LEO BRAUDY
FROM THE WORLD IN A FRAME

GENRE: THE CONVENTIONS OF CONNECTION

Actually T do not think that there are any wrong reasons for liking a statue or a picture . . .
There are wrong reasons for disliking a work of art.

E. H. GOMBRICH,
The Story of Art

No part of the film experience has been more consistently cited as a barrier to seri-
ous critical interest than the existence of forms and conventions, whether in such
details as the stereotyped character, the familiar setting, and the happy ending, or in
those films that share common characteristics—westerns, musicais, detective films,
horror films, escape films, spy films—in short, what have been called genre films.
Films in general have been criticized for their popular and commercial appeal, seem-
ingly designed primarily for entertainment and escape rather than enlightenment.
Genre films especially are criticized because they seem to appeal to a preexisting audi-
ence, while the film “classic” creates its own special audience through the unique
power of the filmmaking artist’s personal creative sensibility. Too often in genre films
the creator seems gone and only the audience is present, to be attacked for its bad taste
and worse politics for even appreciating this debased art.

The critical understanding of genre films therefore becomes a special case of the
problem of understanding filims in general. Genre films offend our most common defi-
nition of artistic excellence: the uniqueness of the art object, whose value can in part be
defined by ifs desire to be uncaused and unfamiliar, as much as possible unindebted to
any tradition, popular or otherwise. The pure image, the clear personal style, the intel-
lectually respectable content are contrasted with the impurities of convention, the rep-
etitions of character and plot. We undervalue their attractions and inner dynamics
because there seems to be no critical vocabulary with which to talk about them without
condescending, and therefore no aesthetic criteria by which to judge them, no way of
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understanding why one horror film scares us and another leaves us cold, why one musi-
cal is a symphony of style and another a clashing disarray.

Critics have ignored genre films because of their prejudice for the unique. But why |
should art be restricted only to works of self-contained intensity, while many other
kinds of artistic experience are relegated to the closet of aesthetic pleasure, unfit for -

the daylight? Genre films, in fact, arouse and complicate feelings about the self and

society that more serious films, because of their bias toward the unique, may rarely

touch. Within film the pleasures of originality and the pleasures of familiarity are at
least equally important. Following Marcel Duchamp and Antonin Artaud, Andy

Warhol in the early 1960s announced “no more classics.” In painting and sculpture -
this meant an attack on the canonization of museum art and the acceptance of previ- -
ously unacceptable, often popular, forms. For filmms, the problem has usually been the
other way around. “No more classics” for film might mean no more films defined as

separate from the popular forms that are the great energy of film, artistically as well
as thematically.

The modern prejudice against genre in art can be traced to the aesthetic theories of

the Romantic period. In the later eighteenth century the older idea of poetic inspira-

tion began to be expanded into a major literary theory by works like Edward Young’s

Conjectures on Original Compaosition (1759). Poetic “imitation,” the building of cre-
ativity on the achievements of the past, began to fade as the standard of personal
viston became more important. Only conventions that could be understood liberally
survived, and the eighteenth-century unwillingness to accord imaginative sympathy
to convention received its most famous expression in Samuel Jfohnson’s attack on
John Milton’s Lycidas, a poem in the form of a pastoral elegy, which drew upon a tra-
dition of lament that went back to Theocritus and Vergil. The English and German
Romantic writers consolidated this trend by establishing originality not only as a cri-
terion of art, but, in their crudest statements, the only criterion of art. Art could owe
nothing to tradition or the past because that debt qualified the power and originality
of the individual creator. The poet was inspired by what he saw and experienced, and
the intervention of any prior categories for that experience doomed the work to sec-
ondary value unless the forms that intervened were primitive forms—the folktale or
the ballad—that had none of the hated sophistication of the art of the previous age.
Any use of genre and convention as such necessarily debarred a work and its author
from the status of true art. If poetry were defined as the spontaneous outpouring of
strong feelings, how could a work that emploved stock characters and stock situa-
tions, stock images and stock resolutions, have any art or originality in it? Folk art or
popular art could be used because it was generally assumed that serious art was the
purity of which popular art was the degeneracy, and that purity necessarily precedes
degeneracy.* Poetic inspiration and self-sufficiency occupied the higher peaks of art,

