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Introduction

(Still) Taking James Bond seriously

The James Bond films, beginning with Dr No in 1962, are the longest-running continuous series in the history of motion pictures – and one of the most successful. The cumulative box-office grosses of the twenty-five Bond pictures produced by Eon Productions up to the most recent No Time to Die (2021) are estimated in the region of US $7.6 billion.1 The Bond films have now been part of the landscape of popular cinema for half the entire period in which movies have been made. It has often been claimed (especially in the films’ publicity discourses) that half the world’s population has seen a James Bond film, either in the cinema, on television or home media.2 Whatever one’s opinions of the merits of the films themselves, their enormous popular success and sheer longevity are a quite remarkable production achievement.

I began the first edition of Licence to Thrill with the question: ‘Why should we take James Bond seriously?’ At the time (the late 1990s) there was very little scholarly interest in James Bond – Oreste Del Buono and Umberto Eco’s collection The Bond Affair and Tony Bennett and Janet Woollacott’s monograph Bond and Beyond were the only academic studies – and no critical history of the Bond films other than several engaging but essentially anecdotal and unfootnoted fan tomes. Licence to Thrill was positioned intellectually within the context of a shift in British film historiography at the time from its privileging of realist traditions of film-making, exemplified by the documentary movement and the British new wave, to embrace traditions of genre film-making that may have been dismissed by critics but were popular with audiences. But it also had a polemical edge: to make the case for the Bond films – at the time regarded as beyond the pale of serious academic inquiry – as a subject of significant cultural and ideological interest. To that extent, the book aligned intellectually with the inaugural issue of the short-lived but landmark Journal of Popular British Cinema, which set out ‘to treat British film genres in relation to their cultural and historical conditions, as well as dealing with them as particular stylistic and thematic configurations’.3

A quarter of a century later, the question ‘Why should we take James Bond seriously?’ seems much less urgent. The expansion of Bond scholarship over the last two decades – driven to a large extent by the critical as well as popular success of the most recent films starring Daniel Craig – has seen the Bond films claim their rightful place in histories of popular cinema. It no longer seems quite so outré as it did in the 1990s to suggest a conference paper or a scholarly monograph on the Bond films: they are now recognized as being part of the landscape of British cinema alongside other popular cycles such as the Gainsborough costume melodramas, the Ealing comedies, Hammer’s Gothic horrors and the ‘Carry On’ films. The Bond films have been acknowledged (if somewhat tardily) for their industrial and cultural contributions to British cinema: British films that have succeeded in the international market (a rare enough achievement in itself) and have become synonymous with the promotion of a particular brand of Britishness.

For these reasons it seems worthwhile to recap (and perhaps to remap) the history of Bond criticism and scholarship for this completely new edition of Licence to Thrill: to explain where the original book came from and to consider how the field has developed since. While it has been gratifying to see the intellectual currency afforded to Licence to Thrill in the history of Bond scholarship, it needs to be acknowledged that film history is a continually evolving discipline and that the methodological and intellectual paradigms that defined it in the late 1990s are not the same ones that prevail today. In this sense, there is a parallel of sorts with the Bond films themselves in so far as the industrial, economic and cultural determinants that shaped the origin and early history of the films in the 1960s were different from those that obtain in the third decade of the twenty-first century. While critical assumptions, ideological values, cultural attitudes and intellectual contexts have changed, however, the continuing popularity of James Bond has remained a constant. And the reasons for the longevity of a series that many commentators felt had run its course by the end of the 1960s is a phenomenon that requires explanation.

