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Cinema is a fragile medium. Many of the great classic films of the past now exist, if at all, in damaged or incomplete prints. Concerned about the deterioration in the physical state of our film heritage, the National Film and Television Archive, a Division of the British Film Institute, has compiled a list of 360 key films in the history of the cinema. The long-term goal of the Archive is to build a collection of perfect show-prints of these films, which will then be screened regularly at the Museum of the Moving Image in London in a year-round repertory.

BFI Film Classics is a series of books commissioned to stand alongside these titles. Authors, including film critics and scholars, film-makers, novelists, historians and those distinguished in the arts, have been invited to write on a film of their choice, drawn from the Archive's list. Each volume presents the author's own insights into the chosen film, together with a brief production history and a detailed filmography, notes and bibliography. The numerous illustrations have been specially made from the Archive's own prints.

With new titles published each year, the BFI Film Classics series will rapidly grow into an authoritative and highly readable guide to the great films of world cinema.

Could scarcely be improved upon ... informative, intelligent, jargon-free companions.

The Observer

Cannily but elegantly packaged BFI Classics will make for a neat addition to the most discerning shelves.

New Statesman & Society
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When a woman writes a book . . .




IN THE NAME OF THE AUTHOR

When a woman writes a book. Where that leads. Backwards, at any rate, and to an awareness of how interlaced things are, and how much of one's self derives from others.

'What they didn't know about life would fill an encyclopaedia,' it says in the novel on which the film was based. Fortunately we have books as a guide. The voice that dictates Mrs Muir's first and only book belongs to a dead captain, who is supposed to have committed suicide. She knows otherwise, once she has glanced at his portrait. She has built her nest in his house by the sea, having fled there from London to escape her dependence on her inlaws. She is a parasite, a stubborn one, in every respect. This is how she finds herself. She turns a strange and uncanny place into her home and defies a ghost.

She is a naive author, and so smart. A term relating to sexual intercourse need only come into her head, and she immediately takes it as proof of the real existence of the captain: she would never have described it so bluntly!
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'She turns a strange and uncanny place into her home'



Where are we supposed to think her knowledge comes from? From the books she read as a young girl in her father's library, of course. She went straight from there into marriage to an architect, who was in fact supposed to rebuild her father's library.
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In 1945 Fox bought the film rights to the novel The Ghost and Mrs Muir, which had been published in Britain – whereby a completed work was changed back into material. The author's rights were forfeited by the sale. The author's son complained that his mother didn't get a penny for the family television series based on the film in the 1960s.

Philip Dunne wrote – alone, he says – the script that represents his reading of the novel. Its adaptation for the cinema has the advantage of honesty. There is no common denominator between cinematic images and the novelistic imagination, but quite definitely a difference between the description of what is heard and the depiction of what is seen. Mankiewicz, usually famous as a rewriter who compulsively had to leave his mark on everything that passed through his hands, denies all paternity. His statements about the film are sparse and monosyllabic: a piece of hack-work, taken on purely out of expedience. The film was supposed to prove that he had what it takes to be a dependable studio director. In other words, to be an executive employee on a smoothly running production line, who knew how to turn an assigned script and assigned actors into a film in a given time.

At almost the same time as the film was being made, Mankiewicz wrote an article for the bulletin of the Screen Writers' Guild – an association for the protection of authors' rights of which he was a co-founder – in which he explained his conception of what a film writer was. For him the root of all evil lies in the fact that the screenplay is written by one person and the film is shot by another. While, because of a lack of experience with the technical side of film production, he happily accepted a division of labour in which his cameraman made the pictures and he paid most of his attention to the actors, Mankiewicz nevertheless believed that a single person should be responsible for screenplay and direction. Separating them led to monstrosity. And to prostitution – and he always describes himself as a willing victim. He likes to criticise himself in terms normally reserved for the opposite sex: 'the oldest whore on the beat'.

The film-conscious screenwriter writes his script in such a way that it contains within itself the principles of its realisation, and the filming is only the second part of the process: 'Film-writing and directing are two components of the unit that is guaranteed by the person of the screenwriter.' He wanted to direct, not so much because he wished to keep control of the filming of his own screenplays as because he saw in film-writing a possibility for his medium – not the only one – which had not yet been tested, and one which was held in some contempt.

The Ghost and Mrs Muir conforms to the Hollywood system, and is anything but an auteur film. According to Dunne, Mankiewicz contributed only some passages of dialogue. They are so ostentatiously witty that we hear the author talking rather than the characters themselves. As a scriptwriter he would have done things differently, and stressed different aspects, Mankiewicz explained in an interview published in Cahiers du Cinéma. But even this lack of intervention makes The Ghost and Mrs Muir a true Mankiewicz film – if we are prepared to accept Godard's definition, expressed as a twenty-year-old: 'His films are like missed rendezvous.'

It was just a love story, Mankiewicz continued in that same interview: 'You've got the wind, you've got the sea, you've got the search for something else. And the disappointments you encounter. Those are the feelings I always wanted to get across, and I think you can find traces of them in almost all my films.'

Something of Mankiewicz's spirit must have found its way into the film independently of his intentions, something foreign which, in retrospect, seems very much his own. Seen from the auteur perspective, regardless of whether it is Mankiewicz's idea or a construction on the part of the viewer familiar with his work, the film gains an extra dimension. As if by chance, and rather spookily, it already contains the elements which later, in a more developed form, characterise his films. But when the film was made he must have been blind.

He is thinking in terms of credits, whereas the material is throwing up auteur questions in which he has a consuming interest. He sees a love story whereas the problem is the relation between the sexes and the androgyny of ideas. A theme for a sound film is handed to him on a plate: language less as expression than as a driving force. Language as a mask, as a convention, something that runs away with the speaker, revealing that it constitutes his very depths. Language is the true source of pleasure in the film; identification and verisimilitude are secondary. He is also given a time structure, the ideal flashback, of which he had always dreamed, not just a narrative trick, but the present and the past folded into one – but he thinks he's making genre cinema, a formula picture! And he, the famous homme à femmes, who so prided himself on being such an excellent connoisseur and confidant of women, missed the opportunity to film a woman's story intimately, from a woman's point of view.

Think of the wonderful life we could have had together, whispers the captain's voice to the sleeping Lucy. And the wonderful film that Mankiewicz could have made, the one that begins to take shape in our minds when we read what he had to say: 'Men are made up, for the most part, of large, predictable, conforming elements. Men react as they are taught to react. Women are, in comparison, as if assembled by the wind. They're made up of and react to tiny impulses. Inflections, colours, sounds. They hear things men cannot.'

It isn't in the spirit of the novel when, in the film, the captain, the








OEBPS/Images/image00037.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00036.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00035.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00034.jpeg
THE GHOST AND
MRS MUIR

,71 i1 ()c/a g)/ a %)

n FILM INg o
\v\.\sH 81,71/
¥ I3

BFI PUBLISHING





OEBPS/Images/image00033.jpeg
THE FLESH...

gy ST
‘%/f/aaé/ -

GENE TIERNEY
RE ARRIS

e s

Mrs, Mll 11'

VAESS RO - s s o e - e W - e Vil e
. JOSEPH L. MANKIEWICZ FR[D KUH[MAR

S | 6 N A ey





OEBPS/Images/cover00059.jpeg
BFI FILM

THE GHOST AND
MRS MUIR