*Ballad-collectors like Bishop Percy or Sir Walter Scott could therefore argue that their rewritings were
an effort to restore the ballads to the form in which the “Bard” originally created them, before they were
passed on to the fumbling brains of the folk. Pop Art has revived this theory in a somewhat different form.
Ostensibly making us look at the common objects of the world with new intensity, Pop Art aiso conveys
the idea that serious art and artists make popular themes and motifs worthy (read “self-conscious™) by put-
ting themn into museum settings and charging high prices. Warhol may have first done this to satirize the
whole elitist-popular division, but the joke seems to have run thin.
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while hack work and despised formulas inhabited the more populated and bourgeois
valleys. Genre and convention were the fare of the multitudes, while ongmahty and
storming self-assertion, without a past, without any controls, was the caviar of the
truly aware audience.

. Until the eighteenth century, artists had generally been distinguished by their class,
their education, and their patrons. But, with the growth of a mass society and a mass
culture, the hierarchy shifted from distinctions in genealogy to distinctions in sensi-
hility. Almost all of the great eighteenth-century English novelists and essayists had
spent some time in Grub Street, that world created to serve the new hunger for the
printed word. But the Romantic sensibility turned Grub Street into a synonym for the
convention-ridden enemies of art. The true artist was noncommercial, struggling on

- the fringes of human existence, with neither society nor companions (and hardly any
- publishers), alone with his indomitable self. Only Byron, the most eighteenth-century
- of the Romantics, could have said, “I awoke to find myself famous” (on the publica-
“tion of Childe Haroldy, such an obvious interest in the approval of a book-buying
- public was disdained in the Romantics’ image of their calling, And Byron himself
" preoccupied much of his writing with the depiction of solitary heroes, striding moun-

tainsides (o challenge gloomy fates. The Romantic artist tried to make his work
unique to escape from the dead hand of traditional form. The only serious use of the
past was the contemplation of vanished greatness, to raise the artist out of what he
believed to be an uncultured present and establish for himself a continuity with what
has been best before the trivmph of modern degeneracy. Like T, S, Eliot in The Wasie-
land, the serious, unpopular artist was the only one in a corrupt age who could sum-
mon up the artistic Eden of the past and collect its fragments into some coherence.
Such absolute creativity is finally a fraud because all art must exist in some rela-
tion to the forms of the past, whether in contrast or continuation, Both the generic
work and the more self-contained work expand our sense of the possibilities of art.
But the nineteenth-century stress on literary originality and freedom has inhibited our
responses, both intellectual and emotional, to works that try to complicate our appre-
ciation of tradition and form, works that may in fact embody a more radical critique
of the past than those which ignore it. More people dislike westerns or musicals
because such film genres outrage their inherited and unexamined sense of what art
should be than becanse the films are offensive in theme, characterization, style, or
other artistic quality. Every lover of musicals, for example, has heard the complaint
that musicals are unrealistic and the viewer gets embarrassed when people start
singing or dancing. But the relationship between realism and stylization is a central
issue in musicals, not an absurd convention. When auteur critics applaud the studio
director for trivmphing over his material and point to the glimmers of original style
shining through the genre assignment, they may awaken us to the merits of an indi-
vidual artist. But they also fall into the Romantic trap of searching for only what is
obviously original and personal in a work. In auteur theory, genre directors with large
popular audiences become transformed into embattled Romantic artists trying to
establish their personal visions in the face of an assembly-line commercialism. Frank
Capra has pointed out the opposite possibility: in the days of big studio monopoly,
there was a great deal of freedom to experiment because every film had guaranteed
distribution, whereas now, with increased independent production, films have
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become more uniform and compromised, because each has to justify itself finan-
cially. Underground and avant-garde films with their emphasis on the individual cre-
ative sensibility above all, are naturally enough the most hostile to genre. But the bulk
of films fall between pure personal expression and pure studio exploitation, mingling
the demands of art and culture, creativity and talent. By their involvement in collec-
tive creativity, film directors have, at least practically, moved away from the image of
the isolated Romantic artist, no matter how they may indulge that image in their pub-
lic statements.

