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LT 247: Hollywood Directors.

Week 8, Class7. Orson Welles: The Magnificent Ambersons. (1942).

1. The Making of the Film.

  After the financial failure of Citizen Kane, RKO and its then boss George Schaefer came under increasing pressure to produce a money-making success. Schaefer maintained his belief in Welles to the extent of keeping him employed and looking for a suitable project but did not feel able to continue giving Welles carte blanche. Eventually Welles was taken with the idea of filming an adaptation of the Booth Tarkington novel The Magnificent Ambersons. Tarkington had been a very popular and highly regarded novelist and Mercury had already created a successful radio version of the text. Schaefer agreed to the project but, despite Welles’ later protestations to the contrary, reserved to the studio the right to decide the final cut. 

   The progress of the production was fraught with difficulties of various kinds. Production costs were high, the sets and other arrangements were complex and on a grand scale. Welles, as ever, seemed to regard “cost” as irrelevant: he insisted on shooting the snow scene that follows the ball, in a huge refrigerator on the Culver City lot, so that the actors’ breath would be visible.  The meticulous work of the director of photography, Stanley Cortez, proceeded slowly. All in all production costs were in excess of one million dollars. 

   These problems were exacerbated by Welles behavior. As shooting proceeded he became increasingly bad-tempered and erratic. Carringer puts this down to the extent to which the Oedipal theme of the film paralleled Welles’ own emotional state. But the real crisis was created when Welles, at the behest of the government and with the studio’s agreement, left to work in Brazil on a project that was supposed to promote good relations between the two countries in the context of America’s recent entry into the Second World War. Like so many Welles projects this did not come to fruition (at least not until years later and in a truncated form – a film entitled It’s All True). He left detailed directions to Ambersons editor, Robert Wise, (as on Citizen Kane) and attempted to maintain control over the editing process from a distance. Communications were somewhat less effective in 1942 than they are today; even had they not been one can imagine the difficulties involved. As these difficulties multiplied Schaefer increasingly exercised the studio’s prerogative and Welles’ tentative control became weaker and weaker. Some of his suggestions for shaping the film seem bizarre and disastrous in retrospect; in fact they seemed so at the time. (See Carriger). The usual preview showings of the film ranged from discouraging to disastrous. Eventually a version of the film was issued that ignored Welles’ most radical suggestions (fortunately) and included an “audience pleasing happy ending” (unfortunately). However the “happy ending” is so banal and out of keeping with the rest of the film that one can legitimately ignore it in my opinion. It should perhaps be remembered that the film was issued in 1942 – a dark time for America – and that the popular audience was not in the mood to respond to such a sombre, introspective offering. Welles lacked the popular touch that directors such as Ford possessed. The Magnificent Ambersons is, in many respects, a film noir – in that respect it was ahead of its time. 

   It was, of course, a financial failure. Schaefer lost his job at RKO and Welles, who had never been accepted by the studios as a whole, also lost his chance to direct on a regular basis and with the full resources of Hollywood behind him. Those, like Welles himself, who see him as the victim of philistine money-men and the enemies of true art, ignore the fact that movie making is an immensely expensive business and that film producers have to make profits if they wish to continue to exist. They also ignore the achievements of the likes of Ford, Hawks and Hitchcock and the studios for which they worked. These men knew how to work with the system in order to create the films they wanted. Welles never possessed this kind of political and artistic nous: to the end he retained within himself the self-destructive aspect of character that he filmed so brilliantly in the persons of Charles Foster Kane and George Minifer.

2. This Week’s Reading.

This week’s first readings are both taken from Robert Carringer’s book, The Magnificent Amberson’s: A Reconstruction. The first section is entitled “Oedipus in Indianapolis” and, as the title suggests, offers a Freudian interpretation of the relationship between George Minifer and his mother. There is nothing particularly obscure in this interpretation, on the contrary George’s reaction to the relationship between Mrs. Minifer and Eugene Morgan could hardly be more clearly characterized. If the importance of the mother/son relationship was quite clear in Citizen Kane it is even more so in Welles’ second film. There is an obvious parallel with Hamlet and Carriger makes much of this. He also draws on details of Welles’ childhood in order to make a strong case for finding autobiographical elements in both films. Welles always denied this but then he was the most unreliable of sources of information regarding his own life and work. Carriger makes it clear that Welles drew no real distinction between fact and fiction with regard to himself and his family circumstances. He seems to have been engaged in a permanent process of self-mythologising, prompted by the painful circumstances in which he grew up. He was, perhaps, always trying to create a self and a personal history that would supply his own lack. He actually contributed a series of articles to the Saturday Evening Post of 1940 entitled “How To Raise A Child” and purporting to be based on the happy circumstances of his own early years. The irony is that, perhaps consciously, Welles’ finest films were constructed around self-destructive figures who closely paralleled Welles himself in a number of ways. 

