
meanIngs.

In discussing The Most Dangerous Game) Thierry Kimtzel combines
semantic fields in another way. He seeks to interpret a carved door
knocker that appears under the film's opening credits. The knocker
depicts a centaur, wounded by an arrow and carrying a prostrate
woman. According to Kuntzel, this image generates semantic units
("signifieds") combined in what he calls "constellations." He starts by
clustering: the arrow suggests Cupid's dart and a wounded heart; the
woman calls to mind mythological virgins. Then the centaur leads him
to posit a set of doublets-man/beast, hunter/hunted, civilization!
savagery-of which the centaur is less the mediating term than the

Looking

I

vs. Being looked at

Proper
(viewing performance)

Improper
(spying)

In theater
(performing)

I

In life
(being spied on)

Performance space Audience space

Figure 8. Semantic fields in Darling Lili
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transgressive mixture. This particular oppositional series suggests that
one can also place the woman's figure within a doublet: male as hunter/
female as prey.108 Like Barthes in S/Z) Kuntzel claims that the blurring
of oppositions represented in the centaur poses a problem for the
film's plot to work out. The narrative will work to eliminate this
transgression, drawing a clear line between the poles and letting one
emerge the victor. Kuntzel's constellations consist of clusters, propor
tional oppositions, and a tacit semantic chain that enables the film to
repress mediating terms. Like most critics, he is an unabashed bricoleur,
adding together semantic fields to maximize coverage and particularity.

These interpretations are instructive on two more counts. First, the
critics are not simply combining various sorts of semantic fields but
are blending them into a whole. Fields are not simply adduced seriatim
but are, to one degree or another, synthesized into a coherent signif
icance. Darling Lili is "centrally" about looking and performing; The
Most Dangerous Game is primarily about the danger of blurring socially
distinct terms. Schools of criticism differ as to the degree to which
the text can be reduced to a coherent structure of significance,
but typically the critic moves from particular meanings to overall
meanIng.

Second, both these interpretations exemplify a general strategy to
which I shall often return: interpretation claims to shadow compre
hension. Semantic fields become plausible by virtue ofbeing connected
to meanings that the critic has already identified as referential or
explicit. The most obvious example is the way that, in nearly all
criticism, the male/female pairing operates. As a contingently universal
opposition, it serves as an "output" of comprehension: this character
is a man, that one is a woman. A.plot based on heterosexual romance
and ending in a marriage is unintelligible to a spectator who does not
have the concept of gender difference. But because this opposition is
in all cll1tures freighted with many abstract values, it also becomes a
salient cue for interpretation. Upon it the critic can stack semantic
oppositions such as active/passive, subject of desire/object of desire,
and so on. Even if one wishes to posit a reversal, such as feminized
men or masculine women, one must base the switch on an appeal to
referential meanings (for example, behaviors in the diegetic world) or
to explicit meanings. lo9 Although semantic fields are a major source
of .innovation within the critical institution, they are usually con
strained by a pressure to "respect" the text.
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The Role of Semantic Fields
In 1953 R. S. Crane hurled a devastating broadside against the se
mantic fields dominating literary interpretation. He argued that ab
stract sign~ficance could be found in ,any literary work:

It requires no great insight to find an inner dialectic of order and
disorder or a struggle of good and evil forces in any serious plot; or
a profound dialectic of appearance and reality in any plot in which
the action turns on ignorance or deception and discovery; or an
intention to inculcate poetically "the wholeness and complexity of
things, in contrast with a partial and silnple view" (to quote a recent
formula for Romeo and Juliet) in any plot in which the characters
become progressively aware that their enemies are not as bad or their
friends not as good as they had thought. IIO

More recently, Richard Levin has revived Crane's cause, mockIng the
reflexive turn as "the new leading candidate for all-purpose thema
tism."lll The challenge might lead one to ask: If we agree that these
fields, at work in criticism of all the arts, are so general as to be
uninformative, should we simply discard them?

We cannot do without semantic fields, for several reasons. First,
interpretation needs some abstractions. If we seek to build implicit or
symptomatic meanings, we must go beyond the concreteness of refer
ential meanings. Moreover, we cannot ban broad semantic fields from
interpretation as long as the same fields may be used in comprehending
a film's overt "point" or "message." "Be a man" or "Resist patriarchy"
or whatever a film might be taken to say explicitly will mobilize the
same abstract semantic fields (active/passive, strength/weakness,
oppression/resistance) that the critic could ascribe to other films im
plicitly or symptomatically.

Second, the broad fields to which Crane and Levin object pervade
our culture. There are no strictly "artistic" semantic fields. All are
learned and used across a wide range of social activities. This is what
makes an interpretation "relevant": it connects a novel, painting, or
film to semantic fields which interest people generally. To refuse to
employ such fields would, in the eyes of most critics and consumers
of criticism, render interpretation irrelevant to broader social life.

Finally, certain semantic fields are probably so ingrained that we,
and perhaps other cultures, cannot do without them. Individual!
group, culture/nature, order/disorder, appearance/reality, and others
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have been used throughout history to ascribe significance to human
life. 112 The interpreter can hardly give them up. Perhaps here we
confront an anthropological Kantianism: certain meanings may simply
constitute the grounds, or the limits, of interpretive reason.

Of course, Crane and Levin have a reply. However necessary se
mantic fields are to interpretation, they remain undiscriminating and
banal. Perhaps, then, we should stop doing interpretation. To this I
offer no answer now; I shall explore the problem further in the final
chapter.



6
Schemata and Heuristics
The critic's mind is a department store: you can find everything in
it: orthopaedics, sciences, bedding, arts, travelling rugs, a large
selection of furniture, writing paper, smokers' requisites, gloves,
umbrellas, hats, sports, walking sticks, spectacles, perfume, etc. The
critic knows everything, sees everything, hears everything, eats
everything, confuses everything and still manages to think.

-Erik Satie

Semantic fields are central to interpretation. They form the basis of
any implicit or repressed meanings which the critic assigns to the text.
This chapter and the two following seek to show that the ascription
of meaning consists in mapping semantic fields onto textual items and
patterns. The mapping metaphor, implying selective projection ac
cording to prior coordinates, follows from this book's basic assump
tion-that in interpretation, meaning is.arrived at through an interplay
of conceptual schemes and perceived cues.

Mapping as Making
In the previous chapter, for the sake of expository clarity, I assumed
that the interpretive critic straightforwardly maps semantic fields onto
aspects of the film. A simple version of the process is illustrated in
Figure 9. As the diagram indicates, a field is typically mapped "one
to-many" onto the film. For each semantic field the critic employs in
the interpretation, there will be at least one textual feature (even an
"invisible" feature, as in the "structuring absence" approach) that can
be correlated with each unit in the field. Often, however, several
aspects of the film will bear the same semantic unit. For example, the
nature/culture doublet may be manifested in the film's characters,
settings, props, dialogue, and so on. The advantage of one-to-many
mapping is that it produces a comprehensive interpretation while
gaining in economy.
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Semantic
Field A

Semantic
Field B

Semantic
FieldC

Cues in film 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Figure 9. Mapping semantic fields: a first approximation

It is just as evident that a critic may map a field "many-to-one" onto
the film. Here a single textual unit bears different semantic values
drawn from distinct semantic fields. A single character may represent
nature, masculinity, power, and voyeurism. (Recall, for an example,
the Movie explication of the first shot of Mamie.) Many-to-one map
ping yields obvious advantages: by multiplying semantic fields, the
critic may attribute polysemy to a textual item. In practice, critics mix
both one-to-many and many-to-one mapping, seeking a balance be
tween explanatory breadth and economy on the one hand and local
density on the other. In this mixture criticism attains its particular
thickness of conceptual texture. Even gross or banal semantic units
become linked or opposed, discriminated, incarnated in various guises,
qualified by expressive attributes of image or sound, and come out
looking comparatively nuanced.

Finally, the diagram presumes that all mapping is selective, that
complete coverage of every discriminable cue offered by the film is
impossible. Various theoretical justifications· can be offered for this
the unique subjectivity- of each critic, the infinite polysemy of cinema
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as a signifying system, the inevitable disjunction between meaning and
material. The institutional fact remains that no critic acts as if he has
completely absorbed the text into the set of semantic fields deployed.
At best, the critic can declare that he has accounted for the most
important or puzzling or unusual features of the film (and this is
claimed fairly often). But no critic could claim to have wrung the film
dry. This pluralism is productive; it helps interpretation keep going.

Because no critic's interpretation can encompass the film, a certain
"perspectivism" is built into the contemporary interpretive institution.
It is a truism that different interpreters, employing different semantic
fields, will activate different aspects of the text, or will activate the
same ones differently. If two interpreters set out to build implicit or
symptomatic meanings from the same film, we can revise our diagram
(see Figure 10). Already things are getting pretty tangled, but let us

Critic 1

Semantic
Fields

A, ate ...

Critic 2

Semantic
Fields

D t E t F...

Cues in film 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Figure 10. Competing semantic mappings
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stop at two interpreters, and. assume that there .will still be cues which
they ignore or play down.

Of course in other respects this new ·diagram does not ·go far
enough. For it is misleading to present semantic fields as being pro
jected straight onto the text. The critic has to know what aspects of
the film may legitimately-that is, according to institutional proto
col-prompt the interpretive act. In my terms here, the critic must
learn to recognize appropriate textual cues for constructing interpre
tations. E. H. Gombrich's constructivist slogan "Making precedes
matching"l must be supplemented by another, "Marking precedes
mapping." The semantic fields, of themselves, provide no indications
of what may properly bear them. Nothing about the nature/culture
doublet stipulates that I must map it onto people rather than abstract
patterns on the hero's wallpaper or vowels in street signs or those
punches in the frame corners that indicate reel changes. Something
else must mediate, helping the critic assign semantic fields to a proper
range of textual features.

What mediates are reasoning processes-assumptions, hypotheses,
organized bodies of knowledge, and well-practiced routines. I sug
gested in Chapter 2 that critics produce interpretations by using in
ductive inferences. The critic faces several problems-appropriateness
(picking a film that is an acceptable candidate for interpretation),
recalcitrant ,data (adjusting elements of the film to match reigning
notions of what ought to be interpreted), novelty (making the inter
pretation fresh), and plausibility (making the interpretation persua
sive). In learning to solve these problems, the critic has acquired skill
in seeking out significance, interpretability, salient patterns, and ex
emplary passages. I also suggested that proficiency in interpretation
consists in having a repertory of schemata and routines. Although
these call upon more basic skills, such as analogy-making, they are not
general laws but are "localized" to some degree, aimed at dealing with
concrete and frequently occurring situations.2

These more particular schemata and routines will be my concern
shortly. At this point it is simply worth recalling that the critic's search
for cues is governed by normalized traditions. The critical institution
steers the interpreter away from trivia toward those wnes which are
taken to be (a) presumably effective in spectators' responses (either
potential or actual), and (b) traditionally capable of bearing meanings.
With point (a), we again encounter the dependence of interpretation
upon comprehension. The critic takes as given, at least initially, a
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posited "ordinary" viewing that makes referential sense of the film
(identifies agents and settings, follows a story or argument). If explicit
meaning (the film's point, moral, or message) is assumed to be un
contentious, this too can be taken for granted. The "output" of these
processes of comprehension creates, more or less tacitly, points of
entry for interpretation. As for criterion (b), that of traditional ac
ceptability, the interpreter relies upon her or his training, study of
exemplars, disputes with other. critics, and other prior experiences to
determine what cues should be selected.

It is risky to be innovative in picking out cues. If we want to prove
that reel-change marks are worthy vehicles for semantic fields, then
we will need at least to show that they are comparable to already
acceptable cues or that they have an effect on spectators' comprehen
sion of the film. The most striking recent success of this sort-Thierry
Kuntzel's argument for the interpretability ofcredit sequences-makes
a strong case for the significance of such cues on both these grounds.

The question of criteria for cues illustrates how institutionally
grounded assumptions necessarily shape the process of mapping se
mantic fields. In a similar fashion, the inductive process is guided by
particular, socially implanted hypotheses about how texts mean. While
there are probably several such hypotheses worth spelling out, I want
to concentrate. briefly on the two I consider most pertinent to film
interpretation: the hypothesis that textual units cohere, and the hy
pothesis that the text bears some relation to an external world.

Some presumption of unity is essential for the construction of
referential and explicit meanings. Northrop Frye remarks: '''Every
poem must necess,arily be a perfect unity,' says Blake; this, as the
wording implies, is not a statement of fact about all existing poems,
but a statement of the hypothesis which every reader adopts in first
trying to· comprehend even the most chaotic poem ever written."3
Again, interpretation shadows comprehension in starting from the
premise that the text, as a singular and materially bounded entity, has
some degree of internal coherence. Of course, the elevation of unity
to a major feature or even a criterion of value is a historically variable
process. Some traditions, such as midrash and Freudian dream anal
ysis, do not set much store by overall coherence. Aristotelian poetics
and New Criticism, by contrast, have bequeathed to today's interpre
tive institution a predisposition to make texts cohere to a very consid~

erable degree. But this is not to say that critics will always and
everywhere find such coherence. "Organic" critics have their notion
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of tension-in-harmony and variety-in-unity. Contradictory-text pro
ponents argue that effects. of unity merely camouflage deeper rifts.
The point is that for the working critic, the hypothesis of unity is in
force until it is knocked down; the text is presumed coherent until
proven otherwise.4 Even the critic who discloses gaps and contradic
tions must initially posit a unity that is undermined by textual pro
cesses.

One could, moreover, argue that all critics adhere throughout their
inquiry to a hypothesis of minimal coherence-say, the presumption
that everything in any text is significantly related (if only by negation)
to everything else and to the pertinent semantic fields. In other words,
even the contradictory-text approach hypothesizes a degree of affinity
among textual elements. And certainly in practice most contradictory
text readings do not posit a thoroughgoing fragmentation. Usually it
is a matter of finding one or two sore spots, or of tracing the disin
tegration of particular semantic differences, or of pointing to a slight
falling-off of coherence. For example, Pam Cook's interpretation of
Dorothy Arzner's work as a set of contradictory texts relies on such
factors as irony, episodic construction, interruption, narrative reversals,.
and an explicit play with stereotypes-none of which, even in a Hol
lywood film, constitutes a radically disunifying device.5

The other primary hypothesis I want to examine is that the text,
until shown otherwise, is held to be related in some way to an external
world-one of general human affairs and concerns-or a historical
context. In making referential meaning, the ordinary perceiver brings
into play real-world assumptions about space, time, causality, identity,
and so forth. She also makes use of vast bodies of "encyclopedic"
knowledge (English cars put the steering wheel on the right end of
the dashboard; when Casablanca was released, America was fighting
on the side of the Allies). The film's· diegesis cannot·be wholly other
than the world we know. It should thus come as no surprise that the
critic must posit some text-world relations in the course of building
an interpretation.6 More specifically, these relations are taken-under
a regulative hypothesis-to be verisimilar. 7 In the course of pro'blem
solving, the critic often faces a "mimetic moment": the need to posit
SOine correspondence between a textual entity and some other con
struct derived from prior traffic with realms of experience attributed
to an intersubjective. external world.

To some readers, this claim will be as scandalous as my arguing for
a coherence hypothesis, but much of its shock value drains away when
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I explain that my formulation is indifferent as to theories of what the
"external world" is like. I happen to believe that its physical, social,
and psychic properties and patterns are not usefully characterized as
just more texts to be "read" (as in the formulation "All reality is
discourse"). But even if you believe that your bedroom or your friend
is just another text, or is best treated as one, my point will hold. You
will comprehend and interpret the settings of The Little Foxes accord
ing to spatial schemata derived in large part from your experience of
rooms like your bedroom, and you will make sense of the film's
characters largely on the basis of presuppositions about how people,
such as your friend, act. Or rather, you will until you find conven
tionally acceptable grounds for doing otherwise. Like the coherence
hypothesis, the mimesis hypothesis is a regulative one, resting on
"default" or ceteris paribus ("all things being equal") conditions.8 Con
temporary film theory has spent a great deal of time damning mimesis
as illusory (characters are not "real people," art does not copy life),
but, as with the coherence hypothesis,the demystifying or contradic
tory-text critic must presuppose that some verisimilitude is at least
sought; otherwise the critic could not reveal the text's antimimetic
machinations.9

I must be very clear here. I do not argue on ontological or episte
mological grounds that films directly copy life. I assert only that critical
practice requires the interpreter to draw upon schemata and proce
dures built up in the context ofsituations outside this film and, indeed,
outside any film. Chapter 7's discussion ofpersonification and Chapter
8's account of text schemata will, I think, show that in making mean
ing, all critics, whatever their philosophical or ideological commit
ments, hypothesize particular text-world correspondences. Once again,
theory proposes (doctrines) but criticism disposes (of films).

Knowledge Structures and Routines

In considering the sort of reasoning that governs mapping, I have
discussed some basic assumptions, such as the need to discover cues
on the basis of some actual. or potential viewer's experience, and two
principal regulative hypotheses, that of minimal coherence and that of
mimesis. All, I stress once more, function within a particular institu
tion at a particular time. While some are probably used in all interpre
tive traditions, others would not necessarily be as salient in other
institutions or. periods. I want now to look, in general terms, at the
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process of interpretive inference, for that puts the assumptions and
hypotheses to work in the mapping process.

Despite differences in terminology and assumptive frameworks, cog
nitive theories from various disciplines have in recent years converged
on a central fact about our ways of thinking. Human induction
achieves its goals by using organized, selective, and simplified bodies
of knowledge. For example, to understand an event as a purchase or a
sale summons up a conceptual structure consisting oftwo agents, buyer
and seller; a piece of property; and money.lO These are taken to be
the necessary components of the situation. The transaction is mentally
represented as an exchange of the property for the money. In under
standing that I sell a bike to Ben, you pick out the pertinent features
of the empirical situation according to this structure and you assign
them to the buyer/seller/property/money/exchange slots. You map, one
to one, the conceptual structure onto the concrete case.

The "buy-sell" conceptual construct is internally organized: it con
sists of a set of relationships among types of agents, objects, actions,
and states of affairs. It is also made up of data, so that you can, in a
concrete case, fill in slots that are left blank. For instance, if I say,
''Vance came home from the showroom ,vith a jeep," you will probably
apply the buy-sell construct and will fill in the other agent slot (the
salesperson) .and Vance's payment ofmoney. Yet the construct remains
a regulative one, functioning not as an absolute guarantee but only as
the best current candidate for understanding the situation. If I say,
''Vance came home from the showroom with a jeep. The police ar
rested him ten minutes later," you will probably discard the buy-sell
construct and opt for a less charitable one.

Although it contains data, the construct is quite schematic, or dia
grammatically simplified. A great many cases of buying and selling do
not exactly fit the. schema: a third party may act as an intermediary,
or corporations may transfer stock by computer. As a simplifying
construct, the schema also relegates a lot of data, such as the weather
or the cut of the seller's clothes, to a lowpoint in the hierarchy of
importance. Nevertheless, the schematic structure is "basic" in that
one starts with it under default assumptions and then adapts it to the
concrete situation (for example, the seller slot could be filled by a
company, or the money slot could be filled by a credit card). However
incomplete or in need of revision the structure may be, it remains a
point of departure. Whatever we call such structures-frames, scripts,
models, or, as I shall here, schemata-they centrally mediate our cog
nitive activity. II
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Ofcourse, particular schemata are culturally variable. A society may
lack the buy-sell schema; it may have only a "barter" schema or a "gift
giving" one or indeed nothing remotely similar. But in every society,
human reasoning utilizes some. schemata, and the principles undergird
ing their formation and use must be cross-cultural. This presupposes,
in turn, that practical inductive reasoning is a fundamental feature of
human thought, achieved by native endowment, cultural evolution,
or a combination of both.

The concept of a "schema" runs back at least to Kant, who seems
to have applied the term to both the knowledge structure itself (con
ceived, it would appear,· primarily as a mental. image) and the rule or
procedure by which the mind produces and uses such structures. 12

Both usages can be found in the cognitive theory literature as well.
For my purposes here I shall refer to the data structures used in
interpretation as schemata and to interpretive activities (however "sche
matic") as procedures or routines.

The next two chapters will consider several schemata that guide the
process ofmapping semantic fields. For now, I need only suggest that
they all constitute bodies ofknowledge organized according to a basic
logic and a simple structure. The buy-sell ,schema exemplifies what
Mark Johnson and George Lakoffcall a "link" schema. The underlying
structure consists of two entities (buyer and seller) with something
connecting them (the act of exchanging property for money). The
underlying logic is that of symmetry and reciprocal dependence. 13 I
shall sometimes calIon Johnson and Lakoff's taxonomy to reveal the
patterns underlying certain interpretive schemata.

Schemata typically generate "prototype" effects-the selection of
one sort of instance as the clearest representative of the schema's
essential features. The prototype of the buy/sell schema is that of a
face-to-face transaction involving two individuals exchanging cash for
a tangible piece ofproperty. A televised auction in which buyers pledge
to pay next year is comprehensible in terms of the schema, but it is
not the "best" instance. As Lakoff indicates, prototype effects can arise
from stereotypes, typical examples, ideals, and oth.er sorts ofsamples. 14

All the interpretive schemata I shall be discussing produce prototype
effects.

Schemata are retrieved, applied, adjusted, ~d rejected in the course
of all perception and cognition. Within interpretive problem-solving,
schemata are typically employed in what psychologists call a "top
down" manner: guided by more or less explicit goals, the critic tests
abstract schemata against the empirical case. (By contrast, some aspects
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of comprehension, such as perception of shape or movement or color,
are "bottom-up," or data-driven. Still other aspects ofcomprehension,
such as story construction, involve both top-down and bottom~up

processing.) Thus it becomes necessary to consider how schemata are
used in a cycle of interpretive action. The routines or procedures in
question .consist mostly of heuristics) rules of thumb that have proven
useful in meeting the interpretive institution's demands for novelty
and plausibility.

Such heuristics are commonplace in the ·history of interpretation.
Academics trained in New Criticism who could not reproduce, say,
Richards' theoretical' arguments about the psychology of language
were nonetheless able to produce proper interpretations by following
the hunch that metaphors and paradoxes were productive spots to
look for meaning. 'A heuristic can be spelled out, as in St. Augustine's
advice: "We must meditate on what we read till an interpretation be
found that tends to establish the reign of charity."15 This, is no theory,
merely a recommended step toward solving a problem. It is like the
suggestion "In the classical narrative cinema, to see is to desire."16
Unlike an algorithm, a heuristic does not guarantee a solution, but it
is the best strategy for solving the ill-defined problems characteristic
of interpretation in the arts. 17

There are certain general heuristics that most problem-solvers apply
in all domains. There are, for instance, what researchers have called
the representativeness heuristic, whereby problem-solvers tend to reduce
all inferential tasks to judgments of similarity, and the availability
heuristic, whereby solutions are sought among what is most readily
accessed in memory. Both are affected by a tacit criterion of vividness)
whereby the most sensorily concrete data are given saliency. Ifyou are
considering buying a cat, you are likely· to take a friend's experience
with the same make and model as more important than abstract
information about its technical specifications, performance, and fre
quency-of-repair record. Deciding whe~er to buy the car is made
easier ifyou let your friend's situation represent your own; the instance
is also more vivid and more easily called to mind than a tangle of
specifications. 18 Similarly, the critic is likely to solve the interpretive
problem by likening the film to others, by seeking out the most easily
recalled aspects of it, and by making the most concrete aspects of the
film the most prominent cues. A corollary of these heuristics is that
people tend to underutilize null or negative instances; the problem
solver is attuned, to information that confirms the hypothesis rather
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than challenges it. By this logic, the critic who associates a certain
object with a certain character's trait will be likely to ignore scenes in
which the character displays the trait in the absence of that object.l~

Consider, as an extended example, a common and simple interpre
tive routine. The critic can create a cue by making a pun. Donald
Spoto writes of Stage Fright that the motif of cars "points to the
characters' need to be authentically 'moved.' Hitchcock uses the car
similarly elsewhere . . . to connote the possibility of flight and equally
of motivating the will, of 'moving on' in ways more meaningful than
merely geographic."20 Another writer suggests: "Hallways and alley
ways are obvious symbols of passage, and most of Ozu's late films
center around passages from one stage of life to another."21 OfNoto
rious) Andrew Sarris claims that Alicia is never more appealing to
Devlin than ''when she is most poisoned (figuratively as well as liter
ally), degraded, humiliated, and disordered."22 A symptomatic critic
proposes that Dreyer's films often contain a motif of bars, a signifier
of repression which appears in Ordet as a checkered pattern in Inger's
dress and on her tablecloth; this signifies "a potentially productive
female body precisely 'in check.'''23 Quotation marks and the use of
the word literally are clear marks of the punning maneuver.

This particular heuristic belongs to an ancient tradition. Punning
often guided Stoic allegorizing of Homer and rabbinic and patristic
exegeses of Scripture.24 Freud too had constant recourse to what Josef
Breuer called "a ridiculous play on words."25 When Dora drags her
leg, Freud tells her that she fears .that her fantasized pregnancy is a
"false step."26 The procedure could be quickly learned: one of Freud's
patients' dreamed he was kissing his uncle in a car, and he supplied
what Freud considered the correct interpretation: auto-eroticism.27

In literary criticism, Jonathan Culler suggests, puns are permitted
"in cases where they contribute to coherence and do not displace a
satisfactory literal reading"28-that is, when they satisfy what I have
discussed as assumptions ofunity and ofpertinence to comprehension.
The film critic, however, must take an extra step to arrive at puns.
The interpreter of a literary text confronts a determinate lexical item
which can then be punned upon.29 The film interpreter, by contrast,
must first retrieve such an item from her vocabulary and affix it to an
item in the text-cars,.alleyways, a poisoned woman. The lexical item
must de~ote the cue in '~eferential terms (it is a car, a passageway, and
so on) and possess at least one other meaning that, although meta
phorical in this context, can be synonymous with a term in an abstract
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semantic field. We can layout the inferential logic of some of the
above, examples:

Pun: 'check
referentially, in the diegetic world: "checkered pattern"
figuratively: "to restrain"

semantic unit: repression of woman's desire

Or, to take the more· complicated Stage Fright case:

Pun: movement
referentially, in the diegetic world: "to travel"
figuratively (a): "to undergo emotional change"

semantic unit: susceptibility to emotion
figuratively (b): "to alter one's life" ("move on")

semantic unit: will to change

The extra step of describing a visual or sonic cue grants the film critic
more interpretive leeway than the literary critic enjoys. In a film, any
image or sound permits an indefinite number of verbal descriptions,
many of them rich in metaphorical implications; these can be linked
by synonymity to a great number ofsemantic fields. It is also significant
that the critic typically feels no need to justify the pun etymologically,
as scriptural exegesis did. Critics can draw on metaphors that belong
to sociolects that the filmmaker presumably did not share (for example,
"moving on" and "passages" as 1970s Me Generation catchphrases).
Indeed, in my examples, films in Japanese and Danish are· redescribed
using lexical items from English. Here, as in our study of semantic
fields, we find that the plurality ofmeaning which theorists commonly
assign to the text, to verbal language, or to the cinematic medium
turns out to be a product of comparatively unconstrained interpretive
procedures.

The conventionality of the routine is shown not only by its under
lying logic but by recurrent puns appealed to by all schools ofcriticism.
A mirror in the shot invites the critic to talk of characters "mirroring"
one another or the film "mirroring" reality.30 Characters descending
from a height call forth a pun, as when the critic treats Hitchcock's
characters as morally "fallen."31 Another favorite pun involves the
frame. Beyond a Reasonable Doubt includes a shot ofa police car, framed
in a rearview mirror, it in turn framed by a car windshield, with the
windshield in turn-·enclosed by the film frame. The critic comments:
"All in all a fitting climax to Spencer's attempt to 'frame' Garrett for
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the Patti Grey killing."32 This is a very handy heuristic, since the critic
will never see a shot that is not framed at least once. More generally,
the pervasiveness ofsuch puns suggests that their figurative component
draws upon some of the basic metaphorical schemata involving bodily
states (up/down, inside/outside) analyzed by George Lakoff and Mark
Johnson.33

The punning maneuver illustrates how critics rely on the general
problem-solving heuristics I mentioned earlier. Puns such as the ones
just cited constitute judgments of representativeness in that they rely
upon a two-step similarity inference. (The alleys are like passages, and
spatial pathways are acceptable metaphors for temporal changes in
life.) Puns are also attractive because they are highly available. They
calion no specialized knowledge, only the native speaker's vocabulary.
In addition, they involve easily recalled material. Psycholinguists have
found that words are often stored in the mental lexicon by their sound
and their rhythmic contour. 34 Puns also rank high on the vividness
criterion, in being at once concrete and calling on sensory metaphors.
Finally, the punning heuristic is remarkably easy to acquire in our
culture. Any teacher of film criticism knows that college students, like
Freud's uncle-osculating patient, are already predisposed to it.

This prior inclination makes punning a pointed illustration of one
role of abstract theory in ordinary criticism. As part of a general
appeal to theory which arose in 1970s symptomatic interpretation,
critics justified the punning heuristic by reference to conceptions of
language or the psyche. Screen's discussi,on of Vygotsky's doctrine of
"inner speech" endorsed criticism's use of the "literalism"-the image
or line of dialogue that homonymically reduces to a metaphor. 35 Thus
Willemen invokes Ophuls' own explanation of why the camera never
enters the Tellier establishment in Le Plaisir: it is a maison close ("closed
house," or brothel).36 More recently, an interest in Bakhtin's theories
of "polyglossia" has had as one effect the ratifying of the same routine.
"Camera angles," write a pair ofcritics, "can literalise specific locutions
such as 'look up to' or 'oversee' or 'look down on."'37 According to
the same critics, in The Wrong Man) the line "Manny plays the bass"
refers literally to his instrument but figuratively to something else:
"He also plays the role of the base when he is falsely accused and
forced to mimic the actions of the real thief."38 Significantly, the
interpretive maneuver long preceded the theoretical rationale. In 1927
a Variety critic mocked The Street because a character constantly carried
an umbrella. "Perhaps it's there to show that into each life some rain
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must fall. "39 Theorists would claim that inner speech or polyglossia
helps explaill comprehension; I am arguing that long-standing habits
of interpretation explain why theorists are drawn to these concepts.
This heuristic is not a rule derived from deductive reasoning but
another cognitive procedure developed by the institution for craft
centered ends.

As the punning heuristic suggests, most routines aim at helping the
critic find applicable semantic fields. 40 To take another example: In
terpreters employ a "stepping-stone" procedure to move across clusters
or oppositional series. In interpreting The General) one critic argues
that woman is associated with passivity, and thus stasis, and thus
photography. Each shift requires the critic to posit a semantic unit
that overlaps with, but is not identical to, the next.41 The tactic is
oftell mandatory for critics working with theoretically defined semantic
fields, as when the psychoanalytic critic must pass from a given premise
(for example, voyeuristic fetishism is associated with the representation
of woman) to a particular clinical category (for example, hysteria,
paranoia, psychosis).42 As a problem-solving procedure, this calls on
the same skills' tapped by the associative word game called "stepping
stones," which sets such tasks as "Move from drinks to cricket) by way
of transport and Christmas."43 In the puzzle and in critical interpreta
tion, the necessary steps depend on the semantic similarity revealed
by the representativeness heuristic and,. during some steps, on avail
ability and vividness.

Mapping as Modeling
These schemata and routines, pervading human problem-solving prac
tices, feed into a particular routine that is central to film interpretation.
In mapping semantic fields onto the film, guided by schemata and
heuristics, the critic produces approximations of the film at hand
mental models of it.44 Unlike schelnata, which are stable, persistent,
and of general application,- mental models are "transient, dynamic
representations of particular unique situations."45

Suppose that I am trying to produce an interpretation ofRaw Deal
(1948). I might hypothesize that tlle driven male protagonist and the
film's overall style put it into the class of film noire This nlove will
recast the film along certain lines, throwing particular cues into relief
arId dO\VllplayiIlg others. I nlight then folll)w interpretive traditions
within the institutioll and start to project some semantic fields-say,
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male castration anxieties. Tl1is will lead me to refine my model by
picking out particular cues to carry those fields. But since the insti
tution also suggests that I incorporate beginnings and endings into
my model film, I might notice that the film is organized around a
woman's flashback. The model filn1 gets revised again, with the tem
poral rearrangement and the woman as "center of consciousness"
becoming more prominent. These features in turn might recall Mildred
Pierce) but with this difference: Raw Deal does not make the woman
the protagonist; she is only a passive witness. My model now starts
to shape up as a sketch for a contradictory text. In a male-dominated
genre like film noir, turning the narration over to the woman can be
taken as a symptomatic expression ofthe threat that the genre normally
seeks to repress. And so the process goes. Using various schemata
(such as those of genre and textual structure) and skills of analogical
inference, the critic may build up several versions of the film before
finding an acceptable fit.

The one that fits-that, in the critic's judgment, solves the interpre
tive problem, yielding sufficient particularity and "coverage"-be
comes the model, the final "output" of the mapping process. That
output is not just semantic fields plus certain aspects of the film. The
critic produces a totality-the film unified under a description which
organizes those aspects of the film she has picked out and weighted
with semantic values. In constructing an interpretation, the critic has
in a sense reconstructed the text. The critic can come to conclusions
about many things-the nature of art, the wellsprings of virtue or
oppression-but insofar as she claims to be interpreting a film, she
produces a model film. And as semantic fields and the aspects of the
film activated will vary among critics, so will the model films produced.
If you think that Rules of the Game implies the decadence and decline
of the bourgeoisie of prewar France, your model film is organized
around that meaning, highlighting certain cues, playing down or omit
ting others, and bringing in certain schemata. If you take Rules of the
Game to be sy~ptomatically betraying the male's fear of castratio11,
you will construct a different model film-perhaps sharing some fea
tures with the other one, but still differing in its patterning, weight
ings, and assigned meanings.

Because of the selectivity and "perspectivism" involved in the pro
cess, the model film is inevitably an approximation. It offers a thinned
out revision of the film as conlprehended (itself a reconstruction of
that posited entity, the "film itself"). At the same tirne, however, by
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being more cleanly organized and freighted with definite conceptual
significance, the model film becomes a sharper, neater version. It is
like the fashion "model" who, spurning the vivacious disorder of
wearing clothes for everyday purposes, offers instead an immediately
available contour, an assured stance, and a conventional elegance.

By now it should be clear that mapping semantic fields onto the
film is far from a straightforward affair. The fields are mapped selec
tively, many-to-one and one-to-many. The critic frames hypotheses
about what may count as acceptable vehicles for such fields. The critic
makes hypotheses about unity arid the relation of the text to the world.
More specifically, the interpreter possesses a great many schemata,
some geared to comprehension and others, more the province of
experts, involving interpretation. And the interpreter makes use of
both general and particular problem-solving heuristics, such as draw
ing analogies, deriving puns and overlapping associations, and build
ing mental models. The final product of interpretation-thefilm-as
interpreted, the "model film"-is the result of a complex, highly me
diated process. Not until the end of Chapter 8 will it b~ possible
to represent this process fully in a diagram, but for now, let Figure
11 stand as a revision of my earlier ones.

Note that no mastery of theory need play a part in this process. A
critic trained in the proper assumptions, hypotheses, schemata, and
routines should be able to produce an acceptable interpretation with
out benefit of theoretical knowledge. This is not to say that these
activities do not have theoretical implications; they do in any realm
of reasoning. Nor is this to say that film theory, like other bodies of
knowledge, cannot help in particular cases. Nor is it to underestimate
the importance of theory as a rhetorical appeal; later on, I shall argue
that the invocation of theory may encourage a particular audience to
find one's interpretation novel or plausible. I claim only that skill in
creating, understanding, or defending theoretical arguments is neither
a necessary °nor a sufficient condition for the solving of interpretive
problems. As usual, we must look beneath what critics say and examine
what they-concretely, practically-do.
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7
Two Basic Schemata
What do those balloons mean?

-Dr. Cheryl Kinsey

If schemata are as' important as I have claimed, we ought to be able
to identify the most significant ones. I argue that four principal sche
mata govern film interpretation. This chapter considers category sche
mata and person-based schemata; the next chapter concentrates on
two schemata that represent' textual organization.

