
Narratives are composed in order to reward, modify,
frustrate, or defeat the perceiver’s search for coherence.

—DAVID BORDWELL, FILM SCHOLAR
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Overview Stories: showing and telling. Narratology. Who’s telling
the story? Voice-over narrators: characters as storytellers. Realistic, clas-
sical, and formalist narratives. Story versus plot. The role of the specta-

tor: co-creator in making meaning. Meaning from outside: star iconography, genre
expectations, the symbolic implications of titles, credit sequences, the musical score.
The seductive lure of what happens next. Classical narrative structure: shaping the
conflict, motivating the action. The narrative elegance of Buster Keaton’s The Gen-
eral. Realistic narratives. Realism as a style: the illusion of being “lifelike.” Slice-of-
life, open-ended stories. The pretense of authorial neutrality. Realism’s tradition of
“shocking” exposés. Formalistic narratives: the importance of pattern and design
as values in themselves. Intrusive narrators: brazen manipulation of the storytelling
apparatus. Nonfictional narratives: documentaries and avant-garde films. New
technologies, new truths: cinéma vérité. Neutrality versus propaganda. Genre and
myth. Screwball comedies, coming-of-age films, musicals, science fiction. The need
to repeat: genre cycles. Primitive, classical, revisionist, and parodic phases of a
genre’s evolution. Jung and Freud. The social need for myths.

Since ancient times, people have been intrigued by the seductive powers of story-
telling. In The Poetics, Aristotle distinguished between two types of fictional narra-
tives: mimesis (showing) and diegesis (telling). Mimesis is the province of the live
theater, where the events “tell themselves.” Diegesis, the province of the literary
epic and the novel, is a story told by a narrator who is sometimes reliable, some-
times not. Cinema combines both forms of storytelling and hence is a more com-
plex medium, with a wider range of narrative techniques at its disposal (8–1).

8–1. Sunshine (Hungary/Britain/Germany/Canada, 2000), with James Frain, Jennifer Ehle,
and Ralph Fiennes, directed by Istvan Szabo.
Epic stories are usually concerned with important themes, in heroic proportions. The protagonist
is generally an ideal representative of a culture—national, religious, or ethnic. This epic saga
takes its title from the family’s name, Sonnenschein, which translates as sunshine. It’s only the
first of many ironies in the film. The family is Jewish, trying to survive in an anti-semitic Hungary
through three convulsive epochs—the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the Nazi occupation, and the
brutal Communist era. They work hard, they excel. They bring honor to their family and their

country. They downplay their religion. But it’s
never enough. The family is degraded, their
wealth confiscated, their religious identity
almost obliterated. Most successful epics cap-
ture the values and aspirations of a culture,
sometimes in a bitterly ironic mode. As critic
Richard Schickel pointed out about Sunshine:
“It makes you feel, quite poignantly, the crush-
ing tides of history: heedless, inhuman—and
tragic.” (Paramount Classics)

GIANMC08.QXD  1/10/07  2:00 PM  Page 366



3 6 7

8–2a. Speed (U.S.A., 1994), with Keanu
Reeves and Sandra Bullock, directed by Jan 
De Bont. (Twentieth Century Fox)

8–2b. The Home and the World (India,
1984), with Victor Bannerjee and Soumitra
Chatterjee, directed by Satyajit Ray. (European

Classic)

Ever since the silent era, commentators have
remarked on how “fast” American films move
compared to the “slow” Europeans and the
“very slow” movies of Asia. Even today, Amer-
ican films feature narratives that jump-start
almost immediately and drive relentlessly
toward a climactic explosion of action. Speed,
for example, is about a psychopath who plants
a bomb on a bus, which must be driven above
50 mph or it’ll explode, killing all its passen-
gers. The task of driving the vehicle through
city traffic falls on the Bullock character, who is totally out of her element, though she is
guided in her heroic efforts by a resourceful police officer (Reeves). Everything in the story is
geared toward a fast-moving narrative: the very premise of the film, the time limit, the speed
limit, the volatile urban environment, and the tense cross-cutting between the heroes and the
villains. The Home and the World is an adaptation of a novel by the Indian Nobel laureate,
Rabindranath Tagore. Set in the early twentieth century, the movie is a subtle psychological
study of a triangle involving a rich, liberal, and high-caste Hindu who urges his wife (Chatter-
jee) to emerge from the traditional purdah (seclusion) to meet his best friend, a charismatic
revolutionary (Bannerjee). Ironically, she eventually falls in love with the friend. The story
moves slowly, emphasizing the heroine’s insecure, tentative steps toward intellectual indepen-
dence. There are very few big dramatic scenes, for she rarely ventures outside her home. The
action is mostly interior—psychological and spiritual rather than physical. Realist film artists
like the great Satyajit Ray are usually at their best when the action is slowed down to corre-
spond to the rhythms of nature. Such stories require more patience than the lapel-grabbing
urgency of a movie like Speed. Each movie provides its own kind of pleasure, each at its own
natural pace.
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8–3. Crash (U.S.A., 2005), with Thandie Newton and Matt Dillon, screenplay by Paul Haggis
and Bobby Moresco, directed by Haggis.
“Character-driven” stories tend to downplay narrative in favor of exploring people’s psychologi-
cal complexities. In this ensemble drama, for example, we get to see many of the characters in
two different contexts. The movie is set in the sprawling city of Los Angeles, where the chances
of meeting the same people twice in a short period are very unlikely. In a sense, the doubled
narrative structure of this film is deliberately artificial, despite the realism of the visual style, the
acting, and the individual scenes. We first meet the Dillon character early in the movie. He’s a
police officer who is rudely brushed off by a female African-American municipal bureaucrat,
when he tries to get some help for his invalid father. Later in the story, he stops an auto contain-
ing an upscale black couple (Newton and Terrence Howard). The cop deliberately humiliates
them by pretending to body search the woman in front of her helpless husband. Later in the
movie, the officer comes to the rescue of the same woman whose crashed auto has trapped her
inside. Initially repelled by his presence at the accident site, she reluctantly yields to his com-
mands in getting her out of harm’s way. In fact, he saves her life. Which is the real police officer,
the sadistic racist or the heroic savior? (Lions Gate Films)

NARRATOLOGY

Scholars in modern times have also studied narrative forms, with most of the
focus devoted to literature, film, and drama. Narratology, as this new interdisci-
plinary field was called in the 1980s, is a study of how stories work, how we
make sense of the raw materials of a narrative, how we fit them together to
form a coherent whole. It is also the study of different narrative structures, sto-
rytelling strategies, aesthetic conventions, types of stories (genres), and their
symbolic implications.

