




EAST-WEST FILM JOURNAL 

VOLUME 1- NUMBER 1 

Foreword 

Editors' Note 

Film and Society: Public Rituals and Private Space 
DUDLEY ANDREW 

Viewing Japanese Film: Some Considerations 
DONALD RICHIE 

3 

5 

7 

23 

Hollywood Reconsidered: Reflections on the Classical American Film 36 
WILLIAM ROTHMAN 

The Destiny of Samurai Films 
MICHITARO TADA 

Chinese Film Amidst the Tide of Reform 
SHAO MUJUN 

Art, Vision, and Culture: Satyajit Ray's Apu Trilogy Revisited 
WIMAL DISSANAYAKE 

From Ape-Man to Space-Baby: 2001, An Interpretation 
JOHN CHARLOT 

Responsible Soap: Discourses of Australian TV Drama 
JOHN TULLOCH 

59 

DECEMBER 1986 



The East-West Center is a public, nonprofit educational institution with 
an international board of governors. Some 2,000 research fellows, grad
uate students, and professionals in business and government each year 
work with the Center's international staff in cooperative study, training, 
and research. They examine major issues related to population, resources 
and development, the environment, culture, and communication in Asia, 
the Pacific, and the United States. The Center was established in 1960 

by the United States Congress, which provides principal funding. 
Support also comes from more than twenty Asian and Pacific 

governments, as well as private agencies and corporations. 



Foreword 

I TAKE great pleasure in introducing the first issue of the East- West Film 
Journal, a new project of the Institute of Culture and Communication. 
Established in I984 at the East-West Center, the Institute is dedicated to 
implementing the Center's mission of fostering better understanding and 
relations among peoples of the East and West through programs and 
research activities related to culture and communication. 

Interchange across cultures is studied at the Institute with a view to dis
covering ways in which both the process and substance of these interac
tions may be improved. The work of the Institute focuses on those impor
tant and contemporary issues relating to culture and communication that 
can be pursued uniquely well at the East-West Center. 

Five interrelated themes constitute the work of the Institute: the arts, 
development communication, humanities, media and international rela
tions, and social relations. These themes are investigated by teams of 
researchers, teams that are both international and interdisciplinary. 

The study of cinema is a major Institute activity because it is relevant to 
all the above subjects and draws on the expertise of researchers in many 
fields and from many cultures. 

Accordingly, we have begun developing a year-round Film Program of 
showings and study. Lectures and seminars on various aspects of film are 
held regularly. The Filipino filmmaker, Kidlat Tahimik, resided at the Cen
ter for two months as artist-in-residence, as did Zenzo Matsuyama, Japa
nese filmmaker, and his wife, actress Hideko Takamine. Held toward the 
end of each year, the Hawaii International Film Festival with its Film Sym
posium promotes cross-cultural understanding by inviting filmmakers, 
scholars, and the public from Asia, the Pacific, and the United States to 
enjoy and discuss film as it is used creatively by different cultures. Public 
support has been impressive; more than thirty thousand people attended 
the I98S Festival. The East- West Film Journal will now make the scholarly 
work of the Film Program more generally available. 

In promoting this serious approach to films, we wish to do justice to 
their importance in our cultural lives. Films are works of art and means of 

3 



4 

communication; a medium for exploring and expressing humanities is
sues; reflections, often critical, of society; an important industry and a 
tool for creating and promoting national identity. Film is the international 
genre par excellence of modern times, having spread rapidly from the West 
to artists around the world, who adapted it to their own cultural genius. 
Films enable us, therefore, to study the unity and diversity of human cre
ativity. Cinema has also attracted some of the greatest intellects of our 
time, and the influence of the medium on our daily living and thinking is 
incalculable. 

The Film Program of the Institute of Culture and Communication ful
fills the East-West Center ideals of making our work relevant to the world 
community. Moreover, our focus on cinema in the Pacific basin draws on 
the special strengths of the Center as a meeting ground for the cultures of 
this crucially important area. We hope, therefore, to make a contribution 
to film studies by encouraging and supporting research on creative work 
in this region. In doing so, we conceive of film in the largest sense - as a 
major modern means of thought and communication, which we must 
understand in order to be critically conscious of its influence on and 
potential for our own lives and our relations with others. 

Director 
Institute of Culture and Communication 
East-West Center 

MARY G. F. BITTERMAN 



Editors' Note 

MOST editors of new journals like to write an editorial explaining why 
their field needs yet another title and in the hope that the journal will sur
vive beyond its inaugural issue. We are no exception. Our task is some
what different, however, in that there is perhaps not yet a widely recog
nized field in which to place the East- West Film Journal. Indeed we hope 
that the journal can help shape a field where the results of our readers' 
explorations promise to be rich and various. 

The East-West Center seems an ideal place in which to create a new 
journal in an emerging field. The Center takes as its mission the promot
ing of cross-cultural understanding in a region that stretches from Iran in 
the west to New Zealand in the south and on to the United States in the 
east. Each year governments and private organizations throughout the 
region join the United States Congress in providing funding for the Cen
ter's work. In its twenty-five years, the Center has welcomed more than 
thirty thousand participants, two-thirds from the Asia-Pacific region, to 
conferences, training workshops, and as degree students in such fields as 
population, environmental planning, and resource use. 

The Center's Institute of Culture and Communication organizes the 
annual Hawaii International Film Festival, called by Donald Richie "the 
best little film festival in the world:' Now in its sixth year, the festival 
theme is "When strangers meet:' Fiction films and documentaries from 
throughout the East-West region that exemplify this theme are shown free 
to audiences that include an extraordinarily high proportion of Hawaii's 
multicultural, multinational population. In producing the East- West Film 
Journal. we hope to bring the spirit of cross-cultural interchange and 
understanding which films can uniquely enhance to a readership even 
wider than that of the festival's audiences and international guests. Most 
of the essays in this first issue are from the international film symposium 
held each year in conjunction with the festival. 

The East-West Film Journal and the other film-related activities at the 
Center represent a recognition by the Institute of Culture and Communi
cation that film can uniquely enrich understanding between peoples and 
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cultures at both the popular and scholarly levels. Numerous journals 
report on and analyze the separate cinemas of countries such as India, 
China, Japan, and Australia. Few, however, devote much space to the 
Asia-Pacific region as a whole. Our task in these pages is to provide a 
forum in which Asian cinemas can be introduced to other Asian and West
ern audiences and where links can be forged among filmmakers, students, 
and scholars in the countries of East and West. We hope to find a place in a 
field which this journal will help create. 

In the opening article of the journal, Dudley Andrew examines the idea 
of cinema as social ritual and the tremendous changes these rituals are 
undergoing, particularly in the United States. Donald Richie, true to the 
deepest impulses of this journal, focuses attention on an aspect of com
parative film aesthetics. He discusses some of the assumptions and prem
ises of the Japanese film and the importance of understanding them for 
sensitive film appreciation. William Rothman examines what is distinc
tively American about American films while emphasizing the significance 
of the truth of our experience of films. Genre studies are a useful way of 
shaping analysis of films as cultural expression. Michitaro Tada examines 
the images of masculinity and social j¥stice in the samurai films of Japan. 
Shao Mujun offers us useful insights into the state of the film industry in 
China. Wimal Dissayanake relates the poetics of Satyajit Ray's Apu tril
ogy to classical Indian aesthetics. In interpreting Stanley Kubrick's 2001, 
A Space Odyssey, John Charlot applies a cultural analysis with implica
tions for us all. Finally, John Tulloch examines the nature of enunciation 
in Australian television dramas. 

We see our potential audience as not only scholars, but all those 
seriously interested in cinema. In future issues we will include critical 
essays, interviews with outstanding filmmakers, book reviews, and review 
essays. Submissions are welcomed from throughout the East-West region 
and beyond. With high hopes and convinced of the value to cross-cultural 
understanding of studying film, we welcome you to read and respond to 
this new journal. 

WIMAL DISSANAYAKE 

PAUL CLARK 

JOHN CHARLOT 



Film and Society: 
Public Rituals and Private Space 

DUDLEY ANDREW 

EVEN were it possible, the project of seeing society reflected directly in 
the cinema is unappetizing. Immediately the films would be made to serve 
up a social vision one might achieve elsewhere: in statistics, advertising, 
public speeches. Cinema is linked to society. Indeed, it is a social produc
tion, an investment; but only in the most trivial ways can we look directly 
through it to learn of the groups that made it. How boring it would be to 
read off from cinema the relevant cultural traits, how boring and self-ful
filling. One can look at Birth of a Nation for racism, at Public Enemy for 
the turbulent gangland atmosphere of the Depression, at Coming Home 
for attitudes emerging at the close of the Vietnam debacle. But how tire
some and needless. These films all go far beyond the subjects they treat. 
Indeed cinema, more than reflecting the thinking of an era, makes possible 
such thinking. It provides the means of representing the conditions of life. 
It confirms or alters our ways of seeing. This marks a constitutive, not a 
reflective relation. This makes the study of cinema in culture complicated, 
interesting, and important. 

Cinema has served society in many ways. It would be most heartening 
to consider those glorious moments (Russia in 1927, France in 1936 and 
1959, Italy in 1945, Czechoslovakia in 1968) when social cohesion and the 
impulse to social betterment was made possible by the cinema. For the 
most part, however, cinema is available to culture in a constant and lax 
manner, something like the way religion exists for most cultures. It is a 
social ritual that can grow in importance in given historical instances, but 
that is just generally important in its availability as a force of social 
exchange and understanding. 

I would like to look at this ritualistic aspect of the cinema in the West, 
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8 DUDLEY ANDREW 

and particularly in the United States; and I want to do so because of the 
tremendous changes those rituals are undergoing. Can we still talk about 
the movies in the way one could talk of them thirty years ago? Has televi
sion not dissolved the rapport of cinema and society not by changing or 
diminishing its subjects but by breaking the ritual pattern of going to the 
movies that, I am arguing, may be more important than any films seen 
there? 

Some scholars - Walter Ong would be the foremost of these - imply 
that TV has returned us to an oral culture (Ong 1982). Pursuing this thesis, 
we would have to understand movies as reigning briefly at the end of an 
essentially nineteenth-century fascination with engulfing illusions. Holly
wood called for and rewarded concentrated viewing. Its spectacles were 
not narrated so much as opened up to an audience, just as Mme. Tussaud's 
wax museum was opened up for all to walk through. Spectators paid to 
lose themselves in such engulfing images; the sound track, when it arrived, 
immediately avoided direct address in order to reinforce the depth of the 
image. Abel Gance in 1933 called for stereo sound precisely to put the 
spectator into the midst of the spectacle, to surround him with the illu
sion. Aromarama and Smellovision, which I experienced once in Los 
Angeles in the 1950S, likewise bathed spectators in the atmosphere of what 
they viewed. This is the atmosphere of "the imaginary signifier;' a message 
that, according to Christian Metz, is spoken by no one (Metz 1982, 49-
58). The signifiers of TV, on the other hand, are spoken from a small box 
in our room. It might as well be a radio box. 

We all know what it is like to exit from the movie theater, especially in 
the late afternoon, after the matinee, when our loss seems greatest. We rub 
our eyes. The streets, already pale against the setting sun, look paler still. 
A long evening of ordinary life must be lived until we can seek again the 
fullness of our imaginary life in dream. 

This is the experience Roland Barthes documented in "En Sortant du 
cinema" (Barthes 1975, 104-107). It is part of, the proof of, Christian 
Metz's meditations on the strength of the imaginary signifier. Metz has 
stood, it seems, on the Champs-Elysees just before midnight. He has 
watched the vibrant crowd descending from a gala concert or ballet at the 
Salle Pleyel to meet with the straggling solitary individuals filing one by 
one out of some movie palace. They might even have seen a musical, but 
these spectators still covet their privacy and want to shield themselves 
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from questions and discussion. Perhaps they come out in couples, having 
dreamt a single dream, or so they believe. It is a dream not ready to be 
given over to the harsh lights of civilization. This is the fictional spectator 
for the fiction film. 

Metz has been criticized for generalizing about the cinema on the basis 
of a particular way of viewing a particular kind of film. The fusion of 
viewer with the apparatus occurs at the limit in those unselfconscious 
moments when someone becomes lost in the story of a gripping movie. 
This is surely the most powerful effect the cinema seems capable of, a drug 
or hypnosis wherein images relieve us of our will and insert us into a chain 
put together by someone else. But this is also a rare experience, one we 
remember from our youth and are nostalgic for. Perhaps now as adults we 
can point to other kinds of films than those fostering Metz's regressive 
viewing: we can look to the social import of documentaries, experimental 
and avant-garde works, to ethnographic studies, and even home movies. 
Here the spectator is no longer tied to the apparatus but free to take multi
ple places before the screen, free to use the images rather than be used by 
them. 

This was a powerful way of talking about going to the movies during 
the 1970s, but we are beyond it. We have come to recognize the multiple 
determinants of the film experience, and we doubt the ruling power of any 
single element, of the apparatus, for example, or even of the text. No 
longer can Metz's dream-screen be thought of as pure or essential. Metz 
assumed that no matter when or where a spectator sat, that spectator truly 
sat beside, or even within, the camera/projector. This was the essential 
place of the spectator. 

But neither the producer, the text, the apparatus, nor the viewer is sta
ble enough to hold us within a universal theory of the film experience. 
Today we are fascinated by history and by the variety of films, spectators, 
texts, and uses of the cinema. Any theory we have of the place of the spec
tator will need to be mapped along the specific coordinates of cultural his
tory. For the multiple sites in which spectators meet texts supposes multi
ple ambitions of producers, multiple cultural needs and traditions. The 
ritual of the movies cannot be understood simply by looking at the 
machinery that makes it possible or by studying the most glorious films 
that have been made. We must, I'm afraid, interrogate cultural history to 
see how cinema has inserted itself into social life in succeeding eras and 
different places. 
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With the history of spectatorship in mind, to follow Metz would be to 
follow a very narrow path to the movie theater, a path leading through the 
box office sometime after 1929 and into a comfortable seat in darkness, 
there to fall prey to The Classic Hollywood Movie. But moving pictures 
were first seen, we all know, in cafes, specifically the Grand Cafe. There
after they cropped up in vaudeville houses, fairs, bazaars, in backrooms of 
stores. Every country developed ad hoc exhibition strategies, particularly 
for rural areas. Those of us who complain about the small TV screen today 
have obviously forgotten Edison's individual viewing machines. 

Do we imagine audiences losing themselves in the "actualites" or trick 
films projected inside a tent at some country fair? The cinema, I am sure, 
responded to other psychological and social needs than that of the alleged 
hypnosis of the classical Hollywood cinema. It was a diversion, a pseudo
scientific curiosity, a source of popular information. It was, in short, an 
entertainment among others, taking its place with other attractions. 

By 1908 in most European countries small halls had been converted into 
what we call in the United States nickelodeons. This was something differ
ent. Money was charged for a full program of films; audiences queued up 
just for such a program. This was an urban phenomenon for the lower 
middle classes, frequently immigrants to the United States. 

Other classes needed other spaces for the images they required. The 
film d'art which hoped to bring back the aristocracy literally engulfed in 
the disastrous fire of 1897 could hardly exhibit L'Assassinat du due de 
Guise in a nickelodeon, not with the music Saint-Saens composed for the 
occasion. This film played initially only to those invited to attend, 
inaugurating a tradition that would find many of France's "quality" films 
premiering in the Opera. In Italy, where the aristocracy involved them
selves in production, large theaters were constructed, rising high as the 
films projected in them grew in length. The epics of the 1912-1914 period 
played to more than a thousand spectators at a time. The Prince Albert 
Hall was hired for Quo Vadis. 

In the United States, according to Bobby Allen, the distribution link 
cinema maintained with vaudeville insured its passage from the nickelo
deon to the picture palace just after World War I (Allen 1977, chap. 5,6). 
The Italians and Griffith had proved the viability of charging one dollar 
and more for tickets in the opera house. Now cinema houses were built to 
rival the opera. There terra-cotta and plaster architecture frequently com
bined exotic and classical motifs. Huge foyers conveyed an image of lux-
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ury around the box office. Inside, fantastic motifs put the spectator into a 
reverie even before the picture began. These were the temples of the 
mOVIes. 

Did these palaces produce a truly different experience for those who 
paid extra to go to them? As movies travelled from the palaces to second
run theaters and then out to the suburbs and rerun houses, the prices 
dipped. What surplus did the palaces offer to command a premium on 
every ticket? Distributors claim that it is entirely a matter of time. One 
will pay more to see a film early. Its value decreases every week. But is this 
all? Does not the ambience, the social class of the audience constitute a 
prop on which rests the dream of the film? 

And what sort of dream is asked and paid for? In the typology I want to 
draw up, there are public dreams of social grandeur opposed to private 
fantasies. The opulence of the picture palace always connotes the public 
beneficence under which each spectator may feel good fortune as he or she 
shares in an image of money. On the other hand, the dark and murky 
ambience of corner cinemas connotes the private, sexually motivated 
direction of that spectator's vision. This tension between public and pri
vate, noticed by theorists very early on, must be at the heart of all ques
tions concerning the locus of the cinematic spectacle. 

If we haven't posed such questions, it is because the Hollywood system 
has absorbed us completely. Lately, with a surge of interest in television, 
the dominance of this system has begun to crack. In front of the television 
set, the question of spectatorship is baldly posed, for TV is at once more 
public and more private than the movie theater. Connected by a "net
work" to the rest of the nation's sets, its public character is announced in 
the programming that has always dominated it: national news shows, 
sports events at which all could simultaneously cheer, and most impor
tant, advertising, the circulation of images of products that in fact do hold 
the country together. On the other hand, TV'S interest derives from the 
postwar search for privacy, even isolation, among the middle class. As 
suburbs grew, new highways connected a progressively dispersed popu
lace, leading at first back to the metropolis and then, as in southern Cali
fornia, leading only to other suburbs. America became a loose union of 
households. TV, as has been often said, is the hearth of each household. In 
the evening, the family no longer ventures out to collect in cinemas, cafes, 
or even to walk the streets. They gather round the TV. At first they did so 
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as a family. Now they wander in singly to glimpse what interests them. 
Small sets sit in their bedrooms, like reading lamps. Has the video become 
the book in our day? Do they keep dirty cassettes under the covers? Cable 
TV and cassette rentals provide for every obsession. 

In its public mission, TV reproduces an oral tradition that was no doubt 
the first medium of narrative, when families, clans, and villages gathered 
to listen to their leaders or their storytellers. TV is a speaking box out of 
which blares the barking of advertisers and politicians, the soothing voices 
of late-night hosts. Films and TV shows are "told" to us through television, 
and we may listen politely or not as we choose. Rick Altman (1984) has 
insisted upon the import of the sound in television. As we correct student 
essays, skim the newspaper, doze, talk with our children, or get up to tidy 
the room, the sound track calls us back to watch something important, 
frequently replaying it (as in sports). TV gives viewers a long leash, yank
ing at it every so often. Its true parent is not the cinema but radio. 

Did the movies ever permit such distracted viewing? Perhaps in those 
early days when they were projected at local fairs or when travelling 
exhibitors set up a screening in the village square, audiences could wander 
about, talk to their neighbors, and intermittently attend to the films. In 
this case, the projectionist would assume the role of master of ceremonies, 
and the screen would truly become a podium for oratory or narrating per
formance. At the limit, the Japanese benshi sat beside the screen or beside 
the projector literally narrating the film. In some cases, Japanese audi
ences positioned themselves to the side of the projection so they could 
watch both the unrolling of the film on the projector and the unfolding of 
the drama on the screen. They didn't submit to these movies; they glanced 
at them. 

Fairs, travelling exhibitors, Japanese benshi, parish and factory screen
ings - all these presentations make use of images within rituals of a sort 
different from the Hollywood ritual of "going to the movies:' For the most 
part, these rituals seem to devalue the art of the image; but we must recall 
the surrealists who jumped from cinema to cinema, mixing random film 
images with the haphazard events on the street to lay themselves open to 
something marvelous that cinema helped make possible. Here distraction 
is in tune with the highest goals of art. Not long ago, all these cases might 
have been considered primitive, marginal, or partial uses of the motion 
pictures, for movies are an accessory to an experience of a different order, 
whereas at the cinema, in the standard case, the movie is primary. Yet 
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today TV has deregulated this standard experience altogether. Films are 
employed on TV in a system that extends far beyond them: they work for 
advertisers, or to bring patrons into a barroom, or even to a laundromat. 
They play on Christian cable channels as part of a larger message blurted 
out regularly by preachers who look straight at us. 

The first confrontations between TV and motion pictures clarified their 
respective appeals, for TV obviously marked a turning point in the history 
of entertainment, taking exhibition out of the hands of producers and dis
tributors and putting it into the hands of consumers. All questions con
cerning the status of viewing changed forever with TV. The industry, and a 
few prescient critics like Andre Bazin, recognized this immediately. It is 
not surprising that Bazin would directly address the threat of TV. He was, 
after all, as much a cultural critic as an aesthetician, and he needed to 
account for the turn cinema was making in response to this threat. In 
assessing the frantic search for technical solutions like Cinerama, Bazin 
(1985,12) said: 

What fundamentally distinguishes the mechanical arts, which have been 
with us since the 19th century, from the traditional arts, is that they are mor
tal. The danger in which television has placed cinema is not at all of the 
same nature as that which theater suffered because of film .... As opposed 
to the traditional arts, which can only decline or suffer, cinema is in princi
ple mortal. 

What is it that is mortal in the cinema and what is to be regretted in its 
death? For Bazin and, I must say, for myself, it is a certain way of being 
with images, whose site is the movie theater. To take images out of the
aters and have us encounter them elsewhere is to risk not the images but 
our particular way of attending to them. 

Film producers had more than an inkling of this. They argued for the 
importance of reinforcing the special rapport with images available for a 
price outside the home. Even before they had come up with color, Cine
maScope, 3-D, and Cinerama, they exploited an exhibition variant that 
had been mildly tested even before the war: the drive-in. In 1950 this phe
nomenon, so curious to foreigners, took root as an important leg in the 
Hollywood system. Sociologically, the drive-in can be seen as a direct 
competitor with TV. It was aimed at a suburban clientele, specifically at 
the automobile culture. It appealed to young families, especially those 
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with children, for whom baby-sitters were no longer required. Groups of 
two or three couples might pack into a single vehicle and snack together at 
the drive-in instead of gathering at the home of whatever couple happened 
to own a TV. The drive-in provided the illusion of general sociability while 
retaining the postwar obsession with private behavior. It permitted specta
tors to use the images as they chose. Today we think only of the sensa
tional uses: drive-ins today rent space to groups of teenagers for alcoholic 
and sexual orgies propped by x-rated images of horror, violence, or the 
grotesque, frequently strung together in triple-bills. And even in its first 
years, the drive-in surely served as a trysting place. Many of to day's Amer
icans were initiated sexually and alcoholically at the drive-in. But in those 
early years, and even today, the drive-in served other needs and desires. 
Some spectators relished the spectacle of cinema under the stars and 
would lie on the hoods of their cars in the summer breeze, glancing up 
from the screen to the canopy of the Milky Way. Others, and I count 
myself among these, would freely criticize the film and discuss its effects 
with fellow cinephiles inside the private screening room of our station 
wagon. One could talk at the drive-in. 

Aesthetically drive-ins had no particular effect on production, since 
audiences, after all, were more likely to discount the type of film shown at 
a drive-in, its convenience as a site for family or adolescent behavior being 
primary. They functioned as third, sometimes second, run houses and 
later played more than their share of "8" films. Because their number grew 
to four thousand in the fifties, a specialized production market grew up, 
resulting in the success of the Roger Corman industry and the rare impact 
of a film like Easy Rider. But aesthetically, I think Bazin would classify the 
drive-in with TV, and so with sporting events and bridge, as a postwar 
entertainment phenomenon catering to a mobile middle class and to a 
restless, increasingly affluent culture just returned from the war. The dis
concerting separation of image from sound (enormous faces of stars 
whose voices squeak through tiny individual speakers controlled at each 
vehicle), the haphazard sight-lines that frequently make even the huge 
screen nothing more than a billboard one glances at through the wind
shield, and the noisy behavior of neighboring viewers annihilates the 
fabled spell of the movies to carry us through them. This would explain 
the prevalence of violent and erotic features at drive-ins, films that inter
mittently goose the spectator into attention. 

We haven't touched upon the psychology of viewing through an auto-
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mobile window, something Jacques Aumont might well trace back to the 
lure of the train ride in the nineteenth century. Nor have we mentioned the 
increased importance food takes on at drive-ins. Dennis Giles (1983) 
insists that this format of image ingestion is part of a much larger "oral rit
ual" in American culture. Finally, one can note with humor the practice of 
fundamentalist church groups renting drive-ins for Sunday morning ser
vices. In Colorado Springs, "Cowboy Church" draws a full lot of families 
in cars, facing the sanctuary located at the concession stand. Gospel 
singers and preachers lead the faithful in prayers, asking each car to honk 
or wink its lights as a sign of belief. Pretty girls on horseback weave 
among the parked cars, sticking their 1o-gallon hats through the driver's 
window and demanding contributions. This half-social, half-anonymous 
religious function predates the TV preachers who fill so many of America's 
cable channels. 