Is There a Class for This Textr
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doing so. Indeed, all the results so far indicate that no such conditions
can be found. Theorists have been unsuccessful in producing a coher
ent map of the system of genres, and no strict definition of a single
genre has won widespread acceptance. A Western. seems identified
primarily by its setting, a science-fiction film by its technology, a
musical by its manner of presentation (song and dance). Thus one
could have a science-fiction musical Western, in which Martians visit
Billy the Kid and everyone puts on a show. (Of course, this could
also turn out to be a comedy, but how is that genre defined?) One
cannot safely appeal to historical norms, since many currently accepted
genres, such as melodrama or film noir, did not exist as categories for
audiences or filmmakers of the 1930s or 1940s.0ne could instead
try, as several scholars recently have, to define a genre by certain
thematic materials. Yet while the musical or the Western may display
recurrent themes, any theme may appear in any genre, for the simple
reason that no semantic field is barred from appearing in any sort of
film. Efforts to date suggest that Boris Tomashevsky was right sixty
years ago in claiming that because genre markers vary and overlap, no
strictly deductive set of principles can explain genre groupings: "No
firm logical classification of genres is possible. Their demarcation is
always historical, that is to say, it is correct only for a specific moment
of history; apart from this they are demarcated· by many features at
once, and the markers of one genre may be quite different in kind
from the markers of another genre and logically they may not exclude
one another, only being cultivated in different genres because of the
natural connection of compositional devices."3

The difficulty of defining a genre is nothing compared to the task
of defining genre as opposed to nwde) cycle) fbrmula) or whatever. Is
film noir a genre, a style, or a cycle? Is experimental film a style, a
genre, or a mode? Are animation and docum.entary film genres or
modes? Is the filmed play or comedy performance a genre? If tragedy
and comedy are genres, perhaps then domestic tragedy or slapstick is
a formula. One could, following Tomashevsky's hint, argue that the
concept of genre is so historically mutable that no set of necessary and
sufficient conditions can mark offgenres from other sorts ofgroupings
in ways that all experts or ordinaryfilm-goers would find acceptable.4

Yet critics have not let theoretical difficulties stop the march of
interpretation. Interpreters no more have strict definitions of genre
than speakers of English have definitions ofgame (to take the most
famous example in the philosophical literature).5 Genre would seem
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to be an "open-textured" concept, and genres are treated as "fuzzy"
categories, definable neither by necessary and sufficient conditions nor
by fixed boundaries. The processes by which people construct a fuzzy
category do not define it but rather provide a loose set of more or
less central, more or less strongly linked expectations-default hier
archies-that are taken to hold good unless contradicted by other
information. Musicals are typically comic, but A Star Is Born (1954)
causes us to revise our expectations, not redefine the musical. Such
categories are organized, in Johnson's and Lakoff's terms, as a corel
periphery schema, with the more "central" members of the category
creating a prototype effect. Just as chess serves as a prototype ofgames,
so SinginJ in the Rain is a prototypical musical. Any acceptable notion
of the musical must include it, and it is taken as a better, more vivid
example of the genre than, say, Ivan the Terrible) which has plenty of
song and dance numbers. Horrific as Close .andRocking Encounters with
Billy the Kid promises to be, it will not demolish our notions of
musicals, Westerns, and science-fiction films; we will probably just
shove it to the periphery of all these categories, never using it as a
prototype for any of them. Far from being concerned with definition
or reasoning from genus to species, critics often identify the genre
only to aid in interpreting the particular work.6 The identification is
transitory and heuristic, like that of nearly all the categories we draw
upon in everyday life.7 Genres, and genre, function as open-ended and
corrigible schemata.

The handling of genre serves as a prototype of the critic's acts of
classification. Fiction/documentary, narrativelnonnarrative, main
stream/oppositional-such alternatives function in critical arguments,
as they function in comprehension, as enabling schemata, not closed,
deductively guaranteed categories. The separating stroke can always
be blurred, the categories are always permeable. (Indeed, often the
critic's aim is to show that the film at hand has·· broken out of its
category.) The variety of categories at work in film criticism-group
ing by period or country (American films of the 1930s), by director
or star or producer or writer .or studio, by technical process
(CinemaScope films), by cycle (the "fallen woman" films), by series
(007 movies), by style (German Expressionism), by structure (narra
tive), by ideology (Reaganite cinema), by venue ("drive-in movies"),
by purpose (home movies), by audience ("teenpix"), by subject or
theme (family films, paranoid-politics movies)-all this should bewil
der only the system-builder. This diversity is rather the mark of an
institution that offers the interpreter many tools for making meaning.
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Such categories, for instance, allow the critic to establish referential
or explicit meaning (guaranteed by genre conventions) as a point of
departure. Thus Constance Penley can use the conventions of the
science-fiction subgenre of "critical dystopias" to identify explicit
meanings in The Te'Y1'ninator. 8 Accepted categories also permit 'the critic
to appeal to the semantic fields that critical tradition has already
assigned to that category. Ozu's films can be taken as centering on the
dissolution of the family, melodramas as questioning the basis of
romantic love and kinship ties. The default hierarchy for the Western
encourages the critic to start with the wilderness/civilization, nature!
culture doublets. Reciprocally, any semantic field can found a category
schema if the critic can find some prototypical cases and some guide
lines for mapping the field onto recurrent cues. Watch a group of
critics construct a new category, complete with prototypes: "One can
associate The Reckless Moment with a (trans-generic) cycle of films
which emerge in Hollywood during the 'forties, alongside the themes
and iconography of the 'film noir' and which express that increasingly
disturbed preoccupation with the tensions and ambiguities of 'settle
ment' and the family which reaches full, conscious, elaborated expres
sion in the work of, say, Ray and Sirk in, the 'fifties."9 Reflexivity is
likewise not only a semantic field; it also serves as the basis of a
category of films, possessing a default hierarchy based on the presence
of explicit or tacit references to cinema and a set of core cases (Man
with a Movie Camera) 81h) that can provide analogies for building a
model of the film at hand.

Perhaps now we can see one reason why critics committed to a
symptomatic theory ofmeaning do not apply it to films which oppose
mainstream practice. The category schema of "oppositional cinema"
highligh~s a self-consciousness about representation that also underlies
the critic's own interpretive act. The film simply belongs to a category
which does not (at least at its core) harbor repressed meanings. The
oppositional film's revelation of repressed contradictions functions as
its central "genre convention."

Like any schemata, received categories can be revised. They offer
fruitful points of difference and dispute. Touch ofEvil can be discussed
as a thriller, a film noir, a Welles film, a 1950s film, an expressionist
film, or, from Stephen Heath's perspective, a prototype of "obvious"
cinema. lo At a certain point in history, the critic may recast a com
monplace about the category. If previous writers have said that film
noir is concerned primarily with the loss of secure identity, a critic
may argue that this theme is in fact a by-product of the assignment
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of certain roles and values to the female characters. 11 By and large,
the contradictory-text movement accepted categories estabished by
studies in genre and authorship, arguing that each one harbored gaps
and disparities. Eventually, the "contradictory text" itself became a
category schema with its own prototypes (Young Mr. Lincoln) The
Birds) Touch ofEvil).

Perhaps the most powerful category schema of recent years has been
that of a "classical" American filmmaking, and it has undergone re
peated revision. Bazul saw classical cinema as a tradition that assured
aesthetic stability, technical proficiency, and generic variety. Yet for
the auteurists, classicism often provided a backdrop of bland efficiency
against which the idiosyncratic director stood out. During the rise of
structuralism, the classical cinema was conceived chiefly as a myth
machine. With the coming of symptomatic criticism, the poise that
Bazin had ascribed to the classical film was shown to be precarious,
produced at the cost of massive repression of ideological tensions.
Within contemporary critical schools the category continues to be
reworked. For the 1970s Cahiers critics, Young Mr. Lincoln typifies the
gaps and fissures produced by authorial intervention; for Robin Wood
in his symptomatic phase, the film exemplifies such a high degree of
control and moral certitude that it can form the background for a
truly incoherent. work like Penn's The Chase. I2 Classical Hollywood
cinema can be seen as a form, a style, a set of themes, or a mesh of
ideological and psychic processes, and each version of the schema will
produce different prototypes, privilege diverse semantic fields, and
make various cues salient within a film.

Sometimes new category schemata are derived from other arts or
media. Auteurism and genre studies are obviously modeled on group
ings at work in literary and art history. "Avant-garde cinema"as we
understand it today is grounded in the category of American avant
garde painting, whose major movements (abstract expressionism, Pop,
minimalism), strategies (reflexivity, flatness), and techniques were
"matched" to particular tendencies in filmmaking. I3 During the late
1960s, "Brechtian film," made analogous to Brechtian theater, became
a category schema that could help map new semantic fields onto new
cues. 14 TIle critic can acquire some illdividuality by creating his or her
own genre, as Stanley Cavell has in interpreting the "comedy of
remarriage," while Comolli and Narboni were able to persuade many
practical critics of the usefulness of the "Cinema/Ideology/Criticism"
taxonomy delineating various ways in which a film could relate to
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ideology.1S Most recently, "postmodernist" films have come to consti
tute a category possessing salient cues, prototypes, and characteristic
semantic fields. 16

To ensure wide coverage of the film's details, the skillful critic
mobilizes several category schemata within anyone enterprise. Robert
Stam consigns Sauve qui peut (la'vie) to three classes: Godard's oeuvre,
reflexive films, and erotic films. 17 For Roswitha Mueller, The Image of
Dorian Gray in the Yellow Press can be interpreted in the light ofLang's
Mabuse films, Ottinger's other films, Oedipal dramas, and literary
adaptations. 18 The academic institution encourages critics to mix their
tools; textual cues that do not fit into one category schema invite the
critic to bring in another category that will invoke pertinent semantic
fields. 19

No thought starts from scratch, and no interpretation can do with
out category schemata. Although they form what Wittgenstein calls
"a complicated network· of similarities overlapping and crisscross
ing,"20 they are indispensable tools for the practical critic. The ap
prentice critic must learn these categories' range, their specific powers,
the etiquette of their use, and the proper times to recast or reject
them.

Making Films Personal
"Teeth remember," says my dentist, thereby endowing them with
properties that help me understand why he can't put in a new filling.
"It thinks it should get its queen out early," cOlllplains a software
designer about a rival chess-playing program.21 The program thinks
no such thing, but the characterization enables me to schematize the
contraption as a rational human opponent, and perhaps even win
against it. We project humanlike properties onto so many domains· of
activity that we ought not to be surprised that they also feature in
that esoteric realm known as film criticism.22 The mimetic hypothesis
reappears: the notion of the person is basic to our making sense of
the external world.23 The person schema also exemplifies the vividness
heuristic. It is easier for a patient to inlagine teeth remenlbering than
to recall a string of X rays and charts.

In similar ways, the critic scans the text for cues that answer to
criteria for "personhood." In what follows, I shall treat the notion of
the person not as a logical or metaphysical category but as a social
and psychological schema, for it is chiefly in this respect that it func-
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tions in interpretation.24 It generates several heuristics that move the
critic toward institutionally acceptable interpretations. Furthermore, I
shall assume that the schema of the "person," at least in contemporary
Western cultures, includes at least the following folk-psychological
features:

1. A human body, presumed to be singular and unified.
2. Perceptual activity, including self-awareness.
3. Thoughts, including beliefs.
4. Feelings or emotions.
5. Traits, or persisting dispositional qualities.
6. The capacity for self-impelled actions, such as communication, goal

formation and -achievement, and so on.

The person schema, in ordinary thought as in interpretation, functions
as a context-bound cluster of these features. The common-sense pro
totype of the person is the putatively sane, mentally active and un
coerced human adult. In any given instance, some of these features
may be absent or present in lesser degree; to this extent, the case will
be problematic. An infant, we might say, is on the way to becoming
a person. A prenatal child or a permanently comatose adult is not as
clear a candidate for personhood.25

It is part of the critic's mapping process to ascribe such folk-psy
chological traits to aspects of the film, and this can be done by follow
ing particular routines. The 'critic uses the schema to build up more
or less "personified" agents in, around, underneath, or behind the text.
Such agents, once endowed with thoughts, feelings, actions, traits,
and bodies, become capable of carrying semantic fields. 26 I shall call
this set of heuristics personification. Although my usage deviates sig
nificantly from classical precedent, I defend it on two grounds: I can't
think of a better term ("personalization" reminds me too much of
monogrammed bracelets and cryptic license plates); and it is at least
faithful to one way ofconstruing the term's etymology-persona ("per
son") plus facere ("to make"). 27 To ascribe memory to teeth, chess
strategy to swarms of electrons, hauteur to cats, voyeurism to movie
cameras, and duplicity to narrators is to make meaning by "making
persons."

Characters as Persons

Let us take characters to be any agents, fictional or not, assumed to
inhabit the film's world. From this perspective, Roger Thornhill, Bob
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Dylan, and Donald Duck are characters in certain films. It is evident
that constructing characters on the model of the person is fundamental
to comprehension. The simplest "referential" construal gets nowhere
if it does not identify persons or personlike agents in the film. In fact,
this process would seem to be a culturally universal feature ofhumans'
ways of making sense of texts.28

Ofcourse, interpreters would not have to follow such commonsense
heuristics. We could decide to ignore personification and assign se
mantic fields to any other perceptible variables. We could, say, plot
the shifts of color in the frame's lower left corner, and assert that when
the color black is present, that means "culture," and that when the
color white is present, that means "nature," and that when gray is
present, there is a mediation. We could do all this; but no one would
listen. We could devise any number of interpretive heuristics, as com
plicated as we like. The institutional fact remains that such systems
would seem fancifully arbitrary. Critics rank cues hierarchically, and
at the top of the list are human agents performing actions. Moreover,
it seems likely that such a ranking is justified as a case ofinterpretation's
shadowing of comprehension. Humans are predisposed, biologically
and culturally, to attend to humanlike agents in representations. The
character-as-person schema seems obvious because it is ours; it is us.

The person schema allows the critic to· ascribe several features to
represented human agents in a film. Characters are embodied; they
can be assumed to perceive, think, and feel; they seem to display traits
and to execute actions. Any description of their personal qualities can
be reworked so as to bear semantic fields~ For example, in CahiersJs
Young Mr. Lincoln exemplar, Lincoln's awkwardness at Mary Todd's
party becomes a symptom. The scene "involves him (socially and
sexually) in a seduction relationship which simultaneously integrates
and excludes him; this causes a confusion which is not resolved dra
matically." The critics produce a repressed meaning: Lincoln cannot
be integrated because the Law (which he represents) is symbolically
"Other."29 In order to pinpoint an ideological disparity in the text,
the critics draw an ordinary inference from Lincoln's behavior and use
that as a basis for mapping a semantic field. In such ways, interpre
tation plows more deeply the ground first broken by comprehension.

My survey of semantic fields in Chapter 5 revealed something rel
evant in this connection. The clusters, doublets, proportional series,
and hierarchies discussed there typically took characters as their vehi
cles. The opposition confinement/freedom which Mast located in the
opening ofBringing Up Baby tallies with the opposition Miss Swallow/
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Susan Vance; de Lauretis' discussion of Bad Timing groups the char
acters into males versus female, and then separates the two male
characters along another duality; Kavanaugh's Greimasian analysis of
Alien assigns different slots to the characters. We can now see that
what makes this possible. is personification. Starting from concrete
descriptions of characters along the lines of bodily features, traits,
actions, and so on, the critic can align th(~m with semantic fields.

Indeed, any aspect of the person schema can serve as a cue for
applying a semantic field. We can concentrate on gesture or comport
ment, as Jacques Rivette does when he attributes significance to the
"lassitude of demeanor" in Voyage to Italy.30 Or, like most critics, we
can pay special attention to dialogue. Teresa de Lauretis is able to
treat Bad TimingJs Milena as signifying a purely feminine temporal
register because at one point she shouts, 'What about my time?"31
More circuitously, J.-P. Oudart makes Efrosinia in Ivan the Temble a
mother-figure by treating Ivan's praise of her as an inversion of the
calumnies which the boyars "flung at his mother. 32 It may not be too
much to say that verbal language, supplemented by facial expression
and narrative role, forms the most important cue for critical interpre
tation of narrative cinema. As in life, we make inferences about indi
viduals largely on the basis of what they say.

In mapping semantic fields onto the film, the simplest strategy is to
assign different units of meaning to different characters. Pick out a
range of behaviors, a set of traits, a line of dialogue, a costume, or
some other cues. Then make them, by virtue of the representativeness
heuristic, stand for an abstract semantic value. Typically, what a char
acter is or has can be translated into what the character means. 33 Movie
critics popularized the gambit of making a character stand for "a way
of life," which in turn implied values of semantic consequence. For
V. F. Perkins, River of No Return presents the opposition between
Kay's emotionalism and Matt's reliance on law and reason.34 Accord
ing to Robin Wood, in Persona Alma represents the "hollow conven
tionality" of unfulfilled normality while Elisabeth represents a deeper
awareness of life's horror. 35

As such examples suggest, there is a strong tendency to align se
mantic fields with relations among characters. Two characters in con
flict not only represent oppositional doublets but also enact a more
abstract struggle between the terms. In Murnau's films, a critic writes,
one character represents the threat of sexuality (for example, Nosfer
atu), while another will represent feminized masculinity (for example,
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Jonathan Harker).36 The same strategy yields results when the semantic
fields are structured in other ways. In I VitelloniJ Eugene Archer finds,
each character illustrates the theme of entrapment: Fausto pursues
sexual conquests, Leopoldo is the failed intellectual, Alberto is the
introverted clown, and Moraldo is tied to childhood.37 James Collins
sees Joe Dante's Explorers as contrasting two kinds of "postmodernist
subjects" (a semantic field which in itself eases the move to a character
centered account). Here the alien creatures, incapable of recognizing
difference, represent postmodern subjectivity as theorized by Jean
Baudrillard. In contrast, the children represent a subjectivity that seizes
on one "discourse" and makes it the privileged mode for representing
experience. Collins then proposes a branching hierarchy whereby the
three children correspond to three such modes: "semi-hard science,"
nineteenth-century fantastic adventure, and contemporary rock cul
ture.38

As persons, characters talk, think, feel, and act. They also perceive
which is to say that they mostly look and listen. Characters probably
listen almost as much as they look, but for a long time critics have
taken visual activity to offer the more valuable interpretive cue. Since
1930 or so, the "Kuleshov effect" has alerted film aestheticians to
characters' gazes and glances. In a chapter of The Movies called "Per
formers and Onlookers," Wolfenstein and Leites claim that Hollywood
films treat the act of seeing as a displacement of Oedipal conflicts,
echoing the situation of the excluded child spying on parents.39 Later,
throughout the 1950s and 1960s, discussions ofHitchcock's technique
induced critics to note and interpret shifts in point of view.

After Lacan and Foucault mapped new semantic fields onto the act
of looking, film critics fastened on the look in earnest. The Cahiers
editors wrote of young Mr. Lincoln's "castrating" stare; Pam Cook
and Claire Johnston treated Mamie Stover's look to the camera as
asserting herself to be a subject of desire; Laura Mulvey distinguished
between the voyeuristic look in Hitchcock and the fetishistic look in
von Sternberg. Looking for the look is currently one of the critic's
most productive heuristics, and whatever semantic quality gets as
signed to it-power over the object of the look, the constitution of
subjectivity through the look of the Other, sadism or masochism,
external directorial authority or a character's narcissism-it remains
inextricably part of the character's embodiment, traits, goals, and re
lations with other characters. It is pure, if sometimes abstruse, per
sonification.
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The critic can make persons out of characters in still other ways.
There is the possibility, for instance, of elevating a character to the
status of raisonneur. Marie, in Truffaut's Domicile conjugal) remarks,
"If you don't. follow politics, politics will get you in· the end." The
critic can thus take her as Truffaut's mouthpiece.40 The critic can also
treat characters as different aspects of a single personality, as when
Laurence Wylie suggests that in Rules of the Game) Robert's two
women represent two aspects of his character, civilized manners and
naive virtue.41 Conversely, the critic can make two persons out of the
same body. Since the 1960s, the influence of Brecht has alerted critics
to the possibility of ascribing divergent traits, goals, thoughts, and so
on to the performer and to the character. "The real conflict," writes a
critic of Warhol's narrative films, "is of the actors with their roles."42
Or the critic can simply opt for the broadest ascriptions possible,
taking a character as a new incarnation of a mythical figure or symbolic
force. The anonymous woman on the bed in Bruce Conner's A Movie
can seem, by the film's end, "Eve or Circe or Prime Mover."43 Here
the specific character's actions or qualities are mapped onto those
traditionally aligned with particular semantic fields.

Some readers may object that my account of character personifica
tion holds good only for the explicatory tradition. The symptomatic
critic, according to this account, does not subscribe to such a naive
view of character because he does not fall into the illusion that the
film, even the documentary film, presents "real people." Every film is
a fiction film in that the profilmic event is thoroughly "textualized"
by the discursive processes at work. "Character" is considered as much
a structural process and effect as is spatio-temporal continuity· or
unified meaning.

Once more I need to clarify my claim. The critic does not believe
that the film presents. "real people." The critic constructs the characters
by means of a schema she also applies to real people (and animals,
teeth, computers, and whatnot). This schema shapes our conception
ofagents within the film, and whatever character constructs result may
be more or less consistent, variable, or fleshed out than any conceptions
we have of the people we know around the house or the gym. More
over, the examples cited in this chapter and earlier ones overwhelm
ingly show that critics ofall stripes, whatever their articulated "theory"
of character, rely at the outset on folk-psychological intuitions about
persons. Criticism as we know it would not be possible if the critic
did not assume that, for instance, a. person's overt speech and action
are ceteris paribus caused by traits, goals, or other internal states. (Here
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ordinary criticism calls on another traditional meaning of personifica
tion) which implies that only through externals-thepersona) or mask
can the perceiver identify the character's inner qualities.) In a loose
sense, character is "an effect of the text," but it is more accurate to
say that the spectator reworks cues provided by the text to produce
inferences about referential, explicit, implicit, and/or symptomatic
meanings. Treating character construction as "active making" might
lead to a more precise explanation of the pertinent processes than
structuralist conceptions of character (and before them Aristotelian
and Slavic Formalist accounts) have yielded.44

But all this is theory. In contemporary practice, "person perception"
provides a point of departure for even those critics who insist that the
textual structuration creates characters, and character. Consider one
case. Interpreting Carlos Saura's Carmen) Marvin D'Lugo asserts that
the male protagonist, Antonio, "is less an individual character than
the figuration of a kind of social mentality." Likewise, Carmen comes
to operate "not so much as a psychologically-defined character, but as
the embodiment of an instinct and naturalness which are the antithesis
of the rehearsed and performed."45 Yet in order to make the protag
onists bear abstract semantic values, D'Lugo must treat them as full
blown conscious agents. Antonio has "a culturally-determined men
tality"; he "listens intently" to a tape; he displays a "profound sub
mission to art as an intuitive response to personal experience."46 On
one occasion his words betray a "painful knowledge."47 True, Antonio
has a false consciousness; the spectator comes to see his life as an
imposture. Nevertheless, such a realization requires the viewer to
construct the character as a person. Carmen is less exactly delineated,
but she can still learn dance steps, engage in rivalry with other women,
"transpose her real-life animosity against Cristina into the theatrical
role she is playing,"48 and, most important, decide to tell Antonio that
everything is over between them. However the critic may wish to
make the characters represent abstract semantic fields-spectacle, ar
tistic bad faith, spontaneity, or repressed aspects of Spanish history
they are, if only as an initial step, constructed according to the person
schema.

The Filmmaker as a Person

The critic can use the person-based schema to construct another agent
capable of bearing semantic weight: the filmmaker. One or more
people can be taken to be the source of the film. The filmmaker can
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be cast as director, writer,producer, star, "film artist," collaborator, or
whatever. (For consistency of exposition and in deference to the
strongest critical tradition, I shall treat the filmmaker as the director. )
Consequently, the film can be considered a product of individual or
group activity: a statement, message, symptom, or artifact.

The personification of the filmmaker follows the same path as the
interpretation of character. A personlike agent is posited, and external
cues-here, aspects of the film-are taken to reveal perceptions,
thoughts, feelings, decisions, communicative goals, and so on. Now,
however, these are ascribed to an absent body, the filmmaker, who
exists but who is not usually incarnated in the film.

Despite their debts to the objectivist, text-centered side of New
Criticism, most explicatory critics use the schema of the personified
filmmaker. And although symptomatic critics often declare the irrelev
ance of tile creator's intention, the emptiness of crude auteurism, and
the death of the author, we find this heuristic in the symptomatic
camp as well.

Personification of the filmmaker clearly underlies auteur criticism.
Bazin admired the politique des auteurs for its attempt to discern "the
man behind the style."49 But this formulation covers a lot of ground.
The critic can utilize a "rational-agent" personification. On the as
sumption that the folk-psychological schema endows persons with the
capacity to adjust means to ends, the interpreter assumes the filmmaker
to aim at particular effects. Because Douglas Sirk, the man, is familiar
with modern theater, Paul Willemen argues that he consciously creates
symbolic, nonillusionist works. 50 Once Godard's voice enters the
soundtrack of Two or Three Things! !(now about He') says another
critic, we understand that he is the agency choosing and ordering the
shots.51

The rational-agent personification also appears frequently in those
writings of symptomatic critics in an explicatory mood. Here the
oppositional filmmaker is granted considerable voluntary control over
meanings and effects. For one critic, Peter Greenaway's DraughtsmanJs
Contract achieves the critique of representation that the director at
tempted.52 In D'Lugo's essay on Carmen) he quotes Saura on the
relation of the ,dance spectator to rehearsal mirrors; the director's
words are used to establish the interpretive significance of "the eyes
of the other."53

The critic's very description of the avant-garde filmmaker's activity
can point to an agent energetically posing questions and making
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points. The task is easiest when the filmmaker is explicitly present, in
the frame or as a voice-over. Then the critic can, for instance,. refer to
Laura Mulvey and Peter Wollen's Amy! as offering "a psychoanalytic
reading of what is happening to Amy through the device of Mulvey's
words, spoken in her authorial persona role."54 Usually, however, the
critic infers the filmmaker-as-agent from the film text.. One essay on
Leslie Thornton's Adynata asserts that the filmmaker investigates the
representation of the Orient, aligns it with femininity, shows interest in
the traces of sexual difference on the soundtrack, displays an obsession
with found footage, mimics scientific genres, cuts language apart, chooses
sounds and images, and seeks to explore overly familiar language. The
critic also quotes the filmmaker to exhibit the latters awareness of
controlling meaning.55 Assumptions about origin-of-the-text author
ship are hard to avoid, even for critics who are-in theory-aware
that since medieval exegesis, the string of terms auctor, auctoritasJ

authenticus inevitably linked author, authority, and authenticity. 56
Someone might retort that much of this directorial personification

is mere phrasing, that one could rewrite such claims as statements
about what the film does. I shall argue in· more detail in Chapter 9
that wording actually matters quite a lot. But even when the film, not
the filmmaker, is the subject of the sentence, the rational-calculator
personification can be implied. The film can be made analogous to a
deliberate act-an "essay" (High Noon as "a very beautiful essay on
solitude"57), a "commentary," an analysis, an experiment, a reflection.58

Avant-garde criticism that calls on phenomenological reflexivity often
characterizes the film as "demonstrating" the flatness of the screen or
the illusionistic aspects of perspective-the verb being in keeping with
the didactic purposes which other traditions impute to the filmmaker.

To the filmmaker as rational calculator we can counterpose the idea
of the filmmaker expressing himself or herself. Now the film becomes
analogous to a confession, a lyric, a journal, a diary, an intimate
revelation, even a dream. As I indicated in Chapter 3, the rise of the
art cinema, with its emphasis on personal expression and marketable
directorial differences, encouraged critics to rake films for implicit
meanings of this sort. Godard's later films, according to a critic, are
"profoundly personal endeavors" arising from "real existential pain."59

For .Colin MacCabe, the "dissatisfaction" at the center of Sauve qui
peut (la vie) expresses the director's attitude to filmmaking, a mood
that became evident "on the occasions that I visited Godard last
year."60 The salient schematic features here are the person's emotions
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and memories, the'latter because autobiography tends to accompany
this personification. A King in New York can be said to be about
Chaplin's travails in America.61 The projection scene of Muriel can
reflexively represent the director's nostalgia and despair over the po
litical film that could not be made.62

Classic auteur criticism, while not at all averse to autobiography,
made use of a milder version of the "self-expression" heuristic. Just as
the critic builds a character's personality out of bits of comportment
and repeated actions, so he can infer the director's personality on the
basis of aspects of the single film and repeated elements from film to
film. From Bazin's monograph on Welles to the end of the 1960s, the
thrust of the Cahiers-Sarris-Movie tradition was to show how the
director's work embodied what Jean Domarchi in 1954 called "a
personal conception of the world."63 In particular, the artist's person
ality is assumed to be revealed in film style. "The way a film looks and
moves should have some relationship to the way a director thinks and
feels."64 Cahiers applauds Sirk for not subordinating his personality to
Faulkner's in filming Tarnished Angels; Sirk's pointless camera move
ments reveal only his enjoyment of technique; his excessive artificiality
is more sincere because more authentic.65

The self-expressive conception of the filmmaker is particularly prom
inent in interpretation of the American avant-garde. After linking Stan
Brakhage to abstract expressionism, Sitney treats the lyrical films as
finding a form "in which the filmmaker could compress his thoughts
and feelings while recording his direct confrontation with intense
experiences of birth, death, sexuality, and the terror of nature."66 The
symptomatic critic can also stray into this region, as when the film
maker is personified as a gendered body. Patricia Erens finds that one
amateur moviemaker unwittingly expresses cultural differences by
framing shots of women against foliage and sunlight, while shots of
males are set against tree trunks and other verticals.67 Dorothy Arzner's
films are often taken as marked by feminine, even feminist, qualities,
while, say, Ophuls and Lang involuntarily present contradictory texts
partly because of their gender identity. "For any 'man-subject behind
the camera' the steady gaze at the female figure effectively constitutes
an absence of narrative."68

Whether conceived as a rational calculator of effects or a self-ex
pressive individual, the filmmaker-as-person can occasionally borrow
a body. As early as '1953, Rivette was suggesting that the detective in
I Confess incarnates Hitchcock, 'who also tracks down unfortunate
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creatures and makes them admit their guilt.69 Twenty-five years later
a critic finds the same director represented in The Man Who Knew Too
Much by an "alter ego"-Bernard Herrmann, the orchestra conduc
tor.70 The reflexive analogies can become very elaborate, as in William
Rothman's account of Rules of the Game. Octave is taken to be the
filmmaker's surrogate. He creates a "production" by orchestrating
situations ("stage setting") and instructing others in their "roles." This
leads to the conclusion that Octave, as charaetet; eventually realizes
that he is in a film and that he shares his identity with the film's
author. 71 In such interpretations, the critic's person-making econom
ically fuses the filmmaker with the character.

Personifying Style and Narration

As we move gradually away from instances of fairly definite persons
on-screen characters and flesh-and-blood filmmakers-we find that the
critic builds up personlike entities on the basis of analogy.72 Some cue
in the film can be taken as displaying perceptual, emotional, or cog
nitive qualities like those ofa sentient being. This is another traditional
sense of "personification," as seen in a medieval definition: "the fash
ioning of a character and speech for inanimate things."73 Most com
monly, critics who personify disembodied elements concentrate on
aspects of film style (mise-en-scene, cinematography, editing, and
sound) or on narration (the process of producing and channeling
narrative information).

It is generally thought that the rise of auteur theory in France
pioneered the study of film style. "Through technique," wrote Fer
eydoun Hoveyda, "we are looking for the meaning of the work."74
With few exceptions, however, the Cahiers critics did not achieve the
precision Bazin displayed in his analyses ofWelles or Wyler at the end
of the 1940s. Not until Movie did critics offer blow-by-blow interpre
tations of cutting, composition, color, or camera movement. But how
to personify such aspects of the film? It seems to me that the stylisti
cians of auteurism constructed two complementary personlike agents:
the narrator and the camera. These were taken up by later critics, both
explicatory and symptomatic.

The auteurist notion of"directorial personality" usually mixed qual
ities which one might observe in the filmmaker and qualities which
one could ascribe to the filmmaker on the basis of the film. Thus
Hitchcock might be a phlegmatic, witty, and cynical man, and such
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qualities could be found as easily in the films as in his chats with
Fran~ois Truffaut. But often the auteur critic ascribed to the film
qualities which need not, and perhaps could not, be ascribed to the
filmmaker in the flesh. Bazin writes of the Cahiers auteur that from
film to film, "he has the same attitude and passes the same moral
judgments on the action and on the characters."75 The auteur becomes,
implicitly, a narrating agency in the text. Since Bazin's day critics have
been far more explicit. Rohmer and Chabrol speak of the narrator's
point of view in Suspicion) 76 and this has become a common personi
fication' in interpretation. An explicatory critic can speak of Ford's
"narrating presence,"77 while a symptomatic one talks of "'Hitchcock,'
the narrator of the tale."78 For Nick Browne, the narrator ofStagecoach
is "the originating authority who stands invisible, behind the action,"
and who delegates the justification of the imagery "to his masks within
the depicted scene"-a description that echoes the etymological link
ofpersona) personification) and personage. 79

Other critics have personified this authority as a "speaker.'~ Andre
Labarthe discusses Welles's films as "spoken" through an "unheard
voice."80 Raymond Bellour locates in Marnie traces ofHitchcock ("i.e.,
the director, the man. with the movie camera") as "author-enuncia
tor."81 Beverle Houston finds that the female director Arzner is also
an enunciator, but one who reveals contradiction, excess, and an active
absence.82

Even if the narrating agency goes unnamed, the critic can invoke
it, as Philip Rosen does with regard to the shaft oflight that concludes
Seventh Heaven: ''The filmmaker, as God, absorbs the multitude of
gaps which the fictional world cannot contain."83 Another critic sug
gests that the carbon arc rods in the movie projector shown at the
start of Persona function as a "persona" of the narration.84 Critics can
multiply such entities at will, as when one proposes that every film
actually has both a narrator (a "teller") and a "mega-monstrator" (mega
"displayer"), which in turn consists of two "sub-monstrators" (one for
the profilmic event, one for framing). 85

Attitudinizer or judge, narrator or enunciator or deity, the agency
personified in style and narration has usually been granted vision. "In
the cinema," writes Perkins, "style reflects a way ofseeing; it embodies
the filmmaker's relationship to objects and actions."86 The relationship
requires the creation of another personified agent, the camera. This is
not a physical object (the critic never mentions its weight or cost) but
another heuristic construct that can make meaning out of spatial
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cues.87 The shot, as a spatial display, need not be discussed as the
"view" of a "camera," but this is a more available and vivid construct
than an abstract conception of visual configurations. The camera con
struct allows the critic to posit the image as a perceptual activity (that
is, as a framed vision), as a trace of mental or emotional processes
(something is shown because it is significant, or shocking), and as a
bearer of decisions or traits (the camera deliberately shows us this, is
obsessed with that). Once such properties are· ascribed to the camera,
the critic is free to map them onto the filmmaker, the narrator, or
other personified agents. Thus even though Bellour speaks of Hitch
cock as the "enunciator," he claims that this speaker's chief goal is to
control "the relationship between the camera and its object."88

In documentary cinema, the cainera is relatively easy to associate
with the empirical filmmaker.·Michael Renov.suggests, for instance,
that in Joel DeMott and Jeff Kreines's Seventeen) the filmmaker behind
the camera becomes a "receptor of complaint and imprecation for
whom the pretense of invisibility is never an issue."89 But such a
linkage of camera and filmmaker is not confined to the documentary
mode. Annette Kuhn uses the connection to support a male/female
semantic division in Jeanne Dielman) 23) quai du Commerce) 1080
Bruxelles: "Chantal Akerman, the film's director, has said that the
relatively low mounting of the camera corresponds with her own
height and thus constructs a 'woman's-eye-view' on the action."90

More commonly, the critic personifies the camera in order to link
it to the narrator. The phrase "Hitchcock's camera" may suffice to
suggest both the narrating presence and what it sees. Tyler portrays
the camera as the eye that creates a narrational omniscience.91 A
discussion of Godard's Passion emphasizes the camera as a moving
"look" that can also physically "enter" the tableau, as if it were a
penetrating intruder.92 By now, the identification of camera and nar
rator has become a commonplace of the theory' of cinematic narra
tion.93 It is likely that here, as so often, theory followed practice.
Criticism's ad hoc heuristics put the camera-as-narrator notion on the
agenda, and theorists justified it by means of an abstract system that
has in. turn ratified critical practice.

The most prevalent personification of the camera involves an op
position of close and distanced framing. This pair of cues can bear the
semantic field involved/detached, which is then transferable to the
narrator. The roots ofthis heuristic go back to those early film theorists
who categorized the medium's aesthetic options. It remained for prac-
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tical critics to "thematize" the opposition by assigning it meaning
according to the vivid, available metaphor of "getting involved in"
something or "backing out of" it. Sarris was explicit in equating
emotional and aesthetic distance with physical distance. At·the end of
La Notte) "Antonioni drifts away from his coupled protagonists with
the evasive camera movement and overhead angle of the biologist."
In Rossellini's Viva l)Italia!) however, a zoom back from a girl on a
beach allows the camera to attain the "cosmic distance" of "historical
perspective."94 In a hypothetical example, Sarris outlines the pertinent
heuristic with admirable clarity:

If the story of Little Red Riding Hood is told with the Wolf in
close-up and Little Red Riding Hood in long-shot, the director is
concerned primarily with the emotional problems of a wolf with a
compulsion to eat little girls. If Little Red Riding Hood is in close
up and the Wolf is in long-shot, the emphasis is shifted to the
emotional problems of vestigial virginity in a wicked world . . . One
director identifies more with the Wolf-the male, the compulsive,
the corrupted, even evil itself The second director identifies with the
little girl-the innocence, the illusion, the ideal and hope of the
race.95

Other critics picked up the personification, making, say, Warhol's
distant camera passive or voyeuristic.96 With the rise of Brecht-influ
enced criticism, the appeal to certain shots as more uninvolved and
"objective" became a commonplace. A critic quotes Sirk ("Art should
establish distances") in order to show that the filmmaker criticizes his
characters through detached and isolated views.97

Just as we can take Sarris' fairy tale not as a piece of film theory but
as a heuristic for mapping semantic fields onto personifications of the
camera and the narrator, so we should consider the more recent
personification of cinema's "three looks" as a guide for practical inter
pretation. The schema was first, and most simply, set out in Mulvey's
1975 article on visual pleasure. "There are three different looks asso
ciated with the cinema: that of the camera as it records the profilmic
event, that of the audience as it watches the final product, and that of
the characters at each other within the screen illusion."98 The critic
can now link a privileged aspect of one personification (a character's
looking) to a metaphorical personification of narration and style (the
camera as looking) and thus project meaning onto both. Mulvey starts
from the male/female and looker/looked-at cues, then maps the dom-
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inance/subjugation doublet onto them. Since the camera is also a
"looker," Mulvey can use the same semantic field to make the camera's
"look" into an act of repression and to interpret the object filmed as
"subordinated to the neurotic needs of the male ego."99 Subsequent
interpreters in this tradition have accepted the premises that the frame
is the "camera" and that it has an ability, even an urge, to "look."
They have gone on to ascribe to this look certain ~emantic fields
(voyeurism, fetishism, scopophilia). However novel the symptomatic
critic's semantic fields may have once been, treating the camera as
enacting them remains within the terms of personification pioneered
by the explicatory tradition.