In traditional terms, narratologists are interested in the “rhetoric” of sto-
rytelling; that is, the forms that “message senders” use to communicate with
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8–4. Masculine–Feminine (France, 1966), with Chantal Goya and Jean-Pierre Léaud,
directed by Jean-Luc Godard.
“I consider myself an essayist,” Godard said, “producing essays in novel form or novels in essay
form: only instead of writing, I film them.” Godard’s cinematic essays are a frontal attack on the
dominance of classical cinema. “The Americans are good at storytelling,” he noted, “the French
are not. Flaubert and Proust can’t tell stories. They do something else. So does the cinema. I
prefer to use a kind of tapestry, a background on which I can embroider on my own ideas.”
Instead of scripts, Godard set up dramatic situations, then asked his actors to improvise their
dialogue, as in this interview scene—a technique he derived from the documentary movement
called cinéma vérité. He intersperses these scenes with digressions, opinions, and jokes. Above
all, he wanted to capture the spontaneity of the moment, which he believed was more authen-
tic when he and his actors had to fend for themselves, without the security of a script. “If you
know in advance everything you are going to do, it isn’t worth doing,” Godard insisted. “If a
show is all written down, what is the point of filming it? What use is cinema if it trails after liter-
ature?” See also Louis D. Giannetti, “Godard’s Masculine–Feminine: The Cinematic Essay,” in
Godard and Others: Essays in Film Form (Cranbury, N.J.: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press,
1975). (Columbia Pictures)

“message receivers.” In cinema, a problem with this triadic communications
model is determining who the sender is. The implied author is the filmmaker.
However, many stories are not created by a single storyteller. Multiple author-
ship of scripts is common, especially in the United States, where the story is
often pieced together by producers, directors, writers, and stars—a truly joint
enterprise. Even prestigious filmmakers like Fellini, Kurosawa, and Truffaut
preferred collaborating with others in creating the events of a story.

The problem of the elusive film author is complicated when a movie has a
voice-over narration (8–5). Usually this off-screen narrator is also a character in
the story and hence has a vested interest in “helping” us interpret the events. A
film’s narrator is not necessarily neutral. Nor is he or she necessarily the film-
maker’s mouthpiece. Sometimes the narrator—as in the first-person novel—is
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8–5. The Shawshank Redemption (U.S.A., 1994), with Morgan Freeman and Tim Robbins,
directed by Frank Darabont.
Who tells the story and why? These are two questions every spectator should ask of a story. This
movie centers primarily on the character of Andy (Robbins), a man who is imprisoned for
killing his wife and her lover. Inside prison he meets Red (Freeman), who becomes his closest
friend. The story is narrated by Red in a voice-over. But why him? We never get inside Andy’s
mind the way we do with Red, who is a more ordinary person, more like us. He never fully
understands what’s going on in his friend’s head, so we (like Red) are limited in our knowledge.
We are kept in suspense about Andy until the very end—with its surprise twists. If Andy had
told his own story in the first person, there would have been no suspense and no surprises
because Andy would have told us in advance what he was going to do. And that’s why Red tells
the story. See also Sarah Kozloff, Invisible Storytellers (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1988), which analyzes voice-over narration in American fiction films. (Castle Rock Entertainment)

the main character of a movie. (For a fuller discussion of these ideas, see the
“Spoken Language” section of Chapter 5 and “Point of View” in Chapter 9.)

Narration also differs according to a movie’s style. In realistic films, the
implied author is virtually invisible. The events “speak for themselves,” as they
do in most stage plays. The story seems to unfold automatically, usually in
chronological sequence.

In classical narrative structures, we are generally aware of a shaping hand
in the storyline. Boring gaps in the narrative are edited out by a discreet story-
teller, who keeps a low profile yet still keeps the action on track, moving toward
a specific destination—the resolution of the story’s central conflict.

In formalistic narratives, the author is overtly manipulative, sometimes
scrambling the chronology of the story or heightening or restructuring events
to maximize a thematic idea. The story is told from a subjective perspective, as
in Oliver Stone’s polemic JFK (8–20).

Narratology is often arcane, and occasionally incomprehensible, because
of its abstract language and jargon. Exotic terms are often used to describe 
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traditional concepts. For example, the differences between a story and its plot
structure (that is, between a narrative’s content and its form) can be expressed
in a bewildering assortment of terms. Story versus discourse are favored by many
American scholars. Others prefer histoire versus discours, mythos versus logos, or
fabula versus syuzhet.

What are the differences between story and plot? The story can be
defined as the general subject matter, the raw materials of a dramatic action in
chronological sequence. The plot, on the other hand, involves the storyteller’s
method of superimposing a structural pattern over the story.

The implied author motivates the characters and provides a cause–effect
logic to the sequence of events. Peter Brooks defines plot as “the design and
intention of narrative, what shapes a story and gives it a certain direction or
intention of meaning.” In short, plot involves the implied author’s point of view
as well as the structuring of the scenes into an aesthetic pattern.

THE SPECTATOR

It’s impossible to understand a movie without being actively engaged in a
dynamic interplay with its narrative logic. Most of us have been watching
movies and television for so long that we’re hardly aware of our instantaneous
adjustments to an unfolding plot. We absorb auditory and visual stimuli at an
incredibly rapid rate. Like a complex computer, our brain click-clicks away in
many language systems simultaneously: photographic, spatial, kinetic, vocal,
histrionic, musical, sartorial, and so on.

But in the American cinema especially, the story reigns supreme, even if
no one seems to take the story very seriously (8–6). All the other language sys-
tems are subordinated to the plot, the structural spine of virtually all American
fiction films, and most foreign movies as well.

David Bordwell and others have explored how the spectator is constantly
interacting with a movie’s narrative. We attempt to superimpose our sense of
order and coherence on the film’s world. In most cases, we bring a set of expec-
tations to a movie even before we’ve seen it. Our knowledge of a given era or
genre leads us to expect a predictable set of variables. For example, most west-
erns take place in the late nineteenth century and are set in the American west-
ern frontier. From books, TV, and other westerns, we have a rough knowledge
of how frontier people were supposed to dress and behave.

When narratives fail to act according to tradition, convention, or our
sense of history, we are forced to reassess our cognitive methods and our atti-
tude toward the narrative. Either we adjust to the author’s presentation, or we
reject the offending innovation as inappropriate, crude, or self-indulgent.

Narrational strategies are often determined by genre. For example, in
those types of movies that thrive on suspense (thrillers, police stories, myster-
ies), the narrative will deliberately withhold information, forcing us to guess, to
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8–6. Oceans Twelve (U.S.A., 2004), with George Clooney, Matt Damon, and Brad Pitt,
directed by Steven Soderbergh.
Pseudo-narratives. In many light entertainment movies such as this, the story is merely a pre-
text, an excuse to watch some beautiful and charming people being beautiful and charming.
Star power is what this movie is really about. The narrative is a transparent structure of display,
like the setting for some glittering diamonds. The main attraction is the sparkling jewels; the
setting merely the mounting. (Warner Bros.)

fill in the gaps. In romantic comedies, on the other hand, we generally know
the outcome in advance. The emphasis is on how boy wins girl (or vice versa),
not if he or she wins.

