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ABSTRACT

Martin Scorsese
and the

Poetics of Post-classical Authorship

James Cole Potter

While studies foregrounding cinematic authorship have become less
prominent over the past several years, contemporary Hollywood continues
to market and glorify the figure of the director. This study works to define an
appropriate method for understanding film authorship as it exists today--
without falling prey to the well-established limitations of traditional
auteurism--by examining the career of Martin Scorsese.

A central figure in the American cinema of the last quarter-century,
Scorsese is part of the so-called “film school generation,” a group of
filmmakers including Francis Coppola, Steven Spielberg, George Lucas, and
others who emerged in the late 1960s, at the start of the “post-classical” era
in Hollywood. The historical changes characteristic of this post-classical
period have altered how films are made, sold, and perceived in this country.

Scorsese’s career provides an opportunity to study how a noted director has



functioned within this context, and how he has retained an image of
independence and personal integrity even while being embraced by the very
center of the commercial establishment.

After first tracing the academic history of film authorship, this study
argues that close textual analysis is an essential component of author-
based critical investigation. An overview of Scorsese’s career, followed by
individual chapters devoted to three of his most significant films--Taxi
Driver, Raging Bull, and GoodFellas--constitutes the main body of the study.
In the conclusion, Scorsese’s multi-faceted extra-textual persona is more
fully inscribed within his role as a post-classical cinematic author.

Throughout the study, analysis of Scorsese’s narrational style is of
principal importance. However, the director’s public image is also addressed
through investigation of his extensive interviews and writings, and through
an exploration of the voluminous critical response to his films over the
years. Ultimately, this work fits within what David Bordwell calls the
“historical poetics” of cinema, and therefore concentrates more on aesthetic

description than on the production of interpretive readings.
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CHAPTER ONE

TOWARD A POETICS OF POST-CLASSICAL AUTHORSHIP

To date, not including his early work as a film student, Martin
Scorsese has directed seventeen features, two short documentaries, and one
episode in an anthology film. He has also directed Italian TV commercials,
music videos, and a half-hour of episodic network television. This is factual
data, about which there is little, if any, dispute. The critical relevance of his
having directed these films, however, is far from settled. Does Scorsese’s
acknowledged status as the director of these projects also make him their
author? If so, in what sense is this conference of authorial status distinct
from that offered to the human source of written work? And how is the
identification of a cinematic author even relevant to a critical understanding
of the films themselves?

These are some of the questions that should now be addressed
whenever one undertakes a study of a single director and his/her work.
Authorship studies, once the default setting for most aesthetic film
scholarship, have been in various stages of disrepute now for over two

decades--an eternity in so young a discipline. Yet directors, at least in the



US, seem to be as visible as ever. Many films continue to be marketed
based on some appeal to the creativity of their director, whose name still
habitually commands the privileged final spot in the credit sequence. Is
there any useful way to reconcile the methodological shortcomings of
traditional auteurism with the continued relevance of the director as an
authorial construct? By using one of the most celebrated directors of the
day as a case study, this investigation works to bridge that gap.

This study operates on the premise that even today, after several
decades of evolution within academic film study has stripped the director of
much of his/her previous authority, there remains a meaningful place for the
study of cinematic authorship. Close formal analysis of the filmic texts
themselves, an often-marginalized or even ignored practice within traditional
auteurist work, will here constitute the principal method by which a film
author may be inferred and described. It is this critical emphasis on stylistic
analysis on a film-by-film basis, this focus on how the component parts of
film construction come to function as a whole, which can preserve a role of
some textual consequence for the director. While authorship in the cinema
comes to have real meaning only over a series of texts, it is the individual
film which must be analyzed on its own terms, as comprehensively as
possible, to best determine the stylistic signature of a given director.

However, not all filmmakers are created equal in the eyes of the

industry, and a cinematic author working in the commercial arena today



must also be characterized by his/her socio-cultural standing, a point which
will be explored most fully in relation to Scorsese in chapter six of this
dissertation. Systematic public recognition as an author--by one’s peers,
critics, spectators--is in some ways a necessary precursor to a director’s
ability to function in an authorial manner over a series of texts. The
attainment of authorial status within the post-classical commercial cinema
involves a coalition of textual and extra-textual elements; this means that
while virtually all motion pictures have directors, many are essentially
authorless, in the sense that these films are not thought to have evolved out
of a recognizable and established authorial figure. Consequently, a director’s
credit does not, by itself, an author make. However, such a concern need not
extend to the case of Martin Scorsese. Given his cultural prominence in the
present historical moment, along with the consistently intriguing stylistic
patterns so characteristic of his films, Scorsese’s career represents a
particularly appropriate object for this kind of examination.

