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PREFACE

This book is the culmination of my research on post-classical narration, which began as my doctoral thesis and later developed into the publication of Post-classical Cinema: An International Poetics of Film Narration back in 2009. The project was formulated clearly in my mind from the very start: I wanted to add another chapter to David Bordwell’s Narration in the Fiction Film (1985), describing the “post-classical” mode of narration as a full-blown historical mode that emerged in the 1990s and featured in films across the world. My mentor and supervisor, Thomas Elsaesser, detected a “Trojan Horse logic” in this endeavor and characterized my strategy as a “scenario worthy of Greek tragedy or at least Greek epic.” Why? For reasons he explicated with his own unique talent: “At first glance, a demurely modest project: add merely another chapter to an existing work. But then, what boldness, what truly Greek hubris, when you consider that the chapter to be added was to a book, written by no lesser God than David Bordwell. An act of homage or of parricide? Of homage as parricide or parricide as homage?”1

As much as I still enjoy Thomas’s dramatic tone, his flair for melodrama and, above all, his love for paradoxical wordplay, I believe that the purpose of my work on post-classical narration was never meant to inflame great passions. It was, and remains, a painstaking attempt to extend the research of historical poetics to the study of contemporary cinema and revive the interest in formalist analysis as the basis for any further theoretical explorations in the field of film studies. In the years since the 2009 edition, I was glad to observe the spreading of the post-classical mode in new territories and in more mainstream films, reinforcing its place in the poetic history of cinema. This book is my latest attempt to describe and refine the creative norms of the post-classical mode in a detailed and accessible manner, using new films from the period 2005–22. It also hopes to address head on a range of methodological issues in the analysis of film form, acquainting students and scholars with the relevant concepts and tools. Studying and understanding the narrational process through post-classical fiction films is an exemplary way of not only grasping the historical origins of storytelling, but also for sensing its future prospects.

Note

1Excerpt from Thomas Elsaesser’s speech on the day of my PhD defense in Amsterdam, June 21, 2005.



Introduction

In order to become an object for discussion and inspection, time has to be transformed into a causal sequence. The only way in which this can be done is by narration.

MUNZ 2006: 851


Narration will be the focus of this book on two different levels: on the one hand, I will be studying the latest narrative developments in a series of films made across the globe in order to examine how the post-classical mode of narration2 continues to hold sway in more and more popular segments of filmmaking. On the other hand, the very process of narrating cinema’s poetic history will be placed center stage so that both scholars and students will be able to understand how the terms we deploy, the questions we ask, and the lines we draw on the calendar are not givens that we, as historians, discover simply by digging. Rather, they are choices that we make based on a wide range of motivations, from personal idiosyncrasies to political ideology.

When David Bordwell, Janet Staiger, and Kristin Thompson wrote the history of the classical Hollywood cinema up to 1960, focusing on issues of style and mode of production, they aptly drew on George Kubler and his advice that one should not try to determine a country’s network of railroads by studying the itinerary of every traveler (Bordwell et al. 1985: xvi). From Kubler, what I would also like to keep in mind is this: “The narrative historian always has the privilege of deciding that continuity cuts better into certain lengths than into others. He never is required to defend his cut, because history cuts anywhere with equal ease, and a good story can begin anywhere a teller chooses” (Kubler 1970: 2). My goal here is to tell a story about the emergence of a new mode of narration that appeared in the early 1990s and continues to this day, expanding into new territories and affecting diverse types of filmmakers and film practices that follow in its wake. Yet my story does not stand alone; it intersects, intercuts, and often collides with many others in the process of carving up and explaining the cinematic past.

In this introductory chapter I would like to describe the theoretical context in which my account of post-classical narration is situated by giving a general and selective overview of some of the most influential positions regarding the periodization of the history of American cinema, with a particular emphasis on the methodological and conceptual assumptions of the historians in question. My argument about the existence of post-classical narration as a distinct historical paradigm is not a self-evident truth. It is a carefully crafted theoretical construction based on the observation of historical data, i.e., specific films that are chosen, categorized, and described according to a number of theoretical principles that fall under the scope of “historical poetics.” These principles will be elaborately explained in the coming pages but we need to begin by finding an entry point into the discussions that have demarcated and explained the phases in American cinema, especially Hollywood, so far.