Our prior knowledge of a film’s star also defines its narrative parameters.
We wouldn’t expect to see Clint Eastwood in a Shakesperean adaptation. East-
wood’s expertise is in action genres, especially westerns and contemporary urban
crime stories. With personality stars especially, we can guess the essential nature
of a film’s narrative in advance. With actor stars like Johnny Depp, however, we
are less certain about what to expect, for Depp’s range is extraordinarily broad.

Audiences also judge a film in advance by the connotations of its title. A
movie with a moronic title like Attack of the Killer Bimbos is not likely to be shown
at the prestigious New York Film Festival. On the other hand, Lady Windermere’s
Fan would probably not play at the local mall theater because of its somewhat
effete, aristocratic-sounding title. Of course, there are always exceptions.
Sammy and Rosie Get Laid sounds like a porno film, but it’s actually a respected
(and sexy) British social comedy. Its title is deliberately aggressive, a bit crude.
It’s meant to be.

Once a movie begins, we begin to define its narrative limits. The style of
the credits and the accompanying score help us to determine the tone of the
picture. In the early exposition scenes, the filmmaker sets up the story variables
and mood, establishing the premise that will drive the narrative forward. The
beginning scenes imply how the narrative will be developed and where it’s
likely to end up.
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The opening expository scenes also establish the internal “world” of the
story—what’s possible, what’s probable, what’s not very likely, and so on. In
retrospect, there should be no loose threads in a story if the implied author
has done a careful job of foreshadowing. In E.T.: The Extra-Terrestrial, for exam-
ple, Spielberg prepares us for the supernatural events that occur in the middle
and later portions of the movie because the opening scene (showing us how
E.T. got left behind by his spaceship) establishes supernaturalism as a narra-
tive variable.

When a critic asked the radical innovator Jean-Luc Godard if he believed
that a movie should have a beginning, middle, and end, the iconoclastic film-
maker replied: “Yes—but not necessarily in that order.” The opening exposi-
tion scenes of most movies establish the time frame of the story—whether it will
unfold in flashbacks, in the present, or in some combination. The exposition
also establishes the ground rules about fantasy scenes, dreams, and the stylistic
variables associated with these levels of the story (8–8).

An elaborate game is played out between a cinematic narrative and the spec-
tator. While watching a movie, we must sort out irrelevant details, hypothesize, test

8–7. Hannah and Her Sisters (U.S.A., 1986), with Mia Farrow, Barbara Hershey, and
Dianne Wiest, written and directed by Woody Allen.
Many movies are structured around the Grand Hotel formula, so called after the 1932 film that
features an assortment of characters who are thrown together in a single location or are unified
by a common concern or a shared lifestyle. This anthology formula is ideal for exploring multi-
ple narratives, with no single storyline predominating. It’s a favorite structural device of Woody
Allen, who has used it many times. This modern comedy of manners explores the lives of three
sisters (pictured), their neuroses, and the various other neurotics in their lives. By using the
Grand Hotel formula, Allen is able to include at least a dozen interesting characters who all live
in New York City and are connected in some way to these three women. (Orion Pictures)
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our hypotheses, retreat if necessary, adapt, formulate explanations, and so on. The
spectator is constantly subjecting the narrative to questions. Why does the heroine
do that? Why does her boyfriend respond that way? What will the mother do now?
And so on.

The more complex the plot, the more cunning we must be—sorting, sift-
ing, weighing new evidence, inferring motives and explanations, ever suspi-
cious of being taken off guard. We constantly monitor the narrative for unex-
pected reversals, especially in deceptive genres, such as thrillers, detective
movies, and police films.

In short, we are never really passive in the face of a film’s plot. Even when
the story is boring, mechanical, and utterly derivative, we still can get sucked
into its plot machinations. We want to know where the action is leading: We can
find out only if we go along.

8–8. 8 1/2 (Italy, 1963), with Sandra Milo and Marcello Mastroianni, directed by Federico Fellini.
Although it is one of the most admired movies in the history of the cinema, Fellini’s master-
piece features a plot that’s diabolically tough to follow. Most viewers are unable to comprehend
it all on first viewing because it’s constantly shifting levels of consciousness without warning.
Fantasies spill over onto reality, which splashes over memories, which fuse with dreams, which
turn into nightmares, which . . . (Embassy Pictures)
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THE CLASSICAL PARADIGM

The classical paradigm is a term invented by scholars to describe a certain kind
of narrative structure that has dominated fiction film production ever since
the 1910s. It’s by far the most popular type of story organization, especially in
the United States, where it reigns virtually unchallenged. The model is called

8–9a. My Life As a Dog (Sweden,
1985), with Anton Glanzelius (center),
directed by Lasse Hallström. (Skouras

Pictures)

8–9b. The Insider (U.S.A., 1999), with
Russell Crowe, directed by Michael Mann.
(© Touchstone Pictures. All Rights Reserved.)

Some movies are so unusual that it’s vir-
tually impossible to predict where the
plot will lead. In My Life As a Dog, for
example, the young hero is separated
from his parents and moves in with an
eccentric uncle and aunt in a remote vil-
lage. His escapades in the country are
bizarre, funny, and totally unpredictable.
On the other hand, creating suspense is
very difficult when audiences already
know the outcome of a story. For exam-
ple, The Insider focuses on Dr. Jeffrey
Wigand (Crowe), whose life was almost
ruined when he blew the whistle on the tobacco industry by exposing its lies and hypocrisy on
the television news magazine, 60 Minutes. Despite its artistic excellence, the film failed to excite
much interest with the public, and it was a box-office disappointment.
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8–10. The classical paradigm.
Aristotle implicitly suggested the structure of classical drama in The Poetics, but it was not until
the nineteenth century that the inverted V structure was diagrammed by the German scholar
Gustav Freytag. This type of narrative structure begins with an overt conflict, which is increas-
ingly intensified with the rising action of the following scenes. Details that don’t relate to this
conflict are eliminated or kept incidental. The battle between the main character and his or her
antagonists reaches its highest pitch in the climax. Someone wins, the other loses. In the reso-
lution, the strands of the story are tied up and life returns to normal with a closing off of the
action.

“classical” because it’s a norm of actual practice, not necessarily because of a
high degree of artistic excellence. In other words, bad movies as well as good
ones use this narrative formula.

Derived from the live theater, the classical paradigm is a set of conventions,
not rules. This narrative model is based on a conflict between a protagonist, who
initiates the action, and an antagonist, who resists it. Most films in this form
begin with an implied dramatic question. We want to know how the protagonist
will get what he or she wants in the face of considerable opposition. The follow-
ing scenes intensify this conflict in a rising pattern of action. This escalation is
treated in terms of cause–effect, with each scene implying a link to the next.

