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INTRODUCTION

WORDS FOR A
CONVERSATION

L

E ACH of the seven chapters that follow contains an account of my
experience of a film made in Hollywood between 1934 and 1949,
an account guided by two claims. The first claim is that these seven
films constitute a particular genre of Hollywood talkie, a genre I will
call the comedy of remarriage. I am for myself satisfied that this group
of films is the principal group of Hollywood comedies after the advent
of sound and therewith one definitive achievement in the history of the
art of film. But I will not attempt to argue directly for that here, any
more than [ will attempt explicitly to convince anyone that film is an
art. The second guiding claim of these accounts is that the genre of re-
marriage is an inheritor of the preoccupations and discoveries of Shake-
spearean romantic comedy, especially as that work has been studied
by, first among others, Northrop Frye. In his early “The Argument of
Comedy,” Frye follows a long tradition of critics in distinguishing be-
tween Old and New Comedy: while both, being forms of romantic
comedy, show a young pair overcoming individual and social obstacles
to their happiness, figured as a concluding marriage that achieves indi-
vidual and social reconciliations, New Comedy stresses the young
man’s efforts to overcome obstacles posed by an older man (a senex fig-
ure) to his winning the young woman of his choice, whereas Old Com-
edy puts particular stress on the heroine, who may hold the key to the
successful conclusion of the plot, who may be disguised as a boy, and
who may undergo something like death and restoration. What I am
calling the comedy of remarriage is, because of its emphasis on the her-
oine, more intimately related to Old Comedy than to New, but it is sig-
nificantly different from either, indeed it seems to transgress an impor-
tant feature of both, in casting as its heroine a married woman; and the
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drive of its plot is not to get the central pair together, but to get them
back together, together again. Hence the fact of marriage in it is sub-
jected to the fact or the threat of divorce. A significant question for us is
therefore bound to be: How is it that this transformation is called for
when classical comedy moves to film?

I habitually call these accounts of films “readings” of them. What I
mean by reading a film as well as what I conceive a genre of film to be
(matters internal to what I think film is) will receive specification in the
course of the discussions themselves. Films other than the ones I give
readings of belong to the genre of remarriage comedy; six or seven of
them are cited along the way. But I take the seven featured here to be
definitive of the genre, the best of the genre, worthy successors of the
great comedies of the Hollywood silent era. Worthier than the Marx
brothers or W. C. Fields? I might answer this by distinguishing the
comedy of clowns from the romantic comedy of manners. Or I might
rather answer by saying that while the characters of the comedy of re-
marriage are not worthier or funnier or deeper than the characters pro-
jected by the Marx brothers and by Fields, and the individual actors not
specifically as gifted for comedy, the films as films of the comedy of re-
marriage are worthier successors of the great films as films of Chaplin
‘and Keaton. Such claims are at best staked out in the pages that follow;
a test of them awaits their fate under the pressure of whatever counter-
claims may be advanced against them.

All but one of the seven films centrally in question for me appear
within the seven years from 1934 to 1941; hence they, and other films to
be distinguished from them, are often referred to as Hollywood thirties
comedies. Why they emerge and disappear.over the years in gquestion
are matters our discussions ought to provide terms for understanding.
~ The explanation I have heard for this historical phenomenon—and it
seems to have become something of a piece of folk wisdom—is that
thirties comedies were fairy tales for the Depression. This can hardly
be denied if what it means is that in a time of economic depression ro-
mances were made in Hollywood that took settings of immense luxury
and that depicted people whose actions often concerned the disposition
of fantastic sums of money. If luxurious settings and fantastic sums of
money were confined to the Hollywood films of this period, and if Hol-
lywood films of luxury and expenditure were confined to works that fit
the genre of remarriage, then I would be more drawn to an economic
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interpretation of the films I have interested myself in, or to an explana-
tion of the emergence of the genre by economic causation. Since the
facts are otherwise it matters to me that that explanation does not spe-
cifically account for the form in question.

There are ¢ he erlod Wthh . might better fit the descrip-
tion ““fairy tales for the D Depression,” ones like If I Had a Million (1933),
which consists of a set of episodes about what happens to vam&-
ple ‘when at random they are. handed the title sum of money. But this
seems less a reflection of particular economic realities or fantasnes than’ :
of the a‘rchéﬁ—theme_gL_[Ltales ; concerning the. unforeseeable conse-
quences of having wishes granteﬁ call this the fantasy of escaping the
realm of economy aItogether \

" Or take the more famous You Can’t Take It with You (Frank Capra,
1938). An honest but poor young girl (Jean Arthur) and the son (James
Stewart) of a rich father (Edward Arnold) are in love and want to marry;
unknown to them the girl’s beloved grandfather (Lionel Barrymore) is
all that stands in the way of the boy’s father’s scheme to buy up the
houses of all the girl’s friends and neighbors and throw them out to
make way for a munitions factory that is the key to the biggest deal in
contemporary business. The grandfather will not sell his house and
without it the factory somehow will not fit into the remainder of the
twelve square blocks the financier has bought up. Grandpa won't sell
for various reasons. One is that he knows he and his house are all that
can prevent his entire neighborhood from destruction. Another reason
is that his granddaughter’s father and two friends of his spend all their
time in the basement of the house inventing and making things; impor-
tantly, making munitions, I mean fireworks, just for the fun of it, for
which the local police take them to be Communists. A third reason is
that he had been happily married in this house, and while his wife died
before his granddaughter was born, nevertheless the wife’s presence,
even her sweet odor, remains in the house, concentrated as-it happens
in the room that his granddaughter occupies.

The reasons not to sell go dead when the girl disappears, unable to
tolerate the differences between her and the boy’s families. Grandpa
almost instantly sells the house to the boy’s mean father and plans to
move to make a new home for the granddaughter, away from what
makes her unhappy. The image of this house of romance, of whim and
acceptance fulfilled every day, as Emerson promised us, near the end
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stripped of its life and ready for removal, is meant I guess to strike us
with the force of the end of The Cherry Orchard. But where is the inevita-
bility? Grandpa can take it with him, I mean take the money from the
sale and buy a new house; but why must he? What is supposed to make
it credible that this putatively good old man, urging everybody to do
what he or she likes, to have the courage of his or her happiness, an
Emersonian sage, is willing on an instant’s notice to leave his entire
neighborhood to destruction because he has to follow his grown grand-
daughter who is having trouble with her boyfriend? Is this an expres-
sion of the courage for happiness? Or is it proof that blood is thicker
than water? Some Emersonian sentiment. Or are we to realize that
Grandpa, exactly because he is the only neighbor who privately owns
his own place, is the one whose solidarity with his neighbors is mostly
talk, and that in the end he is closer to the mean big people than he is to
the good little people? Surely Capra, whatever his problems with end-
ings, could have avoided so naked a revelation and conflict of values if
he had wanted to. For example, he could have saved the house (for the
neighbors) the way he saved the house and family some years later in
It's a Wonderful Life (1946), by taking up a collection from the little peo-
ple; or the young man could secretly have raised the money, and when
the girl finds this out she returns and . ..

Evidently we need a more credible explanation of Grandpa’s motiva-
tion. He follows the girl not because she cannot recover without him
but because he cannot live without her. (He may not have been pre-
pared to sell the house to the young man.) She is the sweetness of his
life. When sweetness and social solidarity conflict there may be trag-
edy, and in this world they will conflict. Besides, Grandpa is not proven
wrong in the event. News of his plans brings the girl back in order to
stop him; and his actions help make the boy’s father relent, which
means help him find the courage to do as he likes, which is not to make
munitions (that only upsets his stomach) but to play the harmonica.
Without offering this as a general solution to the problem of arms limi-
tation, I hope it may allow us to see the value of this film not as a study
in neighborhood organizing but as a vision of community, Utopian no
doubt. The meaning-of-the vision is not so much that organization re-

qulre_Srl’l__z_MJ_Whl_CbJeqmm&ML_lon as it is that happiness is not to be
wgrlm_sib%appomng.thqsg_l_. n power but only, beyond that, by educat-‘
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happiness requires not-the perennial and fuller satisfaction of our needs
as they stand but the examination and-transformation of those needs.

Even if one whole- heartedly agreed with such a thought (as voiced,
say, in Plato and in Rousseau and in Thoreau and in Freud) no one
would say that it is applicable in all human contexts. It applies only in
contexts in which there is satisfaction enough, in which something like
luxury and leisure, something beyond the bare necessities, is an issue.
This is why our films must on the whole take Settings of unmistakable

e —

wealth; the people ggjhgmh&v.e_th— lgsy__g,tg_t__lk about | human happi-

ness, hence the time to_depri _yg__hqmsehres of it unnecessarily. Emer-
son, while we are at it, in his essay “History,” has expressed the best
way | know of initially understandmg these settings: “It is remarkable
that involuntarily we always read as superior beings . . We,h,onor the
rlch because they have externally the freedom, power, and d grace which
we feel to be proper to man, proper to us. So all that is said of the wise
man by Stoic or Oriental or modein essayist, describes his unattained
but attainable self.”

But when I spoke a moment ago of the depicting of the disposition of
fantastic sums of money I did not mean that the sums had necessarily to
be large but that large or small the amounts had to be significant. In It
Happened One Night Clark Gable is not interested in a $10,000 reward
but he insists on beng reimbursed in the amount of $39.60, his figure
fully itemized. The economic issues in these films, with all their ambiv-
alence and irresolution, are invariably tropes for spiritual issues.
(Which is not to deny that they can be interpreted the other way
around too, the spiritual conflicts as tropes for the economic. These
conflicts are bound up with the conflict over the direction of interpreta-
tion, the question, say, of what money, and how you get it, can make
you do.) This is what we might expect of American romantic, or Uto-
pian, works. The figure Gable claims is owed to him is of the same
order as the figure, arrived at with similar itemization, Thoreau claimed
to have spent in building his house, $28.12%. The purpose of these men
in both cases is to distinguish themselves, with poker faces, from those
who do not know what things cost, what life costs, who do not know
whg't_cgmts. It is as essential for the settings of our films to be such that
we can expect the characters in them to take the time, and take the
pains, to converse intelligently and playfully about themselves and
about one another as it is essential for the settings and characters of
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classical tragedy to be such that we can expect high poetry from them.
Our critical task is to discover why they use their time as they do, why
they say the things they say. Without taking up the details of the films
we should not expect to know what they are, to know what causes
them.

