ANDREW SARRIS
INOTES ON THE AUTEUR THEORY IN 1962

’ﬁs far as T know, there is no definition of the awrenr theory in the ]._'I‘If’ilkh lan-
g that is, by any American or British critic. Truffaut has recently zone to gres
1o emphasize that the auteur theory was merely a polemical weapon fora gn en
d a given place, and [ am willing to take him at his word. But, lest I be accuscd
misappropriating a theory no one wants anymore, [ will give the Coliers oritics
for the original formulation of an idea that reshaped my (hinking on the cin-
irst of all, how does the aurewr theory differ from a straightforward theory of
I ;ﬁl’s Ian Cameron’s article “Films, Directors, and Critics,” in Mevie of Septem-
'9'62 makes an interesting comment on this issue: “The assuraption that un
il the wriling in Movie is that the director is the author of a lllm. the person wlm
St any distinctive quality. There are quite large exceptions, with which [ shall
ter! So far, so good, at least for the aurewr theory, which even allows tur excep
owever, Cameron continues: “On the whuh:: we accepl the cinema ol direc-

1]}' igain, although Cameron naturally uses different examples. That three othe: I|

& autenr theory suggests a common fear of its abuses. 1 believe there (s o mis-
ing here about what the aureur theory actually claims, particularly since
ihtory itself is so vague at the present time.

: Lof all, the autenr theory, at least as [ understand it and now intend o express
']'_Fis neither the gift of prophecy nor the option of extracinematic perce |'|l|un
Leven aufenrs, do not always run true to form, and the critic can never ussume
director will always make a bad film. No, not always, but almost 2l eays, and
he point. What is a bad director, but a director who has made many bad films?

1;_rrrpossmle to think of a good director mang a bad una_ "-‘v ave bm,k 1 r-f’ J’*"j

ergent critics like Bazin, Roud, and Cameron make essentiz!lv the same roinl 297
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What is the problem then? Simply this: The badness of a director is not necessanly &
considered the badness of a film. If Joseph Pevney directed Garho, Cherkassov
Olivier, Belmondo, and Harriet Andersson in The Cherry Orchard, the resulting s
tacle might not be entirely devoid of ment with so many subsidiary antenrs to Cover
up for Joe. In fact, with this cast and this literary property, a Lumet might be safer thif
a Welles, The realities of casting apply to directors as well as to actors, but the mi_ﬁ?_
theory would demand the zamble with Welles, if he were willing. ;
Marlon Brando has shown us that a film can be made without a director. Indee
One-Eved Jacks is more entertaining than many films with directors. A directt
conseious eritic would find it difficult w say anything good or bad about direction th
is nonexistent, One can talk here about photography, editing, acting, but not directio

The film even has personality, but, like The Longest Day and Mutiny on the Bounty
is a cipher directorially._ Obviously, 14 - ih

i

to his right with a lurching movement, stops in hoplil

fmoments of recognition.

temperature of the director on the set, and that is a close up;-:-;m? “]",lt;‘m -_ ~.=_' its i L\._\
ional aspect. Dare I come out and say what I think it to be is an élan of l.!.1_:l.-:~1m| [

st 1 seem unduly mystical, let me hasten 1o add that all T mean by “soul” is that
{ntangible difference between one personality and another. all other things bein
al. Sometimes, this difference is expressed by no more than a beat s hesiaton in
"li;j.flhm of a film. In one sequence of La Régle du Jeu, Renoir gallops up the stairs,

ngs being

uncertainty when ni

is called by a coquettish maid, and, then, with marvelous pas:.r;j‘_-:_x' mmi-.uf}.-.
mes his bearishly shambling journey to the heroine’s boudoir. 1T T could dlﬂ!‘{.'."
it sical grace note of that momentary suspension, and [ c:m'?. T might E.w abl= 1o
fprovide a more precise definition of the autewr theory. Asitis, all ] can do m I|1 :!'.
flihe specific beauties of interior meaning on the screen and, later. catalogue the

IThe'three premises of the autenr theory may be visuglized as three concentric cir-
 —

- vagrant charm of the cinema. Nevertheless, the Arst premise of the autewr theory isl
@) technical competence of a director as a criterion of valm@JA badly directed or an unt

the outer circle afiechniguehe midd T Ersonal stylelynd the inner cir-

“rected film has no importance in a critical scale of values, but one can make intere
ing conversation about the subject, the script, the acting, the color, the phuiﬂgmph
the editing, the music, the costumes, the decor, and so forth. That is the nature of
medinm. You always get more for your money than mere art. Now, by the autenr
ory, it a director has no technical competence, no elementary flair for the cinema,
is automatically cast out from the pantheon of directors. & great director has mb;

least a good director. This 1s true in any art. What constitutes directorial talent is m
difficult to define abstractly. There is less disagreement, however, on this first levelq

the gurenr theory than there will be later, 4
? (I"hf: second premise of the gurenr theory is the distinguishable personality of
_/) direcior as a criterion of vaMeyOver a group of lms, a director must exhibit ceit
“ recurrent characteristics of style, which serve as his s
and moves §