For many years the Bond films were regarded with disdain and even contempt within film studies. The Bond formula – outlandish plots, improbable heroism, colourful locations, bizarre villains, beautiful women, spectacular action set pieces, and a distinctive style of parodic tongue-in-cheek humour – was the antithesis of both the cinema of social realism (for many years privileged by British critics) and the formally complex tradition of European art cinema. The early Bond films were not the sort of fare to find favour with a middle-brow film magazine such as Sight & Sound (whose first review of Dr No was cursory to say the least) let alone the more polemical Movie (which began publication in the same year as Dr No) with its preference for American auteur directors. The tone was set by Robin Wood, a regular Movie contributor, in his monograph Hitchcock’s Films, the first major English-language study of the ‘master of suspense’. In Wood’s view the Bond films were mere formula pictures that lacked the thematic maturity and stylistic artistry of Hitchcock’s altogether superior spy film North by Northwest (1959): ‘If I fail to be entertained by Goldfinger, it is because there is nothing there to engage or retain the attention. . . . The essential triviality of the James Bond films, in fact, sets off perfectly, by contrast, the depth, the charm, the integrity of Hitchcock’s film.’ Unlike North by Northwest, which was ‘thematically organic’, Goldfinger (1964), or so Wood averred, was nothing more than ‘a collection of bits, carefully calculated with both eyes on the box office, put end to end with no deeper necessity for what happens next than mere plot.’4 Wood was also scathing of a sequence in the second Bond picture From Russia with Love (1963), where Bond is pursued by a helicopter, that is acknowledged to have been inspired by the famous set piece in North by Northwest where Cary Grant is attacked by a crop-dusting plane: ‘The difference in quality will seem to some readers too great and too obvious for the comparison to be worth making; but its purpose is not to score easily off a bad film but to help us define the quality of the suspense in Hitchcock.’ He went on: ‘It is worth, perhaps, pointing out that From Russia With Love represents precisely that pandering to a debased popular taste that Hitchcock is widely supposed to be guilty of; the most hostile commentator would find difficulty in paralleling its abuses of sex and violence in any Hitchcock film.’5

It seems to me that what is at stake here is the distinction between auteur cinema, on the one hand. and popular genre cinema, on the other. Hitchcock is the example par excellence of the auteur director working in mainstream cinema: a master of narrative construction and mise-en-scène whose films were characterized by recurring thematic and stylistic motifs and which consistently set out the director’s own distinctive view of the world posited on a sense of chaos and danger lurking beneath the surface of apparent social normality. It is easy in hindsight to point out the theoretical contradiction in Wood’s position: concerned with elevating Hitchcock to critical respectability (his book began with the question ‘Why should we take Hitchcock seriously?’), he dismissed the Bond films in much the same terms (commercial, insubstantial, low brow and pandering to the lowest common denominator in popular taste) that had for so long been used to condemn Hitchcock himself. Wood was writing at the time when the auteur theory held the intellectual ascendancy in film studies and when directors with a ‘world view’ were championed above mere genre films. The Bond movies, with their formulaic narratives and standardized conventions, were regarded as a sort of film-making by numbers, the antithesis of a cinema of personal expression exemplified by auteur directors such as Hitchcock.

The Bond films also merited only passing (and quite often dismissive) mention in the standard histories of British cinema. The biggest British box-office hits of the 1960s are absent entirely from Ernest Betts’s The Film Business: A History of British Cinema, 1896-1972 and warrant only two error-strewn paragraphs in George Perry’s The Great British Picture Show.6 Raymond Durgnat’s A Mirror for England includes a characteristically idiosyncratic take on the early Bond pictures, which he sees as remnants of an ideologically regressive cinema of empire:


Whatever Brand X critics may have written, Bond isn’t just an Organization Man, but a rigid jingoist, almost loveably archaic. If you have forelocks, prepare to touch them now, in fond farewell to the Edwardiana in modern drag lovingly panoplied forth in the first half of Dr No (1962) as Bond glides along the Establishment’s Old Boy Net. The British Raj, reduced to its Caribbean enclave, lords it benevolently over jovial and trusting West Indians and faithful coloured police-sergeants, the Uncle Toms of Dock Green. We might almost be back with Lieutenant Kenneth More on the North-West Frontier.7