Instead of dismissing genre films from the realm of art, we should therefore exam-
ine what they accomplish. Genre in films can be the equivalent of conscious reference
to tradition in the other arts—the invocation of past works that has been so important
a part of the history of literature, drama, and painting. Mird’s use of Vermeer,
Picasso’s use of Delacroix are efforts to distinguish their view of the proper ends of
painting. Eliot’s use of Spenser or Pynchon’s of Joyce make similar assertions of con-
tinuity and difference. The methods of the western, the musical, the detective film, or
the science-fiction film are also reminiscent of the way Shakespeare infuses old sto-
ries with new characters to express the tension between past and present. All pay
homage to past works even while they vary their elements and comment on their
meaning.

Perhaps the main difference between geanre films and classic films is the way that
genre films invoke past forms while classic films spend time denying them. The joy
in genre is to see what can be dared in the creation of a new form or the creative
destruction and complication of an old one. The ongoing genre subject therefore
always involves a complex relation between the compulsions of the past and the free-
doms of the present, an essential part of the film experience. The single, unique work
tries fo be unforgettable by solving the whole world at once. The genre work, because
of its commitment to pre-existing forms, explores the world more slowly. Its hallmark
is less the flash of inspiration than the deep exploration of craft. Like Ford’s Stage-
coach or Aldrich’s Ulzana’s Raid {1972} it can exist both in itself and as the latest in
a line of works like it, picking and choosing among possible conventions, refusing
one story or motif to indulge another, avoiding one “cliché” in order to show a self-
conscious mastery of the cliché that has been avoided. After all, the reason that an
artistic element becomes a cliché is that it answers so well to the experience, intelli-
gence, and feelings of the audience. Subsequent artists, perceiving the same apiness,
want to exercise its power themselves, even in a potentially hostile new context, to
discover if all the possibilities of the form have thoroughly been explored. The only
test is its continuing relevance, and a genre will remain vital, as the western has, and
the musical has not, so long as its conventions still express themes and conflicts that
preoccupy its audience. When either minority or majority art loses contact with its
audience, it becomes a mere signpost in history, an aesthetic rather than an art.

Genre films affect their audience especially by their ability to express the warring
traditions in society and the social importance of understanding convention, When
Irene Dunne, in The Awful Truth (Leo McCarey, 1937), disguises herself as Cary
Grant’s (fictitious) sister and arrives drunk and raucous at a society gathering where
Grant is trying to establish himself, we can open a critical trapdoor and say that the
other people at the party, who already know her, don’t recognize her in her flimnsy dis-
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guise because of the necessities of plot and comic form. But we must go on to say that
this particular convention, used with all its force, allows McCarey, without dropping
the general humorous tone, to point out that she is unrecognized because the upper
classes base their estimates and knowledge of character on dress, voice, and man-
ners—a theme supported by the rest of the film as well. The conflict between desire
and etiquette can define both a social comedy like The Awfil Truth and even a more
obviously stylized genre work like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (Rouben Mamoulian,
1932); it parallels in the plot the aesthetic contrast between the individual film and the
conventions to which it plays a complex homage.