SThose of Techimcian X Stylist and af awenr)There 1s no prescribed cours
for passes through the three circles. odard once remarked that V

teur to a mettenr en seéne, From opposite directions. they ¢me

fenature, The way a film lod

: (L g W e yIhe carresponding-soles of the director may be desionated as

bv which

tacontt had

I‘Lred from a meltenr en scéne to an auteir, whereas Rossellini had evalved from
d with com
le status. Minnelli began and remained in the second circle as a sty list; Buituel
auteur even before he had assembled the technique of the first circle. Tech-
s simply the ability to put a film together with -a-.nmc_::iari"-' ind coher:
adays, it is possible to become a director without knowing too much about the
mical side, even the crucial functions of photography and editing. An expert pro-
on crew could probably cover up for a chimpanzee in tl‘lt:_LT‘-l'x_‘-"-.ll"w' chait
ou tell the genuine director from the quasichimpanzee? After 1 aiven o

ave some relationship to the way a director thinks and feels;
is an area where American directors are generally superior to foreign director
Because so much of the American cinema is commissioned, a director is forced
express his personality through the visual treatment of material rather than throught

the literary content of the material. A Cukor, who works with all sorts of projects) i

a more developed abstract style than a Bergman, who is free 1o develop his.owi
scripts. Not that Bergman lacks personality, but his work has declined with the deﬁ

tion of his ideas largely because his technique never equaled his sensibility. Joseph
Mankiewicz and Billy Wilder are other examples of writer-directors without a
quate technical mastery, By contrast, Douglas Sirk and Oto Preminger have mo

up the scale because their miscellaneous projects reveal a stylistic consistency, |

@ @thilll and ultimate premise of the autewr theory is concerned with intef
meaning, the ultimate glory of the cinema as an art]Interior meaning is extrapol
from the tension between a director's personality and his material. This conception i
Interior meaning comes close o what Astruc delines as mise en scéne, but not

[t 15 not quite the vision of the world a director prajects nor quite his attitnde tow

life. It is ambiguous, in any literary sense, because part of it is imbedded in the stuff

R

ﬁ':se a Plolemaic constel

srnberg, Eisenstein, von Stroheim, Bufiuel, Bresson, Haw s, Lang. F

have a reasonably objective validity. The task of validating

lassification.

g inifact, the at o 15 @ patler oy i nnstmlwn-
anon of directors in a fixed orbit, At the mome

ist is somewhat weighted toward seniority and established reputations. Intime| N\ £
of these autenrs will rise, some will fall, and some will be displaced either '\K[
‘directors or rediscovered ancients, Again, the exact order 1s less important tha
pecific definitions of these and as many as two hundred other potential {.'.’n"-::..:'-.'ﬁ {
Id hardly expect any other critic in the world fully to endorse this list, especially

aith. Only after thousands of films have been revaluated, will anv personal pan

1l never

t. my list

i
utenrs runs something like this through the first twenty: Ophuls, Renoir, /|

uchi, Hitcheock, Chaplin, Ford, Welles, Dreyer, Rossellini, Murnan, Griffith. {\'

ty, Vizo

|
|

e autenwr theory 15
armous one, and the end will never be in sight. Meanwhile. the aurenr habit of
ing random films in directorial bundles will serve posterity with at leastaten

thoughlthe auteur theory emphasizes the body of a director’s work rather than

of the cinema and cannot be rendered in noncinematic terms. Truffaut has called

-

ted masterpieces it is expected of great directors that they make grea

films every
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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 variations of the s
film. T S _
WG recent films—~Boccaccio ‘70 and The Seven Capital Sins—unwittingly rei
forced the aurenr theory by confirming the relative standing of the many directo
involved. If I had not seen either film, | would have anticipated that the order of mer
in Bocecaccio 70 would be Visconti, Fellini, and De Sica, and in The Seven Capital
Sins Godard, Chabrol, Demy, Vadim, De Broca, Molinaro. (Dhomme, lonesco's &
stage director and an unknown quantity in advance, mrned out to be the worst of the =
lot.) There might be some argument about the relative badness of De Broca and Moli- 2
naro, but, otherwise, the directors ran true o 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 sty-
listically with the work of other directors on the project than with his own pn:wuus
work. i
Sometimes, a great deal of corn must be husked 1o yield a few kernels of intern
meaning. | recently saw Every Night ar Eight, one of the many maddeningly
films Raoul Walsh has directed in his long career. This 1933 effort fearured George &
Raft, Alice Faye, Frances Langford, and Patsy Kelly in one of those familiar plots
ahout radio shows of the period. The film keeps moving along in the pleasantly unpre- &
tentious manner one would expect of Walsh until one incongruously intense scene/ &
with George Raft thrashing about in his sleep, revealing his inner fears in mumbli
dream-talk. The girl he loves comes into the room in the midst of his uncunscicus’
avowals of feeling and listens sympathetically. This unusual scene was later amplis i
fied 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 narrative device,
to dramatize the emotional vulnerability of his heroes. If | 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 aurewr theary.