The current work, however, is best approached not as an auteurist
argument for Scorsese’s uniqueness; nor is it a means for proving his status
as an artist within a sea of lesser craftspeople. At its core, this project is an
exercise in formal analysis, and as such its primary goal is aesthetic
description, not authorial exaltation.

Neither is this work centrally one of historical documentation.

However, the analysis herein is significantly informed by contextual factors



most commonly associated with more historically-oriented work.
Particularly relevant in this respect are the emphases on the critical
histories of Scorsese’s films and on the director’s own extensive participation
in the creation of his public self through interviews and writings. To that
end, this analysis of Scorsese’s work will often be contextualized within a
discursive field including what other critics--popular, as well as academic--
have already written about the films. The study will also address points
made by Scorsese in print, not to provide some sort of test for critical
accuracy, but to examine how an exposure to such extratextual information
can open new avenues for perceptual interaction with the filmmaker’s work.
The result is a perspective rooted in analysis of the films themselves and
how they are constructed, along with an historical concern for how others
have perceived the work, all filtered through the lens of a modified
auteurism.

In general terms, this analysis falls within the domain of historical
poetics. In film study, this classification has been advocated by David
Bordwell, who defines it as “the study of how, in determinate circumstances,

films are put together, serve specific functions, and achieve specific

effects.”]l Such a broad definition, however, may obscure the distinctiveness

of the poetician’s undertaking. A poetic approach to film study de-centers

1David Bordwell, Making Meaning: Inference and Rhetoric in the
Interpretation of Cinema (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1989),
266-67.



the role of interpretation in the critical undertaking and avoids the
application of pre-constituted theories in favor of an emphasis on historical
norms to contextualize film practice. The divining of “meaning,” the central
focus of most interpretive criticism, is made subordinate to a more

comprehensive understanding of the work(s) in question. In Bordwell’s

phrase, historical poetics seeks to offer “explanations, not explications.”2
Consequently, historical poetics stands outside much contemporary film
criticism, in that it emphasizes textual cues and contextual factors rather
than comprehensive theoretical structures such as psychoanalysis or
Marxism.

Much of the published scholarship dealing with Scorsese’s work to
date has been more concerned with offering interpretations and inferring a
directorial “world-view” than with providing detailed description of just how
his films are constructed.3 This may be due, at least in part, to the fact

that so many of Scorsese’s films have dealt with similar settings and

2David Bordwell, “Historical Poetics of Cinema,” in The Cinematic
Text: Methods and Approaches, ed. R. Barton Palmer (New York: AMS Press,
1989), 375. Italics in original. This article provides the most concise
introduction to the goals of historical poetics.

3Book-length examples of this tendency include Marie Katheryn
Connelly, Martin Scorsese: An Analysis of His Feature Films, with a
Filmography of His Entire Directorial Career (Jefferson, NC: McFarland &
Company, 1993) and Les Keyser, Martin Scorsese (New York: Twayne,
1992).



themes; as much as those of any mainstream American filmmaker,
Scorsese’s films seem to invite speculation, seem to encourage the
spectator/critic to make inferences about the world depicted and the
director’s place within it. These cinematic invitations are not issued by
accident; on the contrary, they help to explain the films’ appeal. But rather
than attempt to join the ranks of those works which have speculated on
Scorsese’s attitudes regarding violence, ethnicity, gender roles, and other
thematic issues, this study will investigate just how the films call for such
conjecture. That is, the poetic approach employed here will concern itself
not so much with the presumed “bottom-line” of meaning, but more with the
process whereby meaning is produced.

