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Introduction

One of the most significant events of our times is the “opening up” of China and its
increasing integration with the world economy and society. China’s entry into the WTO in
2001 and its hosting of the Olympic games in 2008 are just two of the most obvious manifes-
tations of this historic trend. Less obvious but equally significant are the million-and-one
daily encounters between Chinese citizens and the outside world — whether in the form of
official visits, business trips, overseas studies programmes, or recreational visits and tours.
Since the language most commonly used in such encounters is English, it is no surprise that
Chinese students put such energy into its study. Naturally, study of the language gradually
leads to curiosity about the culture of which this language is a part.

This raises a question: what is the best way of integrating the study of English as a
language with the study of Western culture? The traditional approach has been through the
vehicle of “literature” —i.e. through the close study of selected extracts from the classic
texts of the English literary canon. Such an approach has its merits: It gives students a taste
of the most finely written works in English, at the same time giving them an understanding
of the historical development of the culture of the English-speaking world. However, from
the perspective of the English teacher, it also has certain drawbacks: The content is some-
times alien and difficult, forming a barrier between the texts and all but the very best students;
there is an inevitable emphasis on written English at the expense of spoken English; and the
language is sometimes archaic, and unusable in the modern world. “To be, or not to be” is a
fine soliloquy, but not one that is heard very often on the streets of San Francisco or Seattle,
London or Leeds.

It is against this background that the study of English-language film has emerged in
recent years as a viable alternative or complementary option. The study of film cannot, of
course, convey to students the grand sweep of European cultural history as can literature;
nor can it provide models of elegant, subtle writing. What it can do — as can no other
medium—is to help students to understand and use the spoken language in a lively, flexible,
and direct way. At the same time, it can awaken students’ interest in the most pertinent
aspects of our contemporary Western societies and cultures.

This book takes a “film studies™ approach to the subject, and attempts to provide a
relatively systematic methodology for the understanding and appreciation of English-
language cinema. However, unlike much Western film criticism, its focus is squarely on
films that are as “popular” as they are “classic”. In a similar vein, it does not attempt to delve



deeply into the obscurities of film history, the technicalities of film production, or the laby-
rinthine complexities of film theory. Instead, it seeks to outline a variety of analytical
frameworks, and — through the close study of ten sample films — attempts to show how
these approaches can be employed in individual cases.

Of course, no work of this length can do full justice to its subject. What it can do is
provide a “conceptual map” of the field, and the basic analytical tools for further study. If
this book does that — and if it inspires students to pursue their interest in the English lan-
guage and Western culture through the medium of cinema— then it has succeeded in its

aims.

Uses of the Book
This book is designed to be used as the basis for a semester-length elective course on the
English curriculum. Parts of the book may also be fruitfully employed as part of a broader

course on modern American culture, or freely adapted to serve the needs of an oral class.

Aims of the Course

Stated simply, the aim of the course is to introduce students to the discipline of “film
studies™ as it applies to films from English-speaking countries, and to demonstrate how
methods derived from that discipline can be used to explain and interpret ten popular and
well-known films.

At the same time, through thinking in English and using the English language to discuss
issues related to the subject, students should be able to develop their English-language
competence, better their knowledge of the Western way of life, and improve their under-
standing of English-speaking cultures. The “Critical Perspectives” sections (Student’s Book)
and the “Additional Material” (Teacher’s Book) both promote a broader understanding of
the social, cultural, and historical issues that the films address.

Course Components

The course consists of a Student’s Book, a Teacher’s Book, and an attached VCD. The
specific contents are as follows:

® Student’s Book

General methodology and theory

Interpretation of ten selected films

® Teacher’s Book

Content and planning



VI

Key to exercises and discussion questions
Additional material

e VCD

Interviews with the author about the selected films

Structure of the Book

The book is divided into two main sections: The first section (Chapter One to Chapter
Five) explains the methodological and theoretical basis of the discipline; the second section
(Chapter Six to Chapter Fifteen) provides in-depth analysis of each of the ten selected films.

The chapters have been arranged in order of increasing difficulty. Discussion of indi-
vidual films begins in Chapter Six with Forrest Gump, a relatively simple film with which
many students may already be familiar, and concludes in Chapter Fifteen with 2001: A
Space Odyssey, a film of considerable formal and thematic complexity.

The final four chapters also provide a showcase for two distinguished American
filmmakers, Francis Ford Coppola (director of The Godfather and Apocalypse Now) and
Stanley Kubrick (director of The Shining and 2001: A Space Odyssey). This arrangement
allows and encourages students to think about the relationship between films and their
directors, and the possibility of identifying trends within their work.