The most extreme sort of personification of technique has moved
away from perceptual metaphors. Instead, critics have made style "so
matic" by drawing an analogy between the person's body and what is
called the "body" of the film. Freud and his contemporaries found
that certain psychic disturbances left paralysis or spasms as traces; now
symptomatic critics 'can compare such traces to textual gaps, contra
dictions, and excesses. Discussing melodrama, Geoffrey Nowell-Smith
'claims that "material that cannot be expressed in discourse or in the
actions of the characters furthering. the designs of the plot" appear, as
in Freud's conversion hysteria, "in the body ofthe text. "100 This creates
a "hysterical moment" when realist representation breaks down. Mark
Nash likewise interprets the "Dreyer-text" as a hysterical discourse
which displaces the characters' desire onto a chaste mise-en-scene that
is analogous to the stasis of hypnosis or hysterical paralysis. IOI

The Spectator as Person

I have already argued that the critical institution seeks to make inter
pretation at least notionally relevant to comprehension. Claims about
spectatorial effect, as registered consciously or unconsciously, are a
practical means to this end. More specifically, the critic can make
personlike agents in the text analogous to the spectator. Historically,
the operational concept here has been identification. This is one of the
most pervasive and useful heuristics at work in interpretation, and like
most, it has its sources farther back than current practitioners often
acknowledge.

For the critics around Movie in 1962, a concern for style led to
questions of effect) and tllis was principally conceived in relation to
identification. Two directors were believed to pose the question in
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sharply opposed forms. Hitchcock became the master of intense
emotional absorption. According to Ian Cameron, The Man Who
Knew Too Much undermines our security to the point where we par
ticipate in Jo's breakdown. lo2 For Perkins, Rope "destroys the detach
ment of the long take by a technique which, without resorting to
subjective camera-work, makes us share in the characters' feelings."lo3
At the other extreme stands the impersonal Preminger. "He presup
poses an intelligence active enough to allow the spectator to· make
connections, comparisons, and judgments. Preminger presents the
evidence but he leaves the spectator free to draw his own conclu
sions."I04 A considerably elaborated version of the HitchcockiPrem
inger model of identification was eventually presented in Perkins' Film
as Film. lOS

Movie)s treatment of these issues coincided with broader trends. In
the mid-1960s, Brecht's duality of "Aristotelian" versus "epic" theater \
was becoming \videly popular among critics in various arts. Godard's
Vivre sa vie (1962) and MasculinlFeminine (1965) had a share in
making cinephiles aware of Brechtian ideas, and in 1964, the publi
cation ofJohn Willett's Brecht on Theatre and Barthes's collected pieces
on the Berliner Ensemble made those ideas widely available. Identifi
cation could now be correlated with emotional saturation and "illu
sionism." Detachment could be equated with ratiocination,
"alienation-effects," and "distantiation." This trend reinforced the in
fluence of painting's "modernist" schemata, which were circulating at
the same period (see Chapter 4). By the early 1970s, critics were
primed to claim that classical films created absorption, passivity, and
political quiescence; that avant-garde or political films sought detach
ment and critical reflection; and that identification was a fundamental
process which film theorists had to explain, preferably psychoanalyti
cally. Movie)s identification/detachment polarity formed a rough draft
of ideas which later accounts of the spectator would revise, expand,
and ground in theory.. Here again, a concrete interpretive practice
tacitly set the course for theoretical navigation.

Identification is an instance of Johnson's. and Lakoff's "link"
schema: a process connects one agent, the spectator, with another.
That agent can be personified, most obviously as one or more char
acters. Again, perceptual, emotional, and cognitive qualities yield tIle
salient features. In discussing The Man Who [(new Too Much) Cameron
claims that the viewer identifies emotionally with the MacKennas.
Mulvey suggests that the female spectator rnay identify with a male
hero, through a nostalgic fantasy of "tomboy" activity. 106
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This routine can take a more reflexive turn when the characters are
personified as not only sharing but representing our attitude to the
situation. Thus for David Thomson, the protagonists ofRear Window
and Woman in the Window are stand-ins for the spectator, enabling
the filmmaker to comment on viewers' narrative expectations. lo7 For
Sitney, the end of Conners A Movie includes a mediating figure that
represents the audience. lOB One can also present the character as taking
an option which the viewer does not take, as when Mary Ann Doane
points to a scene in Caught in which the heroine laughs during her
husband's screening of a film. "Both her laugh and the fact that she
faces away from the screen indicate her refusal of this position as
spectator, the marked absence of that diegetic spectatorial gaze which
would double and repeat that of Caught's own spectator."I09

The narrator and the camera are also available as personlike agents
with which the spectator can be said to identify. The personification
may be abstract, picking out only fundamental perceptual or cognitive
features, as when Michelson claims that Snow's Region Centrale uses
the camera to personify the spectator as the transcendental, centering
subject of post-Cartesian philosophy.IIO Alternatively, the critic can
offer a very specific role to the spectator. Tadao Sato holds that since
Ozu's narrating persona is analogous to a host, the characters become,
in effect, our guests. III Michelle Citron's Daughter Rite) according to
E. Ann Kaplan, lets the female spectator "position" herself either as
daughter or as therapist. 112

The heuristic ofconstructing spectatorial identification through per
sonified narration has become the basis of a great many theoretical
claims, most notably Christian Metz's distinction between the spec
tator's "secondary identification" with the characters and a "primary
identification" with the camera. 113 The idea has also become a com
monplace of journalistic writing. Scriptwriter and ex-film student Neil
Jimenez comments that the director of River)s Edge was right to use
close-ups of the dead girl's body, in a line that could have come out
of a 1962 critical essay on Rear Window: "It implicates the audience
voyeuristically."114

Given such a productive heuristic, it is no surprise that spectatorial
detachment is as useful as identification. For the Movie writers, An
tonioni and Ozu keep the spectator at a distance, reflecting on the
characters and their behavior. lIS Contradictory-text critics could shape
the concept to their purposes, as when Rohdie claims that in House of
Bamboo) the "contradictions" ill the protagonist's personality preclude
identifying with him. "An audience must think about what goes on,
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decide upon identity, hence its own loyalties, but is disallowed from
any kind of unthinking acceptance, of losing itself in the movie fan
tasy."116 This in turn permits the critic to invoke the illusion/reality
semantic doublet and apply it not only to the characters but to the
spectator. Similarly, we have seen that various versioIls of avant-garde
."modernism" pushed the critic toward emphasizing the spectator's
knowledgeable detachment from "transparency" and "illusion."

For the sake of expository clarity, I have teased apart different
objects to which the personification schema may be applied: characters,
filmmakers, style or narration, spectators. My last few examples, how
ever, should show that the practical critic often uses several of these
constructs as bearers of semantic traits. Just as the interpreter can
insert the film into several categories in order to account for various
aspects of it, so can she move freely from ·the filmmaker to the narrator
to the camera to the spectator in search of appropriate cues.

Category schemata and person-based schemata are common coin of
all schools of interpretation; they help make the critical institution
cohere. As tacit knowledge, they help the critic pick out cues that are
proper candidates for semantic mapping. As worked out in heuristics,
these schemata guide the critic's problem-solving. Like the carpenter's
rules of thumb, they· enable the interpreter to do a professional job.
The next chapter surveys more tricks of the interpretive trade.
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Text Schemata
Of students' papers: "I am generally very benevolent [said Shade].
But there are certain trifles 1 do not forgive." Kinbote: "For in
stance?" "Not having read the required book. Having read it like
an idiot. Looking in it for symbols; example: 'The author uses the
striking image green leaves because green is the symbol of happiness
and frustration. '"

-Vladimir Nabokov, Pale Fire

To be interpreted, the film cannot be amorphous. The critic must start
from some partially structured version of it, a kind of all-purpose
rough cast from which he can shape the model film. A schema for
textual form will enable the critic to begin picking out cues and
building patterns. I shall argue that,on the basis of institutional
assumptions and critics' actual interpretations, we can infer .two broad,
tacit, and powerful schemata. One represents the text at a particular
moment, "frozen" synchronically; the other represents the film as a
diachronic totaljty, as a linear unrolling. Each one involves particular
heuristics and, occasionally, some more particular schemata.

These text-based schemata are products of the history of the in
terpretive institution. Depending as they do upon the hypothesis of
coherence among parts, they reflect the belief of modern interpreters
that the text hangs together more or less meaningfully. At the limit,
the critic- may try to produce an interpretation that projects the priv
ileged semantic fields onto as many parts of the work as possible. The
demand that the interpreter be sensitive to a passage's place in the
overall text has emerged at various points across the history of inter
pretation: in Jesus' interpretations of prophecy, in the Judaic peshatJ
in Spinoza's insistence on overall textual coherence, in Schleiermach..
er's demand for unity and integration, in Lanson's "centrifugal" move
ment from the passage to the text and historical context. l Romantic
poetics' celebration of organic form and symbolic richness is perhaps
the most powerful source of modern literary studies' notion of the
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textual whole; the most proximate source of the conception in film
criticism is doubtless Anglo-American New Criticism.2 Like the per
son-bound schema and the category schema, the interpretive schemata
I shall examine are not logically necessary, but they are so deeply
ingrained within the institution that they seem natural.

ABull's-Eye Schema
One way to· ascribe coherence to the film is to imagine that, at any
given moment, discriminable elements s~rve as vehicles for the same
semantic field. When Susan Sontag explains the tank in Bergman's
The Silence as "an immediate sensory equivalent for the mysterious
abrupt armored happenings going on inside the hotel," her pun-plus
metaphor rests upon an assumption that a unit of setting should carry
the meaning that applies to characters' actions.3 Such an interpretive
move proceeds from a "synchronic" schema that combines what Lakoff
calls "container" and "core/periphery" schemata.4 It can be conceived
as a set of three concentric circles, as in Figure 12. By putting char
acters at the center, this schema makes their traits, actions, and rela
tionships the most important interpretive cues. Less salient but still
potentially significant are the characters' surroundings-setting, light
ing, objects, in short the "diegetic world" they inhabit. These sur
roundings are in turn enclosed by the film's representational
techniques. The· schema presents, as usual, a default hierarchy: if the
film contains no characters, then only levels 2 and 3 come into play.

Like the person schema and the category schema discussed in Chap
ter 7, this concentric-circle schema seems obvious because it is so
widely used. It promotes those personified agents we call characters
(fictional or not) over less prominent cues. The schema also suggests
fruitful correlations: between character and setting, between setting
and camerawork. It thus offers a way for the critic to map semantic
fields onto stylistic or narrational qualities. In addition, the bull's-eye
schema faithfully reflects the comprehension process, since the viewer
has already produced a referential meaning in which characters are
prominent. "So important is character to fiction," write Brooks and
Warren in their college textbook, "that one way in which to approach
the basic pattern of a story is to ask: 'Whose story is this?' In other
words, it usually is of first importance to see whose futures are at
stake-whose situation is settled by the events that are described."5
Of course this is very commonsensical, but so is practical criticism.



Text Schemata 171

2.
Diegetic World
(Surroundings)

3.
NondiegeUc Representation

(Camerawork, Editing,
Music, etc.)

Figure 12. A core-periphery schema for textual structure

No theory_other than the folk psychology we use every day is needed
to justify the weight which critics assign to character action and
dialogue. The mimetic hypothesis steers us unswervingly toward such
cues.

Assume that our interpreter has used personification routines to
construct characters and has begun to map semantic fields onto them.
At any particular moment, these characters will stand out against the
diegetic world, which consists essentially of a set of illuminated locales.
Lighting and setting are subsidiary to character in two respects. First,
they command less of the critic's attention. They can be treated sketch
ily and sporadically. Second, lighting and setting gain their semantic
pertinence in relation to characters' actions and attitudes. For example,



172 Text Schemata

Bill Nichols interprets the lighting in Blonde Venus in terms of the
heroine's progress. A shot which is dark at the bottom suggests "her
rise, floating up from obscurity toward the radiant allure promoted
by the high-key, soft-focus lighting of her face ... Later, during her
fall (and flight), blackness extends across the top and bottom of the
frame emphasizing her entrapment in a world not of her own .choos
ing."6 Most critics use the central realm of character as the. basis for
judging how cues in the diegetic world can become correlated with
semantic fields.

Critics seldom discuss lighting unless it is outre (as in film noir);
this is probably because, again, criticism follows our everyday percep
tual routines, which favor inferences about substantial objects rather
than inferen.ces about illumination. Like other critical routines, the
search for significant objects is partly initiated by high school training
in reading literature. One textbook suggests: ''This story should be
read on more than one level. Many of the small particulars have larger
implications. For example, what might the ocean liner represent? The
small boat? Is there any point to the two directions the vessels are
going? Is there any significance in the name of the boat [The Flying
Dutchman] ?"7 Such explicit instruction, in high school education and
after, is accompanied by ostensive example. It does not take too many
critical essays or film courses to lead apprentices to assume that, for
instance, unhappy characters will often languish in confining surround
ings.

If character becomes the base-term in the extension of meaning to
setting, we can identify several concrete ways in which the critic can
control the process. Discussing Strike) Pascal Bonitzer assigns semantic
values to the characters and then maps the differences onto various
settings: subhuman qualities embodied in the spies and the lumpen
proletariat living below earth; simple human qualities embodied in the
workers living on earth; "excessive" human qualities embodied in the
bosses living above earth.8 Or one can start by positing semantic
differences in setting, and then look for character traits or actions to
confirm the pertinence of the cues discovered. One can, for instance,
look for inside/outside cues. Lucy Fischer notes that Meshes of the
Afternoon presents a split between the house interior and the outdoors,
and she suggests that this reflects a common theme in the American
avant-garde, the dialectical tension between the self and the external
world.9 More elaborate is Annette Kuhn's interpretation of Geiger's
house in The Big Sleep. Assuming a symptomatic conception of mean-
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ing, she treats the house as the repository of sexual material. not
otherwise representable. "It is shadowy, closed-in, cluttered and
messy-the mise-en-scene of the Unconscious, of Freud's uncanny, at
once both familiar and alien, reassuring and threatening."Io These
qualities are, of course, bound up with the action of the film, in
particular Marlowe's investigation of the Rutledge family.

The critic can map semantic fields onto settings by identifying
symbolic objects. Movie critics proved ingenious at projecting several
semantic fields onto a single prop. In Bresson's Trial ofJoan ofArc)
Paul Mayersberg finds a close-up of the cross to be full of implicit
meaning. Trembling, it reminds us that a person holds it (and thus
the church is human); the cross's design resembles a window (making
Jeanne's death parallel to the burning of a building); the iron of the
cross suggests Jeanne's determination; when the cross is lowered, it
conveys the priests' sorrow at her death. II All these meanings, of
course, depend on the traits and interactions of the characters.

Props are important to symptomatic critics as well. Kuhn finds in
the Geiger household a statuette of a woman, which signifies "the
menacing riddle of female sexuality."12 Jacques Aumont's interpreta
tion of The General Line takes the dairy walls to stand for the "old"
life and the cream separator to stand for the "new" one. I3 A decon
structionist critic seeks to open up the text by showing how each
instant offers an opportunity for "continual dissemination" and urges
us to consider the death's-head in one scene of The Seventh Seal: 'We
take this, quite naturally, as significant. But why not the white canvas
of the coach as a sign of hope? Why not the wheel as the wheel of
fortune (which would make us think of the knight in a different
way)?"14 Here the critic seeks a plurality of meanings while adhering
to the standard procedures by which the meanings are made: his
interpretations derive from the same inferential routines that Mayers
berg applies to Joan ofArc's cross, and the meanings are still validated
by appeal to character action.

Across all schools, film interpreters have raked settings for symbols
of sexual difference. To take only one instance: Andrew Britton inter
prets Gaoher as creating, in the attack of the bourgeois woman upon
the demonstrating worker, a symbolic opposition of parasols and rigid
banner-staffs: "The parasol eliminates space and dwarfs the man, over
whelming him spatially in anticipation of the subsequent onslaught,
and suggesting an engulfing vagina. At the same time, the women
become phallic monsters, jabbing at the man's'naked torso withfurled



174 Text Schemata

parasols and castrating him (one of them stamps on the shaft of the
banner, breaking it)."15 In recent symptomatic criticism, the act of
looking offers a more convenient cue for mobilizing the desired se
mantic fields. To build from the text by way of the phallus/vagina
pairing, one must (1) find cues in the settings that resemble the two
organs; (2) correlate the referential opposition male/female with it;
and (3) associate other" doublets, such as power/subjugation, with the
result. Assume instead that men look at women, who function chiefly
to be looked at, ang. the correlations follow swiftly. A cane or a cave
is only an analogy, but a look is there, so to speak, for all to see. In
addition, since in most films characters spend a lot of time looking,
the critic is seldom at a loss for an occasion to disclose an ongoing
power struggle. And symbolic objects can still supplement the looking
cue.

The dependence of interpretable items of decor upon character
becomes fully apparent in .criticism's most meaningful object: the
mirror. We have already seen in Chapter 7 that the appeal of this prop
lies partly in the personifying possibilities lurking within the word
itself. Even when there is no pun involved, though, the critic will itch
to make a mirror mean. The character before the mirror may be
narcissistic or self-aware (or, if turned away, lacking in self-knowl
edge), or may have a split or layered identity. As producer of images,
the mirror can also be taken as reflexively designating cinema.I6 Mul
tiply the mirrors and critics respond ardently. In Two or Three Things
I [(now about Her, Godard uses a pair of mirrors "to propose that the
image of [Juliette] "must be multifaceted."17 Mirrors in Rules of the
Game are "a privileged locus for understanding the way characters
choose to think of themselves," so the panel mirror becomes a "private
stage" for the film's theatrical reflexivity.18

In the core-periphery schema, the characters (circle 1) and the
diegetic circumstances they inl1abit (circle 2) are enclosed within a
third circle, that of what I shall call nondiegetic means of representa
tion. These include a wide range of devices, but usually critics confine
their discussion to processes of framing, change of shot, and nondi
egetic sound. This domain is not identical with what is usually called
"style," since lighting, setting, and performance are no less important
stylistic features. Nonetheless, critics have tended to assume that fram
i11g, editing, and certain sounds come from "outside" the world of the
fiction, while in most cases the techniques of mise-en-scene and die
getic sound are construed as operating "within" that world. In terms
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of the tacit schema, the third circle always includes the second: framing
or editing encompasses character-in-setting. In practice, however, non
diegetic means ofrepresentation typically receive less commentary than
does character behavior. And, like the second circle, the nondiegetic
realm gains its pertinence in relation to the core domain of characters'
actions and interactions.

Explicatory critics were the first to call attention to framing and
editing as cues for mapping meaning. The American symptomatic
critics of the 1940s concentrated primarily on the first circle in the
diagram, but Bazin and his auteur followers were far more sensitive
to "direction" (what was called mise-en-scene). Perhaps the most concise
statement of the position that all three realms must be taken into
account comes in Astruc's 1948 essay on la camera-stylo:

We have come to realize that the meaning which the silent cinema
tried to give birth to through symbolic association exists within the
image itself, in the development of the narrative, in every gesture of
the characters, in every line of dialogue, in those camera movements
which relate objects to objects and characters to objects. All thought,
like all feeling, is a relationship between one human being and an
other human being or certain objects which form part ofhis universe.
It is by clarifying these relationships, by making a tangible allusion,
that the cinema can really make itself the vehicle of thought. 19

Astruc's statement licenses the extension of interpretation to decor
and framing. Not surprisingly, character remains the reference point.

One legacy ofauteur criticism is thus the assumption that framing
usually personified as "the camera"~is meaningful in relation to the
action and the setting. One' particular tactic is to equate long shots
with context (for example, society) and closer views with a part (for
example, the individual's isolation). So Perkins can argue that Losey's
tight close-ups in The Criminal are appropriate to the claustrophobia
ofcharacters in prison,20 while Fred Camper suggests that Mizoguchi's
long shots present metaphors for the undetermined role of the indi
vidual in society.21 Another tactic is to take the framing as a cue to
characters' freedom or lack of it. The most common phrase here is
"frame within a frame." Hawks's compositions in Dawn Patrol can be
said to "enclose" and "imprison" characters who, as part of the shot
design, "subordinate their personal feelings to a larger sense ofduty."22

Such treatments of framing are firmly established in post-auteur
criticism as well. In discussing Two or Three Things) Brian Henderson
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brings into play not only familiar humanistic semantic doublets but
also the equation of camera movement with freedom and dynamism:

Toward the end of the sequence, the voice-over speaks of a rising of
consciousness. Godard achieves this cinematically, not philosophi
cally, by cutting to four fluid, somewhat repetitive shots of Juliette
walking outside. Aided by Beethoven's String Quartet # 16, the
passage suggests a rising up out of the coffee cup and the isolation!
immobility of the cafe into motion, space, joy. Even if that too is
solitary, the sense of emergence into the world from the prison of
the self, and into clarity from ambiguity, is achieved strikingly.23

Similarly, Nick Browne points to a shot in The 39 Steps that represents
the characters behind a barred window while a police searchlight
shuttles across it; he interprets it as a "trope" for imprisonment that
connects to the general theme of guilt and innocence.24

The aesthetics of cinema, especially as developed by pioneer poeti
cians like the Soviet filmmakers and Rudolf Arnheim, provided prac
tical critics with parameters of framing that could be correlated with
semantic units. If a framing can be either balanced or unbalanced,
each property can be taken as representing something else, as when
Pam Cook suggests that balanced compositions in Mildred Pierce stand
for maternal plenitude.25 Similarly, a divided composition can become
a vehicle of meaning. For one explicatory critic, the center bar of a
jeep's windshield in Carmen Jones separates two characters' ''worlds'';
for one symptomatic critic, a similar windshield in Out ofthe Past not
only suggests the male/female opposition but also points up the split
ting of the protagonist's psyche.26 If a shot shows a character from a
low angle, that framing can be mapped by "power" as a semantic
value (especially if another character is shown 'from a high angle).
Camera movement, dynamically relating characters to settings, can
come to mean temporal movement of various sorts. Sarris finds that
Ophuls' camera movements imprison characters in time,27 while Dana
Polan sees 'Oshima's camera movements in Night and Fog in Japan as
representing "the movement and changeability of historical reality."28
Whereas classical film aestheticians sought to classify fralning devices
and point out their perceptual and emotional effects, film critics
both explicatory and symptomatic-have assigned the devices abstract
meanings.

The capacity of a framing device to bear character-centered meaning
becomes clear if we compare two interpretations of a single scene in
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Hitchcock's Rebecca. Both critics treat the film as a contradictory text.
For Tania Modleski, it is about female Oedipal relations, which emerge
symptomatically before being suppressed by patriarchy. For Mary Ann
Doane, Rebecca displays contradictions within patriarchy: it translates
the woman's desire to be looked at into a fear of being looked at. The
critics also concentrate on different characters and relations. Modleski's
model of the film centers on the matriarchal figure of Rebecca, the
mother whom both male and female desire, and Mrs. Danvers, the
masculine woman. Doane's version emphasizes the nameless protag
onist played by Joan Fontaine; she must bear the aggressive look of
the male.

Both critics discuss the scene in which Maxim reveals that he hated
Rebecca. While he describes her behavior on the night of her death,
Hitchcock's camera moves over empty space. For Modleski, this cam
era movement enacts Reb~cca's action on the fateful night; it thereby
celebrates her mocking playfulness. "Rebecca flaunts her 'lack,' making
her absence vividly present when the hero and the spectator least
expect it ... Not only is Rebecca's absence stressed, but we are made
to experience· it as an active force."29 The camera movement enacts
the return of the repressed. Doane, by contast, treats the shot as itself
repressive. She takes it as Fontaine's optical point-of-view shot, trans
ferred from Maxim and synchronized with his voice-off explanation.
Fontaine comes to identify with his gaze, and the shot concludes on
him as· the anchoring-point of meaning: "The .story of the woman
culminates as the image of the man."30 For Doane, the shot negates
the threat of femininity by rendering the woman absent and by idel1
tifying activity and the control over looking and movement with the
male. 31 Whether the camera movement is taken as male or female,
active or passive, a sign of activity or of domination, it is made to
mean by being connected with traits, desires, beliefs, and actions of
characters, both alive and dead.

Like framing, editing has furnished cues for semantic mapping. Take
two characters. If a shot of one is followed by a shot of the other, any
semantic values that have been mapped onto them as persons and
onto the setting can now be assigned to the shots in which they
appear. And since any shot-change is both a break and a join, one can
argue that the semantic values are either opposed or connected. For
Vlada Petric, the argument between Genevieve and Robert in Rules
of the Game is correctly rendered in a shot/countershot construction,
and the shots of the characters alone in the frame "epitomize the
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dissonance of the liaison between Renoir's protagonists."32 Another
critic finds both possibilities in Pursued: "Walsh cuts between close
ups of Adam and Jeb staring at one another, conveying at once an
opposition, on which the subsequent narrative will enlarge, and a
symbolic likeness-Jeb's face left of frame, Adam's right of frame,
suddenly become, across the cut, reflections of each other."33 Alter
natively, post-1970s psychoanalytic criticism has ascribed to editing
the possibility of representing the fantasy of the "body in pieces." In
You Only Live Once) when Eddie cuts his wrists, one critic describes
the shot as one that "emphatically dismembers his body."34 Another
critic finds the editing in La Passion de Jeanne dJArc to parallel the
"decoupage" to which Jeanne's body is subjected and to support an
interpretation of the, film as a "hysterical" text.35

For the symptomatic critic, editing, like any other technique, can
be construed as an act of textual repression. Philip Rosen traces how
Frank Borzage's Seventh Heaven must overcome its thematic duality
of the physical and the spiritual. Institutional religion fails to do so,
since the priest tells Diane that Chico has died in battle. Yet Chico
miraculously lives and returns to Diane. At the level of nondiegetic
representation, the disparity is authoritatively overcome by the cut
from the sorrowful Diane to the living Chico in the streets outside.
By linking the physical and the spiritual, the cut absorbs the differ
entiated terms into a transcendent unity.36 Alternatively, editing· can
be taken as a symptom. Lea Jacobs asserts that in Now Voyager the
protagonist, Charlotte, speaks from the position which Jerry assigns
to her, thus creating a contradiction between enunciative structure
and sexual difference. Examining editing dissymmetries in one scene,
Jacobs finds "a disruption of the typical shot/reverse-shot formation,
a violation of syntax which points to a violation of the categories of
sexual difference."37 In both cases, the interpretive significance of the
technique derives directly from donnees of character action.

The interpretation of framing and editing also has recourse to one
of film criticism's most routine tactics-what we might call the "same
frame" heuristic. Explicatory critics have straightforwardly explained
it:

Sarris (1968): "If two figures are shown in the same frame, a bond
is established between them. Cross-cutting would establish separate
ness and opposition as the point of view changed back and forth."38

Donald Spoto (1979), on The Man Who [(new Too Much: "Apart
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from this single gesture [Ben's giving J0 the sedative], they are never
in the same frame, which stresses their distance."39

Richard Thompson (1980), on Daffy Duck's habit of entering the
action from a separate shot: "Even the mise-en-scene \lesignates him
as an outsider, less privileged, disenfranchised."40

William Paul (1983): ''Where the cutting is used to isolate the
individual and his particular responses, the camera movement, as it
reintegrates space, reunites the individual with his group to establish
a sense of wholeness."41

Symptomatic criticism has frequent recourse to the same heuristic.
Cahiers critics of the 1970s stressed the "impossibility" of putting
proletariat and bourgeoisie in the same shot of The New Babylon) since
such mixing would contaminate ideological oppositions.42 Deborah
Linderman notes that in Dreyer's Passion de Jeanne dJArc) the heroine
is isolated from her interrogators by cutting which "atomizes" her
space, whereas the monks are linked by a camera movement.43 In a
discussion of Lady from Shanghai) E. Ann Kaplan asserts that in one
scene on the boat, while men talk among themselves, the shots of Elsa
sunbathing on the roof create "a kind of alternate space for Hayworth,
since for much of the time she is not seen in the same frame with
anyone else ... She is isolated in her cold beauty."44

Practical critics seldom discuss the use of nondiegetic sound, but
those who do so follow the rules of thumb elaborated for framing
and editing. Michel Chion remarks that by employing diegetic speech
and avoiding off-screen dialogue, Ordet refers to "the symbolic force
of incarnated language, and not . . . to the black magic of the bodiless
voice."45 Similarly, Graham Bruce treats parts of Bernard Herrmann's
score for Vertigo as clarifying associations between vertigo and fasci
nation with the woman, while Royal S. Brown finds the same film's
prelude to employ motifs and harmonization that suggest two sides
of the protagunist's obsession.46 Music becomes another vehicle for
the semantic fields already projected onto the central core of the
schema.

In all this, my bull's-eye picture of the film may seem to apply only
to narrative cinema. What of the avant-garde? ,Needless to say, many
avant-garde films include personified agents, and, as we have seen, that
schema helps the critic pick out cues in the represented world and in
nondiegetic representation that can carry abstract meaning. In Brak
hage's Loving) for example, when a couple makes love in the grass, a
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series of quick shots of pine needles can suggest "the tickling pain of
the foot in contact with them."47 If the experimental film does not
include characters, the critic simply drops that circle out of the schema
and maps semantic fields onto the film's use of settings and objects
and its uses of nondiegetic techniques. Thus shots of windows in
Brakhage's Scenes from under Childhood can be reflexive: they form a
metaphor for cinema, "its framing process and illusory depth and
movement."48 The most abstract cinema can be interpreted: even.
Duchamp's rotating spirals in Anemic Cinema can be taken as repre
senting the sexual act.49 Criticism of avant-garde cinema has no diffi
culty in mapping semantic fields onto any stylistic feature of a film,
with or without characters.

In considering the synchronic text-schema, we have veered close to
the notion that critics of all stripes essentially seek out "symbols." The
term has an enormously complex history, part of which is purely
rhetorical. (Critical school A can accuse school B of harboring mech
anistic symbol-mongers; school A can thus promote its own rich,
dynamic, context-sensitive, and comprehensive interpretations.) The
oretically, there are important and subtly different conceptions of the
symbol.50 For my purposes here, however, there is no reason to quarrel
about labels. The practical critic possesses an underlying schema that
proposes which textual features can carry abstract meaning. Most
members of the critical institution share that schema, and those fea
tures thereby become common property, like semantic fields. The
centrality of character traits, dialogue, and action goes without saying,
like most of the more specialized heuristics of checking mirrors, look
ing for looks, picking out shots that enclose characters or endow them
with ·power, and so on. In practice it does not much matter whether
critics call such cues signifiers, figures, tropes, emblems, metaphors,
or just representations. They all function as symbols.

Hence, perhaps, their appeal for certain contemporary filmmakers.
So great is the influence of the text-schema promoted by the interpre
tive institution that we find Brian DePalma directing Obsession accord
ing to the protocols of Hitchcock criticism. We find an avant-garde
filmmaker explaining why one scene shows the camera reflected in a
mirror: "The sequence was about reflection, which is very close to the
whole subject of the film: the relationship and reflection between
mother and child. Bringing the camera in at that point was to bring
up the concept that the camera, in taking the film, was making another
reflection."51 And we find filmmaking students encouraged to convey



Text Schemata 181

a character's energy through a camera movement. The instructor sug
gests: "Give the camera a life and energy as well."52 As filmmaking
has grown more closely intertwined with academic criticism (the rise
of the school-trained "movie brats," the reliance of the avant-garde on
college exhibition, the tendency of film theorists to make films), film
makers have used interpretive practices as artistic rationales.

Meaning, Inside Out and Outside In

I thought a fire-chief was a nice metaphor for a man who's on fire
inside himself.

-Steve Martin, explaining how he decided on the protagonist for Roxanne

The simplest textual heuristic, then, seeks synchronic correspondences
between the cues in different rings of the circle. A more dynamic
heuristic treats meaning as having its primary source in either the
innermost circle or the most enveloping one, and as passing "through"
the others. In other words, meaning "moves" outward or inward.

Discussing the disjunctive style ofA bout de souffle) a critic writes:
"The conspicuous arbitrariness of these cinematic choices reflected the
fitful decisiveness of Godard's characters, all of whom recognized the
urgent need for selecting a defined lifestyle."53 Here the critic makes
the film's nondiegetic representation embody aspects of characteriza
tion. Many of the examples cited in the previous section take the same
tack. I shall call this the expressivist heuristic. Meaning is taken to flow
from the core to the periphery, from the characters to manifestations
in the diegetic world or the nondiegetic representation. I call it "ex
pressivism" because the term echoes "expressionism" in art, as well as
the root meaning of "ex-press"-to "press out."

The auteur tradition emphasized expressivist mappings of meaning.
This was strategically appropriate, since the vaunted "invisibility" and
economy of the classical Hollywood cinema entailed that stylistic
choices were usually subordinated to diegetic factors. Bazin may have
set the tone in his discussions of Welles and Wyler as directors who
emphasize performance. His analyses of the kitchen scene in The
Magnificent Ambersons and of the father's death in The Little Foxes seek
to show that "cinema begins when the frame of the screen or the
proximity of the camera and the mike serve to present the action and
the actor to the best possible advantage."54 During the 1950s and
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1960s, many Hollywood directors were praised for not obtruding on
the character, for depending more on what is shown (that is, characters
and diegetic world) than on how it is shown.55 Hawks very quickly
became the prototype of this elegant sobriety, but the extreme position
on such "transparency" was taken by Michel Mourlet, who argued
that on this score, Cecil B. DeMille would have to be the greatest
director of all. 56

More stylistically self-conscious directors could also be discussed as
transmitting meaning arising from within the action. The Movie group
often held to this line, with V. F. Perkins developing the most artic
ulated defense. In Nicholas Ray's The Lusty Men) Susan Hayward
stands by a curtain while a party goes on behind it. "The shot," writes
Perkins, "describes her dissatisfaction with the new way of life and
her longing for a secure home: the curtain has a symbolic value of its
own-the fabric is very 'domestic' in its design-but it also divides
the image vertically, to separate her from the environment which she
wishes to renounce."57 Perkins' 1972 book Film as Film argues that
great subtleties can be achieved by a director who does not impose
meaning on the diegetic world but who builds up implications from
it. 58 .

In employing an expressivist heuristic, auteurism bears the marks
of interpretive strategies elicited by the art cinema of the 1950s and
1960s. Critics often sought to make such films mean by rendering
passages, or the entire work, subjective. For Fellini, claims John Russell
Taylor, a landscape becomes "an objective correlative to the mental
and spiritual states of his characters."59 The punning heuristic could
assist here, as when Tyler writes of Persona that the shifting focus of
the face in the prologue suggests that Elisabeth cannot "focus" on the
world.60 The subjectivist heuristic has continued to provide a major
resource for interpreting films circulating under art-film auspices. A
study of Lucia starts from the premise that in innovative Cuban cin
ema, "conflicting visual styles are used to represent the perception of
individuals from different historical periods or belonging to different
classes."61 The critic goes on to discuss particular shots as expressing
social cohesion, resistance to colonial culture, or psychological imbal
ance.

Symptomatic critics have utilized the same heuristic. Hollywood
melodramas of the 1940s and 1950s are commonly treated as enacting
in their setting, lighting, and framing the psychic tensions of the
characters. Recall the expressivist interpretations of Rebecca's camera
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movement as reflecting the dead woman's traits (Modleski) or as
embodying other characters' points ofview (Doane). The symptomatic
critic working in an explicatory- register can apply the same routine to
oppositional works. One example is Henderson's discussion of the
freedom-evoking tracking shots in Two or Three Things; another is this
account of a shot from Sally Potter's Thriller: "The ideological posi
tioning becomes manifested as physical positioning within the frame,
the woman as circled by the male presence."62 Treating meaning as a
flow from character through environment to nondiegetic presentation
can either help identify contradictions in the text or make a point
about textual coherence.

Alternatively, the source of meaning may be located in the most
encompassing circle of the scheme. Here meaning is projected from
the nondiegetic realm onto the diegetic world and its inhabitants.
Consider as a prototype the claim that Sirk creates "a melodramatic
machine around the characters that seems to deny their powers of free
will."63 The writer discusses the reframings in the beach scene of
Magnificent Obsession: "It is a relatively stationary tableau and yet Sirk's
camera consistently asserts its presence by readjusting to-or some
times leading-every small movement the relatively active Judy makes.
She turns over, she sits up, she leans forward-and each time the
camera moves with her. The effect of these movements is to deprive
the characters of any sense of force or will."64 I shall call this the
"commentative" heuristic. It suggests that something-narration, pres
entation, narrator, camera, author, filmmaker, or whatever-stands
"outside" the diegetic realm and produces meaning in relation to it.
As in any application of the concentric-circle schema, the commenta
tive heuristic takes character traits and actions as its reference point,
but here they are "placed" within a qualifying or negating frame of
reference. If the expressivist heuristic stresses the semantic compati
bility among character personification, diegetic world, and overarching
representation, this heuristic emphasizes the disparity that can arise
between the characters and the other realms.