Genre demands that we know the dynamics of proper audience response and may
often require a special audience because of the need to refer the latest instance to pre-
vious versions. But response is never invariable. Convention isn’t only whatever we
don’t have to pay attention to. Explaining Shakespeare’s use of soliloquies by observ-
ing that the practice was an Elizabethan dramatic convention tells us as little as say-
ing that Picasso used blue because it was cheap or that Edward Everett Horton
appeared in so many Fred Astaire-Ginger Rogers films becanse comic relief was
needed. Why a soliloquy now? What does Horton’s presence mean Aere? The possi-
bility exists in all art that convention and comment coexist, that overlapping and even
contradictory assumptions and conventions may be brought into play to test their
power and make the audience reflect on why they were assumed. The genre film lures
its audience into a seemingly familiar world, filled with reassuring stereotypes of
character, action, and plot. But the world may actually be not so lulling, and, in some
cases, acquiescence in convention will turn out to be bad judgment or even a moral
flaw—the basic theme of such Hitchcock films as Blackmail (1929), Rear Window
(1954), and Psycho. While avant-garde and original works congratulate the audience
by implying it has the capacity to understand them, genre films can exploit the auto-
matic conventions of response for the purposes of pulling the rug out from under their
viewers. The very relaxing of the critical intelligence of the audience, the relief that
we need not make decisions—aesthetic, moral, metaphysical—about the film, allows
the genre film to use our expectations against themselves, and, in the process, reveal
to us expectations and assumptions that we may never have thought we had. They can
potentially criticize the present, because it too automatically accepts the standards of
the past, to build subversion within received forms and thereby to criticize the forms
instead of only setting up an alternate vision.*

Through a constant interplay between the latest instance and the history of a par-
ticular form, genre films can call upen a potential of aesthetic complexity that would
be denied if the art defined itself only in terms of its greatest and most inimitable
works. Because of the existence of generic expectations—how a plot “should” work,

*The three main American critics who appreciated such films before the New Wave popularized them
critically—Otis Ferguson, James Agee, and Manny Farber—swere less interested in them for their fornal
qualittes than for their action and unpretentiousness, aspects of energy related to their formal self-
consciousness. But both Agee and Farber {and Pautine Kael is their true heir in this) wanted to protect at all
costs theit beloved movies from any charge of art. As far as the definition of art they were attacking goes,
they were right. But to continue such attacks now confuses where it once ilfuminated. One virtue of the
French New Wave critics was that they didn’t have to defend themselves simultaneously against pompous
ideas of high art, the myth of the American tough guy artist, and the specter of Hollywood commercialism.
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what a stereotyped character “should” do, what a gesture, a location, an allusion, a
line of dialogue “should” mean—the genre filtn can step beyond the moment of its
existence and play against its own aesthetic history. Through genre, movies have
drawn upon theit own tradition and been able to refiect a rich heritage unavailable to
the “high” arts of the twentieth century which are so often intent upon denying the
past and creating themselves totally anew each time out. Within the world of genre
films one finds battles, equivalent 1o those in the history of literature, drama, and
painting, between artists who are willing to reproduce a tradition through their own
vision because they believe it stifl has the ability to evoke the emotional response that
made it a satistying artistic form to begin with, and those who believe the form has
dried up and needs an injection, usaally of “realism.” Poets, for example, may con-
trast the city and the country because that opposition answers to some real beliefs in
their audience and because the choice of the rural virtues of the country satisfactorily
resolves the conflict. Others might question the authenticity of the traditional materi-
als: did shepherds really play their pipes in singing contests? isn’t the elaborate lan-
guage untrue to rural idioms? or, to extend the analogy, did cowboys really respect
law and justice so much? do people really break into dances on the street when
they’re happy, and does the neighborhood automatically join in? The later genera-
tions may feel an emotional pull in the form, but they might want to destylize it and
make it more real. The directors of the “adult” western of the 1950s accepted the
vitality of the western but thought that a more realistic treatment would strengthen its
inherent virtues, If controversy were pait of film tradition, we might have an argu-
ment between John Ford and Fred Zinnemann on the essence of the western like that
between Alexander Pope and Ambrose Phillips on the pastoral, Ford and Pope argu-
ing for the value of form and style, while Zinnemann and Phillips press the need to
make the characters of art as close as possible to the real persons who live or lived in
that place.

