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Editor's Note

The moving image is now an integral part of our daily lives, representing an increasing share of our cultural activity. New generations of students know the moving image more intimately and more intensely than their predecessors - but they are not always well served in relating this experience to the academic study of film and television.

Understanding the Moving Image is a news series of short orientation texts in the formal study of screen media, with each book offering an introduction to one important topic. All the books will be written at an accessible level, with no assumption of prior academic knowledge on the part of the reader, by authors with teaching experience and an interest/specialism in a particular area.

As befitting a British Film Institute project, the series will privilege the study of the moving image - notably cinema and television. Case materials will focus on text familiar (and readily available) to the intended readership, without ducking the responsibility to raise awareness of longer traditions and broader horizons. All books will have a structure designed to facilitate learning for the individual reader, while remaining suitable for classroom seminar context.

The books will be useful to the following:

•Post-16 students working for examinations in media and film studies

•Course leaders and teachers from schools to first-year university and adult education

•The general reader with no prior background to the subject.

We are delighted to present the second book in the series, Understanding Realism, a fascinating exploration of the complex issues relating to realism in film and television.

Dr Stacey Abbott

for British Film Institute 2005

publishing@bfi.org.uk


Preface

Appropriately enough for a book on the moving image and its interface with experience, the writing of Understanding Realism found me drawing on a number of real experiences. Examining the aesthetics of mainstream Hollywood and American independent cinema recalled ushering at the old Cambridge Arts Cinema as a student, and teaching Film Studies in adult education in the late 1990s. Writing about mainstream Hollywood, American independents and the various realisms of World Cinema brought to mind stints of film reviewing since the mid 1990s. Writing about soap opera saw me draw upon nightly experience of EastEnders, a series to which I became addicted.

The need to explain in detail how various aesthetics operate to generate simulacra of real experience has further reinforced my sense of the limitations of traditional film reviewing. It has also made me all the more aware of the complex contract that exists between moving image aesthetics and represented experience, and between spectators and the screen. In its attempt to explicate these relationships, I hope this book captures something of the excitement and pleasure which they can bring.

Myriad writers have assisted and flavoured my research, but I suspect my editor Andrew Lockett's unstinting enthusiasm, input and patience can be felt throughout the book. More recently, reader Dr Stacey Abbott of Roehampton University inflected and finessed this project with her valuable suggestions and assiduous feedback. I am grateful, too, to Siobhán O'Connor, for her feedback and design sense.

The scope of a book on realism in the moving image must of necessity be wide. I acknowledge the assistance of a number of specialists, among them Matthew Niednagel and Catalin Brylla at the Film-Philosophy chat room, and John Conomos for his work on the 'New Documentary' at that wonderful resource Senses of Cinema. I am grateful to all these individuals.

Richard Armstrong

October 2004
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Introduction

The Concise Oxford English Dictionary defines 'realism' in its everyday sense as the 'practice of regarding things in their true nature and dealing with them as they are'. In its aesthetic sense, it is defined as 'fidelity to nature in representation; the showing of life etc as it is in fact'. These definitions assume that we live in a world full of things and experiences that have specific natures and that their natures are facts of life. But equally both assume that the nature of things can be represented. In 1913 a British newspaper famously ran the headline: 'FOG IN CHANNEL, CONTINENT ISOLATED.' A reasonable representation of adverse weather conditions, perhaps. But what headline would a French newspaper have run? Clearly, our representations of nature are shaped by factors other than the brute facticity, or material reality, of a thing - the fact of its being a fact in the world. Understanding Realism may help us to think about and use other concepts - representation, truth, ideology - in conjunction with realism.

'From neo-realism to cinéma-vérité, film history has reliably proved authenticity is a chimerical goal. Sooner or later, the impression of raw immediacy congeals and stands exposed as a style like any other.' (Critic Peter Matthews in Sight and Sound magazine, March 1999, p. 39)

If things are often not what they seem, neither is realism. Indeed, the very title of this book assumes that an explanation of at least this length is necessary in order to understand what on the face of it seems a fairly straightforward term. The fact is that, in the cinema, there is no such thing as realism per se. As I hope will become clear, there is no one realism. Realisms are relative, slipping in and out of and between other factors such as narrative, genre and audience in a film or television programme's bid to represent real experience. Rather than standing for a particular aesthetic, realism exists on a sort of sliding scale, each gradation of which is defined more or less by the realism which came before and went after it. This book does not seek to identify a particular aesthetic. Rather, it aims to clarify the extent to which a film or television programme can be deemed realist and what role our perception of textual realism plays in our understanding of a text.

▸ Recall a film that struck you as realistic. Why was this? Now recall one that you did not find realistic. Why was this? •

Realism is a fascinating topic. Indeed, I am writing this book on the assumption that no more ambiguous or dangerous term exists in Film and Media Studies. Realism is founded on a contradiction, and to understand it is to realize that what you are watching is as much representation as represented. At the core of the term may be some agreement between text and spectator about the nature of the real - just as I assume there is between you and me. But you and I cannot afford to ignore the fact that there are two parts to the term realism. Its root refers to the real, the thing represented, while 'ism' calls to mind realism's status as a mode of representing. Just as expressionism and impressionism are modes and movements of representation, realism is as much about traditions, modes and strategies of representation as it is about what they represent. This book will draw your attention to the methods by which particular types of film, whether Hollywood or US independent, comedies or documentaries, EastEnders or Rome, Open City, construct models of the real. Chapters 2 to 5 are each built around a particular example of film-making practice from mainstream Hollywood to British TV realism.

A film's realism depends upon the industrial context in which it was made, the cultural context in which it was received, and you and me as members of the audience. Among the questions I would like to ask of a film are those which coalesce around the industrial context. How does a Hollywood film's genre shape its realism? How is Hollywood's 'reality effect' marketed? Are the loose ends we find in American independent films more realistic than Hollywood's happy endings? What level of realism do we expect from foreign-language films? What ideas about reality and real experience do you bring to a film or TV programme? Understanding Realism is necessarily short, so in order to expand discussion the comments, questions, activities and commentary in the margins are designed to get you thinking about your viewing experiences from different directions, as it were, and how they and this book might interact.

Films get made because someone points a camera at a scene and shoots. From the biggest, most commercial Hollywood movie to the smallest no-budget webcam short, all moving-image texts involve a set of decisions about what to shoot, how long to shoot and when to cut. Film-makers make films. When Francis Ford Coppola went to the Philippines in the 1970s he came back with Apocalypse Now (1979), a very different film from Full Metal Jacket, the film Stanley Kubrick made in 1987. Both are films about the Vietnam War. Both fall to one extent or another under the banner of realism. But realism is a moveable feast, and it is a measure of its richness that one experience can generate three very different takes, each shaped by the concerns of an industry, an audience and an individual film-maker. The films I have chosen to focus upon in detail illustrate the degree to which there is no such thing as realism. There are only realisms. As the films which are discussed in detail are very enjoyable and widely available on DVD or video, it is strongly recommended that you watch them in conjunction with reading the book.
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