By the end of the 1950S, more than five thousand drive-ins helped the 
exhibition wing of the industry to absorb the loss of smaller downtown 
theaters which TV was deemed responsible for. Yet the drive-in seemed to 
capitulate to the new social ethic of distracted viewing that TV was the 
emblem of. The production wing in contradistinction attacked this ethic 
directly with a barrage of spectacle innovations in the early 1950S. 
Cinerama, CinemaScope, widescreen, 3-D, and stereo sound promised to 
make film viewing a pleasure worth paying for, worth leaving the home to 
see. Advertisers at first promoted the sheer size of the screen as the unique 
feature of Cinerama and Scope, but their arguments were specious. The 
larger screen was usually set within a larger viewing space, so that the 
apparent size of the image grew very little. In any case, throughout the his
tory of cinema spectators always had the opportunity to attend large pal
aces or tiny corner cinemas. The promise of "engulfment" could be ful
filled only by the spectator himself who decided to move to the first row, a 
viewing strategy available in films with normal aspect ratios. Bazin was 
certain that the stereo component of the new system would have the 
greater technological impact and, far more than the size of the image, 
would permit a new level of viewer involvement in the image. Surely he 
was right. Today we are content with bandage strips of light in tiny multi
plex theaters or private screening rooms, while stereo and Dolby sound 
continue to draw audiences. 

Obviously the industry had much to gain by expanding the size of the 
screen. As James Spellerberg (1985, 29) has pointed out, only the wealthier 
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chains could make the architectural conversions necessary for the large 
curved Scope screen. Stereo sound added to the expense. Thus tiny the
aters could no longer compete for big, CinemaScope films. They soon 
began to close. In Europe the situation was the same. Only 20 percent of 
France's theaters were able immediately to accommodate the larger 
screen, and virtually all of these were owned by American chains. Thus, 
Scope became a weapon in the battle over receipts and exhibition diver
sity. 

These internal economic motivations were backed by a supposed shift 
in visual aesthetics. After all, once the novelty wore off, the TV audience 
would return to wide screen only if it could make good on a promise con
tinually to provide in film a better and very different image experience 
from that available on TV. Bazin insisted that although the size of the 
image was relatively unimportant, CinemaScope did promote the long
take mise-en-scene style that had come to the fore in 1940. The industry 
did not second Bazin's position, however. Spellerberg, in a dissertation on 
the subject, painstakingly demonstrates that promoters fastened on the 
likeness of CinemaScope to theatrical presentations, with a wide prosce
nium. "Leave your homes and your little square TV boxes;' they said, "and 
for a small price go to the theater, our theater:' This was a mixed blessing. 
On the whole, it would likely lead to historical reconstructions (The 
Robe) rather than to subtle psychological dramas where Bazin claimed the 
modern scenario since Citizen Kane was otherwise driving the most pro
gressive forms of cinema. But at the same time, both Bazin and the indus
try agreed that Scope encouraged its audiences not merely to take in the 
significance of what flashed before it (as one is obliged to do with TV) but 
to explore the screen, to feel its texture, to take the images as a revelation 
of the photographed before being a signification. 

No matter what they claimed about the aesthetic gains of Cinema
Scope, producers cared more about reinvigorating the ritual of going out 
to the movies. Scope gave an upscale veneer to movies. The magic word 
panorama associated it with streamlined cars, ranch houses, elongated 
windshields, Danish modern coffee tables, and the entire horizontal 
obsession of the times. Hence Scope was both modern in its visual aspect 
and nostalgic in its appeal to return to the cinema palace or to the theater 
of old. 

In short, postwar anxiety over the place of motion pictures in culture 
was first an economic anxiety, but it could only be allayed when cinema 
defined or redefined its cultural function, not, as the Cahiers du Cinema 
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critics hoped, when it redefined the aesthetics of the movies. From the 
standpoint of the history of styles, CinemaScope insisted on the staginess 
of its pictorial values, never venturing a documentary or neorealist subject 
in this format. Indeed, neorealism was precisely the kind of film the indus
try hoped to marginalize or even annihilate by means of the massive artil
lery of Scope. The few alterations in the classic style reported by David 
Bordwell (elongation of shots from II to 15 seconds each on the average, 
for instance) merely compensated for the new screen ratio in an attempt to 
deliver the same experience millions of Americans had known intimately 
but perhaps had begun to tire of (Bordwell 1985, 24). Scope would win 
them back to the same old feeling. 

Since World War II, this function of cinema, and this feeling it is meant 
to produce, has had to compete directly with another feeling, another sen
sibility altogether, experienced in the distracting entertainments of bridge, 
sporting events, and bowling. By the mid-sixties, there were more bowling 
lanes than cinemas. A culture such as this clamored for the tiny TV screen 
it could control. The cinema has fought back with the hypnosis of its sto
ries and with the fantasy architecture of its theaters, but TV has come to 

demystify the life of the image. 

Can we sense this difference in the standard texts aimed at each site? 
Metz has analyzed the mythical film designed for the movie theater, but 
what should we say of texts constructed for the small box? To generalize 
hastily, TV seems truly directed at us. Its documentaries, for instance, 
thrive on illustrated reportage rather than on Flaherty-style explorations 
or the leisurely investigations of cinema verite, both of which require an 
alert and active spectator, capable of noting and interpreting purely sen
sual data. On television, a narrator orients viewers who otherwise {'ue 
around the room as they take in brief bits of interrelated information. 

The small screen has changed narrative genres as well, though this time 
more in their temporal than spatial aspect. No longer locked into a two
hour experience, producers have traded on multi-episode sagas. The loss 
of concentrated drama permits attenuated plots and digressions. The age 
of the Dickensian serial novel has returned, complete with a master narra
tor, often literally present to link the episodes. All of us have noted the 
frontality of texts produced for television. With little chance for visual 
elaboration or close description, plot must rule the visuals. In turn, dia
logue and close-ups rule the plot. 

The movies, to distinguish themselves, rewarded our senses with dense 
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and modulated imagery, in short, with spectacle. The texture of the movie 
image, when put in competition with TV, promotes its depth, its saturated 
tones, its variability. It rewards concentrated vision. The incredible suc
cess of the marvelous Lucas and Spielberg films at movie theaters, and 
their relative failure on television, confirms this. 

But exceptions always arise when we consider only the texts of these 
media; one can counter, for instance, with the equal success of The Godfa
ther in both forms. The fact is that neither the texts nor the space of their 
reception is absolutely determinant. As we argued at the outset, only an 
understanding of the cultural system within which images circulate can let 
us approach the history of spectacles. Films can be studied as isolated 
texts, but in the life of culture they play various roles depending on the rit
uals they appear within so that we must go beyond them. 

This was the insight of critical theory, especially of the Frankfurt 
school, that the textual system of representation holds a relation to the 
social system within which it is received. Bob Arnold (1985) has recounted 
the symmetry of this relation: how the baroque theater of manners, for 
example, replicated the social relations represented by the seating pattern 
in the theater itself. By neglecting reserved seating, movie theaters host the 
democratic spectacles demanded by Diderot. Benjamin (1936) was think
ing of the political possibilities of movies when he wrote about the effect 
photography has on artistic aura, that is, on deritualizing representations. 
But, as Benjamin well knew, no simple shift in apparatus is enough to alter 
a social system, and the movies of the 1930S that he saw contributed to a 
familiar ritual which didn't promise great political effects on its own. 
What shall we say of a ritual wherein the faithful file into a building spe
cially dedicated to transforming them as they stare ahead in silence? Shall 
we not push this ecclesiastical analogy and insist that the specific ritual of 
the movies in their heyday is sacramental? Yes, despite the industry's claim 
about CinemaScope leading the middle class to a new form of theater, the 
movie palace is a church. There we spectators are redeemed by the light 
pouring from the screen. Only our attention is required. As in the mass, 
we assist at a power that doesn't come from us but is poured out on us. No 
doubt this is the aura Benjamin decried, the aura he hoped photography 
had dispelled. Today it is TV that has secularized and democratized the 
image and given it over to all viewers for their private rituals. But TV 

hardly answers to the progressive "distraction" called for by Kracauer and 
others back in the twenties. Those theorists wanted the discontinuity of 
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montage and the impersonality of photography to become a modern mode 
of representation equal to the discontinuity of modern perception. TV dis
tracts, and it has secularized the image, but in the manner of the super
market, without progressive political effect. 

Today, 3-D and Cinerama have faded, Scope has been compromised into 
a general widescreen format; only 70 mm and Dolby advertise themselves 
as providing what is technically unavailable at home. Yet the ritual of cin
ema is far from lost and has even perhaps been purified now that tele
vision has drawn to it so many of its peripheral functions. Surely the pop
ularity of cineplex theaters, fourteen screens with a single box office, pro
motes this ritual of cinema today. Given such a choice, we go out to meet 
something on its own site, nestling in the dark with those other worshipers 
who have taken the trouble. We tolerate no whispering from our neigh
bors. At the Anthology Film Archives, we can even hide under a hood that 
wraps us in rapt attention. 

We are in danger here of making too much of a single element. Let us 
not trade Metz's textual essentialism for a theory of ritual essences. The 
location of screening and the conditions of reception play with the text in 
a complex interweaving evident even in the days of the classic fictional 
film. D. W. Griffith strove to control the space in which he let loose his 
delicate masterpiece Broken Blossoms. Colored lights scanned the screen 
and bathed the hall. A prelude of modern dancers put the audience in a 
mood utterly different from that he had established for his films with Birth 
of a Nation. But he couldn't be present at every screening. He had to let 
his sensitive text go off, like Lillian Gish, into the crass byways of the 
entertainment world. To take another example, Max Rheinhardt held 
sway over enormous dramatic spectacles at the Grossesstadttheatre, 
where nearly two thousand applauded the geometry of the sets and block
ing, while not far away he produced his little Kammerspielen for no more 
than three hundred devoted theatergoers. In this milieu, the cinema, 
unlike the stage, made no distinctions in where it played: Siegfried and 
Der Letzte Mann, Metropolis and Hintertreppen all opened in the same 
picture palaces and then played out in the smaller towns. Today we watch 
them back to back in our museums or classrooms. 

In France, a country whose cinema I know much better, no agreement 
organized production and exhibition, except in the marginal specialized 
cinemas (Studio des Ursulines, Studio 28, Vieux Colombier) that showed 
avant-garde works. When sound came in, the theatrical entertainments of 
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Guitry, Pagnol, Mirande, and a host of lesser dramatists, played at the 
same houses as did the inward meditations of Carne like Quai des Brumes 
and Le Jour se [eve. How could so major a stylistic shift as this (away from 
frontal, horizontal theatricality toward an intimate, deep, private world) 
take place within an unchanging exhibition setup? How could the private 
experiences based on the model of the recit take place in movie theaters 
that were built to emulate social theatrical settings? 

This is precisely the problem theorized at the time by thinkers like 
Balazs who, anticipating Metz, insisted that the spectator's position is not 
in a seat before a screen but is inside the screen itself, shifting with every 
cut (Balazs 1970, 46). Bazin expanded this in declaring that the stage actor 
undergoes a ritual death for the community which watches him on the 
other side of a line of floodlights, a veritable curtain of fire, whereas in the 
cinema, as in the novel, "our pleasure is derived from a concession to soli
tude ... and a refusal of social responsibility" (Bazin 1968, 99-102). If 
there can be no theater without architecture marking out a collusion 
between actor and audience, in the cinema the projection light annihilates 
the space of projection and our distance from the actor. We are in the film, 
if not in the actor. 

The history and variety of places of cinema spectacles make concrete 
any inquiry into its rituals. In my breakdown, I have sought to oppose 
those rituals which use the visual spectacle as a focus of a plurality of 
activities to those in which the spectacle utterly exhausts the actions and 
reactions of the audience. The former might include going to the theater, 
there to participate in a social purging. But it would also include sporting 
events in which arriving at the stadium, cheering for a team, cheering 
independent of any team, drinking beer, and so on are just as important as 
viewing the game played on the field below. In any case, we can observe 
the game intermittently and still take home the dubious rewards such rit
uals afford. Bridge games are the occasion of social gatherings that include 
gossip, food, and mood music. Bazin was right to link TV with these other 
social entertainments, for the TV spectacle exists as one center of attention 
in a household ritual characterized by its distraction. Here the private rit
uals alive in every distinct household intersect a public ritual, wherein the 
entire country tunes into the 10 o'clock news, or the Olympics, or an epi
sode of Dallas. 

What kind of ritual does TV afford if it is dispersed for the private use of 
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every household, every viewer? I am not the one to meditate on this "post
modern situation" of TV viewing in which our lives, constantly crossed by 
TV images, are themselves simulations and spectacles of a real that exists 
nowhere. But I would oppose this to a holdover ritual of going out to see a 
film we pay for and desire, motivated no doubt by voyeurism on the one 
hand and narcissism on the other, but based on absolute concentration. 
This experience of the cinema is kept alive in movie theaters in a milieu of 
fullness and completion by cinephiles and scholars. The spectacles we 
watch there in hushed silence may give rise to other rituals: discussing 
films, reading about them, preparing seminars on their importance. But at 
the foundation of all these social activities stands the illusion of the film 
itself as worthy of attention. It is to this quasi-object, this imaginary signi
fier, locked within the monstrance of its holy exhibition, that I point. If 
the cinema as an institution has lost its apparent political immediacy to 

TV, it may retain a strength and longevity whose effects are yet unknown, 
like monasteries after the Renaissance. No matter that today our secular
ized society proclaims its atheism; we can yet stand in awe of cinema's 
power, one that is always both private and social. 

Dudley Andrew is head of film studies, and chair of comparative literature, at 
the University of Iowa, Iowa City, Iowa. 
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Viewing Japanese Film: 
Some Considerations 

DONALD RICHIE 

If there is a painting which is lifelike and which is 
good for that reason, the work has followed the 
laws of life. If there is a painting which is not life
like and which is good for that reason, that work 
has followed the laws of painting. 

TOSA MITSUOKI ( 1617-1691 ) 1 

~EWING a film means interpreting it, seeing beyond the story and its 
assumptions to the director and his assumptions and to the culture behind 
both film and director and the assumptions that it holds. 

When a culture is markedly different from our own, we can and often 
do misinterpret the film. Our viewing is partial or incorrect because we 
are not aware of common meanings given what we are seeing. 2 

This paper is about some of the assumptions and premises of the Japa
nese film. Though the directors themselves have often been unaware of 
these, the foreign viewer cannot afford to be. These notes are intended to 
help him properly view and consequently more fully comprehend. 

A Western premise is that what is empty holds no interest - only what 
is full is interesting. We are not, consequently, encouraged to contemplate 
what we find blank. 

Eastern aesthetics, however, hold that the empty has its own weight, 
carries it own interest. It does this by contrast to the full, the occupied 
space. 3 Indeed, as Chinese and Japanese painting manuals insist, empti
ness does not actually occur until the first mark is put on the paper. Only 
then does the surface become empty. 4 

The Asian scene (scroll, screen, movie frame) is divided into two areas 
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of space: positive, which is filled, and negative, which is not. One is famil
iar with this: the landscape scrolls in which the upper two-thirds is left 
blank; the page of Japanese type with half the page empty at the top;5 the 
many scenes in Japanese film where space is used (to our eyes) in a singu
lar fashion. 6 

The same assumption (full/ empty - their balance) informs many of the 
traditional and modern arts in Japan. In ikebana flower arrangement, for 
example, the spaces between the stems or branches define the space just as 
much as does the space that the stems or branches fill. It is the combina
tion of the empty and the full which creates the aesthetic experience. 7 

In film, a temporal and usually chronological art, this emptiness plays a 
double role. Not only is the scene itself divided into the full and empty, but 
the collection of scenes which makes up the sequence is sometimes equally 
empty in that narrative information (in the Western sense) is missing -
"nothing" occurs, though this nothing may be filled with another kind of 
information or something other than information. 

The difference from the West is that we do not often tolerate the idea of 
the dynamic empty8 and that Japan very often does. The empty is assumed 
to be "showing" something. Emptiness can be positive - it is always 
dynamic. 

The dynamic depends also upon how we read what we are shown - the 
temporal sequence or the spatial image. The latter is pictorially struc
tured - a balance of empty and full. So, to be sure, are most images every
where. The difference comes in how we read them. 

Reading habits, to a degree, determine viewing habits. Thus, in the 
West, our habit of reading from left to right has developed an entire com
position theory which is based upon and justifies the way in which lan
guage insists that we read. 

However, when the language leads the eye in the opposite direction, 
from right to left, as it does in Japan (and from up to down occasionally, 
as well) then the composition is likewise read in an opposite manner. 
Opposite, that is, to ours. They find us backward. We find them back
ward as well. It is not surprising then that the Japanese misread Western 
pictorial compositions and that we misread Japanese pictorial composi
tions. 9 

As an example of different readings there is the opposite way in which 
the same line, the diagonal line, is interpreted in the two cultures. The 
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West assumes that a line beginning in the lower left-hand corner and rising 
across to the upper right is expressing certain qualities: endeavor, diffi
culty, progress, etc. This line is consequently itself often expressly used to 
suggest these qualities. 10 

In Japan, however, the same line is read from right to left. It is so com
mon, this line, that its use even has a name, nagari bigaku - the line is 
thought to flow (nagareru) in a distinctly graceful fashion. As seen in 
many Japanese works of art11 it implies something natural, a river or a 
stream, flowing as it must. Certainly "progress" and "striving" are not 
suggested, but neither are their opposites. This reading of the diagonal 
line insists upon the naturalness of its movement. 

Thus if the Western reading suggests man against nature (society, fate, 
etc.), then the Japanese reading suggests man in accord with nature. And 
this reading of the line supports many other qualities to be observed in 
Japanese life and in Japanese film. 12 

Opposite ways of reading (left to right, right to left) ought interfere 
with understanding more than they do. That they do not is perhaps 
because the eye scans just as much as it reads. Also the Japanese are deft at 
alternate modes of reading. The West, however, is not and so is quite often 
misled by what it sees as empty and cannot properly follow a right-to-Ieft 
composition. 

There is also a further consideration occasioned by the Japanese (and 
Chinese) right-to-Ieft reading pattern. This is that the right-hand side of 
almost anything is higher, more important, "better" than the left. 

On the Japanese classical stage the right-hand side is upper, and the left
hand side is lower. This is seen in names given these areas. The right-hand 
side is called kami (upper) te, and the left-hand, shimo (lower) teo In the 
Noh, Kyogen, Kabuki, etc., the left is used for arrivals and departures. 
The right is where the important action most often takes place. 

Another example of this left-right dichotomy is in the popular art of 
Rakugo (dramatized and usually humorous storytelling). When the per
former is speaking about or impersonating important people he turns his 
head to our right (his left), but when impersonating inferior folk he turns 
his head to our left. This is a convention perfectly understood in Japan. 
The right-hand head gesture is always seen as referring to the oya-san (the 
landlord), for example, and the left-hand gesture refers to the tanake (ten
ants). This is so well-known that the performer need give no other indica
tion as to who is talking and the audience follows with no difficulty. 13 
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Once a scene is filled, or emptied, once a composition, balanced or 
asymmetrical, is constructed or discovered, there is still the fact that all 
views are partial in that all views are framed. The position of the frame, 
what it shows, what it does not, has long been considered important in the 
cultures of both East and West. 

One of the reasons is that the frame presupposes a viewing position, 
and this position (from where to view the scene) is of crucial importance in 
all the arts, including certainly film. So much so that one of Japan's finest 
directors, Sadao Yamanaka, had but one main theoretical reference. This 
was "to establish the position of the camera:' After that "it was easy."14 

One chooses to frame one's view, and in that space we compose our 
information, or lack of it. There are two ways in which to think of this 
operation. One is that the space is filled and we cut out the scene we show. 
The other is that the space is empty and we fill in the scene we show. We 
might say that the first is what documentary filmmakers often indicate -
the scene is there, we show its relevant part. And in so doing we suggest 
that it continues on outside our frame. The second, we might generalize, 
is the way of many film directors making fiction movies. There the sugges
tion is that the scene is reasonably complete as it is. There may be some 
suggestion that the scene continues outside the frame or there may not be. 

Western cinema is remarkable for the number of directors who combine 
these two ways of thinking about the frame. Renoir, Ray, Rossellini, 
many, many more, seek to suggest life beyond the frame. The supposition 
is that what is shown is real and so it continues on. 

Japanese cinema is remarkable for the number of directors who see the 
frame as something to be filled. It is empty before the director sees it. It is 
he who fills it. This is obviously true of such directors as Ozu and Mizo
guchi and Kurosawa. But it is also true of many less artful directors 
(Naruse) whose ideas on composition are not so strong, as of others (Ichi
kawa, whose ideas are almost schematic) but who nonetheless compose 
their frames by adding things until it is full. 

This way of thinking about frame has a number of effects. The first is 
that "actuality" and "spontaneity" play small part in the Japanese film. It 
is telling that there is even now nothing in Japan like the English or Ameri
can documentary. IS There is small suggestion in the feature film that real 
life continues outside the frame; there are many indications, however, that 
studio life continues. 

Another effect is that we are being shown a self-contained world, one 
that is animated not by natural forces but by the mind of man. In short, 
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the view is anthropomorphic. And this is what one might expect from the 
mind which finds that emptiness has no quality until man has made his 
mark, that nature is not natural until, again, man has intervened to make 
it so. 

The temporal equivalent of empty space is silence. And, indeed, there 
are many silent scenes in the Japanese cinema. 16 But, much more common 
is the scene which is silent only in the sense that information is not forth
coming, the scene which seems not to add to our informational store. 

Of stillness, that other temporal equivalent of emptiness, however, the 
Japanese film displays many examples. Nothing happening is an ordinary 
occurrence, and not only in the films of Ozu. What is not happening is not 
happening, however, only on the level of basic plot information. Much is 
happening on other levels - emotional, intuitive, etc. 

One of the indications of this stillness in the Japanese film is the length 
of the shot. It tends to be longer than a similar shot would be in a Western 
film. Thus the Western viewer finds that he has (he thinks) exhausted its 
informational possibilities long before it ends. 

The Japanese often has not because one of the reasons for the length is 
the speed at which Japanese read - both read the Japanese language and 
"read" a scene. Different cultures have different reading I "reading" speeds. 
If the Americans tend to be fast readers (and the cutting in American films 
and on the American TV would seem to indicate that they are), then the 
Japanese tend to be slow readers. Perhaps this has something to do with 
the admitted difficulty of the written Japanese language. 17 Certainly the 
image tends to stay longer on screen and tube. 

There are other reasons, however. Among them is that there is an 
assumption of wholeness in all the Japanese arts. Things shown in their 
entirety is one of the aspects of art in the East (with, of course, many a 
telling exception). In film, too, the view is shown as complete, whole. It is 
often constructed to show just this aspect. Temporally wholeness is indica
ted by length. The more time we have the more we are able to see. And a 
sequence made, say, of three long shots gives us more time to view the 
wholeness of the scene than would a sequence of the same length made up 
of, say, thirty shots. 

This inclination toward the presentation of wholeness is particularly 
noticeable in the ways in which Japanese directors edit their films, or have 
them edited. 1s 

There are two major ways to think about editing. One is that it is an 
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additive process: the montage is built. Eisenstein, for example, shot scenes 
which would be later used to add to the montage, to create it. The other 
kind of editing is a reductive process: editing as elimination. Kurosawa, 
for example, cuts - taking out one detail after another. 

The assumptions behind these two methods are different. Eisenstein 
believes that he is creating the essence of his subject; Kurosawa believes 
that he is revealing the essence of his. 

Behind this pair of assumptions is another pair. The European would 
seem to believe that the essential nature of the subject is to be captured 
only through the simulacrum that his montage has created; the Asian, that 
the essential nature is there already, in essence, and it is this quality which 
his pruning will reveal. 19 

Behind these two suppositions lies yet another pair. The Russian might 
be said to view reality as a quality not apparent in the object since it is he 
who (in this literal sense) creates it. The Japanese, on the other hand, 
could be said to view reality as inherent, since it is he who reveals it. 

The ramifications of these diametrically opposed views could be further 
pursued, but here it should be noted only that this pair of assumptions has 
extensions into fields far from film. Kurosawa's suppositions are very sim
ilar to those of the Japanese landscape gardener who believes that nature 
must be "revealed" (made into nature) and by removing a tree here or tak
ing out a rock there this nature can be made visible. The assumptions are 
also those of the Japanese flower master as well. Stems, leaves, blossoms 
are removed to display the essential nature (there perhaps but hitherto 
invisible) of the flowers. (In contrast, the Eisenstein-like European formal 
garden which starts from nothing and is created: the Western bouquet 
which starts with an empty vase.) 

One further assumption here to be traced is that the additive process 
(Western) is based upon an apparent supposition that nature is prodigal, 
made up of many things, all diverse - with the accompanying assumption 
that nature is something which is burgeoning. 

The reductive assumption indicates just the opposite. It presumes that 
nature is somehow frugal, made up of only one thing at a time; also that it 
is singular, with the assumption that, fecund though it be, nature - the 
rock, the flower - contains within the single example we have revealed 
(and also isolated) its dissolution. 

One might then venture that the Eastern mind tends to dissolve the gen
eral into the particular and that the Western mind tends to build the partic-
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ular into the general. In ordinary Western editing the sequence usually 
begins with an establishing shot, which is followed by shots of details (for 
dialogue scenes, reverse angles, etc.). This always constitutes a move from 
the general to the particular. The reason often given for this kind of back
ward movement (general to particular) is that this allows one to concen
trate upon the all-important element of the shot (often its entire point), 
which is the action that occurs within it. Space is articulated for action. 
After the master-plan shot, we always know where we are and can follow 
the action freely. 

Very different are the ingrained assumptions of Asia, which often (and 
in Japan usually) insist upon a progression in the opposite direction. A 
general statement is reached only through a particular example. This is 
the path taken, for example, by the haiku and other poetic forms such as 
the waka and the senryu where a single example is made to stand for the 
whole. Many examples come to mind: in Ozu the long still shot of the sin
gle detail; in Mizoguchi, the pan or dolly which moves from particular to 
general; in Kurosawa, the particular (knife practice with leaves, then knife 
fight with men in Yojimbo) structured into the general. 20 

The uses of the general-plan, the long shot which shows everything, are 
quite different in the West and in Japan. How often, for example, the gen
eral-plan occurs at the end of the sequence in Japan and how often it is 
used to reveal more than actually seems to show. From its earliest days 
Japan used the long shot in this particularly Japanese fashion. 