The conflict builds to its maximum tension in the climax. Here, the pro-
tagonist and antagonist clash overtly. One wins, the other loses. After their con-
frontation, the dramatic intensity subsides in the resolution. The story ends with
some kind of formal closure—traditionally a wedding or a dance in comedies, a
death in tragedies, a reunion or return to normal in dramas. The final shot—
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because of its privileged position—is often meant to be a philosophical overview
of some kind, a summing up of the significance of the previous material.

The classical paradigm emphasizes dramatic unity, plausible motivations,
and coherence of its constituent parts. Each shot is seamlessly elided to the
next in an effort to produce a smooth flow of action, and often a sense of
inevitability. To add urgency to the conflict, filmmakers sometimes include
some kind of deadline, thus intensifying the emotion. During the Hollywood
studio era especially, classical structures often featured double plot lines, in
which a romantic love story was developed to parallel the main line of action.
In love stories, a comic second couple often paralleled the main lovers.

Classical plot structures are linear and often take the form of a journey, a
chase, or a search. Even the characters are defined primarily in terms of what
they do. “Action is character” insists Syd Field, the author of several handbooks
on screenwriting. “What a person does is what he is, not what he says.” Field
and other advocates of the classical paradigm are not very interested in passive
characters—people to whom things are done. (These types of characters are
more typical in foreign films.) Classicists favor characters who are goal oriented
so that we can take a rooting interest in their plans of action.

Field’s conceptual model is expressed in traditional theatrical terms (8–11a).
A screenplay is composed of three acts. Act I, “Setup,” occupies the first quarter of
the script. It establishes the dramatic premise: What is the main character’s goal
and what obstacles are likely to get in the way of its attainment? Act II, “Confronta-
tion,” consists of the middle two quarters of the story, with a major reversal of for-
tune at the midpoint. This portion of the screenplay complicates the conflict with
plot twists and an increasing sense of urgency, showing the main character fighting
against obstacles. Act III, “Resolution,” constitutes the final quarter of the story.
This section dramatizes what happens as a result of the climactic confrontation.

One of the greatest plots in the history of cinema is found in Buster
Keaton’s The General, a textbook example of the classical paradigm. It fits Frey-
tag’s inverted V structure as well as Field’s three-act play approach. As Daniel
Moews has pointed out, all of Keaton’s feature-length comedies use the same
basic comic formula. Buster begins as a sincere but clumsy greenhorn who bun-
gles every attempt to ingratiate himself with a person he holds in awe—usually
a pretty girl. At the conclusion of the day, he falls asleep, lonely, depressed, and
dispirited. When he awakens, he’s a new man. He goes on to succeed, usually at
the same or parallel activities of the earlier portions of the movie.

A Civil War comedy loosely based on an actual event, The General is laid
out with the narrative elegance of a play by Congreve. The first act establishes
the two loves in the hero’s life: his train, The General, and Annabelle Lee, his
somewhat flaky girlfriend. His only friends, apparently, are two prepubescent
boys. (Among other things, the movie is a coming-of-age story.) When war is
declared, our hero, Johnnie Gray, trying to impress his girl, attempts to enlist.
But he’s rejected by the authorities: He’s more valuable to the South as an engi-
neer. Through a misunderstanding, Annabelle thinks Johnnie is a coward. “I
don’t want you to speak to me again until you are in uniform,” she haughtily
informs him. End of Act I.
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8–11b. An outline of the plot structure of The General.
The plot moves forward with such smoothness and poise that we’re hardly aware of its dazzling
symmetry until the second chase, when most of the earlier gag clusters are triumphantly
reprised.

8–11a. According to Syd Field, the narrative structure of a movie can be broken down into
three acts. The story should contain about ten to twenty “plot points,” major twists or key
events in the action. At the midpoint of the second act, there is usually a big reversal of expec-
tations, sending the action spinning in a new direction. Although the diagram might not be
helpful in analyzing most realistic or formalistic narratives, it is surprisingly apt in movies using
a classical structure.
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8–12. The General (U.S.A., 1927), with Buster Keaton, directed by Keaton and Clyde Bruckman.
Silent film comedians were masters of improvisation, capable of spinning off a profusion of
gags with a single prop. For example, the gag cluster involving this cannon is a miniature
drama, complete with exposition, variations on a theme that constitute the rising action, and a
thrilling climax that serves as a topper to the sequence. Even more extraordinary, Keaton and
his regular crew never used written scripts or shooting schedules. They knew only the premise
of the film and its conclusion. The rest was improvised. They shot for about eight weeks, mak-
ing due allowances for baseball games between scenes. Later, Keaton viewed all the footage,
edited out the dull stuff, and created the narrative structure. (United Artists)

A full year is edited out of the story as we begin Act II. (The rest of the
movie covers only about twenty-four hours.) We see the plans of the Union offi-
cers to hijack a Confederate train, thereby cutting off the supply lines of the
Southern army. The Yankee leader’s map shows the major stops and rivers
along the railroad route. In fact, this map is a geographical outline of Act II.

On the day that the hijacking is to take place, Annabelle Lee boards John-
nie’s train to visit her wounded father. She snubs her former suitor. The hijack-
ing of the train sets off the rising action. The second quarter of the movie is a
chase sequence: Johnnie pursues the stolen General (with Annabelle on board)
as it flees northward. There are a series of gag clusters, each involving different
props, such as telegraph wires, switched tracks, a water tower, a cannon (8–13),
and so on. Johnnie is usually the butt of the jokes.

At the midpoint of the film, our hero sneaks into the enemy’s camp, alone
and exhausted. Nonetheless, he manages to rescue Annabelle. They fall asleep
in the woods in a downpour, discouraged, almost wiped out.

The next day, a second chase begins, reversing the pattern of the previous
day and taking up the third quarter of the plot. Now the jokes are inflicted on
the pursuing Yankees as Johnnie and Annabelle speed southward in the recap-
tured General. The gag clusters are also reversed. Most of them are parallels to
those of the first chase: telegraph wires, logs on the tracks, a water tower, a
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burning bridge, and so on. Just in time, Johnnie and Annabelle arrive at the
Confederate camp and warn the troops of an impending Union attack.

Act III is a battle sequence between the two great armies. Johnnie shows
himself to be a doggedly perseverant soldier, though not always a successful
one. He is rewarded for his heroism with a commission in the army. He also
wins back the love of his girl. All ends happily.

Keaton’s narrative structure follows an elaborately counterbalanced pat-
tern, in which the earlier humiliations are triumphantly canceled out on the
second day. Described thus schematically, Keaton’s plots sound rather mechan-
ical. But as his French admirers have pointed out, his architectural rigor can be
likened to the works of the great neoclassical artists of the eighteenth century,
with their intricately worked-out parallels and neatly balanced symmetries.