I am assuming that the films may themselves be up to reflecting on
what it is that causes them, hence that they may have some bearing, for
instance, on our experience and understanding of the Depression. It
Happened One Night is a film, I will come to say, about being hungry, or
hungering, where hungering is a metaphor for imagining, in particular
imagining a better, or satisfying, way to live. There are a number of
foods in the film, forming a little system of symbolic significance. There
is also a woman, in what I call a “Depression vignette,” who faints E‘&ET’
hme relation of the symbolism to this v1gnette?
Capra stuck in the vignette to buy off criticism of his treating ok'f the
problems of leisure in an age of desperation? Or as a confession that he
has no solution to give us to the problem M so might be .

excused ing so ction from it, which he does have to

W to be understood as taking the oqgasm,moﬁ the
epression to ask what it is we as a people are truly depressed by, what
hunger it is from which we all are Famt? And if hie is to be understood
so, isn’t this worse, morally speaking, than making up fairy tales?
Wouldn't it be aestheticizing human suffering, or transcendentalizing
it—like saying “Man does not live by bread alone” to a man in a
breadline?

But then this is a risk any serious art must run that opens itself to
present suffering, a risk run by, say, the famously beautiful prose and
photographs of James Agee and Walker Evans in their Let Us Now Praise
Famous Men as well as a hundred years earlier by Emerson in speaking
of those living in “silent melancholy” and by Thoreau in describing the
mass of men as leading “lives of quiet desperation.” Does one conceive
that Emerson and Thoreau are writing for someone other than the ones
they describe out of their perception of the nation’s depression? Mostly
there is no one else. Or does one conceive that the despair they perceive
is essentially a spiritual one, the kind a transcendentalist can see, and
therefore betokens not so serious a hunger? They knew the accusation
of refusing to help those whom they saw in need, as if giving what they
wrote were less practical than alms, and they answer the accusation
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openly. Around the middle of Walden Thoreau shows himself offended
by the impoverished, inefficient lives of a certain John Field and his
family and berates them for not reckoning cost as he does. I do not
know that this passage takes upon itself a greater hardness, though the
hardness is given greater specificity, than Emerson’s saying in “Self-
Reliance,” as he pictures himself going off to write, “Do not tell me,

~as a good man did to-day, of my obligation to put all poor men in good

situations. Are they my poor?” That is, it is not I who make them and
who keep them poor; and so far as I can better the situation of w_ho-
ever is poor | can do it only by a answermg my gemﬁéwvﬁ{en it calls.
But to give that sort of answer one must have a “healthy respect for

the value of one’s work, let us say for its powers of instruction and

redemption.
Eﬁ'ﬁ‘bvious that the makers of the films we will read through—
Frank Capra, Leo McCarey, Howard Hawks, George Cukor, Pre?;tBn
Sturges—are in principle not entitled to such claims for their work?

Would the principle be that film cannot provide such instruction, or |
that American films cannot, or that Hollywood comedles (at least those "\

after the silent period) cannot7 Why should one believe any of this? Of
course these films can be approprlated by any or all of their fans as fairy
tales rather than, let us say, as spiritual parables. But so can Scripture
be similarly appropriated; so can Emerson and Thoreau; so can Marx
and Nietzsche and Freud. But from what better writers can one learn, or
have companionship in knowing, that to take an interest in an object is
to take an interest in one’s experience of the object, so that to examine

D Y
and defend my interest in these films is to examine and defend my in-

terest in my own experience, in the moments and passages of my life 17

have spent with them. This in turn means, for me, defending the pro-

cess of criticism, so far as criticism is thought of, as I think of it, as a

natural extension of conversation. (And I think of conversation as
somethmg within which that remark about conversation is naturally in
place. This one too.) I will do some of this defending once it begins to
emerge that these films are themselves investigations of (parts of a con-
versation about) ideas of conversation, and investigations of what it is
to have an mterest in your own eiﬁe;ence :

There will be resistance to Con51dermg the films in the way I do be-
yond the appropriating of them as escapist material for a particular pe-

riod. Before moving from the concept of the Depression I note that

\

2
L 5N

-
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Malcolm Cowley, sifting his attentive experience of the period and of
its writing, picks out three features for emphasis that our films may be
seen to share.* The transcendentalist possibility I was noticing seems to

be what Cowley calls theﬁgerg‘o%’? millennialism, as if under the de-
pression an ecstasy were discernible; he also mentions the presence in a
number of the period’s good novels of the jh\enicﬁ_de%}:rim
and he finds a chorus of witnesses to the dignity of man. As we progress
these themes will be found to play curiously sensitive roles in our set of
films. But to see this we will have to develop a certain skepticism about
appearances. For example, it will be a virtue of our heroes to be willing
to suffer a certain indignity, as if what stands in the way of change,
psychologically speaking, is a false dignity; or, socially speaking, as if

the dignity of one part of society is the cause of the opposite part’s in-
dignity, a sure sign of a disordered state of affairs.

I AM NOT INSENSIBLE, whatever defenses | may deploy, of an avenue of
outrageousness in considering Hollywood films in the light, from time
to time, of major works of thought. My sense of the offense this can
give came to a climax in presenting a draft of my essay on It Happened
One Night (Chapter 2) to a university symposium entitled “Intellect and
Imagination: The Limits and Presuppositions of Intellectual Inquiry.”
This essay begins with the longest consecutive piece of philosophical
exposition in the book, concerning the thought of Immanuel Kant,
whose teaching has claim to be regarded as the most serious philosoph-
ical achievement of the modern age. And what follows this beginning is
the discussion of a Frank Capra film, not even something cinematically
high-minded, something sad and boring, something foreign or foreign-
looking, or something silent. Evidently I meant my contribution to a
discussion of limits and their transgressions to be an essay that itself
embodies a little transgression in its indecorous juxtaposition of sub-
jects. I introduced my discussion of that essay at the symposium by
giving three reasons for my transgression, that is, for courting and ex-
pressing a certain outrage.

First, I wished to take the opportunity to acknowledge that philoso-
phy, as | understand it, is indeed outrageous, inherently so. It seeks to

* And 1 Worked at the Writer's Trade (New York: Viking Press, 1978).
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disquiet the foundations of our lives and to offer us in recompense
nothing better than itself—and this on the basis of no expert knowl-
edge, of nothing closed to the ordinary human being, once, that is to
say, that being lets himself or herself be informed by the process and
the ambition of philosophy. Wittgenstein voices the accusation against
his work that it “seems to destroy everything interesting, that is, all that
is great and important.” He replies, as translated, that what he is “de-
stroying is nothing but houses of cards”—as if this destruction were
less important, less devastating than some other, as if we had any other
modes of dwelling.* s
Second, I wished to take the occasion of a symposium to raise a
question of the limits of the convival, anyway of the extent to which the
experiences and the pleasures of the participants were sharable—a way
cultural | inheritance. This issue was focused for me by the request of
“several participants for a thumbnail sketch of Kant’s views against
which one unfamiliar with Kant might assess my claims about him in
my opening pages. (And assess echoes in the closing?) Since my pages
on Kant are already a thumbnail sketch, I assumed that what was being
requested was a preceding sketch, maybe like a short encyclopedia
entry. Whatever the value of such a genre, for my purposes it would
have none. It would not, for example, put its recipient in a position to
assess certain originalities in the way I sketched Kant’s vision. A pur-
pose of mine, in any case, was precisely to bring into question the issue
of our common cultural inheritance. The request for a (another)
thumbnail sketch is an expression of something my sketch, in its juxta-
position with a Hollywood film, itself registers, that Kant is not a part of
the common cultural inheritance of American intellectuals. (Perhaps
this just means that we are not Germans or Central Europeans.) But if
one of the indisputably most important philosophical achievements of
the modern era of Western civilization is not a piece of our inheritance,
what is? The ensuing discussion of a Hollywood film might stand in the
place of an answer, or as a certain emblem of an answer. It must be an
ambiguous place. One ought not to say, for example, that we have films
instead of books as our legacy. In the first place, we do have books; in

* I respond a little differently to Wittgenstein’s observation in my Foreword to The
Claim of Reason (New York: Oxford University Press, 1979).
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the second, it is not clear that we do have films in common, or not clear
what it is to “have” them; in the third, the idea of “instead of” is unde-
fined. The fact is that you cannot acquire the Kant I know from me,
certainly not here and now. Anyway, would this work be worthwhile
just for the sake of having something intellectual in common? Whereas
a companion fact is that you can acquire from me, or reacquire, a Hol-
lywood film, here and now (if you've seen it recently), along with cer-
tain related matters. But would this be something worth having in
common?

My juxtaposition of Kant and Capra is meant to suggest that you
cannot know the answer to the question of worthwhlleness in advance

——l ...._.a_;..-m.\....“__‘

is sacred and further that this just means we are Americans.) I am not,
in the case of the Capra, simply counting on our capacity for bringing
our wild intelligence to bear on just about anything, say our capacities
for exploring or improvisation. What we are to see is the intelligence
that a film has already brought to bear in its making; and hence per-
haps we will think about what improvisation is and about what impor-
tance is.

Perhaps we will not, too; which means that my transgressing con-
junction of interests will be refused as a courting, and an expression, of
the outrageous. This would tend to outrage me (because it would strike
me as intellectually complacent and neglectful)—to acknowledge which
is the third reason for my conjunction of film and philosophy.

To subject these enterprises and their conjunction to our experience
of them—that is, to assess our relation to these enterprises—is a con-
ceptual as much as an experiential undertaking; it is a commitment to
being guided by our experience but not dictated to by it. I think of this
as checking one’s experience. | indicated a moment ago by my quota-
tion from Wittgenstein that philosophy requires the sense of the title of
all that is great and important to be given up to experience. If one may
think of this as an overcoming of philosophical theory, I should like to
stress that the way to overcome theory correctly, philosophically, is to
let the object or the work of your interest teach you how to consider it. I
would not object to calling this a piece of theoretical advice, as long as it
is also called a piece of practical advice. Philosophers will naturally as-
sume that it is one thing, and quite clear how, to let a philosophical
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work teach you how to consider it, and another thing, and quite ob-
scure how or why, to let a film teach you this. I believe these are not
such different things.

