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SUMMARY

The claim providing the starting point for this thesis is that most narrative films
are 1n an overtly dramatic, melodramatic or comic idiom. These modes seem most
adept at tapping the visually expressive potentialities of the art and satisfying the needs
of the audience: the narratives of most films are structured around either confrontation,
or colourful events, or crisis, or periods of significant change, and they are expressed
in a demonstrative visual style. This thesis is interested in the way a few films uncover
profundity by structuring narrative around a range of life experiences unavailable to the

melodramatic mode as it has developed in world cinema; life experiences based in the
everyday, that is in the routine or repetitive, in the apparently banal or mundane, the

uneventful.

The first part of the thesis discusses the nature of the achievement of these
undramatic films which address the everyday: how they help us to understand the
medium of film, its possibilities, and how they enhance our ways of viewing and
appreciating narratives. This section also focuses on the work of Stanley Cavell,

exploring the links between the everyday, film melodrama, and scepticism.
The second half of the thesis looks at the specific achievements of four films.

Here, the thesis continues the expressive tradition of film scholarship which analyses
the communication of meaning through the construction of mise-en-scéne, explorng
how the themes, ideas, and happenings of a film are served by their stylistic strategies,
while further highlighting how such strategies may reveal significant possibilities of the
medium. In doing so it follows the approach of writers such as Stanley Cavell, V.F.
Perkins and George M. Wilson whilst redirecting this tradition by applying it to less
obwviously expressive films.



Abbreviations

The following are used in shot breakdowns:

cu close-up

mcu  medium close-up
ecu  extreme close-up
ms  medium shot

Is long shot

mls  medium long shot
els extreme long shot
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Introduction

In a scene from Robert Bresson’s Diary of a Country Priest (1958 Fr) the
priest’s diary is shown while we hear him say “The Countess died that night”. We then
hear the sound of a candle being blown out, the image becoming duller as the candle
stops shedding light. Even though the Countess has been an important character, we
do not see her die, and furthermore we do not see the candle being extinguished, rather
it is registered as a light going out on the diary. Later in the film, the sight of the
priest’s dropping of his diary and his unsuccessful effort to regain it from the floor
substitute for seeing Ais death.

The film presents itself with a problem by subduing its moments of crisis. It 1s
not simply a matter of avoiding the sight of death as a focal point but rather the manner
of that avoirdance: in both moments described, death is filtered through the priest’s
regular medium of expression — his diary. By disregarding the possibilities the medium
offers for showing events or exploiting them, the film risks diminishing the force of its
significant emotional moments, or perhaps trivialising them. The claim providing the
starting point for this thesis is that most narrative films are in an overtly dramatic,
melodramatic or comic idiom. These modes seem most adept at tapping the visually
expressive potentialities of the art and satisfying the needs of the audience: the
narratives of most films (“popular” and “art” movies) are structured around either
confrontation, or colourful events, or crisis, or periods of significant change, and they
are expressed in a demonstrative visual style'.

However, Diary of a Country Priest manages to be visually eloquent, without
adopting an assertive style. In the case of the Countess’ death, the darkness
surrounding the diary symbolises the end of speaking for the time being, the silence
here defined by the halting of writing; while the end of the priest’s life is conceived as

his inability to reach for his diary notebook. The film communicates that one might not

be able to feel sadness or grief directly or forcefully (e.g. by sobbing or convulsing),
but instead experience it as a disappearance or a lack. In these cases the manifestation
of one’s grief may shunt itself on to rather mundane, even banal things, in this case on

to the everyday object of a diary (a diary used for recording a life, day by day). By

' It should be noted that a film may be slow paced but still visually emphatic, visually melodramatic so
to speak. Therefore I am using a deliberately more expansive and inclusive deﬁnitioq of the term
mclodramatic than that which has traditionally been labelled ‘melodrama’ in film litcraturc (scc

Chapter One for a more detailed discussion).
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Introduction

adopting a stylistic strategy built around the repetitions of writing a diary, the film
avoids the melodramatic strategies which dominate most narrative films and which
often exclude or distort a subject matter not suitable to its type of expression. This
thesis is interested in the way films uncover profundity by structuring narrative around
a range of life experiences unavailable to the melodramatic mode as it has developed in
world cinema, life experiences based around the routine or repetitive, the apparently
banal or mundane, or the uneventful.

Part One of the thesis deals with theoretical ideas concerning the everyday and
the cinema. Chapter One elucidates the work of Stanley Cavell, unravelling his
idiosyncratic and suggestive philosophy, in particular his understanding of the
relationship between scepticism, the ordinary and film melodrama®. Cavell discusses
the importance of coming to terms with the everyday, with the repetitions of our lives.
"‘Coming to terms with the everyday’ will depend on not mistaking it for something
else, and so Chapter Two distinguishes the everyday from a variety of ‘realisms’ by
analysing a series of films which might be called “ordinary” but do not match my
particular specification of the everyday. It is rare to see a genuine concern with the
everyday in film, so Chapter Three discusses the nature of the achievement of the
films which do address it: how they help us to understand the medium of film, its
possibilities, and how they enhance our ways of viewing and appreciating film’.

Part Two looks at the specific achievements of four films. In these chapters I
am continuing the expressive tradition of film scholarship which analyses the
communication of meaning through the construction of mise-en-scéne, exploring how
the themes, ideas, and happenings of a film are served by their stylistic strategies®,
while also highlighting how such strategies may reveal significant possibilities of the
medium. In doing so I am following the approach of writers such as Stanley Cavell,

V.F. Perkins and George M. Wilson® whilst redirecting this tradition by applying it to

? The thesis is marbled throughout with the work of Stanley Cavell, and it is one of the central aims of
the thesis to show the usefulness of his work, a usefulness still not recognised sufficiently by film

scholars in Britain. D
> An account of the methodology used in the thesis also emerged fluently from the discussions in this

chapter, hence such an account docs not appear in this introduction. |
* For the best understanding of expressive criticism sce Adrian Martin, ‘Mise-en-Scéne is Dead’,

Continuum, Vol.5 No.2, 87-140, csp. p99-101. | .
> Cavell, Perkins and Wilson are particularly adept at allowing their rich expressive criticism to

illuminate more general aspects of cinema (see Chapter Three for further discussion).

12



Introduction

less obviously expressive films®. Maintaining that the undramatic — for example,

experiencing life through the repetitions of a diary — does not equate to the
unrevealing, unemotional or irrelevant, the thesis makes claims concerning the
cinema’s less apparent stylistic capabilities: Chapter Four on Diary of a Country

Priest concentrates on cinematic techniques which subdue crisis; Chapter Five on

Loves of a Blonde (Milo§ Forman 1965 Cz) discusses how to represent boredom and
waiting on screen, how to make uneventful lives worthy of a viewer’s attention;
Chapter Six on Late Spring (Yasujiro Ozu 1949 Jap) shows how the cinema does not
need to be sequentially eventful because the director can construct patterns out of

apparently innocuous moments or scenes, allow these patterns to accrue significance

across the course of a narrative, and thus slowly uncover the interest which may lie in
the routine of domestic relationships; and Chapter Seven on A Tale of Springtime
(Eric Rohmer 1989 Fr) demonstrates how film narrative, by neither crystallising the
purposes and directions of scenes and characters, nor adopting a momentum built
around events, is able to make the viewer hesitate over what might at first seem an
unimportant moment, and so unconceal the significance in the apparently obvious. In a
series of comparative pieces I have explored the cinema’s more familiar dramatic
modes of expression. The additional pieces closely connect with the expressive
concerns of a particular chapter and further illuminate the unusual stylistics of the four
undramatic films (for example, A/l I Desire, a 1950s American family melodrama, is
compared to Late Spring in terms of the representation of domestic space). In these
pieces, also, I expand my investigation into the cinema’s melodramatic tendency by
concentrating on the way specific stylistic features might encourage the medium to be
melodramatic (sound, locations, camera movement, editing).

Because these undramatic films might initially seem to have “nothing
happening”, so to speak, my thesis has intended to facilitate a repositioning of the
spectator with regard to the narrative, each chapter illuminating the films’ subtly
weighted and coherent patterns of visual content; in this way I elucidate how the films
disclose the everyday, focusing especially on the skill with which they express less

vehement emotions and states of mind not obviously associated with events or crisis:

® Martin writes of how expressive critics have been drawn, not surprisingly, to overtly expressive
films: they have been attracted, for example, to the virtuosity of Max Ophuls, the flamboyance of Sam
Fuller or the classical beauty of Howard Hawks (Martin, ibid., p96).
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Introduction

feelings such as self consciousness, worry, boredom or flirtatiousness. This has been
achieved by using a method of textual analysis, developing a technique which
understands the films’ significance by charting how apparently unnecessarily repetitive

instances are in fact meaningfully patterned, developed and transformed throughout the

films, shot by shot’.

" I have sometimes used shot breakdowns but I have placed them within the chapters, rather than in
the appendix, to make consultation easier. (I have, however, counted them as tables, and excluded
them from the overall word count.) Because shot breakdowns are a rather turgid way of representing
a scene, the best approach may be to peruse them at first, referring to them later for clarification when

the sequence is discussed in the main body of the text.
14
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Chapter One

Introduction

The central aims of this chapter are to explore:
a) Stanley Cavell’s work in both philosophy and film as it acts as a springboard to the main
body of the thesis. Cavell is largely a discursive and suggestive writer so the main lines of

his thought are not always immediately obvious. Therefore I have endeavoured to bring a
variety of his work together along with recent commentaries to form a coherent explanation
of the main strands in his writing.

b) how Cavell’s very particular philosophical work on the acknowledgement of scepticism
combine with his insights on the ontology of film. I then use his work to aid n;y own
thoughts on the medium’s melodramatic and comic tendencies.

c) Cavell’s understanding of the sceptical dilemma as a flight from the everyday or ordinary.
I lluminate the similarities and differences between our particular specifications of the
everyday through an analysis of the final scene of The Awful Truth. This is an important
film for Cavell’s understanding of the everyday, but its final scene needs even closer

scrutiny for my purposes.

Section One — The Plight of Scepticism

A) The Avoidance of the Ordinary World
In the process of thinking about my thesis I was faced by a challenging question:

why 1s the cinema mainly characterised by a melodramatic (and comic) mode? The most
profound discussion satisfying my queries was in the work of Stanley Cavell. Cavell
understands the modem sensibility as one of constantly experiencing and coming to terms
with the philosophical and psychological burden of scepticism. Correspondingly he takes
cinema to be the great expression of this experience, describing the art as ‘a moving image
of scepticism’'. Therefore an appreciation of what constitutes the sceptical problem will
reveal important ideas about modes of film expression.

According to Cavell, stripped of the certainties provided first by religion (the belief

in God) and then by the state, our consciousness was and remains ‘unhing[ed]...from the

' Stanlcy Cavcll, The World Viewed: Reflections on the Ontology of Film (Enlarged Edition), Harvard
Univ. Press, London, 1979, p188.

18



Chapter One

world’®. One might think of this as the disappearance of a common, objective point from
which to understand and feel the world; indeed, our subjectivity was interposed between us
and our ‘presentness’ to the world. The world as it is cannot satisfy the wish for the world,
our wish to have this world, to possess it, or at least to be meaningfully connected to it’.

As a consequence, in the desire to overcome subjectivity, modemn society has

become obsessed with the notion of certainty. We desire to find some true way of believing
in the world, of regaining an objective proof outside our own personal subjectivity.
Philosophy expressed the dilemma through questions such as: how can I be sure I am not
living a dream or how can I be sure of an external world outside myself? (Indeed, these
questions are often based around the certainty provided by our senses: do I really see that
table?) However, the sceptical dilemma was not one of philosophical speculation alone, but
rather central to overcoming our loss of confidence in the modern world, where the rise of
the power of subjectivity has made our sense of individuality feel like isolation.

Cavell’s most important insights hinge on both his acceptance of scepticism as a
defining concept in our precarious position in relation to the world, together with a

simultaneous refusal to refute scepticism by searching for ever more certainty:

It 1s not quite right to say that we delieve the world exists (though
certainly we should not conclude that we do rof believe this, that we
Jail to believe its existence), and wrong even to say we know it exists
(while of course it is equally wrong to say we fail to know this)...our
relation to the world’s existence is somehow closer than the ideas of
believing and knowing are made to convey.’

