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Introduction

Between Meaning and Significance

Evaluation and Interpretation

This book is a critical exploration of film in which the thrust is interpretive, but with evaluation still in the agenda. This is not to say that ‘interpretation’ and ‘evaluation’ are patently different processes, because one implies the other. One judges a film partly on the basis of what it ‘means’, and in some sense interprets it only after judging its validity. Judgement implies the cultivation of taste and it has been argued that even our most basic and animal-like sense—the gustatory one—contains the beginning of the intellectual differentiation we make while judging things.1 ‘Taste’ is not a private but a social phenomenon; therefore, the mark of good taste is not to yield to our private preferences but to stand back from them, because one can actually ‘like’ something that one’s cultivated taste has rejected. Taste counters the private inclinations of individuals ‘like a court of law, in the name of a universality that it intends and represents.’2

Evaluation and judging a film as art/expression cannot but ride on the interpretation one gives to it; however, every kind of interpretation cannot support judgement. David Bordwell proposes3 that when spectators construct meaning out of a narrative film, it can be one of only four possible types: They would begin by constructing a concrete world and an ongoing story, and they would then go about attributing a ‘point’ or abstract/conceptual meaning to it, assuming that the film is directing the spectator on how it is to be read. The spectator could also assume that the film is speaking indirectly and she/he may construct covert or implicit meanings sometimes, either as part of the exercise reconciling anomalous elements within the filmic text or by invoking the symbolic impulse. The implicit/symbolic/covert meaning could be compared with the most apparent meaning (the ‘referential’ meaning) with which it might either be in consonance or disagreement. Attributing irony to a filmmaker might be a way of dealing with any detected dissonance. Very often the covert meaning is the one that furthers ‘appreciation’ of a film. The three kinds of meanings just described all point to the film ‘knowing’ what it is doing, but the film may also yield a repressed or symptomatic meaning that it divulges involuntarily, which could point to some latent prejudice or fear on the filmmaker's part and might even contradict the film’s rhetoric. Regarded as individual communication, the symptomatic meaning owes to the artist’s obsessions, but if seen as part of a social dynamic, it can be traced to economic, social or ideological processes. To use an appropriate analogy, the first two kinds of meanings together (explicit meanings) correspond to speech and the third (implicit meaning) corresponds to body language/gesture that registers nuances that speech itself is unable to express. The symptomatic meaning, regarded thus, could correspond to a stammer or a nervous tic that a person might try to suppress, but which nonetheless appears and is read. An inability to control habits of speech could also yield symptomatic meanings although speech itself can be regarded as the originator or source of explicit meaning.

While the first three kinds of reading are characterised as leading to ‘comprehension’, the last is seen as corresponding to ‘interpretation’. Since the distinction between ‘symbolic’ and ‘symptomatic’ meanings can sometimes become nebulous, I have consciously used the term ‘interpretation’ to include all four kinds of reading.4 The excavation of the symptomatic meaning corresponds to ‘deep reading’ as against ‘surface readings’ allowed by the other three. The ‘depth’ in deep interpretation has little to do with profundity, but—while surface interpretations presume that authors as agents are still in a privileged position with regard to what the representations are—deep interpretations presume that they have no such privilege.5 Surface interpretations, unlike deep interpretations, refer to the way a film’s intended audience might understand a film. It can also be proposed that while surface interpretation constructs ‘meaning’ retroactively, deep interpretation corresponds to determining ‘significance’, since ‘significance’ implies the assigning of meaning to a text rather than discovering/identifying meanings intrinsic to it. As already suggested, the task of distinguishing between the two is not always an easy one. Since pronouncing judgement is rendered difficult, one could rely on interpretation to do it. What is a less problematic path to judging something than to speculate on what it ‘means’—since that might also effectively suppress one’s ‘likes’?