A READING OF A FILM sets up a continuous appeal to the experlence of the
film, or ratherto-an- active-memory of the experignce (or an active antic-
ipation of acquiring the experience). It seems to me that even those who
are willing to believe that the details of every motion and position of
what the camera depicts, and of every motion and position of the cam-
era that is doing the depicting, may be significant in determining what a
film is about—to believe, that is, that the visual facts of a movie you
care about may survive the same kind of attention you would give the
verbal facts of a literary text you care about—even among these people . ~S
it is hard to believe that the words spoken in the film should be taken
with the same seriousness. It is true that the words of dialogue put on
the page seem too poor to carry the significance I will attach to them.
And in a sense this is right—they have to be taken from the page and
put back, in memory, onto the screen. It is natural to neglect this obli-
gation because words can be quoted on the page and moving images
cannot be, so you can think that work has been done for you (by the
words on the page) when the work for you to do has only been con-
veniently notated. Apart from a clear recall, or a vivid imagination, of
these words as spoken by these actors in these environments, my at-
tention to the words may well seem, indeed ought to seem, misplaced
or overdone. (Something analogous is familiar in reading plays. Even
Ibsen’s words might seem too poor on the page to live up to their repu-
tation. Let this indicate, without denying that film is a visual medium,
that film is a medium of drama.) This is an epitome of the nature of
conversation about film generally, that those who are experiencing
again, and expressing, moments of a film are at any time apt to become
incomprehensible (in some specific mode, perhaps enthusiastic to the
point of folly) to those who are not experiencing them (again). I am re-
garding the necessity of this risk in conversing about film as revelatory
of the conversation within film—at any rate, within the kind of film
under attention here—that words that on one viewing pass, and are
meant to pass, without notice, as unnoticeably trivial, on another reso-
nate and declare their implication in a network of significance. These
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film words thus declare their mimesis of ordinary words, words in
daily conversation. A mastery of film writing and film making accord-
ingly requires, for such films, a mastery of this mode of mimesis.*

Checking one’s experience is a rubric an American, or a spiritual
American, might give to the empiricism practiced by Emerson and by
Thoreau. I mean the rubric to capture the sense at the same time of
consulting one’s experience and of subjecting it to examination, and be-
yond these, of momentarily stopping, turning yourself away from what-
ever your preoccupation and turning your experience away from its
expected, habitual track, to find itself, its own track: coming to atten-
tion. The moral of this practice is to educate your experience suffi-
ciently so that it is worthy of trust. The philosophical catch would then
be that the education cannot be achieved in advance of the trusting.
Hence Emerson is logically forced to give his best to Whim. Yet the
American inheritance of Kant (and wasn't this in advance of experi-
ence?) is essential to making up Transcendentalism, and hence it goes
into what makes Emerson Emerson and what makes Thoreau Thoreau.
Encouraged by them, one learns that without this trust in one’s experi-
ence, expressed as a willingness to find words for it, without thus taking
an interest in it, one is without authority in one’s own experience. (In a
similar mood, in The Claim of Reason, I speak of being without a voice in
one’s own history.) I think of this authority as the right to take an inter-
est in your own experience. | suppose the primary good of a teacher is
to prompt his or her students to find their way to that authority; with-
out it, rote is fate. The world, under minimum conditions of civiliza-
tion, could not without our cooperation so thoroughly contrive to sepa-
rate us from this authority. Think of it as learning neither to impose
your experience on the world nor to have it imposed upon by the
world. (These are sorts of distortions of reason Kant calls fanaticism
and superstition.) It is learning freedom of consciousness, which you
might see as becoming civilized. Unless spoken from such a position,
why should assertions concerning the value of, for example, film be of
any concern to us?

* I claim in “Ending the Waiting Game: A Reading of Endgame,” in Must We Mean
What We Say? (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1976), pp. 128-30, that
Beckett achieves a new way for theater of accomplishing this point of mimesis. A reliable»
transcript of the dialogue of It Happened One Night, together with, instructively, a perva-
sively inaccurate set of descriptions and “stage directions,” is in Four-Star Scripts, ed. Lor-
raine Noble (New York: Doubleday, Doran and Co., 1936). Another published script of a
principal remarriage comedy is Adam’s Rib (New York: Viking Press, 1972).
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It is fundamental to this view of experience not to accept any given
experience as final but to subject the experience and its object to the
test of one another. For this a concept such as that of, let me say, the
good encounter must come into play. There are such things as inspired
times of reading or listening as surely as there are such things as in-
spired times of writing or composition. Successive encounters of a
work are not necessarily cumulative; a later one may overturn earlier
ones or may be empty. A valuable critic tends to know of his or her ex-
perience which is which as surely as he knows about an object what is
what. A work one cares about is not so much something one has read as
something one is a reader of; connection with it goes on, as with any
relation one cares about. (Thoreau’s copy of Homer is open on his table
at Walden. So far as philosophy is a matter of caring about texts, medi-
tation is its work before argumentation, since the end of the caring
cannot be expressed in a conclusion which you might take away from
the text.) Yet everything in our film culture, and not only there, has
until recently conspired to adopt as standard the experience taken on
one viewing. My impression is that'most people still see all films except
certain private or cult obsessions just once, and reviewers review on
one viewing, saying things that there will probably be no practical way
to test. In each other art it is comparatively normal to expect to be able
to go back to a work you care about, at least in reproduction. Revival
houses, university programs of film studies, television’s unending de-
pendence on Hollywood past, and perhaps any minute now video discs
and cassettes, are changing these expectations. If these changes in mere
practicality reach the point of making the history of film as much a part
of the present experience of film as the history of the other arts is part
of their present, this will result in a greater alteration of our experience
of film, I predict, than any development since the establishment of the

T W PR ST T
motion picture.
—_—

I SHOULD coONFEess that my confession to having courted a certain outra-
geousness in juxtaposing philosophy and film is not yet full, for I har-
bor the conviction that facing them with one another is positively called
for; it is internal to my interest in each of them. From the side of film I
have indicated in previous writings ways in which, as I might put it,
film exists in a state of philosophy: it is inherently self-reflexive, takes
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itself as an inevitable part of its craving for speculation;* one of its sem-
inal genres—the one in question in the present book—demands the
portrayal of philosophical conversation, hence undertakes to portray
one of the causes of philosophical dispute. It may be felt that these
properties apply, more or less, to all the major arts. In that case what I
am showing is that philosophy is to be understood, however else, aes-
thetically.

From the side of philosophy I can suggest what I see as its affinity for
film by citing another passage of Emerson’s, this time from “The
American Scholar”:

I ask not for the great, the remote, the romantic; what is doing in Italy or
Arabia; what is Greek art, or Provencal minstrelsy; I embrace the com-
mon, I explore and sit at the feet of the familiar, the low. Give me insight
into today, and you may have the antique and future worlds. What would
we really know the meaning of? The meal in the firkin; the milk in the
pan; the ballad in the street; the news of the boat; the glance of the eye;
the form and the gait of the body;—show me the ultimate reason of these
matters; show me the sublime presence of the highest spiritual cause
lurking, as always it does lurk, in these suburbs and extremeties of nature;
.. .—and the world lies no longer a dull miscellany and lumber-room, but
has form and order; there is no trifle, there is no puzzle, but one design
unites and animates the farthest pinnacle and the lowest trench.

Something Emerson means by the common, the familiar, and the low is
something I have meant (claiming the inheritance of the common pre-
occupation of J. L. Austin and of Wittgenstein), in my various defenses
over the years of proceeding in philosophy from ordinary language,
from words of everyday life. By “sitting at the feet” of the familiar and
the low, this student of Eastern philosophy must mean that he takes the
familiar and the low as his study, his guide, his guru; as much his point
of arrival as of departure. In this he joins his thinking with the new po-
etry and art of his times, whose topics he characterizes as “the literature
of the poor, the feelings of the child, the philosophy of the street, the
meaning of household life.” I note that when he describes himself as

* This is the theme of film’s acknowledgment (or definition) of its medium, a preoccu-
pation of The World Viewed and of “More of The World Viewed" as well as of the Foreword
written for their joint reissue as The World Viewed, Enlarged Edition (Cambridge: ' farvard
University Press, 1979). The question of acknowledgment, of self-reflection, is not ex-
hausted, as appears sometimes to be thought, by the tendency of films to be self-refer-
ential. The latter is at best a specialized (generally comic) mode of the former.




15
WORDS FOR A CONVERSATION

asking “not for the great, the remote, the romantic,” he is apparently
not considering that the emphasis on the low and the near is exactly the
opposite face of the romantic, the continued search for a new intimacy
in the self’s relation to its world. His list of the matters whose “ultimate
reason” he demands of students to know—"The meal in the firkin; the
milk in the pan; the ballad in the street; the news of the boat; the glance
of the eye; the form and gait of the body”—is a list epitomizing what ~
we may call éhe physiognomy of the ordinagz}a form of what Kierke-
gaard calls the perception of the sublime in the everyday. It is a list,
made three or four years before Daguerre would exhibit his copper
plates in Paris, epitomizing the obsessions of photography. I once re-
marked that Baudelaire, in his praise of a painter of everyday life, had
had a kind of premonition of film.* Here I should like to add that with-
out the{mode of perceptionjinspired in Emerson (and Thoreau) by the
everyday, the near, the low, the familiar, one is bound to be blind to
some of the best poetry of film, to a sublimity in it. Naturally I should
like to say that this would at the same time ensure deafness to some of
the best poetry of philosophy—not now its mythological flights nor its
beauty or purity of argumentation, but now its power of exemplifica-
tion, the world in a piece of wax.** It is to the point that the genre of
film in question in the present book will at the end become characteriz-
able as a comedy of dailiness.

In subjecting these films to the same burden of interpretation that I
expect any text to carry that I value as highly, [ am aware that there are
those for whom such an enterprise must from the start appear mis-
guided, those who are satisfied that they know what film is, that it is, for
example, a commodity like any other, or a visual medium of popular
entertainment (as compared with what?). But anti-intellectualism is no
more or less attractive here than elsewhere. Neither, no doubt, is
overintellectuality. If anti-intellectualism were the genuine corrective to
overintellectuality then there would be no distinction between a sage
and a punk. I am moved here to reiterate to the reader the sentiment I
was expressing in speaking about the issue of a common cultural inher-

* The World Viewed, p. 42.