Methodology

The approach is interpretation-based rather than fact-based. This means that students
will be learning how to interpret films, rather than facts about films. The value of this ap-
proach is that it provides students with analytical tools and methods that can be applied to
films other than those included in the book.

The book attempts to integrate theory and practice. The first five chapters outline some
of the methods and theories associated with the discipline, and the final ten demonstrate how
they can be applied to better understand specific films. Some of the theoretical ideas intro-
duced in the first section are elaborated in more detail in later chapters.

One of the inevitable consequences of an interpretation-based method is that there is
rarely any clear-cut “right or wrong”. This does not mean, however, that all interpretations
are equally valid, nor does it imply that interpretation is necessarily “subjective” or “just
one’s own opinion”. Convincing interpretation finds a middle ground between “uncontested
fact” and “mere opinion”; it relies upon notions such as that of the “educated opinion™ or
“well-founded argument”. Educated opinions and well-founded arguments consist, in essence,
of opinions and arguments that are logically coherent and backed up by evidence. Put in the



very simplest terms, they are ideas for which good reasons are given.

Students and teachers should not feel intimidated. The exercises and discussion ques-
tions are designed to guide students in this way of thinking. Suggested answers and further
guidance are given in the Teacher’s Book.

Adaptation for Chinese Students and Teachers

The book has been designed specifically for use in the Peoples’ Republic of China. It
combines content drawn from modern Western studies in the field (books, articles, essays,
and web-based resources) with a format suitable for use in Chinese universities. Key fea-
tures include:

® Semester-Length Design

The book is suitable for use within the Chinese semester system; it is divided into fif-
teen chapters, with one chapter to be covered each week.

® Dual-Language Format

The text is written in English, with Chinese translation in the latter half of the book.
Teachers can adjust the proportion of the material delivered in English to suit the needs of
their students.

® Exercises and Discussion Questions

Exercises and discussion questions are provided in accordance with Chinese teaching
practices.

® Guidance for Teachers

A Teacher’s Book is available which gives teachers guidance about class planning, key
to exercises, advice on conducting discussions, and additional material.

® Additional Background Material

Further information concerning the cultural background of the films is given in the
Teacher’s Book.

Choice of Films

The films included in the book have been selected according to a number of basic
principles. The most basic intention has been to ensure that each film is of a different genre,
and the ten films provide examples of each of the ten main film genres outlined in Chapter
One (“History and Genre”). In addition, each of the films is well known, relatively modern
(the oldest being Stanley Kubrick’s 2007 from 1968), and considered a classic in its own
right. They all have a significance and a depth that merits analysis and discussion. All are
available in China.

Vil
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ChaPtecr l
History and Genre

Early Cinema——

Hollywood: 153618, 3B Classical Hollywood Cinema—

BlsD, I FEENHER Post-Classical Hollywood Cinema——
EMEBIMNEL. Classification of Genres
The Functions of Genre

Introductioniiil

History and genre are the two basic parameters used when categorizing films: We want
to know both when a film was produced and what kind of film it is.

The history of film is simplified by its shortness. In the case of Hollywood, it is enough
to talk about three major historical periods — those of early cinema, classical Hollywood
cinema, and post-classical Hollywood cinema. Each of these periods is characterized by
certain technological developments and patterns of industrial organization. Artistically, too,
films from a given period of film history tend to display certain characteristic features.

Genres are the categories into which, on the basis of shared characteristics, we place
artistic, musical, literary or cinematic (Fi511)) works; subgenres (G255, KA are
similar, although they are more limited and more precisely defined. There is considerable
debate concerning how the concept of “genre” should be defined, which genres actually exist,
and how individual films should be classified. Nevertheless, the concept of genre remains the
best way of organizing films into meaningful groups, and also a useful guide as to the
potentially significant elements of a given film.

Early Cinemalil
Although the technological groundwork (J£7) for cinema was laid by the invention of
photography in 1826, it would be many decades before it could be adapted to create a motion

1
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_piclure. The main problem with these early photographs — from the point of view of
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prospective filmmakers (H 545 i &) — was that the exposure time was too long for the
production of moving images. Faster exposures were later made possible, but only on glass
plate film that could not be fed through a camera or projector (#%5%{%). The key breakthrough
came in 1889 with the introduction by Kodak (#7147 7]) of a thin flexible film base (i.e.
celluloid (FER%ES, BJ)) that could be drawn past the lens ($53k , % 45%) at a high enough
speed to film and project a series of frames ([H|[fi] , 5% %) in rapid succession. The next step

—the development of cameras able to film moving images
Lumiére brothers: B¥#%/R

— was made independently in America and France b
i Y 4 R%, EEA, F 1895 %40

Edison and the Lumiére brothers respectively. However, ETER S —BEE—
since Edison was unconvinced of the potential of the CNZEBE),

moving picture, it was the Lumiere brothers who were left

to develop the projection system. One of the first public exhibitions of the new technology
occurred on 28 December 1895 at the Grand Café in Paris. By this time, the fundamental
technology was in place; all that was required was its development and commercialization.