An example would be a scene in the 1917 Tolstoy adaptation of Eijo 
Tanaka, Ikiteru Shikabane. A certain sequence ends with the long shot, 
the so-called establishing shot. The heroine has received some bad news in 
a letter and may be presumed to be feeling sad. The establishing shot 
establishes just that. It is not concerned with action; all action has in fact 
ceased. Instead, it shows us (for the first time in the sequence) that the her
oine is alone, that she is standing near a solitary tree (lonely as she is), that 
the sky is lowering and it will soon rain (and she will soon weep). In other 
words, what is established, and through that most unashamedly anthro
pomorphic means, the pathetic fallacy, is the feelings of the heroine. All of 
the particulars (downward glances, sighs, letter openings) have led to this 
emotional general scene - the establishment of emotional content. 21 

The process of editing in the two film cultures reveals likewise an 
amount of information concerning basic assumptions. 
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In the West there is an assumption of disunity. Hence dichotomies, 
polarities, and a movement from the general to the (broken up) particular. 
In film hence too a method of construction which breaks the scene into 
small units, each often at odds with the other.22 Montage theory pur
posely pits one unit against another. This then is said to form a dialectic. 
That is, it is presumed that they will disagree. It is through this disagree
ment, this disunity, this drama, if you will, that Western film works it
self out. 

In Japan, and in other parts of Asia as well, there is an assumption of 
unity. Hence an overall, though often asymmetric, balance of parts. Thus 
everything is given an equal emphasis. Thus too a movement from the per
haps dissident particular to the usually unified general. In film hence a 
method of construction which rarely breaks the scene into small units. 
Editing often connects (merely) one long scene to another. And each scene 
has the same general tone and purport. There is little disagreement. One 
scene supports what went before and what will follow. In this sense, there 
is no "drama;' if drama means dialectic, opposition, confrontation, etc. 

Most Japanese films (including many the content of which is very vio
lent - films of the yakuza genre, for example) are constructed (edited) in a 
manner that avoids conflict, avoids dialectic, avoids "drama" in this con
structed sense of the word. Thus those Western critics who find that Japa
nese films "lack drama" are quite correct. The construction is nondra
matic in any Western sense. And this is because the assumptions governing 
the construction are non-Western. 

There are many other considerations to be taken into account when 
viewing a Japanese film, cultural considerations without some consider
ation of which the film becomes opaque. 23 But among those which have 
been briefly treated in this paper it will perhaps be seen that cultural dif
ferences can be radically apart. These differences and the assumptions be
hind them create an attitude which is important. Thus, Japan's anthropo
morphic interpretation of the relations between man and nature, its 
assumptions - always working toward a harmonious whole - regulating 
an interpretation of life, inform artistic presentation to an extent that 
knowledge of these workings is necessary for a full appreciation. 

Donald Richie, former curator of film at The Museum of Modern Art, New 
York, New York, has written many books on the Japanese film, among them The 
Films of Akira Kurosawa and Ozu. 



Notes and References 

I. From Honcho gaho taiden [The authoritative summary of the rules of Japa
nese painting], quoted in Veda (1967). 

2. "Imagine we are interested in the basic 'language' elements through which a 
film communicates .... To facilitate our analysis we make certain assumptions 
about the characteristic response to any particular configuration of 'terms' in this 
language .... This in turn depends upon a set of psychological assumptions 
about the ways in which we emotionally respond to particular perceptual situa
tions, and such assumptions are themselves grounded in a body of psychological 
theory and knowledge .... [In] our society people respond to certain perceptual 
situations in the expected way. But in another society different patterns ... alter 
the particular psychological response .... " Tudor (1973, 60-61). 

3. "In all types of painting ... it is always undesirable to draw things in the 
middle. Leave the foreground blank and draw toward the back." Veda (1967). 

4. This is an important aesthetic precept - without the initial mark no empti
ness. Its ramifications extend throughout Japanese culture. For example, the idea 
that there is no nature until man has arranged it. The Japanese garden is not "nat
ural" until the rock is moved, the bamboo shifted. Before then nature was not 
present; just as, before the mark, emptiness was not present. Space is not reticula
ted until it can be contrasted. 

5. The West, on the other hand, assumes that the bottom is always heavier 
than the top. Thus Western layout has space at the bottom of the page to counter
act this supposed heaviness. 

6. Among many possible examples: the balance of full/empty in the Mizo
guchi long shot; screen divided top/bottom, full/empty, in many Kon Ichikawa 
shots; the empty sides of the Naruse shots, etc. The Ozu shot is famous for its 
occasional emptiness: the scene empty of information, the space unarticulated 
and hence "empty" but full, of course, of another kind of information: the long 
shot of the empty vase in Late Spring is emotionally full in its nominal emptiness. 

7. This aesthetic of the empty has a (Buddhist) term which is often attached to 
it. This is mu, the nothingness which has meaning, the emptiness which has 
weight. It is this character that Ozu chose to be carved on his tombstone. 

8. But we certainly do have a theory of negative space, and it has influenced 
painters from Poussin on. However, the theory is not nearly so radical as in 
Japan, where emptiness is given its own entity. Recent Western art, however, that 
which is influenced by the East, now regularly incorporates this radical empti
ness. 

9. There is the case of a Japanese publisher bringing out an edition of Consta
ble's prints. He found that one of them looked odd. So he reversed the negative. 

31 
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This meant that the composition was read right to left, and this satisfied both 
publisher and patron. When we find Mizoguchi's composition "piquant" or when 
we are struck by the oddities of Kurosawa's compositions (i.e., Yojimbo) we are 
misreading because we are reading left to right what has been (albeit uncon
sciously) right to left. Just as we in the West are not even aware that we have a 
left-to-right bias, so the Japanese are not aware that their bias is from right to left. 
Yet, the entire culture informs us. Emaki scrolls are always unrolled from right to 
left; bolts of cloth are wound clockwise and so unrolled from the left; most books 
and magazines (regardless of the direction of the type face) read from the right; 
cartoons and sequential ads are all read from the right. 

10. "Movements running from lower left to upper right are commonly sensed 
as ascending, while the opposite direction connotes a fall." Lanners (1977, 104). 
Western cinema is filled with use of the diagonal, which is taken to "mean" ascen
sion, for example, the celebrated shot of the men pulling the cannon in Eisen
stein's October. 

II. Among the many examples one could choose are the Kano iris and plum 
screens. In films there are many examples - the flowering grasses scene from San
sho the Bailiff of Mizoguchi, for example. 

12. In a paper this brief and yet at the same time this wide-ranging, one cannot 
give the necessary connections. Like any culture, Japan is a whole. More so than 
most since wholeness is one of the aims of Japanese culture. It is possible to 
account for much, to see many a parallel - but only if one has the time and the 
space. 

13. These separate attributes of left and right are often to be observed on the 
screen and the tube. During television newscasts, the "important" announcer is 
on the right, and his "assistant" is on the left. On educational programs, the pro
fessor is on the right, the interviewer on the left. In feature films, there are endless 
examples - mostly usually in film by minor directors who did not allow any other 
compositional ideas to cloud their unthinking assumptions. An interesting theory 
of the origin of right-to-Ieft progression is that in addition to this being the direc
tion adopted by the written language, it was also the direction adopted by the 
physical printing of the first books. These, called kan, were simple bamboo slats 
vertically arranged and connected with string. The slats were held in the left hand 
and the right was used for pulling the slats, one by one, for reading or for writing. 
It is further said that this "page" order was the origin of the top-bottom, right-left 
order, rather than the other way about. Communication from Joseph R. de Roo, 
Institute of Japanese Studies, Tokyo. 

14. Quoted in Sato (1977). Excerpt translated by Peter B. High. The same 
source also quotes a remark made by Tadashi Imai to his pupil Kozaburo Yoshi
mura, in which the older director says that in making his first film he had no idea 
of how to begin. Then he realized that if he pointed his camera in a single direc-
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tion, composed his shot, and established his frame, everything would be all 
right. 

15. The "actual" film in Japan followed the pattern of the German kunstlilm, 
a genre the assumptions of which are far different from the Anglo-American doc
umentary. Even now on Japanese TV, the so-called TV documentaries all carry 
voice-over, all insist upon the primacy of instruction, all use pictures of "nature" 
in a pictorial manner, etc. The American heightening of the rawness of a pre
sumed nature in the raw is never seen. Nature is, in all forms, always pro
cessed. 

16. Many, that is, compared to other film cultures. Nonetheless, the Japanese 
feeling about sound is that silence, like space, is something which ought to be 
filled. Hence explaining voice-overs in films even as realistic as [kiru, hence ubiq
uitous music, hence, historically, the benshi, etc. Modern life in Japan is notable 
for its noisiness, and public silence is rare indeed. 

17. One indication, Japanese subtitles in Western films. These contain fewer 
"words" per second of time than do, say, English subtitles for Japanese films. In 
addition, when Japanese subtitle their films (English, French, etc.) their ratio of 
words per second is very low. This ratio is invariably too slow for the Western 
reader. He usually has time to read the sentence twice. This is an indication that 
the Japanese read twice as slowly. 

18. Naturally, Japanese are also and at the same time just as occasionally arbi
trary in cutting methods as Westerners are. For example, the old Japanese studio 
rule that in the initial seven cuts you must establish the whole house (or other 
location). Or, the ancient gyaku sandan kaishi principle - the "harking back" 
rule, i.e., if you have a joke you must repeat it three times. Both these examples 
are from Sato (1977). Yoshikata Yoda has spoken of early (ca. 1930) editing 
methods. "At that time there seems to have been two methods. One was to con
sider each cut a 'unit' in the overall construction. The other was to think of it as a 
unit in the dramatic construction .... So, around that time, we were all 
instructed by [Director] Minoru Murata to go and see films as often as possible 
and take notes on the construction of foreign films .... I worked up a list of cat
egories of my own making: Introduction, Interest-Pulling Scene, Sudden Unex
pected Event Scene, Development of Uncertainty Factor Scene, Climactic Scene, 
Anti-Climactic Scene, etc:' Yoda (1970), translated here by Peter High. 

19. One need not stress but ought notice the parallels here with other aspects 
of Japanese creation and creativity noted above. 

20. This use of the particular in Japanese cinema has often been noticed. 
Indeed, much has been read into it. Noel Burch, for example, finds the close-up 
detail a "dramatic signifier, comparable to the signs used in Japanese theatre to 
displace the gestures of emotion (the oyama tugging with her teeth at the sleeve of 
her kimono to signify weeping) .... " (Burch 1979, 82). All of which may well be 
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true. However, the role of the particular in Japanese film construction is much 
wider than this and always to be defined in terms of its opposite, the general. 

21. To choose a more modern example, the final scene from Kon Ichikawa's 
An Actor's Revenge (Yukinojo Hengei, 1963) - a series of dissolves, showing the 
unhappy heroine, Yukinojo, successively further and further away (or the camera 
backing further and further away), revealing the solitary emptiness, the loneli
ness, the cloudy (tear-filled) sky, etc. 

22. Eisenstein's use of Japanese kanji to support his montage theory (charac
ters for "eye" and "water" combine to make character for "to weep") is based 
upon a mistaken assumption which no matter how fruitful to his theory was not 
true for Japan nor for proper kanji reading. This kind of logical deduction is quite 
invisible to most Japanese. Signified and signifier are (pace Barthes) not identical 
in Japan, no more identical than they are anyplace. 

23. A list of such considerations would be quite lengthy, but among those 
others worthy of consideration would be: 

A. Genre in Japanese film. It has been stated that everything in Japanese cin
ema is a genre (Anderson and Richie 1960). While this is perhaps too emphatic, it 
is generally true. Not only are film varieties made into genres (haha-mono, 
tsuma-mono, etc.), but the structure of each film may often be viewed generically 
(in the yakuza film, the "homecoming scene;' the "meeting with the boss scene;' 
etc.) And within the scene itself, the acting proceeds through generic means - the 
"disdain" gesture, the "welcoming" smile, etc. One's point would not be that 
other film cultures do not have this (they all do) but that they do not think well of 
it and attempt to hide it. The Japanese do no such thing. 

B. Structure - its division in Japanese films. How a narrative is cut up tells 
something about the culture that does the cutting. Most film everywhere takes 
from the stage the "opening scene;' "the climax;' "the final scene;' etc. But in 
between these narrative blocks the Western director usually attempts to avoid 
stereotype scenes. Not the Japanese. Also, the role that dramatic narrative struc
ture (i.e., the stage) plays in film has been much underrated (by myself, among 
others). The Noh play has just two scenes; the Kabuki has a number strung out. 
The way that Japanese film edits into scenes and the influence of theater would be 
a most fruitful topic. 

C. The actor as indicator in Japanese film. Japanese drama is by and large 
actor's theater, more so than in many countries, certainly so in the Kabuki. How 
the actor / actress and considerations for his role and his performance affect Japa
nese film art is worthy of discussion. 
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Hollywood Reconsidered: 
Reflections on the 

Classical American Film 

WILLIAM ROTHMAN 

AMERICA'S experience of film is virtually unique in that, in almost every 
other country, the impact of film cannot be separated from the process, or 
at least the spectre, of Americanization. In America, film in no sense rep
resents something external; it is simply American. But what is American 
about American film? 

For a decade or so after the first film exhibitions in I895, film shows 
were a grab bag of travelogues, news films, filmed vaudeville acts, trick 
films, and gag films. The audience for film in America was dispropor
tionately urban and made up of recent immigrants, largely from Eastern 
Europe. (The extent to which this is true is a subject of some contention 
among film historians.) In a sense, film has been involved, even in 
America, in a process of Americanization - "naturalizing" recent arrivals, 
teaching them how Americans live (and also breaking down regional dif
ferences, a process that television has taken over with a vengeance). How
ever, after the sudden growth of nickelodeons in I908, exhibition was 
skewed to be more "upscale:' The theatrical narrative - especially adapta
tions of "legitimate" novels and stage plays - became the dominant form 
of film in America, as it has remained to this day. Griffith's early films 
made for the Biograph Company were clearly intended for an audience of 
Americans who, like Griffith himself, could take for granted the fact, if 
not the meaning, of their Americanness. 

Of course, the question of the Americanness of American films is com
plicated by the fact that, in every period, foreigners played major roles in 
their creation. From Chaplin to Murnau to Lubitsch to Lang, Hitchcock, 
Renoir, Ophuls, Sirk, and Wilder, many of the most creative "American" 
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directors have been non-Americans, at least when they began their Holly
wood careers. This is almost equally true among stars, screenwriters, and 
producers. Indeed, there are entire genres of American film, such as film 
noir and the thirties horror film (with their influence of German expres
sionism) that can seem to be hardly American at all. 

But then again, virtually all Americans are either born non-Americans 
or are recent descendants of non-Americans. One might think that there 
could be no such thing as a specifically American culture, yet this is not 
the case. In the nineteenth century, for example, what is called transcen
dentalism - the philosophy of Emerson and Thoreau, the stories and nov
els of Hawthorne, Poe, Melville, and Henry James, the poetry of Whit
man - is quintessentially American. However, this example underscores a 
distinctive feature of American intellectual and cultural life. There was no 
nineteenth-century French philosopher approaching Emerson's stature, 
but had there been, young French men and women today, as part of the 
experience of growing up French, would be taught his or her words by 
heart and learn to take them to heart. But in the process of growing up 
American, young men and women are not taught and do not in this way 
learn Emerson's words or the value of those words. Americans, as com
pared to the English or French or Chinese or Japanese, are unconscious of 
the history of thought and artistic creation in their own country - uncon
scious of the sources, American and foreign, of their own ideas. Nonethe
less, through mechanisms that are at times obscure, American ideas such 
as those of Emerson remain widespread and powerful in America. It is one 
of Stanley Cavell's deepest insights, to which I will return, that Hollywood 
film of the thirties and forties is rooted in, and must be understood in 
terms of, the American tradition of transcendentalism. That this is so, and 
that Americans remain unconscious that it is so, are equally significant 
facts about American culture. 

Some may challenge the American pedigree of American transcenden
talism, arguing that it is only a belated flaring of a worldwide Romantic 
movement whose genesis had nothing to do with America but grew out of 
the Transcendental Idealism of the German Immanuel Kant, who in turn 
built on the work of Locke, Hume, and Berkeley in Great Britain, Leibniz 
in Germany, and Descartes in France. Emerson and Thoreau, voracious 
readers, were conscious of these sources but conscious as well that, while 
Romanticism was a source of their own thinking, America in turn was a 
central source of Romanticism. It is no accident that Kant's Critique of 
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Pure Reason was simultaneous with the creation of the United States of 
America or that Descartes - Shakespeare's contemporary - was writing 
at the time of the founding of the first French and English colonies in 
America. 

The American and foreign roots of nineteenth-century American phi
losophy and literature cannot be disentangled: this is part of what makes 
this work so American, as is the fact that it takes the identity of America 
to be a central subject. What America is, where it has come from, and 
what its destiny may be are central themes through which American cul
ture has continually defined itself. In the crucial period from 1908 to the 
country's entrance into the First World War, the period when narrative 
film was taking root, American film took up this question of America's 
identity, culminating in The Birth of a Nation, the film that definitively 
demonstrated to the American public the awesome power that movies 
could attain. Indeed, in the work of D. W. Griffith, the dominant figure 
of American film during these years, America's destiny and the destiny of 
film were fatefully joined. 

What movies are and what gives them their power are questions that 
vexed America in those years when the movies were fighting off their first 
attacks from would-be censors. Griffith's early films are affirmations of 
the power of movies and veiled (sometimes not so veiled) allegories assert
ing his innocent motivation for unleashing that power. He started out with 
an idealistic vision: America's destiny was to save the world and film's des
tiny was to save America. By the time of The Birth of a Nation, however, 
he had drawn closer to the more ambiguous, darker visions of Haw
thorne, Poe, and Melville. He had made the disquieting discovery that in 
affirming innocence, the camera violates innocence; however idealistic 
their intention, movies emerge out of darkness and touch what is base as 
well as what is noble in our souls. This knowledge, against which he 
struggled his entire career, is Griffith's most abiding - if least recognized -
legacy to American film. When the "Little Colonel" (Henry Walthall) 
comes upon his dying sister in The Birth of a Nation, he dedicates himself 
to vengeance. He stares into the camera, calling upon us to acknowledge 
his guilt, not his innocence. With the camera as witness, he embraces the 
monstrous forces within himself. The last third of the film, with its night
marish inversion of Griffith's cherished values, follows from this guilty 
moment. The monstrous Ku Klux Klan does not and cannot restore 
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America's innocence. The burden of The Birth of a Nation is that America 
is born with blood on its hands. It cannot save the world; its own soul 
remains to be saved. Vanished too is Griffith's faith that film will be the 
agency of America's salvation. How can it be, when it emerges out of 
darkness? 

In Indian Film (1980), their landmark study, Erik Barnouw and 
S. Krishnaswamy shrewdly insist that neither historians nor sociologists 
can give us precise answers about the impact of film on society. They limit 
themselves to a qualified endorsement of the claim, made on the occasion 
of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Indian film industry, that film "has 
unsettled the placid contentment of the Indian masses, it has filled the 
minds of youth with new longings, and it is today a potent force in 
national life:' In other words, although we may well never fully under
stand film's efficacy in causing social change in India, we can at least say 
that film has been centrally involved in the process by which Indian soci
ety has adapted itself to modern ideas. In the clash between modern ideas 
and orthodox Hindu canons on such matters as untouchability and the 
role of women, film in India has been allied, consciously or unconsciously, 
with the forces of modernity. 

Griffith's attitude toward modern ideas, especially about the role of 
women, was an ambivalent one. That ambivalence was most pointedly 
expressed in the tension between his flowery, moralistic intertitles and the 
mysteries he conjured with his camera. Griffith combined a Victorian con
viction that it was proper for women to be submissive with a profound 
respect for the intelligence, imagination, and strength of the women in his 
films. And what remarkable women he had the intuition to film! As I pon
der Griffith's spellbinding visions of such women as Lillian Gish and Mae 
Marsh and Blanche Sweet, I am struck equally by the voraciousness of his 
desire for women and his uncanny capacity to identify with them. 

After the war, the American film industry grew to international domi
nance. The postwar Hollywood, in which Griffith struggled fruitlessly to 
reclaim his preeminence, clearly allied itself with the libertarian spirit of 
the Jazz Age. But with all their glamor and spectacle, their Latin lovers, 
flappers, and "It" girls, Hollywood films of the twenties never really made 
clear what that spirit was, nor its sources, nor the grounds of its opposi
tion to orthodox ideas, nor the identity of the orthodoxy it was opposing. 



WILLIAM ROTHMAN 

With the withdrawal or repression of Griffith's seriousness of purpose, the 
years from the end of the war to the late twenties are the obscurest period 
in the history of American film. 

We are taught that this was the Golden Age of Silent Film, the age when 
film became a glorious international art and language. Yet these were also 
the years when Hollywood's power over the world's film production, and 
its hold on the world's film audiences, came closest to being absolute. 
Strangely, except for the occasional cause celebre, such as von Stroheim's 
Greed, the magnificent comedies of Chaplin and Keaton, and Murnau's 
Sunrise (which, together with Chaplin's City Lights, is the swan song of 
this era), no American film of this period still has an audience (beyond a 
core of hardened film buffs), even among film students. 

Coming at a time of creative crisis, the simultaneous traumas of the 
new sound technology and the Great Depression (which brought about 
changes in studio organization and ownership) disrupted the continuity of 
American film history. There was an influx of personnel - directors, 
actors, writers, producers - from the New York stage (and, increasingly, 
from abroad, as political conditions worsened in Europe). By and large, 
the Broadway imports (unlike the Europeans) were unlettered in film. 
They approached the new medium with ideas whose sources were to be 
found elsewhere than in the history of earlier film achievements. Then 
again, "the talkies" were a new medium for everyone, even for movie vet
erans for whom filmmaking was their education. 

When Hollywood movies began to speak, no one could foresee the new 
genres that would emerge. It took several years of experimentation, test
ing of limits, before a new system of production was securely in place and 
a stable new landscape of genres and stars became discernible. The release 
of It Happened One Night in 1934, the first year of the rigid enforcement 
of the Production Code, can be taken to inaugurate the era of what has 
come to be known as "the classical Hollywood film:' 

Such films as It Happened One Night, for all their comedy, revived 
Griffith's seriousness of moral purpose and his original conviction that 
film's awesome powers could awaken America, in the throes of a night
mare, to its authentic identity. Or perhaps it is more accurate to say that 
classical Hollywood films leapfrogged Griffith to link up directly with 
nineteenth-century American transcendentalism. 

It is Stanley Cavell who first recognized the implications of this. In his 
seminal book Pursuits of Happiness (1981), Cavell defines a genre he 
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names "the comedy of remarriage" (the central members of this genre 
include It Happened One Night, The Awful Truth, Bringing Up Baby, His 
Girl Friday, The Philadelphia Story, and Adam's Rib). 

In remarriage comedies, men and women are equals. They have an 
equal right to pursue happiness and are equal spiritually - equal in their 
ability to imagine and to demand human fulfillment. In these films, happi
ness is not arrived at by a couple's overcoming social obstacles to their 
love, as in traditional comedy, but by facing divorce and coming back 
together, overcoming obstacles that are between and within themselves. 

Indian film, in siding against orthodox Hinduism, and Japanese film, in 
siding against feudal consciousness, endorse the claim that women have 
the right to marry for love. There are classical Hollywood films - Camille 
is one that comes to mind - in which feudal attitudes and religious ortho
doxy obstruct the course of love, but such films are typically set in the past 
and elsewhere than America. American society, as presented in the remar
riage comedies, already sanctions the right of women to marry and even to 

divorce for reasons of the heart. It is marriage itself, the nature and limits 
of its bond, that is at issue in these films. At issue, that is, philosophically. 

Cavell understands the women of these films, played by the likes of 
Katharine Hepburn, Claudette Colbert, Irene Dunne, and Barbara Stan
wyck, as being on a spiritual quest, like Thoreau in Walden, Emerson in 
his journals, and the poet in Whitman's "Song of the Open Road." A non
American source he cites is Nora in Ibsen's A Doll's House, who leaves her 
husband in search of an education he says she needs but she knows he can
not provide. The implication, as Cavell points out, is that only a man 
capable of providing such an education could count for her as her hus
band. The woman of remarriage comedy is lucky enough to be married to 
a man like Cary Grant or Spencer Tracy who has the capacity, the author
ity, to preside over her education, her creation as a new woman. 

In a paper Cavell recently delivered at a meeting of the American Psy
choanalytic Association ("Psychoanalysis and Cinema"), he goes on to ask 
himself: 

What of the women on film who have not found and could not manage or 
relish relationship with such a man, Nora's other, surely more numerous, 
descendants? And what more particularly of the women on film who are at 
least the spiritual equals of the women of remarriage comedy but whom no 
man can be thought to educate - I mean the women we might take as 
achieving the highest reaches of stardom, of female independence as far as 
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film can manifest it - Greta Garbo and Marlene Dietrich and at her best 
Bette Davis? 

This question leads Cavell to discover a second genre of classical Holly
wood film, which he calls "the melodrama of the unknown woman" 
(Blond Venus, Stella Dallas, Random Harvest, Now Voyager, Mildred 
Pierce, Gaslight, Letter from an Unknown Woman). 