Historical poetics may be employed to study any number of filmic
phenomena. Groups of films arranged by genre, national movement,
common thematic concerns, etc., may all be fruitfully approached from a
standard based in poetics. However limited his/her area of concern, though,
the poetician must always be conscious of the norms and conventions of film -
construction which provide the contexts within which the objects of study
exist. Therefore, although this study will provide substantive analysis only
of certain films directed by Scorsese, it will also make frequent reference to
relevant inter- and extra-textual factors which set the parameters within
which each Scorsese film is perceived. The emphasis on context will help

this study to avoid a key shortcoming of many previous director-centered



approaches: namely, the implicit reliance on a “lone artist” or “great man”

theory of art.4
As the fledgling academic study of film grew on American campuses

in the 1960s, “auteur theory” as developed by Andrew Sarris provided a

useful way to approach film history as a history of great directors.5 The
critical task became one of separating the distinctive and worthwhile artists
(the auteurs) from the majority of directors whose work, while perhaps at
times interesting, lacked the coherence of a strong guiding personality.
While a few European directors had already been viewed as serious artists,
Sarris, following the impetus of a group of young French film critics,
extended this designation to those filmmakers whose work was largely
produced within the more highly collaborative American studio system.
Sarris’ model, which located cinematic art in a select number of unique
individuals, quickly became influential; as Robert C. Allen and Douglas

Gomery have noted, most film histories written between 1965 and 1980

were organized around some notion of auteurism.8

4The “Great Man” theory is usefully summarized in Robert C. Allen
and Douglas Gomery, Film History: Theory and Practice (New York:
Random House, 1985), 110-111. '

S Andrew Sarris, The American Cinema: Directors and Directions,
1929-1968 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1968).

6 Allen and Gomery, Film History, 72. In its most basic form,
however, the public recognition of directors as authors began much earlier.
Janet Staiger notes that at least since the 1920s the “cultural elite”



However, as film studies began to mature and intersect more with
other academic disciplines, the naive assumptions of early auteur criticism
were increasingly called into question. The act of isolating a director as the

source of film art underwent attack and/or reconsideration from all

directions.” As a result, authorship studies, however modified by new
theoretical insights, have become relatively less prominent. Those studies
that do exist too often proceed as if the question of filmic authorship is
settled, and consequently not in need of systematic self-examination. It
should by now be clear that if authorial notions are to retain any significant
place within academic film study it is imperative that those critics
investigating the work of directors be precise in their particular
modifications of the tradition first popularized in English by Sarris. While
the rethinking of film authorship has been too varied and extensive for full
consideration here, it is important to now trace some key developments in
the evolution of authorship theory and criticism, and to specify the ways in
which this current study will negotiate the methodological mine field of

cinematic authorship.

attributed filmic meaning to directors, although generally not for films of
“mere entertainment.” Staiger, Interpreting Films: Studies in the Historical
Reception of American Cinema (Princeton, NdJ: Princeton University Press,
1992), 188.

7Many key articles in this vein have been anthologized in John
Caughie, ed., Theories of Authorship (London: Routledge, 1981). Subsequent
references to these articles will be cited to that anthology.



In the Name of the Author

In common usage the term “author” applies to a wide range of activities.
It can refer to someone who starts up a game, or invents a machine, or
asserts political freedom, or thinks up a formula, or writes a book.
Depending on the activity and the application, the term can connote

Initiative, autonomy, inventiveness, creativity, authority, or originaljty.8

Aé this quote illustrates, “author” is a heavily loaded designation. To
invest authorial status in an artist, such as a filmmaker, is to imply the
existence of a certain consciousness, the absence of which would
significantly alter the work(s) in question. Thus when Martin Scorsese is
said to have “authored” a film, he is presumed to have exercised some large
degree of influence over its construction. However, the amount and type of
influence sufficient to warrant the conveyance of authorship status on a
director remains something of an open question.

Predictably enough, early efforts to posit an authorial status for
filmmakers were based on a linking of filmic art with literature. In a
landmark 1948 essay, French novelist/critic/filmmaker Alexandre Astruc

8Donald E. Pease, “Author,” in Critical Terms for Literary Study, ed.
Frank Lentricchia and Thomas McLaughlin (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1990), 105.
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argued that cinema had developed into a means of expression analogous to

written language, and that filmmakers could now “write” with the camera.9
Astruc’s essay proved influential with the young critics writing for

Cahiers du Cinéma in the mid-1950s, many of whom would later become

important French New Wave directors themselves. It was Francois

Truffaut’s famous 1954 polemic which most clearly set forth the Cahiers

position known as “la politique des auteurs.”10 Truffaut sought to promote
a style of film production which would be independent of literary origins, one
in which directors would exercise a greater degree of control over the
screenplays they were able to film. Ultimately, Truffaut and the other
Cahiers critics (including Jean-Luc Godard, Eric Rohmer, and Claude
Chabrol) were calling for the centralization of the artistic responsibility for a
film in the person of the director. While their critical practice was aimed
directly at the French Tradition of Quality, the auteurist idea would

eventually assume a broader base and become influential around the

filmmaking world.