Ordinarily, one would consider such an artificial plot structure as an
example of a formalist narrative. However, the execution of each section is rig-
orously realistic. Keaton performed all his own gags (many of them danger-
ous), usually on the first take. He also insisted on absolute accuracy in the cos-
tuming, the sets, and even the trains, which are historically true to the period.
This combination of realistic execution with a formally patterned narrative is
typical of classical cinema. Classicism is an intermediate style that blends con-
ventions from both stylistic extremes.

8–13. The Motorcycle Diaries (Brazil, 2004), with Gael Garciá Bernal (front) and Rodrigo de la
Serna, directed by Walter Salles.
The journey  mortif is a narrative structure that’s at least as old as Homer’s The Odyssey. It forms
the structural spine of many other literary classics as well, including Don Quixote, Tom Jones,
and Huckleberry Finn. Artistic journeys are usually learning experiences in which a central char-
acter is exposed to a variety of communities along the open road, providing insights into the
human condition. The Motorcycle Diaries is set in the 1950s, and centers on a young Argen-

tinian medical student, Ernesto 
Guevara (Bernal). He was later
known as “Che” Guevara, an iconic
figure in the world of left-wing Latin
American mythology. Based on
Guevara’s actual diaries, the film’s
journey is both geographical and
spiritual. What the 23-year-old sees
on his motorcycle trip across South
America is poverty, exploitation,
and desperation. But he also expe-
riences the color and exoticism of
the gorgeous landscape, and the
camaraderie and decency of the
people. The journey later provided
the central core of Guevara’s values
as a Marxist revolutionary. (Focus

Features)
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8–14a. Chinatown (U.S.A., 1974),
with Faye Dunaway and Jack Nicholson,
directed by Roman Polanski.
In movies that depend on mystery and
suspense for their effects, the narrative
often withholds information, forcing us to
fill in the gaps, teasing and tantalizing us
with possible solutions to mysteries that
aren’t totally resolved until the end.
(Paramount Pictures)

8–14b. Mulholland Drive (U.S.A., 2000), with Laura Elena Harring and Naomi Watts, 
written and directed by David Lynch.
Some narratives are, well, not quite . . . more like a . . . . They’re different. Almost from the
inception of the cinema, filmmakers and critics have noted the similarity of movies to dreams.
For example, the great Surrealist film artist Luis Buñuel said:

In the hands of a free spirit, the cinema is a magnificent and dangerous weapon. It is the
best instrument for expressing the world
of dreams, of emotions, of instinct. The
mechanism that produces cinematic
images most closely resembles the work-
ings of the mind during sleep.

Perhaps no one is more in touch with this
irrational, trancelike state than David
Lynch. This movie was originally conceived
as a pilot for a TV series. Unable to market
it, Lynch added a new ending and released
it as a movie. To say the least, it’s confus-
ing. But it’s never dull. It’s also strange,
shocking, and very sexual. Like a dream.
(Universal Pictures)

REALISTIC NARRATIVES

Traditionally, critics have linked realism to “life,” formalism with “pattern.”
Realism is defined as an absence of style, whereas style is a preeminent concern
among formalists. Realists reject artifice to portray the material world “trans-
parently,” without distortion or even mediation. Conversely, formalists are con-
cerned with fantasy materials or throwaway subject matter to emphasize the
world of the imagination, of beauty for its own sake.

S t o r y 3 8 1
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8–15a. Late Spring (Japan, 1949), with Chishu Ryu (seated) and Setsuko Hara (center),
directed by Yasujiro Ozu. (New Yorker Films)

Love and Marriage from a Realist Perspective. One of the most common genres in Japan is the
home drama. It was the only genre Ozu worked in, and he was one of its most popular practi-
tioners. This type of film deals with the day-to-day routines of domestic life. Although Ozu was
a profoundly philosophical artist, his movies consist almost entirely of “little things”—the bitter
pills of self-denial that ultimately render life disappointing. Many of Ozu’s films have seasonal
titles that symbolically evoke appropriate human analogues. Late Spring, for example, deals
with the attempts of a decent widower (Ryu) to marry off his only daughter (Hara) before she
wilts into spinsterhood.

True Love is a wry exploration of male–female tensions in an Italian-American working-
class community shortly before the marriage of the two main characters. Like most realistic
movies, the plot line is loose. The scenes are arranged in apparently random order, and the
everyday events are presented matter-of-factly, with no “heightening” for dramatic effect. The
dialogue is raw, the language of the streets rather than the genteel living rooms of middle Amer-
ica. The conclusion of the film is ambivalent and ambiguous, with no neat solutions to the com-
plex problems that the movie addresses.

8–15b. True Love (U.S.A., 1989), with Kelly Cinnante and Annabella Sciorra, directed by
Nancy Savoca. (United Artists)
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Today, these views are considered naive, at least so far as realism is con-
cerned. Contemporary critics and scholars regard realism as a style, with an
elaborate set of conventions that are less obvious perhaps, but just as artificial
as those used by expressionists.

Both realistic and formalistic narratives are patterned and manipulated,
but the realistic storyteller attempts to submerge the pattern, to bury it beneath
the surface “clutter” and apparent randomness of the dramatic events. In other
words, the pretense that a realistic narrative is “unmanipulated” or “like life” is
precisely that—a pretense, an aesthetic deception.

Realists prefer loose, discursive plots, with no clearly defined beginning,
middle, or end. We dip into the story at an arbitrary point. Usually we aren’t
presented with a clear-cut conflict, as in classical narratives. Rather, the conflict
emerges unobtrusively from the unforced events of the exposition. The story
itself is presented as a “slice of life,” as a poetic fragment, not a neatly struc-
tured tale. Rarely is reality neatly structured; realistic art must follow suit. Life
goes on, even after the final reel.

Realists often borrow their structures from the cycles of nature. For exam-
ple, many of the movies of Ozu are given seasonal titles that symbolize an
appropriate human counterpart—Early Summer, Late Autumn, Early Spring, The
End of Summer, Late Spring (8–15a). Other realistic films are structured around a
limited period of time, like summer vacation or a school semester. Such movies
sometimes center on rites of passage, such as birth, puberty, first love, first job,
marriage, painful separations, death.

Often, we can’t guess the principle of narrative coherence until the end
of the movie, especially if it has a circular or cyclical structure, as many realis-
tic films do. For example, Robert Altman’s M*A*S*H opens with the fresh
arrival of two soldier-surgeons, Hawkeye Pierce and Duke Forrest. The movie
ends when their tour of duty is over. Yet the M*A*S*H unit will continue sav-
ing lives, even after these two excellent surgeons have left. (This same struc-
tural principle is used in a later military comedy, Barry Levinson’s Good Morn-
ing, Vietnam.)