Cavell argues that one’s relation to the existence of the world is not captured by the notion
of *believing in’ (does one believe in the world?) but rather by what one does or says. What
one knows or believes of the world does not capture our sense of intimacy with elements of
it, of ‘neighbouring the world’ or being ‘next’ to it.

Cavell replaces the sceptic’s obsession with knowledge with the notion of
acknowledgement. He suggests that the moral of scepticism is that the existence of the

world and others in it is ‘not a matter to be known but one to be acknowledged™. More

2 Cavell, The World Viewed, 1bid., p22.

> As expressed by William Rothman. Analysis of The World Viewed. Unpublished.

* Stanley Cavell, The Senses of Walden, Univ. of Chicago Press, London, 1992, (orig. ed. 1972), p145.
> Stanley Cavell, In Quest of the Ordinary: Lines of Scepticism and Romanticism, Univ. of Chicago

Press, London, 1988, p172.
19



Chapter One

precisely, what 1s to be acknowledged is this existence as “separate from me”. The
avoidance of this acknowledgement however, the surrendering to the burden of scepticism,
is nothing less than a modern tragedy. The quest for certainty is tragic not only because of
our vulnerability fo knowledge but because of the vulnerability of knowledge itself, of its
inadequacy: we are endlessly dissatisfied with the world and we desire to bring it back to
life. In wishing to escape subjectivity and metaphysical isolation, in craving to become
present to the world, we transform it into something capable of satisfying this yeaming’
Thus, paradoxically we often escape from the world, we wish to find something beyond it.
Crucially, as Cavell concetves it, we need to float away from everyday life because the
ordinary world does not satisfy our hunger. Indeed, this is the paradoxical tragedy of
scepticism: we may find that the world vanishes exactly in the effort to make it present’.

If this is an essential component to tragedy then it is no surprise that Cavell sees the
sceptical burden as central to the workings of Shakespearean tragedy. That is, King Lear

becomes a tragedy resulting ‘not from the failure of knowledge but from horror of its
success”. Lear’s ‘longing for the world’s presence — his very need to make the world

appear — may conceal [an] avoidance of the world he already knows’”. This avoidance of
the world might be expressed from its reverse perspective: as the lengths to which we may
go in order to avoid being revealed ourselves, ‘even to those we love and are loved by...
..[indeed] to other people it is easy not to be known’*°.

It 1s important to recognise the links in the sceptical chain: the links between too

much knowledge, avoidance of what we have (Cavell thinks of this as the avoidance of our

everyday lives — see below) and our inability to accept the existence of the world as
separate from us, with that world also conceived as other human minds and beings. Indeed,
Cavell’s reading of Orhello emphasises the tragic hero’s obsession with certainty over

Desdemona. Othello’s obsessive desire for knowledge is the consequence of avoiding a

genuine understanding of Desdemona, a genuine acknowledgement of her separateness

from him: her existence as a flesh and blood person beyond his total command. As a result

® Rothman, unpublished, op. cit..

" Cavell, In Quest of the Ordinary, op. cit., p173.
® Michael Fischer, Stanley Cavell and Literary Scepticism, Univ. of Chicago Press, London, 1989,

p83.
? Fischer, ibid., p85. .
10 Stanley Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say?, Scribners, New York, 1969, p284 (quoted 1n

Fischer, op.cit., p83).
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Chapter One

he kills her and himself he revenges against the world because of ‘a self-consuming

disappointment in his mortality’*.

B) Vertigo: Accounting for Melodrama —
The Sceptical Tragedy as Expressed in Film

The tragic form is a particular expression of the melodramatic mode. In cinema
one of the greatest examples of tragic melodrama is Alfred Hitchcock’s Vertigo (1958 US),
existing as perhaps the exemplary film about trying to avoid the everyday world in the form
of transforming it, of trying to go beyond it in order to connect with it again (see appendix
for brief plot synopsis). There is a crescendo moment in Vertigo in which Scottie (James
Stewart) has come to the critical point where he has finally recreated Judy as Madeleine
(both Kim Novak). I take this moment because it crystallises Scottie’s tragedy and
provides the film with one of its most melodramatic moments ~ producing extremities of
colour, of music, of movement.

The sense of the moment existing as a crescendo is important to understanding the
film’s melodrama. The narrations of melodrama entertain the idea of life as a series of
events, with stylistic extremities both outlining and making vivid the eventfulness. Scottie
has created this vivid event so as to bring the world alive, but this attempt is destined to fail
as 1ts vividness lies in being a projection of his own subjective fantasy. The setting is Judy’s
bedroom 1n the hotel and we see her as if from Scottie’s visual point of view as she emerges
transformed from the bathroom (FIG.1). This point of view finally cements Judy as the
object of Scottie’s private dream; for Cavell, Vertigo animates the ‘sealing of a mind within
a scorching fantasy’'”. Indeed, the film is about the power of fantasy to cause him to forgo

reality — and this moment acts as the summit of his endeavour “to gear every instant of his

energy toward a private alteration of reality’">. As Judy walks towards Scottie the film has
scrambled what is real and what is fantasy and in turn has animated the sceptical fear that

the reality of the world might rest only in the subjective. For Cavell, fantasy is not a world
apart from reality: he says, ‘[f]antasy is precisely what reality can be confused with’™,

'! Fischer, ibid., p87.

'2 Cavell, The World Viewed, op.cit., p36.
'3 Cavell, The World Viewed, ibid., p85.
'Y Cavell, The World Viewed, ibid., p85.
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Scottie’s desire to regain conviction in the world compels him to transform it, and leads to
his individuality being more isolated from the world.

Suitably, therefore, Scottie’s projection is vigorously coloured. Judy leaves the
bathroom and comes forward into a green mist. This mist is objectively justified by the
casting of a light from the neon sign outside the bedroom window. Yet, it also displays
Judy as 1if she was a hazy apparition, the ghost of Madeleine and the dream-vision of
Scottie. Thus the presence of the green mist and Judy/Madeleine are manifestations of the
sceptical desire to be both of the world and not of the world. The colour green itself has
been continuously taunted with reds throughout the film; Madeleine, Judy and Scottie
exchanging them with fluid ease, mixing and matching through the greens of Scottie’s
sweater, her evening wear, her car and then the reds of his dressing gown which she wears,
and the intense ruby walls of the restaurant against which she first glides into view.
Scottie’s love for Judy/Madeleine is therefore both life giving (green) and sexually
threatening and destructive (red) as if what gives life to human existence is inseparable from
what potentially threatens it. As V.F. Perkins has written: “In Hitchcock’s world, a man’s
moral and psychological integrity, even his physical existence, is threatened by precisely
those desires and illusions which make life tolerable’®”.

The tragedy, exhibited in the melodrama of colour, is also embodied in the
extremities of the performances. Both extremes are provided: Stewart’s Scottie displays a
mordinate willingness for suffering, a masochism which stems from his dissatisfaction with
the world as 1t is. Cavell writes that the consequence of being human is the capacity to
wish, maybe to wish for ‘a completer identity...and that such a wish may project a complete
world opposed to the world one so far shares with others’'®. Scottie’s tragedy is that he
“stake[s] his identity upon the power of wishing, upon the capacity and purity of [his]
imagination and desire’'’, (Scottie starts the film, after his accident, with a certain laziness
of mind and nonchalance of spirit, reclining on his couch, tinkering and trfling with his
walking stick. In these early moments, the film establishes him as “normal” as opposed to

unhinged, this is important for the viewer’s understanding of the roots of his obsessiveness,

'> V.F. Perkins, Film as Film: Understanding and Judging Movies, Penguin, London, 1972, p154.
'® Stanley Cavell, ‘What Becomes of Things on Film?’ in Themes Out of School, Univ. of Chicago

Press, London, 1984, 173-183, p181.
'" Cavell, ‘What Becomes of Things on Film?’, ibid., p180.
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an obsessiveness to which we might all be prone'®.) At the other extreme, at least from
Scottie’s viewpoint, Kim Novak’s Judy/Madeleine represents the woman as blank, onto
which male yeamings can be projected. As she approaches him, out of the bathroom, she
moves not with human impetus or with varied gesticulations but like a ‘gliding statue’,

passive like a ‘work of art’'”; in comparison to Scottie there is a ‘featurelessness [to] her

?

presence...fwhich] allow[s] full play to one’s perversity..her smooth body...declaims
perfect pliancy’*’.

The extremities of personality are matched in the camera’s movements, specifically
in the 360 degree camera circle around their passionate embrace. As Cavell states, the
circling track represents the full cocooning of the couple within the man’s fantasy”', further
emphasised in the transformation of the hotel room into the outhouse where he had first
kissed Madeleine before her ‘death’. As the camera tracks, the hotel room merges into
darkness and then the outhouse emerges out of that gloom: the circling ensures smooth
transitions, erasing the boundaries between the present reality and his subjective fantasy.
The particular melodramatic elements here, the fanatical track and the radical move into
another location, thereby permit fluent transitions: the elements, and thus the melodrama,
are rooted in the inseparability of ordinary life with the human need for events of
excitement.

Crucially, this excitement does not only consist of a man’s fantastical wishes. For
although they are enveloped in his fantasy, the circling track also cocoons them together,
with the effect that they ‘accept as final their privacy with one another’. As his hands
desperately shift to clutch her with more intensity, to seal her in more completely, it is also
true that she accepts the sealing. She too has fallen in love and as Thomas Leitch observes
we talk about people falling into love, rather than leaping or stepping or rising into love®.

We mught conceive of the desire for love as the most powerful aspiration providing

'* Furthermore, Scottie’s obsession arises out of a mild boredom. One way of understanding the state
of boredom is as an excess of imagination, failing to find stimulation enough in the ordinary aspects
of life we share with others. We become bored with other people’s everyday concerns, bored with
what matters to them (for other, but related, expressions of boredom sec Chapter Five) .

' Robin Wood, ‘Male Desire, Male Anxiety’, in Marshall Deutelbaum and Leland Pogue eds., 4
Hitchcock Reader, Iowa St. Univ. Press, Iowa, 1986, 219-230, p227.

0 Cavell, The World Viewed, op.cit., p86.

* Cavell, The World Viewed, ibid., p202.

* Cavell, The World Viewed, ibid., p202. |
“ Thomas M. Leitch, Find The Director and Other Hitchcock Games, Univ. of Georgia Press,

Georgia, 1991, p202.
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conviction in the world; for some people it is the only consolation. Yet, Westemn society
has conceived this desire as falling, as losing our steady footing. Hence the film’s
melodramatic vertigo, the patterns of spiralling downward representing the perverse desire
to let go. The circling track here rhymes back to the falling policeman spiralling to his

death; back to Scottie’s quest for Madeleine’s secret, each time sucked down the hills of

San Francisco; or her plunging into the bay and his following; or the previous kiss where
the crashing waves below nearly sucked them towards destruction. Vertigo’s melodrama
consists of an overpowering downwardness, a magnetism enhanced by the endlessly
spiralling and wandering theme tune which in this hotel scene is raised to its most intense
(and loudest) levels on the soundtrack. Just as the surges of the music are never quite able
to adopt a straightforward melodic line, bursting into a crescendo with the circling kiss but

still surging and falling, never finding resolution, so neither character can reconcile the fear
of falling with the desire to fall (in love)**

Scottie’s all-consuming love forces him to re-create a woman (as Cavell implies,
we might see this as man replacing God as the creator) and the stylistics of this sequence in
the hotel room emphasise the occasion of this creation, his invention proclaimed in her
ceremonial presentation. As Madeleine/Judy steps out of the green mist and advances
closer to the camera (and closer to Scottie) she progresses into sharp focus (her passage is
also into an area where she is brightly lit from all around) and there is a sense of her
parading into definition (perhaps, after being blurred by his tears). The moment emphasises
the precision with which Judy has been constructed as Madeleine, the obsessive certainty
with which Scottie has moulded her. Here we have the tragedy of scepticism: the desire for
certainty in order to connect more completely to the world, rather than accepting Judy as
Judy, of acknowledging her separateness from him, somebody beyond his command.