9 Alexandre Astruc, “The Birth of a New Avant-garde: La Caméra-
stylo,” in The New Wave, ed. Peter Graham (London: Secker & Warburg,
1968), 17-23; cited in Caughie, ed., Theories of Authorship, 15-16.

10 Francois Truffaut, “A Certain Tendency of the French Cinema,”
reprinted in Movies and Methods, Volume I, ed. Bill Nichols (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1976), 224-237. :
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Central to the international dissemination of auteurism was Andrew

Sarris, whose article “Notes on the Auteur Theory in 1962” ushered in an

explicitly American modification of the Cahiers approach.11 More self-
consciously exhaustive and historical than the Cahiers critics, Sarris was
also more idiosyncratically evaluative, ultimately creating a virtual periodic
table of American directors, ranking them in groups based on his personal

taste. He justified this practice in his 1968 book:

But why rank directors at all? Why all the categories and lists and
assorted drudgeries? One reason is to establish a system of priorities for
the film student. Another is the absence of the most elementary
academic tradition in cinema. The drudgeries in the other, older arts are
performed by professional drudges. Film scholarship remains largely an
amateur undertaking . . . Ultimately, the auteur theory is not so much a
theory as an attitude, a table of values that converts film history into

directorial autobiography.12
Even if he disclaimed the theoretical status of his own approach,
Sarris clearly played a role in making film scholarship somewhat less of “an
amateur undertaking.” However, his own critical practice remained fully

within the realm of opinion, locating individual genius as relatively

11 Andrew Sarris, “Notes on the Auteur Theory in 1962, Film
Culture 27 (winter 1962-3): 1-8.

12 Sarris, The American Cinema, 27, 30. This quote reveals some of
the breadth of Sarris’ ambition. While he is most famous for his auteurism,
Sarris’ role in the establishment of the Hollywood canon, the “system of
priorities for the film student,” is also significant.
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independent of social factors. Furthermore, his giant methodological leap,
“(converting) film history into directorial autobiography,” is insufficiently
Justified. Consequently, many contemporary film scholars would probably

echo Noel Carroll’s assessment that “Auteurism was not really much of a

theory; it was actually a form of connoisseurship.”13

More rigorous in their practice were Sarris’ auteurist contemporaries
with the British journal Movie. Critics like lan Cameron, Robin Wood, and
V.F. Perkins became known for their “close readings,” part of a critical
method derived in large part from the work of F.R. Leavis. Their work, like
that of Sarris, remained unapologetically free of theoretical concerns,
concentrating instead on the formal properties of the film(s) at hand.
Detailed scene analysis, something tangential if not altogether absent in
Sarris’ work, was a trademark of the Movie critics. While Movie was less
polemical than Cahiers du Cinéma, it remained firmly within the auteurist

mainstream through its insistence on personal expression as the ultimate

measure of a film’s quality. 14

13 Noel Carroll, Mystifying Movies: Fads and Fallacies in
Contemporary Film Theory (New York: Columbia University Press, 1988), 3.
Note how Carroll, two decades removed from Sarris’ best known work, refers
to auteurism in the past tense.

14 Useful summaries of Movie-style auteurism may be found in
Caughie, ed., Theories of Authorship, 48-60, and Pam Cook, ed., The Cinema
Book: A Complete Guide to Understanding the Movies (New York: Pantheon
Books, 1985), 147.
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Despite their differences in focus, Cahiers, Movie, and Sarris existed
more alongside each other than in opposition. Serious revision of basic
auteurist assumptions did not come until the late 1960s. Chief among these
alterations in the glorification of the director-as-author was the project
known as auteur-structuralism. Practiced most notably by British critics
Geoffrey Nowell-Smith, Peter Wollen, Ben Brewster, and Jim Kitses, auteur-
structuralism sought to move the study of directors away from the
Romantic impressionism of Sarris and the Movie critics. To this end, these
critics adopted a more “scientific” approach, a strain of structuralism
popularized through anthropological work done by Claude Lévi-Strauss.
Films were studied as cultural myths, and the critical task became one of