The episodic structure of M*A*S*H is what appealed to those who
adapted it as a television series. Realistic film narratives frequently seem
episodic, the sequence of events almost interchangeable. The plot doesn’t
“build” inexorably, but seems to drift into surprising scenes that don’t necessar-
ily propel the story forward. These are offered for their own sake, as examples
of “real-life” oddities.

Spectators who like fast-moving stories are often impatient with realistic
films, which frequently move slowly. This is especially true in the earlier scenes,
while we wait for the main narrative strand to emerge. “Digressions” often turn
out to be parallels to the central plotline. But this parallelism must be inferred;
it’s rarely pointed out explicitly. Other traits of realistic narratives include the
following:

1. A nonintrusive implied author who “reports” objectively and avoids mak-
ing judgments.
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2. A rejection of clichés, stale conventions, stock situations and characters in
favor of the unique, the concrete, the specific.

3. A fondness for exposé, with “shocking” or “low” subject matter that is
often criticized for its grittiness and “bad taste.”

4. An antisentimental point of view that rejects glib happy endings, wishful
thinking, miraculous cures, and other forms of phony optimism.

5. An avoidance of melodrama and exaggeration in favor of understatement
and dedramatization.

6. A scientific view of causality and motivation, with a corresponding rejec-
tion of such romantic concepts as Destiny and Fate.

7. An avoidance of the lyrical impulse in favor of a plain, straightforward
presentation.

FORMALISTIC NARRATIVES

Formalistic narratives luxuriate in their artificiality. Time is often scrambled
and rearranged to hammer home a thematic point more forcefully. The design
of the plot is not concealed but heightened. It’s part of the show. Formalistic
plots come in a wide assortment, but usually they are structured according to
the filmmaker’s theme. For example, Alfred Hitchcock was obsessed by themes
dealing with “doubles” and “the wrong man”—a technically innocent man who
is accused of a crime committed by an undetected counterpart.

8–16. City of God (Brazil,
2003), with Alexandre
Rodrigues, directed by Fernando
Meirelles.
Ever since the late nineteenth
century, when it became a domi-
nant international style in the
arts, realism has provoked con-
troversy for its “sordid” or
“shocking” subject matter, its
preoccupation with details that
the conventional majority finds
repulsive but fascinating. This
story is set in a vicious slum of
Rio de Janeiro, ironically nick-
named City of God. Many of the
youngsters in the cast were actu-

ally street children of the neighborhood. “Some of them worked for drug dealers,” Meirelles
said. “They knew much more than me about the film I was doing.” Violent, brutal, and bloody,
the movie offers very little hope for these lost children. Most of them will never reach adult-
hood. Viewers are likely to ask themselves: How did the world get this way? (Miramax Films)
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8–17. The Lion King (U.S.A., 1994), directed by Roger Allers and Rob Minkoff.
Movie plots often derive from the weirdest sources. This is a coming-of-age story of a lion cub
named Simba, who is next in line to succeed his father, a benevolent and wise leader. But the
king’s evil brother brings about the monarch’s death, and Simba’s destiny is to avenge his
father’s death and return legitimate rule to the jungle. Sound familiar? The story is a shameless
steal from Hamlet, with touches of Oedipus Rex, the story of Moses, Bambi, and The Jungle Book.
Pretty classy stuff. (© The Walt Disney Company. All Rights Reserved.)

Hitchcock’s The Wrong Man is his most explicit treatment of these narrative
motifs. The entire plot is doubled, structured in twos. There are two imprison-
ments, two handwriting tests, two conversations in the kitchen, two legal hear-
ings, two visits to a clinic, two visits to the lawyer. The hero is arrested twice by two
policemen. He is identified (wrongly) by two witnesses at two different shops.
There are two transfers of guilt: The main character (Henry Fonda) is accused of
a crime he didn’t commit, and midway through the movie, his emotionally dis-
turbed wife (Vera Miles) takes on the guilt, requiring her to be committed to an
asylum. “People say that Hitchcock lets the wires show too often,” Jean-Luc
Godard noted. “But because he shows them, they are no longer wires. They are
the pillars of a marvelous architectural design made to withstand our scrutiny.”

Many formalistic narratives are intruded on by the author, whose personality
is part of the show. For example, it’s virtually impossible to ignore the personality
of Buñuel in his films. He slyly interjects his sardonic black humor into his narra-
tives. He loves to undermine his characters—their pomposity, their self-deception,
their mean little souls (8–18). Godard’s personality is also highly intrusive, espe-
cially in his nontraditional narratives, which he called “cinematic essays.”

Formalistic narratives are often interrupted by lyrical interludes, exercises
in pure style—like the enchanting dance numbers in the Fred Astaire–Ginger
Rogers RKO musicals of the 1930s. In fact, stylized genre films like musicals, sci-
ence fiction, and fantasies offer the richest potential for displays of stylistic rap-
ture and bravura effects. These lyrical interludes interrupt the forward momen-
tum of the plot, which is often a mere pretext anyway.

An excellent example of a formalistic narrative is Mon Oncle d’Amerique
(My Uncle in America), directed by Alain Resnais, with a script by Resnais and
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8–19. Mon Oncle d’Amerique (France, 1980), with Gérard Depardieu, directed by Alain Resnais.
Depardieu portrays a hardworking idealist whose conservative values and faith in God are
severely tested. The significance of the title? It’s taken from European pop mythology—the
proverbial adventurous uncle who left for America, made a fortune, and will someday return
loaded with money to solve all their problems. Resnais was also thinking of Samuel Beckett’s
bitter stage comedy, Waiting for Godot, which revolves around an obscure figure (God?) who’s
constantly waited for, but never shows up. (New World Pictures)

8–18. The Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie (France, 1972), directed by Luis Buñuel.
Most of Buñuel’s movies feature bizarre scenes that are left unexplained, as though they were
the most normal thing in the world. He delighted in satirizing middle-class hypocrisies, treating
them with a kind of affectionate bemusement mingled with contempt. In this film, he presents
us with a series of loosely connected episodes dealing with the inane rituals of a group of well-
heeled semizombies. Interspersing these episodes are shots of the main characters walking on
an empty road (pictured). No one questions why they are there. No one seems to know where
they are going. Buñuel doesn’t say. (Twentieth Century Fox)
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Jean Grualt (8–19). The film’s structure is indebted to Godard’s essay form,
which can combine elements from the documentary and avant-garde film with
fiction. The ideas in the movie are the stuff of Psychology 101. Resnais frames
and intersperses his fictional episodes with footage of an actual medical doctor
and behavioral scientist, Dr. Henri Laborit, who indulges in the French mania
for dissection, analysis, and classification. He wittily discusses the relationship
of human behavior to the makeup of the brain, the conscious and subcon-
scious environment, social conditioning, the nervous system, zoology, and biol-
ogy. He alludes to the behavior-modification theories of B. F. Skinner and other
theories of human development.