One cost of the woman's happiness in the comedies is the absence of her 
mother (often underscored by the attractive presence of the woman's 
father) together with her own absence of children, her denial as a mother. 
In the melodramas, the woman does not forsake motherhood and is not 
abandoned to the world of men. No man presides over her metamorpho
sis, and it leads, not to the ideal marriages the comedies teach us to envi
sion, but to a possible happiness apart from or beyond satisfaction by 
marriage. As in the remarriage comedies, it is not society that comes 
between a woman and a man - not, for example, the threat of social scan
dal or a law that can be manipulated to separate her from her child. 
Rather, it is the woman's absolute commitment to her quest to become 
more fully human. (Cavell notes that this feature distinguishes films in this 
genre from Madame Bovary and Anna Karenina. It may also be pointed 
out that it equally distinguishes the American melodramas from the films 
of Mizoguchi, which it may seem natural to compare with them. Actually, 
Ozu's films probably have a more intimate kinship with the American 
films.) 

I have argued elsewhere (Rothman 1984) that Stella Dallas - one of the 
films Cavell includes within the genre of the melodrama of the unknown 
woman - in no way glorifies a woman's submission to a system that 
unjustly denies her equal right to pursue happiness. My understanding of 
the film, like Cavell's, rejects the generally accepted critical view that such 
melodramas affirm a woman's noble sacrifice of her happiness, that they 
affirm that there are things more important than a woman's happiness. 
When Stella, standing outside in the rain, unseen, watches her daughter's 
wedding through a window and then turns away with a secret smile, she is 
not a figure of pathos but a mysterious, heroic figure who has transformed 
herself before our very eyes, with no help from any man in her world. This 
is a transcendent moment of self-fulfillment, not self-sacrifice. 

Nina Auerbach (1982) argues that the nineteenth century aspired to yet 
recoiled from creating or even compellingly representing a "new woman" 
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who freely expresses the divine and demonic powers Victorians fervently 
believed women to possess. Through such genres as the remarriage com
edy and the melodrama of the unknown woman - and by extension the 
whole interlocking system of genres that emerged in the mid-thirties -
classical Hollywood films inherited the Victorian faith in the marvelous 
and terrifying powers of women. Beyond this, by placing the "new 
woman" on view, they at last fulfilled a deep-seated nineteenth-century 
aspiration. 

In the decade or so after 1934, Hollywood films were intellectually of a 
piece, like network television today. The diverse genres were not in ideo
logical opposition but derived from a common set of ideas and a common 
body of knowledge - at one level, knowledge about the medium of film. 
But by the mid-forties, that commonality began to break down. Although 
extraordinary films like Adam's Rib, Letter from an Unknown Woman, 
and Notorious continued to keep faith with the classical Hollywood 
vision, a regressive tendency was in the ascendancy. 

I think of film noir, for example, as regressive because it disavows the 
vision of classical Hollywood melodramas and comedies without address
ing their ideas. In Double Indemnity, there is a moment that is emblematic 
of this failure. As Fred MacMurray is struggling to kill her husband, Bar
bara Stanwyck sits silently in the front seat of the car. The camera, fram
ing her closely, captures a clear view of the look on her face. This is the 
one time in the film when we are privileged to view the look that Stan
wyck's stepdaughter saw years before, the look that stamped her step
mother as evil in her eyes. Our view of Stanwyck's look at this moment is 
meant to prove that she really is the very incarnation of evil. 

Stanwyck looks almost toward the camera, but her eyes are vacant. 
Surely it is not nice that she is absorbed in a private reverie while her hus
band is being murdered in a plot she instigated, yet this shot, which gives 
us no access to what she is thinking and feeling, what she is imagining, 
does not and cannot prove that she is a figure of absolute evil. In the face 
of the camera, she remains unknown to us, like Stella Dallas - also Bar
bara Stanwyck, of course - when she turns away from watching her 
daughter's wedding and smiles a secret smile. Stella Dallas, like other clas
sical Hollywood melodramas and comedies, interprets the unknownness 
of the woman as an expression of her humanity, hence of our bond with 
her, forged from within. Double Indemnity, withdrawing from that under-
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standing without acknowledging it - an understanding about women, 
about humanity, about the camera and the medium of film - interprets 
the woman's unknownness as a mark of her inhumanity, which makes it 
rightful for Fred MacMurray to kill her - alas, too late - at the end of the 
film. 

By the fifties, American movies were divided on ideological grounds in 
ways that mirrored the political divisions - and, unfortunately, the de
based political rhetoric of a country racked by the paranoia of the 
McCarthy era. Within each of the major fifties genres, "liberal" and "con
servative" films struck opposing positions, as Peter Biskind argues in See
ing is Believing (1983), his study of Hollywood films of the period. But 
except for a number of directors of the older generation, such as Ford, 
Hawks, Hitchcock, and Sirk, the classical Hollywood voice - and con
science - had fallen silent. 

Hollywood's audience was fragmenting. The older generation, once the 
audience for classical Hollywood films, stayed home and watched televi
sion. Why the men and women of this generation abandoned movies, or 
were abandoned by movies, is no less a mystery than why they once 
demanded movies that spoke to them with the greatest seriousness. Surely, 
they could not have really believed that America in the fifties fulfilled the 
transcendental aspirations expressed by the movies they had taken to 
heart. Yet they opted for television's reassurance that what was happening 
now was not really passing them by, that they were plugged into a human 
community after all. At the same time, rock 'n' roll (with its seductive 
promise of breaking down barriers now), not film (in which a screen sepa
rates the audience from the world of its dreams), fired the imagination of 
the young. The fate of film in America, and the longing to become more 
fully human that it expressed, hung - and still hangs - in the balance. 

In the fifties, a new generation of American directors, Nicholas Ray 
perhaps the most gifted among them, made the "generation gap" their 
subject in films that, identifying with the young, dwelled on such matters 
as the failure of American fathers to pass on something of value to their 
sons. An avant-garde attempted to create a new American cinema
unfortunately, without undertaking to learn the first thing about the old. 
Method acting struggled to infuse film with an authenticity that was now 
eluding it, as did "cinema verite" documentary. But despite all this activity, 
American film drifted further from its sources and from even the memory 
of its past achievements. America had lost a knowledge that it has not 
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since reclaimed, as witness the creative crisis today facing a barren Holly
wood seemingly intent on producing films that are the moral equivalent of 
video games - films that parody our perilous existence as human survi
vors even as they deny that anything important is at stake. 

When I say that knowledge has been lost, I certainly mean to imply that 
there has been a failure of education, and in turn of criticism. Even today, 
film students in America are taught - and most contemporary film criti
cism underwrites this - to dismiss remarriage comedies like It Happened 
One Night as mere "fairy tales for the Depression" and to despise melo
dramas like Stella Dallas for their supposedly regressive attitude toward 
women. 

It is especially poignant that the recent upsurge of feminist film criticism 
has so far remained blind to the depth of the feminism of classical Holly
wood films. In part, this blindness testifies to the current extent of the 
dogmatic acceptance, within academic film departments, of a number of 
seductive but flawed theories. Especially influential, among feminist film 
critics, is Laura Mulvey's theory that classical Hollywood films subordi
nate women to the status of objects of the camera's male gaze. Accepting 
this premise, feminist criticism has failed to recognize that the camera in 
classical Hollywood films cannot simply be identified with the authority 
of the patriarchal order. Rather, the films take up and explore the implica
tions of one of Griffith's central discoveries about the camera, which is 
one of the deepest sources of film's universal appeal: in its passivity and its 
agency, its powers of creation and the limits of those powers, the camera is 
male and female (Rothman I982). 

But the blindness of criticism to the achievements of American film goes 
deeper than the transient influence of any particular theory. After all, I 
have been suggesting that, until the publication of Pursuits of Happiness 
forty years after the films were released, no critic had ever articulated 
what the remarriage comedies - among the most popular films ever 
made - were really saying. But how could there really be such a gap? 

The gap that needs to be accounted for is not between Cavell's readings 
and the ways audiences experience these films - I do not believe there is 
such a gap - but between the ways we experience films and the ways we 
ordinarily speak about them. What makes this gap possible is the fact that 
movies address matters of intimacy and do so in a language of indirectness 
and silence. From the beginnings of film history, what it is that actually 
takes place within and among silent viewers in those darkened halls has 
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been a mystery. In the thirties and forties, film was the dominant medium 
of our culture, and yet public discourse about film - no doubt, this was 
true of private conversation as well - virtually never attempted to probe 
the truth of our experience of movies. But perhaps this should not surprise 
us, for it simply underscores the fact that movies expressed ideas that had 
no other outlet in our society. Except within the discourse of films them
selves, America's experience of film, its knowledge of film, has always 
been and remains primarily unarticulated, unconscious. If we are to 
understand film's impact on society, this knowledge must be brought to 
consciousness. Criticism must finally fulfill its role. 

Movies exercise a hold on us, a hold we participate in creating, drawing 
on our innermost desires and fears. To know a film's impact, we have to 
know the film objectively. To know a film objectively, we have to know 
the hold it has on us. To know the hold a film has on us, we have to know 
ourselves objectively. And to know ourselves objectively, we have to know 
the impact of the films in our lives. The idea of a criticism that aspires to 
be at once objective and rooted in the critic's experience (yet another idea 
whose American and non-American sources cannot be disentangled) is 
one that Stanley Cavell has taught me to associate with the names of Kant, 
Emerson, Thoreau, Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Freud, Heidegger, and Witt
genstein - and Cavell himself. (There are few film critics whose writings 
embody this aspiration. Tadao Sato is one who comes to mind.) Such criti
cism forsakes the wish - without denying the depth of its motivation - to 
find a "scientific" methodology that gives us an unchallengeable place to 
stand outside our own experience. It is a central tenet of American tran
scendentalism that such a place must always be illusory: we cannot arrive 
at objective truth without consulting our experience. 

Feeling legitimized by the latest "post-modernist critical methodolo
gies;' too many academic film critics today deny their experience of classi
cal Hollywood films, refuse to allow themselves to take instruction from 
them. Predictably, the resulting criticism reaffirms an attitude of superior
ity to the films and their audiences. Echoing a long-familiar strain in 
American cultural life, such criticism furthers rather than undoes the 
repression of these films and the ideas they represent. 

Critics like myself can play our part in undoing that repression only if 
we perform our acts of criticism in the spirit of classical Hollywood films. 
Like the Cary Grant character in The Philadelphia Story, we need the 
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sagacity to demand to determine for ourselves what is truly important and 
what is not. Equally needed is the capacity Grant reveals in Bringing Up 
Baby when he makes up for his lack of worldliness by announcing to 
Katharine Hepburn, in the final moments of the film, the truth of his 
experience of their day together: he never had a better time in all his life. 
We cannot play our part in reviving the spirit of the films we love without 
testifying, in our criticism, to the truth of our experience of those films: 
we never had a better time in all our lives. 

William Rothman is the author of Hitchcock - The Muderous Gaze (Har
vard,1982). 
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The Destiny of Samurai Films 

MICHITARO TADA 

THE SAMURAI can be seen as pioneers with swords. Their dominance 
began in eleventh-century japan. At this time the Kanto Plain, in eastern 
japan near present-day Tokyo, was an untamed land, and this was the 
pioneer territory that the samurai opened up to rice agriculture. From this 
time on, the armed forces in japan came to be mainly concentrated in the 
Kanto area. The Kanto Plain is the wellspring of the samurai class, which 
ruled over japan until it was disarmed in 1867. 

The samurai movies that I will discuss were important elements of jap
anese popular (mass) culture for approximately fifty years, from the 1920S 
to the 1970s. While the samurai culture had faded into obscurity during 
the fifty years after the Meiji Restoration, with the coming of filmmaking 
technology to japan in the 1920S the romantic image of the samurai world 
was recreated on film. 

For the first half-century of japanese cinematic history, the samurai 
movie would be the dominant form, comprising more than half of all 
movies made during this span of time. It was only toward the end of this 
period that Akira Kurosawa emerged into filmmaking prominence. His 
rise to fame, as we shall see, coincided with the downfall of the samurai 
mOVIe genre. 

The popular subjects of interest to twentieth-century society are action 
and violence. This is the case with the American westerns, with their 
derivative Hong Kong karate movies, and of course with our present sub
ject, the samurai films of japan. In the Hong Kong movies, violence is 
transformed into acrobatics, while in the samurai films, the violence is 
clearly patterned after traditional forms, such as Noh and Kabuki. The 
violence, then, underwent a refinement process. 

When I was young, children in japan would imitate this "refined" vio
lent style of fighting, and we would describe the sound of two swords 
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clashing together as chan-chan, bara-bara. Thus, such activities came to 
be known as "playing chan-bara," and eventually the movies themselves 
came to be referred to as chanbara movies. The filmmakers, together with 
the children who saw the films, created many heroes. One of them was 
known as Miyamoto Musashi. He is one of the classic Japanese heroes 
who has become known worldwide. Miyamoto Musashi was the "fast
draw" of Japan, although he drew his sword and not a six-shooter. His 
strength was not gained through violence but through his fearless posture, 
which, in the form of a martial-arts stance, reflected an attitude based in 
Zen Buddhism. So, as children we were not so much interested in imitat
ing the violence - it was the style of life that impressed us. And, perhaps 
when American children play "cowboys and Indians" they are doing more 
than merely copying the violence they see in the movies; perhaps they also 
feel drawn to the "pioneer spirit" image, and even deeper still there may be 
traces of a lingering Puritan ethic at work. 

Following this train of thought leads us to find deeper parallels between 
American westerns and Japanese samurai movies. The samurai were the 
pioneers of Japan. They fought the Ainu and drove them off of the main 
island as far as Hokkaido. Thus, the samurai were the conquerors of the 
Kanto Plain. At the same time, they were rebels against the old central 
authority in Kyoto. The reason behind their rebellion was clearly to pro
tect the immigrant rice farmers in the Kanto area from the unfair policies 
of the central government. This theme, of the samurai as protectors of the 
peasantry, is central to Kurosawa's masterpiece, The Seven Samurai. 

The Japanese culture is a rice-based culture. I am inclined to use the 
word civilization here in reference to the idea of enlightenment. While in 
the Western context civilization and enlightenment carry the connotations 
of urban centralization and development, in Japan civilization can be 
measured according to the progressive development and extent of wet-rice 
agriculture. The civilization of the Japanese archipelago, then, spread 
from the West to the East. In the case of America, the path of enlighten
ment ran from the East to the West, and finally over the waters of the Pa
cific to the Hawaiian Islands. The West is therefore America's pioneer ter
ritory, while in Japan it is the East. America's West was an ideal area for 
livestock, and eastern Japan is perfect for intensive wet-rice agriculture. 
Unlike the already exploited lands of Europe, these areas of America and 
Japan became important spawning grounds for new and innovative enter
prIses. 
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I do not make such a statement in order to boast about my own coun
try; rather, I speak as a man from the Kansai area, in the West of Japan, 
with the same sense of regret and chagrin as does a New Yorker when pon
dering the rise of California culture in America. I believe that the Ameri
can westerns anticipate and reflect the progression of civilization from 
east to west in America; while the Japanese chanbara movies anticipate 
and reflect the flow of civilization in the opposite direction - they are, 
therefore, "easterns:' 

The movie theater is a world of darkness. Light is enveloped within this 
darkness. And again, the darkness of the theater is itself encompassed 
within the flood of light which is Downtown. Finally, the lights of Down
town themselves are surrounded by the sleeping darkness of the good citi
zens of the country. A Japanese poet once wrote: "In the deep deep dark
ness, one sees an eye open." Whenever I am sitting in the darkness of a 
movie theater I remember these words. The movie screen is the sensitive 
eye which combines the light and the darkness together, and the flickering 
of the light on the screen is homologous to the floating anxiety found in a 
fast-changing world. This anxiety can be seen as clearly in Japanese chan
bara movies as in the "sensitive" works of Federico Fellini. 

It is interesting that the setting of most chanbara movies is sometime 
during the Bakumatsu period, the final half-century of the samurai system 
in Japan. The pioneer period in which eastern Japan was conquered and 
its heroes, such as Minamoto Yoritomo and Tokugawa leyasu, had only a 
small audience by comparison with more popular sword-wielding heroes 
such as Kondo Isamu. This antirevolutionary hero Kondo was clearly a 
man of action, but importantly, he lived in an era of cultural stability, 
especially in the realm of everyday life. 

Even today, Japanese people are thought of as a people who sit on 
tatami mats and eat sashimi. But, in reality, it was only in the last fifty 
years of the Bakumatsu period that such habits became widespread. 
Tatami mats, for example, have been around since about 1,000 years ago, 
when noblemen would sit upon a sole tat ami mat. Three hundred years 
ago, they were used extensively by high-class samurai to cover entire 
rooms. It was only ISO years ago, during the Bakumatsu period (histori
cally speaking, it was actually during the period of bunka-bunsei. or civili
zation and enlightenment, directly prior to the Bakumatsu period), that 
urban dwellers came to use them in their humble homes. 
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The 1920S were the beginning of a period of growth and expansion in 
Japan; this expansion was accompanied by great turmoil and unrest. The 
new pioneers of the twenties were the industrialists. Japan became an 
information-saturated society in which radio, weekly magazines (shukan
zasshi), comics, and movies were all essential. The movies were a flood of 
light reflecting the floating anxieties of modern Japanese society - while 
at the same time, their audience, sitting in the darkness of the theater, 
looked to the movie screen for the sense of security and stability they felt 
was missing in their lives. The chanbara movies were a nostalgic look 
back at a time that was seen as a stable and ideal period. It is for this rea
son that the chanbara movies were always set in the Bakumatsu period 
throughout their fifty-year dominance of the Japanese film industry. 

From out of the conflict between the Light and the Darkness many 
good movies were produced, and among them were also some very artistic 
works, such as those of Akira Kurosawa and Sadao Yamanaka. The latter 
of these two men has largely been ignored in the past. Only recently some 
French critics have come to recognize the samurai movies of Yamanaka as 
being perhaps even superior to those of the much-lauded Kurosawa. 

It must be pointed out that there are two distinct lineages in the Japa
nese chanbara film tradition: Yamanaka belongs to the line founded by 
Mansaku Itami, while Kurosawa originated the tradition carried on by 
Masaki Kobayashi. While in foreign countries Kurosawa and occasionally 
Yamanaka are seen as isolated stellar figures at the zenith of the chanbara 
genre, in reality they are situated firmly within the two streams of chan
bara movie history. To continue our metaphor, the realistic, action-filled, 
and violently inclined movies of Kurosawa and Kobayashi belong to the 
realism of Light, while Itami and Yamanaka's down-to-earth and enerva
ted films were dropouts, so to speak, from the positive, aggressive, "pio
neer" tradition of the mainstream chanbara movies. 

Chronologically, Itami and Yamanaka were prewar figures, while Kuro
sawa and Kobayashi both gained their reputations in the postwar period. 
The prewar films of Itami and Yamanaka maintained an aesthetic distance 
from reality - they were intellectual creations that did not go along with 
the aggressive, expansion-oriented mood in Japan at the time. As drop
outs from such social currents, the movies of these masters were seen as 
snobbish and were not, therefore, sufficiently appreciated at that time. 
They could be seen as films of resistance to the rise of fascism in Japan. 
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Itami's resistance was based in the use of humor and irony when looking 
at the aggressive side of human nature, that aspect which is the root of fas
cism. Yamanaka's films portrayed the abandonment of the expansion
minded society at large by characters intent upon only settling into the 
common, down-to-earth world of the little man. In this way, the most 
nonpolitical themes came to take on great political meaning. Thus, while 
chanbara or samurai films were banned by the Occupation after the mili
tary disaster called World War II on the grounds that they had fueled the 
aggressive, expansion-oriented fascism in prewar Japan, it is important to 
make it clear that there was this one "resistance" movement within the 
chanbara movie tradition. 

Mansaku Itami, the pioneer of the antifascist movement in Japanese 
film, was finally censored by the Japanese militarists and banned from 
making more films. Thus a director who focused on dropouts was himself 
kicked out and made able at last to experience the very environment that 
he had so often portrayed in his films. With this, Itami took up his pen 
instead of the camera and left us with a monument of critical works, 
including biting critiques of prewar and wartime Japanese films. His 
works have recently been published in five volumes and are enjoying great 
popularity among young intellectuals in Japan. 

Itami's films are few in number. Perhaps the best among them all is his 
1936 classic, Akanishi Kakita. In this film, one actor plays two central 
roles: one as the straightforward, serious Harada Kai, a deft, sword
wielding samurai who lives and dies according to the rules of bushido; the 
other character is our protagonist, Akanishi Kakita, who first strikes us as 
a lackluster, spineless lowlife and the complete opposite of the upstanding 
Harada Kai. He is a comic figure; but he is also more than that. Akanishi, 
although seeming to be a coward and a do-nothing, is not just the subav
erage employee in a powerful house that he appears to be. In reality, he is 
spying on his employers on behalf of another powerful house to which he 
owes loyalty. Akanishi, then, is doubly ambiguous in that first he is seen 
as an ordinary employee while also being a spy, and secondly, while on the 
surface he obeys the code of bushido, deeper still he has chosen the world
view of the common folk. Harada Kai, meanwhile, is ambiguous in a sim
pler way. He is on the one hand a strict follower of the bushido code, 
while on the other hand he is a conspirator in a plot to take power from 
his own superiors. 

While Harada Kai at first appears to be the leading figure in the story, 
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as the title reveals, Akanishi gradually supplants him as the film pro
gresses and endears himself to the audience as being somehow more 
human than the gung-ho Harada. Harada exerts himself to the utmost in 
his attempt for glory, only to be cut down and killed. On the other hand, 
Akanishi, with virtually no effort of his own, meets with one success after 
another. Itami's message to us is clear: The passive Darkness will triumph 
over the Light. 

That the depiction of this battle between the Light and the Darkness is 
portrayed by a single actor, namely Kataoka Chiezo, reveals Itami's genius 
in the expression of two fundamentally opposite sides of human nature. 
These two sides competed inside the mind of Itami, and this movie reveals 
that for him it was the quiet, restrained, and humorous Dark aspect which 
won out. Itami, then, took the chanbara movies back "down to earth;' 

Like those of his predecessor Itami, Sadao Yamanaka's films are low 
key, and they maintain a restrained tone throughout. This, by the way, is 
also the case with the films of the modern moviemaker, Ozu. In Yamana
ka's samurai movies violent outbursts are exceedingly rare. 

In Yamanaka's movie Ninja Kami-Fusen (1937), the main character is a 
dismissed samurai who earns a miserable living by making paper bal
loons. He is living in a nagaya (literally, "long house;' this is a low, long 
structure composed of many small adjacent apartments gathered under 
the same roof; residents in the nagaya are said to be "leaning upon one 
another's shoulders;' implying that the residents of the nagaya were very 
interdependent, unlike the ideal independent house of the "good" samu
rai). The scene inside the miserable nagaya represents the social attitude of 
the lowest members in society, those who are forced to rely upon each 
other for mutual aid and some sense of community. Although the protago
nist attempts to become a "good" samurai again, in the long run he fails 
and sinks back down to earth: to the low social stratum of the nagaya. 

The camera angles throughout the scenes in the nagaya are not arro
gant views from above. Instead, as if in sympathy with the plight of the 
characters, the camera views the action from below. Outside the nagaya, 
like a murmur of consolation, the rain falls softly throughout the night. 

Ninja Kami-Fusen is a movie about darkness - not the darkness of evil 
and danger as imagined in the minds of many Westerners, but a darkness 
that symbolizes inconspicuousness and the abandonment of effort to sink 
slowly into a state incognito with one's lowly peers. Correspondingly we 
find that at the very bottom of Japanese society Jodo-Shinshl1 is the popu-
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lar religion. This "Pure Land" sect stands in direct contrast to Zen Bud
dhism. 

Where in Zen one attempts to achieve transcendence by one's own 
efforts to rise to nirvana, in Jodo-Shinshu belief it is thought that transcen
dence is achieved by the abandonment of effort and by deviating towards 
the "horizontal." Thus, while from a Western point of view Japan may 
appear to be vertically arranged, in my opinion this framework (popular
ized by Chie Nakane, among others) ignores the importance of the hori
zontal dimension in Japanese thought and society. 

Kurosawa's world stands in opposition to that of Yamanaka. To con
tinue our metaphor, Kurosawa's world comes from the Light - not the 
light of hope and justice we find in the West, but that of hard effort and 
perseverance to escape from the Darkness. Kurosawa's films differ from 
earlier chanbara films in that this effort came to be individual effort. So I 
believe it is significant that the hero in Kurosawa's first movie, Sugata San
shiro (1943), was a young judo master. Unlike kendo, or Japanese fencing, 
judo uses no sticks or props and instead transforms the body itself into a 
weapon. Karate does this as well, but significantly, in its original form 
karate was nonaggressive and centered on making the body into a shield 
that could withstand any attack. Modern judo, however, is different in 
that the emphasis is, from an originally defensive position, to use the 
attacker's own strength against him in a sudden reversal of offense and 
defense. In this manner, the weaker man may sometimes defeat the 
stronger. While the loser may feel that it was unfair and tricky, still, it is 
the only way for the weaker party to win. It is the competitive spirit that 
creates such devices. In Kurosawa's movie I was deeply impressed by the 
violent, relentless struggle Sugata Sanshiro fought against the judo mas
ters above him, never giving up, no matter how many times he was 
thrown to the ground. The final judo match was fought on a bleak river
bank, and when the struggle began black clouds filled the sky, and the 
wind raged across the land. 

As in Yamanaka's films, in Kurosawa's movies the rain would fall, but 
as you remember from his movie Rashomon, Kurosawa's rain is a violent 
downpour that threatens to pound everything down into the mud, and in 
Yojimbo Kurosawa had the wind blow at gale force through the dusty 
streets whenever a conflict erupted. The struggles and efforts of Kurosa
wa's characters are not only directed outward, toward the enemy, but 
inward as well, as if to destroy a certain small-scale area of stability deep 
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inside. (The process of casting away one's own inner stability and finding 
a larger one, and then of destroying this new stability in pursuit of yet a 
larger one, and finally of the largest and most final stability, mu, or noth
ingness - this is the core of Zen Buddhist philosophy. This is, I believe, 
the spiritual wellspring of Kurosawa's world.) Kurosawa himself, in 
opposition to the stable pattern of chanbara movies of his day, destroyed 
all residues of traditional cliches such as the Kabuki- and Noh-influenced 
staging of fight scenes and replaced them with a brutally realistic view of 
the fighting spirit. 