Judy’s love compels her to surrender to her re-creation: “If I let you change me,
will that do it? IfI do what you tell me, will you love me.” Judy avoids herself for love,
she dresses up, she theatricalises herself. As Leitch says, ‘love is so intoxicating that it
seems worth giving up one’s self-control for an experience that allows one to transcend the
limits of one’s own appetite and will’>. Scottie’s personality too has become theatricalised

by defining himself in terms of another and ‘[t]he more frantically Scottie asserts his

* These spiralling cxamples drawn from Lesley Brill, The Hitchcock Romance: Love and Irony in

Hitchcock's Films, Princeton Univ. Press, Surrey, 1988, p202/3/4.
® Leitch, op.cit., p202.
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independence, the more completely he defines himself in terms of his idealised vision of
someone else — a person (Judy) whom he cannot love as herself but only as his ideal’*.
Thus we can see how the melodramatic theatricalisation of character in Vertigo is closely
connected to ‘transcending the limits’ of desire, and the avoidance of the everyday world
and its inhabitants. For Cavell, the theatricalisation of the self'is one of the key elements of
melodrama; it becomes the sole proof of the self’s existence and freedom in the face of the
threat of scepticism.

The melodrama of the self — of making a drama of oneself — stems from an isolating
privacy, of losing communication with others. As the camera tracks around the couple,
magically retuming ‘them’ to the outhouse, it is only Scottie who looks up and surveys the
changed location suggesting that, rather than a mutual transcending of present time and
space (Judy is also transported), the viewer is experiencing his subjectivity: here, one feels
how intensely, how completely, Scottie now fravels inside his own private world. His
debilitating privacy means he does not communicate but commands; he now lacks a shared
language with others®’ Indeed, part of the sceptical predicament is the problem with
words. We have become afraid of words, they do not provide enough certainty,

‘spectfically...[ordinary language’s] power to word the world, to apply to the things we

have in common’%®

Elsewhere, Cavell expresses it as ‘the depth to which an ordinary
human life requires expression, and the surface of ordinary means through which that life
must, if it will, express itself’”. Melodrama has been conceptualised in many writings as
the product of an expressive gap™ and in Vertigo we see many of the melodramatic
elements as stemming from the distance between Scottie’s desires and his ordinary

communicative facilities for satisfying them.

One mught say here that the man and woman do not acknowledge each other in a

‘union of real responsiveness™'. In Cavell’s writing on the melodrama of the unknown

* Leitch, ibid., p223.

* I will discuss below how engaging in conversation and achieving equality of conversation constitute
Cavell’s central tasks for returning to a state of acknowledging others and rediscovering the
stimulation provided by the everyday.

*8 Cavell, In Quest of the Ordinary, op.cit., p154.

? Cavell, The World Viewed, op. cit., p180.

*% Thomas Elsaesser, ‘Tales of Sound and Fury: Observations on the Family Mclodrama’, Monogram

No.4, 1972, 2-15.
1A phrase used in a different but related context by Stephen Mulhall, Stanley Cavell: Philosophy's

Recounting of the Ordinary, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1994, p238.
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woman™ he talks of Greta Garbo and Bette Davis (among others) as lacking a shared
language with men (often for good reason). Therefore these women cannot consummate a
fulfilling marnage, and for Cavell marriage and living a domesticated life in marriage is one
central aspect of what we might call the ordinary (see discussion of the comedies of
remarriage and especially 7The Awful Truth below). Therefore these women can only
achieve some integrity in isolation, they can only maintain some sense of themselves

through theatricalising. Their theatricalising, their melodramatic mode, becomes a way of

affirming the existence of the selfin an attempt to overcome scepticism. Garbo expresses it
»33

in her “world-changing mood[s]>*” and as Stephen Mulhall says:

Cavell characterises her enactment of her existence as a piece of
private theatre, and its privacy amounts to a declaration of her sense

of herself as separate and finite, what she enacts is her knowledge of
her separateness.>*

In Cavell’s words the essential dimension to Bette Davis’ power is

Its invitation to, and representation of camp; an arrogation of the

nghts of banality and affectation and display, of the dangerous wish
for perfect personal expressiveness. The wish, in the great stars...is a
Junction not of their beauty, such as it may be, but of their power of
privacy, of a knowing unknownness [my italics].”

For both actresses the melodrama they exert is a declaration of their distinctiveness and
freedom in worlds which attempt to strangle them. Yet trying to affirm the existence of the

self in a modern world still results in a high personal cost: ‘unending irony, enforced

transcendence [and] suffering their unknownness*®.

** The nine films that Cavell takes to be the primary members of the genre are: Blonde Venus, Stella
Dallas, Showboat, Mildred Pierce, Random Harvest, The Marquise of O, Now Voyager, Gaslight and
Letter From An Unknown Woman.

>} Cavell, The World Viewed, op. cit., p 206.

4 Mulhall, op. cit., p244.
* Stanley Cavell, ‘Ugly Duckling, Funny Butterfly: Bette Davis and Now Voyager’, Critical Inquiry,

16, 1990, 213-247, p227/8 (also quoted in Mulhall, op.cit., p244).
** Mulhall, ibid., p245. (For a fresh deployment of the ‘unknown woman’ concept sc¢ Chapter Five.)
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Section Two — Scepticism and the Ontology of Film
A) Film as a Moving Image of Scepticism

The escape from the world of the everyday, the inability to communicate those

everyday things we might have in common, the cost of theatricalisation, the power of

avoidance over acknowledgement (of becoming unknown), the move into privacy and
separateness, these are all recurring themes in Cavell, and I have collected his insights from
all across the expanse of his work as well as seeing how they may illuminate melodramatic
stylistics for my own purposes. My next step is to examine how Cavell’s analysis of the

ontology of film may show why the medium itself is so suited to sceptical themes and

therefore to melodramatic stylistics.

Cinema’s intimate relationship with scepticism begins with its roots in the
photograph. Cavell calls the cinema a projected sequence of photographic images thereby
beginning his understanding of the cinema’s properties by understanding the nature of
photographs®’. Unlike paintings photographs do not present a representation of reality or a
likeness of it but rather a transcription of it (it is inherently mechanical)™®. It is important at
this early stage to recognise Cavell’s understanding of the photograph, and therefore
cinema, as having the most intimate relationship to reality of all the arts. A painting does
not present us with reality, a ‘painting is a world [whereas] a photograph is of the world™>.
There 1s always a sense of something beyond the frame of a photograph: ‘the implied
presence of the rest of the world*®.

However, a key difference from reality is the singular way we stand in relationship
to a photograph: crucially that the object in the photograph is ‘present to us while we are
not present to it’*'. Movies project and screen reality: the screen screens the world from

us; ‘the projected world does not exist now’*?. In the theatre we do share the same time as
the actors, so that our absence from the theatrical world is a convention, where as our

absence from the world on film is ‘mechanically assured’®. As Mulhall says, ‘it causes live

human beings and real objects in actual spaces to appear to us when they are in fact not

*" Cavell, The World Viewed, op.cit., p16-25.

3 Stanley Cavell, ‘What Photography Calls Thinking’, Raritan, 4, 1985, 1-21, p4 (also referenced in
Mulhall ibid., p225).

¥ Cavell, The World Viewed, op.cit., p24.

0 Cavell, The World Viewed, ibid., p24.

4 Cavell, The World Viewed, ibid., p23.

2 Cavell, The World Viewed, ibid., p24.

¥ Cavell, The World Viewed, ibid., p26.
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there, it makes present a no-longer-existent world’*’. And Mulhall goes on to make the

important link with scepticism:

[Flor Cavell, our relation to such an image of the world — to
something which presents our senses with nothing less than reality
but which is nevertheless nothing more than an image — exemplifies
scepticism’s understanding of our relation to the world itself; for the
sceptic, what we take to be the world is but an image of it. In short,
film is a moving image of scepticism [my italics].*

As Cavell says 1n a crucial theoretical passage from 7he World Viewed:

Photography satisfied...the human wish, intensifying in the West since

the Reformation, to escape subjectivity and...isolation — a wish for
the power to reach this world, having for so long tried, at last
hopelessly, to manifest fidelity to another..At some point the
unhinging of our consciousness from the world interposed our
subjectivity between us and our presentness to the world. Then our
subjectivity became what 1s present to us, individuality became

isolation...Photography overcame subjectivity...by automatism, by
removing the human agent from the task of reproduction.*

Unfortunately, ‘[pJhotography maintains the presentness of the world by accepting our

247

absence from it™"’, so the price to be paid 1s our absence, and paradoxically the world

recedes. As Mulhall emphasises, ‘for the sceptic that recession of reality is the revelation of

'48

a hideous truth™” but it was the sceptic in the first place who deemed the overcoming of

scepticism necessary for our conviction 1n reality. Mulhall goes on to say: “When the role
of human subjectivity is not acknowledged but denied, the human subject 1s transformed

into an absent [or isolated] viewer of the world rather than simply one of its inhabitants>*’.

Of course to accept that film is a moving image of scepticism — making the world

present to us while mechanically defeating our presence to it — we are ‘accurately

representing the true nature of our relation to the world of film’, not necessarily accepting a

model of our true relation to reality. Crucially, however, ‘film manifest[s] his aspect of our

" Muthall, op. cit., p228.

> Mulhall, ibid., p228.

‘> Cavell, The World Viewed, op. cit., p21-23.
" Cavell, The World Viewed, ibid., p23.

*® Mulhall, op.cit., p229.

* Mulhall, op. cit., p229.
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experience of the world’ and therefore will be the medium most profoundly able to
entertain sceptical dilemmas and fantasies, to entertain the melodramatic tragedy of Vertigo.
This may indeed account for films’ ‘popularity...in a culture which is permeated with
scepticism™’.

Furthermore, the consequence of film’s conjunction of presence and absence is that

it allows us to see the world unseen and for Cavell this sense of invisibility is an expression

of modem privacy or anonymity: film makes plain a feeling we already know — that of
feeling anonymous, of being trapped within our privacy. Indeed, the desire to regain
conviction in the world is also one of regaining a sense of ourselves, our self-hood. This is
because our own unknownness is matched by ‘our inability to know”', our feeling that we
fail to acknowledge others. The cinema highlights hiddenness and inaction, an avoidance of
the world; Fischer describes that ‘silence we can cultivate outside when we watch people
instead of taking part in their lives>*. This is Scottie’s isolation and separateness and his

fatlure to acknowledge Judy, suitably expressed in a medium that makes ‘displacement

appear as our natural condition’”.

Cavell says that:

Hitchcock films make nakedly clear the power of film to materialise
and to satisfy (hence to dematenialise and thwart) human wishes that
escape the satisfaction of the world as it stands...and that such a wish
may project a complete world opposed to the world one so far shares

with others...If so, 1t 1s not surprising that a filmic procedure which
taps this cause 1s one that juxtaposes modes and moods of reality as a
whole, taunts them with one another.>*

Indeed, it is through this taunting of worlds that film shows such adeptness; it can
consummately blur the distinction between fantasy, or the human desire to wish, and reality.
It rests on the cinema combining an intimate relationship with reality with an ability to
distort it (by using a range of procedures — editing, lighting, music and so on); as Perkins

writes:

*% Quotes and ideas here from Mulhall, op. cit., p229.

> Cavell, The World Viewed, op.cit., p41.

> Fischer, op. cit., p96.

> Cavell, The World Viewed, op. cit., p41.

* Cavell, ‘What Becomes of Things on Film?’, op. cit., p180/81.
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Instead of trying either exclusively to create or to record, the story
film attempts a synthesis: it both records what has been created and
creates by its manner of recording. At its most powerful 1t achieves a
credibility which consummates the cinema’s blend of actuality and
fantasy.”

Fantasy and reality do not exist side by side, they are able to influence each other at any one
moment, at any instant cinema animates the sceptical desire to be of the world and not of
the world. Here we find the basis for film’s tendency to be melodramatic: if in Perkins’
terms its power often comes from the consummation of actuality and fantasy then 1t 1s no

surprise that the medium’s creations have been fascinated with the extremities of reality,

perfectly satisfying the human desire to wish.