The disparity becomes operative when the· critic invokes the non
character personifications I outlined in the previous chapter. The claim
that Lubitsch's shots reflect his hierarchical sense of society points to
a commenting filmmaker behind the camera.65 Or commentary may
flow from a narrator, as when Bill Nichols suggests that in The Battle
of San Pietro) Huston undercuts 'the film's official message.66 And of
course the personified camera can be used in this connection. Peter
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Wollen writes of Godard's Passion that the moving camera's "look" at
the Orientalist tableaux represents a metaphorical penetration, a fan
tasy replacement of the Father.67

The difference between the core and the two enclosing circles is
most evident when the critic attributes to the commentary a knowl
edge of upcoming events-something the character cannot have.
Wood takes an early sequence in The Scarlet Empress as "an extraor
dinarily vivid prophetic metaphor for what becomes of Sophia Fred
erica in the course of the film."68 According to Richard Abel, in the
torture sequence ofLa Passion de Jeanne d-'l1rc) Jeanne remains central
to spatial continuity, and this "suggests that her spirit remains unbro
ken and that she will ultimately triurnph."69 The greatest power of the
commentative representation is its ability to hint at the future.

Constructing a commentative source ofmeaning takes relatively few
forms in contemporary interpretive practice. Perhaps the mildest is
irony.70 In The Birds) a low-angle framing of the characters is said to
present "the heavily ironic, and final, 'bar' ofvisual imagery·at the end
of the attack . . . The 'heroic' low angle seems unearned by characters
who can at best withstand but not control the adversity they face;
Melanie's position lacks weight in the aftermath ofher isolation during
the attack. A retrospective reading would suggest she is being sup
ported by Mitch and' Lydia rather than wedging herself between
them."7l At the level of narrative, Claire Johnston finds Arzner's films
ironic in refusing a happy ending72-a refusal that most critics of Sirk's
films also take as a sign of authorial commentary.

More radically, the commentary imputed to the film can be treated
as distanciation. Greenbergian modernism and popularized Brechtian
theory encouraged critics to seek out cues whereby the film breaks our
putative absorption in its illusion. Here is a discussion of the auto
mobile-driving sequences in Jean-Marie Straub and Daniele Huillet's
History Lessons:

These driving passages may be described as a meditation upon the
process of representation, its compositional implications. First we
note the series of frames that are on the screen: at the most obvious
level, there is the frame delimited by the edge of the screen, that
contains the interior of the car. Then there is the windscreen of the
car, which is our ''window·upon the world," through which we gaze
upon "reality." There is also a less conventional ''window on the
world"-in the roof of the car, a sliding roof which opens another
frame, through which pass more oblique perspectives on the "real-
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world." The fourth frame is that contained in the driver's rear-view
mirror, and in it we see his eyes and nose-through this mirror we
find our link to the narrator (otherwise faceless, as befits his minimal
visual presence in the film). Through this mirror we are, however,
implicitly thrown back to ourselves, it enforces awareness of our
position as specular subjects-the nature of our relationship to the
images on the screen is raised once more. And the appositeness of
Godard's Brechtian maxim that cinema is "not the reflection ofreality,
but the reality of the reflection" is also stressed, through the double
reflections that occur within this series of frames: the windscreen
bears the reflection of the driver's hands-thus becoming screen
rather than window, and the glass of the speedometer dial reflects
the sky passing overhead, via the hole in the roof. These series of
frames within frames are important not only in so far as they under
line the flatness of the screen (in direct opposition to the Bazinian
elevation of the "long take" and "depth of focus" as the devices
essential to a transparent capturing of an ineffable reality), but also
relate to the notion of a distanciated history which is central to both
Brecht and Straub/Huillet.73

In what is virtually an anthology of interpretive tactics, the claim
about commentative distance is coordinated with the frame-within-a
frame heuristic, the personification of the narrator and spectator, the
granting of saliency to the diegetic world, the characterization of the
film as posing questions, the punning on ."reflection," and the com
monplace of flatness/illusion.

Although symptomatic critics have found the commentative heuris
tic useful for spotting "subversive" qualities i~ mainstream works or
for praising oppositional or avant-garde works, the procedure goes
back to the days of auteur stylistics. During that period, critics urged
that some personified "external" agent-filmmaker, narrator, or nar
ration-could strike an attitude toward the diegetic world and thus
contextualize it properly for us. After noting that during one scene in
Ride the High Country Peckinpah isolates Heck in a single shot (the
same-frame heuristic again), a Cahiers critic remarks that in such films,
direction presents attitudes to events, and that this yields interpretive
results: "The opposition between the 'objective' action and the direc
tor's judgment extends to thematics."74 In any such case, ironic com
mentary was a likely possibility. Movie's construction of authorial
personas for Preminger or Hitchcock also depends crucially on the
possibility of such external authorial commentary. Thus Preminger's
camera movements in Carmen Jones suggest that the characters have a
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certain freedom, while Hitchcock's cutting in The Man Who Knew Too
Much makes Jo resemble Louis Bernard.75

The critic may use the expressivist and commentative heuristics
simultaneously. The Movie analysis ofMarnie's first shot (discussed in
Chapter 4) suggests that the setting magnifies aspects of the character
(the shot connotes holding to a course despite the "schizophrenia" of
the composition) but also that some meaning is imposed "from with
out" (the characters movement is determined by the shot).76 Similarly,
Tag Gallagher asserts that How Green Was My Valley echoes Huw's
mood through lighting, cutting, and setting; yet this becomes "an
expressivist fantasy of ritual whose subjectivity Ford faults" by means
of framing and cutting.77 Using both heuristics can help the critic
align the semantic fields with a broader range of cues across the film.

Finally, we should note that both the bull's-eye schema and the
alternative flow-of-meaning heuristics function as default values, to be
overridden if the critic wishes. Consider Kaja Silverman's discussion
of voice in classical Hollywood cinema. She posits that Hollywood
anchors the voice-off in the diegesis and the voice-over outside it. She
goes on to propose that in order to conceal the contradiction arising
from male anxiety concerning female lack, the film displaces the inside/
outside distinction onto the diegesis itself. In this argument, woman
is assigned to the "inside" and man to the "outside," as in those scenes
in which the female voice becomes the source of the spectacle or,
within the psychoanalytic session, the transmitter of repressed
trauma. 78 Thus male discourse "frames" female discourse, functioning
as an "external" source of meaning controlling woman's "recessed
space" within the story. (In effect, Silverman asserts that circle 1
includes two domains congruent with circle 2 and circle 3.) Silverman
emphasizes the artificiality of this construct and implies that non
Hollywood films might obey other principles. Still, even if the schema
and the heuristics are to be revised, criticized, or superseded by the
critic, they remain necessary points of departure.

Textual Trajectories

The diegetic-nondiegetic schema functions as a tacit guide for unifying
aspects ofany particular moment in the film. But the critical institution
demands that such moments be connected, linked into an overall
pattern that carries the semantic fields across the text. There must be
a holistic enactment of semantic fields. This is a clear extension of the
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pattern hypothesis I discussed back in Chapter 6. Theorists ofcriticism
have, in fact, generally identified interpretation with the ascription of
pattern to a text. 79 Any aspect of ongoing structure-imagery, sound,
or action-can become the basis ofan acceptable interpretation.80 Only
by ascribing successivity to the text can the critic solve the interpretive
problem in terms that the institution encourages-an encompassing
view of the text's variety, adherence to a notion of the unity of form
and content, respect for the viewer's ongoing experience of the film.

It would be possible to trace how this notion ofglobal form became
explicitly acknowledged in film criticism of the 1950s and early 1960s:
Rohmer's declaration that modern directors create autonomous
works,8l Movie's embracing of organicist New Critical aesthetics, the
structuralists' insiste~ce upon the film as system, and the subsequent
idea of the text as a contradictory unity. But the critic's basic allegiance
to diachronic coherence is best seen in the more mundane practice of
motif analysis.

When rabbinic commentators treated one passage as part of a "pro
gressive revelation" of meaning, when Gnostics posited a series of
"new" testaments that fulfilled previous ones, and when the church
fathers used "typological" interpretation to show that events in the
Old Testament prefigure events in the New, all were utilizing a heu
ristic that reveals "horizontal" affinities among ~extual motifs. Much
later, it became a tenet of symbolist aesthetics that the artwork creates
its enclosed "intrareferential" meanings through the patterning of re
current elements. Folklorists and art historians use the concept of
motif to indicate a conventional unit used as material in several texts,
but, significantly, this definition never became as central to literary
criticism as did the concept of the motif as a unique component of
the particular work's unifying strategies. The musical motif was a far
more congenial analogy for postsymbolist literary aesthetics.

By the 1950s, the victory of New Critical method guaranteed that
motif-tracing was to be a basic skill for every critic. Not only does the
recurrent motif ensure organic unity, but the- modifications attendant
upon each recontextualization also allow one to trace changes within
and among semantic fields. Because of film interpretation's close ties
to literary interpretation, all schools of criticism have assumed the
motif to carry meaning. Repeated objects, colors, lines of dialogue,
elements of lighting or setting or costume, recurrent framings or
musical passages-:-all translate semantic structure into architectonic
unfolding.
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In order to become genuine cues, motifs must be situated within
some temporal schema of textual form. The most general one in film
interpretation constructs the film as a trajectory. This is Johnson and
Lakoff's "source-path-goal" pattern, which presumes a starting point,
a destination, a series of intermediate points, and a direction.82 The
critic postulates that the text will reveal a progression) one that not only
organizes time and space but also mobilizes semantic fields in a se
quential interplay. As Jonathan Culler puts it, "The reader must or
ganize the plot as· a passage from one state to another and this passage
or movement must be such ··that it serves as a representation of
theme."83

The most obvious examples come fronl narrative forms. The sche
ma's prototype is the journey) a spatio-temporal progression that is
easily grasped. It can be represented as a quest, an investigation, a
maturation, and so on. Semantic fields ·can be projected onto any
component of the schema. Thus Eugene Archer says that Bergman's
essential theme is "man's search for knowledge in a hostile universe,"
while Robert Burgoyne finds Fassbinder's In a Year ofThirteen Moons
to constitute "the quest for a metalanguage which will deliver the
characters from the muteness. of their surroUlldings."84 The direction
of the trajectory can also be invested with meaning, as when Burgoyne
makes the search for a metalanguage trace a descent.85

Within such an itinerary, motif analysis gains its force. For instance,
Mary Ann Doane employs the cue of the look, some puns on framing,
the commentative heuristic, and a trajectory schema to show how
Humoresque depicts the objectification of the woman. Early on, eye
glasses enclose Helen's gaze (a "quite literal framing"); later, she stands
before a framed mirror; ''within the general frame of the film, Helen
is framed even more precisely by the male gaze," by editing, and by
being surrounded by watching men. At the film's end, before Helen
commits suicide, she is framed in the baroque grillwork of a door.
"The insistent, obsessive framing indicates the inevitability.of a con
tinual transformation of the female subject of the gaze into the object
of the gaze. And here, in this scene which precedes her suicide, the
syntax of the film insures that the transformation of femininity into
object-framed and fetishized-is synonymous with death."86 Since
the trajectory forms what cognitive theorists call a "template" schema,
motif analysis becomes a matter of slotting concrete items-here, the
framing cue-into the overall pattern.

As these instances suggest, the trajectory schema is very powerful.
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It allows the critic to correlate stages along the pathway with changes
in the imputed spectator's response. The Movie critics, for instance,
argued that Hitchcock and Preminger, in the course of their films,
subtly compel the viewer to revise judgments about the characters.87
The schema can also be applied to nonnarrative cinema. One might
think that Frampton's Zorns Lemma invites application of atemporal
classificatory patterns, but critics typically envision it as a progres
sion-from symbolic modes to spatio-temporal reality; from human
knowledge as factual information to knowledge as contextual under
standing; from oral literature to the sound film and "from reality to
seeing"; or from spoken language through film montage to cinematic
realism.88 Because of the critic's desire to account for the entirety of
the film, even a conceptual catalogue can be schematized as having a
source, path~ and goal.

The trajectory is internally differentiated. Lakoff's schema has pri
mary parts (source, path, goal) and secondary ones, the steps along
the path. Part of the critic's skill lies in the ability to treat the film's
pattern as a series of discrete segments which can, at several levels of
generality, be compared or connected. The critic must choose what
segments best support semantic projection. The best candidates are
those "nodal" or "summarizing" segments which gather together sev
eral semantic values.89

In locating these passages, the interpreter can employ two comple
mentary heuristics. The critic may assume that the portions most
salient in comprehension-beginnings, endings, key causal turning
points, and so on-are most pivotal to the interpretation. Or the critic
may provisionally assume, as Frank Kermode puts it, that· "no part is
less privileged than the other parts. All may receive the same quality
and manner of attention."90 (This heuristic is especially effective when
the critic wishes to dislodge existing interpretations.) Soon certain
passages, perhaps ones overlooked by previous critics, come to seem
opaque or anomalous, and these call for special cognitive work; they
become subproblems to be solved. Later, as semantic fields are tested
out and recast, the interpreter discovers that although all parts are
potentially equal, some are only weakly connected to the semantic
fields. Either heuristic helps the critic arrive at some highlighted pas
sages that will become central to the critic's model film.

To pass institutional muster, every interpretation must show that
its semantic fields are pertinent to a film's opening. Here again; inter
pretation tracks comprehension, since a text's beginning creates a
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"primacy" effect and intrinsic norms against which later developments
are measured.91 Which item does not belong in this series?

skyscraper cathedral temple prayer

Most people will answer "prayer." Now consider this series:

cathedral temple prayer skyscraper

Most people will exclude "skyscraper."92 The sequencing gives one
item greater saliency and changes the category the perceiver constructs.

Because of its agenda-setting function, a film's beginning typically
becomes a summarizing segment for interpretation. Here the critic
often finds the film's major semantic fields locked into place. OfHistory
Lessons) a critic notes that the first three shots (maps of the Ron1an
empire) present territorial history, the fourth shot (a statue of Caesar)
presents the mythical history of the heroic individual, and the fifth
shot (a view from a car driving through Rome) yields several semantic
values: history as flux, the demythologizing of monumental history,
cars as the new monuments, the traces of the past in the present, and
questions about cinematic representation.93 Even if the opening is
retracted or canceled by what follows in the film, as in Ken Jacobs'
Blonde Cobra) it needs accounting for-as, in· this .case, the first chal
lenge to the viewer's concentration.94 The most elaborate account of
films' beginnings, Thierry Kuntzel's discussion of them as motivic and
thematic matrices to- be "linearized" by succeeding textual units, tacitly
acknowledges the tendency of all interpretive schools to treat the
opening as the "source" of the trajectory.

Once the film is launched, the path must be schematized as points
or stages. Tacitly or explicitly, the interpreter marks out segments that
delineate phases of the pattern. There seem to be two subschemata
available. The critic can consider the stages as parallel replacements) as
when the journey carries the traveler through comparable locations or
situations, or the investigation takes the inquirer to different suspects.
Thus Archer will suggest that the quest in Bergman's films traces its
path through a set of parallel possibilities; the Zorns Lemma critics
treat the various representational systems as paradigmatic equivalents.
The notion of replacements allows portions of semantic fields to be
aligned with the distinct alternatives ascribed to the text. This can
coordinate with style-centered routines like the same-frame heuristic.
In discussing the Chinese film The In-Laws) Chris Berry points out an
early scene in which the family is united within a 360-degree pan; but
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the pan is soon replaced by shot/reverse-shot cutting, suggesting a
breakdown. At the film's close, a smooth panning shot shows the
family at the table, and then a bird's-eye view shows them sitting. in
a circle. "Finally, they are reunited in the same frame."95 A pan shot
is replaced by cutting, then by· a new pan, then by an encompassing
view-all parallel cues that bear the unity/disunity doublet.

By contrast, the trajectory may also be made interpretable by pos
iting each phase of it to be a struggle. Conflicts between or within
characters, or disparities among settings or techniques, may become
cues for applying semantic fields. BFI structuralism of the late 1960s,
and much genre criticism since, has found each term of the film's
thematic doublets to be incarnated in one or more agents, and the
ongoing exchange of blows, the actions ana reactions that involve the
characters, are easily interpretable as a confrontation of abstract values.
In a study of Dreyer's films, I interpret La Passion de Jeanne d~rc as
organized around "a dialogical clash of texts," in which Jeanne's ex
pressive, ahistorical speech contends with the impersonal, historicizing
writing of the church.96 For the symptomatic critic, the concept of
struggle can be applied to both manifest and latent forces. Frank
Tomasulo takes the scene in the workers' rehearsal hall in The Bicycle
Thief as articulating an antinomy between art and politics; the song's
lyrics treat oppression, but "the debate over pitch displaces the political
content onto aesthetic form."97 As this example indicates, locating a
struggle may lead the critic to a semantically informed contradiction
within a summarizing segment.

The currency of "struggle" and "replacement" subschemata may be
readily seen in a pair of contrasting studies of Mildred Pierce. Pam
Cook treats the film as a conflict between "mother-right" and "father
right," played out in terms of genre (melodrama versus film noir),
style (uses of lighting) , and·characterization (Mildred versus her men).
In both the flashbacks and the present-tense investigation, the maternal
principle resists patriarchy but is eventually overthrown. The "past"
sequences show that Mildred's matriarchy eventually deteriorates
through its inability to create social order. Thus patriarchal order must
reassert itself. When Mildred falls under 'suspicion of murder, her
original husband, Bert, takes control of her life. In the present-day
scenes, Mildred seeks to assert her power by taking the blame for
Monty's death, but Inspector Peterson breaks down her lie, reasserts
the power of patriarchal authority, and returns her to Bert.98 Cook
depicts the struggle in apocalyptic terms: "The consequences of the
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retreat from patriarchy are represented as the complete upheaval
of social order leading to betrayal and death, in the face of which
the reconstitution of the patriarchal order is seen to be a necessary
defence."99

By contrast, Marc Vernet presents the diachronic patterning of
Mildred Pierce as a series of replacements. He personifies Mildred as
passing among the other characters, progressively substituting one
trait or action for another until she finds a just mean that avoids
others' excesses or shortcomings. Mildred is mother, entrepreneur, and
sexual woman; but by being too much the woman and not enough
the mother, she loses her daughter Kay, while in being too much the
mother, she loses Veda. The film becomes a Bildungsroman, Mildred's
journey through unacceptable options toward a proper balance of
qualities: "Nter undergoing economic, romantic, and social adven
tures, after having explored the different paths of fulfillment which
are revealed as impasses (Lottie and Ida, Wally and Monty, the Bert
of the beginning and the Veda of the ending), after having climbed
so high that she cannot fall too low, Mildred-Candide can at the end
of her trip return, light of heart, to cultivate her American garden."loo
Both Cook and Vernet adopt the trajectory schema but map semantic
fields onto the phases in accord with its two principal subschemata.
It should now be evident that the critic can also combine the two-
treating a pattern of replacements as containing more localized strug
gles, or treating struggles as including exchanges and substitutions of
equivalent units, or treating the film as alternating replacement seg
ments and struggle segments.

Needless to say, any portion of the film's trajectory may be inter
preted as a "summarizing" one, depending on how the critic has
mobilized semantic fields, selected person-based and category sche
mata, disclosed cues on the basis of the concentric-circle schema, and
so on. Whatever such promontories are disclosed along the way,
though, the interpreter in good standing must show how the selected
semantic fields pertain to the trajectory's goal.

Like the beginning, the film's ending plays a summarizing role in
ordinary comprehension. The interpreter therefore has good reason
to highlight it. And the ending offers great freedom of interpreLation
because critics have available several heuristics for making it mean. We
can itemize four possibilities.

1. The simplest routine is to assume that the film resolves its refer
ential meanings and its more abstract ones. For instance, a Movie critic
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finds the ending of The Courtship ofEddie)s Father to unite the worlds
of reality and make-believe in a synthesis that coincides with the plot's
establishment of the family.lol

2. If the plot or argument seems "deliberately" to leave some events
or effects unresolved, the interpreter can find .correspondingly "open"
meanings. This heuristic became prominent with critical discussions
of the early "waves" of the European art cinema. Here is a prototype,
from a 1961 book on Antonioni (himself the prototypical artificer of
unresolved endings): ''Will the external condition of existence be ca
pable of exerting an influence on man's happiness, on his equilibrium?
These new conditions will create new problems, will involve man in
a new web of dependencies. Where will they lead him? No one can
answer this question."lo2 The same strategy continues to be used.
Richard Abel ascribes a thematic ambiguity to Epstein's Glace atrois
faces) in which the final image of the hero in the mirror leads to a
thematic irresolution: "In a crisis of recognition, the enigma of the
hero's identity and desire shifts onto US."I03

3. Conversely, even if confronted with an "open" dramaturgy, the
critic can assert thematic closure. Bazin, for example, recognizes the
"accidental" plotting in The Bicycle Thief but still argues that it forms
a coherent semantic structure, chiefly because it ends by marking a
new phase in the father-son relationship. ''The son returns to a father
who has fallen from grace. He will love him henceforth as a human
being, shame and all."I04 Decades later a critic' could claim that al
though Blow-Up is narratively open, it presents a finished statement
about art as a willed imaginative act. lOS Edward Branigan uses Grei
mas' semantic square to claim that 8112 contains four endings, each
based on one term, and that despite plot ambiguities, the system of
implicit meanings achieves closure. 106

4. In a reversal of the third strategy, the interpreter may find a
diegetically "closed" film semantically "open." Richard Levin calls this
"refuting the ending," a procedure which often produces ironic inter
pretations on the assumption that "all's not well that ends well."lo7
This too runs back to art-cinema interpretive tactics, when even
"closed" comedies like Smiles of a Summer's Night could be seen to
harbor lingering tensions: "One may suppose that each triumph is
transitory: the mistress will soon grow bored again, the count vows
eternal fidelity 'in his fashion,' the theologian will soon be overcome
with remorse, the coachman's promise is retractable after the dawn.
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The game reaches its preordained conclusion, but life, constant and
incalculable, goes on, and in the end they all go in to breakfast."lo8 In
the heyday of auteur-structuralism, the routine proved useful in show
ing such directors as Sirk to be subversively ironic. One could look
past the apparently settled denouements and raise questions about the
characters' values and futures. A contemporary genre critic summarizes
the relevant inferential move: "Sirk always resolved the immediate love
story, but left unresolved the contradictory social conditions in which
the story was 'embedded' and that had prevented the lovers' embrace
until some arbitrary event near the film's end. His resolution is ulti
mately unsatisfactory, challenging the viewer's expectations on vir
tually every level of engagement. Thus Sirk's 'unhappy happy end,' to
encourage the audience to 'think further, even after the curtain goes
down.'''lo9

Because these four heuristic options are available, the ending has a
particular significance in contemporary symptomatic criticism. The
critic analyzing an oppositional text can adopt a sympathetic stance,
valorizing the film for asking the right questions and leaving matters
for the audience to resolve. Ruth McCormick praises Oshima's The
Ceremony because "he presents us with seemingly insoluble problems
and invites us to. solve them. If his films are difficult, making a revo
lution is more SO."I~O Less often, the critic can charge the oppositional
film with not asking the right questions, or giving wrong or excessively
definite answers. III

But the most striking variations in interpreting endings emerge
when symptomatic critics turn their attention to contradictory texts
from Hollywood. Since most "classical" films are assumed to strive
for plot resolution and closure, the critic faces a choice. Using a variant
of option 1, the critic ·can posit that the ending works to contain
symptoms revealed earlier in the film's trajectory. Such is the tack
taken by the Cahiers editors on Young Mr. Lincoln and by Heath on
Touch of Evil. Thanks to this heuristic, dramaturgical and semantic
closure becomes a proof of the power of the text to tame its disrup
tions.

If the arbitrary-closure heuristic presents an "adjusted" text-that
is, one better at disguising its neuroses-another heuristic enables the
symptomatic critic to show that all's not well that ends well. The
ending, while superficially well wrapped up, betrays symptoms of
persisting problems. Some earlier examples offer instances. In ascribing
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matriarchal meanings to Rebecca) Modleski finds that, because the
males' pursuit of the law does not arrive at the truth, patriarchy does
not unequivocally vanquish feminine desire and so "the threat of
matriarchy is not entirely dispelled at the film's end."112 In discussing
Mildred Pierce) Cook claims that the film's last shot, which shows two
women on their knees, closes the film on a reminder of woman's
sacrifice. 113 For contemporary symptomatic critics, refuting the ending
of a classical film involves finding motifs or personifications that can
be taken as symptoms of repressed meaning.

Doctrines into Diachronies

The interpretive institution, then, furnishes the critic with a large
repertoire of tools for ascribing meaning to the film's unfolding pat
tern. The trajectory schema provides a basic template into which
actions and diegetic or nondiegetic motifs can be slotted. Along it the
critic can also plot ongoing personifications-of character, narrator,
spectator, or whomever. The less general schemata of replacement and
struggle allow the critic to conceive of the trajectory as having an
origin, phases, and a goal. In addition, critics can exploit particular
heuristics in order to find cues that inflect a beginning one way, an
ending another. There remain, however, still more specific diachronic
schemata upon which the critic will draw. I cannot inventory them
all, but it is worth indicating how the most prominent ones utilize
one of the institution's most revered practices: allegory.

Broadly speaking, all criticism is "allegorical" in looking for another
meaning than the one overtly presented. 114 In a narrower sense, alle
gory is a type of holistic enactment in which the trajectory of this text
is interpreted as being congruent with that of some other text, or with
the categories or precepts of a preexisting doctrine. John Fletcher's
Essay on Allegorical Poetry. (1715) puts it fairly well: "An Allegory is a
Fable or Story, in which, under imaginary Persons or Things, is
shadowed some real Action or instructive Moral."115 Ifwe add to this
that texts not intended allegorically can be interpreted in this fashion,
we can examine one last set of diachronic strategies for ascribing
implicit or symptomatic meanings to films.

As an interpretive convention, allegory has known fluctuating for
tunes. Central to classical and medieval interpretation, attacked in the
romantic era as merely illustrative, it was rehabilitated in this century
by Freud and his followers, who linked it to myth and psychic uni-



196 Text Schemata

versals. 116 Jung, Panofsky, and Benjamin all brought the concept to a
central place in literary and art-historical studies, while Maude Bodkin,
Richard Chase, and Francis Fergusson domesticated the concept for
ordinary criticism.117 For the latter critics, myth and ritual provided
the "und.er-text" in terms of which works could be interpreted. After
Northrop Frye's Anatomy of Criticism (1957), various mixtures of
allegorizing myth criticism and psychoanalytic interpretation of liter
ature, such as Simon Lesser's Fiction and the Unconscious (1957), Leslie
Fiedler's Love and Death in the American Novel (1960), and Harold
Bloom's Visionary Company (1961), were offering an "extrinsic" com
plement to the "intrinsic" analyses of official New Criticism. 118 In
France, Gilbert Durand's mythocritique came into prominence during
the same period. 119

These developments paved the way for the rehabilitation of purer
forms of allegory. Frye treated allegory sympathetically, and subse
quent works, such as Edwin Honig's Dark Conceit (1959) and Angus
Fletcher's Allegory: The Theory ofa ~ymbolic Mode (1964), made a case
for its range and power. (In a synthesizing gesture characteristic of
the period, Fletcher linked it to myth, ritual, and psychoanalytic pro
cesses.) In the post-structuralist age, allegory has come to be prized
for its semiotic self-consciousness. In stressing the gap between levels
of meaning, it not only incarnates the differential nature of symbol
systems but offers a scale model of interpretation itself. 120 It was
perhaps inevitable that a mode of writing which explicitly demands
decipherment should, when taken up into an institution that puts
interpretation at the center of its concerns, become the very paradigm
of textuality.

If allegory bids fair to become the scriptural exegesis of postmod
ernism, psychoanalysis may furnish the appropriate semantic fields. A
major exemplar for contemporary film studies is Jacques Lacan's 1956
reading of"The Purloined Letter." For Lacan, Poe's story allegorically
enacts the displacement of desire and, concomitantly, the subject's
constitution in and through the symbolic process of language. In
interpreting Poe's tale, Lacan makes use of many schemata and heu
ristics I have already considered. He maps such semantic fields as
power/powerlessness, Symbolic/Real, and so· on onto characters and
actions. By building structural parallels between two scenes, he is able
to display a series of positions with respect to knowledge and desire
through which different characters pass. Lacan produces his allegory
by means of punning (the letter is the "literal," or the signifier),
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localized symbols (the letter is like a female b·ody which Dupin's eyes
"undress"; it is placed in the "vagina" of the fireplace), and personi
fication and motif analysis (when the Minister occupies the Queen's
structural role, he becomes "feminized"). Furthermore, Lacan takes as
his foremost cue the act of looking, which puts each character in a
specific relation to the letter (in both senses). The act of narration is
allegorized as well, since the fact that it is filtered through various
sources makes it represent language as necessarily mediated by the
Other, an important premise of Lacanian doctrine. Overall, Lacan's
model of the tale centers on the repetition compulsion, itself based on
the materiality of the signifier; along the way, he. finds traces of male
narcissism and the fetishization of the· woman. 121 Lacan's interpreta
tion of ''The Purloined Letter" becomes, in the words of one com
mentator, both an allegory of psychoanalysis and an allegory of
reading. 122

In film studies, the most salient allegorizing tendency is squarely in
this tradition. Very often the schema is some version of the "Oedipal
trajectory." Heath, for instance, reverts to Freudian myth analysis in
discussing Touch ofEvil:

The swollen foot (Quinlan hobbles along as a result of his gammy
leg), the stick of the riddle (the key to the crime), the man who
uncovers the truth of himself as the criminal (Quinlan ends up a
murderer), the theme of blindness (wanting to phone Susan, Vargas
enters a shop kept by a blind woman), the baby left to die (Susan
lets herself be photographed because a baby is suddenly held up in
front of her and which she turns to admire: it is the symbolic that
reasserts its dominance in this abandonment of the narrative, the
baby that is given no life in its development: before he enters the
blind woman's shop, Vargas finds another baby in his path-he puts
on dark glasses, refuses to see clearly).123

In another version the critic may apply Lacan's language-based trajec
tory. For example, Kaja Silverman claims that Werner Herrog's Kaspar
Hauser "deftly literalizes all of the key terms in Lacan's abstractgratn
mar" and goes on to trace the film's "endless circulation of the name
of-the-father between fathers and sons."124 She construes the film as a
comprehensive allegory of the human subject's development: Kaspar
starts.out as a Lacanian hommele.tte) meets an old man who initiates
him into the Symbolic, gets constituted as a subject via the paternal
gaze, and so on.
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The Lacanian template does not always appear in a pure form. Like
any schema, it can. be recast to suit critics' various purposes. One
revision has combined it with a form of myth analysis derived from
Vladimir Propp. Propp, a Russian folklorist, proposed to define a
certain form of fairy tale, the "heroic wondertale," by breaking it
down into thirty-one functions, various auxiliaries, seven roles, and a
limited set of "moves," or lines of action. 125 Propp's work proved of
importance to French structuralism, although Levi-Strauss, Greimas,
and Bremond all found it necessary to revise and correct his theoretical
conclusions. Soon after Barthes's 1971 application of Propp's method
to a passage in Genesis, film critics began to remold Propp's scheme
into a suitably allegorical subtext. 126 Peter Wollen's 1976 "morpho
logical analysis" finds that North by Northwest conforms to Propp's set
of functions. In the process, Wollen turns Propp into a proto-Lacan
ian. The hero's task "now involves liquidating a "lack" by finding "an
object of desire."127 By such revisions, Wollen seeks to relate his
analysis "to such psychoanalytic concepts as fantasy-scenario or family
romance."128 This reformulation provides the symptomatic critic with
a sort of "linking" template: the film's "surface" patterning can be
transposed into the fairy-tale format (in the process obeying virtually
none of the constraints which Propp set upon his method); this
schema, thanks to pivot-concepts such as desire and lack, may be
further allegorized by reference to the "deeper" structure of the La
canian scenario. 129

Both Lacan and Propp tell stories centered on male protagonists.
Consequently, a second, more influential revision of the Lacanian
scenario has emerged. By combining the psychoanalytic story with
Laura Mulvey's discussion of the woman as source of visual pleasure
and castration anxiety, symptomatic critics have produced a compre
hensive and flexible allegorical pattern. The heuristic goes roughly like
this: Take male characters to be functioning as father figures or under
going the Oedipal trajectory. Take female characters to be playing the
role of mother or as posing a castration threat. Then trace the ways
in which (1) the male either (a) succeeds his father or (b) loses his
identity; and (2) the woman is either (a) transformed into a fetisll for
male desire, (b) eliminated from" the text, or (c) transported into a
realm beyond patriarchal definition.

Two examples display the heuristic at work. Steven Jenkins' study
of Metropolis presents young Freder as initially fascinated with Maria
as idealized mother. By evoking pleasure and anxiety, she threatens"
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the Law of the Father. Eventually, Freder's trajectory leads to his
acceptance of his role in patriarchy. But only after the woman's threat
is displaced onto the robot Maria can the human Maria, after suitable
punishment, assume the limited maternal role. 130 Alternatively, the
woman can be valorized as beyond patriarchy's power. In Elizabeth
Cowie's interpretation ofNow Voyager, the father is eventually excluded
from the text. He is replaced by an idealized mother-child relation
that springs from the original Oedipal fantasy.131

Within such interpretations, all the Lacanian cues of language, look
ing, and so on can be utilized. At the same time, the critic can draw
on other material that lets the interpretation include more aspects of
action and surroundings than can the narrowly Lacanian script. More
over, the schema is also open to revision at various points, as when
Modleski treats Rebecca as enacting the female Oedipal trajectory in
relation to matriarchy. Construals of the ending may also draw upon
any of the options enumerated in the last section. For instance, the
critic may seek out cues that show that even if woman is cast out from
the text, symptoms of her disturbing presence linger on.

Although the feminist revision of the Lacanian story assumes that
such patterns are constructed by culture, the pragmatic reasoning
strategies reflect a schema that functions in. critical interpretation in the
same way that the archetype of the Wanderer or the Earth Mother
functions within interpretations that depend on purportedly universal
myths. Both tendencies derive allegories from processes assumed to
be at work when humans discover their personal and social identities.
This should not surprise us, as it points up yet another continuity
between recent symptomatic criticism and its predecessors. Interpret
ing a literary text as a journey toward self-definition is a commonplace
of postromantic criticism. 132 New Criticism, myth interpretation, and
postwar psychoanalytic criticism have all made use of the trajectory of
the individual who, lacking a stable identity, undergoes painful en
counters with the world before acquiring some, perhaps illusory, sense
of self. 133 It is this humanist myth that Lacan revises and retells; and
it is his tale that psychoanalytic film criticism revises and retells.
Whether Lacan's account has universal application or is culture-spe
cific, whether it "explains" only patriarchy or all social formations, in
the hands of film interpreters it becomes an allegorical template that
assists in building a model of the text.

It might be objected that my analysis does not take notice of the
originality of the feminist-Lacanian schema. Unlike the psycho-
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mythography of Freud, Rank, and the American critics of the 1950s
and 1960s, this approach deals not only with the actions of the
characters but also with the narration that represents them-the outer
circle of my bull's-eye text schema. Lacan, for instance, discusses the
"triple subjective filter" in ''The Purloined Letter"; and Mulvey offers
the "three-looks" version of personification as a means for designating
power relations at the level of visual representation. This account of
narration, however, conforms to the traditional assumption of an
"outward flow" ofmeaning from the central core. Lacan's relay clearly
runs in an expressivist direction: the story of the' purloined letter passes
from the Queen to the Prefect to Dupin to the narrator to the reader.
Likewise, in most Mulvey-influenced criticism, characters' gazes and
glances establish the power relations that the camera's "look" will
reinforce, qualify, or contradict.

Consequently, interpretations of narration can offer no less thor
oughgoing allegories of theoretical doctrine. A vivid example is E.
Ann Kaplan's discussion of Sally Potter's Thriller. Kaplan treats the
diegetic realm as a feminist-Lacanian allegory of woman's relation to
the Symbolic. In order to investigate the place of Mimi in La Boheme)
the heroine, Mimi I, must return to the Mirror Phase. Potter conveys
this in a shot that shows Mimi I with her back to a mirror, which
nevertheless, a la Magritte, reflects her face. This suggests, Kaplan
says, that Mimi I has recognized the fundamentally split nature of all
subjectivity. Further, when her shadow is cast across a wall, Kaplan
invokes the search-for-self pattern: ''The shadow across the screen
signals that Mimi I has asserted her own identity rather than letting
herself be named, given a character/identity, like Mimi II in the opera.
The sound of a heartbeat accompanying these shots signifies the re
birth that is taking' place."134 Thus both its diegetic action and its
nondiegetic representation make the film an allegory of contemporary
theory itself. In having the protagonist pass from the level of the
unconscious to historical awareness, Thriller is said to present a pro
gression from psychic and individual determinations to social ones.
According to Kaplan, the film challenges Lacanian theory by repre
senting change. ''We see the women, formerly split both internally and
externally, turn to each other and embrace, recognizing their oneness
while the men slink away."135 This is a perfect example of allegorical
commentary.

