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the auteur habit of collecting random films in directorial bundles will serve poster-
ity with at least a tentative classification.

Although the auteur theory emphasizes the body of a director’s work rather than
isolated masterpieces, it is expected of great directors that they make great films
every so often. The only possible exception to this rule I can think of is Abel Gance,
whose greatness is largely a function of his aspiration. Even with Gance, La Roue
is as close to being a great film as any single work of Flaherty’s. Not that single
works matter that much. As Renoir has observed, a director spends his life on vari-
ations of the same film.

Two recent films—Boccaccio ‘70 and The Seven Capital Sins—unwittingly re-
inforced the auteur theory by confirming the relative standing of the many direc-
tors involved. If I had not seen either film, I would have anticipated that the order
of merit in Boccaccio ‘70 would be Visconti, Fellini, and De Sica, and in The Seven
Capital Sins Godard, Chabrol, Demy, Vadim, De Broca, Molinaro. (Dhomme,
Ionesco’s stage director and an unknown quantity in advance, turned out to be the
worst of the lot.) There might be some argument about the relative badness of De
Broca and Molinaro, but, otherwise, the directors ran true to form by almost any
objective criterion of value. However, the main point here is that even in these
frothy, ultracommercial servings of entertainment, the contribution of each director
had less in common stylistically with the work of other directors on the project than
with his own previous work.

Sometimes, a great deal of corn must be husked to yield a few kernels of inter-
nal meaning. I recently saw Every Night at Eight, one of the many maddeningly
routine films Raoul Walsh has directed in his long career. This 1935 effort featured
George Raft, Alice Faye, Frances Langford, and Patsy Kelly in one of those famil-
iar plots about radio shows of the period. The film keeps moving along in the pleas-
antly unpretentious manner one would expect of Walsh until one incongruously in-
tense scene with George Raft thrashing about in his sleep, revealing his inner fears
in mumbling dream-talk. The girl he loves comes into the room in the midst of his
unconscious avowals of feeling and listens sympathetically. This unusual scene was
later amplified in High Sierra with Humphrey Bogart and Ida Lupino. The point is
that one of the screen’s most virile directors employed an essentially feminine nar-
rative device to dramatize the emotional vulnerability of his heroes. If I had not
been aware of Walsh in Every Night at Eight, the crucial link to High Sierra would
have passed unnoticed. Such are the joys of the auteur theory.
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FROM SIGNS AND MEANING
IN THE CINEMA

THE AUTEUR THEORY

The politique des auteurs—the auteur theory, as Andrew Sarris calls it—was devel-
oped by the loosely knit group of critics who wrote for Cahiers du Cinéma and made
it the leading film magazine in the world. It sprang from the conviction that the Amer-
ican cinema was worth studying in depth, that masterpieces were made not only by a
small upper crust of directors, the cultured gilt on the commercial gingerbread, but by
a whole range of authors, whose work had previously been dismissed and consigned to
oblivion. There were special conditions in Paris which made this conviction possible.
Firstly, there was the fact that American films were banned from France under the Vichy
government and the German Occupation. Consequently, when they reappeared after the
Liberation they came with a force—and an emotional impact—which was necessarily
missing in the Anglo-Saxon countries themselves. And, secondly, there was a thriving
ciné-club movement, due in part to the close connections there had always been in France
between the cinema and the intelligentsia: witness the example of Jean' Coctean or An-
dré Malraux. Connected with this ciné-club movement was the magnificent Paris Ciné-
mathéque, the work of Henri Langlois, a great auteur, as Jean-Luc Godard described
him. The policy of the Cinémathéque was to show the maximum number of films, to
plough back the production of the past in order to produce the culture in which the cin-
ema of the future could thrive. It gave French cinéphiles an unmatched perception of
the historical dimensions of Hollywood and the careers of individual directors.

The auteur theory grew up rather haphazardly; it was never elaborated in program-
matic terms, in a manifesto or collective statement. As a result, it could be interpreted
and applied on rather broad lines; different critics developed somewhat different meth-
ods within a loose framework of common attitudes. This looseness and diffuseness of