** Exemplification is a principal theme of The Claim of Reason. In ““An Emerson Mood,”
included in an expanded edition of The Senses of Walden (forthcoming from North Point
Press in Berkeley), I have spelled out a little further the idea of Emerson and Thoreau as
underwriting the procedures and certain aspirations of Austin and Wittgenstein.
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itance. This book is primarily devoted to the reading of seven films. If
my citings of philosophical texts along the way- hinder more than they
help you, skip them. If they are as useful as I take them to be they will
find a further chance with you.

THE THIRTIES were more than the Depression. They were phases of his-
tories other than that of what is called the economies of nations. The
opening years of the Depression were also the opening years of a new
phase in the history of cinema, the years of the advent of sound. The
year of the earliest member of our genre, 1934, is early enough for that
film to have had a decisive say in determining the creation of Holly-
wood sound film. The genre it projected, on my interpretation, can be
said to require the creation of a new woman, or the new creation of a
woman, something I describe as a new creation of the human. If the
genre 15 as definitive of sound comedy as I take it to be, and if the fea-
ture of the creation of the woman is as definitive of the genre as I take it
to be, then this phase of the history of cinema is bound ug with a phaseﬁ "

-
|

these phases of these hlstones are part of the creatlon of o one another.

It may prove to ‘be, at any rate, that this genre of fllm is in fact the
main reason for posmng the ex1stence of such a phase in the con-
sciousness, or unconsciousness, of women. This would be the case so
long as the picture of the trajectory of the feminist movement looks the
way it has been presented more than once in my hearing: that after the
great figures and notable gains of the generations of women beginning
with the Seneca Falls Convention in 1848 and culminating, so it
seemed, in the winning of the vote for women in 1920, feminist thought
and feminist practice somehow scattered themselves or lost their spe-
cific identity. After a decade to assess the value of suffrage there came
the Depression, then the War, then the postwar Eisenhower generation
of silence, then the civil rights movement for blacks, and only then, to-
ward the end of the sixties, did a new phase of feminist history begin.
As if the feminist preoccupation could not, during the four decades
from the thirties through most of the sixties, get itself on the agenda of
an otherwise preoccupied nation. I take the very existence of the genre
of the comedy of remarriage—of course, on m my 1mtlon of what
its films are and what they are about—as proof that such a picture can-
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not be right. Coming from me, this claim is meant to be less about femi-
nist theory and practice, about which my knowledge has barely begun,

than about film about the fact that films of the magnitude I claim the

Tike to call the inner agenda “of a culture, (I find Alice S. Rossi’s de-
scription, in one of her introductions to a section of selections in The
Feminist Papers,* closer to the view I am expressing: “The generation that
followed the activist generation of suffragists may have been consoli-
dating feminist ideas into the private stuff of their lives and seeking
new outlets for the expression of thesvalues that prompted their moth-
ers’ public behavior” [p. 616]. What I am saying differs in two ways
from this sort of account. First, | am saying that there is no “may have
been” about it, as if we needed better evidence. What I am looking for
is the better interpretation of documents as blatant as, say, a constitu-
tional amendment. Second, the idea of “the private stuff of their lives”
is part of the intuition I wished to capture by speaking of an friﬁér
agenda of a culture”; but beyond that I meant it to express the idea of
something shared, call it a shared fantasy, apart from which the films
under investigation here could not have reached their publzc posmon)
“The formulation “consciousness of women” is studlously ambiguous
as between meaning the consciousness held with respect to women,
whether by women or by men; and the consciousness held by women,
with respect to themselves and everything else. By the consciousness of
women as expressed in the genre of remarriage I mean something of
both 51des—I mean a development in the consciousness women hold of
themselves : as thxs is developed in its relation to the consciousness men
hold of them. Whether in a given historical period and class and place
this consciousness is fundamentally imposed upon women or whether
the relation is one in which women are fundamentally equal partners in
the development is something I assume it is the burden of history to
show (the burden of its working and the burden of the students of its
working). Our films may be understood as parables of a phase of the
development of consciousness at which the struggle is for the reciproc-
ity or equality of consciousress between a woman and a man, a study
of the conditions under which this fight for recognition (as Hegel put it) *
or demand for acknowledgment (as I have put it) is a struggle for mu-

* (New York: Bantam Books, 1974).
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tual freedom, especially of the views each holds of the other. This gives
the films of our genre a Utopian cast. They harbor a vision which they
know cannot fully be d(m, inhabited, in the world we know.
They are romances. Showing us our fantasies, they express the inner
agenda of a nation that conceives Utopian longings and commitments
" What suits the women in them—Claudette Colbert, Irene Dunne,
Katharine Hepburn, Rosalind Russell, Barbara Stanwyck—for their
leading roles? All were born between 1904 and 1911, about the years
you would expect, given two assumptions: that the leading women
must be around thirty years old as the genre is forming itself, neither
young nor old, experienced yet still hopeful; and that within four or
five years of the establishment of the talkie’s material basis, it found in
the genre of remarriage one of its definitive forms, as though cinema
could barely wait to enter into the kind of conversation required of the
genre and made possible by sound. An immediate significance of the
women'’s being born in the latter half of the first decade of the century
is that their mothers would have been of the generation of 1880, the
generation of, for example, Eleanor Roosevelt, Frances Perkins, Mar-
garet Sanger. A distinguished generation, one would think, and one is
asked to think about it because in the fiction of our films the woman’s
mother is conspicuously and problematically absent. If these films are
what I have called investigations of something like the creation of the
woman in them, we are bound to ask what the absence of the maternal
half of her creation betokens.

What is it about the conversation of just these films that makes it so
perfectly satisfy the appetite of talking pictures? Granted the fact, the
question can only be answered by consulting the films. Evidently their
conversation is the verbal medium in which, for example, questions of
human creation and the absence of mothers and the battle between
men and women for recognition of one another, and whatever matters
turn out to entail these, are given expression. So it is not sufficient that,
say, the conversation be sexually charged. If it were sufficient then the
genre would begin in 1931, with Noel Coward’s Private Lives, a work
patently depicting the divorce and remarrying of a rich and sophisti-
cated pair who speak intelligently and who infuriate and appreciate one
another more than anyone else. But their witty, sentimental, violent ex-
changes get nowhere; their makings up never add up to forgiving one
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another (no place they arrive at is home to them); and they have come
from nowhere (their constant reminiscences never add up to a past they
can admit together). They are forever stuck in an orbit around the foci
of desire and contempt. This is a fairly familiar perception of what
marriage is. The conversation of what I call the genre of remarriage is,
judging from the films I take to define it, of a sort that leads to acknowl-
edgment; to the reconciliation of a genuine forgiveness; a reconciliation
50 pm as to requxre the metamorphosis of death and revival, the
achievement of a new perspectlve on existence; a perspectl{/egthat pre-
sents itself as a place; one removed fiom the city of confusmn and d1-'
vorce. One moral to draw from the structure of Private Lives is that no
one feature of the genre is sufficient for membership in the genre, not
even the title feature of remarriage itself. Another moral is that the fact
that Private Lives seems closer than our comedies do to the spirit of Res-
toration comedy is a good reason not to look to Restoration comedy (as
I have periodically, for obvious reasons, found myself tempted to do) as
a central source of the comedy of remarriage.

I FIND A PRECEDENT for the structure of remarriage, as said, in Shake-
spearean romance, and centrally in The Winter's Tale. This was one of
the earliest and, while encouraging, most puzzling discoveries I made as
I became involved in thoughts about the set of films in question here.
Two puzzles immediately presented themselves. First, since Shake-
spearean romantic comedy did not remain a viable form of comedy for
the English stage, compared with a Jonsonian comedy of manners, what
is it about film that makes its occurrence there viable? This goes into the
question uwas only in 1934, and in America of all places, that the
Shakespearean structure surfaced again, if not quite on the stage. I have
in"effect already outlined the answer [ have to that question. Nineteen
thirty-four—half a dozen years after the advent of sound—was about
the earliest date by which the sound film could reasonably be expected
to have found itself artistically. And it happens that at that same date
there was a group of women of an age and a temperament to make
possible the definitive realization of the genre that answered the
Shakespearean description, a date at which a phase of human history,
namely, a phase of feminism, and requirements of a genre inheriting a
remarriage structure from Shakespeare, and the nature of film’s trans-
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formation of its human subjects, met together on the issue of the new
creation of a woman. No doubt- “this_meeting of interests is part of
America’s special mvolvement in film, from the talent drawn to Holly-
wood in making them to the part1c1pat10n of society as a whole in
viewing them, and especially America’s preeminence in film comedy.

The second puzzle about the Shakespearean precedent is why the
film comedies of remarriage took as their Shakespearean equivalent, so
to speak, the topic of divorce, which raises in a particular form the
question of the legitimacy of marriage. Since | am saying that the com-
edy of remarriage does not look upon marriage as does either French
farce or Restoration comedy, I had thought in vain about a comedic
precedent for the remarriage form more specific than the Shake-
spearean. It finally dawned on me that the precedent need not be found
in the history of comedy but in any genre to which the film comedies in
question can be shown to have an exact conceptual relation. This
thought permitted me to find an instance of what I was looking for in
the most obvious place in the world I know of drama, in Ibsen, and par-
ticularly, it turns out, in A Doll House. (I learn to call it this, without the
possessive, from a convincing explanation with which Rolf Fjelde pref-
aces his translation of the play.)* This is the latest of the ideas I intro-
duce in these pages, and to commemorate it, and for future reference, |
inscribe this early moment of my book with excerpts from the last
pages of that play.**

NoRrA: Thank you for your forgiveness. (She goes out through the door,
right.)

HewMEeR:  No, don’t go—What are you doing there?
NORA (offstage): Taking off my fancy dress.

HELMER:  Yes, do that. Try to calm yourself and get your balance again,
my frightened little songbird. Don't be afraid. I have broad wings to
shield you. How lovely and peaceful this little home of ours is,
Nora. ... What's this? Not in bed? Have you changed?

NORA (in her everyday dress): Yes, Torvald. I've changed.

NORA (after a short silence): Doesn’t anything strike you about the way
we're sitting here?

* Ibsen: The Complete Major Prose Plays (New York: New American Library, 1978).
** Translated by Michael Meyer in Ghosts and Three Other Plays (New York: Anchor
Books Original, 1966).
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HeLMER: What?

NORrA: We've been married for eight years. Does it occur to you that this
is the first time that we two, you and I, man and wife, have ever had a
serious talk together?

HELMER:  Serious? What do you mean, serious?

HewMer:  Nora, how can you be so unreasonable and ungrateful? Haven't
you been happy here? .