Academic writing on cinema tends to be wary of the valorisation of individual filmmakers, perhaps because it is considered retrograde after Roland Barthes announced the ‘death of the author’6. But after looking at some of the examples of cinema provided in this book, the announcement seems premature, although an ‘authorial vision’ alone is not as aesthetically determining as the contextual circumstances in which the author’s approach originates. The location of an authorial vision often determines its importance. The chapters in this book are circumspect about pronouncing judgement on filmmakers, but they nonetheless distinguish between the kind of cinema that reacts to a sociopolitical process or a new technology, and that which responds to it through a deliberate aesthetic/formal approach, implying a historically engendered worldview.

Interpretive Options

Before going on to delineate the approach taken in this book it may be necessary to say what are some approaches not taken. A method favoured in interpretation is the theory-down method, one which is doctrine driven; that is, it depends on procedures like psychoanalysis and/or subscribes to schools usually dedicated to the psychoanalytical method or post-structuralism, and the critic assumes his/her central task is to prove a theoretical position. The actual film becomes an example to illustrate a universal truth. This approach owes to the inductive method, which is useful in the natural sciences, but it has been pointed out that the experience of the sociohistorical world cannot be raised to a science by the inductive procedure of the natural sciences:

The experience of the sociohistorical world cannot be raised to a science by the inductive procedure of the natural sciences. Whatever “science” may mean here, and even if all historical knowledge includes the application of experiential universals to the particular object of investigation, historical research does not endeavor to grasp the concrete phenomenon as an instance of a universal rule. The individual case does not serve only to confirm a law from which practical predictions can be made. Its ideal is rather to understand the phenomenon itself in its unique and historical concreteness. However much experiential universals are involved, the aim is not to confirm and extend these universalized experiences in order to attain knowledge of a law—e.g., how men, peoples, and states evolve—but to understand how this man, this people, or this state is what it has become or, more generally, how it happened that it is so.7

What ‘this film’ means cannot always be derived rigorously from what films broadly identified as similar are regarded as meaning. As has also been argued, a critic drawn by a particular film has no obligation to prove a theory right, because film theory speaks of the general case whereas film interpretation deals with the puzzling or highly distinctive cases of cinematic masterworks. Film theory tracks the regularity and the norm while film interpretation naturally deals with deviation and the exceeding of the norm.8 In principle, film theory should treat all films equally as ‘texts’, but theory-down interpretation is effective only when it is charting the norm—usually dealing with generic material—and not when interpreting distinctive works or exceptions. Much of the writing on film has tended to believe that a foundationalist theory of film is needed to interpret cinema—for example, Film Theory rather than local film theories dealing with instances of cinema piecemeal—and this has been enlisted to serve the partisan causes of certain kinds of cinema.9 The chapters in this book are more modest in their claims for theorising because the generalities that are arrived at are local in their import. There is an effort in the arguments to convey the sense that an observed cinematic phenomenon could not have emerged in another society with another history. Even seemingly universal values like love are conveyed differently in various cinemas of the world and their universality needs to be investigated. Moreover, ‘how’ something means should be given more emphasis than ‘what’ it means, since the first line of enquiry allows the object to retain its mystery when the world itself is mysterious. Interpretations of films are often ‘violation’10 of texts; and one detects in the more complex works of cinema a resistance to interpretation, which must be respected. Given these factors, a pertinent issue is the depth of understanding of the local culture that is considered essential in order to interpret a film convincingly. If the universality of common notions is questionable, how is cinema comprehended across dissimilar cultures, considering that cinema ‘travels’ so well?