Roy Armes’s A Critical History of British Cinema acknowledges the Bond films as ‘the most potent myth of British cinema in the 1960s’: he likes the early films, rating Goldfinger as ‘perhaps the best of the series’, though he suggests that with the following films, Thunderball (1965) and You Only Live Twice (1967), ‘the formula was already showing signs of becoming purely mechanical’, and by the time of The Spy Who Loved Me (1977) there was evidence of an ‘almost inevitable decline into routine’.8 This subsequently became the critical orthodoxy. Ronald Bergan, for example, considered that by the time of the fourteenth Bond picture, A View to a Kill (1985), ‘both the hero – as interpreted by the 57-year-old Roger Moore – and the formula were beginning to look somewhat old and tired. What was fresh in the 60s and had a certain faded charm in the 70s, began to look dated and mechanical in the 80s, despite the usual technical expertise.’9 Sarah Street’s British National Cinema and Jeffrey Richards’s Films and British National Identity both make brief (and not dismissive) reference to the Bond films, though it is clear that the authors’ interests lay elsewhere.

Even among the scholars more favourably inclined towards the Bond films, however, there remains a degree of resistance to considering them as anything other than entertainment. For example, John Brosnan, whose book James Bond in the Cinema was the first to explore the production histories of the films in any detail, nevertheless held back from writing ‘a scholarly volume on the Bond films that will dissect them in depth and place them in their proper context with the rest of cinema. . . . To me the James Bond films are fun, and to take them too seriously would spoil the whole game.’10 Indeed, I saw some evidence of this resistance to the very idea of an academic study of the Bond films in one of the reviews of the first edition of Licence to Thrill. Giles Coren took me to task for not being serious enough (‘F. R. Leavis this ain’t’), but at the same time suggested I should have written a more trade-oriented book: ‘If the publishers were to repackage the book as a large format hardback with colour pictures, and cut out words like “narrative ideology” and “foregrounded” – which only flatter to deceive – I think they would take a fair slice of the Bondspotter market.’11

The principal exception to this orthodoxy is Bennett and Wollacott’s Bond and Beyond, which takes its subject very seriously indeed in its exploration of (as the subtitle has it) ‘the political career of a popular hero’. Bennett and Woollacott’s interest in Bond emerged from their work for the Open University on the modules Mass Communication and Society – which included a six-part television series on the making of The Spy Who Loved Me – and Popular Culture, which included a unit on the cultural politics of Ian Fleming’s novels. Their jointly authored book is interested ‘in the figure of Bond, in the diverse and changing forms in which it has been produced and circulated, and in the varying cultural business that has been conducted around, by means of and through this figure during the now considerable slice of post-war history in which it has been culturally active’.12 The theoretical framework informing Bond and Beyond, typically for cultural studies during the 1980s, is the Gramscian notion of hegemony which understands popular culture as a vehicle for the promotion and negotiation of competing ideologies:


The ideological work effected by both the films and the novels, we suggest, is not that of imposing a range of dominant ideologies but that of articulating the relations between a series of ideologies (subordinate as well as dominant), overlapping them on to one another so as to bring about certain movements and reformations of subjectivity – movements whose direction has varied with different moments in Bond’s career as a popular hero in response to broader cultural and ideological pressures.13



The ideologies at work in the Bond books and films revolve around structures of power. Bennett and Woollacott suggest that the Bond narratives are regulated by a set of overlapping narrative codes: an imperialist
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		7 Continuity and change: The Living Daylights (1987), Licence to Kill (1989)



		8 Millennial Bond: GoldenEye (1995), Tomorrow Never Dies (1997), The World Is Not Enough (1999), Die Another Day (2002)



		9 Revisionist Bond: Casino Royale (2006), Quantum of Solace (2008)



		10 Jubilee Bond: Skyfall (2012), Spectre (2015), No Time to Die (2021)
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