B) The Camera’s Characterisation

To make more vivid this point concerning the extremities of reality we might
consider a criticism often levelled at film — that the depth of its insight into character
psychology 1s weak. Thus, against the great European novels or the finest pieces of
theatre, film has insubstantial levels of character detail. Is there anything in film to set
alongside the nuance of characterisation in a Henry James novel? Indeed, beside this level
of depth and nuance film characters seem to be mere types (and this would also apply to the
supposedly more sophisticated ‘European art movie’). The cinema is full of types: the
gunslinger, the gangster with a heart, the moll, the fallen woman, the bored housewife’.
These have become famous typifications, ones which have enough repeated instances to be
immediately recognisable. Our sense of them as such expresses a simplicity in
characterisation, a one-dimensionality. Even Scottie in Vertigo could reasonably be
described as a fypical self-obsessed male who desires power over a woman. There may be
more or less complex types but the nature of characterisation is absolutely different in kind

to that found in the revered areas of literature®’.

> Perkins, Film as Film, op. cit., p62. Indecd, Perkins’ thesis on the cincma brought together the
recording/realist aspects of the medium with its ‘creative’ aspects and claimed their combination to be
the underpinning of the medium’s distinctiveness.

>* Some of these categories are listed by Cavell, The World Viewed, op.cit., p36.

>" Narrative film tends to be more concentrated than the novel so that film characters find themselves
in more limited predicaments, which in turn circumscribes the range of possibilities for their
development as characters.
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We think of melodrama as enjoying this nature of characterisation (and this is partly
why melodrama 1s sometimes used as a term of abuse), so it is important for my purposes
here to draw attention to Cavell’s understanding of the profound link between film’s
ontology and the nature of its characterisation. Because the camera films the world,
characters cannot be separated from the performers. In the theatre actors step in to the
characters so to speak, the characters existing prior to an actor’s interpretation, but in
cinema characters have no existence apart from the particular human somethings on the
screen, and no life apart from the particular stars who incamate them (Scottie is James
Stewart, James Stewart is Scottie). It is here that the richness, or individuality, of
character is found, namely in the human being’s relationship with the camera. Indeed, for
Cavell the scrutiny of the camera makes the human being in front of it not quite suitably
descnbed by the term ‘actor’, because they are also, more deeply, subjects of study, albeit
subjects who have an active participation in the way films present them. Central here once

more is the issue of acknowledgement for as Marion Keane says: ‘Understanding film
acting as involving selves reveals a central issue of filming human beings to be the
acknowledgement of an individual’s selfhood’>*. When a camera films a human being these
1ssues of selthood are pushed to the fore: Who am I7 How do I make myself known to the
world and others? What is the nature of my privacy> ?

When a human being 1s filmed, the performer encourages a process of
comprehending their character which 1s full of indirections. Through watching their
gestures, their facial movements, their movement in space, or the intonation of their voice,
the viewers embark on a process of ‘reading’ and coming to understand character that is
stmilar to that which they use in ‘reading’ people in the world around them. A novel might
describe or represent these things but it does not provide a transcription of them as films
do, and it does not then project them, and therefore a novel does not present that feeling of
being so close to a physical human being but somehow not with them, not fully connected

to them. The fact that film does not privilege us with the same interactive possibilities

which we exploit in real life existence — asking questions of people for example — allows it

to be a suitable medium for conveying the lack of acknowledgement (and the restrictions

** Marion Kean, ‘Dyer Straits: Theorctical Issucs In Studies of Film Acting’, Postscript, Vol.12 No.
2, 29-39, p36.
*> Questions brought up by Keane, ibid., p31.
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for acknowledging) which we all feel regardless of our apparently sophisticated interactive
capabilities (“Nobody really understands me”).

That sense of remaining unknown, unacknowledged by others, can be thought of as
the feeling that we are being judged as a simple type (“oh he’s a typically self-obsessed

male”) as against the complexities we personally see as constituting our selfhood, our

individuality. We might say that our existence with others in the world prompts this
struggle between our sense of self and the type we may seem to others. Scottie sees
Madeleine/Judy as a type of female icon rather than acknowledging her as a complex
human being. The ontology of film allows for this rendering of characterisation thus it
tends to taunt the detail of real filmed human individualities against types, or more precisely
within types. As William Rothman says, ‘for a screen performer to be a type is for his or
her individuality to project particular ways of inhabiting whatever social role she or he
happens to be occupying in a particular film*®. Indeed, Cavell claims this to be the
difference between type and stereotype: types of black human being, for example, were not
created in film because they were not given individualities, particular ways of inhabiting a
social role, we recognise only the role.

It is the ‘ontology of film itself that denies, undermines, transcends, overcomes the

distinction between type and well-rounded character — as it denies the distinction between

261

character and actor™’. Because film’s ontology suits an exploration of types it tends

towards melodrama, and thereby urges us to cntically reconceptualise what we understand

to be depth of characterisation in film. Many American genre types spring to mind but

types are integral to the finest European cinema too. As Cavell says:

I would find it hard to believe that anyone admires Grand lllusion,
Rules of the Game, Zero for Conduct and L 'Atalante more than I,
but it seems to me more accurate to their intention and effect to say
that they are explorations of types rather than explorations of
characters...just think of the obvious surface of their content. The
figures in both of the Renoir films are insistently labelled for us: the
Aristocrat, the Jew, the Officer, the Professor, the Good Guy, the
Poacher, the Wronged Wife, the Impetuous Lover. The shared
subjects of the films depend upon this; both are about the
arbitrariness and the inevitability of labels, and thence about the equal

*® Rothman unpublished, op. cit..
°! Rothman, ibid..
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human need for society and the human need to escape it, and hence
about human privacy and unknownness.*

We have seen how these last concepts are the subject of Vertigo, of Scottie’s own
theatricalisation. They also provide the sceptical melodrama of Greta Garbo and Bette
Davis who attempted to prove their own self worth, their distinctiveness and freedom, by a

theatricalisation of the self®’

Section Three — The Willingness for the Everyday
A) The Awful Truth: Relatedness and Repetition

If so much of melodrama has at its heart the sceptical yearning (to desire something

out of this world in order to connect with this world), and the ontology of film makes 1t a

most suitable medium to entertain sceptical fantasies, then according to Cavell, the genre of
comedy, and especially the comedy of remarnage, maintains the sceptical link but becomes
concerned with acknowledging and living with scepticism. To acknowledge and live with
scepticism means not craving for something out of this world to satisfy our sense of the

world, our touch with the world; instead we must seek what is not out of the ordinary.

This is how Cavell defines the everyday — as against the human yearning for things
out of the ordinary. Quelling this yearning is crucial to his understanding of the everyday:
we must embark on a quest to find fascination in the parts of the world we share (not parts
we create privately), even though it is exactly those shared things that might appear boring

because of their obviousness and repetition, indeed because they occur each and every day.
Cavell finds this dilemma to be at the heart of the comedies of remarriage where the
couples have to learn to live with the repetitions of the everyday. In The Awful Truth (Leo
McCarey 1937 US) (as in the other films of this genre®*) the couple Jerry Warriner (Cary

°2 Cavell, The World Viewed, op. cit., p175/6.
% Furthermore, we can claim that the excesses of performance, this theatricalisation, also stems from
the camera’s insistent attentions. As Cavell says:

Under examination by the camera, a human body becomes for its inhabitant a
field of betrayal more than a ground of communication, and the camcra’s
further power is manifested as it documents the individual’s self conscious
efforts to control the body each time it is conscious of the camera’s attention
to it (Cavell, ‘What Photography Calls Thinking’, op.cit., p14.)

* The films in the genre consist of: The Lady Eve, It Happened One Night, Bringing Up Baby, The
Philadelphia Story, His Girl Friday, Adam's Rib, The Awful Truth.
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Grant) and Lucy Warriner (Irene Dunne) start married, and the ‘drive of the plot is not to

> Marriage is

get the central pair together, but to get them back together, together again
crucially connected to any discussion of the everyday because it entails the decision to live
with one person every day of one’s life. The result of this decision can be ternbly
disappointing, leading to all those dissatisfactions with the repetitions of the world which
are the plight of scepticism: the de-sexualizing (or de-romanticising) of a relationship
because of the routines of domestication or the couple repelling each other even when they
mean to attract. So although marriage is intended to be a ratification, it is in fact in need of
constant ratification itself.

The final scene of the film is central to understanding the process of learning to live

with another person each and every day. They have both ended up in a relative’s house in

Connecticut where they have gone upstairs to sleep in adjacent rooms (FIG.2). At
midnight their divorce will become official. Luckily they are only (physically) separated by
a faulty door (of which more below). When Jerry comes into Lucy’s room she says, “Well,
I mean if you didn’t feel the way you feel, things wouldn’t be the way they are, would
they?” Jerry then replies, “But things are the way you made them” to which she retorts,
“Oh no. They’re the way you think I made them. I didn’t make them that way at all
Things are just the same as they always were, only you're just the same, too, so I guess
things will never be the same again.” When the door opens for the third and last time later
in the scene this conversation 1s continued with more complicated plays on the words
“same” and “different”. When Jerry says, “So, as long as I’m different, don’t you think
things could be the same again” he is finally understanding the idea, if they are to stay with
each other every day, that he must analyse himself and his relation to Lucy for things to
remain the same. This acceptance is animated through the manner in which he finally
replies to her, the way that he has to face up to her words: in using her words to repent he
starts to really listen to her.

They learn to play with words together and become conscious of that play (indeed,
knowingness about the use of words is a significant aspect to much comedy) and for Cavell
this 1s crucial for their mutual attunement. Thus 7he Awful Truth is centred around banter,

Cavell seeing the witty and speedy dialogue as a mode of association and a form of life®.

63 Stanley Cavell, Pursuits of Happiness: The Hollywood Comedy of Remarriage, Harvard Univ.
Press, London, 1981, p2.

* Cavell, Pursuits of Happiness, ibid., p152.
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Indeed, if both learning to live with scepticism and learning to overcome the threat to
marriage (therefore the threat to the everyday) entails acknowledging others (unlike
Scottie) then part of this acknowledgement is learning to speak the same language. This
does not require saying the same things, in fact it might need the opposite. This recognition
1s part of acknowledging the partner’s separateness from you.

In his more general philosophy Cavell sees the overcoming of scepticism as lying in

the pursuit of ordinary language. As Michael Fischer says:

Cavell, following Wittgenstein and Thoreau, urges us to ‘cleave to
the everyday’, that is bring words back, or home, to the language
games in which they are ordinarily used. Bringing words back to our

everyday use of them in turn means letting words live, or reattaching
their meaning to the flow of language.®’

We have seen how scepticism entails a dissatisfaction with words, with not being able to
express ourselves and that film has been an ideal site on which the problems with personal
expression can be played out. Crucially, instead of trying to find a language that would
solve everything once and for all — the sceptic’s necessarily unsatisfiable and paralysing

craving for clarity®® — we should learn to determine our meaning in conversation, not once

but everyday;, our meaning should be found in repeated communication.

The only language we should destre 1s one rooted in day to day relatedness, with all
the hesitations and insecurities that entails. Scepticism always shows a disappointment in

daily life, wishing, as Fischer writes,

to arrive at some absolute foundation for our judgements, thereby
stripping ‘ourselves of the responsibility we have in meaning [or in
failing to mean] one thing, or one way, rather than another.” From
the sceptic’s point of view, repetition smacks of failure.*’

Thus for Cavell, relatedness, language rooted in day to day conversation, is all about
responsibility to others, and therefore it is not something to get over or resolve but

something to acknowledge and then thrive on. As Cavell argues: “The idea is less to defend

*' Fischer, op. cit., p130.

* Fischer, ibid., p131.