The fictional episodes in the movie are concrete demonstrations of these
theories. The characters are autonomous, not mechanized zombies. Nonetheless,
they are victims of forces they hardly understand. Resnais focuses on three appeal-
ing characters. Each is the product of a unique biological makeup and cultural
environment. Their paths intersect by chance. “These people have everything to
make them happy,” Resnais observes, “yet they’re not happy at all. Why?”

Resnais then shows us why through his dazzling editing and multiple nar-
ratives. In a kaleidoscope of shifting perspectives, Resnais juxtaposes snippets
of the characters’ lives, dreams, and memories with Dr. Laborit’s abstract for-
mulations, statistics, and wry observations. The three main characters are
movie freaks, and at various points during the story, Resnais intercuts brief clips
from the films of their childhood idols—Jean Marais, Danielle Darrieux, and
Jean Gabin. Some of these movie clips bear a not-so-coincidental resemblance
to the dramatic situations of the characters. Resnais is also paying homage to
three great stars of the French cinema.

NONFICTIONAL NARRATIVES

There are three broad classifications of motion pictures: fiction, documentary,
and avant-garde. Documentaries and avant-garde films usually don’t tell stories,
at least not in the conventional (that is, fictional) sense. Of course, documen-
taries and avant-garde movies are structured, but neither uses a plot. Rather,
the story—if any—is structured according to a theme or an argument, espe-
cially in documentaries. In the avant-garde cinema, the structure is often a mat-
ter of the filmmaker’s subjective instincts.

First, documentaries. Unlike most fiction films, documentaries deal with
facts—real people, places, and events rather than invented ones. Documen-
tarists believe that they’re not creating a world so much as reporting on the one
that already exists. They are not just recorders of external reality, however, for
like fiction filmmakers they shape their raw materials through their selection of
details. These details are organized into a coherent artistic pattern. Many docu-
mentaries deliberately keep the structure of their films simple and unobtrusive.
They want their version of the facts to suggest the same apparent randomness
of life itself.
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Sound familiar? In fact, the concepts of realism and formalism are almost
as useful in discussing documentaries as fiction films. However, the overwhelm-
ing majority of documentarists would insist that their main interest is with sub-
ject matter rather than style.

The realistic documentary is best illustrated by the cinema verité or
“direct cinema” movement of the 1960s. Because of the need to be able to cap-
ture news stories quickly, efficiently, and with a minimal crew, television jour-
nalism was responsible for the development of a new technology, which in turn
eventually led to a new philosophy of truth in documentary cinema. The tech-
nology included the following:

1. A lightweight 16-mm hand-held camera, allowing the cinematographer to
roam virtually anywhere with ease.

8–20. JFK (U.S.A., 1991), with Kevin Costner (center), written and directed by Oliver Stone.
History as narrative. As a number of historians have pointed out, “history” is actually a jumble
of fragments, unsifted facts, random events, and details that no one thought were important
enough to explain. This chaos is sorted out by a historian who superimposes a narrative over
the sprawling materials. But as Napoleon observed, “History is the version of past events that
people have decided to agree upon.” The historian excludes some data, heightens others.
Effects are provided with causes; isolated events are connected with other superficially remote
events. In short, many modern historians would insist that the past contains various histories,
not just one. Each history is the product of a person who assembles, interprets, and shapes the
facts into a narrative. Oliver Stone’s controversial depiction of the assassination of President
Kennedy is told from the point of view of New Orleans D.A. Jim Garrison (Costner). The movie
does what a historian does: It offers a possible explanation for a traumatic national tragedy that
was never adequately resolved in the minds of much of the American public. JFK is a dazzling
display of bravura editing, encompassing dozens of characters, many years, thousands of miles,
and hundreds of thousands of historical facts. (Warner Bros.)
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2. Flexible zoom lenses, allowing the cinematographer to go from 12-mm
wide-angle positions to 120-mm telephoto positions in one adjusting bar.

3. New fast film stocks, permitting scenes to be photographed without the
necessity of setting up lights. So sensitive were these stocks to available
lighting that even nighttime scenes with minimal illumination could be
recorded with acceptable clarity.

4. A portable tape recorder, allowing a technician to record sound directly
in automatic synchronization with the visuals. This equipment was so easy
to use that only two people—one at the camera, the other with the sound
system—were required to bring in a news story.

The flexibility of this hardware permitted documentarists to redefine the
concept of authenticity. This new aesthetic amounted to a rejection of preplan-
ning and carefully detailed scripts. A script involves preconceptions about real-
ity and tends to cancel out any sense of spontaneity or ambiguity. Direct cinema
rejected such preconceptions as fictional: Reality is not being observed but is
being arranged to conform to what the script says it is. The documentarist is
superimposing a plot over the materials. Re-creations of any kind were no

8–21. Welcome to Sarajevo (Britain/U.S.A., 1997), with (l. to r.) Stephen Dillane and
Woody Harrelson, directed by Michael Winterbottom.
Welcome to Sarajevo is based on a true story of how some British and American journalists cov-
ered the Bosnian war in the once-beautiful city of Sarajevo, in what was once Yugoslavia, before
fierce warring factions blasted the city to pieces. The movie combines acted footage (pictured)
with genuine newsreel footage photographed during the war itself. The historical events shown
on these newsreels are often sickening—former neighbors slaughtering each other like thugs,
raping and pillaging without restraint. See also Cinema of Flames, by Dina Iordanova (British
Film Institute, distributed by University of California Press, 2001), a study of Balkan movies and
culture. (Miramax Films)
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8–22a. Law and Order (U.S.A., 1969), directed by Frederick Wiseman.
Cinéma vérité, or direct cinema, prided itself on its objectivity and straightforward presentation.
Certainly, these documentarists realized that total neutrality is an impossible goal to achieve.
Even Wiseman, among the most objective of documentarists, insists that his movies are a sub-
jective interpretation of actual events, people, and places. He tries to be as “fair” as possible in
presenting his materials. For example, he refuses to use off-frame narrators. The subjects of the
film are allowed to speak for themselves, and the burden of interpretation is placed on the spec-
tators, who must analyze the significance of the material on their own. Of course, most partici-
pants are aware of being photographed, and this surely influences their behavior. No one wants
to look like a fool on camera. (Zipporah Films)