Nora: No; never. I used to think I was; but I haven’t ever been happy.
HewMer:  Not—not happy?

Nora: No. I've just had fun. You've always been very kind to me. But
our home has never been anything but a playroom. I've been your
doll-wife, just as I used to be Papa’s doll-child. And the children have
been my dolls . ..

HewMeR:  There may be a little truth in what you say, though you exag-
gerate and romanticize. But from now on itll be different. Playtime is
over. Now the time has come for education.

NORA: Whose education? Mine or the children’s?
HetMeRr:  Both yours and the children’s, my dearest Nora.

NOrA: Oh, Torvald, you're not the man to educate me into being the
right wife for you.

HELMER: But to leave your home, your husband, your children! Have
you thought what people will say? ... But this is monstrous! Can you
neglect your most sacred duties? . .. First and foremost you are a wife
and mother.

NoORrA: I don’t believe that any longer. I believe that I am first and fore-
most a human being, like you—or anyway, that I must try to become
one.

HewMmer:  Nora, [ would gladly work for you night and day, and endure
sorrow and hardship for your sake. But no man can be expected to sac-
rifice his honor, even for the person he loves.
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Nora: Millions of women have done it.
Hewmer:  Oh, you think and talk like a stupid child.

NoORrA: That may be. But you neither think nor talk like the man I could
share my life with.

NORA: I can’t spend the night in a strange man’s house.
HELMER: But can’t we live here as brother and sister, then—?

NorA:  You know quite well it wouldn’t last.

HeiMer: Nora—can I never be anything but a stranger to you?

NoORrA: Oh, Torvald! Then the miracle of miracles would have to hap-
pen.

HewtMEeR:  The miracle of miracles?

NORA: You and I would both have to change so much that—oh, Torvald,
I don’t believe in miracles any longer.

HeiMeER: But I want to believe in them. Tell me. We should have to
change so much that—?

NoRrA: That life between us two could become a marriage. Goodbye.

The intimacy of the connection between these excerpts and the
themes of the films of remarriage will not, I think, make itself felt un-
forgettably until one is well into the studies of the individual films; cer-
tainly, as I indicated, I did not see the intimacy until I was just about
through composing them. A Doll House is a structure in which an ap-
parently orderly life shatters into fragments which assemble with rag-
ing velocity an argument concerning the concepts of forgiveness, inhab-
itation, conversation, happiness, playtime, becoming human, fathers
and husbands, brother and sister, education, scandal, fitness for teach-
ing, honor, becoming strangers, the miracle of change, and the meta-
physics of marriage. The argument of a comedy of remarriage requires,
with others, each of these concepts. In A Doll House a woman climacti-
cally discovers that her eminently legal marriage is not comprehensible
as a marriage, and therefore, before her own conscience, that she is
dishonored. She demands an education and leaves to seek one that she
says her husband is not the man to provide. They could find a life to-
gether (and so perhaps find or create marriage between them) only on
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the condition that a miracle of change take place. I have described the
genre of remarriage in effect as undertaking to show how the miracle of
change may be brought about and hence life together between a pair
seeking divorce become a marriage. A Doll House thus establishes a
problematic to which the genre of remarriage constitutes a particular
direction of response, for which it establishes the conditions or costs of |
a solution. ;

How is this possible? Are these films as good as Ibsen’s plays? But if
what I have said is true about the i\ntimacy and the exactness of the
films’ responses to the problematic of A Doll House is it important to ask
whether they are as good? What is the doubt about them?

In a speech Ibsen gave to the Norwegian League for Women'’s Rights
in 1898, he began by disclaiming the honor of having consciously
worked for the women'’s rights movement. This disclaimer seems to
encode two further claims of his opening paragraph: that the movement
for women'’s rights is a part of the task of human advancement, whether
the leading part in a given historical moment it is perhaps less impor-
tant to say; and the task of human advancement he does claim to have
worked for—if I understand—by saying: “I have been more the poet
and less the social philosopher than people generally seem inclined to
believe.”* The chain of concepts I extracted from the closing pages of A
Doll House is hardly one that an observer of society would hit upon
either to describe Victorian marriage or to make a case against. it. An
advocate of such marriage would have had a defense against Nora’s
case against it or he would have refused, unlike Torvald Helmer, to
grant that a case had been made against marriage, perhaps by repeating
differences between men and women which nobody need deny, and
surely by saying that Nora’s language—about dolls and honor and ig-
norance—is exaggerated, romantic. Helmer in fact takes this line in his
initial responses to Nora’s onslaught but soon he gives way before it,
trying to comprehend her. His weakness is then humanly to his credit,
his only hope for a future with her. The power of the drama lies in
feeling the forming of Nora’s moral conscience, her acceptance of her
unprotected identity (in such lines as, “I realized that for eight years I

had been living here with a complete stranger, and had borne him three

children! ... I could tear myself to pieces!”’), and recognizing the con-

* Evert Sprinchorn, Ibsen: Letters and Speeches (London, MacGibbon and Kee, 1965), p.
337.
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cepts of her newly created and creating consciousness, accordingly, as
unanswerable.

There is in these closing pages of the play an unfolding of actions
amounting to what I should like to call continual poetic justice. The in-
tellectual or spiritual succession of concepts, dismantling the doll
house, have this quality as certainly as the more obviously Ibsenist
gesture in which Nora refers to her changing her clothes as her being
changed, or the final sound of the slamming door of the house, which
counts not as the interruption of an argument but as its continuation by
other means, and specifically its ending. Her action is not the prevent-
ing but the abandoning of words, and of the house of words. The ac-
tions and words of our films characteristically work with these poetic
densities—the subverted embrace at the close of Bringing Up Baby; the
darkening screen, empty of figures, at the close of It Happened One Night;
the photographs that close The Philadelphia Story; sitting down together
in His Girl Friday; a song and dance in The Awful Truth ... The Ibsen,
and these films, declare that our lives are poems, their actions and
words the content of a dream, working on webs of significance we can-
not or will not survey but merely spin further. In everyday life the

f poems often seem composed by demons who curse us, wish us 1ll in art
by an angel who v;fs-i'les us well, and blesses us. &
" Claiming Ibsen as well as Shakespeare as part of the specific inherit-
ance earned by these American films, I seem to be moving toward a
claim that American film is an ampler inheritor of the history of drama
than American theater has been. It would be no objection to this
thought to point out that three of our films have their source in Ameri-
can plays (two most famously, His Girl Friday from Hecht and Mac-
Arthur’s The Front Page, and The Philadelphia Story from Philip Barry’s
play of that name). This is certainly to be studied, as is the issue gen-
erally of the relation of theater to film. I have not tried to do so in these
pages and I make that all right with myself with the following two
thoughts. First, | am not writing the history of the genre in question but
proposing its logic (a distinction I will come back to). Second, more
important from my point of view than locating sources is to understand
what a source is. My working hypothesis throughout the following dis-
cussions is that the sources of these films bear to them no more decisive
or more uniform a relation than, say, the sources of Shakespeare’s
plays bear to his plays. Whatever an earlier play called something like
King Lear contains, its translation into Shakespeare’s medium is in-
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herently unpredictable; and however interesting the comparison may
be in certain cases, it cannot determine what is going on in the Shake-
speare. A complementary relation is that between a work of Shake-
speare and certain spectaculars or panoramas “based upon” that work.
In that case you might call Shakespeare’s text not a source but a sea,
from which various items—treasures, corpses, shells, weeds, more or
less at will—were lifted and heaped on the shote of big entertainment.

I assume that the relations of source and of sea are both to be found
in film, perhaps in different proportions than in*other stretches of the
history of drama. My purpose at the moment is to empha51ze that
translation into the medium of film is inherently unpredictable. A film
will make of a play what it will. (In the case of the translation of human
beings and of material objects this is the theme of my essay “What Be-
comes of Things On Film?”*) It is the film The Philadelphia Story and its
participation in the genre of remarriage that tells you what happens to
Tracy Lord’s brother on film, I mean why he is incorporated into the
figure of her once and future husband; the stage play has nothing to say
on the subject.

I am always saying that we must let the films themselves teach us
how to look at them and how to think about them. The followmg is a
quite didactic moment that concerns the nature of a “source.” It occurs
at the end of His Girl Friday as Cary Grant phones his paper to tell
Duf‘fy the city editor, to tear out the front page because he and Hildy

are coming in with the real story. As the plot of the film is, so to speak,
taking its course alongside him, Grant goes into detail about what
should be taken off the front page and what left in and put where. I un-
derstand this as a fairly strict allegory of Howard Hawks telling his

“re-write” man what to do with The Front Page (the play and the earlier

film made from the play) Among other things Grant tells Duffy to do is
to stick Hitler in the funny pages and to “Leave the rooster story alone.
That’s human interest.” In part the allegory is a daring self-justification
of comedy, of why one must make room for it, that what is news is de-
termined by what human beings are humanly interested in, and you
cannot know this apart from consulting that experience. Maybe it is in a
rooster; and maybe Hitler is not news but just a problem about which
we know what must be done. Further, it will emerge early in the read-
ing of The Awful Truth that His Girl Friday includes elaborate allusions

* Philosophy and Literature 2, no. 2 (Fall 1978): 249-257.
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to it, as might be expected of a film that re-casts Cary Grant and Ralph
Bellamy into so similiar a position with respect to one another, and to a
former wife; but only late in the reading of The Awful Truth, after the
point about the allusions is past, do I mention that it has a good rooster
story in it that in His Girl Friday Cary Grant, or rather Howard Hawks,
is surely praising Leo McCarey for having put in. But the principal
point of the allegory would be to declare that the relation between His
Girl Friday and its “source” is one of mere practicality, that Hawks feels
no more obligation or piety toward the earlier work than a managing
editor would feel toward the set-up of a front page that must be re-set
in the light of new and startling developments. You just have to start
over again, though some of the news may well remain where it is. One
may take this as an allegory confined in reference to Howard Hawks’s
practice in this film. To me it reads as a reasonable statement about
sources generally, about one way in which a source is pressed into ser-
vice. An eventual work may follow a source closely or not, in one place
or another. Not every way of following amounts to an adaptation. The
relation, and the purpose, will have to be made out, critically, in the in-
dividual case. I take Hawks’s purpose in his allegory about sources to
declare at once that his work is fresher than its reputed source and of
greater human interest. (Why a given writer is drawn to particular
sources is a further range of question.)