* Fischer, ibid., p130 (including Cavell quote from ‘Being Odd, Getting Even’, In Quest of the
Ordinary, op.cit., 105-130).
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our ordinary beliefs than to wean us from expressing our thoughts in ways that do not
genuinely satisfy us, to stop forcing ourselves to say things we cannot fully mean’ . So
many words in modern society are used in an empty way which is not the result of speaking
meaninglessly ‘but rather speaking pointlessly, as if we had nothing in mind, or nothing at
heart to say’ [my italics]’.

The use of the term ‘remarriage’ registers the two most impressive affirmations of
human experience for Cavell — the ‘acceptance of human relatedness’ within an “acceptance
of repetition’’®. Indeed, Jerry keeps returning to Lucy’s room (three times), building into
this final sequence an acceptance of repetition. The scene conveys the sense that they must
keep coming together, keep engaging in a dialogue. Thus the decision to become married
is not confirmed by a ceremony but in a mode of repetition, and genuine communication 1s
found in this repetition. The marriage ceremony may well be a festival but true ratification
of the marriage is provided from within the continuous festivity of the union itself. The
festivity lies in the comic nature of repetition in this scene: fighting with the door, the wind,
with silly bedclothes. The repetition here is understood as something festively comic.

However, the crucial aspect of the comedy of this scene is that it does not provide a
knock out climax for the film. As Mulhall says, the film offers a ‘contesting [of] the
iregular outbreak of extraordmary comic events with a continuous line of comedic
development, in order to suggest that the rhythmic recurrences of ordinary diurnal life

provide fun and interest enough to inspire life and a commitment to its continuation’™. The

last shot of a human in the film (the very last shot is of the clock — see below) shows Jerry
looking puzzled while Lucy laughs off-screen: he is still bewildered and she still gently
mocks him. There is no fade out kiss, for example, with which to seal their happiness. This
is because their happiness is not sealed; the slight indeterminacy in the ending, aptly
encapsulated in Jerry’s facial expression, signals that they must continue in this playful vein.
The film rejects tight closure: while Jerry’s bemused face implies that any commitment to
married life will be without certainty, similarly Lucy’s giggles are not the acceptance of a

character having the Jast laugh but of a continuing commitment to laughter.

70 Cavell, ‘“The Ordinary as the Uneventful’, Themes Out of School, op. cit., 184-194, pl92.
"' Cavell, “The Ordinary as the Uneventful’, Themes Out of School, ibid., p191.

"2 Cavell, Pursuits of Happiness op. cit., p240/1,
"> Mulhall op. cit., p235.
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With the end of the sureties provided by Christianity and then the failure of a
‘redemptive politics’ or ‘redemptive psychology’, Cavell argues that there needs to be ‘a
new burden of faith in the authority of one’s everyday experience, one’s experience of the
everyday, of earth not of heaven’”. Without society to provide continued affirmation,
personal qualities will be needed such as ‘wit, invention, good spirits, the capacity to
entertain...since these are no longer to be had for the hiring’”.  If the stylistics of
melodrama are accounted for by their entertaining of sceptical fantasies then we might say
that the witty and inventive stylistics of comedy are partly elucidated by this redemptive
pursuit for the everyday, both characters and audience trying to accept a life of the festive,
by enjoying frustrating and embarrassing repetitions (maybe this is what we mean when we
say the comic helps us “get through life”; the comic moments prevent us from needing to

avoid it). We might recall Laurel and Hardy desperately trying to carry the music box up
the huge flight of steps only to watch them watch it, time and time again, fall all the way

back down to the street. Each time the piano descends it is another fine mess, but the joy
in these films 1s learning to accept the inevitability of life’s repetitions; acknowledging that
there 1s never any accounting for the slight variations that will be thrown up to complicate
some mundane task. Laurel and Hardys’ friendship and behaviour at its truest and deepest
was never about stupidity (this is why their devotees never patronise the pair but love and
respect them): they were actually an extreme rendering of the inevitable need for, and yet
the difficulties of, human relatedness in the middle of the desperate endeavour to stay
devoted to the world of one’s hife. The fact was that Stan and Ollie always lived through
the music boxes to sell Christmas trees; they always showed the willingness to carry on’®

B) The Festive Everyday

As for Stan and Ollie so for Lucy and Jerry: “their lives are held together not by an

event [say marriage] but by their attitude towards events — their capacity for adventure’”’,

" Cavell, Pursuits of Happiness, op. cit., p240.

" Cavell, The World Viewed, op. cit., p79.

'® For an excellent dissection of the repetitions in Laurel and Hardy films see Charles Barr, Laurel
and Hardy, Movie Paperbacks, Univ. of California Press, Berkeley, 1967. Raymond Durgnat likens
the structure of The Music Box (James Parrott, 1932, US) to the myth of Sisyphus (Durgnat on Film,
Faber and Faber, London, 1976, pl141). Yet the crucial difference is that Sisyphus enacted his
frustrating task all alone. For more on comedy, film and its relation to the repetitions of the everyday
scc Chapter Five.

" Fischer, op. cit., p88.
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What does this attitude consist of? Crucially here I want to emphasise how Cavell’s
conception of the everyday is one of eradicating the necessity of a notion of once-and-for-
all events but not one of disposing of events per se. Although the final scene of The Awful
Truth does not provide one knock out finale, it does have a series of little dramatic events:
significantly it makes the ordinary eventful.

As Cavell’s return to the everyday is constituted in the redemptive processes which
undo scepticism, his conception of the everyday actually lies in a transformation of it.
Nevertheless, he convincingly justifies the thematic and stylistic pertinence of the term
everyday by recognising unusual dramatic devices in the film’®. Repetition is a foundational
structuring device: Jerry moving into Lucy’s room on the three occasions. Furthermore,
there are important concerns around the manner in which the repetitious structure is
rendered, that 1s there are matters of pacing too. In one moment Jerry is pushing to open
the dividing door so that he can be with Lucy once more, while a canny black cat presses
stubbornly against the door from Lucy’s room. When the cat moves, the door rather
smoothly sweeps aside; it does not crash or bang open. Jerry is caught on his knees, but
the movement of the door allowing his disclosure has an easy flow, and it rhymes (and
repeats) with a similar movement of the dividing door at the start of the scene when he was
first revealed and displayed in the large pyjamas. The relative comic restraint here
lustrates that although the couple must rediscover adventure in the domestic it should be
on adjusted terms. The pace of comedy illustrates that they must find a deft playfulness
within the repetitious rhythms of everyday life. This is reflected in the dialogue exchanges
in this scene: their ‘banter’ is not speedy or rushed, in fact it is quite calmly and deliberately
delivered, with both a delightfully considered and relaxed dexterity over the wordplay, and
an almost serene compatibility in their tone, delivery and vocabulary. The indication is that
their conversations should retain their mutual attunement but lose some of their fierceness.
They should forgo intense occasions of pleasure, not search for wonderful bursts outside
their day to day marriage (such as their extra marital affairs), and instead recognise that they
must adjust to the easygoing festive possibilities of the everyday; they must feel the

everyday once again, learn to go with it”.

"® Cavell docs not, however, analyse this final scene in detail.

" For more on everyday conversation sce Chapter Four (Scction Three (B)) and especially Chapter
Seven.
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However, regardless of its easygoing tempo, there is still a festivity to be found in
the moments of the everyday which characterise it as eventful, full of little events. These
may not quite be events in the sense of crescendo happenings to which are attached a fairly
definite importance (such as a wedding ceremony), but equally they are not felt to be only
routine happenings. Indeed, that is what gives these happenings their festivity, the

characters find and feel a sense of the event in areas where we might not imagine there to

be such a sense. In this way the various paraphernalia of ordinary existence are

transformed to convert everyday life into a series of mini-events.

The clothes of the everynight become dramatic garments facilitating the
transformation of the ordinary. As the dividing door glides open Jerry is displayed in his
too-big pyjamas and does a jig. The jig is a gesture to her, a certain acceptance of his
ridiculousness and a giving in to the playfulness of it — rather than becoming irate at the
embarrassment. The film alerts us here to the role of the comic spirit in real life. Through
accepting an ironising of ourselves, in allowing ourselves to become comic, we are able to
laugh at our own (self) doubts rather than be consumed by them. How often are we so
wrapped up in our own problems that we fail to find jokes funny? So much of the comic
spirit then seems to have this intimate relationship with the everyday; this spirit consists of a
mature interaction with the everyday so that we can live with it, inhabit it (not fly from 1t).

Lucy’s nightie is old fashioned, a huge cross strap wrapping over her chest and
shoulders; it is full and heavy, covering most of her flesh. It is clearly signalled as being
rather ordinary in a dowdy sort of way but the ordinary here is so excessive that the nightie

becomes grotesque. Thus their clothes are not the routine clothes of every night but are
transformed into the costumes of their comic courting. Their costumes theatricalise them

to a point where the ordinary has to be made more vivid; it is ridiculed so that it can be
brought back to life.

The night-gown is depicted as particularly desexualizing and it is a suggestive
comic irony that what is ordinary must become grotesquely without sexuality in order for it
to rouse therr sex life. Similarly Lucy’s manoeuvres with the bedsheets invest them with the
erotic (FIG.3). As she lies in bed she clutches her blanket tightly up to her chin ensuring it
acts as an armament 1n the battle of the sexes: it is not only a defence in its snug enclosure
of her in a separate and private space, but also an invitation for Jerry to join her when he is

up to it (so to speak). Her wriggles undemeath the blanket act as a teasing taunt and an
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undisclosed promise, a suggestion of feisty sexuality — albeit under the covers. Her
handling of the blanket shrouds her body (makes her bodiless), and hopefully will provoke
the thnll of its rediscovery. A blanket thus becomes a piece of dramatic weaponry in her
sexual come-on, central to the pursuit of igniting the domestic once again.

Similarly, a faulty door may be the most ordinary piece of decor imaginable; here,
however, the door becomes the centre of their courting ritual, and its influential role in the
scene’s choreography converts it into something magical and divine. The door acts as
simultaneously what divides them and what keeps them awake, allowing them to come
back to one another. In Cavell’s terms we might say it forces them to acknowledge their
separateness in order that they may regain their intimacy. And in acting as the strategic
‘window’ that, on several aptly timed occasions, reveals Jerry in a compromising position,
the door demands that he face exposure rather than avoid letting himself be really known to
her, that is genuinely understanding himself in relation to her. In turn, in the choreography
of the scene as a whole the door, like Lucy, demands the right sort of attention.

The sense of magic is exacerbated by the camera’s movement. In one moment its
pan across from open window to the door matches the direction of the gust of wind. There
s a feeling here of being taken with the fantastic forces aiding the couples regaining of
intimacy. On three occasions the camera pans up, in a movement not unlike that of rising
cigarette smoke or a rising snake being charmed, to the clock with the dancing figurines.
The wafling rise of the camera takes us to this enchanting clock which behaves with a
special affinity for the couple. The last shot of the film shows the figurine resembling Jerry
following the little Lucy round into her hole instead of returning to his own, so at the
moment that their divorce becomes official they have in fact started to remarry. There is
something bewitching in the camera movement, setting up the clock as a teasing imagining,
floating in a cartoon bubble above their heads. Time does not exist here as ordinary
minutes but as something sublime, something with which they are now, comically yet

appropnately, in tune.

C) The Undramatic Everyday

In Cavell’s terms Lucy and Jerry have regained a sense of their time together, their

experience of this time is happy, fun, playfully comic. The everyday is recaptured by

experiencing it as a series of little but wonderful events. Indeed, Cavell often follows Séren
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Kierkegaard in talking of the sublime in the everyday or quotes Ralph Waldo Emerson
describing the physiognomy of the ordinary:

The meal in the firkin; the milk in the pan; the ballad in the street; the
news of the boat; the glance of the eye; the form and the gait of the

body.*

There is here, in the very syntax, in the oh-so-neat balance of the clauses and its excited
jumps between the various ordinary things described, a desire to turn the ordinary into
something dramatic or eventful in order to find touch with it. Is it then possible to search
out what is fascinating in the ordinary without romanticising it, without transforming it into
something poetic, something dramatic, something full of magical events? Maybe this is the
surreptitious power of scepticism: that even when we endeavour to regain touch with the
world through showing a willingness to represent the everyday (rather than a yearning for

something out of the ordinary) we still end up needing to romanticise it, to tum it into
something else.