This occurred in parallel in France and in the USA. In France, the Lumiére brothers
produced an immense number of films — mainly of important events and exotic destinations
— in the period up to 1905. At that point they ceased filmmaking altogether, and the French
phonograph (7 #)],) company Pathé Freres (i1 K - #5585 /K 2\ 1)) took the lead, remain-
ing the largest film company in the world until World War I disrupted international
distribution and forced it to cut back production. Meanwhile, in the USA, three main
companies had emerged and were beginning to exhibit their films through the nickelodeons
(H.4r4% 5 B%) (small-scale cinemas whose cost of entry was one nickel (Fi4348 1, 7.5
41), or five cents). These nickelodeons were a phenomenal (3 JLf#)) success: Their number
rose from 1,000 in 1905, to 6,000 in 1908, and to a peak of 10,000 in 1910, serving an estimated
26 million customers every week. The fledgling (¥] B4 1)) film industry, determined to
expand its audience base, also began to invest in large luxurious theatres catering to (X )
the middle classes. Their strategy paid off, and by 1915 audiences had almost doubled again,
reaching 49 million per week.'

Industry structure in the period of early cinema differed significantly from that which
would emerge later. Production was based initially on the so-called “cameraman (5 Jifi)
system”, according to which films were the product of one individual (the “cameraman”)
who took charge of planning, writing, filming, and editing; only towards the end of the period
was the director given charge of a group of workers with clearly delineated (1%, #i4)
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roles, and a producer appointed who would take responsibility for planning and budgeting.” 3

The industry in America was monopolized by two companies, Edison (%4 /3 &]) and
Biograph (Il /R#&H7 F< /5 1), that had jointly set up the Motion Pictures Patents Company
(MPPC (FE 5% #| /2 TH])), a patent pool that was used to collect royalties from firms licensed
to use patented camera and projection technology. This anti-competitive behaviour attracted
the attention of the Justice Department, and an anti-trust (5 fLH7 71, S ZBWfY) claim
was filed against the MPPC in 1912. The verdict, delivered in 1915, was that the MPCC was
to break up, paving the way for a new stage in the history of cinema.
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From an aesthetic point of view, early cinema bears little in common with the cinema of
today. The most prominent characteristic of the early films is that they commonly sought to
record and represent aspects of “real life”. They usually consisted simply of a single long-
distance shot of a single figure (often a celebrity or sports personality), place (perhaps a scenic
spot), or action (some kind of everyday activity or news event). Fictional scenarios (37 5t),
when they did occur, were usually little more than gags (fiF}L17%), vaudeville (i #EZ%5E)
performances, or re-enactments (F5-7X fE#il) of real events. This “actuality filming (B 5245
%2)” differs greatly from the predominant tendency of classical and post-classical cinema to
present fictional stories. The second obvious difference is that early cinema relied primarily
on spectacle rather than narrative. Comedy sketches, magic shows, or simply images of
moving vehicles — these are what lay at the heart of the early cinema. It is for this reason that

the early cinema has been called “the cinema of attractions”.?

Classical Hollywood Cinemal

The period of classical Hollywood cinema is usually taken to run from the early 1920s
through to the late 1950s. It witnessed important technological advances, the most important of
which were the arrival of sound and colour. Yet neither could be introduced without “teething
troubles (M FHHITEIRE , <E>3FE T LA AR A 4E)”, and both required a process of
gradual adaptation. Sound — introduced by Warner Brothers in Don Juan ({/FH5)) (1926)
— raised initial problems because the microphones would pick up unwanted background noises,
such as the sound of the camera in operation. This necessitated ({§.//55) placing the camera
inside a sound booth, which restricted both its movement and that of the performers. Colour
technology in the 1920s was initially limited by its expense and crudity; by the 1930s the quality
had improved, although it remained expensive and necessitated the development of new lighting
techniques. Despite these initial obstacles, both sound and colour were, of course, destined to
become staple (i) ingredients of the Hollywood film.
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From the industrial perspective, the period is characterized by the emergence of the
“studio system” and the domination of five major companies (the so-called “Big Five”):
Warner Brothers (4£44 .55 /2 1)), Loew’s-MGM CE 55/ ), Fox (8 7o i A &),
Paramount (J£§7 52/ 7)) and Radio-Keith-Orpheum (RKO, &5 H £/ H]). Alongside
the five majors were three smaller companies (the “Little Three”): Columbia (&£ L 23
ri]), Universal (353K /) &]) and United Artists (J£35/)1)). These eight companies together
constituted an oligopoly (5£:k Z& ) and pursued a strategy of vertical integration, whereby
each company would seek to combine production, distribution, and exhibition functions. The
economic rationale (F: A< #) is obvious: Vertical integration ensured control of the whole
process from production to exhibition, so that a company could guarantee that films were
produced according to its own specifications and exhibited as required. The industrial and
economic might (J75&, & /7) of the studios further allowed them to exert control over
independent players through methods such as advance block-booking, which forced exhibi-
tors to book in advance a full year’s output from an individual company.