HAVING LOCATED certain causes for the genre’s beginning when it does, I
ought perhaps to have some speculation about why it ends when it
does. It would be an answer to say that it ends when the small set of
women who made it possible are no longer of an age to play its leads.
Yet one feels that if the genre has not exhausted its possibilities and if
the culture needs them sufficiently, people will be found. And indeed it
is not clear that the genre has yielded itself up completely. Three of the
most successful American films, and most interesting, of the past cou-
ple of years have begun with divorce and attempted and speculated
about remarriage—Starting Over, An Unmarried Woman, and Kramer vs.
Kramer. 1 believe An Unmarried Woman is generally thought to be a bet-
ter film than Starting Over, the comparison invited by the presence in
both of Jill Clayburgh as the female lead. I think the reason for that
opinion is a reluctance on the part of people of a certain cultivation to
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see how charming and perceptive a man Burt Reynolds can be, when
not cast as a good old boy. The writing of An Unmarried Woman may be
more literate than that of Starting Over but in the latter film the pair’s
saying of words to one another is shown to mean more; their conversa-
tions are meant to bring about believable change.

And then at the climactic conclusion of Kramer vs. Kramer, one of the
most celebrated films of 1979, exactly 100 years after the opening of A
Doll House, one for a moment, caught in the force of Meryl Streep’s per-
formance, might have the sense that one was seéing Nora return home.
The film opens with her saying to her husband who is carrying on some
business over the telephone that she is leaving him and their child,
going out in search of an education, in search of herself. You don't
know at the close of the film whether she will stay after she goes up to
see her child, but the conditions are favorable: she comes back because
she is ready to be with the child, and she understands that in her ab-
sence the child and its father are at home. That on this basis a further
development in the genre of remarriage can take place, one that in-
cludes the presence of children, cannot be ruled out by this film. But it
cannot be ruled in either, because the film constitutes no study of these
matters; we have no feeling for their lives before she left, we know
nothing specific about what she has learned about herself, and we have
not, except for a moment of greeting, seen her with the child. We have
seen enough of the father and child’s life together to want it to con-
tinue, but we have seen nothing else that we want to see resume (“only
a little different this time,” as Cary Grant had said to Irene Dunne some
forty years before).

To assess my claim that the Hollywood sound comedy of remarriage
begins with It Happened One Night, in 1934, one will have to know more
definitely what I mean by a genre and what I mean by its having a be-
ginning. I have already said that my date may be off—an earlier film
may present itself for consideration (even one from the silent era, if a
critic can show that even the fact of sound should not be regarded as
essential to the genre), or it might be argued that It Happened One Night
is for some reason not a true member of the genre, so that it only begins
later, say with The Awful Truth. But I have also said that I am not writing
history. More urgent than the date is to know what any such date
should be taken to mean. My thought is that a genre emerges full-
blown, in a particular instance first (or set of them if they are simultane-
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ous), and then works out its internal consequences in further instances.
So that, as I would like to put it, it has no history, only a birth and a
logic (or a biology). It has a, let us say, prehistory, a setting up of the
conditions it requires for viability (for example, the technology and the
achievement of sound movies, the existence of certain women of a cer-
tain age, a problematic of marriage established in certain segments of
the history of theater); and it has a posthistory, the story of its fortunes
in the rest of the world, but all this means is that later history must be
told with this new creation as a generating element. But if the genre
emerges full-blown, how can later members of the genre add anything
to it?

This question is prompted by a picture of a genre as a form charac-
terized by features, as an object by its properties; accordingly to emerge
full-blown must mean to emerge possessing all its features. The answer
to the question is that later members can “add” something to the genre
because there is no such thing as “all its features.” It will be natural in
what follows, even irresistible, to speak of individual characteristics of
a genre as “features” of it; but the picture of an object with its proper-
ties is a bad one. It seems to underlie certain “structuralist” writings.

An alternative idea, which I take to underlie the discussions of this
book and which I hope will be found worth working out explicitly,
picks up a suggestion I broached in “A Matter of Meaning It” in Must
We Mean What We Say? and again in The World Viewed, that a narrative
or dramatic genre might be thought of as a medium in the visual arts
might be thought of, or a “form” in music. The idea is that the members
of a genre share the inheritance of certain conditions, procedures and
subjects and goals of composition, and that in primary art each member
of such a genre represents a study of these conditions, something I
think of as bearing the responsibility of the inheritance. There is, on
this picture, nothing one is tempted to call the features of a genre which
all its members have in common. First, nothing would count as a fea-
ture until an act of criticism defines it as such. (Otherwise it would al-
ways have been obvious that, for instance, the subject of remarriage
was a feature, indeed a leading feature, of a genre.) Second, if a member
of a genre were just an object with features then if it shared all its fea-
tures with its companion members they would presumably be indistin-
guishable from one another. Third, a genre must be left open to new
members, a new bearing of responsibility for its inheritance; hence, in
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the light of the preceding point, it follows that the new member must
bring with it some new feature or features. Fourth, membership in the
genre requires that if an instance (apparently) lacks a given feature, it
must compensate for it, for example, by showing a further feature “in-
stead of” the one it lacks. Fifth, the test of this compensation is that the
new feature introduced by the new member will, in turn, contribute to
a description of the genre as a whole. But I think one may by now feel
that these requirements, thought about in terms of “features,” are be-
ginning to contradict one another. ;

(Before articulating that feeling I pause for an aside to readers of
Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations who will sense a connection
here, in the denial that what constitutes the members of a genre is their
having features in common, with Wittgenstein’s caution not to say of
things called by the same name that they must have something in com-
mon [hence share some essence or so-called universal] but instead to
consider that they bear to one another a family resemblance. But if I
said of games, using Wittgenstein’s famous example in this connection,
that they form a genre of human activity, I would mean not merely that
they look like one another or that one gets similar impressions from
them; I would mean they are what they are in view of one another. I find
that the idea of “family resemblance” does not capture this signifi-
cance, if indeed it is really there.)*

Take an example. I have mentioned that one feature of the genre of
remarriage will be the narrative’s removal of the pair to a place of per-
spective in which the complications of the plot will achieve what reso-
lution they can. But It Happened One Night has no such settled place; in-
stead what happens takes place “on the road.” I say that what
compensates for this lack is in effect the replacement of a past together
by a commitment to adventurousness, say to a future together no mat-
ter what. But then it will be found that adventurousness in turn plays a
role in each of the other films of remarriage. And one may come to
think that a state of perspective does not require representation by a
place but may also be understood as a matter of directedness, of being
on the road, on the way. In that case what is “compensating” for what?
Nothing is lacking, every member incorporates any “feature” you can

* ] am prompted to these parenthetical remarks by an exchange of letters with Paul
Alpers.
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name, in its way. It may be helpful to say that a new member gets its
distinction by investigating a particular set of features in a way that
makes them, or their relation, more explicit than in its companions.
Then as these exercises in explicitness reflect upon one another, loop-
ing back and forth among the members, we may say that the genre is
striving toward a state of absolute explicitness, of expressive saturation.
At that point the genre would have nothing further to generate. This is
perhaps what is sometimes called the exhaustion of conventions. There
is no way to know that the state of saturation, completeness of expres-
sion, has been reached.

A NATURAL QUESTION ARISES as to how comedies of remarriage are re-
lated to films in which the fact of remarriage can be said to be dominant
but the film is not a comedy. A good case is Random Harvest (Mervyn
LeRoy, 1942), with Ronald Coleman and Greer Garson. This is com-
plete with divorce; with spiritual death and revival; with the question of
whether the man or the woman is the active member of the pair; with
discussions of life as beginning with the meeting of the pair, the past
having nothing in it but their past; with the return to a particular house
in the country which holds the key to a saving perception—all matters
that turn out to be part of the grain of remarriage comedies. But ob-
viously this romance, despite its locating a certain happiness, is all
wrong for our genre, somehow its opposite. It does not explain this fact
to say that Random Harvest is not a comedy; it reasserts the fact. The
question is how the films of remarriage add up such similar events to so
dissimilar an effect. The difference cannot be expressed as a difference
in the explicitness of features for which the relation of compensation
can make up, since there is at least one feature absent from Random
Harvest—the man never claims the woman, never declares his right to
her desire—for which there is no compensation. It seems to me rather
that this absence negates something necessary to the genre of remar-
riage.

The truth of these assertions aside for the moment (they cannot be
assessed apart from the readings of the films to come), the idea of nega-
tion in contrast to that of compensation here suggests a way to express
the intuition I have of how to think about films related to one another
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not as members of the same genre but as members of adjacent genres.
Let us think of the common inheritance of the members of a genre as a
story, call it a myth. The members of a genre will be interpretations of
it, or to use Thoreau’s word for it, revisions of it, which will also make
them interpretations of one another. The myth must be constructed, or
reconstructed, from the members of the genre that inherits it, and since
the genre is, as far as we know, unsaturated, the construction of the
myth must remain provisional. Before seeing how a construction might
go, I note that a minor member of a genre may hit upon a startling in-
terpretation or revision of a passage of the myth. The central idea of
Remember? (Norman Z. McLeod, 1939), with Robert Taylor and Greer
Garson, is to interpret the passage about renewal as a story of starting
again without knowledge, a condition it depicts as produced by an
amnesia-producing drug. This in effect interprets the idea of a love
potion—of whatever the thing is that makes love possible, or recog-
nizable—as providing the gift of pastlessness, allowing one to begin
again, free of obligation and of the memory of compromise. But let us
see how the general construction of the myth might go.

A A running quarrel is forcing apart a pair who recognize themselves as /

in the past but in a period before there was a past before hlstory Thls
naturally presents itself as their havmg shared childhood together sug-
“gesting that they are brother and sister. They have discovered their sex-

uallty ‘together and find themselves required to enter this realm at

roughly the same time that they are requ1red to enter the social realm,
as if the sexual and the social are to legitimize one another. This is the

beginning of history, of an unending quarrel. The joining of the sexual

and the social is. called marriage. Something evidently internal to the
task of marriage causes trouble in paradise—as if marriage, which was
to be a ratification, is itself in need of ratification. So marriage has its
disappointment—call this its impotence to domesticate sexuality with-
out discouraging it, or its stupidity in the face of the riddle of i intimacy,
which repels where it attracts, or in the face of the puzzle of ecstasy,
which is violent while it is tender, as if the leopard should lie down with
the lamb. And the disappointment seeks revenge, a revenge, as it were,
for having made one discover one’s incompleteness, one’s transience,
one’s homelessness. Upon separation the woman tries a regressive tack,
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usually that of accepting as a husband a simpler, or mere, father-sub-
strtute even one who brings along his own mother. Thrs is psychologl-

sleep . ..