Cavell implies the possibilities elsewhere when he discusses that the study of history
should also be ‘interested...in the uneventful, seeking, so to speak, what is not out of the

ordinary. The uneventful, so conceived, is an interpretation of the everyday, the common,
the low, the near’®. Yet this process requires learning to see ‘the near’, fulfilling

Emerson’s wish for his readers to be wary about the significance they might attach to

the great, the remote, the romantic; what is doing in Italy or Arabia;

what 1s Greek art, or Provencal minstrelsy...Give me insight into
today, and you may have the antique and future worlds.*

What might this ‘insight into today’ consist of? Cavell uses Edgar Allan Poe’s story of 7he
Purloined Letter where ‘the narrative comes to turn on the fact that a purloined letter was
hidden by being kept in plain view, as if a little too self-evident, a little too plain to notice™™.
Indeed, many detective stories have played on what is hidden in the apparently self-evident,

it was one of the recurring structuring principles of Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock

* Ralph Waldo Emerson quoted in Cavell, Pursuits of Happiness, op. cit., pl4.
81 Cavell, ‘The Ordinary As The Unecventful’, Themes Out of School, op. cit., p193.

82 Emerson quoted in Cavell, Pursuits of Happiness, op. cit., pl4.
83 Cavell, In Quest of the Ordinary, op. cit., p164.
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Holmes’ tales (when all else is exhausted, return to the investigation of the obvious)®*
Furthermore, Cavell notes that Martin Heidegger has written of wnconcealing the obvious

and Cavell also finds this a recurrent theme in Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Philosophical

Investigations:

The aspects of things that are most important for us are hidden
because of their simplicity and [ordinariness, everydayness]. (One is
unable to notice something — because it is always before one’s
eyes.)"”

Taking Wittgenstein and Heidegger as exceptions, Cavell sees most of philosophy

as deliberately avoiding the everyday, after all this is what philosophy’s tussle with
scepticism has ensured. Philosophy is so often trying to find words outside ordinary

language to prove the existence of the world. He says:

It tums out to be something that the very impulse to philosophy, the

impulse to take thought about our lives, inherently seeks to deny, as
if what philosophy is dissatisfied by is inherently the everyday.”

Equally, I claim that when films “take thought’ about our lives they too are dissatisfied with
the everyday. Indeed, as a ‘moving image of scepticism’ one would not be surprised that

even when film shows a willingness to represent the everyday it starts taking those routes
out of the ordinary®’.
However, if as Cavell discovered, a foundation of film is its ability to bring us so

close to the world by transcribing it then it seems to be equally a possibility of the medium,
Indeed a unique possibility, that it could find interest in what is so apparent, find fascination

with the ordinary without necessarily transforming it beyond recognition. Perkins has said

In another context:

The meanings I have discussed...are nether stated nor in any sense
implied. They are filmed. Whatever else that means it means that
they are not hidden in or behind the movie...A process like story-

* I explore the detective story framework employed outside the detective story genre in Chapter

Seven.
* Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, point 129, quoted in Cavell, In Quest of the

Ordinary, op. cit., p164.
% Cavell, In Quest of the Ordinary, op. cit., p170/171.
*! See Chapter Two for more detail.
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making in transmitted images develops as a medium because artists
explore its possibilities for ‘making overt', which in large degree
means its capacity to imply. In other words, implication 1s a form of
expression, not of concealment [my italics].”

I find this conceptualisation of cinema’s mode of implication lying precisely in its forms of
‘making overt’ absolutely suited to unconcealing the obvious, of revealing what is

important but hidden only because it is always ~ everyday — before our eyes. Moreover,
this would be fascinating in itself, there would be no requirement to fly into fantasy or to
express oneself melodramatically so as to be seen and heard. I have found four exceptional
films which in Cavell’s richly suggestive vocabulary I claim genuinely acknowledge the
everyday, they do not need to avoid it or transform it. I take these films to disclose the
everyday, finding their fascination in it by way of Cavell’s formulation for undoing
scepticism — ‘repeatedly, unmelodramatically, uneventfully’®. Furthermore, I take my
thesis to be concemed with illuminating those disclosures and the manner of their
disclosing, discovering in the process the possibilities for the cinema both outside

melodrama and for satisfying our cravings to reconnect with the world.

Conclusion

This chapter has shown that Cavell’s understanding of scepticism, the medium of
film, melodramatic and comic expression within the medium, and the repetitions of the
everyday are intimately connected. The interconnections between these matters provide an
important conceptual backbone to the thesis. However, Cavell’s interest in the ordinary is
one of turning it, in order to regain touch with it, into a site of festivity; in writers such as
William Wordsworth and Waldo Emerson he has found the quest for the ordinary to be a
romantic and eventful pursuit. This contrasts with my own fascination with the ordinary
which is undramatic and uneventful. Acknowledging, therefore, that the everyday is a term
amenable for use in varied contexts, the following chapter continues to refine my particular
specification of the everyday by engaging with some significant films which might be
claimed to be dealing with “ordinary life”.

*® V.F. Perkins, ‘Must We Say What They Mcan?: Film Criticism and Interpretation’, Movie, 34/35
Winter 1990, 1-6, p4.

® Cavell (unpublished) describing how we might undo sceptical doubts rather than answering them or
submitting to them, quoted by Fischer, op. cit., p131.
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Chapter Two

Introduction

The quest for the ordinary cannot be expressed simply as the search for the
“more real”. Indeed, the discussion in Chapter One which posited film’s relationship
to scepticism suggested the search for the real would often result in a flight from the
ordinary. This might explain why the pursuit of the “more real”, the seeking of styles
and scenarios with a more natural resemblance to life (which has taken a variety of

forms), has often produced varieties of anomalous melodrama rather than led to more

accurate depictions of the everyday. Naturalistic films might achieve a more authentic
affinity to aspects of reality, but not necessarily with regard to those features
associated with the uneventful which I have taken to be characteristic of the everyday.
However, in ordinary language we are all prone to slippage, confusing aspects of
realism(s) with the everyday'. An example is the opening definition of realism in a
dictionary of aesthetics: ‘that quality of a literary text which relates it closely to everyday
life’*. Therefore, the central aims of this chapter are to explore:
a) some differences between the “more real” and the everyday by examining a sample of
films conventionally described as providing pictures of everyday or ordinary life, but which
are all, in fact, structured around events or crisis.

b) the kitchen sequence from Umberto D so as to show what the everyday as uneventful

might look like, and what it might disclose.

Section One — The Ordinary in Crisis
A) Pather Panchali: The Styhstics of Epiphany

A useful place to start might be Pather Panchali (Sayajit Ray 1955 Ind) which I
take to concern one boy’s eyes opening up to a momentous world, but which has also been
described in The Film Handbook as enacting a series of ‘everyday events. The film
concerns a small boy, Apu (Subir Bannerjee), growing up with his poor family in a small

' A clear distinction should be made at this stage between the pursuit for realisms (or naturalisms)
and film’s intimate ontological relationship with reality, Although the concept of the everyday does
not necessarily coincide with the former, the medium’s epistcmological basis in reality is crucial to
the achievements of the four films I take to be about the ordinary (as it is for the most lurid fantasy
films - scc Chapter One). This issuc connects to the specific narrational opportunitics provided by
the nature of film’s transparency (see Chapter Three).

2 Crispin Sartwell, ‘Realism’ in David Cooper ed., A Companion to Aesthetics, Blackwell, Oxford,
1992, p354.

? Geoff Andrew, The Film Handbook, Longman, Essex, 1989, p233.
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Indian wvillage. A crucial perspective for the film is signalled in an opening moment where
Durga, Apu’s sister (Uma Das Gupta), lifts a blanket off her brother’s head and then, with
the camera tight in on his face, prises his eye open. Suddenly, invigorated by a loud burst
of music, he leaps up and smiles. From this early point, awakening is specifically linked
with the characters’ eyes being opened and the film evolves with Apu’s formative
comprehension of life being developing as he peers through holes in walls and trees and
tunnels.

Apu’s is also a perspective impelled and haunted by music to the point of drowning
out all surrounding sounds. The force of early experiences become like musical epiphanies
both uplifting (here darting up from the sheets) and all-consuming. Later, when his mother
screams while lamenting her daughter’s death, her yell feeds into a bellowing soundtrack
while the next shot shows Apu hearing his mother far away in the woods (although they are
Juxtaposed, the film also suggests that he may be hearing this at some time after her scream
1s exhausted, as if the yelling were still ringing on in his head).

The torrent of music on the soundtrack indicates that a child’s formative
perspective will be dictated by emotional extremities; at this early stage, life is experienced
as a series of orchestral ruptures. Moreover, the way in which the excessive musical
outpouring suddenly drowns out other elements indicates the extent to which the boy’s
viewpoint is not yet permitted the wider view, the experience of considered judgement. The
music fails even to pattern out as reprised, albeit excessive, rise and falls: its discontinuous
eruptions are symptomatic of a boy’s life which has yet to become habitual, familiar,
repetitious.

The manner in which the film’s use of sound reveals that its viewpoint should not
be considered as everyday is most exemplary in a scene which depicts the explosive passing
of a tran. Here Sayajit Ray’s consummate use of the extremities of sound is put to the
most sublime ends. Apu follows his sister Durga out to the fields: a landscape of unmarred
repose but for the gentle rustling of the flax blowing in the wind. For his sister particularly
the landscape is an oasis of tranquillity, free from the cacophony of yelling that surrounds
her family life. Yet her aspiration is not to take solace in serenity, but rather to greet a
disturbance more wonderful than the ones she encounters at home.

This greeting consists of maintaining a respectful silence: when Apu calls out to her,

she compels him to stay hushed, Ray muffling Apu’s shouts on the soundtrack, modulating
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them into faint murmurs, thus courteously harmonising the film’s effect with Durga’s
wishes. As the train enters the scene and they run towards it, the noise becomes louder and
louder on the soundtrack, its roaring destruction of placidity conveyed in its bulk ominously
filling the frame with darkness. And as quickly as it came it goes, its smoke soon

dispersing. It takes a fine director to earn the right to permit the soundtrack to scream and

not produce easy intensity. So carefully has he patterned the varying extreme contrasts in
sound throughout Apu and Durga’s experiences that the deafening roar here convincingly
converts the train into a visiting God of saving grace and seductive mystery.

The train’s significance is not found in its ordinariness, but in its specialness; the
train passing 1s an event and the most palpable example of a child’s life characterised as a
disconnected series of assaults on the senses. Part of the impulse to label Pather Panchali
as everyday, apart from the authenticity of ethnographic detail, results from this
disconnection, the way the whole film is akin to the soundtrack, telling its story in a series
of bursts. The viewer is freed from the overarching dramatic compulsions and
compressions of a carefully wrought plot structure: the build-ups to events and the
reactions to them happen within small, self contained units (although the ramifications of
every incident do seep into future occasions). However, as the train sequence illustrates,

Pather Panchali finds it significances in an alternative form of compression and

concentration.

B) My Childhood. The Shock of Familiar Objects

A similar form of concentration to Pather Panchali is used in My Childhood (Bill
Douglas 1972 GB) where each incident in the life of young Jamie (Stephen Archibald),
living in the most intense state of poverty, is enacted within intimate units. This clinically
distilled structure matches the stark deprivation caused by the poverty, and provokes its
own intensities of focus. The structuring principles are accurately illustrated in a vivid
depiction of family interaction (FIG.1). Jamie holds a kettle in one hand and with his other
hand empties a teacup containing a weedy plant (apparently to rescue the cup for its proper
use). He pours the water from the kettle into the teacup but bizarrely continues to pour
causing the water to overflow all over the wooden table. Picking up the teacup, he now
throws the water in it away and then kneeling in front of the rocking chair of his aged and
almost wholly incapacitated Granny (the only guardian for Jamie and his brother) he wraps
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her hands tightly around the cup. The apparent strangeness of his actions are finally
explained as Jamie’s procedure for providing Granny with warmth, and so keeping her
alive®.