What, then, is the purpose or cause of this fighting spirit? Originally, it 
was pointed out, the efforts of the samurai were made to protect the 
farmers. This was motivated by the recognition of the right of the farmers 
to survive. In Kurosawa's final masterpiece, The Seven Samurai, he 
returns to this historical origin of the samurai spirit. In The Seven Samurai 
the enemy is defeated and the village is saved, but the leader of the samu
rai is found saying to himself, "It is not we who have won, but the 
farmers. We will just fade away:' I felt that the nihilism of the samurai was 
not that of Zen Buddhism, but rather a nihilism of desperation. 

This desperate nihilism is again found in the works of Masaki Kobaya
shi, especially so in his classic tragedy, Seppuku (also read hara-kiri), 
released in 1962. This was six years after the release of The Seven Samu
rai, and in my opinion Seppuku was the "last skyrocket" in the chanbara 
mOVIe umverse. 

Seppuku is the act of suicide by self-disembowelment, and I believe that 
Kobayashi's film can be seen as the honorable death of the chanbara tradi
tion. Before we go on to analyze the movie, let us consider the place and 
the meaning of seppuku in Japanese literature and history. 

Seppuku is perhaps the most painful of all ways to die; it involves pro
longed suffering and unbelievable agony, and while the uninformed 
observer may see it as a cruelly imposed punishment, it is important to 
note that it was the method chosen by the samurai as a last proof of their 
individual honor. The Japanese, who ignored the science of anatomy until 
at least the nineteenth century, believed that the stomach or the bowels 
were the deepest areas of the human body. Thus, the act of seppuku 
exposed his most inner self to the outer world in order to prove his ulti
mate purity and innocence. It was a paradoxical demonstration of how 
the exposure of one's most dirty or revolting insides could be interpreted 
as an expression of purity, and this paradox can only be comprehended by 
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considering the spiritual view of the human body that was prevalent in the 
traditional Japanese context. 

By the act of seppuku, the samurai, no matter how much condemned 
and disgraced by society at large, could demonstrate his unshakable 
resolve by cutting deeply into his own body and revealing the uncon
taminated nature of his deepest self. In this way, a samurai could regain 
his honor no matter how disparaged he may have been. The act of sep
puku can be seen as a form of radical individualism of the highest order, a 
form wherein a man chooses to die an excruciating death by his own 
hand, without the support of any religion and solely motivated by individ
ual honor. It is a final protest against the society that condemned him. 

The beginnings of seppuku can be traced back to the rise of the samurai 
class in the eleventh century. At that time seppuku occurred only sporadi
cally and completely as a product of the individual samurai's will to prove 
his ultimate innocence. As the seppuku tradition grew stronger, it came to 
be ritualized by the samurai to a greater extent. Finally, in the seventeenth 
century, it was officially incorporated into the samurai code of ethics and 
was systemized to the point that all individualistic aspects of the ritual sui
cide were erased. It was no longer an act of protest; it had become merely 
another element of the honor system of samurai society at large. The act 
of seppuku itself was watered down as the ritual was co-opted by the 
whole of samurai society. Where originally seppuku meant a slow, 
lingering death by loss of blood from the wound in one's gut, the main
stream samurai introduced the use of a second who would cut off the 
dying man's head from behind as soon as he thrust the blade into his abdo
men. Later still, the liberating cut was made as soon as the convicted 
samurai moved to pick up his sword. The change of the place of seppuku 
in samurai society is indicative of the fundamental transformation from 
warrior to bureaucratic class which occurred in premodern Japan. 

The Edo era saw the development of a social structure that is perhaps 
unique in world history. On the one hand, the various clans, or han, all 
had their bureaucratic headquarters in the city of Edo, while their true 
support was to be found out in the countryside, where they had estab
lished distinct territories. Although this system brought stability to Japa
nese society, it was not without its casualties. Like bureaucracies any
where, the Japanese han had no qualms about firing unnecessary or 
unwanted employees, and in the Japanese case these men became the 
leaderless samurai, the ronin. These ronin massed in Edo and made their 
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livings by working odd jobs in the city, where they mingled with their 
more fortunate samurai/businessmen counterparts. 

It is in this world that Kobayashi's Seppuku takes place. In the opening 
scene we find a young ronin at the gate of a powerful han headquarters in 
Edo. He requests that he be allowed to use the entranceway, "a place of 
honor;' in order to commit seppuku. He goes on to explain that he cannot 
continue living a life without honor and so he would prefer to die an hon
orable samurai death at their gate instead. 

This confounded the bureaucratic, business-minded samurai, who were 
torn between feelings of empathy for a fellow samurai fallen on hard 
times, on the one hand, and by their reluctance to allow a messy suicide at 
their gate - no matter how honorable it might be - on the other. But the 
truth is that at this time in Edo this technique was being widely used by 
desperate ronin as a way to blackmail the powerful han. The vexed 
businessmen (samurai) could only resolve such cases by giving the ronin 
money and asking them to leave. 

This trend had gone on for some time before the samurai/businessmen 
decided that to continue to compromise with such ronin would only taint 
the honor of the clan. Therefore, it was decided that no matter how messy 
and unpleasant it may be, they would make this ronin actually commit 
seppuku at their gate. 

The Japanese personality can be analyzed at two levels: the level of tate
mae (the ceremonial or ideal) and that of honne (roughly, the "real"). 
These two are usually kept in balance in everyday life, but when a critical 
situation arises, the tatemae is abandoned in favor of the honne. In this 
case, the crisis was brought about by the ronin's blackmailing practices. 
When his bluff is called and he is told to commit suicide, the honne of the 
desperate ronin, as well as that of his tormentors, is revealed. The han 
samurai's honne is that of a butcher, while that of the ronin is dominated 
by the simple want of money. When the situation is bared so blatantly, the 
powerful side crushes its victim. 

The tragedy of Kobayashi's Seppuku, then, is that of the butchering of a 
lone individual by the immense strength of a big organization. The 
culminating point of the tragedy comes when it is revealed that the ronin's 
sword, the very symbol of a samurai's honor, while appearing on the sur
face (the level of tatemae) to be intact, is in reality only equipped with a 
bamboo blade befitting a child's toy - it is a symbolic relic of the ronin's 
lost honor. 
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The situation having come to this, the poor ronin had no choice but to 
disembowel himself with the symbol of his ruined honor and to die like a 
miserable mouse in the clutches of a miserable torturer. Instead of allow
ing the ronin to die a graceful and quick death, the cruel samurai/ 
businessmen force him to commit archaic seppuku: the style involving two 
perpendicular slashes, one horizontally across the waist and one vertically 
cut down from the abdomen. This style results in a gaping cross-shaped 
wound without any honor for the suffering ronin. It was the cross of a 
pathetic death. 

The movie Seppuku, and the miserable death of the ronin it depicted so 
graphically and realistically, strangely enough also symbolizes the suicidal 
end of the chanbara movie tradition. This realism is clearly a product of 
Kurosawa's influence. Kobayashi's Seppuku was released in 1962. Kurosa
wa's Seven Samurai was released in 1954. This period of eight years was 
the denouement of the chanbara tradition. 

The fading away referred to at the end of The Seven Samurai was dou
bly tragic in that it marked not only the end of Kurosawa's brilliant 
genius, but also the end of the samurai movie genre itself. Kobayashi's 
Seppuku was the final period capping the long chanbara narrative. It is 
interesting to note that from this time on samurai movies in general 
declined and finally faded away entirely from the movie screens of Japan. 
It was the end of an era in Japanese film history. Japanese society had 
arrived at a point where the nostalgic viewing of the Bakumatsu period, of 
the conflict between the Light and the Darkness, between stability and 
effort and aspiration, had become unnecessary. 

Michitaro Tada is a professor in the Research Institute for Humanistic Studies 
at Kyoto University, Kyoto, Japan. 



Chinese Film 
Amidst the Tide of Reform 

SHAO MUJUN 

A TIDE of reform has been sweeping China since important reforms 
began in 1981 in the rural areas. With emphasis on overcoming the long
standing "left" mistakes in the guidance of agriculture, the reform of the 
mode of production has taken shape step by step: from restoring and 
expanding the decision-making power of the rural communes' production 
brigades and teams, and restoring private plots, to gradually introducing a 
system of responsibility for production in which payment is linked to out
put. As a result, marked changes have taken place in Chinese villages, 
where families with annual incomes of more than ten thousand yuan have 
emerged. 

This tremendous success now acts as a powerful impetus to the reform 
of the urban sector, which is expected to enter its full-fledged stage very 
soon. The rural reform also serves to further strengthen the confidence of 
the staunch defenders of reform and helps to dispel the misgivings of those 
who may still feel some hesitation in accepting the movement. The hand
ful of hardboiled diehards who stubbornly insist that any reform in\'.lri
ably means the restoration of capitalism is becoming more and more isola
ted in the nationwide support for reform. 

The reform in China is a reform of the economic management system 
based on the premise of persisting in socialism. It does not touch on the 
public ownership of the means of production. In the initial period after 
Liberation, the high speed of economic construction and rapid ameliora
tion of people's living conditions had taught the masses the superiority of 
socialism in its very concrete forms. But too soon the "left" ideology began 
to take the lead and expanded to absolute predominance. Mistake after 
mistake, which culminated in the "cultural revolution;' brought the justice 
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of adopting the new system in question. More and more people began to 
doubt whether socialism could really do them any good and whether it is 
true that the slogan, "poverty is superior to wealth;' as advocated by the 
Gang of Four, really represented the true essence of socialism. It was only 
after the smashing of the Jiang Qing counterrevolutionary clique in 1976 
and, in particular, after the Third Plenary Session of the Eleventh Central 
Committee, held in December 1978, that the important question of what is 
the true face of socialism began to be addressed. In this sense, the present 
reform movement is in fact a revolution in an effort to rehabilitate the rep
utation of socialism. 

I am not a politician, nor an economist. What I care about is the destiny 
of Chinese cinema. But film is both an art and an industry (as Andre 
Malraux, among others, has noted). It poses questions more complicated 
than other forms of art amidst the tide of reform. 

Chinese film is a colossal industry. There are more than five hundred 
thousand people working in it, and it used to bring an annual profit of 
several hundred millions. Its three main centers, Beijing, Shanghai, and 
Changchun, have huge film studios, each with a staff of from two thou
sand to three thousand. China has a big film market, though the number 
of annual releases is comparatively small. In 1983, for instance, 109 
domestic films and 35 imported films were released. But the annual atten
dance is counted in billions. China's film industry has acquired some char
acteristics of the pre-fifties Hollywood studio system in that the country's 
nineteen film studios not only have their own sound stages and labora
tories but also their own scriptwriters, directors, performers, and techni
cians. The biggest studios even have their own orchestras and troupes. 

Examined from the viewpoint of the mode of production, the most seri
ous malady of the Chinese film industry is what we call "eating from a big 
rice bowl:' In the years before 1982 the state took in all completed films at 
a unified price regardless of their quality. The studios were thus guaran
teed a fixed amount of profit. The film distribution companies run no risk 
of loss, since the Chinese people still succumb to movie mania, because of 
the lack of other recreational activities. Even the most didactical stuff can 
make money when it is treated as political teaching material for cadres 
and workers and the unions of factories or work units make a block 
booking. 

The disadvantages of practices of this sort outweigh any advantages. 
Irresponsibility and laziness tend to find encouragement: whatever film 
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you produce will make money, and nobody will care about the problem of 
quality. As film studios are such profit-making paradises, they become 
dutybound to arrange for the placement of more jobless youngsters. The 
result is that almost all the nation's film studios are overstaffed. The Bei
jing Film Studio, for instance, has a staff of 1,317 in name, but actually 
more than two thousand people are "working" in it. The studio made only 
fifteen films in 1984, and even fewer in past years. Many smaller studios, 
making between two and eight films a year, also have staffs of more than 
one thousand (see Table I). 

In the most recent years the Film Distribution Company has changed its 
practice of indiscriminate purchase to a new system, which requires the 
film studios to send sample copies of their new films first to provincial dis
tributors to let them decide how many copies they would order. This 
change in practice, which aims at augmenting the sense of responsibility 
on the part of the film producers, however, has produced very little effect, 
as the general pattern of "eating from a big rice bowl" remains unchanged. 

Table 1. Number of Feature Films Produced in 1983 

Film Studio Planned number Completed number 

Beijing 11 12 
Shanghai 16 19 
Changchun 16 19 
First August 8 8 
Zhujiang 7 10 
Xi'an 7 10 
Emei 7 8 
Xiaoxiang 4 1 
Guangxi 4 4 
Tianshan 2 3 
Neimeng 2 2 
Childfilm 2 2 
Youth 2 2 
Documentary 2 2 
Outside the Plan 23 

TOTAL 90 125 
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The egalitarian system of remuneration is another evil. With earnings 
of 60 to 80 yuan a month, and a bonus of several hundred yuan for one 
film, Chinese actors and actresses, however popular they may be, hardly 
reap the fortunes of their highly paid Western counterparts. Film directors 
can draw an extra bonus of 700 yuan for one film, but they have to share 
it among their crews, unless it is the director's last film. Directors and per
formers of films that win the government's "best film" prize will be 
awarded a small sum of money, but those who get the Golden Rooster or 
Hundred Flowers Awards can only enjoy the trappings of fame, without 
material rewards. (Most recently, the award winners have been given 
moderate remuneration by their studios.) 

After the Film Distribution Company adopted its new system of pur
chase, the number of copies of different films began to vary. Films of high 
quality (but in most cases, of more entertainment value) can reap a rich 
reward for the studios with 250 to 300 copies at the price of 9,000 yuan 
each for the studios. The record lowest price paid for a film is 25 yuan. 

This egalitarian practice hampers the improvement of the quality of 
products, although the harm it has done is largely in the technical sphere. 
Those who lose their enthusiasm are mainly studio crews. Our artists care 
for their reputation much more than for their income. They are never will
ing, because of inequitable rewards, to do things in a rough and slipshod 
way. Studio crews take a different attitude. The film studios are so over
staffed that there are always quite a number of people loitering around the 
lot. Since working or sauntering, working conscientiously or perfunctorily 
will make no difference in payment, few will care to do their utmost. Thus 
in the studios the director always finds his artistic intentions and designs 
distorted and thwarted by irresponsible or disobedient stagehands. The 
aggrieved director has no way but to try to fawn on them, even to beg for 
their support, since he is not in a position to fire anyone. 

Despite these unhealthy tendencies, the Chinese film industry so far is a 
profit-making sector of the national economy. Though attendance has suf
fered a heavy fall since 1980 (from 1980 to 1983 city audiences dropped by 
two billion, and urban film release revenues fell at a rate of 25 million 
yuan a year), the situation is still tolerable. In 1983, among the 109 domes
tic films released, only rr were sold at a rate of fewer than 50 copies. The 
average number of copies was rr6. Since most Chinese films are made on 
very low budgets, the return to the studios from 40 or 50 copies of a film 
will cover costs well. 
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What, then, has made the leading personalities in the Chinese film 
industry feel a sense of urgency about the coming reforms? They share a 
sense of approaching crisis. 

All those working in the Chinese film industry know that domestic 
films win their profits not from their quality but because of two factors. 
First, the Chinese have very few places of entertainment. Even in big cities 
like Beijing and Shanghai people find filmgoing the best way to kill time. 
The extraordinarily low admission prices for city cinemas, ranging from 
twenty to thirty-five Chinese cents, well suit the financial condition of 
most urban families. The mobile projection teams that serve rural audi
ences charge even lower prices. They act on the principle of "many a 
pickle makes a nickle;' Second, film is considered a means of ideological 
education and political mobilization in China. Party and government 
organizations, factories and enterprises, military units, and even agricul
tural communes accordingly all have a special fund for booking films. Any 
film, however turgid its ideological fare may be, can earn recompense 
from this fund. 

The Chinese film industry had its best time in the years immediately 
after the smashing of the Gang of Four in 1976. Because the industry had 
come to a standstill during the 1966-1976 "cultural revolution;' Chinese 
filmgoers were spiritually hungry. They flocked to the cinema to watch 
any film that was showing. They were described as hungry men eager to 
eat anything edible. Box office receipts soared to unprecedented heights. 
Any artistic or technical flaws in the new films were virtually ignored. 

But the heyday has gradually come to an end since 1982. The "villain" 
in this decline is the "open door" policy which got underway at that time. 
Although the open policy has not touched the cultural field so far, along 
with the growth of tourism and foreign trade, more and more foreigners 
and foreign (mostly Western) things have been flooding into the country. 
They have exercised a considerable influence on the masses of the people, 
especially youths and intellectuals. Though very few imported films 
(mainly Western films, as Soviet films were stamped out long ago) are 
shown, the increasingly colorful real world outside the cinemas made the 
monotonous and dull life portrayed on screen even more distasteful. 

In 1984, attendance, in both the cities and the villages, showed another 
alarming drop. Nearly half of the year's releases were in the red. The 
financial condition of the film industry approached a critical stage of mini
mum returns. According to polls conducted by several public institutions, 
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films, once consistently the favorite form of recreation, have fallen to 
third or fourth place (see Table 2). The annual readership poll for best 
movies and performers conducted by China's biggest magazine, Popular 
Cinema (Dazhong dianying), in the past has attracted ballots from several 
million fans. In 1983 and 1984, however, the number of ballots fell drasti-

Table 2. Student Poll on Recreation and Film Preferences 

A student poll was conducted in February 1984 by the Movielovers' Society of 
Beijing University. Four hundred twenty-nine students from eight universities and 
colleges gave their answers. 

Question A: Among the following items of cultural life, 
which is your most favorite? 

Question B: On which activity do you spend most of your leisure time? 

Activity 

Reading books 
Listening to music 
Watching movies 
Watching sports (including telecasts) 
Watching TV 
Attending lecture courses 
Playing chess or cards 
Watching stage plays 
Watching other performances 

Question A 
Answers returned 

166(38.7%) 
108 (25.2%) 

85 (19.8%) 
69 (16.1 %) 
38 (8.9%) 
19 (4.4%) 
17 (4.0%) 
10(2.3%) 

7 (1.6%) 

QuestionB 
Answers returned 

255 (59.4%) 
134(31.2%) 
112(26.1%) 

96 (22.4%) 
81 (18.9%) 
28(6.5%) 
24 (5.6%) 

8 (1.9%) 
5(1.2%) 

Question C: What film subjects move you most? 

Subject 

Life's hardships and difficulties 
Beauty of humanity 
Greatness of love 
Revolutionary heroism 
Others 

Answers returned 

219 
152 

56 
39 
16 

Percentage 

51.0 
35.4 
13.1 

9.1 
3.7 

Note: Total number of answers exceeds 429 because some students chose two 
items. 
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cally. There is also talk that, along with the general reinforcement of the 
responsibility system in factories and enterprises, the fund for ideological 
films is likely to be cancelled. All these ominous signs indicate that a crisis 
is looming on the horizon for the Chinese film industry. 

The crisis is one of quality. To be sure, the broad domestic film market 
still exists, for the Chinese have by no means lost their interest in filmgo
ing. Public places of entertainment are scarce in China. Cinema houses 
remain a favorite haunt of young lovers, since coffee houses and tearooms 
are a rarity, even in big cities. Television in recent years has given some 
competition to films, but it is still far from a serious menace. Although 
new films are shown occasionally on television (to date there are no legal 
stipulations on the relationship between television and films), people still 
flock to cinemas to catch a feature film that really interests them. At least 
one reason is that almost all Chinese films nowadays are in color. Few 
families have color television sets. Evidently people have begun to shun 
cinemas because they find the films shown there plain boring. The China 
Daily recently quoted one filmgoer as saying: "Some new films are so 
boring that I cannot sit through them, even when I want to kill time:' 

Since the problems are of an ideological and artistic nature, the ap
proaching crisis obviously cannot be relieved through a reform of the 
mode of production and economic management system. 

With the vigorous development of the reform movement, many believe 
that the reinforcement of the responsibility system for film studio produc
tion will soon be realized. It is hard to imagine the film industry being able 
to remain independent of the new economic system by resisting the trend 
of the times and the desire of the people. However, if filmmakers cannot 
enjoy full freedom of creative expression in the future, then improvement 
of the quality of films is inconceivable. 

Some people here are quite loath to admit that there is a problem of 
freedom of expression in filmmaking. To talk about it is even considered a 
reactionary tendency of bourgeois liberalization. It is supposed that under 
the socialist system, only people who are considered anti socialist elements 
are to be deprived of such freedom. Demanding freedom of expression is 
therefore politically intolerable. 

This is fallacious because the fetters on the hands and feet of film
makers really exist. The cry for untying fetters, so popular in the domain 
of economic management, is also applicable to filmmaking. To give film
makers full freedom of creative expression is an important measure to 
save Chinese filmmaking from its looming crisis. 
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Film in China has been treated as a most powerful means of political 
propaganda, the most effective tool to illustrate the politics of the 
moment. Its power has been not only highly estimated but also more often 
exaggerated. Although the contents of Chinese films are known to be 
healthy, they have tended to serve as scapegoats for unhealthy social 
trends. Criminals often take films as their abettors, and even public secu
rity organs have been accusing filmmakers on hearsay evidence. During 
the "cultural revolution" years, film people were among the most cruelly 
persecuted. The overestimation of film's influence had put filmmakers in 
an awkward predicament, so that almost anyone could interfere with their 
work. Persons in charge of the examination and approval of new films 
became so cautious that they feared that any small detail in a film might 
instigate certain social maladies or unhealthy trends. Representatives of 
the professional sectors whose work was featured in a film were invited to 
participate in the examination of unreleased films, and their amateurish, 
even unreasonable, opinions were not easily discarded. In some extreme 
cases, even protests from individual audiences could lead to the banning 
of a film. Some time ago I heard a famous middle-aged director complain 
about the plight in which he had found himself. He wanted to make a film 
about criminals. His intention was to expose the crime and warn young 
people about criminals' tricks. But when he went to ask the local public 
security organs for their opinions, he was advised that he should not show 
how criminals commit crimes. Otherwise, he was told, potential criminals 
would have an opportunity to learn the craft. Nor should the film show 
the process of police investigation, for fear of teaching wanted criminals 
how to cover their tracks. 

In those days, if a film showed a branch party secretary as a negative 
character, sanctions would follow: the higher the rank of the negative 
character, the more severe the accusations. What was left for filmmakers 
to do was to evade the dark side and play up the bright side of life. Ful
some praises plus dry moralization helped to kill art but foster an inglori
ous success. 

Malpractice of this sort culminated during the "cultural revolution;' but 
the repercussions remain prevalent to this day. In recent years, the Party 
has rightly pointed out that there should be no "crude interference" with 
the creation of art and literature and replaced the long-established dogma 
about art and literature serving politics with new claims: art and literature 
should serve the people and socialism. Accordingly, we began to see hopes 
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for amelioration of the interference. But we also know that the pernicious 
influence of the "Left" line is quite difficult to eliminate. Lingering fear on 
the part of film workers allows the evil trends to linger on or recur in 
masked form. To serve the people and socialism can too easily be interpre
ted as also being to adhere to the politics of the moment. Therefore, a 
main target of the Chinese film industry on its road to reform is to fight 
for full freedom of creative expression, stand against "crude interference;' 
and break away from the agitprop task of illustrating current policies. 

Most of us firmly believe that the responsibility system for film produc
tion and the acquisition of full freedom of creative expression will open up 
vast and beautiful vistas for the development of Chinese socialist cinema. 
This is possible because the real life of today's China is ready to provide 
the prerequisite for prosperity in film creation. 

As we all know, real life is the source of artistic creation. A colorful 
screen world cannot but be a reflection of a colorful reality. Film artists 
can portray a character with distinct individuality and an active and lucid 
mind on the screen only when an archetype of this sort exists in real life. 
Chinese films are often criticized for their oversimplified plots, false dis
plays of emotion, stereotyped characterization, and high-sounding words. 
Film artists were invariably treated as responsible for these faults. Strictly 
speaking, this was not entirely fair. The fettered film artists may be partly 
responsible because of their lack of originality and resourcefulness. But 
the main reason is that real life itself has been exactly or almost the same 
as it was shown on the screen. This is particularly true of the "cultural rev
olution" years. It was in those years that the suppression of normal human 
feelings and individual traits reached its extreme. One was deprived of the 
right to think independently, any display of individuality was condemned 
as "nursing a grievance against the Party;' and concern about personal 
gains or losses was a crime. The result was a universal loss of initiative. 
No one would dare to let out his or her innermost thoughts and feelings. 
He would rather keep his mouth shut until he knew for sure what he 
should say. Even young people became inert and numb with fear, not to 
mention the aged. The decade of turmoil confounded the criteria for judg
ing right and wrong, good and evil, and beauty and ugliness. Hypocrisy 
replaced sincerity, and cowardliness was taken as prudence. 

To undo the grave spiritual consequences of the "cultural revolution" 
would mean to bring the masses of the people from this terrible state of 
apathy and fearfulness back to a normal state of mind. This is a very diffi-
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cult task. Today, eight years after the smashing of the Jiang Qing clique, 
we can say the process of rectification has begun to produce its desired 
results. The tremendous success of rural reform has greatly accelerated the 
process. The concrete facts eventually convinced the masses to give up 
their lingering fears about the possibility of another political movement 
being mounted. When I write these words, I am writing from personal 
expenence. 

