CHAPTER |

Understanding
the Medium

F iction 1s a widely understood term; it means the invented, the imaginative,
the fanciful—the opposite of fact. There is also historical fiction, as well as
historical drama: terms for works of the imagination that draw on history for
narrative or dramatic purposes. Thus, a novel or a play can still be considered
fiction even though it is derived from fact. There are other forms of fiction as
well—gothic, romantic, picaresque, detective, stream-of-consciousness, to name
a few. Fiction, then, is an umbrella term—one with many different spokes.

Film 1s another word that means different things in different contexts:
roll film, film stock, a film, to film. We were all exposed to some kind of film
before we saw our first example of classic moviemaking. It may have been
something we saw on television: a cartoon, a music video, a Lassie rerun.
Perhaps it was an educational film we saw in school, or a theatrical film
intended to be shown in movie theaters. Yet, asked to define film, many of
us would hesitate. But so would professional filmmakers. Animators, docu-
mentary filmmakers, Hollywood directors, and experimental filmmakers
perceive themselves as all working in the same medium—film. The films
they produce, however, differ totally in look, subject matter, and style. To the
general public, film means “movie” —a perfectly acceptable term that the
noted American critic Pauline Kael always championed.




Unfortunately, the word movie suggests popular culture rather than art.
An alternative term, cinema, suggests art rather than popular culture. Ironically,
cinema, though it is a French word, is derived from the Greek kinein (to move);
thus, whether we say cinema or movie, we are talking about an art form that
was once known as “moving pictures” —appropriately named because the
pictures really moved. There is nothing pejorative about the word movie; cer-
tainly some of the greatest examples of film art ever produced (many of which
are discussed in this text) are, and always will be, movies. Although Kael found
the word cinema pretentious, it is commonly used to categorize films accord-
ing to kind—-contemporary cinema or world cinema, for example; and
origin— American cinema, French cinema, and so on. Calling a film a movie
implies nothing about artistic worth. Whether we use the word movie or cin-
ema, we are discussing the same “spoke” of the umbrella term film.

Film as a Hybrid Art

Movies should be treated as texts—works to be analyzed and interpreted.
They are similar to any other text, including a textbook. Téxt comes from
the Latin fextus, meaning “to weave.” A text weaves the material together in
an orderly and coherent fashion. A movie is also a text, but a special kind of
text—an audiovisual one, as the American playwright, screenwriter, and
critic John Howard Lawson described it. Once it was a written text, either
in the form of a screenplay or a plot synopsis, as was often the case during
the silent era. Or, if it were not written down, it consisted of an idea in the
mind of the filmmaker, who then transformed it into an audiovisual text.
Like opera, film is a hybrid art. Opera draws on other arts: theater,
painting, music, and, depending on the opera, dance and mime. Film can
draw on all of these, and it is also an outgrowth of another art: photography.
Film is often called a collaborative art, in the sense of requiring the talents
of a vast number of specialists, all of whom are generally acknowledged in
the end credits. It is also an art in which one person, the director, is ex-
pected to integrate all of these contributions into a totality. Throughout this
book, we will be anatomizing film— viewing the elements that make up, as
Pauline Kael would want us to say, a movie. It is important to remember,
however, that all of the elements work together to realize an artistic vision.

The Creation of the Narrative Fili

In the late nineteenth century, going to a movie often meant going to an
arcade or a kinetoscope parlor, where there were rows of coin-operated
peep shows called kinetoscopes. They looked like cabinets and provided
about a minute’s worth of moving pictures: galloping horses, speeding trains,
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a couple kissing, a man sneezing, waves crashing on the beach, kangaroos
boxing. Today, such entertainment hardly seems revolutionary; in fact, kinet-
oscope fare does not seem like entertainment at all. However, to our fore-
bears, whose idea of a photographed image was a picture in a family album,
seeing people in motion or nature in action was a revelation.

We will be dealing almost exclusively with the narrative film, one
that tells a story. The narrative film came about when filmmakers discovered
that the medium could do more than just record whatever was in front of
the camera. The next step was not only to capture the real but to re-create
it: to show what could or might be; in other words, to tell a story.

In 1895, the Lumicere brothers, Louis and Auguste, photographed
scenes of real life in France or actualités: a train arriving at a station; workers
at quitting tme; a mischievous boy stepping on a gardener’s hose, causing
water to squirt into the gardener’s face. Another French movie pioneer,
Georges Méliés, who had been a magician, preferred to tell more elaborate
stories. Méliés’s A Trip to the Moon (1902) is a series of “artificially arranged
scenes,” to use his phrase, that were highly theatrical and followed each
other sequentially, so that there was a beginning, a middle, and an end. The
narrative film was beginning to take shape. But the best narrative is not so
much sequential as causal. It is not a matter of A happening first, B second,
and so forth; but, rather, A’s happening first causes B to happen second, with
C as the result.

The best of the early narrative films was E. S. Porter’s The Great Train Rob-
bery (1903), which pretty much follows the situation-complication-resolution
model. Outlaws enter a railroad telegraph office and tie up the operator. They
board a train, rob the passengers, and run off into the woods. Meanwhile, back
at the telegraph office, the operator’s daughter arrives with her father’s lunch
and unties him. A posse is formed, and the outlaws are killed—all in less than
twelve minutes. Although the fourteen episodes that make up The Great Train
Robbery seem to unfold sequentially, cause-effect is also at work. Because the
operator’s daughter has brought her father his lunch, she can untie him; be-
cause the operator has been untied, a posse can be formed; and because a posse
has been formed, the bandits can be tracked down.

Train robberies were common in the early twentieth century. How-
ever, it would have been impossible to film one. So why not imagine what
one might have been like in 1903? And so, with The Great Train Robbery, the
narrative film came into its own.

Narrative Film

In attempting to define film, John Howard Lawson wrote the following: “A
film is an audiovisual conflict; it embodies time-space relationships; it pro-
ceeds from a premise, through a progression, to a climax or ultimate term
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