We often assume that films centred around poverty are more everyday and
ordinary, but in fact, on closer inspection this is rarely the case. Here the necessities of
poverty produce the most extraordinary occurrences, where a cheap teacup assumes far
more that its standard usage (to drink tea), and becomes a matter of life or death. This
sequence evolves with its own beautiful logic, running against the grain — and playing off —
familiar intentions. Far from the film discovering all the significance which might emerge
from the regular usage of teacups, the cup’s significance lies in an improbable utilisation.
The peculiar purity of the logic complements the wretched emptiness of the room, the
rough spillage of the water on the table and the insistent emptying of the cup producing a
focus on the object which allows it distinct dramatic resonance.

Each unit of activity is centred around objects (a teacup, a picture book, a birdcage,
a bicycle, an apple): My Childhood is about the psychology of possessing, about the

importance, and consequent strangeness, instilled in the possessions you have when you
own too few. The profundity embedded in the giving and taking of gifts — who gives and

who takes, when and why — is thrown into particular relief here where the currency of
ordinary objects achieves a more urgent worth, This insistency is reflected in Jamie’s
behaviour with the teacup: the confident dexterity of his movements suggests the
undertaking of a habitual action, making his early spillage all the more astonishing. Indeed,
the sequence’s construction rests on the shock of the unfamiliar. The viewer realises his
behaviour implies the fact of regularity, but the film is not interested in the everydayness;
after all, the drama of the crisis of poverty is being generated by a sudden contrast with

everyday norms. The film pitches the strange against the implied familiar to demonstrate

what the everyday might consist of in the face of such destitute conditions’.

C) The Southerner: The Everyday as Saviour

The everyday is customarily used not as a subject in itself but exists in implication, a

foundational scenario to initiate other explorations (inquisitions into the flights from the

* The sequence lasts 15 seconds. |
> For more on everyday objects sce especially Chapter Three (Scction One (A)) and Chapter Six.
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ordinary, or the threats to it). The Southerner (Jean Renoir 1945 US) concerns Sam, a
farmer (Zachary Scott) who decides to go it alone and run his own farm accompanied by
his family (including stubborn Granny). Along with lower class or poor urban dwellers, the
term ordinary 1s often applied to the “simple folks who put to the land”, and in this film

Sam’s ordinariness consists of the unsophistication which rejects the tides of modernism

and the flight to the city. The film concludes with a crisis; the high quality crops Sam’s
family have nurtured with skill are all wiped out by a hurricane. We see Sam’s legs wading
through the water as he approaches the shack which constitutes their home. The shot
showing his legs swamped beneath the water makes palpable his own drowned hopes and
his impulse to resignation (to leave the land and finally settle in the city). As he enters the
shack many possessions are destroyed but his wife (Betty Field) has already made inroads
towards a recovery: she presumes their continuation by acting as if everything was a
practicality.

My interest in this sequence is in the manner in which the commitment to
perseverance is acknowledged. Sam’s wife, with inspiring optimism, catalogues in speech
which of their belongings have survived the storm, and as she lists, the camera pans across
them, all lined up on the table, beginning to dry out: the family pictures, their son’s
vegetable jars, the calendar. The Southerner is another film where the necessities of
surviving poverty transform the usual relevance of everyday objects into miraculous
epiphanies. Although most of their livelihood is destroyed, their faith is upheld by the small
things, their fragile proximity to survival ensuring that the preserving of any simplicity (such
as the vegetables needed to cure their son Johnny’s spring sickness) requires a urgent

struggle.

Under these conditions, an ordinary washing line is transformed into a banner of
faith (FIG.2). Granny, normally stubborn and unhelpful, is hanging their remaining
possessions on the line (a blanket, a teddy, her fan), carrying on as if nothing momentous
had happened. In the face of such assumed resilience Sam has no opportunity to air his
thoughts of resignation; he is urged on by the appearance of naturalness in their actions

which provide discussion enough®. Outside Sam says to his friend “I was plum worn out

® It is testimony to the subtlety of Renoir’s filmmaking that it maintains an ambiguity with regard to
the women’s motivations in this scene, ensuring that the emotion here is generated by more than
uncarned euphoric assertions. Granny’s out of the ordinary behaviour and the niggling feeling that
Sam’s wife is keeping up a necessary act (Renoir being an expert in the varieties of ways that theatre
manifests itself in human existence) suggests that they have not naturally behaved in this optimistic
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for a minute. I didn’t seem to believe in nothing no more. But now my clothes are starting

to dry I’m beginning to believe again.” His perseverance and aspirations are rekindled by

the thought of things drying out, and so in this sense one might say that the will to recovery
is represented by the simple washing line. Earlier when the camera panned along the table,

it halted on the calendar (opened at the beginning of autumn): how could Sam pack it all in
when he sees the survival of this calendar, and its reminder of the continuation of days?
Thus the film is about more than the resilience of the human spirit in the face of adversity,
and more than a faithful assertion of the inevitability of God’s calling, and even more than
the understanding that there are no limits to the inspiration embodied in the practical deeds

of those we love: the film also implies that even catastrophic events may not supersede the

sight of the calendar, where the continued repetitions of a farmer’s year maybe the provider
of solace. Yet, this solace dramatically invigorates the everyday by being asserted through
the catastrophe of an event; the everyday performs the duty of the special hope, a

melodramatic saviour, somewhere out there.

D) The Wrong Man: Invigorating the Commonplace

Alfred Hitchcock was an especially adept director at using the everyday as a
framework rather than a going concern; hence his interest in locating the sinister against a
clinically established background of routine. At the beginning of The Wrong Man (Alfred
Hitchcock 1956 US), Hitchcock himself opens the film by announcing the forthcoming

action to be based on a true story, and a tale that will prove (naturally) that truth is stranger
than fiction. A wrtten caption further orientates us toward expecting the exceptional: this
will be a day in the life of Chnistopher Emanuel Balestrero (“Manny” - Henry Fonda) which
he will never forget. The opening sequence quickly establishes itself as Manny’s regular

morning routine, leaving the Stork Club where he plays the double bass in a band, and
heading back home to his wife and kids. As he departs the club the doorman exclaims
“Goodnight Manny”, the first of a series of signals indicating familianty. A few moments

way. From all that we know of these two characters in the film it is improbable that they too have not
lost faith. However, they have chosen to act like this for Sam, and moreover they have not stated their
arguments for continuation in words but asserted it in the most practical of deeds, making it appear
for all the world like there was no alternative. And yet Renoir has kept open the possibility that their
behaviour was natural on this occasion (a deliberate performance of persuasion is not being enacted),
providing another source of inspiration: there is no end to the differences of opinion between human
beings over what constitutes a forgone conclusion.
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later he stops in a cafe, the waiter asking him frankly “What will it be - the usual?”
Similarly, Manny’s behaviour has all the ease of custom: the comfortable manner in which
he crosses his legs on the subway and reads his paper; the unhindered pace of his walking,
somewhere between assertive and relaxed; his body and head intuitively turning towards his
home as he approaches down the street; and the informal pushing of his coat aside to fetch
his keys while still walking up the drive.

This early presentation of Manny as relaxed into his routine — rather than frustrated
with 1t — is crucial to establishing his simplicity of lifestyle. 'When Manny is accused of a
crime he did not commit, Hitchcock’s concemn is not that the suspense of the thriller
provide the backbone to further emotional explorations (as often in his films) but rather that
a series of professionalised and institutionalised procedure is pitted against Manny and his
wifes’ plainness, uncomplicatedness, and naiveté. Consequently, the film explores these
aspects of their innocence against the operation of the more customary legal definition of
innocence (the Balestrero’s are constructed as ordinary by lacking a certain know-how into
the intricate and deceptive workings of the modern world) .

Therefore, from the opening sequence, Manny’s own routine is immediately
dovetailed with the threat of invasion; his ordmariness, established in his coming home,
always sidling with intimations of disruption by a crisis. As Manny turns the corner of the
road, outside the club, two policemen on their regular beat just happen to follow behind
him (FIG.3). Although he walks in front he occupies a central position ‘between’ them so
the effect of the film’s framing is for him to appear imprisoned by the policemen on each
side. Thus, Hitchcock, in the first moments of the film, amalgamates their different routines
while prefiguring Manny’s future entrapment by the ‘law’. The opening sequence also uses
ellipses so as to establish Manny’s routine concurrently with the prospect of its disturbance.
For instance, Manny will be shown on the subway platform with a train approaching
whereupon the film will ellipse to him just stepping onto the train. The ellipse here is so

slight that the viewer is prompted to question the omission of the few seconds of

" Hitchcock’s attempts at greater ‘realism’ are founded here precisely in his playing down of
suspenseful elements to concentrate on the various forms of repetitive procedure. The routines that
Manny and his wifes’ life consist of produce a scttled existence (although thcy have little money)
which cracks under the weight of police operations (she becomes mentally unbalanced). In one
sequence, the police enforce Manny to walk in and out of the burgled shops, time after time, so that
his identification can be tested; Hitchcock, sacrificing possibilities of suspense, remorselessly plays on
the strain generated by this repetition (for characters and audience).
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intervening movement. However, because ellipses are usually deployed to miss out the
moments of irrelevant routine, allowing films to skip straight to the sections of more
immediate relevance, each moment of Manny’s routine following an ellipse is infused with
the possibility of significance, with the expectation that something strange might occur.

By filling Manny’s routine with apprehension, Hitchcock taunts the everyday with

the instability brought on by the eventful (“a day he would never forget™). In this sequence
the apprehension felt makes even a familiar activity like unlocking one’s door stand out
with almost melodramatic vigour (this effect is achieved without any suspenseful music;

such music does not begin until he enters the house).

E) Kes: The Melodrama of the Moment

This particular form of melodrama, this invigoration of the commonplace, is not
singular to Hitchcock merely because he concemns himself with thriller frameworks.
Operating as far from Hitchcock’s territory as possible, even a British “realist” such as Ken
Loach has his naturalism depend on energising the commonplace. For example, his film
Kes (Ken Loach 1969 GB) concemns a young, deprived boy called Casper (David Bradley)
living in the North of England (Bamsley) who finds solace from the unsupportive
environment in his private training of a kestrel. In one scene the headmaster of the school
chastises four of the schoolboys about their ‘inadequate’ behaviour. The scene is
dominated by the pontificating headmaster (“yours is the generation that never listens”, “the
1920s and 30s were hard times but they produced qualities in people that you lot will never
have”). In his broad Yorkshire accent he packs his lecture with rhetorical questions (“will it
stop you smoking?”’) while leaning forward on his desk to project his pompous declarations
or strolling to peer out of the window, there replicating the self-conscious pose of a retired
war leader summoning up a lifetime of experienced thought. All his actions are performed
with an awkwardness, his lack of poise resembling an amateur actor going through the
declamatory motions.

Loach’s pursuit of the real leads into the comic melodrama of figures like the
headmaster. Kes’ realism of character and setting is achieved through familiar idioms,
clichés, tics, accents, haircuts, fashions, all of which afford the viewer pleasurable jolts of
recognition. It does not require all his audience to necessarily have experienced this

headmaster, with this accent and these idioms but the specific emphasis on local colour

54



Chapter Two

convinces us: “this is how it is.” Furthermore, the film’s realistic specificity goes hand in
hand with the construction of melodramatic typage. The headmaster plays up to all the
clichés we would expect from a melodramatic type: but Loach’s conception of the real
world is precisely one inhabited by institutional and familial figures who play up to type, and
the injustices he unearths lie in the rigidities which stem from that typage, here the
oppressive formalities which close Casper down. Kes is a tragi-comedy about how our

roles in life can turn us into types, with the consequence of circumscribing our possibilities

for communication.