Chinese cinema is fortunate in the sense that new possibilities are open 
to it on the brink of the potential crisis turning into a reality. Vigorous 
social reform has been providing rich materials for film creation. The 
gradual strengthening of the legal system will guarantee full freedom of 
expression against undue interference. Reform of the economic manage
ment system will cure the egalitarian malady in film production and distri
bution. These three reforms are prerequisites for the renaissance of Chi
nese cinema. They will make Chinese films the expression of the true face 
of modern Chinese culture. 

Shao Mujun is a senior researcher of the China Film Association, Beijing, 
China. 



Art, Vision, and Culture: 
Satyajit Ray's Apu Trilogy Revisited 

WIMAL DISSANAYAKE 

SATYAJIT Ray's Apu trilogy was a milestone in international cinema. It 
consists of The Song of the Road (pather Panchali), The Unvanquished 
(Aparajito), and The World of Apu (Apu Sansar), produced in 1955, 1956, 
and 1959, respectively. Based on a two-volume novel by the popular and 
critically acclaimed Bengali writer Bibhutibhushan Bannerji, the trilogy 
won wide international recognition for Ray and an honored place for 
Indian film in world cinema. Nearly twenty-five years have passed since 
the third film in the trilogy, and it is opportune now to take a retrospective 
look at all three. 

A striking feature of the Apu trilogy is the way in which Satyajit Ray 
demonstrates the idea of film as cultural expression, in the deepest sense 
of [he term. The objective of this paper is to examine how Ray was guided 
by, and gives creative expression to, some essential configurations and 
impulses of Indian (or, more precisely, Bengali) culture. 

All films, in varying degrees of sensitivity and understanding, reflect the 
culture of their background: but the portrayal of the contours of a given 
culture is a means and not an end - the end being the creation of cinema
tographic art. 

To make use of the unique richness of a given culture, a filmmaker 
needs not only a commitment to serious art, but also the vital ability to 

project a distinctively personal vision. Cinema does not reflect culture pas
sively; it confronts, probes, and challenges its culture and in turn is shaped 
and guided by it. This dialectic between filmmaker and culture is argued 
graphically in Ray's Apu trilogy. 

All cinema operates at two levels of artistic receptivity. On one level, it 
communicates and is an emblem for what is most distinct about the cul-
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ture with which it is preoccupied. At another level, it transcends the spe
cifics of culture in a timeless humanity, a universality of feeling and intro
spection. Aristotle said that the historian deals with the particular and the 
poet with the universal. This is equally applicable to the filmmaker. By 
delving deeply into the essences of a local habitation, within a temporal 
framework, filmmakers arrive at a universality of experience and emo
tion. 

Their dialectic is between the parochialisms of a culture and an individ
ual creative impulse that is both transcendent and universal. The personal 
vision of the filmmaker assumes a position of supreme importance in this 
encounter. A successful director like Satyajit Ray is able to make use of 
what is most characteristic and instinctive about Indian culture, through 
the instrument of controlled art, and to arrive at a global vocabulary of 
emotion and response. 

Satyajit Ray's Apu trilogy had a profound impact on cinema audiences 
the world over because the dynamics between artistic commitment, per
sonal vision, and cultural sensibility evoked a universally valid poetic met
aphor of human struggle and suffering. The three films, taken together, 
give cinematographic expression to configurations of Bengali culture so 
that the artistic intentions of the director are fulfilled. He opened a poetic 
door to the human mansion in which we all dwell. 

The idea of culture is central to this metaphor. Unfortunately the term 
defies simplistic formulation. In 1952 two well-known anthropologists, 
Kroeber and Kluckhohn, seeking to define the concept of culture, counted 
at least 154 definitions, and many more incomplete descriptions and state
ments. This underlines culture's elusive nature. It has been defined as 
social heritage, customs, and inherited tradition; its description encom
passes the sum of all that is artificial and man-made. Thus culture consists 
of man-made systems for ordering social and natural environments into 
conceptual structures, which generate meaning out of the phenomena of 
human life. 

There are three important characteristics associated with culture. First, 
culture has a memory that manifests itself in tradition, convention, cus
tom, and belief systems. Second, culture constitutes an open system. Inter
actions within this system, and between it and the outside environment, 
act as stimuli for change. Third, culture seeks to maintain its integrity and 
exercises authority over its members by means of accepted values, norms, 
and established patterns of behavior. Clifford Geertz (1973, 46) says: 
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Undirected by culture patterns - organized systems of significant symbols -
man's behavior would be ungovernable, a mere chaos of pointless acts and 
exploding emotions, his experience virtually shapeless. Culture, the accu
mulated totality of such patterns, is not just an ornament of human exis
tence but - the principal basis of its specifity - an essential condition for it. 

With these views of culture in mind, let us examine how the maker of 
the three films that compose the Apu trilogy seeks to delineate and define 
Bengali culture. He does so by bringing an unflinching artistic commit
ment to his task as well as a probing, creative mind and an instantly recog
nizable personal vision. The stories of the three films are as follows. 

The Song of the Road, the first film in the trilogy, deals with the prob
lems and privations of a Brahmin family living in a Bengali village in the 
opening years of the present century. The head of the household is the 
father (Harihar), who is a poor priest and a poet who does not earn 
enough to support his family. The life of the mother (Sarbojaya) is typical 
of that of an Indian peasant woman, an unending series of daily chores. 
The daughter (Durga) is playful and mischievous. In an adjoining house 
lives a feeble old aunt, and there is constant tension between her and Sar
bojaya. 

Into this family Apu is born, the protagonist of the trilogy. His father, 
somewhat optimistically, talks of securing a new job which will usher in a 
new and prosperous period for the family, but it does not materialize. 
When Apu is six years old he goes to an ill-equipped school run by the vil
lage grocer. Meanwhile the tensions between the mother and the old aunt 
deepen, and the latter decides to leave. The immediate cause of this flare
up is that the aunt has begged a shawl from a neighbor, an act that Sarbo
jaya finds distasteful. The aunt returns later and pleads to stay on with the 
family, but Sarbojaya refuses to consider the idea. The old woman leaves, 
and the two children, Durga and Apu, who are fond of her, go in search of 
her. On a dark and windy day, as they dart across the field to watch a train 
pass by, they discover her dead body by the roadside. 

The father, Harihar, has gone away to a neighboring village to officiate 
at an initiation ceremony. He writes home that the ceremony has been 
cancelled and he intends to go to the city to earn money. Some months 
later, he returns with his small earnings and a new sari for his daughter, 
only to find that while he was away Durga was caught in a heavy down
pour, went down with a fever, and.has died. The family resolves to move 
away from their ancestral home to the holy city of Benares, and the film 
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ends with the three of them leaving the village in a cart. In a wonderfully 
evocative shot we see a snake slowly coiling its way into the deserted 
house. 

The Unvanquished is the second film of the trilogy. Apu is now ten 
years old and living with his parents in Benares. As he grows into adoles
cence, he confronts the marvels of city life. His father is preoccupied with 
priestly activities, while his mother is busy taking care of the house. One 
day they receive a letter from one of Sarbojaya's uncles, suggesting that 
Harihar and he change places, that Harihar take over from him as priest 
in their local village, while the uncle spends the remaining years of his life 
in Benares. Sarbojaya turns down the request, but during the day of the 
Diwali festival that year, Harihar catches a fever and dies a few days later. 

In order to support herself and her son, Sarbojaya accepts a job as ser
vant in the house of a landlord, for whom Apu also does odd jobs and 
thus manages to earn a little money. One day Sarbojaya's uncle appears 
and suggests they go back to the village. Realizing her son has no future in 
the city, finally she accepts. Back in the village, Apu learns the basics of 
priestcraft and attends the village school. He does well in his studies, wins 
a scholarship, and departs for Calcutta, leaving behind his lonely mother. 
At first, he is lost and bewildered in the city but soon adapts himself to its 
life-style. His mother longs for him, and when he returns during the vaca
tion she is full of joy, but he now finds his native village dull and unin
teresting. 

While he is studying for his examinations in Calcutta, Apu receives a 
letter from home informing him that his mother is critically ill. He goes 
home but learns that his mother has died the previous day. His uncle tries 
to persuade him to stay and continue his father's vocation, but he is not 
interested and returns to Calcutta. The final shot of the film shows Apu 
walking away from the village. 

The third film in the trilogy is The World of Apu. Apu, still a student, 
lives in a rundown apartment in Calcutta. In his spare time he is writing a 
novel and plays the flute. His most intimate friend is Pulu, who takes him 
to a small village to attend the wedding of Pulu's sister Aparna. However, 
the joyous atmosphere quickly turns sour when the bridegroom is discov
ered to be mentally defective. Aparna's mother refuses to allow her to go 
through with the ceremony; but if she is not given in marriage at the 
appointed time, according to tradition, she has to remain unmarried until 
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she dies. A desperate search for a bridegroom begins, with the result that 
Apu, much against his will, is married to Aparna. 

They return to Calcutta, where he finds employment as a clerk. They 
are poor but lead a happy and contented life in a beautiful relationship 
that strengthens day by day. Aparna becomes pregnant and goes home to 
her parents to await the birth. Apu remains in Calcutta, where the tender 
love letters of his wife help him to survive his loneliness; but Aparna dies 
in childbirth, and he is devastated. The beautiful world he has built 
around himself begins to crumble. His baby son was saved, but Apu 
refuses to see him, believing him to be the cause of his mother's death. 

Apu tries to run away from the tragedy, and from himself, by going to 
work in a distant coal mine. Five years pass. Pulu, his friend and brother
in-law, returns from abroad and persuades him to go home and take care 
of his son. Apu agrees without enthusiasm but soon is attracted to the lit
tle boy; and so ends the story of The World of Apu and the trilogy. 

Thus Satyajit Ray charts the growth of Apu from childhood to maturity 
with all his attendant emotional and psychological upheavals. In an inter
view, speaking about the theme of the trilogy, Ray said: 

The theme is growth of a person from childhood to manhood. It is the saga 
of a typical Bengali youth going through some typical circumstances and 
being moulded by them and reaching certain crucial stages of life. The tran
sition is itself the strongest link in all three films, represented by the train 
symbol. (Ray I980, I09) 

The Apu trilogy is based on the two-volume novel by Bibhutibhushan 
Bannerji. Discussing his selection of this work of fiction for cinematic re
creation, Ray said: 

I chose Pather Panchali for the qualities that made it a great book: its 
humanism, its lyricism, its ring of truth. I knew I would have to do a lot of 
pruning and reshaping - I certainly could not go (in the first film) beyond 
the first half, which ended with the family's departure for Benares - but at 
the same time I felt that to cast the thing into a cut-and-dried narrative 
would be wrong. The script had to retain some of the rambling quality of 
the novel because that in itself contained a clue to the feel of authenticity; 
life in a poor Bengali village does ramble. (Ray I976, 33) 

Satyajit Ray's trilogy illustrates admirably the notion of film as cultural 
expression. The original work of Bannerji captures with beauty and sensi-
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tivity the life of rural Bengal and its contrasts with the faster pace of city 
life. As the translator and critic T. W. Clark (1975,16) says: 

The merits of Bannerji's work rest on the ease with which it is written, with 
its naturally executed changes of style, and the vivid and sympathetic real
ism of its portrayal of the day-to-day life of the two children, their parents 
and the other members of the village community. 

These novels struck a deep, sympathetic chord in Ray and stirred his 
cinematographic imagination to action. The result is not a simple transla
tion of the novel into visual terms; while retaining the flavor and pastoral 
beauty of the original, he has shortened the narration, tightened it, 
reduced the number of characters, and imposed a sense of causality. 

How does the Apu trilogy give creative expression to Indian culture? 
First of all, Ray as film director has spent much imaginative energy on his 
sensitive depiction of human relationships. The trilogy deals with three 
generations of a peasant Brahmin family in Bengal, and the dynamics 
between the generations, as well as within them, are portrayed in ways 
that bring out some crucial cultural determinants. The relationships 
between Sarbojaya and the old aunt, between Apu and his mother, and 
between Apu and Aparna, are etched with poignancy. They acquire defi
nition and denotation from the f~ame of reference of Bengali and Indian 
culture in general, which pays great attention to children, their likes and 
dislikes, hopes and fears, work and play. Bannerji as a novelist and Ray as 
a filmmaker are deeply fascinated with the world of children and here is a 
meeting of kindred spirits, so that the trilogy reflects a sensibility imbued 
with the flavor of Indian culture. 

Secondly, the centrality of the family as the most significant social unit 
is also deeply embedded in traditional Indian culture - the notion of the 
family as a background against which the strengths and weaknesses of 
personal relationships can be charted. This concept finds eloquent expres
sion in the Apu trilogy. The Song of the Road deals with a peasant 
Brahmin family struggling against adversity and losing two of its mem
bers. The World of Apu ends with Apu and his son united and a family 
bond being strengthened. Central to the whole trilogy is the notion of 
family as both the means for self-fulfillment and a constraint on individual 
initiative. The Apu trilogy engages its audiences in a penetration of the 
complicities of intimacy and estrangement that derives its imaginative 
force only within the context of the Indian family. Marie Seton (1971, 117) 
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says: "The prominence of the family in Satyajit Ray's work is reflective of 
life in Bengal, and in India, where few people's lives become divorced 
from a family setting." 

Ray has not only sought to explain human relationships under the 
unmistakable imprint of traditional Indian culture. He also offers a dis
tinctive personal vision that emerges from this culture and is illustrative of 
its deeper currents. In the ultimate analysis, Ray is concerned with affirm
ing faith in the individual in his many struggles in the world. A prerequi
site for facing these challenges is self-knowledge. Despite the numerous 
tragedies that befall his characters, what emerges in the end is Ray's 
unshakable faith in the ability of human beings to confront life's myriad 
problems with confidence and fortitude. 

In the course of the trilogy, Apu traverses a path strewn with disasters 
and calamities; but in the end we see him, chastened by experience and 
sobered by self-knowledge, yet ready with assurance to confront life's 
complexities. Ray's deeply humanistic vision is reminiscent of the spirit of 
the Upanishads and the Gita. 

Another aspect of his vision, also strongly reminiscent of the Hindu 
attitude, is a view of human existence as endlessly flowing. Human beings 
live and die, experience joys and sadness, triumphs and defeats; but life 
goes on. Human beings transcend their tragedies by acting them out. 
Apu's life and that of his mother illustrate this. 

In this incessant flow of life, Ray cautions us that we should be sensitive 
not only to larger concerns, but also to little things: lilies blooming in a 
pond, raindrops dancing on leaves, grass swaying in the wind, waterbugs 
flitting across the pond's surface, a flock of birds taking flight - Ray's 
films capture these moments, reminding us to exult in simple joys. These 
simple scenes and episodes, characteristic of the Hindu tradition, are in 
Ray's hands metaphors of larger forces both powerful and mysterious. He 
remarked in an interview: 

This is Indian tradition. It's very important. The presence of the essential 
thing is a very small detail, which you must catch in order to express larger 
things; and this is an Indian art, this is in Rajput miniatures, this is in 
Ajanta, this is in Ellora, this is in classics, in Kalidasa, in folk-poetry, in 
folk-singing .... (Ray 197°,115) 

The vital center of Ray's vision can be located in his profound compas
sion for human beings. Unlike the works of most other filmmakers (East-
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ern and Western), there are no villains in his work, only victims deserving 
our sympathy. As Chidananda Das Gupta has observed, Satyajit Ray's 
films mirror more than a trace of Indian fatalism, and Ray himself has 
admitted this openly. 

One observes a sense of detachment, a distancing from the immediate 
unfolding of action, resulting in a mood of meditation. In the manner of 
traditional Hindu thinkers, Ray seems to be saying that nobody chooses 
the circumstances of his birth, and the struggle to exist is circumscribed 
and predetermined by this imperative. As Das Gupta (1980, x) points out: 

The nobility of man lies in the effort itself. This knowledge does not take 
away from man's effort, but gives it a serenity denied to those who think 
they have the power to change the world and hence hold the end to be above 
the means that finally corrupt them. The philosophical outlook underlying 
Ray's work is Indian and traditional in the best sense of that overused word. 

Thus Satyajit Ray analyzes human relations and projects his vision of 
man and society in ways that display the imprint of Indian culture. So, 
too, does his cinematographic art gain meaning and depth as a conse
quence of its close affinity to the defining spirit of Indian culture. The 
word that seems to encapsulate the objective of Ray's art as a filmmaker is 
"wonder" - the wonder of nature, of small children seeing a train race by, 
of an old woman facing death, of an estranged father seeking to cement a 
relationship with his son. Ray's meditative and lyrical art of cinema serves 
to heighten this sense of wonder. 

His camera, soundtrack, and the pace of his films, ruminative and 
explorative, reinforce this element of wonder, much in the manner of 
Vedic hymns. The word "wonder" (chamathkara) has deep implications 
for Indian aesthetics. One of the greatest contributions of classical Indian 
poets to world aesthetics is the conceit of "aesthetic emotion" (rasa). 
According to this concept, the ultimate aim of any work of art is the cre
ation of an aesthetic emotion in the mind of the connoisseur. This can 
happen only when the raw emotions (bhava), extracted from life, are 
transformed and transmuted by the poetic imagination (pratibha) of the 
artist into aesthetic emotion. 

Indian aestheticians, like Abhinavagupta and Bhatta Lollata, explicate 
at great length exactly how this process takes place. According to these 
classical theorists of literature, the essence (sara) of aesthetic emotion is 
the element of wonder. This quality permeates Ray's trilogy as well as his 
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subsequent works, thereby investing his creations with an unmistakable 
"Indianness;' 

The theory of suggestion (dhvani) is another pivotal concept of Indian 
aesthetics. Formulated and developed by ninth-century aestheticians such 
as Anandavardhana and Abhinavagupta, it has exerted a profound influ
ence on Indian creative and critical sensibilities. 

The kernel of this concept is that in "good" literature suggestion takes 
precedence over explicit statements and depictions. Indian thinkers would 
have agreed with the observation of a Western writer who said that prose 
is heard, while poetry is overheard. Satyajit Ray, in making his films, pays 
great attention to the concept of suggestion. The subtlety in his portrayal 
of human relations, the muted musicality and unobtrusive grace charac
teristic of his trilogy and subsequent works, derive from his adherence 
to it. 

In discussing Charulatha, which is arguably the finest of Ray's films, 
the British film critic Penelope Houston (I965, 3I) remarked: 

... beauty, tenderness, lyricism; but also a rigorous discipline. That is a 
characteristic Ray scene. A shadowed interior, sheltered against the sun; 
rooms rather large and cluttered, with sounds of birds or animals just pene
trating the walls; two people arriving at some moment of discovery about 
themselves, caught in an instant of absorbed silence. 

In a scene like this, quintessentially Ray, one can detect what the 
ancient Indian aestheticians referred to as "suggestion;' Ray composes 
every frame with utmost care, seeking to secure his impact through audio
visual nuances of perception. The Apu trilogy is full of such instances. 
One of the most memorable is at the end of Song of the Road, when the 
family leaves the ancestral village to go to the city. 

Ray uses visual symbols with supreme artistry in order to evoke a 
mood, to create an atmosphere, and to bring out the deeper layers of 
meaning in human interaction - as with the symbol of the train, which 
appears in all three films. It is a realistic detail, but one charged with sym
bolic meaning: the antithetical but concomitant relationship between man 
and nature, the contrary pulls of tradition and modernity, the transition 
from village to city, and the notion of man's life being an unending jour
ney. Ray (I970, II5) comments: "Trains have something about them ... 
it's a symbol of journey, it's a symbol also of connections between the rural 
India and metropolitan India." Symbols such as these playa crucial role in 
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his films, serving to create a complex world of emotion through compres
sion and suggestion. 

Classical Indian theorists considered the simile (upama) to be one of the 
most potent instruments of poetic enquiry. Aestheticians like Vishvana
tha, in his treatise Sahitya Darpana, sought to taxonomize similes into 
scores of discrete categories, depending on their nature and function in 
poetic statement; and Kalidasa, the finest Sanskrit poet and playwright, is 
generally regarded as the greatest exponent of the art of simile. In Ray's 
Apu trilogy, as well as in his later films, he makes skillful use of similes to 
vitalize the scenes and events he portrays, for example, in The Unvan
quished. 

In traditional Indian writing, both Hindu and Buddhist, the departure 
of the soul or the life-force is likened to a flock of birds flying off into the 
faraway sky. In The Unvanquished, Ray uses this otherwise fairly com
monplace and traditional simile in a manner that infuses great poetic 
beauty and controlled dynamism into the scene depicting the death of 
Apu's father. 

It is Ray's manner of cutting that brings his simile to life. Gerald Mast 
perceptively compares Ray's editing to that of Eisenstein: Ray cuts from 
the father's deathbed to an image of the birds, just as Eisenstein cut from 
images of workers on strike to those of oxen. As Mast points out, Ray's 
camera focuses on Harihar's face as it collapses suddenly on the pillow. At 
the same moment, there is a startling sound of a crack, and Ray cuts 
immediately to a close-up of a flock of birds, frightened and taking wing, 
apparently startled by the noise. About twenty-eight frames later, Ray cuts 
again to a longshot of the birds. 

After this strategy of startling movement and sound, Ray alters the 
mood of the film as his camera languidly observes the birds flying off into 
an evening sky with grace and poetic tranquility, catching beautifully the 
way they fade into the distance. Mast (1977, 65) goes on to point out: 

He lets us watch this flight and dwell on this languidness only briefly, per
haps five seconds, before he jerks us back to the story, cutting short our 
pleasure in the gracefully flying birds as life has cut short the existence of the 
father. The flight of the birds on the screen is like the son's life itself, so 
beautiful yet so ephemeral, so short. The moment is not only exquisite in 
itself; it is a startling and effective depiction of the moment of death, of loss, 
of departure from life. 
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There are many other instances from the Apu trilogy to show how Ray 
uses what would otherwise be commonplace similes to vivify his scenes 
through deft manipulation of sound and image by imaginative cutting. 

The element of rhythm plays a significant role in classical Indian poetry, 
music, and art. Traditional Sanskrit aestheticians dwelt at length on this 
aspect. They sought to demonstrate how rhythm reveals emotions and 
meaning. Satyajit Ray also makes great use of rhythm in his films to dram
atize their content, paying utmost attention to the juxtaposition of scenes 
and movement. The pastoral beauty of The Song of the Road and the per
vasive lyricism of The Unvanquished derive in no small measure from the 
beautifully controlled and modulated rhythm of these films. Pauline Kael 
(1975,142) says that: 

what is distinctive in Ray's work (and it may be linked to Bengali tradition 
in the arts, and perhaps to Sanskrit) is the sense of imminence - the suspen
sion of images in a larger context. The rhythm of his films seems not slow 
but rather meditative, as if the viewer could see the present as part of the 
past and could already reflect on what is going on. 

Many critics have called Ray's trilogy a poetic exploration of life in 
Bengal, which seems an accurate characterization. Once again, this aspect 
of his films is connected to traditional Indian culture. Drama constituted a 
vital segment of classical Sanskrit literature, and one of the terms to 
denote drama in Sanskrit is drishya kavya (visual poetry). Poetry played 
such a crucial role in classical Indian drama that works of master drama
tists like Kalidasa and Sri Harsha can be regarded as extended poems. In 
Sanskrit dramas, as in Ray's films, poetic undertones and lyrical explora
tions take precedence over explicit human conflicts. 

However, Ray does not merely translate the imperatives of his culture 
into film. If that were so, his films probably would be excruciatingly dull 
to watch and would be unlikely to have much impact on the international 
scene. What he tries to accomplish is something more complex and mean
ingful. As someone from the urban middle class, familiar with both West
ern and Indian culture, he seeks to explore the deepest layers of his con
sciousness and that of his society, which has led him to an invigorating 
creative encounter with the structures of Indian culture. 

Ray is a modern who is turning to tradition to see how best his moder
nity can be enriched and given depth by the force of tradition. He was 
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once asked in an interview who did he think was the greater man, Gandhi 
or Nehru? His reply (Ray 1970, IIS) illuminates a vital aspect of his per
sonality as well as his creative pursuit: 

I was closer to Nehru, I think. I admired Nehru. I understood him better, 
because I am also in a way a product of East and West. A certain liberalism, 
a certain awareness of Western values and a fusion of Eastern and Western 
values was in Nehru, which I didn't find in Gandhi, but of course as a man, 
as a symbol, in contact with India's multitude [Gandhi] was quite extraordi
nary. But as a man, I always understood what Nehru was doing. 

These comments reflect Ray's desire to create a cultural synthesis, to 
make use of his familiarity with Western culture to draw out the inner 
essence of his inherited culture, as is amply evidenced in the Apu trilogy. 

As Ray has pointed out, film as a medium of artistic communication is 
an importation from the West. In order to understand the grammar of cin
ema, one has to have some acquaintance with Western culture. Ray says 
that a Bengali folk poet or primitive artist would not be able to understand 
the medium of film. Ray attempts to convert this imported and alien 
medium of artistic communication into a ductile medium capable of giv
ing creative expression to the defining configurations of his own culture. 
He invests it with an indigenous flavor while promoting the highest goals 
of mature art. In short, he strives to indigenize the medium in the best 
sense of the term. 

He learned his craft from such masters of Western cinema as Renoir, De 
Sica, and Rossellini. Speaking of Renoir, Ray (1970, IIS) says he liked his 
films because of "a feeling for nature; a deep humanism with a kind of 
preference for shades of grey, a sort of Chekhovian quality in his lyricism 
and avoidance of cliches;' 

These are the very qualities that can be discerned in Ray's films. The 
Western masters of cinema quickened his imagination and acted as cata
lysts in the awakening of his own creative faculties. In his films, cinema as 
cultural expression and cinema as cultural synthesis are at their finest; and 
they are one and the same. 

It is important that Satyajit Ray, by his own account, is city-born and 
city-bred and had to learn the culture of rural Bengal as a conscious effort. 
This permitted him a certain distance from it, which has proved extremely 
advantageous in his creative explorations of village life. Ray's depiction of 
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village life is more mature and pulsates with forebodings of change in a 
way that Bibhutibhushan Bannerji's novel does not. Bannerji was deeply 
immersed in rural culture, and it is arguable that creative detachment is 
needed for sublime art. 