We would have to continue the story by telling the role of the pair’s
fathers and mothers and of the possibility of their having children. Let
us not anticipate what the films themselves will have to say about these
matters. And let us assume that the quarrel is going to have to take up
questions about who is active and who is passive, and about who is
awake, and about what happiness is and whether one can change. The
quarrel, the conversation of love, takes lavish expenditures of time, ex-
clusive, jealous time; and since time is money, it requires a way to un-
derstand where the (man’s) money comes from to support so luxurious
a leisure. The pair is attractive, their wishes are human, their happiness
would make us happy. So it seems that a criterion is being proposed for
the success or happiness of a society, namely that it is happy to the ex-
tent that it provides conditions tha't“};:rmlt conversations of this charac-
ter, or a moral equivalent of them, between its citizens. Then the ending
clarifies these themes by deepening the mystery of the pair’s connec-
tion. It is the man’s turn to make the move—the woman had presum-
ably started things with something called an apple, anyway by present-
ing a temptation. The man must counter by showing that he has
survived his yielding and by finding a way to enter a claim. To make a
correct claim, to pass the test of his legitimacy, he must show that he is
not_attempting to command but that he is able to wish, and conse-
quently to make a fool of himself. This enables the woman to awaken
to her desrre agam giving herself rather than ‘the appTe and enables the

forgetting of that past state and its 1mpasse of vengefulness a forgomg
symbohzed by the 055 ¢ of virginity.

In the construction of the myth, the picture of the properties of an
object is replaced by an idea of the clauses or provisions of a story.
Then to say that, to recur to my former instances, adventurousness
compensates for the provision concerning a location of perspective is to
say that the concept of adventurousness is an interpretation of the same
story, allows it to go on being told, being developed; the genre remains
the same, it is further defined. Whereas to say that the man’s inability
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to claim the woman negates that provision is to say that it changes the
story; the genre is different, an adjacent genre is defined. Which of
these is true of a given film and its interpretations cannot be decided at
a glance. The consequences have to be followed out. In Random Harvest,
the absence of the claim goes with events that require not merely the
absence but the denial of the possibility of children for the marriage,
and it means (consequently?) the withholding of sexual gratification
during a dozen or so years of what is called the prime of life—anyway
until after the age of child-bearing. (Quite as if we have here a partici-
pant in a genre whose myth presents a punishment for living the myth
of remarriage, or for failing it.) Both compensation and negation, as
procedures of what Thoreau calls “revising Mythology,” are terms in
which he might have described his life of writing as such. Another way
to characterize what I called earlier the exhaustion of convention or the
saturation of expressiveness is to say that when a myth can no longer
support revision—the being looked over again—then the myth has
died, we have died to it. (If the notion of dialectic meant much to us we
might note the dialectical leanings of words like compensation and ne-
gation. A clause is neither just satisfied nor just unsatisfied but is satis-
fied or unsatisfied in some way, in some aspect, say literally or ab-
stractly or ironically or individually ... This [partial] satisfaction then
changes the issue, which then must press on for further satisfaction, if
the issue is still living.) :

The concept of adjacent genres is something for future work. The
principal other explicit call upon it in the book occurs late in Chapter 6,
on Adam’s Rib, at the end of an excursus on some related films of
George Cukor. An implied contrast is thus set up between the concept
of a genre and the concept of an oeuvre; the ground of the contrast
seems to be that the latter, unlike the former, is meant to account for an
historical order among its members. This contrast between genre and
oeuvre prompts me to mention an essay I have just completed on
Hitchcock’s North by Northwest* which locates this film at the same time
within the development of Hitchcock’s oeuvre and adjacent to the
structure of the genre of remarriage. Specifically, the fact that it is the
man, and not the woman, who undergoes something like death and re-

* Forthcoming in Critical Inquiry.
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vival seems to be what allows the pair (uniquely in Hitchcock’s roman-
tic adventures) to be shown to marry, and in negating a clause of the
myth of the genre of remarriage, the film declares its own way of
working out the legitimizing of marriage.

IT WILL BE EXPECTED, from what I have been saying, that the order in
which I take up the reading of the major films of the genre of remar-
riage is meant neither as historical (in whatever sense a genre may be
said to have a history) nor dialectical (since that would entail deriving
the genre along with all the genres of film, a task which is hardly yet a
dream). The order has rather been determined by the practical or stra-
tegic problems of exposition. Having found that The Lady Eve made for a
reasonably clear sketch both of the generic and the Shakespearean di-
mensions of the task I set myself, I wanted to follow it, as a kind of sec-
ond beginning, with a reading that would go as far in invoking consecu-
tive philosophical exposition as the present book requires and permits
itself to go. Hence the essay on It Happened One Night. The material on
Bringing Up Baby, the first of the essays written, was called for next by a
remark in the essay on It Happened One Night. The order of the remain-
ing four essays was negotiated amicably. I felt the need to reaffirm im-
mediately, in as it were a third beginning, the theme of remarriage,
after such fierce displacements of it. In Adam's Rib it is also displaced,
so the fourth place in the readings would have to go to one of the other
three films. For reasons that I hope make themselves plain in the essay
on The Awful Truth, 1 felt that film should come last. His Girl Friday |
wanted to follow The Philadelphia Story, with which it makes a pair;
hence The Philadelphia Story comes fourth, putting Adam’s Rib sixth.
These last four essays, in contrast to the first three, were written know-
ing that the others were, or would be, written, and knowing what they
looked like; that is, knowing that I was writing a book.

These facts are consequential. Once the fourth essay was done it
locked the preceding ones in place, more or less in their original shapes,
and became the site from which the essay to follow could survey its vis-
ible tasks, itself in turn becoming a site . . . So while the genre may not
care, so to speak, in what order its instances are generated, a book
about the genre is affected at every turn by the order it imposes upon
itself. The essays are quite different from one another and it is clear to
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me that each of the readings would bear a different countenance had its
order in the composition of the essays been different. Does this impugn
the objectivity of my readings?

Two worries, trenched on in the course of this introduction, are gen-
erally expressed concerning critical objectivity: that a critic is reading
something into a text; and that there may be more than one interpreta-
tion of a text. I mention them because nowadaye it is equally in fashion,
in other circles, to say that objectivity is neither possible nor desirable
(like being a mermaid), and that far from seeking one interpretation of a
text we should produce as many as'our talents will allow. The watch-
word should be fun. In making a couple of concluding remarks about
these worries I emphasize that the most important fact about them, to
my mind, is their unclarity; so that the best instruction the worries have
for us lies in trying to describe that very unclarity.

The idea of reading something into a text seems to convey a picture
of putting something into a text thatis not there. Then you have to say
what is there and it turns out to be nothing but a text. But in that sense
Yyou might just as well say that there is no dog in the text “Beware of the
dog.” Is that what someone feels the error of overreading to be, a rela-
tively simple, psychotic notion that an animal, for example, is a word?
Naturally I do not deny that some readings are irresponsible in fairly
straightforward ways. But “reading in,” as a term of criticism, suggests
something quite particular, like going too far even if on a real track.
Then the question would be, as the question often is about philosophy,
bow to bring reading to an end. And this should be seen as a problem
Internal to criticism, not a criticism of it from outside. In my experience
People worried about reading in, or overinterpretation, or going too far,
are, or were, typically afraid of getting started, of reading as such, as if
afraid that texts—like people, like times and places—mean things and
moreover mean more than you know. This is accordingly a fear of
something real, and it may be a healthy fear, that is, a fear of something
fearful. It strikes me as a more discerning reaction to texts than the
cheer'ier Opinion that the chase of meaning is just as much fun as man’s
favorite sport (also presumably a thing with no fear attached). Still, my
eXperience is that most texts, like most lives, are underread, not over-
read. And the moral | urge is that this assessment be made the subject
of arguments about particular texts.

As for the claim that there are interpretations other than the ones I




36
INTRODUCTION

give, let me be quick not just to avoid the impression of denying this, as
though I were eager to be known as a tolerant liberal on this issue; let
me prove that there must be more than one interpretation possible. Call
the reading I give of a film the provision of a text about a text. Think of
this provision as a secondary text and let us say that it is an interpreta-
tion of the primary one. Then, among other things, we owe an account
of what an interpretation is. I pick up the suggestion from Wittgen-
stein’s celebrated study, in Part II of Philosophical Investigations, that what
he calls “seeing an aspect” is the form of interpretation: it is seeing
something as something. Two conditions hold of a case in which the
concept of “seeing as” is correctly employed. There must be a compet-
ing way of seeing the phenomenon in question, something else to see it
as (in Wittgenstein’s most famous case, that of the Gestalt figure of the
“duck-rabbit,” it may be seen as a duck or as a rabbit); and a given
person may not be able to see it both ways, in which case it will not be
true for him that he sees it (that is, sees a duck or sees a rabbit) as any-
thing (though it will be true to say of him, if said by us who see both
possibilities, that he sees it as one or the other). And one aspect dawns
not just as a way of seeing but as a way of seeing something now, a way
that eclipses some other, definite way in which one can oneself see the
“same” thing.

Accordingly, taking what I call readings to be interpretations, I will
say: for something to be correctly regarded as an interpretation two
conditions must hold. First there must be conceived to be competing
interpretations possible, where “must” is a term not of etiquette but of
(what Wittgenstein calls) grammar, something like logic. Hence to re-
spond to an interpretation by saying that there must be others is correct
enough but quite empty until a competing interpretation is suggested.
Second, a given person may not be able to see that an alternative is so
much as possible, in which case he or she will not know what it means
to affirm or deny that an interpretation involves reading in, hence will
have no concrete idea whether one has gone too far or indeed whether
one has begun at all. So many remarks one has endured about the kind
and number of feet in a line of verse, or about a superb modulation, or
about a beautiful diagonal in a painting, or about a wonderful camera
angle, have not been readings of a passage at all, but something like
items in a tabulation, with no suggestion about what is being counted or
what the total might mean. Such remarks, I feel, say nothing, though
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they may be, as Wittgenstein says about naming, preparations for say-
ing something (and hence had better be accurate). The proof that there
must be competing interpretations speaks to two recurrent issues. It
helps one see why someone wishes to insist, more or less emptily, that
there must be another interpretation: since one interpretation eclipses
another it may present itself as denying the possibility of that other. It
also helps me see what a complete interpretation could be, how it is one
may end a reading. Completeness is not a matter of providing all inter-
pretations but a matter of seeing one of them through. Reading in,
therefore, going too far, is a risk irtherent in the business of reading,
and venial in comparison with not going far enough, not reaching the
end; indeed it may be essential to knowing what the end is.