   According to Carriger, Welles mother Beatrice had a dominating, charismatic personality with artistic and musical leanings. She presided over a “salon” of like-minded people in their home town of Kenosha, Wisconsin and the young Welles was a frequenter of this adult circle. His father, Richard Welles, was an inventor and entrepreneur who inherited money and used it to launch an initially successful career. He was undone by drink and his early promise came to naught. The couple parted (when Orson was six) and all the money was dissipated. Beatrice Welles found some consolation in the person of the family physician, Dr. Maurice Bernstein who became a surrogate father for Orson, (actually George Orson). Beatrice died of hepatitis when Welles was nine. He was summoned to her bedside for her last moments. Richard Welles died of alcoholism in 1930: Orson was then 15 years old. Carringer makes a strong case for the relation between the early films and the childhood experiences. Of course we might comment that this is a commonplace and that it would be surprising were it to be otherwise. He sums up a long and detailed account of the Welles family saga and the many fables that Orson told about it with these words:

Of his mother he said too little. Did the thought of her trigger associations too painful to contemplate? Of his father he said too much.  Could the extreme ambivalence apparent in many of Welles’s characterizations of him be symptomatic of a more deep-rooted conflict? Bazin attributed these idiosyncrasies to “egotistical fixation.” In view of the foregoing account, “Oedipal” seems a the more appropriate modifier, so long as this term is understood in the more general sense, as the entire bewildering complex of ambivalent and conflicting feelings towards the parents (including the sexual) with which an offspring struggles to come to terms throughout life. 

The significance of all this for The Magnificent Ambersons is profound in Carriger’s view. He points out that Welles filmed and performed the leading roles in Macbeth and Othello, but never Hamlet, perhaps the greatest role of all. (He also made the superb Chimes At Midnight – one of the best of all cinematic versions of Shakespeare – playing Falstaff of course.) Carriger also points out the fact that Welles did not choose to play George Minifer – despite the fact that Tim Holt did not really have the range for what was the crucial role in the film and Welles would have been perfect for the part.  Normally Welles would have automatically reserved the main part for himself – centre stage was his natural place. Carriger suggests that this was due to the fact that Welles found the role “too close to home”. He uses the same argument to explain the extraordinary ‘long cut’ which Welles urged on Wise during the desperate long-range editing process. If this had been maintained it would have removed the sequence in which George reacts against his mother’s relationship with Eugene. This would, of course, have rendered the film incomprehensible, having removed both the dramatic power and psychological meaning from the heart of the narrative. As a general rule one should be skeptical of autobiography as a source of interpretive material when analyzing an artist’s work. However in the case of Orson Welles it seems clear that, despite his protestations to the contrary, Welles did indeed draw on his own psychology and personal history in creating his two finest works. 

The second Carriger section, “Editing Ambersons: A Documentary History,” is also precisely what its title indicates. It records the entire process of editing, modifying and previewing that resulted in the final print, released in June of 1942. This is a detailed account of a long and complex process, made more so by Welles’ absence in Rio. Among the many changes suggested, trialed and abandoned (or adopted) is the ‘long cut’; it makes clear just how extraordinary this suggestion was. This reading might be of more concern to a film maker, rather than a critic, but it does throw light on the circumstances in which the film (and, by  extension, every ‘studio’ film) was made. It also adds something to our understanding of the role of the director and of the way in which his/her freedom to act is dependent on numerous other factors, not all of them by any means ‘artistic’. It reminds us of just how difficult it is for the director to lay claim to authorship. In fact it suggests that cinematic authorship is different in kind to the literary variety and depends much more on political skills and the ability to lead a creative team.

This week’s other reading is a repeat of Bordwell’s “Deep Focus Photography”, the article that we read in connection with Gregg Toland and The Grapes of Wrath. Bordwell has a good deal to say about Citizen Kane but does not mention The Magnificent Ambersons. Never-the-less the later film employs the deep focus technique to very great effect. As Bordwell points out, deep focus remained a part of the film-makers armoury thereafter although few used it with the deliberate flamboyance of Welles. A case could be made out for the ball sequence of The Magnificent Ambersons as the most effective such use that the cinemas has produced. If others declined to follow Welles’ lead this was in keeping with the industry’s distrust of Welles together with its innate conservatism and avoidance of what it thought of as “art.”

