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LT 247: Hollywood Directors.

The Director as Auteur. 

It has become a commonplace to refer to a film in conjunction with the name of its director. This is associated with expectations concerning  the style, content and meaning of a film and these may well influence an audience’s experience of the film, or even their decision whether or not to see it. Even within the very limited context of this course so far it will have become apparent that we would expect a Chaplin film to somewhat different to one directed by Keaton; a Harold Lloyd film would be as different again. Our course title, “Hollywood Directors,” makes it implicitly clear that the director is regarded as auteur. In short the “auteur theory” suggests that a director bears the same relation to a film as does an author to a novel. The extreme form of this notion of authorship is expressed in the individualistic conception of the artist as an creator of genius whose function was expressed by Shakespeare thus:





The poet’s eye, in a fine frenzy rolling,

Doth glance from heaven to earth, from earth to heaven.

And as imagination bodies forth

The forms of things unknown, the poet’s pen

Turns them to shapes, and gives to airy nothing

A local habitation and a name. (A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Act V, Sc.1)
The problem with this conception is that the artist does not work with “airy nothing,” a fact of which Shakespeare was perfectly well aware as the play makes abundantly clear. His plays are constructed from the myths and dramas of classical antiquity (recovered by the West at the Renaissance), from English folklore, “history” and mythology. They reflect the political preoccupations of their age and place. They are expressed in the language of their day. They are performed within the conventions of theatre. The novelist may be considered less constrained than the dramatist but cannot escape all of the conditions listed above. The extreme form of the notion of authorship was associated with Romanticism and reflected romantic notions of the heroic individual and of the agency of the centred self. Against this extreme view we can set Barthes’ notion of the “Death of the Author” (cf. Nietzsche’s assertion of the “Death of God”). 

    However one regards the relation between “author” and “text” it is not difficult to see that the film director is in a much more complex position than the novelist. Film making is a collective, industrial/technological process which requires substantial capital investment and therefore depends for its survival on the ability to attract a mass audience. It involves the coordination of a very large number of creative and technically expert personnel. No film text can be considered to have been generated by a single creator. Considerations of social, historical and cultural context are, if anything, even more significant for film than for literature.

   Never-the-less a case can be made for the notion of director as “auteur”, but an author who creates within the constraints mentioned above and whose influence on the final film text may be as much a function of his/her strength of personality or degree of financial independence as of “talent.” A director who, by one means or another, has a relatively high degree of control over script, lighting, editing, camera placement and movement etc. will bear a correspondingly higher share of responsibility for the success or otherwise of the finished product. It is possible for the director to have a greater influence than anyone else, but it is not always the case. That some directors are better at “making” movies than others is surely a truism. Who these directors might be and how their influence expresses itself is one of the concerns of the film critic/student. It is not the only concern.

2. Historical Notes. The ideas that we associate with cinematic “auteur theory” originated, like so much theory, in France. During the German occupation (1940 - 44) American movies were “verboten.” After the liberation this situation was remedied. The reception given to American movies was coloured by various factors; the Americans (largely) had effected the liberation and things American were held in admiration, especially by the young. French and German film production were at a stand-still. The French had some 5 years of American output to catch up on. The cinema enjoyed an intense vogue, especially among young aspiring intellectuals whose appetites and opportunities for self-expression had been stunted for so long. In addition the young tended to reject the cultural values of their parents’ generation, a rejection motivated by more than the usual need for the young to establish themselves at the expense of their elders; they blamed the conservatism and rigidity of the older generation for the defeat and humiliation of 1940. This prompted them to assert the intellectual validity of the cinema as an art-form deserving the same respect as literature, painting and the other arts. (It should be noted that cinema was already taken much more seriously in France than in England - or America for that matter.) It also led them to espouse the popular. All these factors combined to focus their attention on Hollywood - the source of popular cinema par excellence. In order to assert the merit of this cinema as worthy of serious intellectual consideration they sought common ground between the cinema and other “serious” forms and found it in the notion of the director as auteur. 