In asking ‘what is cinema?’, essentialist theorising has looked upon it as an extension of photography, which itself is thought of as presenting (once again) an object or event from the past.11 The difficulty is that there were other views of what cinema was in other parts of the world. In India and Japan, for instance, cinema was not an extension of photography but a derivative of the stage, with little emphasis on realism.12 In India, photography was not a sacred imprint of reality but apparently something else. Early photographic portraits in India paint over the likeness, reintroduce the decorative conventions that preceded photography13 and an individual is turned into a type corresponding to a ‘rich man’ or a ‘matriarch’ or a ‘landlord’. Realism did not catch on in Indian cinema and this finds correspondence in other areas as well. Indian poetics and dramaturgy treat literature and drama as not subordinate to external reality but greater and truer.14 This may explain why Indian cinema is still largely not ‘cinema’ but the visual delivery of stories in which ideals/types—character types, typical emotions, spaces and narrative turns—predominate.15 But regardless of the different things that cinema means across cultures, comprehending the cinematic narrations of another culture has not proved difficult.

Film is not a language like English or Greek is because it arrived at various centres across the world in the late 19th century without a primer accompanying it. As Christian Metz declared, ‘It is not because the cinema is language that it can tell such fine stories, but rather it has become language because it has told such fine stories.’16 The meanings ascribed to any piece of narration may owe to the underlying syntax, but the syntax in film is itself a result of its usage. Many of the formal devices in cinema—like the cut, the dissolve, the 180-degree system in the denotation of film space—are the same around the world; but this is not to assert that the ‘grammar’ in cinema is essentially the same across cultures. For instance, Hollywood, with its causal emphasis on individual motivation, may be regarded as constructing narratives in the active voice, while Indian popular cinema, with its sense of a determined universe, constructs them in the passive voice.17 Still, such differences do not come in the way of cultural outsiders comprehending a film, and they merely offer themselves up for interpretation with regard to the dominant cultural tendencies. The utterance itself is understood but its ‘grammar’ could have someone wonder about the utterer’s attitudes; and, therefore, his/her milieu and its mores. To illustrate, a Japanese love story will be understood by someone from India, although its notion of ‘love’ could also make her/him acutely aware of the cultural differences.

Cinema is a product of Western capitalism, and regardless of where films originate, they are expected to be comprehended globally. Even the most obscure art-house film hopes to be received well at the Cannes and Berlin film festivals, which suggests that the difficulties the spectator might encounter in deciphering it are in the nature of intellectual challenges, unlike someone trying to read literature in an unknown language, since cinema depends on it being less local in its syntax. At the same time, knowing the cultural location of a film leaves one open to meanings/significances that a ‘universalist’ reading cannot accommodate. Comprehension of a film in the context that engendered it, rather than narrowing one’s appreciation to its projection on a universalist mindset, could expand our understanding of cinema itself as this book tries to demonstrate.

Much (though not all) of the interpretations in this book pays close attention to the context of articulation, that is, the location of the discourse. Serious filmmakers are not always aware that their concerns are ‘local’ and the ‘local’ is something they might even wish to transcend. But there are two different implications of the ‘local’ that come into play here. Given the location of a discourse, the first is the sociopolitical context being invoked and the second is the context called into question when a film is being interpreted. It is evident that the two ‘locals’ are not identical. An animal fable, for instance, does not specify a context, but animal fables from different cultures bear characteristics that are dissimilar. The first ‘local’ sometimes does not need elaboration as in films from/about spaces that have gone through widely registered historical processes, like Germany, Russia and the socialist world in the 20th century that a worldwide audience would know about. It is reasonable to assume that the name Hitler need not be explained to film audiences. For countries where the local context will be unfamiliar to outsider–audiences, filmmakers use other strategies to contextualise issues. The Iranian Asghar Farhadi (A Separation, 2011), for instance, initially withholds information with regard to the ‘first local’ and then springs it upon the audience to resolve the mystery deliberately created.

If understanding implicates the local, primarily, the second local should come into play in every kind of film, though identifying it in art-house cinema from developed countries is not always easy. It would, for instance, be hard to identify a specific social context for Michael Haneke’s minimalistic humanism in Amour (2012),18 although not impossible. The chapters on Robert Bresson and Jacques Rivette, it may be noted, are the ones in which location comes least into play, although in the case of Rivette the use of Paris as a metaphor for the larger world may be taken to be a narrative strategy based on location.