In using such emblematic imagery, Thriller can also be considered
an allegory in the traditional sense summed up by Frye: ''when a poet
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explicitly indicates the relationship of his images to examples and
precepts, and so tries to indicate how a commentary on him should
proceed."136 Here is another reason why symptomatic critics turn
explicatory when confronted with certain oppositional films: those
films are more or less deliberate allegories of contemporary sympto
matic theory. Works like Sigmund Freud)s Dora and Riddles ofthe Sphinx
enact issues, categories, and processes. In doing so they strive to
foreclose certain interpretations and point the critic to the correct
meaning, even if the meanings include the possibility that the issues are
difficult, the categories problematic, and the processes polysemous.
(Recall the semantically "open" trajectory of art cinema, discussed
earlier.) Of course, as in any allegory, the meanings require expert
decoding, but the critic who is stumped has the recourse of asking
the filmmaker to explain the text. Typically, the filmmaker will oblige
with a contemporary equivalent of that "instructive Moral" which
John Fletcher located at the heart of allegory. Here is Mulvey in an
interview, explicating aspects ofRiddles:

I think of the Sphinx as standing for the danger, the threat posed by
femininity in patriarchal society, which is closely linked to mother
hood ... for two reasons: (1) It's the power that the child invests
in its mother, bonded by the strength of emotional ties, that has to
be overcome for "him" to be able to achieve independence and social
maturity. (2) The unconscious of patriarchy sees the mother as a
source of anxiety and castration threat if it's not -kept strictly ideo
logically in check, and even then anxiety remains ... I see the Sphinx
as also standing for that which is in or of femininity which cannot
be described/understood by a society that assigns the feminine infe
rior value}37

Whereas classical allegories channel the reader toward the desired sense
by attaching a running commentary or a summarizing moral, the
allegorical theory-film aspires to the evocative richness of implicit
meaning. It rarely wears its doctrine on its sleeve. But the institution
of film interpretation, by publishing filmmakers' interviews and writ
ings, still helps the critic determine what this or that stands for.

My survey of synchronic and diachronic schemata and their atten
dant heuristics aims to convey both the variety and the conventionality
of text-based schemata. Along with the semantic fields and the cate
gory- and person-based schemata, the text schemata offer the critic
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many ways of building an interpretation that will meet the demands
of novelty and plausibility.

In practice, all the schemata work together to guide the critic to
proper cues. The category "Hitchcock films" enables the critic to be
sensitive to a certain narrating persona, while the category "melodra
mas" alerts the critic to certain character types, behaviors, and "ex
cesses" ·of mise-en-scene or music. Similarly, the diachronic schemata
help define the range ofpersonifications that are appropriate, focusing
on character actions that constitute phases of a struggle or choices
between alternatives. These schemata and routines vary enough to
cover diverse aspects of any film but remain sufficiently redundant to
reinforce some cues, such as human action or the framing of a shot,
which are central to the interpretive enterprise.

Once more, I should stress that I am not offering a "real-time"
model of critical inquiry (though that would be a worthwhile goal for
empirical research138). I am not claiming that every critic conceives
semantic fields, then runs them through assumptions and hypotheses,
then invokes various schemata and heuristics. What I have proposed
is an anatomy of the logic of mapping and modeling that underlies
interpretive problem-solving. One critic may start with concrete tex
tual cues and then cast about for schemata, heuristics, and semantic
fields that seem appropriate; another critic may start by presupposing
certain semantic fields and then, finding some cues that fit, call upon
schemata and heuristics that will extend the interpretation. In any
event, conceptual structures of the sort I have laid out would seem to
be central to the process. At this point, I can offer a diagrammatic
representation of how schemata and heuristics mediate the projection
of semantic fields onto the text and contribute to the production of
the critic's "model film" (see Figure 13).

All this, we might say, is very largely what separates the academic
critic from the reviewer and from the ordinary spectator. A critic is
not necessarily a master of theory or an expert on cinema, or art, or
life. A critic is a person who can perform particular tasks: conceive
the possibility of ascribing implicit or repressed meanings to films,
invoke acceptable semantic fields, map them onto texts by using con
ventional schemata and procedures, and produce a "model film" that
embodies the interpretation. Though acquired by each individual,
these skills and knowledge structures are institutionally defined and
transmitted. And though it is possible to abstract a critical "theory"
or "method" from individual "readings," and thus to reify that theory
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Semantic Fields

Assumptions
--cues will be potentially or actually available to spectators
--cues will be traditionally capable of bearing meanings

Hypotheses

--hypothesis of minimal coherence
--hypothesis of mimesis

I
Category
schemata
(genre,
mode)
and relevant
heuristics

Personification
schemata
(characters:
filmmaker:
agency of style/
narration:
spectator)
and relevant
heuristics

Text schemata
(concentric
circle:
expressivist/
commentative:
journey/struggle
trajectories:

I"'--"'~~Inodal passages:
allegorical and
mythic patterns)
and relevant heuristics
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Model Film

Figure 13. A cognitive model of critical interpretation
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or method as a self-sufficient procedure of discovery or validation,
employing such an apparatus will not carry any critic all the way
through an interpretation. Decisions about cues, patterns, and map
ping must still be made by "just going on," as Wittgenstein puts it,
and following the tacit logic of craft tradition. Further, I have tried
to show that in the operations of interpretation, such skills are more
functionally significant than many of the theoretical positions enun
ciated by distinct methodological schools. Indeed, -the schools often
take the practices as unexamined premises for their more programmatic
statements.

A critic is, however, something more. She is a person who sets out
interpretations in language. The criti~, as the next two chapters will
show, uses rhetoric.



9
Interpretation as Rhetoric
It is very much more difficult to talk about a thing than to do it. In
the sphere·of actua1life that is of course obvious. Anybody can
make history. Only a great man can write it.

-Oscar Wilde

In contemporary theoretical inquiry, the study of rhetorical pro
cesses often reduces to tropology, with special attention to those
"master figures" ofmetaphor and metonymy. 1 As Chapter 2 indicated,
this book takes a broader and more old-fashioned view. I treat rhetoric
as a matter of inventio (the devising of arguments), dispositio (their
arrangement), and elocutio (their stylistic articulation).2 This scheme
allows me to discuss how a wide range of factors, including the critic's
persona and the constructed reader, will shape the finished interpre
tation. The classical outline also lets us trace how the schemata and
heuristics that operate in the problem-solving process emerge as prem
ises and evidence· for arguments. Throughout, I shall be insisting that
rhetoric is a dynamic factor in exploring issues, sharpening differences,
and achieving consensus within a community.

High.;minded as this sounds, there is a potential danger. Few critics
like having their arguments treated as instances of rhetorical conven
tions, and ·so this chapter risks seeming cynical or destructive. Such is
not my intent. I am hoping that contemporary critics' commitment
to the analysis of how positions are "discursively constructed" will
make my inquiry seem not only timely but revelatory. Critics who
believe that discourse can never be a neutral agency ought to welcome
analysis of the intersubjective presuppositions and implications oftheir
own writing.3 Further, and more plainly, for me rhetoric does not
amount to a disinterested manipulation of language. One can be
sincere and rhetorical at the same time; indeed, rhetoric can help one
be sincere. (Forster: "How can I know what I think till I see what I
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say?") Rhetoric is the shaping of language to achieve one's ends, and
in the act of shaping the language, the ends get sorted and sharpened.
The rhetor's purposes may be cynical or selfish ones, but they may
~lso be-should be-ones -which are grounded in socially desirable
goals. Such is, at least, the way I take not only my analysis of critical
rhetoric but also the rhetoric I deploy myself. If nothing else, this
chapter offers tools for analyzing my own persuasive strategies
throughout the book.

Sample Strategies

"The speaker," writes.Aristotle, "must frame his proofs and arguments
with the help of common knowledge and accepted opinions."4 Rhe
torical argument is adjusted to the audience's preconceptions, even if
the rhetor aims to change some of them. If the critic's audience will
not assume that a home movie or an educational documentary or a
"slasher" film is an appropriate object of interpretation, the critic must
generate arguments for discussing such despised genres.

From the rhetorical standpoint, the interpreter's basic task-build
ing a novel and plausible interpretation of one or more appropriate
films-becomes a matter of negotiating with the audience's institu
tionally grounded assumptions. There is a trade-off. Risk a more novel
interpretation, and you may produce an exemplar; fail, and you will
seem merely odd. Stick closely to the limits of plausibility, and you
will pass muster, but you may seem routine. In general, the best
preparation is to study exemplars. This teaches the critic what will go
down with an audience and what degrees oforiginality are encouraged
by particular institutional circumstances.

In creating a novel and plausible interpretation, the critic draws
upon strategies associated with rhetorical inventio. For instance, the
critic must establish ·her expertise-by reviewing the literature or the
state of a question, by making fine distinctions, by displaying a range
or depth of knowledge about the film, the director, the genre, and so
on. These ethos-centered appeals create the critic's persona-a role
(Partisan, Judge, Analyst) and a set of attributes (rigor, fairness, eru
dition).5 A rare recognition of ethos emerges from a moment in a
1959 Cahiers roundtable on Hiroshima mon amour, in which Rivette
follows mentions of Stravinsky, Picasso, and Braque with the. obser-
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vation: ''Well now, we've mentioned quite a few 'names,' so you can
see just how cultured we are. Cahiers du cinema is true to form, as
always."6 So pervasive is the power of rhetoric that the remark endows
the speaker with a self-conscious honesty.

Another aspect of invention is pathos) the appeal to the reader's
emotions. This is evident in belletristic film interpretation, and is no
less present, though more circumspectly, in academic writing. A critic
writes that one scene of LJAtalante "humanizes the thief, modeling
his frail body wasted by cold and hunger."7 The description triggers
feelings which drive home the interpretive claim. The critic who
probes for symptomatic readings also uses pathos, at least insofar as
he seeks to gratify an urge for knowledge, mastery, or refined discrim
ination. The defiant call for analytical sobriety, such as Mulvey's claim
in "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema" that she aims to destroy
the pleasure ofthe image, can excite feelings ofliberation, a "passionate
detachment."8

Whatever the critic's approach, she will also create identificatory
roles around which the reader's emotions can crystallize. One such
role is that of the constructed reader, a kind of parallel to the rhetor's
own persona. The other role is that of the "mock viewer," the hypo
thetical spectator who ,responds in the fashion best suited to the critic's
interpretation. The interpreter must give each role some emotion
laden attributes and relate the two-making them congruent, or de
mystifying the activities of the mock viewer in order to heighten the
constructed reader's awareness. For instance, the LJAtalante critic cited
above ends his essay with an invitation:

If the film charms rather than preaches, it is because for Vigo, as
for Pere Jules, there is nothing transcendent about art or morality.
These are not achievements so much as instincts, instincts, it is true,
that civilization has lost, but instincts all the same. Catlike, Pere Jules
is the film's most artful and moral being, his sensuality a guarantee
of his authenticity. The same rhythm of life, the same fever that
drives the cats, drives Jules, Vigo, and each .spectator not yet im
munized against it.9

By this point the reader should have identified with the constructed
reader of the essay, one who can appreciate the film's nonnarrative,
richly physical qualities. Now the reader is asked to take the role of
the sensitive viewer who welcomes the film's "fever." I shall suggest
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later how a critic's us.e of "we" often blends the rhetor's persona, the
mock viewer, and the constructed reader into a single vague but
rhetorically conventional entity.

Invention's case-centered proofs are no less significant than its eth
ical and pathetic ones. An argument often passes or fails by its use of
examples. Michel Charles has proposed that in fact the key convention
of literary interpretation is what he calls the integral citation of parts
of the text under study. By absorbing stretches of the original text
into his discourse, the critic presents that discourse as seeking to
approximate the act of reading, while the fragmentation of the text
gives him great freedom to arrange extracts in a compelling sequence. 10

The film critic's examples are principally those nodal passages of the
film that bear ascribed .meanings. Through vivid writing and varied
degrees of amplification, these passages must become what Frank
Kermode, following Wilhelm Dilthey, calls "impression-points."ll
From one angle, the-history of film interpretation looks to be one of
steadily increasing finesse in the presentation of such examples: the
incisive description practiced by Bazin, the richer detail work ofMovie)
and the shot lists, bird's-eye views, and frame enlargements that ap
peared in the late 1960s. The greater detail lets more cues activate
more semantic fields-producing longer and more intricate interpre
tations. Although diagrams and stills offer the skeptical reader an
opportunity to spot disparities in the interpretation, they convince the
charitable reader through "presence."12 Like Caesar's bloody tunic or
the scientist's graph, these devices offer themselves as purified data,
examples beyond words: the reader need only look and see.

Still, examples would not carry much force if tacit and widely
accepted beliefs were not also giving the critic's case a logical cast.
The enthymeme is an incomplete syllogism; the audience, from its stock
of knowledge and opinions, supplies premises never set forth in the
argument. 13 Some of these premises will be specific to different critical
schools, as when the critic presupposes that the Oedipal trajectory or
organic unity underwrites a certain interpretive move. Other premises
subtend the- institution as a whole. All the problem-solving processes
I have brought out in previous chapters can operate enthymematically.
When the critic personifies the camera or claims that a character's
surroundings reveal a psychological condition, she is using an infer
ential procedure as a warrant for the conclusion. The rhetor typically
makes certain interpretive moves seem logically inevitable -by turning
semantic fields into hidden meanings, schemata and heuristics into
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tacit premises, inferences into argumentative points and conclusions,
and the model film into the film itsel£

There are, however, widely used enthymemes that do not derive
from cognitive discovery procedures. Chief among these is. an appeal
to authority.14 The rhetor can count on his audience to trust knowl
edgeable individuals, and the appeal to respected' names and writings
is basic to an institution's coherence and continuity. Thus the critic
can drop names (Leavis, Levi-Strauss, Laplanche) or metonymically
invoke the massive authority of vast realms of knowledge ("according
to Marxism" or "semiotics"). In self-consciously theoretical criticism,
the authorities cited often stand outside the institution, and the cred
ibility arises from a belief that they possess knowledge about matters
larger and more weighty than cinema. That is, claims about cinema
now depend upon truth-claims about wider realms-social power, the
nature of language, the dynamics of the unconscious. In this connec
tion, the arrival ofcitational footnotes in Cahiers) Screen) andArtforum
should be seen as a major event, signaling not simply "academiciza
tion" but a move toward arguments from external expertise.

The authority most frequently called upon is the filmmaker. In
Chapter 4 I suggested that both explicatory and symptomatic' critics
habitually trace effects of the film back to such a source, and in Chapter
7 I showed that both trends personify the filmmaker as a calculating
or expressive agent. Now we can see how the filmmaker's words can
function as rhetorical backup for an interpretation. One critic can take
a statement by John Ford' as confirming the ideological problems of
Fort Apache) while another can quote interviews with Sirk to show
that his films are about happiness and knowledge. IS Hitchcock's com
ments about fetishism can support a reading ofMarnie. 16 A critic can
describe Riddles of the Sphinx in terms established by the makers: the
Sphinx presents 'a stream of questions, contradictions, and word as
sociations' (Wollen), a 'voice asking for a riddle' (Mulvey). Implicit
here is a conception of feminist strategy which is not solely in the
realm of the conscious, for the Symbolic world into which women
enter 'is not their own' (Mulvey)."17 Interviews,manifestos, and essays
furnish evidence for even the symptomatic critic who denounces the
idea of origins or creative agency. If the author is dead, film critics are
still holding seances.

More exactly, the appeal to the artist'functions in relation to several
alternative topoi, or commonplace enthymemes. The critic makes a
claim about the film's meaning. If th.e filmmaker's statement confirms
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it, the statement becomes a piece of causal evidence. (The filmmaker
"put" the meaning there, as either a rational or an involuntary agent.)
What if the filmmaker's statement does not square with the reading?
The critic can simply ignore it (a common tactic). Or she can cite
D. H. Lawrence's dictum "Never trust the teller, trust the tale," and
point out how unself-conscious the artist is. Alternatively, the symp
tomatic critic can use the filmmaker's counterstatement as just another
trace of repressed meanings. In any case, the critic has great freedom.
The Movie critics· dismissed Hitchcock's answers at press conferences
but used claims he made in more serious interviews as evidence for
an interpretation. 18 More recently, another writer builds her interpre
tation of Presents out of statements by Michael Snow about the film's
techniques and themes, but then she cites other Snow remarks to
demonstrate that he is unaware that the film "leaves no room" for the
female spectator's 100k.19 In such exercises, film criticism plows long
broken ground; Kant, then Schleiermacher, took it as a goal of inter
pretation to understand an author better than he understood himself.20

Two can play this game. The flexibility of the ask-the-artist topos
gives filmmakers a chance to manipulate the interpretive institution.
In experimental production, the filmmaker's statement can lead the
critic to preferred interpretations of an otherwise opaque work. If
Peter Wollen claims that the Sphinx in Riddles ofthe Sphinx represents
"a repressed instance .of the female unconscious," critics can pick up
the hint and expand the interpretive point.21 (This tactic is not unkown
in the history of avant-garde art; Joyce turned over his plan of Ulysses
to Stuart Gilbert and helped a circle of friends write explications of
what would become Finnegans Wake. 22 ) Such skills can be wielded by
more commercial creators as well. The director of In a Lonely Place
tells critics that one ofhis constant themes is man's loneliness.23 David
Cronenberg acknowledges that in Videodrome he deliberately entices
critics with a tension between medieval and Renaissance thought, as
well as quotations from Yeats and Leonardo.24 Chabrol supplies a
more cynical reason for the literary citations in his films:

I need a degree of critical support for my films to succeed: without
that they can fall flat on their faces. So, what do you have to do?
You have to help the critics over their notices, right? So, I give them
a hand. ''Try with Eliot and see if you find me there." Or "How do
you fancy Racine?" I give them some little things to grasp at. In Le
Boucher I stuck Balzac there in the middle, and they threw themselves
on it like poverty upon the world. It's not good to leave them staring
at a blank sheet of paper, not knowing how to begin . . . "This film
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is definitely Balzacian," and there you are; after that they can go on
to say whatever they want.25

If critics can use the artist's statements as evidence for their interpre
tation, artists versed in interpretive procedures can use the critics.26

A complete list of topoi at work in film interpretation would run
very long, but let me pick out a few which have given pleasure over
the years.

A critically significant film is ambiguous, or polysemous, or dialogi
cal.

A critically significant film is strikingly novel in subject, theme, style,
or form.

A critically significant film takes up an oppositional relation to tra
dition (old version: ironic; new version: subversive).

A film should make its audience work.
Putting characters in the same frame unites them; .cutting stresses

opposition.
Montage is opposed to mise-en-scene, or camera movement.
The first viewing is different from later viewings.
Lumiere is opposed to Melies.
The image always escapes verbal paraphrase (old version: through

richness; new version: through excess or plenitude).
The filmmaker in question is not solely a master of technique; the

film also harbors profound meanings.
In the artist's late period, technique is thrown aside and the work

becomes simpler, more· schematic, and more profound.
The film asks a question but doesn't answer it.
The film is a reflection or meditation on a sophisticated philosophical

or political issue.
The film is Shakespearian (Anglo-American version) or Racinian

(French) or Faulknerian (either).
The film's style is so exaggerated that it must be ironic or parodic

(useful for Sirk, late Vidor, Visconti, Ken Russell,. and so on).
Previous interpretations of the film are inadequate, if not downright

wrong.

The critic may capsulize special topics in maxims such as: "If the
woman looks, the spectacle provokes, castration is in the air," or "I
daresay that ambiguity is an infallible sign of value in the cinema."27
People are delighted, writes Aristotle, when the rhetor expresses as a
general truth the opinions they hold about individual cases.28

We are now in a position to understand another function of self
consciously theoretical discourse within film criticism. Theoretical doc-
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trines are often parceled out into enthymemes, topoi, and maxims that
assist the rhetorical phase of interpretation. "Theory" has become a
binding institutional force, creating tacit beliefs to which the rhetor
may appeal. For instance, this book's analysis might be more persua
sive to certain readers if whenever I mention critical "practice" or
"discourse," I were to attach a quotation or two from Foucault. If
debate within explicatory criticism rests on the premise "My theme
can lick your theme,"29 disputes within symptomatic criticism appeal
to something like "My theory can lick your theory." In this respect,
post-1960s film criticism turns from the Judeo-Christian tradition of
putting philosophy at the service of the text and recalls the Stoic
tradition of treating literature as a diversion to be mastered by the
rigor of theoretical reflection.30 The taken-for-granted power of the
theory can appear to validate the interpretation; in turn, the interpre
tation can seem to illustrate the theory, confirm it, or extend its range
of application. The critic may also grant an avant-garde or subversive
film the power to investigate conceptual issues and reveal truths; a
film becomes significant insofar as it aspires to the condition of the
oretical writing (see Chapter 4).
- So much, in overview, for the ethical, pathetic, and pseudological
proofs that constitute "invention." Dispositio) the second major heading
within classical rhetorical theory, concerns the organizational structure
of the interpretation. Givel1 the standard formats of criticism-the
essay or the book chapter-we might want to make an initial distinc
tion. The explicatory critic frequently structures the argument around
an intuitively apprehended experience of the film, while the more
"theoretical" critic characteristically mixes an exposition or elaboration
of concepts drawn from the writings of an authority (Freud, Lacan,
Althusser) ~ith claims that the film illustrates or manifests those con
cepts. In recent years, however, the distinction between these ap
proaches has become blurred, as academic protocol makes even
explicatory critics lean on experts and received doctrines. A more basic
argumentative structure is at work in both trends. The typical film
interpretation follows the scheme laid down by Aristotle and revised
by Cicero:

Introduction:
Entrance: An introduction to the issue.
Narration: The background circumstances; in film interpretation,

either a brief account of an issue's history or a description or
synopsis of the film to be examined.
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Proposition: The statement of the thesis to be proven.
Body:

Division: A breakdown of points that support the thesis.
Confirmation: The arguments under each point.
Confutation: The destruction of opposing arguments.

Conclusion: A review and emotional exhortation.31

Any piece of criticism may rearrange these components. Very often,
the division of points is spread piecemeal throughout the essay, and
the confutation (if present at all) is set close to the opening.

Beginnings are a problem. Whereas the journalistic reviewer strives
for a novel, arresting opening, ,the academicization of film criticism
has created a few predictable preliminaries. The critic will seldom start
with a question, a provocative statement, or an abrupt, disorienting
description of a stretch of the film at hand. The standard opening
ritualistically positions this essay with respect to established or up
and-coming work, sometimes by a quick review of the current litera
ture. At its most pallid, the essay's opening invokes "recent develop
ments." This gambit conveys at least three things: (1) "I keep up with
what's happening [ethos] and'so do you [pathos]"; (2) "Film studies
progresses; the more recent a work is, the more attention it demands";
(3) "I hereby put the top card on the pile; no work is lTIOre recent,
hence more potentially significant, than what you're reading now." In
the course of the essay, the rhetor can exploit the "recency" topos in
two ways. Either: "I extend recent theory by showing how it applies
to a fresh case," or: "I revise recent theory in a cooperative spirit by
showing how, with some tinkering, the theory can account for an
anomalous film." Very seldom will the critic challenge "recent devel
opments" by using the film at hand to show that they have come to
a dead end.

The body of the essay offers the critic an important organizational
choice. Following the tradition ~f interlinear commentary and Lan
sonist explication de texteJ she can move step by step dlrough the film,
letting "plot order" structure the argument. In effect, the "narration"
component of the rhetorical framework swallows up the division and
confirmation of points. The argument gains credence by apparently
adhering to the contours of the viewing experience; but the essay risks
conceptual diffuseness and makes any omission from the film's flow
more glaring. Alternatively, the critic can organize the essay around
the conceptual structure of the interpretation. Thus I the "division"
component becomes an· outline of the film's principal semantic fields
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and a tracing of their interplay, while the "confirmation" portions will
cite the nodal passages that instantiate those fields. The advantage of
this strategy is conceptual clarity, elegance, and power. The critic
subordinates the film to his overarching argument, ranging over the
film and plucking out the datum that supports the point at hand. The
disadvantage of this strategy is that it may seem partial and one-sided;
the critic may appear to be concealing those parts of the film that
don't fit. It is also significant that exponents of this pattern usually
also resort to the step-by-step approach. Most often, the climax of the
critic's argument coincides with a discussion of the climax of the film,
and the critic achieves conceptual and rhetorical closure by ending
with an interpretation of the film's final sequence.

The rhetor may vary the body of the argument by creating a com
parative structure that sets two films offagainst each other: an ordinary
genre film versus an auteur masterpiece, a "classical" film counterposed
to a modernist or oppositional work.32 In general, the more the critic
seeks to make the film illustrate or demonstrate a theoretical argument,
the more such comparative tactics can come into play. The risk is that
the skeptical reader will argue that the theoretical framework distorts
or impoverishes the films mentioned.

The ending of the interpretive essay is the most conventional aspect
of critical dispositio. Whether the critic presents the interpretation as
issuing deductively from a theoretical doctrine or arising inductively
from the data of the film, the proposition announced at the outset
must eventually stand affirmed. The thesis may be stated in a tentative
fashion; the inquiry may present itself as exploratory; but the essay's
ending will seek to establish the foregoing argument as a tenable
interpretation.. Richard Levin notes:· ''The critic will frequently claim
or imply that the reading is to serve the function of testing his con
ception of the work's real meaning, which is presented initially as a
kind of hypothesis. And his hypothesis always passes this test, because
the reading ... is a self-confirming demonstration ... No reading on
record has ever failed to prove the critic's thesis."33

The ending may also include, as Cicero recognized, a sharp emo
tional appeal. The critic can summon up particular feelings represented
in or evoked by the film. (Europa 51 shows that Rossellini is a "ter
rorist," presenting a cinema "of war, of guerilla action, of revolu
tion."34) Or the critic can "place" the film's symptomatic qualities and
remind the reader of social action. (Klute contains, despite itself,
"fragments that refer forcefully to the images and problems of a
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struggling feminism."35) The appeal to pathos at the end of the essay
(paralleling the ethos that must be established at the beginning) reveals
the extent to which critical logic relies heavily upon rhetorical force.

The power of the film interpreter's dispositio lies largely in its famil
iarity. The essay has the structure of the standard literary or art
historical critical article. Like them, it derives from such forms of oral
scriptural exegesis as the rabbinical petihta that introduces the Torah
reading, and the Scholastic sermon that develops theme, protheme,
and dilatatio. 36 The structure can be writ large across a book, so that
the first chapter functions as the introduction, providing a review of
the literature and a preview ofthe thesis, while the subsequent chapters
produce interpretations of particular films, each chapter supporting
points of the main argument. The conventions also acknowledge the
interpretation to be part of a communal effort. Within such standard
formats, social cohesion-of critic and reader, of critic and critic-can
be reaffirmed.

Theory Talk
That critical elocutio is highly rhetorical probably needs no proving.
Most film interpreters have considered themselves artificers of lan
guage. Some, such as Bazin and Parker Tyler, have been superb stylists.
Academic critics have not shrunk from the stylistic flourishes of pop
ular prose fiction.

On Psycho: "Does Marion imagine no one in the world with the
power to make her feel this alive, no one to whom she might offer
herself this freely and passionately?"37

On Rebecca: "Ifdeath by drowning did not extinguish the woman's
desire, can we be certain that death by fire has reduced it utterly to
ashes?"38

On Empire of the Senses: "Let us come back. to the anecdote with
which we began: Saito, the reception, the assassination, the abortive
putsch. Yes, of course, Naughty Marietta has nothing to do with all
that, is only, precisely, pure anecdote. And yet ..."39

On The Phantom of the Opera: ''The crowd freezes, the Phantom
laughs and opens his hand to reveal that it contains . . . nothing at
all."40
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And no one can miss the blatantly persuasive effect of such passages
as these:

On how the flatness of Antonioni's shots eliminates tactility: "To
touch is to confirm, and people who are out oftouch have a desperate
need for tactile reassurance."41 The punning heuristic discussed in
Chapter 6 invites the critic to use homonymies metaphorically, as
here with the "out of touch" phrase.

"If I were a gossip columnist, I would attribute this new tentative
optimism [in L~vventura and La Notte] to the arrival of Monica
Vitti in Antonioni's life."42 Here praeteritio ("I pass over this in
silence") is used to get the biographical anecdote on the record while
simultaneously attributing interest in such matters to scandalmon
gers.

"Think, for example, of Polanski's Chinatown and of Altman's The
Long Goodbye) films which construct a whole set of discourses about
voyeurism around the character of the private eye. Or think of in
dividual scenes in any number ofdetective films and thrillers in which
the central protagonist is engaged, simply, in secretive 100king."43
Rather than itemize the discourses or scenes, the critic invites the
reader, who is presumed to share the rhetor's degree of knowledge,
to recall a few. The phrases "a whole set" and "any number," like
such phrases as "Had I sufficient time ..." or "If space permitted
... ," function to imply that the press of more important matters
forces the writer to withhold information he could otherwise supply.
(Figure: periphrasis) or circumlocution.)

On Beyond a Reasonable Doubt and Lang's earlier works: "What in
fact do we see in each case? In the earlier films, innocence with all
the appearances of guilt; here, guilt with all the appearances of
innocence. Can anyone fail to see that they're about the same thing,
or at least about the same question?"44 The first sentence instantiates
"reasoning by question and answer." The second, with its play on
"guilt" and "innocence," is a fancy isocolon) like Herodotus' "In peace,
sons bury their fathers; in war, fathers bury their sons." The third
sentence asks a rhetorical question, then withdraws it in part by
epanorthosis (correcting an initial claim); here it depicts the writer as
seeking precision by qualifying his remark.

Less overt eloquence also serves the interpreter's ends. Consider the
tactic I shall call "associational redescription,"45 the movement from a
comparatively neutral description to one keyed to the interpretive



Interpretation as Rhetoric 217

point. Here is a small-scale instance: "[In Phantom of the Opera] her
unmasking of his face reveals the very wounds, the very lack, that the
Phantom had hoped ,her blind love would heal."46 The objectival
phrase ("the very wounds") is uncontroversial, but the appositional
phrase ("the very lack") functions as a redescription that carries an
extra inference. Without the first phrase the interpretation would seem
more forced; without the second phrase, there would be no interpre
tation at all. A more extended example comes from an explication of
the ending of Strangers on a Train. In the scene, Guy and Ann are
startled when a. minister sits down across the aisle, and, as the critic
puts it initially, they "look at each other, then smile and, without reply,
quickly move away."47 After the critic interprets this as symbolizing a
rejection of stability, putting their future in "grave doubt," associa
tional redescription occurs: the action is now a "fearful drawing back
from marriage."48

Once film criticism moved into the academy, its ,diction took on the
colors of its habitat. In scholarly writing, certain' formulas signal rhe
torical procedures. "As X has shown" (or pointed out, or argued) flags
an appeal to authority. If I assert that "it is no accident" that something
happens, I make the weakest causal claim in a decisive way. If I say
that Y "forgets" a crucial point, I credit Y with once, having known
it-that is, agreeing with me but straying from the path. There are
still more minute conventions, such as the colon in the title ("Told by
an Idiot: Enunciation and Voice in the Films of Jerry Lewis") or the
casually dropped "of course," "needless to say," and "it goes without
saying" that soothe the reader while bringing crucial presuppositions
into view.

Within the discourse of Academese (which really deserves a book
to itself49), the rise of theory has generated particular formulas. The
opacity of theory has become the source of many jokes, such as the
one about the deconstructionist Godfather who makes you an offer'
you can't understand. Despite the standard tirades against jargon,
though, it serves important rhetorical functions. Jargon can yield the
critic some ethos, especially if she invents a new term. C. J. van Rees
points out that an academic critic's reputation can be made by coining
a term, and subsequent users will tend 'to adopt the premises implicit
in it. 50 Jargon also serves to close the ranks, shutting out the unini
tiated and reinforcing communal solidarity. Here is an instance drawn
from a discussion of Lang's Man Hunt:
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Indeed, the scene of interrogation seems a condensation of Langian
style, as Raymond Bellour and others have staked out its dimensions.
First, there is a deconstruction of psychological and dramatic depth
through· a deliberate flatness-for example,· the opening shot of the
torture sequence which focuses on a mountain which is obviously a
backdrop. Second, there is a deliberate emptying of the image until
it becomes a virtual blankness against which a few objects emerge to
gain a value that is emblematic, or to use Brecht's term, gestic. Third,
despite (or because of) these obvious ways in which the "naturalistic"
image is theatricalized, turned into a staging, there is a certain em
phasis on the space of the frame as a potentially open space. Creating
a kind of dialectic of onscreen and offscreen space, the visible image
gives glimpses of another space beyond the frame: open doorways
that we only get a glimpse into; windows that appear to indicate an
elsewhere; entrances and exits that turn the framed area into an
arbitrary 'cutout ofspace. But unlike, say Renoir, for whom openness
can seem an attempt to create the reality effect of a real world in
vibrant flux (as in Leo Braudy's reading of Renoir), Lang's openness
seems one in which the notion of the frame as analagon of a real is
displaced by a notion' of the frame as mere element in a formal
structure, a combinatory, whose value is the quasi-mathematical one
of the articulation of forms, not the suggestion of human(ist) mean
ings of life's richness (33). In a film that has already begun to deprive
its hero of agency and turn him instead into a mere figure of the
enunciative apparatus, the very composition of space deprives
the "hero" of a ground in which his actions could take on a full
sense.51

Here quotation marks make terms function· in oblique, deprecatory
ways, and the diction is faintly French ("combinatory" and "real" as
nouns). Many names are mentioned, but only Braudy's is footnoted.
The constructed reader can catch references to Brecht's theory of
representation, Burch's account of off-screen space, and the Bazinian
tradition in Renoir criticism. To those in the know, "condensation"
and "displaced" cite Freud and Lacan, "deconstruction" recalls Derrida
and Burch, "reality effect" and ((analagonJJ summon up Barthes, and
"enunciative apparatus" echoes Benveniste, Baudry, Metz, and Bellour.
The embedded parentheses, as in the morpheme "human(ist)," have,
like the connection of words by slashes or spaces, become an emblem
of theoretical discourse as such.52 Strictly speaking, the passage relies
on the device of the shibboleth: "a catchword or formula adopted by
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a party or s~ct, by which their adherents or followers may' be discerned,
or those not their followers may be excluded."53

"A certain emphasis," "a kind of dialectic"-such phrases in the
passage quoted imply both specificity (this, not that) and generality
(the writer is aware of larger implications). Theory's rhetoric can thus
distinguish itself by diction which is not jargon in the usual sense.
Critics use ordinary language in extraordinary ways. To say that a
doctrine or thinker "teaches" something becomes formulaic, portray
ing the rhetor as pupil or disciple. Critics of the contradictory text are
drawn to San-Andreas Fault metaphors: cracks, gaps, crevices, fissures,
collapses, and explosions. Certain lexical items become fixed counters
to be shuffled and recombined. (Some hypothetical examples: Lan-
guage/Politics/Desire: A Reading; Reading Language: Politics and Diffir
ence; Desiring Diffirently: Reading) Materialism)Language~) Innocent
italics, jutting up at the end ofa sentence, take on an ominous urgency.
Barthes: "Psychoanalysis teaches us to read elsewhere."54 A film inter
preter: "And now it is possible to look elsewhere."55

Self-conscious as contemporary film studies is, it has not acknowl
edged the role of such rhetorical tactics in the 1970s victory of theory.
There persists the myth of.an embattled Grand Theory triumphing
over its predecessors by virtue of its sweeping conceptual innovations.
Here is one retelling of the tale:

Auteurism could have led cinema studies to adopt a conservative,
Arnoldian role (can it be an accident that the American director most
studied by the auteurists-John Ford-was one who celebrated the
mythology of American society, especially the victory of culture over
anarchy?). Historical developments, however, prevented auteurism
from becoming the dominant approach in film studies; the most
important of these was the radicalization of French film/literary crit
icism which followed in the wake of the. upheavals of 1968, a radi
calization most obvious, perhaps, in the Cahiers circle itself (which
published a long, collectively-authored piece on the ideology of
Ford's Young Mr. Lincoln). Structuralist and post-structuralist theory
and approaches, imports from France though importantly mediated
by those writing for the British journal Screen) greatly influenced the
work of American cinema scholars in the formative years of the early
seventies. These scholars were more open to new ideas in part because
of their marginalized position within academe. During the middle
seventies film scholarship in this country became. a heavily theorized
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enterprise, a complex intersection of Marxist (largely Althusserian),
psychoanalytic (largely Lacanian), feminist, and traditional (mostly
auteurist and genre) approaches.56

This book has sought to show that, on the contrary, these develop
ments were hardly an abrupt change. Apart from the overarching
interpretive practices that made new approaches "applicable," there
were more gradual and piecemeal changes of the sort traced out in
Chapters 2, .3, and 4: symptomatic criticism of the 1940s and cultural
criticism of the 1950s; auteur premises governing Cahiers)s ideological
critique, BFI structuralism, and Screen readings; the ratification of
long-standing critical habits by theoretical fiat; and so on.

The standard story also neglects important material preconditions.
For a critical school to win a share of power, it should dwell in an
urban culture-Paris, London, New York, or some other "center of
calculation" that attracts money, documents, public events, and tal
ent.57 The school should command a journal or a book series. It should
have bright young people (important critics, like filmmakers, start
before they are thirty) and tolerant elders (a Bazin, a Paddy Whannel).
It also needs financing, which, since the 1970s, has tied successful
schools of film criticism to the rising fortunes of higher education.
Now nearly all important film periodicals in English are run byaca
demics and attached to universities; on the whole, the same thing
seems to be happening in Europe. In the United States, college film
courses started in earnest in the 1960s, and the first wave of film
students went on to graduate school in the late 1960s and early 1970s.
By the end of the 1970s, the first generation offilm scholars had been
hired and tenured, moving into positions ofleadership in the emerging
discipline. This activity coincided with that academicization ofwriting
and publishing mentioned at the outset of this book. The growth of
film interpretation requires the sort of shared conventions I have
described, but they have flourished chiefly because of the post-1960s
consolidation of intellectual power within colleges and universities
a political development that is only now beginning to receive the
analysis it warrants. 58 The emergence of"theory" is at once a symptom
of this process and a powerful maneuver within it.