   The Cinémathèque in Paris stayed open 24 hours a day and showed American films for a great part of the time. The young aspiring critics, watching as many as twenty films a week or more, began to recognize  recurring themes in certain films. They discerned consistencies of style and the repeated use of certain “teams” of actors. Seeking explanations for these patterns they found that such groupings of films had, in certain cases, a common factor in the person of the director. This often occurred  in connection with those films that they regarded as the best. In these circumstances was the notion of the auteur conceived. These new young critics published many of their ideas in Cahiers du Cinéma, a magazine associated with the Cinémathèque  and published by Andre Bazin. Their critical theory became known as the Politique des Auteurs and is rooted in notions of the artist of creative genius. Godard, Truffaut, Rivette, and others were prominent in this movement and later went on to direct films of their own, creating what came to be known as the “La Nouvelle Vague” (“The New Wave”). The American directors to whom they gave the accolade of “Auteur” included John Ford, Howard Hawks, Orson Welles and, pre-eminently, Alfred Hitchcock. Their ideas spread to England and were taken up by similar young intellectuals in this country, writing for Movie Magazine. Among them was Robin Wood, whose writing you will already have encountered. The Movie critics were influenced by the ideas of F. R. Leavis who saw what he referred to as “the Great Tradition” of English Literature as one that espoused certain moral values (values threatened by modern industrial society and mass culture) and which was best appreciate by an ‘ideal reader’ of whom Leavis himself was, by implication, the type. As one might expect Leavis despised the cinema so the Movie critics had to argue that certain directors, the great auteurs,  were somehow able to rise above the industrial mass culture of the Hollywood from which they sprang, and produce ‘great works’ that were personal to them and which expressed fundamentally ‘civilized values.’  It was the US critic Andrew Sarris who challenged this view of Hollywood as an obstacle to ‘seriousness,’ and arguing that the resources and codes of Hollywood could be seen as what we might now call ‘cultural capital’ for the auteur to invest and develop.  
   The notion of the director as auteur has had its critics. The more “Marxist” their orientation the more severely they reject the individual as creator. Edward Buscombe gives a comprehensive account of the shortcomings of the theory in “Ideas of Authorship” (Screen Vol. 14, no. 3, Autumn 1973). Of course it is easy to claim too much for the cinematic auteur, as it is for any interpretive theory. Never-the-less, as I have indicated  above, the notion of the director as auteur has become an accepted part of the language of cinematic debate and film criticism. It continues to be a source of meaning for film audiences and is still, in spite of all argument to the contrary, inextricably linked to the process of evaluation.

Prescribed Reading.

As the Course Outline indicates, there are three suggested readings on the Auteur Theory for this course. They are chosen  because they make reference to the directors with whom we are primarily concerned.

Sarris, A. “Notes on the Auteur Theory in 1962” in Braudy & Cohen, eds., Film Theory & Criticism, pp. 515 - 519.

Sarris’ article is a U S response to the British version of the work of the Cahiers critics. It suggests, quite straightforwardly, that Auteur  criticism identifies three elements as of significance to the director who “deserves” auteur status; “technique“, “personal style” and “inner meaning”. These are uniquely identifiable in the work of the auteur. 

Wollen, P. From Signs and Meaning in the Cinema, in Braudy & Cohen, pp. 519 - 535.

Wollen’s analysis is much more complex than that of Sarris, indicating the manner in which criticism had developed in the decade following. Wollen suggests a synthesis between auteurism and structuralism. He also asserts that auteur theory (and by implication any other theory) is imposed on a film text by the critic, is extraneous to the film text rather than implicit in it and is applied after the completion of the film text, rather than “in the film maker’s mind” before the text’s creation. This corresponds with the notion that criticism is part of the process of “narration.” Wollen devotes a good deal of time to the analysis of films of Hawks and Ford, pointing out the way in which consideration of a body of work illuminates the readings available to the critic.  He has a number of interesting things to say about the work of both men. It is worth noting that, for all his reservations about auteur theory, he undoubtedly discusses these works from an auteurist point of view. The aspect of auteur theory that troubles Wollen most is its relation to evaluation. If a film can be said to be the work of an auteur, does this mean that it will be “better”  than  the work of a director who does not bear this status?  

Stoddart, H. “Auteurism and Film Authorship Theory” in Hollows & Jancovich, eds., Approaches to Popular Film.

Stoddart’s essay provides an account of the various developments of auteur theory that have taken place in the four decades that have elapsed since its inception. This is a concise but comprehensive survey that  indicates the manner in which auteurism has adapted to the insights of Marxism, structuralism, post-structuralism, psychoanalysis and post-modernism. 

John Cant.
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