Genre films share many of the characteristics of the closed films I have described
in the previous chapter. But, instead of being framed visually, genre films are prima-
rily closed by convention. Of course, they may be visually enclosed as well, as, for
exampie, are horror films and 1930s musicals; but the more important enclosure is the
frame of pre-existing motifs, plot turns, actors, and situations—in short everything
that makes the film a special place with its own rules, a respite from the more con-
fusing and complicated worlds outside. The frame of genre, the existence of expec-
tations to be used in whatever way the intelligence of the fiimmaker is capable, allows
freedoms within the form that more original films cannot have because they are so
committed to a parallel between form and content. The typical genre situation is a
contrast between form and content. With the expectations of stock characters, situa-
tions, or narrative rhythms, the director can choose areas of free aesthetic play within,
In genre films the most obvious focus of interest is neither complex characterization
not intricate visual style, but pure story. Think about the novel we can’t put down,
That rare experience in liferature is the common experience in film, where we stay
only because we want to, where we often must be intrigued by the first five minutes
or not at all, and where we know that once we leave the spell is broken. Like fairy
tales or classical myths, genre films concentrate on large contrasts and juxtapositions.
Gente plots are usually dismissed with a snide synopsis (a process that is never very
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- kind to drama that employs conventions, like Shakespeare’s plays). But, amid the

conventions and expectations of plot, other kinds of emphasis can flourish. To the

. unsympathetic eye, the pleasures of variation are usually invisible, whether they
© appear in the medieval morality play, the Renaissance sonnet, the Restoration com-
* edy, the eighteenth-century portrait, the Chopinesque étude, the horror film, the

romantic comedy, the musical, or the western. When we can perceive the function of
vampire-film conventions in Persona or boxing-film conventions in On the Water-
front as clearly as we note the debt of Kurosawa’s samurai films to American west-

. erns, of that of the New Wave films to American crime films of the 1950s, then we

will be able to appreciate more fully the way in which films can break down the old

" visions between elite and popular art to establish, almost unbeknown to aesthetics
and criticism, a vital interplay between them. , . .* R

The epic sweep of the early westerns could be conveyed by the silent screen, but
musicals necessarily begin their real film career with sound (and sound filins begin,
appropriate enough, with The Jazz Singer). The Charleston sequences of the silent
Our Dancing Daughters (Harry Beaumont, 1928) look oddly impersonal and
detached today, hardly more real than the bunny-costumed Rockettes. Seund not only
individualizes the performer, but also provides a bridge of music between otherwise
separate visual moments, a continuity against which the image can play, potentially
freeing the film from a strict adherence to a one-to-one relation between sight and
sound. Once sound frees image from the necessity to appear logical and casual, the
director can experiment with different kinds of nonlogical, noncausal narrative. But,
after the first years of sound and such experiments with the new form as René Clair’s
Under the Roofs of Paris {(1929), Lang’s M (1931), Rencir's Boudu Saved from
Drowning (1932), and Ernst Lubitsch’s Trouble in Paradise (1932), primarily musi-
cals explored its possibilities. The western may be self-conscious about its myths, but
the musical is self-conscious about its stylization, the heightened reality that is its
norm. The games with continuous narrative that Busby Berkeley plays in the musical
numbers of Footlight Parade (1933), 42nd Street (1933), or Gold Diggers of 1935 are
hardly attempted by nonmusical directors until the jumpcutting achronicity of the
New Wave.

Berkeley’s films show how the stylistic self-consciousness of musicals directly
concerns the relation of their art to the everyday world outside the confines of the
fitm. His camera presses relentlessly forward, through impossibie stages that open up
endlessly, expanding the inner space of film and affirming the capacity of the world
of style to mock the narrowness of the “real” world outside the theater walls, popu-
lated by bland tenors, greedy producers, and harried directors. Ford uses theater in
Liberty Valance to purify his genre vision. But Berkeley uses theater, the impossible
theater available to film artifice, to give a sense of exuberance and potential. Playing

*The way in which television “cannibalizes” material therefore has less to do with its constant demand
than with the speed with which such material becomes outdated. When the audience accepts material as
generic and ritualistic—situation comedy, tatk shows, sports, news, weather-—the form can include an infi-
nite variety of nuance. But when the paradigms are no longer emotionally appealing, formal variety will
do no good and there arises a desperate, cannibalizing, attempt to discover the new form of audience sol-
ace, whether the subject matter is Dick Cavett or the Vietnam War. Thus the whole process of culturat his-
tory is speeded up throngh successive purgations of used-up subject mafter and style,