8–22b. Harlan County, U.S.A. (U.S.A., 1977), directed by Barbara Kopple.
Direct cinema is most effective with materials that are intrinsically dramatic, like crisis situa-
tions in which a conflict is about to reach its climax. For example, during the production of

this documentary, which deals
with a bitter coal-miners’ strike
for decent working conditions,
Kopple and her crew were
repeatedly plunged in the
middle of violence. In one
sequence, they are actually
fired on by a trigger-happy
moron. The camera recorded it
all. Implicit in the concept of
documentary is the verb to 
document—to verify, to provide
an irrefutable record of an
event. (Museum of Modern Art)
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8–23. March of the Penguins
(France., 2005), directed by Luc Jacquet.
Documentarians, like fiction filmmak-
ers, superimpose a narrative structure
over the sprawling disorder of nature.
Jacquet’s Academy Award–winning doc-
umentary is structured like an epic
saga, a tale of heroic endurance in the
face of ferocious opposition. The setting
is the frozen antarctic. Each winter,
thousands of emperor penguins trek
across the frigid terrain to their ancient
breeding grounds. The region is so
bleak and inhospitable that it supports
no other kind of wildlife at this time 
of the year. In a single file, the deter-
mined, endearing penguins march
against blizzards and gale-force winds,
propelled by an overpowering need to
reproduce and ensure the survival of the species. Jacquet is also a superb visual styllist. For
example, this image might also be an abstract expressionist canvas, somewhat like the paint-
ings of Georgia O’Keefe, which are often stylized images of flower blossoms. In a similar man-
ner, these two cuddling penguins form a pattern of symmetrical harmony, visually reinforcing
the tender loyalty that the penguins display for each other in their teamwork. (Warner Independent

Pictures/National Geographic Feature Films)

longer necessary because, if the crew members are present while an event is
actually taking place, they can capture it while it’s happening.

The concept of minimal interference with reality became the dominating
preoccupation of the American and Canadian schools of cinéma vérité. The
filmmaker must not control events in any way. Re-creations—even with the peo-
ple and places actually involved—were unacceptable. Editing was kept to a mini-
mum, for otherwise it could lead to a false impression of the sequence of events.
Actual time and space were preserved whenever possible by using lengthy takes.

Cinéma vérité also uses sound minimally. These filmmakers were—and
still are—hostile to the “voice of God” commentaries that accompanied tradi-
tional documentaries. Off-screen narration tends to interpret images for the
spectator, thus relieving us of the necessity of analyzing for ourselves. Some
direct cinema advocates dispense with voice-over narration entirely (8–22a).

The tradition of the formalistic or subjective documentary can be traced
back to the Soviet filmmaker Dziga-Vertov. Like most Soviet artists of the
1920s, Vertov was a propagandist. He believed that the cinema should be a
tool of the Revolution, a way of instructing workers about how to view events
from an ideological perspective. “Art,” he once wrote, “is not a mirror which
reflects the historical struggle, but a weapon of that struggle.”
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8–24b. Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind (U.S.A.,
2004), with Kate Winslet and Jim Carrey, directed by Michel
Gondry.
The modern avant-garde cinema is rooted in its Surrealist past,
especially in its disdain for conventional storytelling. The nar-

rative structure of
this movie is aggressively fragmented, torn up.
Written by the bizarre Charlie Kaufman, the
script—a philosophical exploration of the concept
of memory—flips back and forth in time and
place. The editing style is often wrenching and
meant to disorient the viewer. The visual style is
classically Surrealistic, with its emphasis on
dreamlike settings and events, and incongruous
juxtapositions—like a fully dressed bed on the
beach. The movie is militantly anti-mainstream: It
challenges rather than reinforces stereotypical
thinking. It’s also not easily accessible, like many
avant-garde films. Unsurprisingly, the picture was
not a popular success, despite its excellent cast.
But like most avant-garde movies, Eternal Sun-
shine of the Spotless Mind is another world entirely,
where the usual rules don’t apply. (Focus Features)

8–24a. Razor Blades (U.S.A., 1968), directed by Paul 
Sharits.
Structuralism was an avant-garde movement that rejected nar-
rative in favor of an abstract structure that owed nothing to
subject matter. In the structuralist cinema, the codes of cogni-
tion are totally self-defined. They are structured according to
the principles of recurrence, dialectical polarities, time and
space increments, and so on. The process of deciphering these
cognitive codes and their interrelationships is analogous to the
film’s working itself out, fulfilling its structural destiny. In Shar-
its’s flicker film, two images (requiring separate screens and
projectors) are simultaneously juxtaposed. Each filmstrip con-
sists of irregularly recurring images—two or three frames in
duration, interspersed by blank or color frames—or purely
abstract designs, like colored stripes or circular shapes. The
rapid flickering of images creates a mesmerizing stroboscopic
effect, testing the audience’s psychological and physiological
tolerance. The content of the film is its structural form rather
than the subject matter of the images as images. (Anthology

Film Archives)
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Documentarists in this formalistic tradition tend to build their movies the-
matically, arranging and structuring the story materials to demonstrate a thesis,
like the news stories on television’s prestigious 60 Minutes. In many cases, the
sequence of shots and even entire scenes can be switched around with relatively
little loss of sense or logic. The structure of the film is not based on chronology
or narrative coherence, but on the documentarist’s argument.

Avant-garde films are so variable that it’s hard to generalize about their
narrative structures. Most of these movies don’t even try to tell a story. Autobio-
graphical elements are common. Many avant-garde artists are primarily con-
cerned with conveying their “inner impulses,” their personal and subjective
involvements with people, ideas, and experiences. For this reason, avant-garde
movies are sometimes obscure and even incomprehensible. Many of these film-
makers create their own personal language and symbology.

With some exceptions, avant-garde films are not written out in advance.
In part this is because the same artist usually shoots and edits the footage and is
therefore able to control the material at these stages of the filmmaking process.
Avant-garde filmmakers also value chance and spontaneity in their movies, and
to exploit these elements, they avoid the inflexibility of a script.

Maya Deren, an American avant-garde filmmaker of the 1940s, differenti-
ated her kind of movie (which she called “personal” or “poetic”) from main-
stream commercial films primarily in terms of structure. Like a lyric poem, per-
sonal films are “vertical” investigations of a theme or situation. The filmmaker
is not concerned so much with what’s happening as with what a situation feels
like or what it means. The film artist is concerned with probing the depths and
layers of meaning of a given moment.

Fiction movies, on the other hand, are like novels and plays, according to
Deren. They’re essentially “horizontal” in their development. Narrative film-
makers use linear structures that must progress from situation to situation, from
feeling to feeling. Fiction directors don’t have much time to explore the impli-
cations of a given idea or emotion, for they must keep the plot “moving along.”

Other avant-garde filmmakers disdain any kind of recognizable subject
matter. Hans Richter and other early avant-garde artists in Europe totally
rejected narrative. Richter was a champion of the “absolute film,” which consists
solely of abstract shapes and designs (see 4–7). Insisting that movies should have
nothing to do with acting, stories, or literary themes, Richter believed that
film—like music and abstract painting—should be concerned with pure non-
representational forms. Many avant-garde filmmakers share these biases (8–24a).

GENRE AND MYTH

A genre film is a specific type of movie: a war picture, a gangster film, science
fiction, and so on. There are literally hundreds of them, especially in the
United States and Japan, where virtually all fiction movies can be classified
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