3. The Overall Themes of The Magnificent Ambersons.
   Like Citizen Kane, The Magnificent Ambersons operates on two principal levels, the personal and the social/historical. However in some ways it can be considered the more detailed, complex and interesting film. The personal aspect is both more intense and more detailed. George’s passionate feelings towards his mother are explored quite openly and provide the emotional mainspring of the drama. Their destructive nature leads to disastrous consequences for all concerned. That this destructive passion is rooted in the consequences of George’s childhood is made quite clear. His mother is loving but indulgent, his father is too weak to control his son. The grandfather encourages George’s insouciance. George is indeed ‘spoiled’ and the film locates the audience among those of his fellow citizens who wait in hope of seeing him get his “come-uppance,” which he duly does (ignoring the silly studio ending). These are the classic circumstances which make childhood difficult to escape. Both Welles’s early films are filled with the longing for lost childhood. The Oedipal theme follows classic Freudian lines, whether we regard them as valid or not.  Having disposed of the father who could not resist, the son then occupies his place – particularly with regard to his mother. This extends to refusal of the rival, and to going away together, almost like newly-weds. On their return George carries his mother to the carriage – almost like a bridegroom carrying his bride over the threshold. When his mother also dies George is totally bereft. But George and his parents are not the only personalities portrayed in some depth in the film. We get to form distinct impressions of Eugene and Nancy also, not to mention Fanny, Jack and Major Amberson himself. The inter-relationships between all these characters are worked out in a manner that is far more compelling than in Citizen Kane. While George’s relationship with Isabel  is shown as destructive, not to say perverse, that between Nancy and Eugene seems one of normal father/daughter love. However there are moments of ambivalence – at the ball for example – and when, having parted from George, Nancy declares that for her, Eugene is “enough.” The Amberson “family romance” is given further power by the figure of Fanny, the frustrated spinster whose sexual hysteria is never far from the surface. (Terrific performance by Agnes Moorhead). All these characters and their relationships are woven together in the film in a compelling manner which gives it a psychological and emotional depth quite absent from Citizen Kane. 

   At the same time the story is set within the context of social change. Not only does the film express the pain of the loss of childhood’s emotional context but it also registers that inflicted by the loss of the familiar world. Since we are viewing the film from a vantage point within its future we are clearly able to see that Eugene is the man of that future and that the Ambersons are doomed by their inability to change. Thus George’s obsessive clinging to his mother becomes a metaphor for the family’s clinging to their patrician social position and their trust in “old money.” In order to survive they needed to grasp the alliance with Eugene, but this is beyond them. (Compare this with the attitude of the Prince of Salina in Lampedusa’s The Leopard (1958) – filmed by Visconti in 1963. The Prince marries his nephew to the daughter of a rich bourgeois, announcing that “it is necessary for things to change in order that they may remain the same”. Visconti’s style is not unlike that of Welles.) The film’s acknowledgement of the need to accommodate change is not without its reservations. The new industrial Indianapolis at the end of the film is a world of dirt and ugliness; and as Eugene predicts, the greater speed of the motor car means that human beings find themselves with less time rather than more. Of course the development of the motor car is something that we associate particularly with America. Thus The Magnificent Ambersons is located within our “myth of America” purview. The loss of the old America – of horse drawn carriage and evening serenade – is the price that has been paid. The ideological underpinning thus remains the notion of money as the foundation of all things but the film questions the American faith in material “progress.” The tragedy of the Ambersons is that they “come down in the world” – the great fear of the society that believes in “making it”.

4. Extracts from The Magnificent Ambersons.

(i) The start of the film. Nostalgia for a “more gracious world,” a world with more time  – now lost.  A simple, non-realist, theatrical, but brilliantly effective representation of the theme of “change”. Fashion as the signifier. Eugene as the disruptor of this older, more elegant world.

(ii) Georgie’s childhood. The prediction that he will be spoiled – and why. Indulgent mother, ineffectual father, arrogant grandfather. Hope for “come-uppance.”

(iii) The ball. The whole of a long, complex and brilliantly organized sequence. Expressionist style, complex mise-en-scène, deep focus photography, long takes, chiaroscuro lighting – all in service of characterization, plot development, social comment, development of themes. “There are no old times – only new times.”

(iv) More complexity but the mood darkens. Three simultaneous planes of action – overlapping dialogue – a recreation of the complexity of human interaction.

(v) George’s hysterical reaction to his mother’s relationship with Eugene – snobbery masks sexual jealousy – both are relevant. Mrs. Johnson’s parlour – light attractive contrast with Amberson interior. Jack in the bath – hot tap – steam suggests sexual “heat and pressure”. George’s  extreme reaction. The rejection of Eugene – close ups used. 

(vi) George and Isabel – the bedroom scene – shades of Hamlet. Night attire, chiaroscuro lighting – emotional darkness. Isabel gives way – George “returns to childhood” in mother’s embrace.

(vii) Death of Isabel. Major Amberson’s last thoughts – change, loss, death, loss of “the world.” Welles voiceover. A very simple scene that works as well as the complex ones.

(viii) Town growing, changing, becoming grim and ugly. The Amberson’s world has gone and they with it. George has got his “come-uppance.” 

(ix) The final irony – George is knocked down by an automobile. The new world has destroyed the old but is it progress?
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