0.1    Cutting Up the Past

0.1.1    Cinema and Classicism

It has been well over a century since the moment that we tend to consider as the birth of cinema—that is, December 28, 1895, when the Lumière Brothers unveiled their new invention.3 From those first moments until roughly the early 1950s, thinkers pondered the nature of this new medium, wondering whether it should be regarded as an art form, and (if so) why. It is customary to consider André Bazin as one who tackled these questions with most insight, providing us with observations regarding cinema’s “mummy complex” or its tendency to satisfy our “obsession with realism” (Bazin 1967). Yet it is his views on the idea of classicism that should be deemed as equally influential since they inspired Bordwell’s own work on classical Hollywood. In fact, it was Bordwell himself who relatively recently paid a tribute to his mentor, underlining Bazin’s value as a poetician (Bordwell 2018). Bazin, as Bordwell explains in the same work, should be discussed not only with regard to his philosophical deliberations, but also in light of his penchant for the analysis of “shots and scenes in exquisite detail,” the solidification of the analysis according to specific concepts (depth of field, long take, classical narration) and the careful balancing of the microscopic and the macroscopic take on the history of the medium (Bordwell 2018).

Bazin’s work is, indeed, a milestone in the discussion around classicism for all the reasons that Bordwell highlights, including the following famous definition of cinema as a classical art:


In seeing again today such films as Jezebel by William Wyler, Stagecoach by John Ford, or Le Jour se lève by Marcel Carné, one has the feeling that in them an art has found its perfect balance, its ideal form of expression, and reciprocally one admires them for dramatic and moral themes to which the cinema, while it may not have created them, has given a grandeur, an artistic effectiveness, that they would not otherwise have had. In short, here are all the characteristics of the ripeness of a classical art.

BAZIN 1967: 29


In arguing that the film production in the United States and France had reached a stage of maturity immediately prior to the start of the Second World War, Bazin makes a typical use of the biological metaphors that proliferate in the art history tradition (Kubler 1970: 4). “Death,” “birth,” and “maturity” are recurring words in his vocabulary, illustrating a constant need for marking historical beginnings and endings that shape cinema’s history into certain periods. His historical analysis, however, does not establish a solid middle ground; he selects specific films, like those mentioned above, in order to substantiate broad organicist arguments about the nature of the cinematic art. When reading his countless essays,4 one cannot help noticing the fluidity of the statements and the ambiguities inherent in the poetic patterns that he tentatively identifies.5

Bordwell, on the other hand, clearly proved to be a more efficient disciple. In the formidable history of Hollywood as style and mode of production mentioned above, Bordwell and his two co-authors launched the most expansive investigation to date into the economic, technological, and formal mechanisms that built the gigantic film enterprise that we call “classical Hollywood cinema” (Bordwell et al. 1985). Their meticulous study showed that from 1917 to 1960, Hollywood cemented a unified mode of film practice that relied on the mutual interdependence of aesthetic norms and production practices. These norms will be discussed regularly throughout this book, but it is important to explain here why Bordwell considered the label “classical” to be the most appropriate. As he notes,


It seems proper to retain the term in English, since the principles which Hollywood claims as its own rely on notions of decorum, proportion, formal harmony, respect for tradition, mimesis, self-effacing craftsmanship, and cool control of the perceiver’s response—canons which critics in any medium usually call “classical.”

BORDWELL et al. 1985: 3


Although the dialogue with Bazin is very open and respectful, Bordwell’s definition of classicism refrains—as becomes obvious from the direct comparison of the two quotes—from referring to specific films or filmmakers and, above all, to the concept of art. In fact, the choice of the word “medium” signals a marked difference, despite the references to the notions of “harmony” and “proportion” that echo Bazin’s “balance.” What also comes from this quote is that Hollywood as a whole, at least from 1917 to 1960, is equated with classicism. Every film that was produced in a Hollywood studio during that period was a “classical film,” which means that it was an instance of the unified group style that developed within this specific film practice. This is a powerful, all-encompassing thesis that has raised a series of questions over the years6 but is painstakingly backed by a plethora of empirical evidence to which all three authors contributed, each in their own domain: Bordwell on style, Thompson on technology and style, Staiger on technology and economics. Their example, among other things, showcases a historiographical model where a powerful theoretical argument dictates the organization, the ordering, and the interpretation of the historical data. As they confess, as early as the Preface, “For rhetorical purposes, our argument is cast chronologically, but the idea of a ‘classical Hollywood cinema’ is ultimately a theoretical construct, and as such it must be judged by criteria of logical rigor and instrumental value” (Bordwell et al. 1985: xviii).