As reflected in the Apu trilogy, Ray presents a wonderful intermingling 
of tradition and modernity, or rural sensibility and urban consciousness, 
Indian and Western values. He makes use of the distance and detachment 
afforded by his Western education to probe more deeply into the springs of 
Indian cultural life and modes of feeling. This observation has important 
implications: film as cultural expression succeeds most when the artist is 
at once attached to and detached from the culture under scrutiny. In cin
ema the expression of a culture is the fruit of an active search and not of 
passive reception. 

The Apu trilogy is not a flawless work of art. Revisiting it after twenty
five years, viewers may find many more deficiencies than they saw in it 
originally. For example, the first half of The Song of the Road is flawed in 
many ways, as Ray himself has admitted. It betrays an inadequate and 
uncertain grasp of the film medium: shots are held unwarrantedly for long 
periods, there are deficiencies in pace and thoughtless cuts, and the cam
era is sometimes held in inappropriate positions. There are also problems 
of social identification of the characters. Clearly the director was learning 
as he went along. These defects notwithstanding, the Aputrilogy, imbued 
with intimations of deep humanism and lyrical sensibility, stands as a just 
testimony to the creative fecundity of a burgeoning talent. The British film 
director Lindsay Anderson said of The Song of the Road: 

With apparent ease and formlessness, Pather Panchali traces the great 
design of living .... You cannot make films like this in a studio, nor for 
money .... Satyajit Ray has worked with humanity and complete dedica
tion; he has gone down on his knees in the dust and his picture has the qual
ity of intimate unforgettable experience. (Quoted in Seton 1971, 114) 

This quality of "intimate unforgettable experience" is engendered by 
the fruitful interaction between art, vision, and culture. 

After completing the Apu trilogy, Satyajit Ray went on to make more 
complex and artistically mature films such as Charulatha, The Goddess 
(Devi), and Days and Nights in the Forest (Aranyer Din-Ratri). Following 
Ray's pioneering efforts many other filmmakers, like Mrinal Sen, Aravin-
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dan, Karnad, Gopalakrishnan, and a whole host of younger directors, 
have sought to widen the scope of artistic cinema in India and give it a 
greater dynamism. 

However, Ray's Apu trilogy will stand as a memorable work that 
ushered in a new phase in Indian cinema and won for it international rec
ognition. The success of the trilogy is largely due to the skillful manner in 
which Ray sought to give expression to the culture of which he is a part. 
Clifford Geertz was quoted at the beginning of this paper, to the effect that 
undirected by cultural patterns, man's behavior would be ungovernable 
and would amount to mere chaos of pointless actions and shapeless expe
nences. 

As we study the Apu trilogy, we become more and more persuaded of 
Geertz's perceptive observations. Both the substance of Ray's work and its 
form (being indissolubly linked at the deepest level of artistic receptivity) 
bear out Geertz's viewpoint. It is the shaping power of culture, when artis
tically and insightfully presented by a filmmaker like Satyajit Ray, that 
crystallizes film images into vivid metaphors of the human condition. 

Wimal Dissanayake is a research associate and assistant director of the Insti
tute of Culture and Communication, East-West Center, Honolulu, Hawaii. 
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From Ape-Man to Space-Baby: 
2001, An Interpretation 

JOHN CHARLOT 

IN STANLEY KUBRICK'S 2001, A Space Odyssey, human history is 
divided into three epochs: the time before the invention of the tool, the 
time after, and the space age. At the two turning points, a mysterious rect
angular object appears, which acts, indeed, as a catalyst. 

In the first period, man, or ape-man, is seen at his most primordial. His 
existence is marked by three factors: (r) the group in which he lives: col
leagues, mates, children; (2) rivalry with other groups for water and food; 
(3) fear of his environment. We see the tribe or band moving as a fighting 
unit, protecting the women and the young. We see them fighting with 
other bands for possession of water holes, fighting characterized by much 
ritualistic taunting and dancing. Finally, we see the tribe huddled together 
at night, grimacing at the night sounds, distrustful of the dark. 

At this point, the rectangle appears and is an object of fear and wonder 
to the band. As they are looking up at it, the sun "dawns" over the edge of 
the rectangle. But this dawning is basically different from the dawns men 
had experienced before. The sun appeared usually over the round hori
zon, one natural form on another (as in the first visual image of the 
movie). Now the sun was dawning over a non-natural, indeed a very intel
lectual, produced formation: a straight edge. One of the ape-men, particu
larly courageous and warrior-like, watches this dawning very closely. It 
constitutes a rupture in the normal naturalness of his visual experience 
and thus opens a gap between his thinking and the natural, with which he 
has been hitherto in immediate contact. He has suddenly a distance from, 
or perspective on, his life, his immediate environment and its elements. 
This gap allows creativity, and contemplating this unnatural dawn, he 
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slowly realizes that a bone can be used as a powerful extension of his arm. 
He has invented the tool. 

The possibilities of its use flash before his mind: the killing of game and 
the killing of enemies. In fact, at the next water hole, the first tool 
becomes the first deadly weapon: it is used in the warrior's dance of taunt
ing and, after the kill, in his dance of triumph. The tool has become the 
means of man's self-assertion. 

In triumph, he throws his bone-tool into the air, and it is transformed 
into a spaceship floating in space, a more complicated tool perhaps, but 
not essentially different. We have leaped from the beginning of an age to 
its end. 

The humans of the year 2001 are not essentially different from the ape
men. Great nations have replaced small bands. The competition between 
bands for water holes has been replaced by the rivalry between America 
and Russia. The taunting war dance has been transformed into ruse (Rus
sians trying to land a spaceship at the American moon station), diplomacy 
(the space treaties mentioned), and elaborate politeness (the meeting of 
Russian scientists with the American on the space station). On the trip to 
Jupiter, one of the astronauts will exercise by dancing around shadowbox
ing. Moreover, man's new environment, space, can elicit from him fears 
essentially identical to those felt by the ape-man in the night. Late in the 
movie, an astronaut must catapult himself through space to return to his 
main ship; his grimace is the one we have seen in the first period of man. 
Finally, in spite of all advances, the band, tribe, or nation is still dependent 
on the courageous individual, be he warrior or astronaut. 

However, although man has not changed, his situation has. He is living 
in space, but has not yet learned fully how to do so. His pockets let his 
pencils escape. The cooking machine heats the dishes so that they burn 
fingers. One must read the instructions carefully before using the gravity
free toilet. The sandwiches offered on excursions are only just beginning 
to improve. The great space station is not yet completed. 

These technological annoyances point to a deeper level on which man 
has not integrated himself fully into space: his thinking. Although he is liv
ing in space, man still thinks as if he were on earth. On the circular, turn
ing space station, one man asks another whether he is going up (to the 
moon) or down (to earth). But in space, there is no up or down! He is still 
thinking in earth terms. An American spaceship is labelled Pan American, 
but it flies far beyond the Americas. A Russian ship is labelled Aeroflot, 
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though it travels beyond the air. Communications are carried on through 
IBM, although further than the nations. The telephone of the age is still 
Bell, although it uses the visual as well as the auditory. Man is thinking of 
his life in space as a mere extension of his life on earth. The use of the Blue 
Danube Waltz as background music to views of spaceships flying makes 
us realize that we think of space phenomena in geophysical terms. The 
interview with the astronauts travelling to Jupiter would have included 
seven minutes of silence between question and answer, but they have been 
edited out. 

This gap between thought and situation can clearly lead to disaster. In 
the American Revolution, the English and Hessian soldiers were defeated 
when they could not adapt to non-European modes of combat. In World 
War I, General Haig believed that no battery of machine guns could resist 
a good cavalry charge. His men paid the price. 

The chasm between earthly thinking and space situation nearly leads to 
disaster in the film. Significantly, the danger arises from man's attitude 
towards his tools. Just as man has no adequate space thinking, so he has 
no adequate tool thinking. 

The first bone-tool already poses the full problem: 
(I) It is a natural object, which is being used. It is at once both bone and 

tool. Man must think of it in two different ways. 
(2) It is an extension of the ape-man's own arm. It is, in a sense, himself. 

Man's tools are at once both his products and himself. They are both sep
arate and inseparable from him. Thus man's view of his tools is insepara
ble from his view of himself, and vice versa. The problems posed by the 
relation of man to his .tools are the same as those posed by his relation to 
his actions, his products, and even his body. 

(3) Man's tools, just as his actions, are also greater than himself. The 
tools he inherits from the past generation (thus, a bone) must be assimila
ted by him, and also form him. The tools he himself invents have implica
tions he could never have foreseen. The thrown bone becomes the flying 
spaceship. Any moment is thus a combination of influence from the past, 
present creativity, and a dawning realization of the implications of 
the new. 

(4) Man is uncomfortable with the dualisms necessarily attending his 
relationship to his tools. Firstly, he wants to take the credit for their 
accomplishments, so to speak. The warrior feels he has killed the enemy, 
even if he used a bone-weapon. Secondly, he fears the tool separating itself 
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from him; he fears its becoming environment or, even more, hostile envi
ronment. 

The movie shows us that man is as unconscious of these problems as he 
is of space. The little sub-spaceships on the main ship are called "pods:' 
The main ship thus becomes a vast tree or bush in which man lives. When 
an astronaut in one of the pods must re-enter the main ship, he uses large 
caliper-like extensions of the pod to open a door labelled "manual:' Man 
has no tool language because man has no special thinking about tools. 

This gap between thinking and situation becomes acute in the case of 
the great computer, HAL. HAL has been programmed to be human in order 
that the astronauts might have a more comfortable trip. Even earlier, the 
new computer had been treated as a human child; it was taught to sing 
"Daisy, Daisy:' When in the interview, the astronauts are asked whether 
HAL has human emotions, they admit their ignorance. Their thinking has 
not grasped their situation. 

The humanizing of HAL is an attempt to resolve the dualism between 
man and his tools. That it is a bad solution becomes clear. The apparent 
coincidence that the immediately following letters of H, A, and L spell IBM 

is expressive: from IBM to HAL is a step backwards. The marked obsequi
ousness of HAL shows what a thin premise holds this whole system 
together. 

The revolt of HAL, in which all but one of the space travellers are killed, 
is suppressed by lobotomizing him, so to speak. The "humanity" of HAL is 
deprogrammed: HAL returns to being a tool, and the surviving astronaut 
uses it. The dangers of wrong tool thinking are realized, and a more cor
rect thinking and conduct emerge. 

But this is only a beginning. The astronaut is traveling towards Jupiter 
(I) because a mysterious rectangular object has been uncovered on the 
moon. When the sun rose over the object, the object emitted signals 
towards Jupiter. The astronauts were then sent on their unprecedented 
voyage to that planet. 

As the astronaut nears Jupiter, he encounters the rectangle, moving 
freely in space. The ease and beauty of the rectangle'S movements are im
pressive. As he contemplates it, the sun again rises over the rectangle, and 
just as the ape-man, the astronaut is plunged into a new consciousness. 

First, he is radically disoriented in a sort of light show. He loses all bear
ings, all his accustomed points of repair. He can only perceive, and all is 
new, wonderful, and strange. 
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Suddenly, he is in his pod in a strange room with glowing floors and 
ceilings and Louis XVI furniture (just before the Revolution!). He sees 
himself, and he is old. He becomes that old self, wanders through the 
usual-unusual apartment, and meets himself again, as older. He becomes 
that yet older self and sits down to eat, with cumbersome knife and fork 
(so different from the straws of 2001). He reaches for a glass, his water
holding tool, and it falls and breaks. He then sees himself as very ancient, 
lying on his deathbed. When he becomes his oldest self, he is reaching for 
the rectangle at the foot of the bed, when he dies. 

Space replaces the room. We see the earth floating and then the corre
sponding orb of a fetal sack. The astronaut has been reborn in space, and 
the movie ends. 

Birth is an important theme of the movie. The daughter of the Ameri
can scientist has just had a birthday when he "calls" her. One of the astro
nauts has a birthday en route for which his parents have prepared a broad
cast in advance to account for the time lag, as the astronauts keep earth 
time. The lone astronaut has survived by ejecting himself birth-like 
through space from his pod to the main spaceship. 

Now he experiences a new kind of birth. The old man has died, and a 
new one is reborn. The space age has a space man. He will be capable of 
space living and thinking. 

The movie sees that new life and consciousness as a perfect integration 
of man, his tools or work, and his environment. The ape-man was jogged 
into a new consciousness by the non-naturalness of the straight edge of the 
rectangle against the sun. For the astronaut, the rectangle produces very 
different visual impressions. His own ship is an ungainly mass of knobs, 
antennae, handles, and hatches. We have seen an astronaut fly out in a 
pod to just one of these complicated surface sections to make repairs. 

The rectangle, on the other hand, is perfectly and beautifully smooth; it 
is beyond the dualism of tool and user, beyond the need for external 
adjustment and repair. It is homogeneous; at once self, means, and act. 

The spaceship is lumbering and ungainly, fit only for very limited 
maneuvers. The rectangle is perfectly free and easy, dynamically integra
ted into its space environment. 

The rectangle remains as much a mystery for us as for the ape-man. We 
know only that it is a catalyst for our change of consciousness and the 
point to which we tend. It offers us a vision of the time when man will be 
one with his works and environment and thus, and only thus, the true 
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controller of his destiny. Man will and must arrive at the point he has 
reserved for Jupiter, the highest of the many gods. 

The traveller requires courage, but of a special kind. The main astro
naut is typically brave, the extension of the ancient warrior. He is always 
in command. When he shoots himself through space back to the main 
ship, he conquers his fears of the dangers he knows well. At the end, radi
cally disoriented, courage of this sort is not enough, or is rather not to the 
point. The courage of the warrior must be sublimated into that of the 
baby: the sensitive creator in a new universe. 

John Charlot is a research associate in the Institute of Culture and Communi
cation, East-West Center, Honolulu, Hawaii. 



Responsible Soap: 
Discourses of Australian TV Drama 

JOHN TULLOCH 

ON A MONDAY in February 1984, the line producer and script editor of 
Australia's top-rated television drama, A Country Practice (ACP), pre
viewed the two-episode block recorded the previous week, "Unemploy
ment - A Health Hazard." As they watched a particular scene, they com
mented that it was "subversive" and had to be edited out. This required 
major surgery, since other scenes were connected to this one and so had to 
be edited too. When I asked the script editor why it had to be cut out, he 
told me: "It's politically wrong. People - and we have some quite right
wing viewers - might object to the sense given in the scene of free enter
prise leading to cynical manipulation." 

The scene in question occurs in the story line after one of the serial 
characters, the plumber Bob Hatfield, who is himself politically conserva
tive (antiunion, anti-"dole bludger;' anti-"poofter") but has "a heart of 
gold;' is persuaded by a retrenched older man, Des, to take on the young 
unemployed plumber Hodge. Hodge lives in a run-down squat with two 
other unemployed "kids": Dinny, who left school when she was fifteen 
and moves around the country trying to find work (fruit picking, selling 
wild flowers in the pub, etc.), and Philby, a mechanic who has been to 136 
job interviews and been knocked back at all of them. After his 137th 
knock back (as a bowser attendant) Philby openly steals Des's car and kills 
himself. Des, who had been aggressively hostile to these "dole bludgers;' 
realizes they really want work and so persuades Bob to employ Hodge to 
dig trenches. Dinny meanwhile lies about having qualifications as a 
nurse's aide and gets work at the local hospital, only to be sacked when 
found out. Bob is pleased with Hodge's hard work and no longer sees him 
as a bludger. But when Hodge finds out that Dinny, who is now totally 
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demoralized, has been sacked, he undercuts Bob and takes away his cli
ents. 

The "subversive" scene followed. Hodge is in the club, having a drink 
with Des and the town gossip, Esme. 

Bob's barrelling into the club, angry. He goes straight up to Hodge. 

BOB: There you are you rotten little mongrel. Talk about a low act .... 

Hodge shrugs, sips his beer. Des gets up, looking concerned, goes across to 
them. Esme, all ears. 

DES: Steady on Bob. What's wrong? 

BOB: (Pointing to Hodge) You know what he did? Lousy little bludger ... 
Leave him on his own to get on with it while I'm off on another job - and he 
goes to the client, says he - smart-aleck Hodge - can do the job one-third 
cheaper! 

DES: (Raising an eyebrow at Hodge) Hodge? 

BOB: It's true all right. So I got the boot and he's got the job. That's a great 
boy you got there, Des .... 

HODGE: Fair go, Bob. It's initiative, mate. Free enterprise - what you told 
me made this country great! 

BOB: Yeah, but ... but ... I gave you a go. 

ESME: (Sagely) It's what they call the survival of the fittest, Mr. Hatfield. 

BOB: (Almost childishly) Well, whatever happened to loyalty. 
(To barman) Schooner, mate. 

Sternly at Hodge 

HODGE: I'm working, aren't I. No one's calling me a bludger no more .... 

He looks defiant. Des grins, pleased. 

A certain kind of Marxist analysis would interpret this cut scene quite 
simply as an act of political censorship. Here is an example from an analy
sis of "Unemployment - A Health Hazard" (Cochrane and Plews I966, 
I90 - I9I ). 

Not so long ago one of the writers in the series submitted a script to the pro
ducers. In this episode an unemployed woman mistakenly believed she had 
obtained a job at the hospital. To celebrate, she took some friends out for a 
meal. Coincidentally, one of the doctors was at the same restaurant with his 
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mother. At the doctor's table the discussion was dominated by the mother's 
announcement that she would give her son a large amount of money to help 
buy a new house. The unemployed woman and her friends (who lived in a 
squat) overheard the conversation and made some caustic remarks which 
lead to a confrontation. The class contradictions were highly visible. What 
did the producers do? The scene was cut. The doctor and his mother dined 
and celebrated alone, unmolested. The given reason for this "minor" editing 
was that the doctor was meant to be a positive character in the series - one 
whom we are drawn to "read" positively. Within this framework, the 
"enlightened" behaviour of doctors in A Country Practice takes on new 
meaning as part of a carefully managed defence of the profession. 

On the basis of this account, the authors of the article argue that in major 
respects ACP is "reactionary for it carries and reinforces stereotypes which 
are misleading and apologetic:' 

My argument is that this account is not only wrong in detail - the scene 
mentioned was not in fact cut at all. It is also extremely simplistic in its 
"conspiracy" thesis about the workings of the television industry in its 
normal professional operations. Certainly it is the case that the ratings/ 
advertising imperatives of the television industry require the maximizing 
of audiences - hence the fear of alienating any substantial part of the pub
lic. But this did not prevent ACP from doing a Maralinga story. As co-pro
ducer Michael Brindley put it: 

One episode that I think we are all proud of was when we had a man in hos
pital dying from leukemia because he had worked at Maralinga with the 
British bomb tests. That examined the whole issue. We tried to have just 
enough dialogue devoted to the issue to say to the audience "This is not an 
isolated case. This man is an example .... " It's an attempt to do a kind of 
microcosm all the time. 

And line producer Lynn Bayonas admitted their narrative "prejudices" in 
this case. 

We would still always have the one person say, "But the Commies are going 
to do it to us first, so we've got to be in there:' There would always be that 
voice. But certainly then it would be slanted, because we would all feel 
passionately towards such a thing as well:' 

Again, it is true that the executive producer and owner of JNP, James 
Davern, has been holding the production team back from doing an incest 
story because of the danger of offending the family audience (ACP screens 
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on two nights a week in the 7:30-8:30 P.M. slot). But this concern over 
how far they can take controversial issues in that time slot flows right 
through the production team, and it meanwhile has not prevented them 
from tackling "difficult" family and school issues such as teenage abortion 
(which angered the Right to Life society), glue sniffing, small-town preju
dice against homosexuals, the capitalist tendencies of Australian medi
cine, the exploitation of migrant clothing workers, and so on. Further
more, far from a process of conspiratorial editing as a "carefully managed 
defence of the medical profession;' as was suggested in the Marxist 
account above, the young doctor mentioned in that analysis, Dr. Simon 
Bowen, has in a couple of episodes been linked, via his social background, 
to a system of medical! class exploitation. 

On the one hand we have one producer arguing that the story that 
looked at the exploitation of migrant women in the clothing industry 
implied the "need for structural change" in society. On the other hand, 
that same story, "A Touch of Class;' began life when executive producer 
James Davern told the writers it was time for "a Romeo and Juliet story -
a good love story to bring in the mums:' Which indicates (contrary to the 
naive conspiracy theory) that the production of meaning in media texts is 
an ensemble effort, or to put it in Keir Elam's terms, depends on a "density 
of semiotic practices:' As Elam (1980, 37) says, dramatic communication 
involves 

a multiplication of communicational factors. At each stage in the process 
there arises, rather than a single element, a complex of potential compo
nents. One can, for example, identify as the source of theatrical information 
the dramatist (the dramatic text, where it exists, being both a pre-text and a 
constituent of the performance text); the director, whose decisions and 
instructions determine to a considerable extent the choice of transmitters, 
the form that their signals take and the encoding of the message . . . 
together with such auxiliary influences on the performance as the set 
designer, lighting designer, costume designer, composer, stage manager, 
technicians, and the actors themselves in their capacity as decision makers, 
initiative-takers and funds of ideas. 

We have here the sense of a dramatic text as performed, as "spoken" by 
multiple voices, and not only - I would want to add - in front of the 
television cameras, but in a series of "theatrical" spaces from forward 
planning meetings, through plotting meetings, script editing meetings, re-



94 JOHN TULLOCH 

hearsals, studio, audio and video editing, through to the producers' edit I 
described at the beginning. Each of these performances in some way trans
codifies earlier ones, and they do so according to a hierarchical range of 
professional values and practices - each of them a "source" of informa
tion, to use Elam's term, and also perhaps a system insofar as directing, 
acting, set design, musical scoring, etc., each has its own selection and 
combination rules constructed across a complex of technical, dramatic, 
and cultural discourses. 1 I described this as a hierarchical range of profes
sional values and practices because at each performance there is a control
ling voice (or voices), a kind of meta-discourse which attempts to place all 
the other discourses that are in circulation. I don't mean this simply in the 
sense that in the studio there is a director controlling the actors, the floor 
crew, and the control room. Nor only in the sense that, in the case of 
"Unemployment - A Health Hazard" the executive producer, having read 
the first draft scripts and recognizing that unemployment was a "difficult" 
subject for a serial that aims at avoiding "downer" endings, took the 
unusual step of taking over as script editor himself, converting his two 
script editors into second-draft writers. Certainly each of these perfor
mance situations is also a power situation in which certain voices have 
greater control over the intertextual relationship between this perfor
mance and the earlier ones - for instance, over the choice of which ele
ments, at the script-editing stage, of the first draft to accept and which to 
transform. But it is a power situation in which each performer is spoken 
by a range of industrial, generic, formal, and cultural discourses, each 
perhaps with its own space for contradiction and drama. 

I think that the value of Elam's (1980, 38) notion of the "semiotic thick
ness" of performance ("multiple messages in which several channels ... 
are used simultaneously in an aesthetic or perceptual synthesis") is that it 
opens the way to an understanding of a television text as a site of contesta
tion and struggle (rather than a simple mechanism for the flow of domi
nant ideology, as in the Marxist account above) and at the same time 
encourages us to think of the ways in which that struggle is negotiated 
("synthesized" is Elam's term) by way of the frames of industry (commer
cial TV), genre (soap opera), and form (naturalism). I would like to look 
briefly at each of these frames around ACP and try to unpack some of the 
layers of significance attached to that incident of editing "censorship" in 
February 1984. This approach, more than the conspiracy one, will help 
explain why the offending scene was actually accepted by James Davern as 



RESPONSIBLE SOAP 95 

executive producer / script editor and thus went through to recording; and 
secondly why, once recorded, the co-producer / script editor / writer (who 
described the scene as the crucial "payoff" in showing that though Des and 
Bob's "individual kindness is praiseworthy, nevertheless whole structures 
have to change before the problem can be alleviated") actually agreed with 
the line producer that the scene had to be cut. 

INDUSTRY 

A Country Practice (then called In General Practice) was first offered to 
Sydney's Channel 10 in a script competition. James Davern, according to 
Lynn Bayonas, made the original script "much more melodramatic" than 
it later became because "he was writing to what he thought the judges 
were going to be at Channel 10 .••. It was more in the real soap opera 
genre .... Jim was aiming very much at that soap opera audience;' The 
script did not win the competition, and Davern subsequently took his 
product to Sydney's Channel 7, which has long prided itself on being a 
kind of commercial ABC. (The Australian Broadcasting Commission, like 
the BBC, is state funded and has much the same "quality" and "serious" 
reputation, though its audience is proportionately much smaller than the 
BBC'S.) As John Sturzaker, program development manager of Channel 7, 
put it: 

In television, all of us need to be all things to all people. We can't afford to 
go after a specific demographic group of people that one style of program
ming appeals to. But that being said, quite a few stations over the years have 
aspired to gain different sorts of image. Our image is one of more quality 
programs. Of the commercial stations, our image comes closer to the ABC 

than the other commercial stations. This can help us. People can switch 
over from the ABC and perhaps be slightly more inclined to come to Channel 
7 than they would to go to Channel 9 or Channel 10. 