That maneuver's success also depended upon a rhetoric that kept
skeptics and adversaries on the defensive. Choices hardened: one was
either materialist, liberatory, conceptually sophisticated, rigorous, and
interested in ultimate questions of mind and society; or one could be



Interpretation as Rhetoric 221

idealist, entrenched in the status quo, naive, impressionIstIc, and
preoccupied with superficialities. In their "Cinema/Ideology/Criti
cism" of 1969, ComolIi and Narboni attacked the empiricism of cur
rent film writing in the name of scientific dialectical materialism.59 A
rhetorical advantage always lay with the theorist, who could not only
invoke powerful authorities to back up an argument but could also
show why the opponent was bewitched by false ideas. The editor of
Screen could denounce mainstream British criticism and Movie: "Both
formalism . . . and semiology have revealed the essential realist and
hence ideological impulse involved in this species of romantic aes
thetics."60 A feminist could show that Peter Gidal's attempt to create
a "structuralist/materialist" cinema resembled "the fOrt/da game as de
scribed by Lacan in which the child plays out obsessively, repetitively
the concept of separation, of loss."61 Rhetorically, Marxism and psy
choanalysis enjoy the ability both to propose arguments and to explain
the etiology of opponents' errors.

The research program underlying the rhetoric of theory has yielded
attractive strategies of proof and diction. Since theory is committed
to asking questions, the writer can assume that all work is in medias
res. The critic can point to difficulties, offer notes or reflections, and
end the essay with an invitation to pursue the knotty problems disclosed.
Consider this passage:

This continuousness, the effect of framing as the disposition-the
Einstellung-of the subject, is evident most immediately in the form
of the "continuity" of the sequence-binding of the narrative func
tions. Festival of affects, a film is equally in the intermittence of its
process of images a perpetual metonymy over which narrative lays
as a model of closure, a kind of conversion of desire into affectivity
as the direction of the subject through the image-flow (representation
is much less a fact of the image in film than of the organisation of
the images).62

Anyone who complains about the style here is rebuked by this reply:

No one writes difficultly in Screen for the sake of difficulty; the
difficulties come from the development of film theory within the
perspectives mentioned above, from the fact that this development
is a process. It is this that we recognise as a problem and it is this
that we are determined to solve, not by simplifying but by an in
creased care in identifying and defining the points of difficulty, pres-
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enting them as clearly as possible and carrying them through as points
of debate in the magazine.63

-Despite the exploratory qualities claimed for theory, however, the
theorist remains pledged to some solid premises. There is not much
allowance for questions, problems, and debate in one theorist's claim
that the self-consciousness of semiology "puts the nail in the coffin of
the unified self."64 A rhetoric of musts and onlys, of always alreadys,
of dangers and complicities portrays the writer as one guided by
certainties.

A feminist theory of film must examine the ideological effects of the
cinematic apparatus on the spectator/subject, understanding the spec
tator as a social subject, a locus of ideological determination.65

Nor can the Lacanian theory have any relation to those theories
involving a concept of misrecognition as false consciousness, thereby
assuming, even if it is always unknowable in any future sense, that
reality can be described by theory, and that ideology operates a
systematic distortion or falsification of that reality. This latter would
have to rely on a privileged relation between knowledge and its object
(to be in a position to know the real beyond the phenomenal forms);
ultimately this can only rely on an idealist form of consciousness.66

Although the introduction of the critical category ofPOV constitutes
an attempt to locate the text in relations of subjectivity, it "is still
complicit with the ideology ofcentrality and identity, with the model
of communication theory which the development of·a theory of the
subject seeks to displace.67

Over the last two decades, an aggressive rhetorical stance has helped
win and maintain theory's institutional authority.

That authority might have been challenged by an equally attractive
set of ideas deploying an equally vigorous discourse. None emerged.
Instead, there appeared a rhetoric of conversion, confession, and ab
juration. In "Cinema/Ideology/Criticism," Comolli and Narboni ad
mitted that they had fallen into the two traps of structuralism
("phenomenological positivism and - mechanistic materialism").68
Looking back at his 1965 writing on Vertigo) Robin Wood finds it
"shot through with a subtle and insidious sexism (at that time I had
no awareness whatever of the oppression of women within our cul
tu~e), and, closely related to this, it lacks any psychoanalytic account
of the nature of 'romantic love,' accepting it as some eternal and
unchanging given of 'the human condition."'69 Back in 1973, calling
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himself a "star-struck structuralist," Geoffrey Nowell-Smith offered a
self-criticism of his Visconti) charging it with idealism, essentialism,
and a "then fashionable ·historicist Marxism."70 Soon thereafter,
Charles Eckert repudiated his allegiance to Levi-Strauss and an
nounced that he had since been "educated" by the writings of Marvin
Harris and Julia Kristeva. 71 He issued a ringing prophecy pledging
support to the new vanguard: "There is a stiff, cold wind blowing
against partial, outmoded, or theoretically unsound forms of film
criticism-and it just might blow many of them away."72 Two years
later, I criticized my essay on Citizen Kane for idealist naivete and
announced my adherence to current work in theory (Russian For
malism, structuralism, and post-structuralism).73 Again, I am not say
ing that such self-criticisms are insincere, or that the new positions
which the authors take are not improvements on earlier ones. My aim
is to show that the public articulations of such intellectual commit
ments have, inevitably, a persuasive component. In this respect, using
"theory" as a topos and a stylistic appeal resembles other rhetorical
procedures in social life as a whole.
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Rhetoric in Action:
Seven Models of Psycho
Resemblances are the shadows of differences. Different people see
different similarities and similar differences.

-Vladimir Nabokov, Pale Fire

The last chapter's survey of rhetorical devices was merely indicative;
one could go on much longer tracing out particular patterns of inven
tio) dispositio) and elocutio. But we do not need an atomistic taxonomy
like those in ancient handbooks. For our purposes, some exemplars
and prototypes will furnish more illuminating examples. This chapter
seeks to display the dynamic role of rhetoric by analyzing, in historical
sequence from 1960 to 1986, seven discussions of Psycho.

My emphasis on the conventions that run across different interpre
tive schools may sometimes seem oblivious to the disparities and
disputes that riddle the institution. By tracing varying responses to
the same film, I can show that such incompatilJilities have a rhetorical
dimension. Further, these differences can best be understood in terms
of the categories which this book sets out. Interpretations vary ac
cording to semantic fields, textual cues, schemata, procedures, and,
not least, rhetorical strategies. These studies of Psycho thus let me
review in concrete terms many of the aspects of interpretation dis
cussed in earlier chapters. We shall see that the critical institution
offers a diversified but not unlimited range of interpretive options.

Jean Douchet, "Hitch and His Public" (1960)
From the start ofPsycho criticism, the spectator is given a starring role.
Douchet plots the film's trajectory as the viewer's journey through
three ''worlds'': starting from everyday events, then through intellec
tual involvement in a mystery to a confrontation with subjective de-
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sire. 1 The viewer becomes a voyeur who at once desires Marion Crane
and has contempt for her: thus emotions both "crazed and fascinating"
attend the shower murder (p. 155). Psycho makes us accomplices in
Marion's crime, and then in Norman's attempt to clean up. After this,
the spectator's ties to reality and reason are completely cut. Every new
scene becomes potentially terrifyil1g, until scientific intellect, in the
form of the psychiatrist's explanation, comes to release us. We can
then contemplate Norman with pity.

The critic's task is to persuade us that his interpretation captures
aspects of spectatorial activity. To this end, Douchet first organizes
his presentation as a chronological account of the film. Most critics of
Psycho take this option; in general, if the critic wants to prove a point
about the viewer's experience, tracing the action's trajectory scene by
scene often helps win the reader's assent. Moreover, Douchet opens
the essay with a discussion of Rear Window as an allegory of Hitch
cock's seduction of the spectator. James Stewart is the voyeuristic
viewer who moves from the realm of reality through intellectual cu
riosity to the realm of projected desire. (This allows Douchet to use
the "expressivist" heuristic to show how other couples in the courtyard
personify the hero's attitudes.) In asking us to imagine that Stewart
stepped down offthe screen and sat in the audience, Douchet identifies
Psycho~s spectator as a voyeur; this is a sturdy topos in film. criticism
generally. Third, Douchet goes on to treat this spectator as both
abstract and empirical. On the one hand, his analysis would not be
damaged if a reader protested that she or he did not feel terror around
the corner in every scene. Douchet is describing a "mock" spectator.
On the other hand, he strengthens his claim to validity by citing
empirical evidence of spectators' response. He starts with the admo
nition not to read the essay unless you have seen Psycho) .since he can
attest that knowing the ending in advance spoiled some ofhis pleasure.
Elsewhere, Douchet describes the opening scene in terms' that address
empirical spectators who have sexual desires: "If John Gavin's torso
just satisfies at least half the audience, the fact tha~ Janet Leigh is not
naked is taken badly by the other half" (p. 153). Douchet's pathos
centered appeal profits from the elision between posited and actual
spectators, as when he summons up the critic's characteristic plural
pronoun: ''We are with her all the way" (p. 153). In a movement that
is hard to resist, the abstract and· concrete spectators, the critic, and
the reader merge into one entity.

Douchet's arguments are grounded in auteur premises, invoking the
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category schema "Hitchcock film" and personifying the auteur as a
rational agent calculating effects. The critic believes that the director
pursues two aims: inciting terror and conveying an occult meaning.
Douchet's attention to the mechanics of spectatorial involvement be
comes a way to explain how terror is evoked, since Hitchcock's work
is based "on an exact science of audience reactions" (p. 150). The
critic sustains this claim not only by drawing examples from the film
but by citing authority: he and Jean Domarchi interviewed Hitchcock,
who narrated and mimed the film in detail. This announcement, com
ing at the start of the essay, also bolsters the critic's ethos: he is an
expert, he has talked to the auteur.

Because Psycho opens onto a world of desire, it has significance. The
enthymeme could be put in a compressed form: Psycho makes the
audience plunge to the en.d of their desires; such a movement must
have some meaning (a tacit common opinion of readers); therefore
the progress can be interpreted symbolically. Douchet sees the film
like all Hitchcock films-as enacting an occult duel between Light and
Shadow, or Unity and Duality. He finds the theme capsulized at the
opening, which starts in harsh, bright light and moves into the dark
ness of the hotel room. "In two shots Hitchcock states his proposition:
Psycho will speak to us of the eternal and the finite, of being and
nothingness, of life and death-but seen in their naked truth" (p.
157). These grandiose semantic fields are introduced in the last para
graph of the essay, where they have the effect of assigning profound
significance to the emotional dynamics that Douchet has traced out.
The most abstract interpretation may seem a logical conclusion to the
concrete details of spectatorial engagement, while in terms ofdispositio
a satisfying closure is achieved by ending the essay with a recollection
of the film's opening.

Robin Wood, "Psycho)" Hitchcock)s Films (1965)

Wood's book, the first interpretive study in English, sets out to dem
onstrate that Hitchcock is a serious artist-by no means an easy
rhetorical task in 1965 British film culture.2 His overall strategy is to
link' Hitchcock to indisputably great art. Hitchcock's work is like
Shakespeare's in appealing to a popular audience while also exhibiting
unity, diversity, richness of theme, and intricacy of method. In partic-
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ular, Wood emphasizes the "therapeutic" theme that not only "cures"
a character of a weakness or obsession but also makes the audience
identify with the character's progress toward mental balance.

In this light, Wood undertakes to convince the reader that Psycho is
a major work of art, indeed "one of the key works of our age" (p.
113). It can "contemplate the ultimate horrors without hysteria, with
a poised, almost serene detachment" (p. 114). Thus he compares it to
Macbeth and Heart ofDarkness. But his concern is not wholly aesthetic:
the essay presents the critic as one who is keenly concerned about the
relation of art to life. Thus part of the artistic power of Psycho is its
ability to recall the revelations of the Nazi concentration camps. Wood
blunts criticism by admitting the extreme nature of the analogy ("I do
not think I am being callous in citing the camps in relation to a work
of popular entertainment," p. 113) and by turning indignatio on one
critic who believes that Hitchcock's films are "light-hearted" entertain
ment. By the end of the essay, Wood's ethos-that of an aesthetic
sensitivity inextricable from fine-grained moral awareness--<omes
through vividly. If one believes that art should confront us with our
own worst impulses, one is strongly inclined to accept Wood's inter
pretation.

Like Douchet, Wood presents an extended plot synopsis with run
ning commentary and a conclusion; and, as in Douchet's essay, the
spectator is squarely at the center of things. But Wood's spectator is
initially "healthier" than Douchet's. Whereas Douchet's viewer is split,
both desiring and despising Marion, Wood's sympathizes with her
almost completely. ''We'' identify with her. Wood secures this point
by positing a unity of theme, plot, and narrational method. Psycho· is
about the continuum between normality and abnormality, neurosis
and psychosis. The graded semantic series is holistically enacted in the
film's action (the journey from Phoenix to Fairvale, from Marion to
Norman- to Norman-as-Mother) and in Hitchcock's use of audience
identification techniques. By making us identify with normal and
likable Marion and by suppressing moments of critical decision, the
film involves us in her theft. This is tantamount to involving us in her
loss of rational control. Here Wood points out several episodes during
her journey to Fairvale, showing how each one reinforces audience
identification.

Wood places his heaviest emphasis on Marion's encounter with
Norman in his parlor, since this scene most fully reveals the continuity
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between her behavior and his. The parallel is recognized by both the
viewer and Marion, and her decision to return the money indicates
her, and our, return to rationality. The shower murder, irrational and
disturbing, disrupts the movement toward psychic health and breaks
our identification. After a brief interlude of identifying with Norman,
the spectator becomes the film's true protagonist, with the investigat
ing characters (Arbogast, Sam, and Lila) becoming "merely projec
tions of the spectators into the film, our instruments for the search,
tile easier to identify with as they have no detailed individual existence"
(p. 110). This subargument also justifies devoting far less space to the
second half of the film.

It is central to Wood's argument that the viewer, through identifi
cation, sees Norman as no less sympathetic than Marion. This drives
home the key theme:

That we all carry within us somewhere every human potentiality, for
good or evil, so that we all share in a common guilt, may be,
intellectually, a truism; the greatness of Psycho lies in its ability, not
merely to tell us this, but to make us experience it. It is this that
makes a satisfactory analysis of a Hitchcock film on paper so difficult;
it also ensures that no analysis, however detailed, can ever become a
substitute for the film itself, since the direct emotional experience
survives any amount of explanatory justification. (p. 112)

The invocation of the difficulties of analysis invites the reader to re
create the film along with the critic. Once more, the aesthetic sensi
tivity ascribed to the critic's persona implies a larger scrupulousness
concerning the nuances of the emotional life. Yet Wood goes on
immediately to display his ability to describe the viewing experience
by a detailed discussion of camera movements, motifs of vision, and
the sensation of vertigo evoked by a particular shot. Each aspect. is
invested with symbolic force within the semantic fields of the film.

Like Douchet, Wood sees the film's ending as releasing us from the
spell of the abnormal, but· he puts no faith in the psychiatrist's expla
nation. It is a glib and complacent reassurance, and it is undercut by
the final scene. Wood's diction now turns hyperbolic. The last scene
is "unbearably horrible," the sense of finality is "intolerable," Norman
is denounced as a "savage butcher"; "we witness the irretrievable
annihilation of a human. being"; "we have bee~ made to see the dark
potentialities within all of us, to face the worst thing in the world"
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(p. 113). The constructed reader is thus prepared for the concluding
passage, which will invoke the death camps. More immediately,
Wood's style reemphasizes the colossal artistic and moral stakes Hitch
cock is playing for. Yet the commentary concludes on an optimistic
note, claiming that the final shot sets the viewer free: "The last image,
of the car withdrawing from the dark depths of the bog, returns us to
Marion, to ourselves, and to the idea of'psychological liberty" (p.
113). By opposing this backward movement to the forward tracking
shots that dominate the film, Wood is able to imply a new psycholog
ical distance from the film's world, one which carries the thematic
connotations of rationality and control. Norman is beyond therapy,
but our cure is complete.

Wood's essay on Psycho is fairly brief, but its clarity and fecundity
have made it, and indeed his entire book, an exemplar for the Anglo
American interpretive community.3 The essay's careful explication of
how the film enacts its semantic fields makes it a pedagogic model,
and its rhetorical control remains instructive almost twenty-five years
after its publication. There would be much else to study in it, such as
its quiet introduction of religious discourse (salvation and damnation
are mentioned almost in passing) and its use of Freudian symbols and
themes (an opening epigraph quotes Freud: ''We are all ill, i.e.
neurotic") .

Perhaps most interesting here is a rhetorical obstacle that Wood
must overcome. As an auteur critic he is inclined to appeal to authority
by citing the filmmaker's statements. Another of the opening epi
graphs, Hitchcock's claim that he takes the audience through terror
as if they were going through a haunted house, indirectly backs up
Wood's claims about the film's identification processes. Yet in the same
passage Hitchcock remarks that Psycho is a ''fun picture . . . a film made
with quite a sense of amusement on my part" (p. 106). Wood now
has a difficulty: Hitchcock's remark seems to gainsay the film's artistic
seriousness. At the very least, it makes the director seem as callous as
the uninformed viewer. Wood solves the problem by arguing that
Hitchcock "has not really faced up to what he." was doing when he
made the film" (p. 114). Hitchcock is a greater artist than he knows,
so even if he thinks the film is a sick joke, we are not bound by that
judgment. This also implies that we can trust Hitchcock when he
explains the mechanics of suspense, but when it comes to implicit
meanings, one should put one's faith in critical interpretation.
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Raymond Durgnat, "Inside Norman Bates,"
Films and Feelings (1967)

Durgnat offers yet a third model film and model spectator.4 For him
Psycho moves in fits and starts, the plot abruptly "ending" with Mar
ion's death, then Arbogast's. The result is not two large-scale parts
pivoting around the shower murder but rather three "movements" (p.
219), each based on an investigation. There is also a bewilderingly
premature "happy ending" when Marion decides to return the stolen
money. These disjunctions point to a confusing tale, not the smooth
trajectory outlined by Douchet and Wood. The film presents "emo
tional collisions" that are "quick, subtle and drastic" (p. 219). Like a
musical piece, Psycho has "emotional chords and dissonances," with
"haunting harmonies placed on a simple yet eerie melodic line"
(p. 219).

By assigning the film a looser pattern, Durgnat can make his essay
frankly digressive and exploratory. He can take the film as seriously as
Wood does, but he can also treat it as a lavatory joke. He can find its
semantic fields to be related not to the pervasive horrors of our age
but to specific cultural values. The film is "a derisive misuse of the key
images of 'the American way of life': Momism (but it blames son),
cash (and rural virtue), necking (and respectability), plumbing and
smart cars" (p. 218). The critic has time to jot down an odd line of
dialogue or pursue a set of incomplete parallels (Lila as substitute
mother, Arbogast as like the psychiatrist). He can also take the Freud
ian element further than Wood does, as when he contrasts the glossy
bathroom with the "black sticky cesspool" of the swamp: "Norman
has pulled the chain" (p. 213). As the last two quotations indicate,
the more free-associational model of the film also permits the critic's
style to become audacious and self-conscious. This is a critical perfor
mance, and if it risks losing the trust of the more staid reader, it
attracts the reader who wants criticism to be a true "essay," a frank
"attempt," a string of spontaneous insights.

Like his predecessors, Durgnat takes "identification" to be central
to the film, but it is ofa less homogeneous sort. Psycho displays not
simply unity plus variety in Wood's sense, but sharply contrasting
qualities created by our experiencing events along with different char
acters. The "sick jokes" and sudden surprises create a more dissonant
relation of spectator to character. For Durgnat, Marion is no vessel of
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normality; his spectator regards her with both concern and curiosity.
As the film goes on, this mock viewer, while identifying with Marion
to some degree, is also simultaneously held in check.

Most saliently, the spectator is film-conscious. The viewer (and
constructed reader) knows not only Hitchcock's other films but· also
The Wild One) Orphie) The Old Dark House) and the Hays Code. The
viewer also knows that Marion cannot get away with theft ("Criminals
never do, in American films," p. 210). This tactic lets Durgnat check
potential objections to the film: of course the Bates home is stuffed
with horror-movie cliches; of course the riddle is fairly easy to guess.
These are all aspects of the film's entertainment ploys, pitched to our
purely cinephiliac pleasure. ''We feel guilty about enjoying this film,
but we have to admit we're having our money's worth of fun and
fear" (p. 212). The knowing engagement of the viewer with the film
profits the critic's argument by casting the reader as another connois
seur and injecting a tone of frivolous expertise into the interpretive
act. Unlike Douchet and Wood, who prefer the spectator to be totally
surprised by the denouement, Durgnat divides the audience into those
who suspect the solution and those who haven't ·guessed it. 'This
encourages his constructed reader to oscillate between alternatives, an
act which entails a superior position of knowledge. It also allows
Durgnat to play with phantom interpretations, to conjure up wisps
of emotional commitment, and to write such sentences as this: "Nor
man grows more anxious and angry as Sam brutally presses him; he
struggles to keep his temper, to quieten his tormentor's suspicions,
while keeping Mom from breaking out in himself (if you know) or
(if you don't) bravely protecting his Mom or (if you're not sure) both
or neither or which?" (pp. 215-216).

By the time Durgnat gets to the psychiatrist's diagnosis, it becomes
another, possibly valid explanation: this solution reveals that our sur
mise is only "the topmost level of nastiness" (p. 217). This film, in
which our sympathies alternate so rapidly-"poured into so many
moulds which are distended or smashed by contradictions, revelations,
twists" (p. 218)-ends with an image of pure nihilism, which cancels
our chaotic responses only by grotesquely simplifying them. "People
leave the cinema, chuckling incredulously, groggy, exhilarated yet hys
terical, half-ready to believe that everybody in the world is as mad as
Norman" (pp. 217-218). Durgnat'sspectator does not slide down
the slippery slope from mundane rationality to horrific psychosis but
is instead pleasantly outraged by the film's productive confusion, its
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"baffling maze of malevolent Nothings" (p. 217), its "brinkmanship
of taste," its "powerful vagueness" (p. 219). And Durgnat finds no
trace of Wood's therapeutic release, let alone the enlightened pity
described by Douchet. The "sanity" to which we return is as hollow
as a skull, and the human soul is revealed as a "diabolical nothing" (p.
218). Characteristically, Durgnat inverts the quest-for-identity
schema: in defying society, "only Norman has found himself, and lost
himself" (p. 218).

Once more the critic has outlined the film in cllronological se
quence; once more the critic speaks for the audience. By now we
might suspect that what a critic traces is not the film but a second
narrative, one based on the film but aiming to implicate the reader in
an unrolling argument, a model film that selects and heightens· certain
cues, schemata, heuristics, and semantic fields; and that the spectator
portrayed in this narrative merges with the rhetor's ideally convinced
reader-here, one held enthralled by a display of critical ingenuity.

v. F. Perkins, "The World and Its Image,"
Film as Film (1972)

Perkins' theory of film, emphasizing organic unity and contextual
significance, has been taken as an outgrowth of Movie's New Critical
version of auteurism. Since demonstrating his theory is the major
purpose of Film as Film) Perkins' scrutiny of Psycho's shower murder
is only one step in a much larger argument. 5 Yet Perkins wants to
show that his theory produces valuable interpretations, so he pauses
in his survey offilm techniques to perform an unprecedentedly detailed
analysis of this "impression point." Whereas Douchet, Wood, and
Durgnat appeal to synoptic effects of the film, passing over whole
scenes in a line or a phrase, Perkins .devotes eight pages to one brief
sequence. This not only offers evidence for his theory but also lets the
critic display skills different from those flaunted by Durgnat. Tidy and
patient, this critic refers to no other films and to no works ofliterature.
He does not invoke occultism, the Holocaust, or American culture.
Avoiding appeal to outside authority, Perkins must establish that
speaking the truth suffices.

To achieve this, the critic asks us to grant his in-depth knowledge
of this film. The analysis itself is the final proof, but as an opening
sally, he assures us that he could, given enough pages, go much further.
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He apologizes for not considering the length of each shot and "the
degree to which each image in its content, composition and movement
reacts with its immediate neighbors" (p. 107). Only a critic ofunusual
modesty and very precise standards-remarkable in a 1972 context
could describe this study as "superficial" (p. 107). Here, and in Per
kins' dexterity in projecting semantic fields onto· the minutiae of the
film, we find the beginnings ofa persona that would eventually become
a major option within "academic" film criticism generally.6

Confident in the force of l1is explication, the critic does not follow
the trajectory of the film but uses dispositio to demonstrate a thesis: in
a film in which the context creates a dense network of meanings,
editing can bring out relationships that increase the work's complexity
and subtlety. Psycho becomes an exemplum of such a film, achieving
its complexity by means of the filming method and the choice of
imagery. Perkins describes no fewer than seven consequences ofHitch
cock's use of montage, including an aestheticization of the horror and
a shifting of identification away from Marion.

Moving beyond such "technical" matters, Perkins shows how Hitch
cock also achieves complexity by imparting significance to images that,
in isolation, might seem unpromising. Perkins' motif analysis treats
meaning as intrareferential, governed by local and long-range contexts.
The knife evokes a bird's beak, and links with the bird motif; in· its
plunging trajectory, it also echoes the descending movement of the
film as a whole, of Marion's body, and even the arc of the windshield
wipers during ~ larion's rainswept drive. The shower evokes rebirth
and recalls the driving scene. The eye motif anticipates the hollow
sockets of the corpse, while the killer's dodgy exit foreshadows Lila's
nlovements in exploring the Bates household. Even the knife's Freud
ian overtones must be contextually qualified: it gains its force in
relation to vaginal symbols (the shower head, Marion's open mouth),
and it is still, first and foremost, a particular object. The critic lays out
all these echoes, parallels, and contrasts as a systematic inventory of
an exhaustive pair of categories-objects presented, mode of presen
tation. No previous Psycho critic has so explicitly appealed to a cate
gorical organization and so carefully controlled his "dissective
attention."7

Perkins does not put his faith solely in the coherence among the
motifs. They bear implicit semantic fields too, and he invokes a variety
of heuristics to back up his case. The film's handling of the knife, for
example, covertly indicates the underlying themes. As phallus, the
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knife yields not only a parody of intercourse but a suggestion that
Norman's manhood is "catastrophically manipulated" by a false image
of his mother (p. 110). As bird's beak, the knife makes Mother and
birds into dead shells, reanimated by Norman's imagination and thus
embodying the theme of an illusory past that erupts into the present.
Moreover, the water imagery can provide the critic with puns. When
Marion flushes her notes down the· lavatory, she ''washes her sins
away"; as she dies, water "drains away" her life (p. 112). Constructing
a parallel between the shower scene and the driving scene allows
Perkins to link the former to the latter:

This ingeniously constructed sequence of pre-echoes makes Marion's
punishment not more justified but less completely arbitrary. It be
comes appropriate not to her actions but to her attitudes. She is
destroyed by an explosion of forces existing within her own person
ality: the savage equation of sex and punishment, the self-comforting
contempt for others' desires. "The dirty old man deserved to lose his
money" is a short step from "The filthy slut deserves to lose her life."
It belongs to the same order of psychotic reasoning. Implicated as
we have been in Marion's thought, we can not entirely refuse the
guilt of Mother's action. (p. 113)

While confirming Wood's general line of argument, this passage dem
onstrates how a single technique can create "exactness of imagery and
concentration ofmeaning" (pp. 114-115). More than any other Psycho
critic examined so far, Perkins makes explicit the expectation that, in
accord with the bull's-eye schema, character-centered meaning is cor
related, in minute ways, with objects in the diegetic world and mo
ment~by-moment shifts in camera position and editing structure. He
thus assembles an elaborate set of examples that call on the general
enthymematic premise that in a great film, even the smallest details
are contextually significant.

While Durgnat invites his reader to watch meanings ricochet off
one another, Perkins exhibits the film's coherent patterns. The com
parison risks making Perkins look stodgy, but his stylistic tactics render
his argument more fluid than his categories might demand. A less
skilful writer would make the inventory of symbolic imagery a cut
and-dried list: a paragraph on what the knife means, another on what
eyes mean, and so on. Perkins solves this problem by combining
several motifs in a single paragraph, so that the imagery of water and
eyes is discussed in relation to the downward movements in the film.
At a still more local level, he practices a kind of enjambment, whereby
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a paragraph devoted primarily to one motif is introduced by a sentence
that continues the discussion of a motif central to the previous para
graph. The intermingling of motifs enacts, in the critic's own dis
course, the tightly knit connections he argues for in the films. Similarly,
treating the driving scene as another "summarizing" segment allows
him to analyze it as another nexus of imagery, but on a smaller scale:
the paragraph devoted to it becomes a miniature version ofhis analysis
of the shower scene itself.

Perkins' frame of reference remains explicatory and auteurist.Hitch
cock is a rational calculator, achieving complex effects with little evi
dent effort. Yet he is not treated as a virtuoso. Appealing to expressivist
assumptions, Perkins claims that the meanings spring naturally from
the diegetic· context and never seem imposed upon it. Because of the
subtlety of the implicit meanings here, the critic and his reader must
learn to be as precise and attentive· as the director.

Raymond Bellour, "Psychosis, Neurosis, Perversion"
(1979)

By the mid-1970s, Psycho had entered the canon of indisputably great
films. The rise of college film studies elevated. Hitchcock to preemi
nence, and with the general unavailability ofRear Window and Vertigo)
Psycho became the most-studied postwar Hitchcock film. Explicitly
academic analysis of the film was initiated by James Naremore's Film-
guide to Psycho (1973), a monograph offering background information
on the director and the production, a lengthy scene-by-scene com
mentary, footnotes, filmography, and annotated bibliography~ Until
Naremore's book went out of print, it was widely used in American
undergraduate courses. During the same period, directors of the "film
brat" generation began to pay homage to Psycho with frank pastiches
like Tobe Hoopers Texas Chainsaw Massacre (1974), John Carpenter's
Halloween (1978), and Brian De Palma's Dressed to Kill (1980). These
seemed to owe as much to college teaching and academic criticism as
to the original film. 8 From now on, Psycho criticism would be unre
mittingly academic. It would display a familiarity with prior writing.
It would often fill out areas left sketchy by earlier work; so, for
instance, one could write entire essays on Herrmann's score.9 And it
would revise the model film, subsuming it to a theory of cinema, of
culture, or of criticism.

Bellour's essay, which first appeared in the academic feminist journal
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Camera Obscura, is evidence of how much the critic could demand of
the reader by the end of the 1970s.10 Armed with thirty footnotes
and starting with an epigraph from Philippe Sollers about Roland
Barthes, the article constructs a reader who follows Screen, Camera
Obscura, 9a, and the vagaries of French semiotics and psychoanalysis.
Yet the essay also keeps one foot in tradition. It treats the film as part
of Hitchcock's oeuvre, and it appeals to Hitchcock's comments on the
film. Bellour also amplifies what had become commonplaces ofPsycho
criticism, such as the two-part structure (Marion's storylNorman's
story), the three-part movement indicated by Durgnat, the centrality
of the supper scene in Norman's parlor, and the overall shift from
neurosis to psychosis. More generally, Bellour ascribes hidden motives
to characters in a fashion congruent with interpretive tradition. He
suggests that Marion's theft is partly a response to Sam's aggression;
later, he says that Norman, alone in the mansion, will "imagine what
will happen next" (p. 321). He also, as we will see, uses the bull's-eye
schema and conceptions of motivic unity. The essay's persuasiveness
proceeds in part from its command of the auteurist paradigm;. in part
from its commitments to ordinary schemata and heuristics; and in
part from an orientation that aims to anchor its interpretation within
a larger scheme.

Central to that scheme is a set of general principles associated with
"theory." Bellour assumes that his audience accepts French research
on his principal category schema, the "classical text." ''The principle
of classical film is well known: the end must reply to the beginning"
(p. 311); the idea of the opening as a motivic matrix is "one of the
laws of classical film" (p. 326). Like Perkins, Bellour must assign
meanings to the patterning of repetitions and variations, but he har
nesses motif-analysis to psychoanalytic theory. Some traditional critical
topoi, like the knife as phallus, thereby become absorbed into a larger
field of reference. Bellour also draws on a Freudian syntax to dem
onstrate that the film's plot patterns involve substitution, condensa
tion, and displacement of motifs. For example, when Marion visits
Norman's parlor, shots ofMarion alternate with shots of the menacing
stuffed birds. Afterward, similar cutting alternates between Marion
and Norman. Therefore Norman, in replacing the birds, becomes
equated with them. Likewise, the opening shots' explicit voyeurism
and male/female split are condensed into the penultimate image of
Norman's staring "body-look" (p. 327). Bellour also uses Freudian
"both/and" logic to multiply interpretive possibilities, as when he
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argues (homonymically) that the motorcycle cop's dark glasses signify
at once the law's "super-vision" and a breaking of the law through
fetishistic psychosis (p. 327). In such ways, psychoanalytic doctrine
supplies the interpretation's semantic dimension.

It also allows Bellour to treat Psycho as no problem for the theory.
The film does not seem "classical" in that the ending (which he
identifies with the psychiatrist's speech) does not seem to echo the
opening. His answer-that the film is at once a subversion ofclassicism
and an overt demonstration of its basic principles-requires careful
rhetorical maneuvering. If he succeeds, he will not only have said
something new about Psycho; he- will have subsumed the film to a
theory that aims to explain much larger psychic and cultural mecha
nIsms.

Bellour's interpretive conclusion is that Psycho) in aligning the neu
rosis/psychosis doublet with the female/male one, renders the woman
a means for the male's achievement of narcissistic identification; yet
the film also reveals this as grounded in psychotic fetishization. Bel
lour's theoretical warrants derive from Lacanian and post-Lacanian
psychoanalytic writings. Here Bellour uses several rhetorical tactics.
First, he presupposes the "classical dialectic" of castration anxiety, by
1979 sufficiently commonplace in _academic film studies to function
enthymematically. Mention of the woman-as-Iack topos invokes the
premise that since she functions as a castrating threat, woman will be
fetishized and/or punished.

But this will not of itself secure the equation neurosis = woman,
psychosis = man. So Bellour argues that in Hitchcock's other films
this alignment is also present. Again, an enthymeme undergirds it
(tacit premise: if Hitchcock does something in- other films, he's likely
to have done it in Psycho). Further, Bellour wants to link psychosis to
fetishistic perversion, since that category-again, given contemporary
academic film criticism's embrace of a version of psychoanalytic
theory-will allow him to treat the woman as object of the male's
aggressive, voyeuristic look. On one page, Bellour hedges a bit: per
version's denial of reality links it only "in some ways" to psychosis (p.
322). But after establishing that Psycho's opening initiates a voyeuristic
relation to the primal scene, and that the woman undergoes the cam
era's aggressive look, Bellour introduces perversion as a pertinent
correlative to psychosis. He goes on, in two briefparagraphs, to appeal
to authorities-Freud, Lacan, Guy Rosolato, and Luce Irigaray (all
footnoted)-in order to conclude that in men "the scopic drive is
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dominant" (p. 324). He then takes the link as proven: "This explains
the fact that Norman's psychosis, his inordinate object-desire that
rushes headlong into murder, is entirely structured by a fetishistic aim
carried to the point of madness" (p. 324). (Bellour need not justify
his mimetic assumption that a theory of "real" human behavior nec
essarily explains fictional agents' actions; he assumes that the tradition
of psychoanalytic criticism supplies the enthymematic grounds.) Once
the castration-fetishization-perversion-psychosis cluster is in place, Bel
lour can utilize many topoi of the revised Lacanian story, such as the
securing of male identity through staging the woman as spectacle (for
example, Hitchcock's depiction of Marion's pleasure in the shower
before the murder).

The psychoanalytic frame of reference also allows Bellour to argue
that Psycho "designates" its own operations. He thus constructs a
"commentative" flow of meaning. "Hitchcock" is throughout person
ified as an external agency that brazenly uses the diegetic world to
stage his own fantasy, offering a "fascinated reflection on the logic of
desire"-from, of course, a male standpoint (p. 317). This tactic
permits Bellour to personify the camera as well, identifying it as the
"subject of the enunciation" and giving it a range of traits: voyeurism,
anxiety with respect to the primal scene, and finally psychosis itself
(p. 322). Bellour goes on to make a reflexive move. Norman watching
Marion through the peephole becomes a model of the "cinematic
apparatus," sometimes likened to the projector and sometimes to the
camera. Shot/reverse-shot alternation creates a mirror effect that
evokes the cinema's structure. The policeman's dark glasses are a "met
aphor" for the photographic lens. The bare bulb in the cellar recalls a
spherical screen, with Mrs. Bates as the spectator and the swinging
pulsations of the bulb evoking cinema. By means of a pun, Marion's
last name is identified with the camera crane, that device that embodies
an omniscient look and a "bird's-eye view" (p. 329). Reflexivity, long
accepted in academic criticism, becomes a topos which allows Bellour
to claim that Psycho does not simply retell the standard story ofwoman
sacrificed to male identity, nor simply make it unusually evident (as
sisted by the critic's "reading"). The film shows how cinema engages
the spectator's desire.