If early cinema was primarily a “cinema of attractions”, classical Hollywood cinema was
a cinema of narrative. Early directors had taken the first uncertain steps towards the logic of
linear (H 2&P4 1)) narrative, but it was later directors such as D.W. Griffith and Buster Keaton
who properly began to employ more sophisticated narrative-based methods of cinematic
storytelling. From the period of classical Hollywood onwards ([r]H{), the now familiar
narrative ingredients of film—such as causality (& %), temporal (I [d] ) logic,
motivated action, and plot resolutions— were all in place. In addition, filmmakers mastered
the art of continuity editing (7455 %), with the result that cutting between one shot and the
next would become much less conspicuous. With narrative illogicalities excluded and
awkward visual transitions ironed out, Hollywood film gradually became a much smoother
and more polished product.

Classical Hollywood was the era in which the “star”” was born, and “star vehicles” — films
built specifically around a number of major stars — became the most reliably profitable of
the Hollywood productions. Unlike modern-day stars, however, the stars of classical Holly-
wood were controlled by long-term contracts signed with the major studios, and the studios
determined the roles they were to play. Studios would also take it upon themselves to construct
a “star persona (ff ff,, AA&f5i)” for the star in question, generating extra-filmic (HL5 2
A1) publicity and gossip to promote and sustain interest in the star as a commodity. Stars also
had the secondary economic function of generating interest in other commodities through the
techniques of the “tie-in (£ —LEA1 HL A F AU M4 T4) ” and product placement.



The period of classical Hollywood was, finally, the period in which the major cinematic

5 | O
genres emerged. The development of sound technology by Warner Brothers was originally Tn?
motivated by the intention of displaying vaudeville acts on the big screen; the unintended @
result was the evolution of the musical as a genre, with its characteristic use of musical ;
numbers (45 f]) inserted into a linear narrative. Most of the other major genres — horror (¥ | &
i ), gangster (F23H5 J), science fiction (£}4] J7) and war (i /), as well as film noir ?
(B {1 H9 52) — also developed into relatively well-defined forms in this period. Qf:;
o

The Ideology of Classical Hollywood Cinema E

The classical Hollywood cinema is not a “value-free” set of aesthetic norms and
formal principles; it also embodies an ideology. This ideology is never stated
explicitly, but can nevertheless be detected through the set of values and assump-
tions underlying Hollywood film of the period.

Some of the main features of this ideology are, according to Robin Wood:

* Property, Enterprise (z)[\), Initiative The fundamental American values.

* The Work Ethic Classical Hollywood applauds the notion of “honest toil”, and is
suspicious of idleness; work is associated, positively, with the sublimation (7}-1&)
of the libido (“F|LL % " <dh ik R EELE S Hr =Bt e R phah 1, Skbr ERDRPER A
HE>).

* Marriage, Family, and Home The notion of marriage here extends to include that
of property: “my house, my wife, my children”.

* Progress, Technology, the City (“New York, New York, it's a wonderful town.”)

* Success and Wealth Classical Hollywood implicitly extols (#%z£) success and
wealth, but is at the same time ashamed to do so and seeks to cover its tracks
with a contradictory ideology of “money isn't everything; money corrupts; the poor
are happier”.

* America as a Land of Happiness Classical Hollywood persistently suggests that
everyone can potentially achieve happiness in America, even if they haven't yet
done so, and that radical change is not necessary. Hence the ubiquitous (Jcfi 4~
1E19) “happy ending”.

* The Ideal Male The ideal male is a virile (‘% +5#£#J) man of action; his
opposite, the stable homemaker, is dependable but dull and unattractive.

* The Ideal Female The ideal female is wife and mother, perfect companion and
mainstay (i) of the home; her opposite, the erotic (ELg#4:9% 2 | J{17) woman, is
fascinating but dangerous.*