Whether or not senior Channel 7 executives' view of their station as "a 
half-way house between the ABC and Channel 9" is an accurate one is not 
part of my argument here. But, right or not, the flow-through effect to 
notions of audience aggregation (and the "bonus" possibilities of cap
turing a "serious" audience) are likely to have been influential in what I 
have earlier described as a series of texts in performance - in this case the 
performance of negotiating the original script for acceptance by Channel 
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7. The "responsible soap" self-image of ACP ("educative but entertaining") 
became homologous with the audience image of Channel 7. The relation
ship of "social issues" with "soap" has, as the ratings have mounted, come 
to be seen as a central feature of the show's success, so that now this struc
ture of "responsibly educative" and "entertainingly soapy" is carried 
through to each "performance"site. For instance, one of ACP'S most soapy 
episodes of all, the long-awaited wedding between the young male and 
female leads, Simon and Vicky, achieved front-page cover three days in a 
row in the Sydney afternoon papers. The two-page story in the Daily Mir
ror of October 24,1983, was structured in terms of the soap/ issues dichot
omy. The headline was "Super Soap:' One page featured "THAT kiss" and 
was headed by "What Vicky and Simon feel about that TV romance:' But 
the other page was headed "What do academics, media students, little old 
ladies and one million Australian schoolchildren have in common?" and 
went on, "Researchers are studying it, the Education Department wants 
to use it as curriculum material and one academic is even writing a book 
about it. Clearly, it's no longer just a show. A Country Practice is now a 
phenomenon:' 

GENRE 

My point here is that ACP is not in essence part of some predefined genre 
or another. It is not essentially a "hospital" genre (even though it does cen
ter on a hospital, has doctors as heroes, an operating theater as mise-en
scene for dramatic events, etc.). Nor is it essentially part of an Australian 
"bush" genre, recirculating the consensual myths of an authentic country 
versus a parasitic city familiar in early Australian film and literature (even 
though there are clearly elements of that in the show). Rather, the show 
systematically defines itself - in all of its spaces of performance - in terms 
of its differences from established genres. It is, to redirect Todorov's 
notion of genre, a place of hesitation between conventionally understood 
genres of "high" and "low" culture. But whereas Todorov is speaking of 
hesitation as a matter of reading the text, I am thinking of it here in terms 
of production of the text - and again I mean production (as a variety of 
communication modes) in each of its sites of performance. For the pro
ducers of ACP, the show "occupies the duration of this uncertainty" 
between other genres - but here, these other genres not defined academi
cally and systematically (as by Todorov 1975), but rather professionally 
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and sometimes intuitively by the producers themselves. James Davern, for 
instance, distinguishes the "serious issues" orientation of ACP from that of 
one-off dramas, which he says the ABC is very good at making but nobody 
wants to watch. Consequently, he mixes "laughter with tears;' and avoids 
the "downer" endings of shows like "Crime of the Decade;' the ABC'S own 
drama about youth unemployment in the western suburbs of Sydney, 
which ends with the young hero shooting his cynically populist M.P. as, 
presumably, some kind of initial point of mass uprising. The ABC'S own 
ratings figures support Davern's distinction. "Crime of the Decade" not 
only received "familiarity" and "appreciation" figures2 of only 10/61 while 
ACP was notching up 50/73, but it was also less popular than nearly all the 
other stories in the ABC'S Australian Movie Festival series. Yet, while 
resisting the ABC image, ACP also in some ways reproduces it. Just as the 
Australian Movie Festival was a series of one-off plays constructed around 
themes like unemployment, voyeurism and rape, the exploitation of mail
order brides, and the like, so each of these themes has recently been 
appropriated by ACP in its series aspect - since each week the show 
exposes and closes off an "issues" narrative across the two episodes of a 
block. The difference is that, as well as being a series, ACP is an ongoing 
serial, and it is here that the "soapy" romance I marriage I break-up strands 
are interwoven with the weekly "issues" stories. There certainly are times 
when, if the series story isn't "working;' the show will reach deep into 
soap opera - as Lynn Bayonas puts it, "punching it up with serial strands, 
using a lot of animals and things;' 

Way back we had a story that didn't work at all. ... So in desperation we 
killed Marta's horse. We pulled out all that serial strand where it was sick 
and got well, and we killed it. Now all that anyone ever remembers about 
that block was that the horse died. So when in doubt, throw Fatso the wum
bat in. It's always on the serial strand you'll punch it up. 

On the other hand, the producers are very conscious of specific soap 
opera conventions which comprise a set of ACP "Don'ts;' They avoid the 
"reaching into the pastl guilty secrets" serial ploy of soap opera, having 
"blown" the only guilty secret among the regular characters early on. 
They instruct directors to avoid "soapie" camera set-ups and edits (defined 
as "two heads talking to each other" and "going out of virtually every 
scene on a big close-up for dramatic reasons"). 

Watching the production team at work on A Country Practice is to 
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observe them constantly negotiating this uncertain space (of soap/not 
soap, ABc/not ABC), discussing which lines (or shots, or publicity) are 
"too preachy" (about issues) or "too soapy" (prying voyeuristically on raw 
emotions). Script editor Michael Brindley described this in terms of script 
and camera style. 

By "preachy" we mean a speech that's longer than two sentences which has 
no immediately personal motivation behind it or isn't telling a story - like 
Aileen's social comments about the 1930S Depression in "Unemployment -
A Health Hazard:' ... By "soapy" what is meant is that there's an impulse 
in the audience just to spy on the characters and you can trade on that to the 
extent that you don't have to make the scene in any way interesting. You just 
get the characters to sit there and have them gush personal disclosures and 
intimate detail. 

At the producers' preview of "Unemployment - A Health Hazard" it 
wasn't only the club scene that was cut. Several minutes of Simon's mother 
Aileen talking about her life during the Depression went too. As Lynn 
Bayonas saw it: 

We all sat at the preview and moaned. It sounded very much like "Here 
endeth the first lesson:' ... There were two things wrong. It was the way it 
was written .... We should have done it visually and not with dialogue. 
And secondly, the way the actress played it - if she'd looked straight into 
camera it couldn't have been more preachy. We were lucky that we were 
over in time and could cut the whole lot out. 

On the other hand, the Hodge/Bob club scene was not cut because it 
was too "preachy:' Arguably it was, as shot, too "soapy" insofar as the 
producer and script editor felt it signified too much personal malice and 
self-disclosure. But there was more to it than that. Hodge had been origi
nally intended to undercut Bob Hatfield "just to take the curse of soap 
off it:' 

BAYONAS: They're not all likable - and I think that's terribly important. I 
mean, if they were absolutely lovable and likable people .... 

DAVERN: We'd he into Hollywood chocolate box. 

BAYONAS: That's right - which we're not. We want to see, when the three of 
them, Dinny, Philby, and Hodge are together, other sides to them. And we 
also want to be able to see them through the eyes of the townspeople, where 
they look like layabouts doing nothing, and not like them all that much. 
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It was this attempt to resist soap by way of a density of characterization, 
and by way of charting a social history for the unemployed characters, 
which created difficulties for the studio performance of the episode. 

NATURALISM 

The established confidence of the naturalist habit - a naturalized assump
tion of an immediately negotiable everyday world, presented through con
ventions which are not seen as conventions. (Williams 1977-8, 2) 

The vast bulk of television drama production conforms, as Williams 
has pointed out, to the naturalist habit. Writers of ACP, concerned to tie in 
audience members who have not seen the first episode in the block 
"Unemployment - A Health Hazard" have to convey crucial details such 
as the death of Philby and the condition of the unemployed kids. As 
Michael Brindley said, "since this is more or less a naturalistic program 
and we have to create an illusion of us looking in on real people, we find a 
way to introduce all that information that the audience has to know just 
as if we are listening to two people who already know all about it:' For the 
same naturalistic reasons, senior cameraman Peter Westley hates zooming 
on ACP. "It's not natural to zoom because the human eye doesn't zoom. 
Various planes don't move in relation to each other when you zoom, 
whereas they do if you physically move the camera - the same way as 
things change as you walk along the street:' And program editor Steve 
Cox insists on the importance of naturalistic continuity and flow. "You 
have to look at scenes as though you were watching it in real life for it to 
work. Obviously if a cut is too late or there is a double movement - things 
like that jump out at you and it doesn't look natural. It's not a natural 
flow:' 

Each of the professional discourses at work in the performance of a tel
evision text is itself a system, with its own rules of selection and combina
tion. Camera people have to weigh the dramatic demands of a script 
against naturalistic camera values, hence crash zooms may be used at cer
tain dramatic moments. They also have to take account of technical prob
lems particular to their equipment, such as the tendency of the Marconi 
cameras used at Channel 7 to "bleed" bright highlights across into darker 
areas, which means close liaison with the lighting director. Writers on a 
long-running series have to weave together logistic needs (using actors 
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according to contract), economic needs (designing characters to aggregate 
audiences, building up to major "hooks" on key commercial breaks to 
keep the audience watching when shows are starting on other channels), 
long-term serial needs (dropping in the smallest of clues about a character 
death "further down the road"), and, in the case of ACP, series needs (the 
social or medical "issue"). Editors may take account of new commercial 
editing styles, as well as the house style of a particular show. Set designers 
will allow personal preferences for autumn colors or the use of natural 
timber to influence their choices, so that, as ACP designer Steve Muir put 
it, "colors and materials are the two things that you recognize which 
designer it is by:' In these different professional systems, creativity is a 
matter of slightly varying balances between the different elements of the 
system, and these "idiolects"3 generally work in relationship to the natu
ralist habit. Sets, for instance, as well as varying according to the prefer
ences in color and material of designers, also reflect characters. In ACP, 

Shirley (a "bohemian" who has "lived a bit") is signified by her meditation 
pyramid and stuffed parrot. Her husband, the policeman Frank ("more 
sober, tidy"), is represented by a pianola and pictures. And, in addition, 
the color of their flat is neither Shirley nor Frank. Shirley was formerly 
married to a "straight" vet, so his influence is represented too. As Muir 
saw it, "since in real life you would paint a place less often than you would 
change the dressing, the original color walls were left, and the furniture 
and effects changed to reflect the after-divorce influence of Shirley." 

The particular rules (cultural, technical, economic, professional, etc.) 
that together construct the field of possibilities of anyone "performance" 
- whether of writer, designer, editor, camera person, or whoever - in the 
semiotically dense television text still needs a lot of research and specifica
tion. But what seems clear at this stage is that a major part of the synthe
sizing function (within the multichannelled and highly ambiguous text 
that Elam talks about) is carried by the naturalist habit, which operates as 
a point of instant legitimacy and anchor for every professional worker on 
the show. 

Moreover, professionals working in every area of ACP are conscious of 
another professional group bestowing legitimacy on their work. A set 
designer who has worked on the show for two years talks of continuing to 
put more effort into this show than another serial he works on because, 
through his wife, who is a nurse, he sees the respect given the show by 
doctors. "Young Doctors and General Hospital were jokes, both to televi-
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sion and medical professionals, whereas the serious concern of A Country 
Practice to get it right makes me want to put more effort into the show. 
Because JNP takes it seriously, so do I:' A floor manager who had worked 
on Young Doctors refers to shows like this as "constant trash" and talks 
with satisfaction of the time and care given to operation scenes, with the 
actors actually cutting into pieces of kidney, from which medical instru
ments hang naturalistically. "We have two medical advisers who come in. 
Every aspect of the operation, every hand movement is choreographed, 
and that takes quite a bit of time to do." A writer discusses "getting the 
operations right" in the eyes of the medical profession. "A friend of mine 
who's a G.P. told me that one of the fascinating things about emergencies 
during operations ... is that everyone relaxes .... If somebody comes 
into the surgery with a headache, you worry because there's a thousand 
things they might have. Whereas if someone drops down on the golf 
course with an obvious heart attack, you don't worry. The layman wor
ries, the doctor doesn't - he knows exactly what to do .... There are 
certain techniques to follow, and that's it. If the patient revives, he revives. 
If he doesn't, he doesn't. That's the kind of fascinating detail that you can 
discover that isn't generally known, and by using it you can get the doc
tor's attitudes just right in that particular case." 

Medical accuracy, then, is a key concern and has given ACP its responsi
ble image inside the industry and outside it. But accuracy is, of course, 
never entirely neutral. This degree of deferral to the medical profession's 
view ofltruth flows through to a very close liaison with all branches of the 
health industry in the creation of story lines. Consequently, the audience 
for ACP is systematically placed (by way of character "victims") as subjects 
of caring professional and administrative attention - part of what Bell has 
described as the "overwhelming (media) presence of scientific, bureau
cratic-administrative and medical discourses" in which the "agents of sur
veillance, control, rectification and support - both social and individual 
- are conspicuous" (Bell 1983, IIS). This is not to say that medical
administrative discourses necessarily dominate each episode of the show. 
Indeed the same writer quoted above specifies his distinction of ACP from 
"soaps" in terms of the "risks" it takes with such things - and this is where 
he also gets his satisfaction as a writer. "It's daring to write a show about a 
man whose brother chained him up in the cowshed at certain times of the 
moon because he goes completely mad, and it's daring to suggest that in 
the end that might be better for him than being carted off to a mental 
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home to different sorts of chains - the chain of drugs. Soap opera doesn't 
do that sort of thing." Nevertheless, when it comes to examining unem
ployment as a health hazard, we are concerned with medical explanations 
of the social world. 

Keith Windschuttle has written in his book Unemployment, "Our 
major social institutions have responded to the crisis in ways that either 
compound the problem or else are largely irrelevant .... Medicine has 
seen its role in terms of individual cures to problems that are of social ori
gin. The news media have persuaded large numbers of Australians that 
there is no crisis except within the heads of the unemployed themselves" 
(Windschuttle 1979, viii-ix). Yet here we have in A Country Practice a 
story line in which the media and medical institutions actually combined 
to counter that "dole bludger" myth - among doctors and the public at 
large. The story was initially proposed by the Australian Medical Associa
tion, and its deputy secretary general, Dr. Bruce Best, was widely quoted 
in the press the week the episode went to air. 

There are a lot of caricatures of the unemployed and too many people see 
them as dole bludgers and not worthy of much thought and care. But one of 
the real problems of youth unemployment is depression, which can go to the 
extreme level where some young people are catatonic - the depression is so 
real they just take to their beds and are not motivated to doing anything 
because they feel so helpless .... The sad plight of the unemployed is 
reflected in the figures for suicide and self-inflicted injury. 

In Australia the Williams Inquiry into Education and Training (cited in 
Windschuttle 1979, 59) had reported that: 

Constant failure to obtain a job after many interviews and job applications, 
can lead to psychological changes . . . in which the fear of rejection and the 
desire to avoid it become the overriding motivation. Consequently, the 
unemployed individual no longer seeks employment or else seeks it in an 
unconstructive way, not because he is "work-shy" as that term is usually 
understood, but because the fear of being rejected for a job has become 
dominant. 

On the advice of the AMA, this trajectory of depression was written into 
"Unemployment - A Health Hazard": Philby's 137 failed job interviews, 
the depression, the catatonic 16 hours a day in bed, the poor eating habits 
and bad nutrition, the suicide. This is also the process Windschuttle 
describes of "moving from initial shock, through early optimism, to pessi-
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mism and eventually fatalism" in his argument that unemployment is not 
in people's heads but in a social order that must be changed. 

But, of course, Windschuttle's "capitalist development as pathogenic" is 
a far cry from the AMA'S "unemployment is a health hazard;' with its array 
of "helpless" young people who (as in the familiar medical! administrative 
discourse) are "worthy of thought and care." Dr. Terence Eliot's advice to 
Hodge to use his dole money for oranges rather than hamburgers still 
adheres to what Windschuttle (1979, 105) describes as the current "self
indulgence" concept of disease. 

This was seized upon partly to retain the individualism of the private entre
preneur and his customer - the individual doctor tells one patient at a time 
to give up smoking, do some exercise and eat and drink less and charges one 
fee at a time for the advice. But a large part of the reason for the acceptance 
of this theory was because doctors see such social phenomena . . . as 
beyond their scope. 

Furthermore, as the characters were originally formulated in the view 
of the executive producer and line producer, there was a tendency to indi
vidualize unemployment in terms of the personalities of the characters 
portrayed. There is the depressed Philby, who, having realized that 
"there's very little that they can do about it;' commits suicide. In contrast, 
there's Dinny, who, despite endless knock backs, "goes off to another 
town and we get the feeling that she is irrepressible. She will get employ
ment, and she will bounce on:' 

The sense here is of people determined by personality and environment, 
given therapy according to need by a reformed and sympathetic medical 
profession - a reform that the AMA and ACP combine to administer via 
"Unemployment - A Health Hazard:' In this new situation, characters 
will be subject to the benign agencies of society and the state but will still 
be individuals acted upon and passive, and so still subject to a naturalism 
which Williams (1977-8, 5) has defined as "a doctrine of character formed 
by environment ... a passive form [of] people stuck where they were" -
in contrast to his "counter sense of realism" which insists "on the dynamic 
quality of all 'environments; and on the possibility of intervention to 

change them:' 
However, ACP'S co-producer at the time had different views, closer to 

Williams's notion of realism. "I'm concerned to say to the audience that a 
bit of concern and individual kindness is praiseworthy, but often whole 
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structures need to change before a problem is alleviated:' With this kind of 
attitude to· societal (rather than personal therapeutic) change it was 
unlikely that he would be satisfied with a script that only followed the 
intentions of the AMA. In fact, he used the performance space opened up 
by the AMA, by the show's "non-soapy" determination to "take risks;' and 
by the line producer's naturalist intention of "taking away from the nice
ness" of Hodge by giving him the sneaky task of cheating on Bob Hatfield, 
to go further into dole culture. As he put it, "I wanted to say all the things 
that the AMA wanted to say (about the 'dole bludger' myth) because that 
seemed fairly important. But I wanted to go a bit past what the AMA 

wanted us to say:' 
Consequently, it was not just a matter of getting the facts accurate (the 

statistic given by Frank after Phil by's death that "the suicide rate of the 
unemployed is twelve times higher than the average in the community;' for 
instance, coincides exactly with figures given in Windschuttle). It was also 
a matter of dropping in lines pointing to the construction of unemploy
ment as a social problem - lines challenging the "cost to the taxpayer" dis
course, which, as Windschuttle points out, tends to be related to the 
unemployed but never to superphosphate bounties; lines comparing the 
nutritional and housing poverty of dole culture with the media's "luxury 
life on the dole" campaign; lines relating unemployment to credentialism; 
lines pointing to the "self-indulgence" / fee-for-service tendency of medical 
advice; and lines disclosing the educational disadvantage of young women 
(like Dinny, who is sacked for lack of qualifications) in contrast to young 
men (like Hodge, who can, to a limited degree, mobilize his qualifications 
against the system). This producer disagreed with his colleague's view that 
Dinny would "bounce on" to a job. "Maybe she'll get lucky, but that's not 
the point .... Basically what's implied underneath the whole episode is 
the need for some kind of structural change:' 

Indeed, by bringing unemployment to the country and pointing to the 
futility of seasonal work as any kind of alternative, this episode of ACP 

closes off some of the classic moments of "bush" euphoria in leftist litera
ture of the I930S where the unemployed took to the roads and found jobs 
and seasonal work on small farms. It is arguable, too, that by choosing 
the less typical (qualified) unemployed in Hodge and Philby, he was 
attempting to challenge the notion that leaving school early is the cause of 
unemployment. In fact, of course, Phil by loses out at his last job interview 
to a younger and less qualified boy. 
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While there is certainly no space in a show like ACP to relate unemploy
ment to the long-term trends of the economic system, there can be 
attempts to convey the workings of that system in recession. Thus the epi
sode immediately preceding "Unemployment - A Health Hazard" empha
sized the vulnerability of migrant women in the contracting textile indus
try and the boss' very real threat of shifting the factory to Southeast Asia 
to counter demands for better pay and conditions. It also established a 
link between clothing capitalists and medical ones by way of the serial 
strand of Dr. Simon Bowen's parents' offer of money - which is then 
woven into the series theme of unemployment the following week. 

However, as the co-producer emphasized, "it is very hard being analyti
cal and entertaining as well:' In other words, there is a constant negotia
tion with the soap/issues frames of the show. 

I think we try and counteract the soapie strands. Obviously a huge percent
age of the audience tunes in to those soapie strands. So in a way we exploit 
that, as if to say, "Well, while we have your attention, we'd like you to meet 
these other characters as well:' ... We deliberately started off with the 
unemployed kids aggressively shyacking in the street. To begin with, you 
present the stereotype .... By presenting the stereotype, you hope to 
engage the audience's interest, and then for the next two hours you steadily 
undermine the stereotype. 

In this process, the Hodge/Bob club scene was "for me the climax of 
the analysis, as far as I could push it;' insofar as having undermined the 
stereotype it suggested a new inferential structure, relating it (if only 
descriptively) to the workings of the free-enterprise system. Given this 
intention, he described the script-editing performance as a competition of 
worldviews between himself and the executive producer. 

I think it was just his way of seeing the world to reduce the story to specifics. 
I wanted to finish up the story with those three unemployed kids as both 
individual and representative. I think that now they are pretty much three 
individual kids. 

Clearly, in a competition like this institutional power plays a crucial 
role. Yet the fact that the crucial scene did go through to the studio despite 
the involvement of the executive producer in the script-editing perfor
mance (and the fact that the latter's final big-print instructions in the 
scene - "Des smiles, pleased" - were changed by the co-producer to "Des 
looks uncomfortable;' since that was crucial to his particular interpreta-
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tion) indicates that much more than individual power and intentionality 
were at stake. As I suggested earlier, the script-editing process was a con
text in which each performer was spoken by a number of industrial, 
generic, and formal as well as cultural discourses. I want to suggest that 
key determinants of the executive producer's approval of the scene were: 

(a) the industrial site of ACP, which hopes to attract a serious as well as 
a popular audience; 

(b) the generic "hesitation" of the show, allowing it to "take risks" - yet 
while being neither ABC (without the "up" of Hodge beating unemploy
ment, the episode tended to emphasize the "downers" of Philby's suicide 
and Dinny's sacking), nor "just soap" (hence Hodge is constructed as "not 
all likeable"); 

(c) the naturalistic notion that Hodge (whether at his best or worst) was 
a victim of his environment. As such, the club scene could be seen to avoid 
"Hollywood chocolate box" by balancing the passivity of the unemployed 
with Hodge's desperate stimuluslresponse reaction to the unkindness of 
fate - since his decision to undercut Bob Hatfield flows directly from Din
ny's despair over her sacking. 

The script-editing performance (just like the earlier script-plotting one) 
can then be seen as a negotiation of discourses by way of power positions 
certainly, but also by way of perceptions of audience aggregation. And so 
the club scene went through to recording and then was cut. Why? In fact, 
the scene as recorded by director Mandy Smith pleased neither producer. 
Line producer Lynn Bayonas argued that it directly subverted the AMA'S 

intention to counter the "dole bludger" myth. 

Our feeling was that it was subversive. It went against everything that we 
tried to do. You've got to accept that your audience out there is a majority. 
You are not preaching to a minority, you are preaching to a majority, most 
of whom are going to feel sympathetic to the unemployed when suddenly, 
boom - anything you are tying to teach them or prick their conscience with 
is suddenly blasted by this boy Hodge. Now maybe cutting it is a cop out. If 
I was doing an ABC drama I would have left it in. But the ABC doesn't have 
the audience that we have. And especially doing it to Bob Hatfield who is 
much loved and who has a terrible attitude in the beginning about dole 
bludgers! He is talked into giving this boy a go, changes his mind com
pletely .... Then to have Hodge do the dirty all over him! Perhaps I'm 
awfully naive, but sitting at the preview I knew what my father would say. I 
constantly think - because Bob Hatfield is very much like my father - "I've 
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just lost dad. He's just gone back to calling them dole bludgers:' Yet people 
like that are the ones you are trying to get to. We are not preaching to the 
converted like you would be on the ABC. We are trying to change people's 
attitudes in some minor way. 

Her co-producer (who had written the cut lines) gave a different reason 
for disliking the scene as shot. 

When it got to Hodge's lines about free enterprise, Mandy Smith cut to a 
close-up of Hodge and had him speak those lines with a fair amount of 
venom. Now that was certainly never my intention - it suggested to the 
audience that there was some kind of personal malice from Hodge towards 
Bob Hatfield .... I would not have had a close-up. I would, I think, have 
kept it on a two-shot of Bob and Hodge, or better still, a three-shot so that 
you would have, say, Bob left of frame, Hodge right of frame, and slightly 
background watching both of them, Des. Then I would have got Hodge to 
play it in a very matter of fact manner, in a way that suggested - as it were 
as a subtext - "Look Bob, there's nothing personal about this. This is the 
way the system is set up. The way things are, if I'm going to survive, I have 
to screw you. Sorry, that's life:' And then for him only to get heated - and 
the heat was directed not against Bob but more or less against the world -
when he said, "No one's going to call me a bludger any more:' I would have 
stayed on two- or three-shot throughout until the end, where I may have 
gone for a reaction shot on Des. . . . To me, once Hodge has said his lines 
he's not really the most important person in the scene .... My intention 
was that Des in particular ... would be distinctly uncomfortable by what 
he had just witnessed and would realize something about his own case, 
because he had given thirty years to a company and they had just thrown 
him out the window when they didn't need him. 

I have been focusing in this paper mainly on one of Elam's multiple 
communication factors - the script in its various stages of transcodifica
tion through the various performance spaces of negotiating the original 
industrial site, the pre-text of the AMA, writing, script editing, studio and 
producers' edit. The example above illustrates very well, I think, the 
semiotic density of the text as performed in all these spaces, subject as it is 
to a whole range of systems of interpretation (including, in this case, cam
era style, gestural style, the professional association of close-ups with per
sonal expressivity, the negotiation of differing political and formal inten
tions through this professional discourse, the relationship of editing 
decisions to notions of audience and genre, etc.). Both the diachronic 
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development of the text through its many stages of performance and the 
semiotic density of the text in anyone performance space need to be con
sidered in beginning to understand that editing decision of February, 1984. 
Understanding the script is a more complex task than perhaps media pro
fessionals and media theorists generally recognize. 

John Tulloch is associate professor and head of mass communication at Mac
quarie University, Sydney, Australia. 
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