Bellour concentrates on the first half of the film, the psychiatrist's
explanation, and the epilogue. These nodal passages help anchor the
essay in tradition while making its unique features stand out. The
piece's mingling of abstract theory and fine detail portrays the critic
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as an erudite penseur. There is more, though. The critic who has sought
to portray the film as subverting the classical model and Hitcllcock's
own model reveals his own subversive aspirations. Listing men who
possess the scopic drive, he adds himself, "the subject writing these
lines in an attempt to fissure the system that holds him" (p. 324). The
film critic as social critic, criticism as an assault on dominant ideol
ogy-these topoi too can be used by the academic film interpreter,
who may depict himself or herself as using theory to reveal how a
cultural system works, and who may excite the emotions of a reader
who hopes to participate in the dismantling of oppressive political
structures. Bellour's concluding apothegm, then, implies a social crit
icism as much as it ties together the psychoanalytic and reflexive
components of his argument. Film and cinema, he says, are "the very
institution of perversion" (p. 329).

Barbara Klinger, "Psycho: The Institutionalization of
Female Sexuality" (1982)

Psycho criticism in the 1980s follows many lines similar to those set
down by Bellour. William Rothman pursues a thoroughly reflexive
reading of this and other Hitchcock films. His argument renders
virtually every element of style and narrative a covert symbol of film
making or film viewing (the shower curtain as a film frame or screen,
the shower head as both eye and lens, Marion's inner monologue as
a "private film," and so on).11 Kaja Silverman uses reflexive semantic
fields to discuss Psycho's editing: the stabs of the knife, timed to the
"cuts" in the shower scene, mean that "the cinematic machine is lethal;
it too murders and dissects."12 In a more recent essay, R. Barton
Palmer treats the film as a "metafiction" that refuses to contain its
melodramatic excesses. 13 Larry Crawford extends Bellour's segmenta
tion techniques to other scenes. 14

Barbara Klinger revises Bellour's conclusions while remaining
within his overall theoretical orientation. 15 Like him, she takes a symp
tomatic and feminist-psychoaIlalytical approach. She starts her article
with a slunmary of his, tacitly invoking the "recency" topos and
granting that sexual difference and the problem of the film's beginning
and ending are crucial to understanding the film. Even her title derives
obliquely from his last line about the "institution of perversion."
Unlike him, however, she betrays no interest in authorship. (Hitch-
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cock's name appears once in the essay, when she discusses the opening
credits, and no other films are mentioned.) Psycho becomes an instance
of the classical text, as allegorized under the feminist revision ofLacan:
it yields a trajectory of woman's threat/repression of threat. Klinger
contends that the film achieves closure by a massive containment of
textual symptoms.

She organizes her case around the beginning and ending of the film,
thereby marking out certain semantic fields and narrative parallels. She
takes the credits and the opening segments to establish central doub
lets:

subject vs.
unlawfulness vs.
female sexuality vs.

discourse
law
family

In the opening, Marion embodies an unlawful sexuality that poses a
problem for the narrative. Her erotic identity must be repressed (via
the switch to the Norman plot) before reemerging (Norman as
Mother) and finally being contained by law and family. Thus the film
moves toward the semantic values in the right-hand column. More
basically, the pertinent enthymematic premises would seem to be that
female sexuality is a problem for any narrative and that (given the
further premise of the contradictory text) a film will work to disguise
and displace it. Klinger goes on to recast the standard conception of
the film's "two stories." By arguing that the second is not Norman's
but Mrs. Bates's, she is able to suggest a movement toward the family
and a phallocentrically defined erasure of difference, as well as to
contrast Marion's body (exposed, then concealed) with Mothers (con
cealed, then exposed). She also picks out key points on the trajectory,
such as the shower murder, when Marion overtly falls victim to violent
punishment at the hands of the family.

In tracing the film's progress toward closure, Klinger calls on several
accepted procedures. Here is a sample:

That there begins to be an indissoluble link between the family and
the law in the second narrative is multiply represented. Lila's inves
tigation to find Marion is motivated by familial concerns but serves
the legal establishment which has labeled Marion a criminal; the
figures of legal authority which she encounters are simultaneously
defined familially-Arbogast, as a private detective, is a domestic
version of a policeman, the sheriff is domesticized by the constant
presence of his wife,- and the psychiatrist is a doctor committed to
unraveling the family mystery. Perhaps the bond between the family



Rhetoric in Action 241

and the law is most concisely presented in the dissolve from the just
discovered mother's corpse to the courthouse, which begins the
explanatory epilogue of the psychiatrist. (p. 337)

The critic personifies the characters through careful word choice. The
brevity of the treatment and the use of "domestic" discourage the
reader from asking .whether Arbogast, hired by Marion's employer, is
strongly associated with family values. Similarly, to treat a dissolve as
a "bond" of two images presupposes that shot-changes, in connecting
dramaturgical elements, also link thematic ones. In the essay's linear
argumentation and diction, no less than in its flashes of academic
humor (the film ends in a "res-erection" offamily "members," p. 339),
it adheres to the rhetorical norms within what has come to be consi
dered "film studies."

The academic quality of the piece's rhetoric emerges in two other
significant ways. First, although Klinger footnotes only Bellour, she
uses many received concepts-the contradictory text, the centrality of
woman as erotic spectacle, the "hermeneutic code." Why does she not
cite Cahiers on Young Mr. Lincoln,. Cook and Johnston on Mamie
Stover, Barthes's S/Z, and other rel~vant predecessors? I surmise that
her constructed reader dwells so wholly within the institution that
mere mention of relevant concepts suffices to carry the point. By 1982
the premises of symptomatic criticism did not need to be explicitly
presented, nor the authorities named; once artifacts, the ideas had
become facts. Second, although Klinger acknowledges Bellour's pre
cedence, and although her emphases and conclusions often confute
his, she never disputes his arguments. She simply says that the lin~.:s

between the first and second narratives "remain largely unexplored"
in his account (p. 333). This is a common strategy of academic film
interpretation. Other critics are mentioned, but usually their work is
characterized only enough to clear a space for this essay. The rhetor
does not typically dramatize a clash of opposing views; he draws on
various sources and weaves them into a new interpretation that, for
the most part, sits peacefully alongside others.

Leland Poague, "Links in a Chain: Psycho and Film
Classicism" (1986)

"The power of rhetoric," writes one sociologist of science, "lies in
making the dissenter feellonely."16 Suppose that a discussion has been
going on for twenty-five years, and you don't like the turn the con-
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versation has taken. Rhetoric will be used to isolate you, so you will
need to use rhetoric to switch the conversational flow.

This is, more or less, the task facing Poague.17 Dissatisfied with the
concept of "classicism" employed by Bellour, Klinger, and others, he
seeks, in effect, to redefine the category schema. A classical film, he
asserts, is not one which possesses certain features (continuity editing,
the problem of sexual difference, or whatever); it is a film open to
continuous reinterpretation within the critical community. Poague's is
not simply, or even primarily, a theoretical sally. His definition presents
the critic as willing to couch his case in theoretical terms-but ones
which justify his attempt to say something new about a classic. Poague
proposes a different set of semantic fields; in doing so, he links these
to fields already accepted within the critical literature. More radically,
he seeks to make this purportedly contradictory text into a unified
work, and to turn its symptomatic meanings into implicit ones.

Poague wants to prove that Psycho) in going beyond the sexuai
dialectic traced by Bellour and Klinger, criticizes the value of money
in American culture. (Compare Durgnat's interpretation.) "Institu
tions in the film's depicted world, preeminently the Ford Motor Com
pany, threaten everything, even sight itself when characters let those
institutions or paradigms delimit their field of vision" (p. 348). This
leads to the most general theme ofthe film, the relation between social
power (that is, capitalism) and individual freedom.

Poague's argument for this theme involves two steps. First, he
activates new cues. He points to the prevalence of Ford autos in the
film, suggests that Marion's second license-plate letters (NFB) stand
for Norman Ford Bates, and infers an implied kinship between Nor
man and "the father of American assembly line capitalism" (p. 344).
This allows Po~gue to push the film's money motif to a broader social
level: the film is about capitalism. Here the critic has adopted the
strategy of assuming that even "minor" elements of a text can become
central to interpretation-a fruitful assumption if one wishes to say
something new about an often-discussed film.

But if all the critic's cues were this minute, he would risk mounting
an implausible interpretation. So Poague also reinterprets cues high
lighted by earlier criticism, such as the stolen money, the twisting
camera movements, and the motifs of eyes and doubles. His principal
strategy is to concentrate on items ofsetting, often linked to character
dialogue, as when the spinning motif is associated with money because
Sam stands under a fan when he complains of his debts. Like the cues
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already mentioned, these tacitly appeal to the concentric-circle schema
as an inferential warrant.

The dissenting critic must also carefully weave his line-by-line ar
gument into a mesh of plausible inferences. Consider this passage:

Let us say that money in the world of Psycho serves to twist or limit
vision, to turn it back upon itself, ·and that the visual expression of
this limitation is figured in the shot of the bathtub drain as water,
life, even sight, is sucked into the swamplike darkness. The correla
tion between darkness, money, and obscured sight is seen initially in
Marion's drive to Fairvale. The first water hits her car windshield
immediately after the remark about her "fine soft flesh," a remark
accompanied in the visuals by Marion's oddly self-satisfied, self
obsessed grin-which looks forward, as William Rothman points
out, to the death's-head expression on Norman-the mother's face in
the film's next to last shot. Indeed, the effect of the water on the
windshield at certain moments is to fuse the headlights of the on
coming cars into a single circle of light (like the light bulb hanging
over Mrs. Bates in the fruit cellar). Normal vision-seeing with two
eyes, as it were-thus gives way to tunnel vision, seeing with a single
eye, from a singular vantage point.

The importance, the deadliness, of this species of tunnel vision is
then reinforced by Norman's one-eyed glance through the peephole
into Marion's motel room. (p. 346)

The critic's "let us say" is ambiguous, recalling the traditional device
of presenting what "we" experience during the film, but here the
phrase hovers between the authorial ''we'' ("If you will grant me the
chance to make my case ...") and the collaborative ''we'' ("You and
I may wish to say ..."). And associational redescription is constant.
Just before this passage the critic has discussed the spinning motif and
the (literally) twisting camera. Now vision itself is (metaphorically)
twisted; that is, distorted; that is, "limited." The reference to the film's
penultimate image of Norman recalls the hollow eye sockets so often
mentioned in the critical tradition, and thus evokes blindness, which
is then linked to Marion's obsessional vision, and then to the fusing
of headlights into one. Then this singularity of the objea of light is
redescribed as a quality of the sighting eye itself-"tunnel vision"
which then segues into Norman's monocular peeping at Marion. In
subsequent paragraphs Poague goes on to equate, metaphorically, this
partial vision with an incomplete understanding ca~sed by money.

In effect, Poague's task is to make the film's flow of meaning com-
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mentative in a different way than Bellour has proposed. He aims to
show that we do not have to identify with the characters, that we can
detach ourselves and see "the degree to which they are· victims of a
culture which encourages possessiveness and limited perspective" (p.
347). To reinforce this implicit meaning, he constructs a Hitchcock
not a flesh-and-blood director but an omniscient "implicit character."
This agency "knows what he is about, knows the ethical risks inyolved,
knows it in every frame of Psycho, in every gesture and image" (p.
347). Didactically, this agency "shows us in Psycho how not to use
money, how letting money use us condemns us to death; but he also
shows us how to use it well, to forge a chain of images, let us say,
which pulls from the heart of Norman's darkness a final image of a
truth we would deny, the connection between capitalism, sexuality,
and death" (pp. 347-348). The string of asyndetons is suitable for
this climax of the argument, conveying as it does the excitement of a
rhetor carried away by the force of the film's theme. This effect of
spontaneity is balanced by the recollection of the film's final image of
the chain pulling the car from the swamp and the half-burie~ allusion
to the Conrad novella which Wood had cited twenty years earlier.
Such techniques construct a reader who can entertain a view of the
film and of the "classical" text which is as comprehensive as that of
the wise narrator whom he portrays. Here filmmaker, critic, and reader
transcend the limited perspective ofPsycho's characters and its previous
interpreters.

Along the way, the argument seeks allegiances from other critics.
Poague opens with a survey of recent developments, a hallowed way
of portraying the interpretation as up-to-date. He cites authorities
(Rothman, Culler) who can act as allies, and he even links his project
to deconstruction (in -his concentration on "marginal features," p.
348). Chiefly, however, he relies on already-accepted semantic fields,
cues, schemata, and heuristics. These provide arguments and examples
on which to build a case. No dissenter in this community can persuade
his opponents without relying largely, if tacitly, upon basic concepts
and routines. But the- critical institution is so made that nobody can
be a legitimate dissenter without having come to share them anyhow.
The dissenter is not, finally, all that lonely, and his objection often
triggers only a family quarrel.

These seven interpretations of Psycho can teach us much about the
ways in which institutional problem-solving and rhetoric are related.
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At first glance, we are likely to notice the interpreters' divergences.
Some critics produce implicit meanings, others concentrate on symp
tomatic ones. One critic finds the film to display the normality/abnor
mality doublet, another concentrates on the sexuality-death-capitalism
cluster. One writer focuses on license plates, another on Marion's body.
Some interpreters categorize Psycho as a Hitchcock film, others as a
classical film. One takes the film as an occasion for rhetorical ingenuity,
while others present· themselves as handmaidens to the text's true
significance. Such differences, and others, produce different "model
films."

This process is, I suggest, one source of the plurality that criticism
traditionally ascribes to the text itself. What permits the endless variety
of meanings to be generated from a film are in large part the critical
practices themselves, particularly the indefinitely large variety of se
mantic fields and. salient cues that can be "processed" by a set of
schemata and heuristics in force. The ambiguity sought by the New
Critic, the polysemy praised by the structuralist, and the indeterminacy
posited by the post-structuralist are largely the product of the insti
tution's interpretive habits. Our ability to recognize, however tacitly,
these habits in action emerges in our praise for the text's "richness";
it must be polysemous if we can imagine using different, but equally
permissible, procedures to make sense of it, and to make cases for its
discrete meanings. (It is this notion of the text as the meeting-point
of varying interpretive processes that beginning students often lack.)
If we all agreed to limit our procedures, Psycho or Rules of the Game
or Last Year at Marienbad might seem as univocal as a shopping list
or a telephone book.

In the course of my survey, I have sometimes noted that a critic's
persona significantly resembles the model film she constructs. Proba
bly, within the contemporary interpretive institution, the critic char
acterizes her persona chiefly through the choice of semantic fields and
the rhetoric employed. To declare that Psycho is about normality and
abnormality, to suggest that it enacts our permanent capacity for evil,
and to compare its force to the revelations of the death camps is to
portray the critic as a compassionate but tough-minded humanist. For
a male critic to claim that the film lays bare the psychosis implicit in
male fetishism creates a more confessional quality, as if the critic's act
of interpreting the film· mimics a process of introspective analysis and
thereby depicts him as struggling toward a knowledge of self within
culture. Because such affinities between model film and critical text
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are likely to arise, the symptomatic critic who finds no emancipatory
moment in the text will have to hold the film at a distance, as Klinger
does by means of her mocking puns. And the various alternatives
affect pathos no less than ethos. If Durgnat's model film gives us a
shiver or nervous laugh that \ve can plausibly ascribe to Psycho itself,
we are prone to accept his persona and his argument; while the half
fascinated, half-demystifying attitude of Bellour's persona can attract
adherence if the reader can imagine attributing that complex of atti
tudes to her or his (reconstructed) experience of the film.

What is also clear from our survey ofPsycho criticism is that knowing
when to stop one's interpretation is not wholly a matter of cognitive
problem-solving. Up to a point, one can try to exhaust the cues and
semantic fields on purely intrinsic grounds,18 but from the start one's
efforts toward novelty and plausibility are governed by the hunch that
one can make a good case for the reading. The trained critic scrutinizes
the film while casting side glances toward his potential audience.
Furthermore, one finds the "threshold of termination"19 only by pos
iting a meaning that is more subtle, pervasive, remote, or elusive than
other meanings, particularly those already constructed by other critics.
It is obviously in the critic's interest to postpone determinacy for as
long as possible before locking in her candidate meanings. As Laura
Riding and Robert Graves remark: "It is always the most difficult
meaning that is the most final."20

But, as Riding and Graves also point out, no meaning will ever be
difficult enough. In an institution that favors novelty, the stakes con
stantly rise. The critical exemplars get mastered, and for all their merits,
they come to seem obvious. They must be surpassed. In the age of
symptomatic readings, Wood can revise his 1965 model of Psycho)
treating the film as "the transmutation of ideological conflict . . . into
a significantly realized thematic."21 Novelty demands topoi ofimprove
ment, revisions, breaks, and subversion; a display of indignatio aimed
at previous critics; the savoring of that evanescent moment (perhaps
only twenty minutes on a conf~rence panel) when the critic's inter
pretation incarnates innovation, trumping its precedessors simply by
being the most recent.

Again, however, the academic institution regulates novelty by cri
teria ofplausibility. This process seems most obvious in the inhibitions
of earlier eras-who in 1965 would have accepted an interpretation
of Psycho based on license plates or puns on the camera "crane"?-but
constraints are no less important, if more invisible, in criticism that
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sets itself in today's vanguard. When members of a school argue that
a chasm separates them from the past, the critic not only gets a ChaIlCe
to make new interpretations but also receives clear signals for when
to stop. (Quit when the interpretation starts to sound like those that
we supplant.) And, since plausibility illvolves sanctioned problem
solving processes and rhetorical maneuvers, the most novel critical
school is likely to be more old than new. As long as critics need to
argue with one another, they will argue on the basis ofshared schemata
and procedures of the kind I have tried to adduce.

If one· takes this survey of Psycho criticism as a record of changes in
the interpretive institution, one historical trend stands out. The appeal
to "theory" is at first nonexistent (Douchet), then tentative (Wood's
quiet invocation of Freud), then explicit (Bellour), then tacit (Klin
ger), and again explicit (Poague, who wants to confute the reigning
theory). Such fluctuations suggest a movement from working as
sumption to fact, from hypotheses to taken-for-granted premises di
vorced from their situation of discovery. In the course of this shift,
the rhetor becomes vulnerable on different grounds: the "untheoret
ical" critic could be charged with ignorance; Bellour's array of terms,
quotations, and names could be attacked (by specialists) as resting on
misreadings of sources or as being too eclectic; Klinger's elliptical use
of theory could be faulted for addressing itself solely to those in the
know. The fact that no writer ever straightforwardly argues for the
psychoanalytic frame of reference as superior to its rivals suggests that
it functions as a strategically defined topos in the critic's interpretation.
For Bellour and Klinger, the model film at once illustrates the theory
and offers evidence. for it. The theory gains credence from two direc
tions at once.

Still, despite the divergences and struggles for novelty, the interpre
tations of Psycho display a high degree of consensus. All critics treat
Marion and Norman as the primary characters, all accept the break in
point of view and plot action, all take the parlor dialogue and the
shower murder as pivotal segments, and most are obliged to interpret
the psychiatrist's speech. All assume that, whatever semantic fields will
be brought into play, they must be mapped onto the principal char
acters, especially along an opposition between Norman and Marion.
Most critics also concentrate their interpretation on the first half of
the film. One might reply that this is a result of Psycho's obviousness.
Yet the critical tradition around such cryptic works as Last Year at
Marienbad or ]:Jersona or Wavelength also exllibits a remarkable con-
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sensus about what cues and passages are worth attention, and how
they are best interpreted. Our skeptical students need not worry:
academic critics will never really "read too much" into films.

This consensus would seem to spring from the interpretive insti
tution's tacit dependence upon norms of comprehension. Genre con
ventions, beginnings and endings, character actions, decisive twists in
the plot, key props-these factors are salient for viewers, and they are
natural starting points for interpretation. (Perhaps only after the in
stitution has taken them for granted do novelty-seeking critics attend
to -Ford automobiles or make puns on the "cutting" in the shower
scene.) Such comprehension factors would appear to be the basis of
category schemata, person-based schemata, text-based schemata, and
their attendant heuristics. Comprehension, it seems, can often get
along without interpretation, but interpretation must appeal to com
prehension, especially when it most hopes to surpass it.



11
Why Not to Read a Film
I've put in so many enigmas and puzzles that it will ke~p the pro
fessors busy for centuries over what I meant, and that's the only
way of ensuring one's immortality.

-James Joyce on Ulysses

This book has set forth an analysis of film studies' interpretive system.
This chapter lays out some arguments about the overall validity of my
project. I also contend, in the chapter's middle section, that the cen
trality of interpretive conventions in film studies has had unfortunate
effects. In closing, I discuss some alternatives to an interpretation
dominated criticism of cinema.

The Ends of Interpretation

To interpret a film is to ascribe implicit or symptomatic meanings to
it. The critic aims to present a novel and plausible interpretation. The
task is accomplished by assigning one or more semantic fields to the
film. Such fields are distinguished by substantive features ("reflexivity"
or "active/passive") and by internal structure (clusters, oppositions,
proportional series, graded series, or hierarchies). Operating with
broad assumptions and hypotheses (for example, the unity hypothe
sis), -the critic maps semantic fields which she judges pertinent onto
cues identified in the film. The identification ofcues, and the judgment
of pertinence, depend upon conventional knowledge-structures, or
schemata, and inductive inferential procedures, or heuristics. The critic
deploys category schemata (genres or periods, for example), personi
fication schemata (such as director, narrator, or camera), and schemata
for overall textual structure (the concentric-circle schema for syn
chronic relations, the trajectory schema for diachronic progression).
The heuristics that translate these schemata into action allow the critic
to show the film enacting the pertinent semantic values. The critic
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must also present the interpretation by means of standard rhetorical
forms-ethical, pathetic, and pseudological proofs, familiar patterns
of organization, and stylistic maneuvers.

Throughout the interpretive process, the critic· works primarily as
an artisan,- not a theorist. He uses what is to hand, including "theory,"
to build an acceptable and original interpretation. Since this is likely
to be my most controversial conclusion, I should probably draw to
gether my lines of argument about it.

Throughout this book I have assumed that interpretive writing
differs from theoretical writing, which proposes, analyzes, and criti
cizes theoretical claims. l Prototypes would be Bazin's "Ontology of
the Photographic Image," Christian Metz's "Imaginary Signifier," and
Noel Carroll's Philosophical Problems ofClassical Film Theory. I have also
assumed that a theory consists of a systematic propositional explana
tion of the nature and functions of cinema. From this standpoint, we
can see that "theory" plays. many contingent roles in film interpreta
tion. A theory can provide the critic with plausible semantic fields (for
example, sexual relations as power relations); particular schemata or
heuristics (for example, looking as a privileged cue); and rhetorical
resources (for example, the appeal to a community holding the same
theoretical doctrines in common). But the critic does not need to call
on theory in order to produce interpretations. If theory as a body of
doctrine consists of propositional knowledge, critical interpretation is
principally a matter ofprocedural knowledge, or know-how. Producing
an interpretation is a skill, like throwing a pot. The potter need not
be a chemist, a minerologist, or a professor ofpottery. In some cases,
learning "theory" may help people acquire certain interpretive skills,
but it cannot replace those skills.

I have also ~rgued that when interpreters "apply" theory, they do
so principally in a piecemeal, ad hoc, and expansionist manner. Theory
functions as a black box; if it gets the job done, there is no need to
look inside. While the constraints on "pure" theorizing are logical and
broadly empirical, the constraints on using theory in interpretation
arise from the needs of the immediate task. Reciprocally, pre-1970
film criticism furnishes contemporary film theory with many of its
central concepts. (One can trace a great deal back simply to auteur
discussions of identification, voyeurism, and authorial commentary in
one director, Alfred Hitchcock.) For such reasons, the interpretive
process has become quite uniform across theoretical schools. Both an
auteurist and a Lacanian can employ the punning heuristic; a feminist
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and a deconstructionist can find that an enclosed setting expresses
the character's entrapment, or that the camera is a viewing agent.
"Theory" will be selectively assimilated by the normalized routines of
interpretation.

Theory is not, of course, wholly a matter of propositional knowl
edge; it too is a practice, with its own procedures of reasoning and
rhetoric. By and large, however, interpretation is not conducted in a
theoretically perspicuous way. For instance, interrogation of one's
presuppositions would seem to be the theoretical act par excellence,
but critics seldom indulge in it. Why do oppositional works rarely
seem susceptible to symptomatic analysis? On what theoretical
grounds can one defend the claim that to look is to express power?
What are the explicit criteria for identifying a film's false resolution?
What is the basis for taking the image displayed on-screen to JJe the
trace of "the camera," for assuming that camera to have a "look," for
assigning that look to a filmmaker or narrator or enunciator or viewer?
Why should spectatorial activity be made synonymous with "identifi
cation"? Why should one personify the text as a body, or indulge in
puns for the sake of interpretation? Most basically, by what criteria
can one identify a textual gap or contradiction?

Similarly, interpretive critics constantly ignore the theoretical pre
cept that empirical claims should be open to counterexample. Take
the same~frame heuristic. Two characters are discrete entities, in visual,
auditory, and narrative terms. If they are in the same shot, I can say
that they are united (by being in the same shot) or separated (by the
space between them). If they are in different shots, I can say that the
cut separates them (a cut is a break) or links them (a cut is a join). I
can thus use stylistic features to back up any inferences about unity
or separation already arrived at on the basis of my assumptions about
genre, narrative, or other factors. A critic might reply that conveying
a symbolic opposition between characters by putting them in separate
shots is simply a historical convention. No one, however, has at
tempted to demonstrate that this is the case. More tellingly,. there is
no tradition offilmmaking to which the same-shot-equals-affinity heu
ristic could not be said to apply. The heuristic is impervious to coun
terexamples and thus carries no theoretical weight. But since it is
useful for the production of interpretations, even "theoretical" critics
do not question it.

Most interpretive concepts are as unconstrained as the same-frame
heuristic. Every film is presumed to be equally interpretable" and in
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an equally relaxed way. Punning encourages an associative play of
meaning, as do semantic clusters and doublets. "The frames-within
the-frame heuristic allows the critic to invoke entrapment ad libitum..
"Reflexivity" as a semantic field invites the critic to link virtually any
object on-screen-windows, curtains, light bulbs-to some aspect of
cinema. If we take the male to be conventionally designated. as active
and the female to .be passive, we can interpret anything as "feminine"
if it can be described as passive. The concept of textual contradiction
now includes anomalies, disparities, tensions, loose ends, and quirks.
The Proppian model of the magicalwondertale in preliterate societies
has been recast to fit The Big Sleep and Sunset Boulevard.2 Terms like
bricolage) ·suture) deconstruction) and foregrounding have been steadily
expanded in sense, so that they now mean little more than (respec
tively) assemblage, homogeneity, critical dismantling, and emphasis.
Contemporary criticism, in aiming to interpret everything it can find,
has usually set itselfagainst theoretical principle by refusing to stipulate
when something will not count as a valid interpretive move or as an
instance of meaning.

Let me be clear: within the interpretive institution) such conceptual
moves do not count as errors. They help produce interpretations that
are judged to be novel and persuasive. But this shows that the criteria
governing this practice ill-accord with the conventions of another one,
that called theorizing.

In Chapter 1, I argued that theory neither inductively nor deduc
tively guarantees an interpretation; weare now in a better position to
see why anyone ever thought it would. When critics began to divide
labor by "approaches," the spotlight fell on the most explicit doctrines
of critical theory, and these seemed to be the likely causes for the
conflict among interpretations. Moreover, certain theories, such as
semiotics and psychoanalysis, proved highly compatible· with critics'
intuitive conceptions of meaning. It was natural to assume that these
theories determined the different interpretive practices.

Neither inductivist nor deductivist, the critic is better described
as pragmatic-arguing to the particular case when wishing to attack
a theoretical position, arguing to theoretical correctness when wishing
to ass~il an alternative interpretation. In neither case need an exact
relation of theory to practice be spelled out. Theoretical assumptions
can simply function as a cluster of enthymematic premises, and the
rhetor can appeal to anyone as the occasion demands. Probably the
operative assumption goes like this: "A good interpretation invokes a
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theory as warrant, or evidence, or authority, as well as drawing data
from the film." This is, of course, a purely institutional criterion of
value. Any writer, theoretically informed or not, can during appren
ticeship acquire the knack of "applying" theory. .

Although this book is not about film theory as such, my analysis of
the norms governing practical criticism should be judged on theoret
ical criteria. First, the account distinguishes between what it will and
will not explain. A refrigerator repair manual, a scientific report, and
a plot synopsis in Variety do not count as interpretations here. Fur
thermore, my account possesses degrees of generality. It distinguishes
broad concepts (for example, symptomatic meaning) from middle
range ones (for example, the bull's-eye schema) and fine-grained ones
(for example, the·tactic of associational redescription). One advantage
of this feature is that even if the account proves wrongheaded on one
level, it might still prove fruitful on another. The account also seems
to me reasonably uncommonsensical, so it has a chance of being
surprising. It is corrigible; one could try to find· often-used schemata
or heuristics that my account overlooks. It is falsifiable empirically, in
that one could point to pieces of indisputably interpretive criticism
and claim that 'my outline provides no explanation of what is going
on there. The account seeks to be conceptually coherent; one could,
for instance, argue that the schema/heuristic distinction is logically
untenable. All these criteria-broad but not unlimited scope, internal
coherence, empirical adequacy, the ability to be disconfirmed-are
ones by which a theoretical argument ought to be judged, and my
account of interpretation seeks to meet them.

Ifcritics are as pragmatic as I claim, though, they will not be satisfied
with an arid functional analysis. My argument also tries to put the
practicalities ofinterpretation in fresh perspective. The problem-solving
emphasis squares well with the sense that, at least in mainstream
institutional circumstances, critics operate as ration~ agents. In addi
tion, the categories I have laid out enable us to specify our everyday
assumptions more precisely. For instance, using this book's frame of
reference, one could distinguish interpretive "schools" or "methods"
along several parameters (the semantic fields each one favors, the
principal schemata and heuristics employed, and so on). Similarly, we
might now be able to see that disputes about interpretations often
turn on different presumptions about appropriate inferential moves
or rhetorical devices.

Today, most academic humanists share a devotion to interpretation.
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Critics in all disciplines utilize conceptions of implicit or repressed
meaning and deploy accepted semantic fields, schemata, heuristics, and
rhetorical strategies. The contradictory text,· reflexivity, characters as
bearers of meaning, the "trajectory" model, refuting the ending, and
the punning heuristic have become as central to literary studies as to
film criticism. More recentiy, postmodernist criticism in the visual arts
and the emergence of "literary" inquiries into historiography and
philosophy have expanded the interpretive horizon, but not, it seems
to me, the strategies of inference and persuasion ingrained within the
institution. This book may thus help characterize interpretive practices
in other domains.

The End of Interpretat~on~

Interpretation can be considered one of the few thriving industries
left in the Western countries. It is a diversified enterprise. Anthologies
and special issues of journals rejoice in the ever-expanding diversity of
critical methods on offer. For most academic critics, interpretation
epitomizes that pluralism to which the university pledged itself after
the Second World War. ''The impressive variety of approaches to film
that mushroomed in the seventies," announces one blurb, "is worthy
of the celebration this anthology has staged. Intoxicating analyses of
films dance alongside the' most far-reaching theories of signification
and history. What an era this was!"3 Business is booming; books,
journals, and graduate programs in interpretive theory proliferate. Like
all industries, Interpretation Unlimited must advertise, as witness one
critic's promise that the millennium will be that of "good readers": "I
believe that what actually causes the materiality of history is bad
reading."4

Given the massive investment in interpretation, one should be skep
tical of claims, put forth by successive critical schools, to have tran
scended it. Structuralism's doctrine of the play of the signifier has not
reduced interest in abstract, meaning-drenched signifieds. In 1966,
after proposing "a science of the conditions of content, that is to say
of forms," Roland Barthes admitted that criticism "deciphers and
participates in an interpretation."5 Five years later, he acknowledged
that his method in SIZ unavoidably gave priority to the "symbolic"
dimension of the text.6 Just as Freud practiced a kind of literary
criticism on his patients' narratives, Lacan treated Freud's case studies
as literary texts. Indeed, it is perhaps the familiarity of Lacan's in-
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terpretive moves (as well as an appeal to the long-lived topos of the
incomplete, divided, conflict-ridden subject) that has drawn many
literary critics to his work. Derrida, in criticizing. Lacan's reading of
"The Purloined Letter," makes use of customary schemata and pro
cedures, as when· he takes the opening description of Dupin's library
to initiate the problem of writing.7 Likewise, one deconstructionist
critic finds Billy Budd distinguishing between two characters on the
basis of their contrasting "styles of reading."8

The critic may insist that he reveals not meanings but the production
of meanings, not ambiguity but the text's need for it, not what the
text means but how it means. Despite such waivers, the critic usually
goes on to apply the strategies and tactics of ordinary interpretive
practice. A recent proposal to pass beyond interpretation by treating
texts as constituted by "reading formations" yields this utterly ortho
dox discussion of the gilded woman in GOldfinger's title sequence: "At
once sexually alluring and rewarding, as desirable as the gold of the
title song, and finally laid on her back, in the ultimate demonstration
of Bond's phallic power, she is at the same time deeply troubling and
threatening to Bond in containing, within her body, the castrating
threat represented by Goldfinger."9 Likewise, we can change the object
of study by looking at publicity photos or movie posters, television
shows or theme parks, and calling our inquiry "cultural studies"; but
this still leaves unquestioned the routine, rationalized business of
interpretation.

Once critics have made interpretation the center of their concerns,
it is natural to project the activity back onto "ordinary" or, as they are
often called, "naive" viewers. Now they too are "readers" of films.
They belong to "reading communities," or are constituted by "reading
formations." By responding, spectators are overtly, tacitly, or uncon
sciously interpreting, and the professional critic simply lays bare this
process. Now we can see one historical source for the broad usage of
terms I criticized at the outset: by defining whatever viewers do as
interpretation, the critic secures a rhetorical warrant for his more
enlightened and enlightening enterprise.

Since the protocols of interpretation are so ingrained as to seem
inescapable, the theoretically inclined critic might try to put the whole
affair on a sensible footing. Some recent instances are the Beardsleyan
aesthetics proposed by William Cadbury and Leland Poague and the.
Ricoeurian hermeneutics of Dudley Andrew. 10 Such foundational ges
tures, however, tend to ignore the social, cognitive, and rhetorical
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processes that make interpretation a distinctive activity in .the first
place. These writers, in both their theories and their practical criticism,
take for granted the protocols discussed in this book. An aesthetics or
hermeneutics will not necessarily reveal the concrete skills that consti
tute the practice of interpretation. I shall argue in the next section
that this work is best tackled by a historical poetics.

Interpretation, then, is far from finished. It has come to dominate
the critical enterprise. But what good is it? I want to argue that the
value ofinterpretation-centered criticism lies in several diverse features.
I want further to show that its drawbacks, at least at present, loom
large enough to make us consider ways of posing fresh questions.

Most generally, interpretation-centered criticism organizes and reg
ulates the institution's activities. The growth of interpretive conven
tions has created a tradition for film studies, .perhaps the only
substantial one we have. Knowing how to make movies mean is the
principal source of such authority as film scholars possess, and there
is little doubt that text-centered film study could not have entered the
university without establishing its credentials as a hermeneutic disci
pline.

The virtues ofthe most innovative interpretive criticism should need
no lengthy defense. Conceiving of the text as symptomatically reveal
ing cultural tensions introduced a powerful frame of reference. To
claim unity across an auteur's output, to posit that cinema contains
"three looks," and to suggest that a genre may constitute an intersec
tion ofnature and culture organized a great deal of information within
a new perspective. Many exemplars deserve praise because they have
introduced conceptual schemes that reorient our understanding. They
have activated neglected cues, offered new categories, suggested fresh
semantic fields, and widened our rhetorical resources. Innovative
frames of reference have heightened our awareness· of what can be
noticed and appreciated in artworks.

What ofordinary criticism, the application and extension ofexisting
semantic fields, schemata, and heuristics? I think that it plays at least
two roles. One is domestication) the tan1ing of the new. The critic who
finds a recent ·film to be a contradictory text is pulling that film into
the field of the known. Domestication subsumes the unfamiliar to the
familiar. Though avant-gardists may disparage this side of interpreta
tion, it remains an institutionally necessary function. The unschema
tized film is the uninterpretable film.

A second role of ordinary criticism is differentiation) the reshaping
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of the known. By showing the applicability of existing conceptual
schemes to a fresh case, the critic is often obliged to discriminate
aspects of those schemes more exactly than heretofore. In addition,
the critic can bring out new affiliations among familiar semantic fields,
as when Bellour finds that in Psycho) femininity is linked to neurosis
while masculinity is linked to psychosis. Both domestication and dif
ferentiation serve to reaffirm existiQg conventions, but they do so by
demonstrating their range, power, and subtlety.

Ifscience aims to explain the processes underlying external phenom
ena, interpretation does not on the whole produce scientific knowl
edge. Neither causal nor functional explanation is the aim of film
interpretation. Indeed, in a certain sense, knowledge of the text is not
the most salient effect of the interpretive enterprise. It may be that
interpretation's greatest achievement is its ability to encourage, albeit
somewhat indirectly, reflections upon our conceptual schemes. By
taming the new and sharpening the known, the interpretive institution
reactivates and revises common frameworks of understanding. Inter
pretation takes as its basic subject our perceptual, cognitive, and af
fective processes, but it does so in a roundabout way-by attributing
their "output" to the text "out there." To understand a film interpre
tively is to subsume it to our conceptual schemes, and thus to master
them more fully, if only tacitly.