An equally self-conscious historical argument was put forward by Robert B. Ray in his book A Certain Tendency of the Hollywood Cinema, 1930–1980, which was also published in 1985. In fact, the comparison between Bordwell and Ray’s accounts of Hollywood cinema is particularly intriguing, as they seem to constantly converge and diverge from each other in ways that only the latter would acknowledge.7 From my point of view, drawing a lineage from Bazin to Bordwell and, finally, Ray on the topic of classicism and Hollywood is most enlightening for the role that our concepts play in the shaping of cinematic history. For Ray, the “classic” Hollywood years extend from 1930 to 1945, while two consecutive breaks occur in 1946 (the post-war period 1946–66) and in 1967 (the contemporary period 1967–80). The coming of sound is viewed as a turning point in history, as it “saw Hollywood reach the peak of its narrative and commercial success” (Ray 1985: 25). The aspect of popularity is crucial in Ray’s theory, as he chooses to discuss films with a commercial or critical impact instead of adopting more scientific criteria, such as biased or unbiased sampling. His argument goes like this: during the classic period, Hollywood produced narratives with certain “formal” and “thematic” paradigms in order to perform a specific ideological function, namely, to conceal from the audience the necessity for a choice (32). In terms of the formal paradigm, which relies on the invisible style, Ray’s observations are astonishingly close to Bordwell’s description of the classical mise-en-scène and the continuity editing. What differs though is that Ray moves further into an interpretation of those formal elements drawing on terms from Barthesian mythology, Freudian psychoanalysis and Althusserian ideology. The same applies to the thematic paradigm as well. Ray identifies three types of Hollywood heroes (the outlaw, the official, and the reluctant) that embody the contradictions of American mythology and perform their ideological role by concealing from the audience the necessity for choosing one side over the other. In Ray’s words:


We can begin to describe this mythology by observing that, like the invisible style, it concealed the necessity for choice. As the formal paradigm depended on consciously established rules for shooting and editing, Hollywood’s thematic conventions rested on an industry-wide consensus defining commercially acceptable filmmaking. This consensus’s underlying premise dictated the conversion of all political, sociological, and economic dilemmas into personal melodramas.

RAY 1985: 56–7


According to Ray, the classicism of Hollywood has very little to do with art, harmony, or balance and a great deal to do with an industry that cares to produce popular films that perpetuate the core principles of the American mythology, while helping the audience negotiate the external political and economic troubles with personalized stories that tell them “they can have it all.” Despite the terms “myth,” “dream,” and “ideology” that inform Ray’s account, his take on classicism converges with Bordwell’s when it comes to Hollywood’s enduring stability. Regardless of the chronological breaks in 1946 and 1967, Ray believes that the core ideological effects of the classic Hollywood film were barely affected by the technological developments or the political/historical conditions. To the question: “is there a dissident paradigm in American cinema until the 1980s?,” Ray’s answer, like Bordwell’s, is an unequivocal “No.”8

0.1.2    Cinema and Postmodernism

Apart from the notion of classicism as a historical and qualitative marker in the history of cinema, thinkers have brought forward several other concepts in their efforts to identify and explain epochal shifts. The one that stands out in the literature from the 1990s onwards is that of postmodernism. The passionate and belligerent discussions about the passage from modernity to postmodernity, as a new phase in our historical, cultural, and economic life soon emigrated to the study of film. The result was a very mixed assortment of arguments that either favored ideological elements over stylistic/narrative ones or meshed them indiscriminately. In their midst, the terms classical Hollywood, New Hollywood, and postmodern cinema exist in a very ambiguous relationship. As Peter Kramer notes,


Since the mid-1970s, then, critical debates about the New Hollywood have been characterised by a confusing proliferation of contradictory and shifting definitions of the term, and by different attempts to conceptualise the development of mainstream American cinema in the post-war era with reference to modernism and postmodernism.

KRAMER 1998: 305


These different and contradictory attempts to map American cinema from the 1960s onwards in the continuum between modernism and postmodernism have woven a very rich theoretical tapestry that I could not fully describe here.9 I would like, however, to juxtapose some key positions from two distinct perspectives: one stems from prominent literary scholars, like Fredric Jameson and Linda Hutcheon, who adapt a wide humanistic agenda to the analysis of film, while the other comes from a film scholar, Yvonne Tasker, who imbues the postmodern discourse with a number of popular concepts from contemporary film theory.

In the classic volume Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (1991), Jameson sought to describe a phase in our history and culture that is distinct from anything that went on in the past. The stakes in this enterprise are, however, particularly high
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