A revised and expanded edition of Signs and Meaning in the Cinema was published by the British
Film Institute in 1997.
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j[he theory has allowed flagrant misunderstandings to take root, particularly among crit-
ics in Britain and the United States. Ignorance has been compounded by a vein of hos-
tility to foreign ideas and a taste for travesty and caricature. However, the fruitfulness
of the auteur approach has been such that it has made headway even on the most un-
favorable terrain. For instance, a recent straw poll of British critics, conducted in con-
junction with a Don Siegel Retrospective at the National Film Theatre, revealed that,
among American directors most admired, a group consisting of Budd Boetticher, Samuel
Fuller and Howard Hawks ran immediately behind Ford, Hitchcock and Welles, who
topped the poll, but ahead of Billy Wilder, Josef Von Sternberg and Preston Sturges.
Of course, some individual directors have always been recognised as outstanding:
Charles Chaplin, John Ford, Orson Welles. The auteur theory does not limit itself to
acclaiming the director as the main author of a film. It implies an operation of deci-
pherment; it reveals authors where none had been seen before. For years, the model
of an author in the cinema was that of the European director, with open artistic as-
pirations and full control over his films. This model still lingers on; it lies behind the
existential distinction between art films and popular films. Directors who built their
reputations in Europe were dismissed after they crossed the Atlantic, reduced to
anonymity. American Hitchcock was contrasted unfavourably with English Hitch-
cock, American Renoir with French Renoir, American Fritz Lang with German Fritz
Lang. The auteur theory has led to the revaluation of the second, Hollywood careers
of these and other European directors; without it, masterpieces such as Scarlet Street
or Vertigo would never have been perceived. Conversely, the auteur theory has been
sceptical when offered an American director whose salvation has been exile to Eu-
rope. It is difficult now to argue that Brute Force has ever been excelled by Jules
Dassin or that Joseph Losey’s recent work is markedly superior to, say, The Prowler.
In tir.n.e, owing to the diffuseness of the original theory, two main schools of au-
teur critics grew up: those who insisted on revealing a core of meanings of the-
Jnatic motifs, and those who stressed style and mise en scéne. There is an im}?);—_
tant distinction here, which I shall return to later. The work of the auteur has a
tic dimension, it is not purely formal; the work of the metteur en scéne, on
the other hand, does not go beyond the realm of performance, of transposing into
the special complex of cinematic codes and channels a pre-existing text: a scenario,
a book or a play. As we shall see, the meaning of the films of an auteur is con-
structed a posteriori; the meaning—semantic, rather than stylistic or expressive—
of the films of a metteur en scéne exists a priori. In concrete cases, of course, this
distinction is not always clear-cut. There is controversy over whether some direc-
tors should be seen as auteurs or metteurs en scéne. For example, though it is pos-
sible to make intuitive ascriptions, there have been no really persuasive accounts as
yet of Raoul Walsh or William Wyler as auteurs, to take two very different direc-
tors. Opinions might differ about Don Siegel or George Cukor. Because of the dif-
ﬁculty of fixing the distinction in these concrete cases, it has often become blurred;
indeed, some French critics have tended to value the mettenr en scéne above the
auteur. MacMahonism sprang up, with its cult of Walsh, Lang, Losey and Pre-
minger, its fascination with violence and its notorious text: “Chartton Heston is an
axiom of the cinema.” What André Bazin called “aesthetic cults of personality” be*
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gan to be formed. Minor directors were acclaimed before they had, in any real sense,
been identified and defined.

Yet the auteur theory has survived despite all the hallucinating critical extrava-
ganzas which it has fathered. It has survived because it is indispensable. Geoffrey
Nowell-Smith has summed up the auteur theory as it is normally presented today:

One essential corollary of the theory as it has been developed is the discovery that the
defining characteristics of an author’s work are not necessarily those which are most
readily apparent. The purpose of criticism thus becomes to uncover behind the super-
ficial contrasts of subject and treatment a hard core of basic and often recondite mo-
tifs. The pattern formed by these motifs . . . is what gives an author’s work its particu-
lar structure, both defining it internally and distinguishing one body of work from
another.

It is this “structural approach,” as Nowell-Smith calls it, which is indispensable for
the critic. ‘

The test case for ;l{e auteur theory is provided by the work of Howard Hawks.
Why Hawks, rather than, say, Frank Borzage or King Vidor? Firstly, Hawks is a
director who haz:\vorked for years within the Hollywood system. His first film, Road
to Glory, was fnade in 1926. Yet throughout his long career he has only once re-
ceived general critical acclaim, for his wartime film, Sergeant York, which closer
inspections reveals to be eccentric and atypical of the main corpus of Hawks’s films.
Secondly, Hawks has worked in almost every genre. He has made westerns, (Rio
Bravo), gangsters (Scarface), war films (Air Force), thrillers (The Big Sleep), sci-
ence fiction (The Thing from Another World), musicals (Gentlemen Prefer Blondes),
comedies (Bringing up Baby), even a Biblical epic (Land of the Pharaohs). Yet all
of these films (except perhaps Land of the Pharaohs, which he himself was not
happy about) exhibit the same thematic preoccupations, the same recurring motifs
and incidents, the same visual style and tempo. In the same way that Roland Barthes
constructed a species of homo racinianus, the critic can construct a homo hawk-
sianus, the protagonist of Hawksian values in the problematic Hawksian world.

Hawks achieved this by reducing the genres to two basic types: the adventure
drama and the crazy comedy. These two types express inverse views of the world,
the positive and negative poles of the Hawksian vision. Hawks stands opposed, on
the one hand, to John Ford and, on the other hand, to Budd Boetticher. All these
directors are concerned with the problem of heroism. For the hero, as an individ-
val, death is an absolute limit which cannot be transcended: it renders the life which
preceded it meaningless, absurd. How then can there be any meaningful individual
action during life? How can individual action have any value—be heroic—if it can-
not have transcendent value, because of the absolutely devaluing limit of death?
John Ford finds the answer to this question by placing and situating the individual
within society and within history, specifically within American history. Ford finds
transcendent values in the historic vocation of America as a nation, to bring civili-
sation to a savage land, the garden to the wilderness. At the same time, Ford also
sees these values themselves as problematic; he begins to question the movement
of American history itself. Boetticher, on the contrary, insists on a radical individ-
ualism. “I am not interested in making films about mass feelings. I am for the in-