Therefore, melodramatic performance in the film emerges not only as a

consequence of the film camera (see Chapter One) but of real life social roles; for Loach
the artifice of performance exists prior to fiction. He asserts this orientation by making his
audience /ive through the drama of the moment as if it were happening unrehearsed in front
of them, giving the illusion that the moment was not constructed for the camera: hence the
clutter of off-screen sound (the boys’ giggling), lost sections of speech, the flat lighting, the
lack of patterned composition, and inconsistent duration of shots. In the headmaster scene
the camera mixes together shots between shoulders, from behind heads, the odd close-up,
providing no steady view from which to observe the scene; the camera “catches” what 1t
can. Crucially, the way in which the camera is acknowled ged by actor and audience 1s
where the naturalistic manner of filming contrasts most tellingly to a more classical style.
Here, the actor is made to appear especially unaware of the camera while the audience is
espectally aware of it analysing him. This contrasts to the mode of acknowledgement in
classical cinema where the actors’ performances are created out of a greater recognition of
the camera (even though they will not often overtly draw attention to the fact of its
existence) at the same time that the audience is less mindful of its constant presence®. The
tensions achieved in Kes emerge from weighting the acknowledgement of the camera
towards the audience.

The overpowering sense of the insistent camera means that the dramatic effect of
the film lies in short term scrutinising. This is why his naturalistic manner is not one
depicting the everyday: it remains wedded to the eventful nature of the moment. The film’s

manner does indeed eschew an urgent narrative momentum but this is because it depicts

® Hence the feature of apparent transparency — sce discussion of G.M. Wilson in Chapter Three. Of
course, the audience’s precise awareness of the camera will vary with different film sequences.
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character interaction as a protracted crisis of communication. The headmaster’s behaviour
is so tpical but the familiarity is recognised from the depiction of a stereotyped
performance rather than through the longer term emergence of meaning from a narrative
commitment to the habitual. The film’s perspective, here that the headmaster’s inability to
adopt a shared language is integral to keeping the kids’ minds closed, is achieved through a
process of exposure, the character betrayed in the humiliating attentions of the camera.

Longer term strategies of points of view, developed by a less demonstrative camera, are
sacrificed.

[) Paisa: The Limits of the Everyday

Another film centred around communication in crisis is Paisa (Roberto Rosseuini
1946 It), made up of six separate tales’. In one of the stories an American soldier befriends
a young Italian boy in a city scarred by the destruction of the recently finished World War.
The segment s condensed into a neat story form where a slice of life is presented as an
instructional fable (one might label it: “The Soldier and The Boy”). Despite their friendship
established over a night, the boy takes advantage of the soldier’s drunkenness and steals his
shoes. Finding the boy in the city during the next day or so the indignant soldier grabs him
and orders the boy to take him to where he lives. Eventually we find the boy lives in a
shanty village set into some caves, and his mother and father have both been killed in the
war. The soldier is horrified by the boy’s predicament, and faced with the realisation of
why the boy steals, he drives away shocked and confused.

The soldier realises that any ngidly ordered system of ethics is humbled by the
chaotic crisis of war. This formula scenario might be trite were it not for the thoroughness
with which the whole episode animates this final moral. Nothing characterises the segment
more vividly than a medium long shot of the soldier drunkenly weaving across a bombed
out site. The distance of the shot conveys his uncontrolled movement through a space
which has itself lost its man made order. The whole segment forgoes ordered

compositions; the camera is free to accommodate the unpredictability of movement and

gestures.

? Unlike Kes, the film manages, at least within each episode, to use a certain flexibility of camera
placement without resting the majority of its drama on the viewer feeling he is experiencing the raw
moment. In fact, Rosscllini, with his developing perspective on the situations and consequences of
disorder, masters the polished rendering of the unpolished.
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Rossellini is fascinated with the movements emerging from disordered spaces. The
segment begins with all the children rampageously rushing and circling, the bombed spaces
becoming a blank onto which they project their imaginations and their crafty schemes,
uncircumscnbed areas free from a pre-ordained adult organisation which might set limits on

the children’s more unconventional formulations. The children’s particular modes of

communication are allowed free reign in these new spaces. Equally, in the episode’s central
scene, the boy leads the soldier by the hand to where they eventually sit together on the
rubble of a bombed out site (FIG.4). The boy’s yanking of the soldier by the hand initiates
a range of uncontrolled gestural communications, replacing a more ‘civilised’ system
disallowed by their language differences (that a uniformed American soldier should find
himself on some rubble with a little Italian boy is another of the tumultuous consequences
of the immediate post war). Thus the soldier drunkenly recounts his story through a series
of spontaneous hand gestures which result not from a dexterity with converting words into
physical signs but rather from the exuberant physical garrulousness driven by excessive
drink. The boy ‘replies’ with the sound of his harmonica; but their communication is not
tightly regulated into statement and response, erupting rather as a series of shambolic
shouts and squeals. In the chaos of war Rossellini asserts a return to a more ‘primitive’
communication, where bodily convulsions replace purposive language as the basis for
human interaction.

The whole episode is constructed out of screeching, of bustling, of stumbling, of
kicking, of scraping, of leaping, of fighting, of collapsing, of dragging. It is precisely this
cacophony of street noise and irregular spontaneity of movement that we might mistakenly
characterise as the ordinary. However, its down-to-earth(i)ness (its in-the-earthness), its
roughness, its mastery of crudity, is precisely the opposite of my particular specification of
the everyday and the ordinary which is not turbulent or unruly but repetitively rigid: and the
films which constitute the central examples of the thesis are marked by subdued styles
dependent on an evenness of tenor'’.

When the soldier enters in to the boy’s shanty town at the end of the segment a
very high long shot looks down onto the shacks set into the craggy hillside: the shot
suggests the merging of this post-war domesticity back into the rudimentary and primeval,

everyday survival pushed to the limits, always threatening to collapse, leaving only the bare

' This aspect of undramatic style will be elucidated in the chapters to follow.
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landscape. Faced by this precariousness, what the soldier leams is that stealing is an
everyday fact for these kids, but it is not an everyday fact for the drama of the film. The
concluston the film arrives at is achieved by experiencing, along with the soldier, that all this
is strange, abnormal and shocking. The film is interested in implying the everyday life of the

boy only through representing it as a tumultuous event (the soldier screeching off in

horror), dramatically crystallised through a once-and-for-all clash with a visiting Amencan.
One aspect of style, evident in Paisa, and characteristic of the pursuit of the real is
the rejection of blatant shows of artificial lighting. Lighting becomes, by and large,
realistically motivated, varying only as locations suggest, not according to the dictates of,
for example, glamour which encourages the back lighting of hair, or the side lighting of
facial features. Nevertheless, the film quite dramatically plays light against dark, the light of
some street scenes giving way to the dark of small interiors, the contrasts often existing
between scenes (thus playing by the rules of realistic motivation) rather than within them as
In the carefully constructed shadowed locations of noir melodrama (noir also has a
deliberate and obsessive consciousness of characters’ movements with regard to carefully
arranged light sources)'’. This play of light and dark makes vivid the presence of
subterranean worlds which have evolved from the consequences of war, there is the
palpable sense of overground and underground and its concomitant guerrilla behaviour.
Rossellini is less concerned with the undramatic ordinary than with the stark contrasts that

constitute part of the reality of some lives.

() The Melodrama of Time

Rossellinl pursues the real through the most unruly extremities of lighting,
movement and gestures. He was one of the first directors to put into effect what Gilles

Deleuze has discussed as characterising the limit situations of the time image. For Deleuze,
cinema history divides into two broad periods, the early period which is characterised by
the action image, and the later period, starting most especially with the period of neo-

realtsm, which is characterised by the time image. The cinema became no longer so

interested in action, agent and motoring but in optical and sound situations: ‘This is a

'! This contrasts with the flat lighting, largely unvaried from place to place, in Loves of a Blonde and
which, among other things, suitably reflects the tedious uniformity of how life Jooks to the protagonist

(see Chapter Five).
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cinema of the seer and no longer of the agent’ “. Characters therefore found themselves

‘blocked’ in various ways (and this might charactense all the films discussed in this chapter)
in settings which no longer ‘presupposes an action which discloses it, or prompts a reaction
which adapts to or modifies it’'>. This is a cinema where time is not subservient to the
dictates of action but becomes a subject in itself.

Indeed, time is often pushed to the limits. In Paisd when the boy and the soldier
gesticulate on the rubble, the scenario is based not on the furthering of plot (neither
character really gets anywhere, so to speak) but on placing them in a ‘disconnected space’
(Deleuze’s term) and pushing them to the extremities of communication. As we have seen
the situation is dependent on them seeing gestures (e.g. the soldier’s drunken story) and
hearing sounds (e.g. the boy’s harmonica), the emphasis now falling on characters’ hearing
and seeing. Many directors have become obsessed with limit situations (e.g. Luchino
Visconti, Michaelangelo Antonioni, Jacques Rivette, Rainer Fassbinder, Chantal
Ackerman) and much of their work might be generalised'* as being fascinated with what I
might call the melodrama of time, and what Andrei Tarkovsky has described as the way
time flows in a shot, its tension, ‘the pressure of time in the shot’"®.

The films by the directors mentioned are not characterised by a ‘motor situation’ of
one event leading to another but of one big event, where a single situation is pushed to the
limits. Thus time appears to be pressing in the shot, stretched and tense. The visual
patterning and composition are forceful, even though the plotting is not. The characters in
such films are often left to obsessively observe which allows for the films’ heightened visual
drama: for example, the hypnotic opulence as the composer floats around Venice in Death
in Venice (Luchino Visconti 1971 It). In Jacques Rivette’s La Belle Noiseuse (1991 Fr), a
tour hour film whose action mostly consists of a woman being painted, the model’s body is
stretched and contorted over time: here, bodily positions become a strenuous and erotic
battle ground between painter and painted. Similarly, Michaelangelo Antonioni throughout
his career was entranced by the almost abstracted patterns of people in spaces, their

suspended crises in ‘disconnected’ locales.

'2 Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 2: The Time Image, Athlone Press, London, 1989, p2.

" Deleuze, ibid., p5.

'“ I must emphasise that the accounts of the films in these two paragraphs are gencralisations which I
thought were justified at this point in the discussion. I hope that my paying lipscrvice to the dctail
and specificities of the films does not undermine the usefulness of the generalisations.

13 Deleuze, Op-Cit-i p42‘
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Section Two — Moving Away From Crisis

A) Umberto D: The Uneventful Kitchen

The everyday is not characterised by this melodrama of time bome from such limit

situations; time does not have the same dramatic punch, or such palpability. However, the
everyday can be conceptualised as the concentration on different times, those times that are

not obviously caught up in the motor situations constructed specifically around events, or in

the drama emerging from one large testing event. For Deleuze the coming of the time
image also allowed the concentration on the everyday (of which he sees Yasujiro Ozu as

the greatest exponent) and he offers as an example a famous scene from Umberto D

(Vittorio De Sica 1952 It), a film which is an important prototype for this thesis:

[IIn Umberto D, De Sica constructs the famous sequence...: the
young maid going into the kitchen in the moming, making a series of
mechanical, weary gestures, cleaning a bit, driving the ants away
from a water fountain, picking up the coffee grinder, stretching out
her foot to close the door with her toe. And her eyes meet her
pregnant woman'’s belly, and it is as though all the misery in the
world were going to be born. This is how, in an ordinary or everyday
situation, in the course of a series of gestures...what has suddenly
been brought about is a pure optical situation to which the little maid

has no response or reaction. The eyes, the belly, that is what an
encounter is...'°

Deleuze, even while discussing everyday scenarios, tends to speak the extreme language of
limit situations but I am sympathetic toward his understanding of the maid’s interactions in
the kitchen as a different form of ‘encounters’ which ‘reveal connections of a new type’"’.
The maid works in the apartment where Umberto, an old man, lives and she has
recently become pregnant to somebody whom we never properly see and has now gone
away. One momning she enters the kitchen and first lights the stove (FIG.5). There is no
frustration when the first match does not light, she just carefully repeats the procedure. Any
pressures of exploitation or poverty are not reflected through an anger with her space: there
1s a certain respect for the kitchen as this is the time, unlike most of her life, when she is free

from the interference of others. As she moves around the kitchen her delicate pace

'* Deleuze, ibid., p1/2.
'" Deleuze, ibid., p17.
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suggests a sense of relief, almost a modest relishing of a space which allows some serene
privacy .

Her routine in the kitchen is illustrated by the couple of attempts to light her match.
She attempts to ignite them on the wall, where we see the markings of many a morings’
scratched matches: these are the engravings of the habitual. No close-up grants<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>