The next question is, if location plays a large part in the meaning of a film, what would be the position of the outsider–critic. As already elaborated upon, cinematic syntax is not local and this means that an interpreter–critic in film has more freedom than her/his literary counterpart who works within the territory demarcated by a language shared with a local readership. The interpreter–critic from outside concerned with what the film means to its intended audience may, therefore, overlook unclear cultural references as long as she/he can interpret the film, however difficult, convincingly. Since film-makers address audiences by taking the universality of film syntax as a given, these obscure cultural references could be even ‘private’ in nature.19 As additional support to the claims of the cultural outsider as interpreter of film, it may be observed that, often in cinema astute interpretations come from outside the local culture (for example, the French critics on Hollywood), something that does not find an easy parallel in the interpretation of literature since verbal language has to be learned before one comprehends literature. Still, if local elements do not contribute to making a film ‘difficult’ or less accessible, what are the elements that do?

Since this book largely interprets the meanings of individual films for their intended public, it will be useful to speculate briefly about how filmmakers address their audiences, both inside and outside their own cultures. Moving pictures became popular around the world because they exploit pictorial recognition rather than depend on signifiers, the decoding of which require mastery of the codes.20 But the intelligibility of all films not being equal to everyone, we may propose that they pick audiences they seek to address and they are, therefore, made differently depending on the audience being picked, whether mass audiences or film-literate ones. Since films are naturally easy to understand, it can be argued that films that address mass audiences rely on elements that make it most intelligible. These elements can be broadly identified as follows21: (a) the cinematic image refers to the referent by picturing and resembling it, (b) variable framing and camera focus tell the viewers exactly what is significant in a scene—the viewers’ gaze is, therefore, directed, (c) the early scenes are related to latter ones just as questions/problems are related to answers/solutions and (d) digressions are allowed although they could impede intelligibility, but they usually relate to specific genres/sub-genres, like music and dance in musicals, spectacles of destruction in disaster films, picturesque locales across a variety of genres. These are attractions promised by their genres but they are placed within brackets, as it were, within the narration to maximise intelligibility.

These techniques developed to enhance clarity have made cinema popular with mass audiences, but it has been shown that the post-war European art films that are ‘difficult’ deliberately violate causality (‘c’ in the earlier list) in order to privilege the author as the organising intelligence,22 and forces another question: ‘What is she/he trying to say?’ My proposition here is that whenever a film attempts to address a film-literate rather than a mass audience, it does so only by violating one or more of the above principles. Distorting the resemblance to the referent both visually and aurally, framing exceptional objects and directing the viewers’ gaze away from what might have been significant in a standard narrative, introducing elements that break the question–answer arrangement in the flow of events and blurring the bracketing of digressions are ways in which new significance can be brought to a film narrative beyond what would be grasped by a mass audience. It can also be proposed that most difficult filmmakers who ‘get beyond’ addressing mass audiences do so later in their careers after initially making their early films completely intelligible; that is, their violating the norms to make their films intellectually/aesthetically more demanding comes only after creating an artistic context in which their films should be viewed. From the preceding arguments it may be conjectured that one needs to be film-literate rather than immersed in local culture to comprehend/interpret a difficult film, and I intend to demonstrate this proposition in the individual chapters.

The chapters tackle several kinds of subjects and the largest number pertains to the works of individual directors. The directors have been selected not because they are certified auteurs, which they obviously are, but because aspects (both political and philosophical) of their works, which can only be of great interest to those interested in film, have not been taken note of by critics/scholars. Since the approach is not affiliated to any school, it is difficult to ‘define’ the interpretive method; but the focus will be to chart the regularities and symmetries. Defining a consistent interpretive approach, it can be argued, would also make it less reliant on the local since it implies that the same approach is valid across cultures. The
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