Having now spoken of my readings as secondary texts and described
them as interpretations, I would like to propose an alternative to the
concept of interpretation as a mode of describing these texts—which is
to say: I would like to start providing a tertiary text. There are many
such tertiary passages in the discussions to follow and, having said that
such a notion of a hierarchy of texts creates obligations of explanation,
let me at least note that it is not clear that these levels mean the same
thing. A tertiary text, as I just introduced the term, is just a text refer-
ring to itself, and not all ways of referring to itself are departures from
itself. So maybe there is no higher text (of reading) than a secondary
one. But secondary, then, as opposed to what? Is the primary thing a
text in the same sense? Suppose that an interpretation just is of a text
and that to be a text just is to be subject to interpretation; and suppose
this means that a text constitutes interpretation. A secondary text is a
text in admitting of an interpretation but also in being an interpretation
of a text. Is a primary text an interpretation of a text? Unless we see how
what it interprets is a text (for example, how the world, or a person, is a
text) we may not know how it is a text.

This aside, what I was going to call my tertiary text, my alternative to
speaking of interpretation, is this: A performance of a piece of music is
an interpretation of it, the manifestation of one way of hearing it, and it
arises (if it is serious) from a process of analysis. (This will no longer be
the case where a piece just is its performance; where, say, it is itself a
process of improvisation.) Say that my readings, my secondary texts,
arise from processes of analysis. Then I would like to say that what I am
doing in reading a film is performing it (if you wish, performing it in-
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side myself). (I welcome here the sense in the idea of performance that
it is the meeting of a responsibility.) This leaves open to investigation
what the relations are between performance and interpretation, and
between both of these and analysis, and between differing analyses,
and hence between differing performances.

THE WAY I HAVE SPOKEN of interpretation (marked by the occurrence of a
certain use of “as,” that is, of comparison, of a point of view dawning)
is meant to mark a significant relation between the thought of Philosophi-
cal Investigations and the thought of Heidegger’s Being and Time. Further
relations between these writings are pointed to in the remarks entitled
“Film in the University” that I have placed in the Appendix. These re-
marks were written as the introductory half of an essay the second half
of which consisted of the reading of Bringing Up Baby that appears as
Chapter 3. I retain those introductory remarks here if for no other rea-
son than that they say things not said elsewhere in this book about
who I am, I mean who I is, who the I in this book is, how that figure
thinks things over and why such a one takes film as something to think
over.

There is another reason for retaining them. That introduction was
written as part of the opening address of a conference entitled Film and
the University.* The initiating and recurrent topics of the conference
had to do with what was (and is) called the legitimacy of film study.
However one conceives of this issue, | am for myself convinced that a

/ healthy future of film culture, hence of useful, orderly, original film crit-

" icism and theory, is as bound to film’s inhabitation of universities
(whatever universities in turn have come to be, and will further come to
'be because of that inhabitation) as was the epochal outburst of Ameri-
can literary criticism and theory that produced the New Criticism of an
earlier generation. But my hope for the future of film culture is not
based on that healthy development alone, and the ambition of this
book is not limited to wishing a role for itself in that development.

The hope and the wish are based as well on the fact that films persist
as natural topics of conversation; they remain events, as few books or

* Organized by Marshall Cohen and Gerald Mast and held in July 1975 at the Gradu-
ate Center of the City University of New York.
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plays now do. I would like that conversation to be as good as its topics
deserve, as precise and resourceful as the participants are capable of. I
would like, to begin with, conversations about movies, and therefore
daily or weekly reviews of them, to be as uniformly good as we expect
conversations or columns about sports to be. Not as widespread, per-
haps, if that matters. My fantasy here is of conversations about It Hap-
pened One Night—or, for that matter, about Kramer vs. Kramer—that de-
mand the sort of attention and the sort of command of relevant facts
that we expect of one another in evaluating a team’s season of play;
conversations into which, my fantasy continues, a remark of mine will |
enter and be pressed and disputed until some agreement over its truth A
or falsity, some assessment of its depth or superficiality, has been
reached.

This is a fantasy any writer may at any time harbor about being read
attentively; but it is also a fantasy that could only recently have become
practical about movies. It depends on a certain access to at least some
parts of the history of film, a fateful development I described earlier as
increasingly at hand. But if the conversation, the culture I fantasize, is
technically at hand, something further, something inner, untechnical,
keeps it from our grasp.

We seem fated to distort the good films closest to us, exemplified by
the seven concentrated on in this book. Their loud-mouthed inflation
by the circus advertising of Hollywood is mcely matched by their
thin-lipped deflation by those who cannot imagine that products of the
ﬂollywood studio system ¢ could in principle rival the exports of revolu-
tionary Russia, of Germany, and of France. This view sometimes seems
the work of certain critics or scholars of film with a particular anti-
American axe of contempt to grind. But it expresses, it feeds on, a
pervasive conflict suffered by Americans about their own artistic accom-
pllshments a conflict I have described elsewhere as America’s over-
praising and undervaluing of those of its accomplishments that it does
not ignore.* It is part of this situation that American film directors play
to it. The case of Howard Hawks comes to mind. The films of his dis-
cussed in this book seem to me clearly the work of a brilliant, educated,
if brutal, mind, and one that knows its craft; the work, you might well
say, of an artist. Yet in the interviews Hawks submitted to upon his dis-

* The Senses of Walden (New York: The Viking Press, 1972), p. 33.
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covery by educated circles a decade or so ago, he presents himself as a
cowboy. I assume this is a natural extension of his brilliance and edu-
cation and brutality. It is as if he knew that for an American artist to get
and to keep hold of a public he must not be percelved as an artist, ex-
cept on condition; above all he must not seem to recoghize himself as
such. The condition that would take the curse off his claiming to be an
artist is that he seem so weird that no person of reasonably normal
tastes could be expected to want to pay the price of being like him.

It is complicated. Part of Orson Welles’s reputed troubles with Hol-
lywood was that he Carrled th  air of an artist, or a genius, or something
hke that. But as if in compensation his cllentele apparently accepts his
work—Citizen Kane at least—as a work of genius and of art..I find it a
dangerous model for naming such aspirations. It seems to me that what
is being called art in that work is showmanshlp and that what is good in

‘the film may not depend on 1ts overt showmanshlp It would follow that

the craft lies in its effects, not in its basis; that the  workmanship is arbi-
traryL not authoritative. This is not to d::ny that great artists may some-
times be great showmen, nor even to deny that something you might
call showmanship is essential to major art, as active in Emily Dickinson
as in Walt Whitman. While we’re at it, take two showmen like Eisen-
stein and Frank Capra. The former is an intellectual, the latter is not,
but as craftsmen they seem to me to resemble one another, especially in
putting things together for their melodramatic value. Either might have
hit, for example, on Edward Arnold and his cigars and diamond rings as
the image of a capitalist munitions maker. (Both knew some Dickens.)
This conjunction of minds will seem preposterous to some who care
about film, to some partisans of each of them. A good reason for this
feeling is the idea that Capra is not remotely as interesting visually as
Eisenstein, along with an idea that film is a visual medium. Certainly it
is true that nothing in Capra could satisfy an interest in the visual, in
what one might call the melodramatically visual, the way Eisenstein can
by, for example, watching the carcass of a horse drop from an opening
drawbridge into the water far below. But suppose film’s interest in the
visual can be understood as a fascination with the fact of the visible.
Then nothing in Eisenstein could be more revealing than Capra’s cam-
era, in It's a Wonderful Life, in the sequence in which James Stewart,
greeting his returning brother at the railroad station, learns that this re-
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turn does not mean his release from his hated obligations but his final
sealing within them, as it accompanies Stewart’s circling away from the
scene of happy exchanges, reeling from the collapse of his ecstasy,
working to recover himself sufficiently to find a public face. We are
vouchsafed a vision of the aging American boy, as melodramatically
private as a Czar.

Philistines about film may take reassurance*from such observations
about Hawks and Welles and about the comparison of Eisenstein and
Capra. That would be because they are philistines, who prefer reassur-
ance to all things. A significant worty for me is that sophisticates about
film may regard the same remarks as heresies. As heresies the observa-
tions are uninteresting, which means to me that the orthodoxies are
equally uninteresting which cast them as heresies. My worry is that in-
stead of such issues becoming examples of the ongoing conversation
about film I was fantasizing (which is what they are designed to be), the
orthodoxies will receive tenure in university programs of study, and
therewith unnatural leases on life. What then? Should one try to con-
vince oneself that universities are not as urgent for the future of film
studies as | have taken them to be? Not to strike even though the iron is
hot is sometimes the creative way to proceed. But it is of limited value
as a general principle of conduct. (I distinguish this from the more pop-
ular principle of striking while the hammer is hot.)

But there is something beyond our distorting of the value of the good
films closest to us that keeps them inaccessible to us as food for
thought. It lies in the dilemmas I was invoking in calling upon Emer-
son’s appeal to the common and the low, and his and Thoreau’s passion
for the near, claiming their affinity with my philosophical preoccupa-
tion with the ordinary, the everyday. The dilemmas concern what I
called taking an interest in one’s experience. The films that form the
topics of the following chapters are ones some people treasure and
others despise, ones which many on both sides or on no side bear in
their experience as memorable public events, segments of the experi-
ences, the memories, of a common life. So that the difficulty of as-
sessing them is the same as the difficulty of assessing everyday experi-
ence, the difficulty of expressing oneself satlsfactorlly, of makin
oneself find the words for what one is i i ted to sa
which comes to the difficulty, as I put it, of finding the right to be thus
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interested. It is as if we and the world had a joint stake in keeping our-
selves stupid, that is dumb, inarticulate. This poses, to my mind, the
specific difficulty of philosophy and calls upon its peculiar strength, to
receive inspiration for taking thought from the very conditions that op-
pose thought, as if the will to thought were as imperative as the will to
health and to freedom.