We can be a little more specific about what conceptual schemes are
mastered. Although critics are usually uninterested in their own sche
mata and reasoning routines, they are centrally committed to infor
mally exploring and comparing semantic fields. The interpreter
typically believes that purely philosophical abstraction and strictly
"scientific" analysis cannot capture the subtle interplay of meanings
which the mind can entertain. Films, like novels, plays, and paintings,
become the occasion to display a dynamic of semantic implications.
The critic who interprets Psycho does not prove that psychic normality
and abnormality lie on a continuum, or that the male gaze is a symp
tom of psychotic repression; no more does the film. The critic and
her reader agree to entertain such notions as imaginative possibilities,
as intriguing juxtapositions of semantic fields suggested by the film at
hand and the critical practices in force.

Such juxtapositions· can command the reader's attention because,
for a great variety ofreasons, people often wish to explore the potential
meanings which they encounter in their lives. As I remarked in Chapter
5, semantic fields are relevant to general human concerns. Interpreta-
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tion answers to a widely felt interest in motives, intentions, and ethical
responsibility by showing that artworks which do not offer explicit
guides for behavior can raise significant issues of thought, feeling, and
action. If critical interpretation yields not knowledge but "understand
ing" (Verstehen), it may do so through a more or less disciplined
speculation on the possibilities of meaning. Perhaps this is· another
reason why some critics believe that interpretation tests a theory; the
film becomes an occasion for the critic to explore a theory's semantic
implications and affinities.

Whatever virtues interpretation possesses might well be outweighed
by its faults and excesses. Such, I believe, is currently the case. But let
me hasten to add that I am not. suggesting that interpretation grind
to a halt. Calls for an end to literary interpretation extend back at least
to Irving Howe's "This Age of Conformity" (1954) and run through
Susan Sontag's "Against Interpretation" (1964), Geoffrey Hartman's
"Beyond Formalism" (1966), and Jonathan Culler's "Beyond Inter
pretation" (1976). Such calls have gone almost completely unheeded;
indeed, they are now part of the ritual of the interpretive institution
itself. A thoroughgoing rejection of interpretation is likely to sway
virtually no reader, and may well be dismissed as a rhetorical ploy for
promoting one's own interpretation.

More important, for reasons I shall suggest, a criticism that ignored
implicit or symptomatic meanings could not comprehensively account
for artworks' construction or effects. This is not to deny that, as a
practicing critic, I find many interpretive conventions forced and un
productive. The punning heuristic usually depends too much on atom
istic, local effects, while the stress on doublets and oppositional series
often forecloses the possible range of meaning in films. Personifying
the camera and the narrator often strikes me as an unnecessary com
plication. Although such maneuvers are sanctioned by the current
state of the critical institution, I would at opportune moments argue
that they should be used more sparingly. Yet interpretation remains
an important part of critical activity, and to outlaw all of its conven
tions would drastically impoverish film studies. Some schemata and
heuristics-the personification of characters, the use of graded seman
tic fields, the appeal to· category schemata---capture important aspects
of films, partly because they accord with notions of comprehension
that members of all critical schools share. Here I want only to suggest
that we rely too much on this way of thinking and talking; making
interpretation the basis of teaching and critical writing has created
many problems.
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Like many higWy routinized practices, interpretation has tended to
be deeply traditional in its assumptions. This has not been sufficiently
acknowledged by the most experimental critics of our day. ·To watch
contemporary exegetes embrace the form/content distinction or to
explain that the work's symbolic field possesses "richness, density, and
breadth"ll is to recall that the presuppositions of explicatory and
symptomatic criticism have a long history in Western culture. While
not all societies believe that a symbol is inherently meaningful, Chris
tianity has been a strongly hermeneutical religion, seeking the kerygma)
that latent sense waiting to be called forth. l2 This tradition leads to
what Susan Sontag calls "an overt contempt for appearances."l3 Forty
years ago Erich Auerbach pointed out that figural exegesis tended to
wrap the text's sensory qualities in a cocoon of abstractions:

It is' a visually dramatic occurrence that God made Eve, the first
woman, from Adam's rib while Adam lay asleep; so too is it that a
soldier pierced Jesus' side, as he hung dead on the cross, so that
blood and water flowed out. But when these two occurrences are
exegetically interrelated in the doctrine that Adam's sleep is a figure
of Christ's death-sleep; that, as from the wound in Adam's side
mankind's primordial mother after the flesh, Eve, was born, so from
the wound in Christ's side was born the mother of all men after the
spirit, the Church (blood and water are the sacramental symbols)
then the sensory occurrence pales before the power of the figural
meaning. 14

The same tendency has, by and large, characterized the history of film
interpretation.

I am not making the commonplace complaint that interpretation
impoverishes the work. The standard retort to this is that every ratio
cinative act "reduces" the work, since we cannot know the work
without the mediation of some conceptual schemes. This argument is
correct, as far as it goes. But some conceptual schemes are more
nuanced and comprehensive than others. It is one thing to say that
the text's particularity can be known only through some conceptual
frame of reference; it is another to insist that all such frames are equal
in power and precision. Many current interpretive schemes, such as
the semantic doublets of order and disorder or Symbolic and Imagi
nary, remain quite coarse-grained.

True, interpretation does not have to be so gross. If the critic's real
aim is to use the text as a way to juxtapose and explore semantic fields
in a speculative fashion, she might well be sensitive to differences in



260 Why Not to Read a Film

the cues that invite her to create nuances within and between semantic
fields. Such a flexibility seems to me present in the very best interpre
tive criticism, such as Tyler's books, Bazin's writings on Welles and
Renoir, and the early Psycho criticism I have surveyed. But as academic
criticism has developed, it has assembled a battery of all-purpose
heuristics that drill into a film at the standard junctures and mine out
examples which can be sorted into the standard bins. Semantic fields
are not so much explored as invoked to serve as fixed ·points of
reference. The contradictory-text model once offered intriguing nov
elties, but its stark opposition between repressed and repressive ele
ments, its intuitiveness and looseness, and its self-fulfilling scenario
have become glaringly apparent.

This is not to say that for contemporary critics anything can mean
anything. Actually, a handful of things will mean even fewer things.
One lesson of this· book is that while the particular results of any
interpretive act are indefinitely numerous, the textual cues,· the pro
cedures that rank and organize those cues, and the semantic traits
which are assigned to them have become quite limited. And the limits
are, by and large, not logical but institutional. Does the interpretation
"apply" a theory in a fresh way? Does it activate overlooked portions
of films? Does it contribute to "recent developments"? These are
constraints of habitual practice and reigning rhetoric. To use Todo
rov's term, film interpretation has become almost wholly "finalistic,"
based upon an a priori codification of what a film must ultimately
mean. "It is foreknowledge of the meaning to be discovered that
guides the interpretation."15. Many of a film's, nuances now go unre
marked because the interpretive optic in force has virtually no way to
register them.

A more concrete way to put the charge is to say that in recent film
studies interpreters have paid scarcely any attention to form and style.
(In this they follow the influential example of Freud, Levi-Strauss,
Lacan, and other "finalistic" theorists.) After a century's work in the
study of narrative form, film interpreters continue to rely on very
simple patterns: the allegorical journey ofvalues, or the steps by which
repressed forces emerge and are extinguished or linger on. The con
centric-circle model, whereby aspects ofsetting or camerawork amplify
or comment on characters' interaction, is a comparably crude way to
understand film style. For both the old .New Criticism and the new
old criticism, style is chiefly a means to meaning: a window through
which the critic watches characters embody semantic fields, or a mo-
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mentary diversion-an intriguing camera movement, an abrupt cut
that can be "read" in its turn. The "classical" system of continuity
staging, shooting, and editing can either be treated as a neutral ground
for the truly significant meanings arising from dialogue and deport
ment, or it can be exploited for its symbolic· potential (for example,
eyeline-matching as creating power-infused looks). Film style is like
the music in nineteenth-century melodrama: always subordinate,
vaguely there, of interest only when it underscores a point deemed
important on other grounds. Automatism or atomism: such are the
principal roles style can play in today's interpretation.

Significantly, most of the basic concepts for understanding the re
sources of the film medium have not issued from contemporary in
terpretive projects. Arnheim, Kuleshov, Eisenstein, Bazin, Burch, and
others defined the parameters of film style and structure with which
all critics still work. Perhaps most interpreters believe that form and
style are now well understood. This is a useful fiction to keep "read
ings" rolling along. Film interpretation charges its debts to the account
of classical aesthetics, but it pays very little back.

In sum, contemporary interpretation-centered criticism tends to be
conservative and coarse-grained. It tends to play down film form and
style. It leans to an ·unacknowledged degree upon received aesthetic
categories without producing new ones. It is largely uncontentious
and unreflective about its theories and practices. As if all this weren't
enough, it has become boring.

Barthes often confessed himself sickened by doxa) those banal sig
nifieds he discerned in common opinion, popular literature, and film. 16

We ought to be no less put off by the predictable moves that rule
belletristic and academic film interpretation. It seems to me likely that
the writings of Bazin, Tyler,. and Deming, and of the Cahiers) Positij;
and Movie groups will endure for a long time. But the late 1960~,

fruitful for film theory in many ways, ushered in a mode of criticism
that has in the last decade or so become astonishingly barren. We need
no more diagnoses of the subversive moments in a slasher movie, or
celebrations of a "theoretical" film for its critique of mainstream cin
ema, or treatments of the most recent art film as a meditation on
cinema and subjectivity. In retrospect, the revamped symptomatic
readings of the mid-1970s look like originality's last gasp. We have
had no exemplars since then; we live in an era of ordinary criticism.
Theory too is waning. 17 Hence perhaps critics' desperate swerve to
television, to publicity materials, to cultural artifacts-as if the repet-
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itiveness of Interpretation, Inc., could be disguised by a tum to new
sorts of texts.

In a search for freshness, some critics have resorted to the academic
equivalent of Las Vegas comedy: a grimacing playfulness depending
on slashes, dashes, word-fracturing parentheses, obscure citations, and
labored puns. But earnest glitz cannot disguise the blandness of the
business. Academic legitimation has helped film interpretation turn
into a new scholasticism, complete with a canon (Hollywood and
some venerated oppositional works), received truths (Theory), highly
regulated interpretive moves, and guaranteed points of arrival. Un
derlying all these features is an appeal to authority. Nothing could
better describe most contemporary academic film criticism than Michel
Charles's remark "Scholasticism would be a mode of thought and
expression where all knowledge must be authorized by a text, however
fluid or variable it becomes; an intellectual world in which the renewal
of knowledge must come through the rereading of a text; a system in
which, necessarily, nothing new can be produced outside the discovery
of a new text (which can, of course, include the rereading of a can
onical text)."18 Film academics have perhaps been more prone to
narrowness than their counterparts in literary study. The latter, at least
until a few years ago, had to know something of empirical import
about an author, a period, or a genre. New Criticism reacted against
the positivist scholarship of the Academy, but film criticism had no
tradition of historical scholarship to displace. Intrinsic interpretation
and "close reading," taught in high school and college, swiftly became
film studies' mainstream practice. Today the propositional knowledge
underlying most critical essays consists of some theoretical beliefs and
descriptions of certain internal features of the film at hand. This is
what "application" means, which is not far from what it meant for
the scriptural exegetes of the Middle Ages. Such scholasticism may
become film studies' principal contribution to a fin de siecle in which
A rebours is paralleled by a dozen texts of painfully ludic postmodern
ism and in which our Decay ofLying is David Lodge's Small World.

Structuralism and the concept of the contradictory text were prom
ising initiatives, and they could have spurred lively, skeptical debate.
Yet they have devolve~ into a practical criticism that claims theoretical
terrain it has never logically staked out, squeezes film after film into
the same half-dozen molds, and refuses to question its own procedures.
Th.e fact that critics may still enjoy this enterprise is not sufficient
reason to keep it going. Mter all, in 1975 Laura Mulvey wrote that
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her theory sought to take the pleasure out of film viewing. Perhaps
now is the time to do something more controversial: take the pleasure
out of film interpretation.

Prospects for a Poetics

If my critique of interpretation-dominated criticism is well founded,
some fairly obvious recommendations follow. Critics, the present
writer included, could write with more precision, rigor, and vigor.
They could build their inquiries around hypotheses and questions
rather than "applications." They could be more theoretically ambitious
and incisive, and strive to use specialized terms consistently. Above
all, they could quarrel more. Dialogue and debate hone arguments,
turn attention to fine points, and invite the reader to be skeptical.19

These reforms would create changes in the institution, but they
would not push the ascription of implicit or symptomatic meanings
out of its central place in critical practice. I have suggested that it is
no longer useful to grant it this place. Yet interpretation has already
accumulated an enormous inertia. It is not hard to do passably, es
pecially for bright people who have imbibed thematics from high
school onward. Anything else will take longer to master. My last task
is to show that the time and trouble would be worth it. Assuming
that one wants to study and write about cinema in an academic
context,20 what options are open?

Let us back up a step and ask: To what questions is ordinary critical
interpretation offering answers? I have already suggested that one
could consider ordinary interpretation to be tacitly asking: How does
this film provide an occasion for us to entertain, as an imaginative
possibility, the juxtaposition and development of certain semantic
fields? But one might capture the critic's own sense of the activity by
asking two more object-centered questions. First, how are particular
films put together? Call this the problem of films' composition. Second,
what ejficts and functions do particular films have? If criticism can be
said to produce knowledge in anything like tlle.sense applicable to the
natural and the social sciences, these two questions might be the most
reasonable points of departure.21

How does the interpretive critic answer these questions? He pre
sumes, I think, that the film's composition and effects are the vehicles
of its implicit and/or symptomatic meanings. Such meanings deter-
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mine the films' use of subject matter, ideas, structure, and style; they
also govern the film's effects on spectators within social contexts.

Yet this is only one way of conceiving matters of composition and
effect. Other answers are possible, and perhaps better. For example,
one could argue that ordinary interpretation conceives the problem of
effect too narrowly. What may matter as much as implicit or repressed
meanings is the surface of the work, which Auerbach claims has been
ignored. For a long time literary and art criticism consisted of "im
pressionistic" descriptions of the faults and beauties of works. In this
century, Shklovsky's "palpability of the object," phenomenology, and
other trends argued for the. perceptibility of the artwork. The most
influential formulation in our time has been Susan Sontag's 1964 essay
"Against Interpretation." In the face of interpreters' woolly abstrac
tion, Sontag demands· that we recover our senses and art's sensuous
ness. The critic can produce "a really accurate, sharp, loving
description of the appearance of a work of art."22 Tyler, Bazin, the
Cahiers and Movie critics, and Sarris were often adept at this, but the
real masters are a few reviewers like Manny Farber. Here he is on His
Girl Friday:

Besides the dynamic, highly assertive pace, this Front Page remake
with Rosalind Russell playing Pat O'Brien's role is a tour de force
of choreographed action: bravado posturings with body, lucid Cub
istic composing with natty lapels and hat brims, as well as a very
stylized discourse of short replies based on the idea of topping,
outmaneuvering the other person with wit, cynicism, and verbal
bravado. A line is never allowed to reverberate but is quickly attached
to another, funnier line in a very underrated comedy that champions
the sardonic and quick-witted over the plodding, sober citizens.23

Such rhapsodic evocation is one way to sharpen. the reader's aware
ness of phenomenal qualities that ordinary criticism plays down.24 Yet
the academic critic will point out that Farber is still "producing mean
ing" from His Girl Friday. This is one reason I have insisted upon
different sorts of meaning, at different levels of concreteness. In my
terms here, the critic ascribes expressive qualities to certain referential
and explicit meanings. A sensuous criticism needs rich models of
perception, and the best ones currently available emphasize that per
ceiving is structural and categorical. Perception is not a mere grasp of
abstract shape or a flicker of vivid sensations; it is an "effort after
meaning" -though not necessarily implicit or symptomatic meaning.
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A criticism attentive to "perceptibility" does not discard meaning
altogether but ranges it among the film's effects.

Another approach to criticism's central questions would involve
historical study ofparticular films. To analyze a film's composition and
functions requires us to consider what processes brought it into being
(for example, to what problems does its composition represent an
attempted solution?) and what forces have mobilized it for various
purposes. At the moment I write this, critics who a few years ago
were immersed in "the text itself" or abstract· theoretical inquiry are
now "calling for" (a rhetorical study of this lexeme would be worth
while) some form ofhistorical study. Because cinema studies has lacked
a strong tradition ofhistorical scholarship, critics who know only how
to read a film are discovering a terra incognita. The trend may be
another symptom of the repetitiveness of ordinary criticism over the
last fifteen years. It may also be a reaction to the prospect ofcompletely
"open" readings. (History can seem to pin them down.)

Plainly, the Historical Turn need not break with interpretation's
business as usual. The critic can expand the object of study to include
the film's genre, its audience, its period, its "discursive regime"-the
aggregate to be pushed through the same sieve ofcontradictory mean
ings, personification schemata, puns, associational redescriptions, and
whatnot. It is no great advance to treat a period as one vast text, or
to dub "historicity" itself a new semantic field, or to study historical
reception as a process of what critics or advertisements declare about
a film, if we are never going beyond our familiar schemata and heu
ristics.

A better reason to study history is that the things people did. and
said in other times are less predictable than what our contemporaries
do and say. We don't want a critical language to flatten out our
predecessors' difference. Historical study touches off a Brechtian sur
prise: not "How like ourselves!" but ''Who would- have imagined that
they could believe this?" There is no reason to assume that a historical
perception of a work always has greater claim to some abstract truth
or validity; but in an era of drab readings we can, if our conceptual
schemes are flexible, turn to history to discover that films have func
tioned in ways that are not already known to us. For example, critics
can expatiate freely upon the poetic implications of Dovzhenko's
works, but Vance Kepley has shown that the films' mysterious mytho
graphic elements had concrete extratextual references for the director's
audiences, and that the films' explicit messages are the trace ofvarious,
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sometimes conflicting, political purposes. Kepley can go on to describe
"ideological projects" and propose informed symptomatic readings on
the basis of the sort of specific historical evidence that Macherey and
the Cahiers critics were never able to muster.25

Work like this points in two directions. One is toward the recon
struction of earlier acts of comprehension. Donald Crafton, Andre
Gaudreault, Tom Gunning, Charles Musser, Janet Staiger, Kristin
Thompson, Charles Wolfe, and other contributors to the new histo
riography have reconfirmed the precept that through time some po
tential referential and explicit meanings are lost.26 These can be revi
vified through an analysis akin to the study of iconography in art
history. Alternatively, the critic may seek to explain the historical
mechanisms that produce the contradictions that critics impute to
texts. F.or example, Lea Jacobs and Richard Maltby have traced out
how concrete institutional negotiations among filmmakers, studio ex
ecutives, and censors generated the disparities one may attribute to
"fallen women" films of the early 1930s.27

It is thus not a question of repudiating interpretation but of situ
ating its protocols within a broader historical inquiry. Current research
into pre-1915 world cinema has not ruled out the interpretation of
films, but it has subordinated it to a rigorous examination of subjects,
stylistic norms, generic factors, and conditions of production and
exhibi!ion.28 Instead of the reigning duality of"theory versus history,"
we would do better to recall the one with which New Criticism won
its institutional victory: "scholarship versus criticism."

I am not claiming that historical research is inherently more reliable
or certain than critical interpretation; it too depends on inferences.
All knowledge involves the subsumption of a phenomenon to a con
ceptual frame of reference. But, again, some frameworks are more
complex, precise, and nuanced than others; some reveal anomalies and
counterexamples rather than mask them off. The inferences produced
by broad and nuanced frames of reference are thus more likely to
capture fresh and significant aspects of the phenomenon. A theoreti
cally rigorous historical scholarship is at present a strong candidate
for reinvigorating film study.

Most broadly and basically, I suggest that the questions of com
position, function, and effect that interpretive criticism sets out to
answer are most directly addressed and best answered by a self-con
scious historical poetics of cinema. I conceive this as the study ofhow,
in determinate circumstances, films are put together, serve specific



Why Not to Read aFilm 267

functions, and achieve specific effects. This tradition has been devel
oped by classical aestheticians of cinema-Arnheim, the Russian For
malists, the Soviet filmmakers, Bazin, Burch, and others. A
paradigmatic instance of cinematic poetics is Bazin's model of the
"evolution of the language of cinema," which proposes an account of
changing norms of cinematic construction and style.29 Another ex
ample is Noel Burch's extensive history of style in Japanese cinema.30

Some interpretive critics have also shed light on these matters, as in
the Cahiers and Movie critics' explorations of authorial style, in Durg
nat~s analyses of technique, or in such trailblazing analyses of classical
norms as Thomas Elsaesser's writings for Monogram in the early
1970s.31 Textual analysts like Bellour, Kuntzel, Marie-Claire Ropars,
and others have revealed many aspects of narrative composition and
stylistic functioning. 32 Occasionally semiotic and postsemiotic theory
has addressed compositional issues, as in Metz's outline of the Grande
Syntagmatique and Wollen's discussion of Godard's "counter-cin
ema."33 In some of these cases, poetics remains secondary to herme
neutics; nonetheless these writings show that the construction of
implicit and symptomatic meaning can coexist with the study of form
and style in given historical circumstances.

A historical poetics can fruitfully start with the assumption that no
a priori device or set ofmeanings can serve as the basis ofan invariable
critical method. (For this reason, Kristin Thompson has called "neo
formalist" poetics an "approach" that can utilize different "methods.")
To make all films mean the same things by applying the same critical
procedures is to ignore the rich variety of film history. In a given film,
any item may bear an abstract meaning; or it may bear none. It is all
a matter of conceptual scheme, intrinsic context, and historical norms.
Some films may make meaning their "dominant," as do allegories like
The Seventh Seal and Thriller. In other films, narrative referentiality
forms the basis ofthe film's composition and effects; abstract meanings
remain secondary. This is the case with most popular commercial
cinema. Or a film's composition and effects may depend upon a fluc
tuating relation of narrative structure to stylistic patterning, as in Play
Time or Pickpocket. In yet other films, such as MothlightJ perceptual
play may dominate the film to the extent that cues cannot be isolated
and bear semantic fields. Taken singly, no interpretive schema or
heuristic can be definitively abandoned, since an open-textured poetics
of film might find anything appropriate to illuminate a given film in
a particular historical context. By the same token, though, not every
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film will be interpretable to the same degree, and in many cases
interpretive inferences will be the least pertinent ones.

Historical poetics takes on particular urgency within a critical milieu
that appeals to conventions as a way of setting off the target film. By
invoking norms the explicatory critic usually treats mundane tradition
as a foil to the innovative filmmaker. The symptomatic critic typically
uses norms to establish what is "natural" and "invisible" (as a cam
ouflage for textual contradictions). Yet most such appeals to conven
tion remain ungrounded in evidence. Without an awareness of
historically existent options, critics often attribute historically implau
sible transgressions to a film. One critic claims that the ending of
Humoresque creates a "disturbance of codification" when radio music
wells up unrealistically as the heroine walks to her death; but such a
move from diegetic to nondiegetic music is quite permissible in clas
sical Hollywood cinema.34 Likewise, many of the disruptive traits
ascribed to oppositional or "subversive" films are simply conventions
bf postwar art cinema. One writer finds Videodrome to "radically chal
lenge prevailing' systems of signification" because it has an unresolved
plot, does not set off flashbacks with dissolves, and breaks down the
boundary between subjective and objective representation.35 Another
critic declares that Bad Timing "undercuts the spectators' pleasure' by
preventing both visual and narrative identification, by making it lit
erally as difficult to see as to understand events and their succession,
their timing; and our sense of time becomes uncertain in the film, as
its vision for us is blurry."36 On the contrary: such problems of iden-'
tification and 'such temporal uncertainties constitute fundamental art
cinema conventions, and they have shaped viewing skills ever since
Hiroshima mon amou~ Red Desert) Persona) 'and similar films became
models for ambitious directors. 37

For the poetician, such conventions and skills become the center of
attention. Since poiesis means "making," poetics could profit from a
pun of its own: it focuses on the work-the film as an object, but also
the regulated effort that produces and uses it. Filmmakers aim to make
certain sorts ofobjects, which in turn produce more or less predictable
effects when used in conventional ways.

On the compositional side, the film poetician concentrates on those
processes that enable films to come into being. Interpretive practice
has tended to play down the concrete activities involved in the film
making enterprise. For the explicatory critic, the film may express the
creator's world view, or it may be an integral object whose implications
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escape its maker. For the symptomatic critic, the mainstream text's
contradictions are involuntary. (The producers, as cultural agents, are
on the whole blind to ideological forces.) Yet most textual effects are
the result of deliberate and founding choices, and these affect form,
style, and different sorts of meaning. Just as a poet's use of iambic
pentameter or sonnet form is unlikely to be involuntary, so 'the film
maker's decisions about camera placement, performance, or editing
constitute relatively stable creative acts whose situational logic can be
investigated. This is not to ignore the fact that in most industrial
circumstances filmmaking involves collective work, with choices made
by various agents and defined in varying ways. In principle, the stan
dardized compositional options should be· specifiable.

As a historian of forms, genres, and styles, the poetician starts from
the concrete assumptions embedded in the filmmaker's craft. Some
times these are articulated by practitioners; sometimes they must be
inferred from the. product and the mode of production. The poetician
aims to analyze the conceptual and empirical factors-norms, tradi
tions, habits-that govern a practice and its products. Poetics thus
offers explanations, of an intentionalist,. functionalist, or causal sort.
It has a propensity to the problem/solution model, to institutional
frames of reference, and to rational-agent explanatory assumptions. 38

At present, research into early cinema, genre history, stylistics, and
narratology manifests the gradual emergence ofa self-conscious poetics
of film. 39

In some traditions, "poetics" has referred only to the "productive"
side of the process; "aesthetics" was often assumed to account for the
work's effects. But Aristotle was at pains to include in the Poetics a
discussion of the audience's response to tragedy.40 In this century,
literary poeticians such as the Russian Formalists and the Chicago
Neo-Aristotelians made the question a celltral one. Historically, inter
preters have tended to reduce all effects to "meaning"; they have been
attracted less to art's "pleasing" side than to its didactic side. In
contemporary film theory, matters of effect have sometimes been
treated under a Freudian notion of "pleasure." Certainly a poetics of
cinema should recognize something like pleasure as an effect to be
explained, but as it stands the concept is notably broad. In watching
an image, we pay attention, make inferences, and perform both vol
untary and involuntary perceptual activities that need analyzing and
explaining. In following a narrative, we make assumptions and draw
on schemata and routines in order to arrive at conclusions about the
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world of the story. Somehow all this may come out as pleasure, but
we scarcely know how.

By situating matters of meaning within the framework of effects, a
poetics need not adopt the communication model of sender-message
receiver, or what has been called the "conduit" metaphor.41 Nor need
it follow the signification model of sign, message, and code.42 The
poetics I would propose rests upon an inferential model, whereby the
perceiver uses ·cues in the film to execute determinable operations, of
which the construction of all sorts of meaning will be a part. To some
extent, the filmmaker (being' himself or herself also a perceiver) can
construct the film in such a way that certain cues are likely to be salient
and certain inferential pathways are marked out. But the filmmaker
cannot control all the semantic fields, schemata, and heuristics which
the perceiver may bring to bear on the film. The spectator can thus
use the film for other purposes than the maker anticipated. There is
nothing mysterious or surprising about this; any product of human
labor can .fulfill various functions. When operating within the insti
tution of film criticism, perceivers are likely to use the film to produce
implicit and symptomatic meanings, regardless of the filmmaker's in
tent. A historical poetics will thus study not only the practices of
production but also those of reception. It will not let the former
dictate the latter, but it will study the parallels and common grounds
no less than the divergences.

From this perspective, interpretation's conceptions of implicit and
symptomatic meaning take on new significaJ.lce. In their most concrete
form, they constitute protocols of reception, particularly within twen
tieth-century Western societies. More generally, they point to factors
which must be part of any explanation which a poetics can offer. Any
social phenomenon can be analyzed as intended action accompanied
by unintended consequences. The explicatory conception of meaning,
in attributing to the filmmaker(s) voluntary control over the implicit
meanings of the film, acknowledges the undeniable power of social
agents to make and execute plans. Yet the concept of culturally symp
tomatic meaning directs our explanation to those aspects of the film
shaped by the "invisible hand" oflarger social forces. Insofar as poetics
aims at comprehensive explanation of causes and uses of films, these
conceptions of meaning, revised in ways I have suggested earlier, can
point the enterprise toward a modified rational-agent model of films'
making and reception.43

At this IT10ment, however, I believe that the nl0st promising avel1ues
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for poetic analysis are those opening onto the compositional processes
of form and style. Mer the 1970s flurry of "textual analyses" in the
pages of Screen) Camera Obscura) and other journals, most English
language critics seem to have relegated such activities to pedagogy.
Many writers on the classical Hollywood cinema assume that its nar
rative and stylistic dynamics are well understood; this enables the critic
to pass smootWy on to the business of interpretation. In France,
however, textual analysis of a rigorous and enlightening sort continues
to be done.44 Such work, which puts interpretation at the service of
more global investigations of conventions offilmic structure and func
tion, lies firmly within the purview of poetics.

If the critic analyzes films' form and style, she becomes open to
noticing that some effects are not reducible'to meaning in the sense
that interpretive critics employ. In the classical tradition offilm theory,
Rudolf Arnheim and the Noel Burch of Theory ofFilm Practice pay
particular attention to those effects of the medium that escape thema
tization. Some practical criticism also points in this direction. Stuart
Liebman has exposed the perceptual basis of the patterns in Paul
Sharits' Shutter Interface) showing how the film's synesthetic qualities
rely upon manipulations ofthe phi phenomenon and lateral movement
illusions.45 Kristin Thompson has traced how perceptual "excess" takes
on saliency in Ivan the Terrible. 46 Borrowing from E. H. Gombrich's
account of decorative art, I have argued that "parametric" films or
ganize film techniques in patterns that may create an ongoing spec
tatorial engagement independent of narrative action.47 The films of
Yasujiro Ozu, with their nonnarrative structures of locale and shot
composition, offer good examples ofwhat Gombrich calls order with
out meaning.48 While the interpreter makes the film interpretable, the
poetician may also display the film as intriguing or challenging, per
haps because its operations lie beneath or beyond interpretation.49

A poetics of effects will also be led to a study of comprehension. If
historical scholarship can disclose' referential and explicit meanings, a
historical poetics can study the principles whereby viewers construct
such meanings. What are ,the inferential strategies that allow spectators
to identify.a protagonist, grasp a camera movement as subjective, or
understand that one cut denotes an ellipsis while another does not?
In order to analyze the process whereby a spectator constructs the
film's world and the story that takes place there, the poetician will
probably have some recourse to the schemata I have oudined in
Chapters 6, 7, and 8. But instead of treating schemata as devices for
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m~rking out cues that can support abstract semantic fields, the poeti
cian can study them in their own right: to examine how the personi
fication schema allows the spectator to construct character, how the
grasping of setting relies upon spatial routines, how the trajectory
schema yields inferences about causality, temporality, and parallel
agents or actions. To take up an earlier example: the poetician could
analyze those structural and substantive aspects of Psycho upon which
critics have reached consensus and from which they lallnch their var
ious interpretations.

Going further, the poetician will want explanations for the processes
of comprehension. Such explanations will probably not be neat, and
it is unlikely that they will draw much support from structuralist and
semiotic conceptions of codes (that is, rule-governed sets of fixed
units). It is now apparent that cinema has few, if any, such rules or
units, and that the spectator usually employs cinematic norms as "de
fault" values to be overriden if broader strategies of sense-making
suggest more fruitful inferences. A flashback that is not signaled by a
dissolve will not faze a spectator who has picked up other cues for
temporal reordering and who, as the film progresses, comes to grasp
the work's intrinsic norm. Adequate explanations of comprehension
will invoke several quite diverse explanatory frames: biological capac
ities of the human organism (for example, the mandatory perception
of apparent movement), acquired but very basic perceptual processes
(for example, ballistic eye movements,object recognition), acquired
but culturally widespread cognitive skills (for example, means/end
analysis, personification), and acquired and culturally variable pro
cesses (for example, particluar· notions of personal identity, historical
conventions of narrative construction). It seems likely that a tenable
theory of this sort will have recourse to perceptual and cognitive
research in anthropology, psychology, linguistics, and aesthetics.

If poetics is concerned to explain effects generated by films, it must
include in its purview 'those effects I have been calling .interpretive
practices.50 The inferential protocols of certain modes of viewing en
courage the spectator to try out implicit and symptomatic meanings
"spontaneously," as when art-cinema conventions invite the ·viewer to
take an object symbolically. A historical poetics should show how such
interpretive inferences constitute viewing conventions. In other cases,
when interpretation becomes a primary end of film criticism, the
poetician must examine how those inferences inform the work of
another artisan-the interpreter. Critical writing, in highbrow reviews
and academic journals, becomes rather like art itself: a body of histor-
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ically distinct norms and customs, goals and shortcuts, exemplars and
ordinary works. At this point, poetics becomes metacriticism.

Poetics is thus not another critical "approach," like myth criticism
or deconstruction. Nor is it a "theory" like psychoanalysis or Marxism.
In its broadest compass, it is a conceptu.al framework within which
particular questions about films' composition and effects can be posed.
In its accomplishments, poetics has proven too wide-ranging to con
stitute practical criticism and too concrete (too "practical") to be
honored as theory. Yet it is crucial to both. Its empirical generalizations
and conceptual distinctions supply assumptions, hypotheses, and en
thymematic premises that neither criticism nor theory could do with
out. Analytical editing, the notion of the protagonist, character
centered causality, the long take, on-screen versus off-screen space, the
concept of the scene, crosscutting, and diegetic sound are middle
level concepts which survive changes in theoretical fashion because
they mesh tightly with the phenomena.51 They are our primary ana
lytical instruments, and their usefulness lies in the fact that they capture
real and significant choices faced by filmmakers and viewers.

Along parallel lines, I have sought to layout certain middle-level
concepts which interpreters employ and show how they embody the
institutional choices which critics make. I offer not a hermeneutics
a scheme for producing valid or valuable interpretations-but a poetics
of interpretation. An indication of this, I think, is the extent to which
criticiZing this book's conclusions will entail using its own concepts.
The interpreter can probe the prec~ding chapters for implicit mean
ings, expose what is repressed, project new' semantic fields onto nodal
passages, trace out a journey of values or an Oedipal allegory, pun on
my terms, deflate my rhetorical pretensions, and so' on. Like every
poetics ofwriting, mine hands over to the reader the tools with which
my own discourse can be taken to pieces.

Within the framework ofa poetics, interpretation takes on its proper
importance. We cannot keep critics from building up implicit and
symptomatic meanings; nor should we. The dominance of interpre
tation is regrettable, but abstinence is not in order. Interpretation of
individual films can be fruitfully renewed by a historical scholarship
that seeks out the concrete and unfamiliar conditions under which all
sorts of meaning are made. Further, interpretation should not over
whelm analysis of form and style; the critic should not strive to reduce
every effect to the conventions of interpretive reason.

Film researchers can also go beyond practical criticism and launch
broad and basic projects in historical poetics. Here everything remains
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to be done. We are far from understanding the formal and stylistic
operations of the earliest cinema. We have no sophisticated analysis
of most genres, no sufficiently complex history of acting, lighting,
editing, music, camera techniques, or aesthetic uses of color. We lack
a subtle and principled history of narrative forms. We do not know
enough about such mundane matters as dialogue, scene construction,
and optical effects. We are almost completely uninformed about the
norms governing the ordinary output of most national cinemas, let
alone the relations between those norms and conditions ofproduction
and consumption. Even the official classics-the works of German
Expressionism or Soviet montage or Italian Neorealism-have not on
the whole been considered from the standpoint of a historical poetics.
Such tasks as these, and a hundred more, require us to forge fresh
theories, to ask precise questions, to examine a wide range of films
from various traditions, and to supplement study of "the text" with
examination of a wide range of documents. Again, interpretive con
ventions would fall naturally into this line of inquiry, but they would
not compose it wholly. The researcher could profitably concentrate on
historical norms of comprehension, about which we know so little,
and to which interpretation owes so much. Empirical without being
empiricist, emphasizing explanations rather than explications, poetics
can enrich criticism by putting cinema's social, psychological, and
aesthetic conventions at the center of inquiry.

I cannot rely on much besides inference and rhetoric to persuade
my reader that such research programs are worth pursuing. I have
offered some arguments to show that a criticism dominated by inter
pretation .has strong and intriguing rivals in accounting for films'
composition and effects. But to convince the interpretive critic that
changes are in 'order, I must appeal to other values we share-such as
our old friends plausibility and novelty. Certainly the alternatives I
have sketched out seem minimally·plausible. As for the novelty ...

In titling his 1923 study ofconventionality in art The Knight)s Move)
Shklovsky created an image rich in implications. One of them is the
necessarily oblique development of art. Like the chess knight, art does
not progress in a straight line. It gets deflected because it aims to be
unpredictable in relation to reigning norms. Criticism can progress in
a similar fashion. The greatest novelty, at this moment, will come not
from new semantic fields (postmodernism, or whatever will follow)
but from a sidestepped dislocation of interpretation itself. It is time
for critics to make the knight's move.
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