uncovering the imbedded meanings unconsciously placed within the film by

the director.15

Auteur-structuralism challenged previous conceptions of film
authorship by emphasizing the unconscious nature of meaning production.
However, the reliance on the analogy of film to myth left a blind spot which
is particularly relevant in terms of this current study. Wollen writes in his

landmark Signs and Meaning in the Cinema that “Myths, as Lévi-Strauss

15 See John Caughie, “Introduction to Auteur-structuralism” in
Theories of Authorship, ed. Caughie, 123-129.
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has pointed out, exist independently of style . . . the same is true of the

auteur film.”16
For Wollen, then, the formal material of filmic construction--
cinematography, editing, mise-en-scene, etc.--was a barrier to the critical

understanding of an auteur’s personality; the critic is called upon to dig

beneath mere style to find the essential film within.17 This study of
Scorsese will take an opposite approach, privileging the formal elements
present in his films, simply because they constitute the material within
which we may discern authorial characteristics. Not to be cast aside as
“noise,” the formal properties of Taxi Driver, Raging Bull, and GoodFellas
will be highlighted, and will in fact provide the basic objects of study for this

project.

Broadening the Scope
In part because of its over-emphasis on the analogy of film to myth,

within a few years auteur-structuralism faded into the background, largely

16 peter Wollen, Signs and Meaning in the Cinema, 3d ed.
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1972), 105.

17 One noted commentator has found that “Wollen goes so far as to
eliminate style entirely from the terrain of significance or of interior meaning
in the auteur.” See Bill Nichols, “Style, Grammar, and the Movies,” in Movies
and Methods, Volume I, ed. Nichols, 615.
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supplanted by a more politically aware, interdisciplinary style of criticism.18
This politically conscious style has tended to marginalize questions of
authorship. In fact, it seems fair to say that in the last twenty-five years
film scholarship has produced no advances in authorship theory which could
rival, in scope and influence, those of Truffaut, Sarris, and Wollen.
Compelling work has continued to be published, but with less frequency and
with a much less central place within film studies in general. Furthermore, a
redefinition of the concept of “author” has made dealing with directors more
complex than ever. For example, Roland Barthes and Michel Foucault,
neither of whom were centrally concerned with the cinema, both made
possible important advances in the understanding of authorship. Most

crucially, Barthes and Foucault each emphasized the author’s position

within a textual process which also includes the reader/spectator.19
For Barthes, the figure of the author is, literally, one of authority. In

his article “The Death of the Author,” Barthes argues that literature must

18 Of particular importance in this move away from auteur-
structuralism has been the work of critics who, heavily influenced by
Althusserian Marxism and Lacanian psychoanalysis, tend to examine films
in an effort to uncover repressed meanings that challenge and/or contradict
dominant ideology. For a systematic post-mortem on auteur-structuralism,
see Brian Henderson, “Critique of Cine-structuralism (part I),” in Theories of
Authorship, ed. Caughie, 166-182.

19 See John Caughie, “Introduction to Fiction of the Author/Author of
the Fiction” in Theories of Authorship, 199-207.
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be freed from the dominance of the authorial figure so that the diversity of

meanings in a literary text may be more fully appreciated. He writes:

We know now that a text is not a line of words releasing a single
‘theological’ meaning (the ‘message’ of the Author-God) but a multi-
dimensional space in which a variety of writings, none of them original,

blend and clash.20
Barthes’ article is a polemic aimed at a critical re-definition of reading
and writing practices. He argues that, to grant ultimate interpretive power
to the reader, the author must be effectively removed from the process of
reading. This removal of the authorial presence, Barthes argues, is

necessary since “To give a text an Author is to impose a limit on that text,

to furnish it with a final signified, to close the writing.”21
Barthes, then, “kills” the author in order to give birth to the reader, a
reader who is now unbound by the authority of a coherent, originating

source. With the author removed, Barthes envisions a text for which “unity

lies not in its origin but in its destination.”22 Critical practice therefore

makes a sizable evolutionary leap, from an effort to assign and fix a

20 Roland Barthes, “The Death of the Author,” reprinted in Theories
of Authorship, ed. Caughie, 211.

21 1bid., 212.

22 1hid., 213.
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meaning placed by a creator, to a practice of identifying those textual
processes available to a perceiver.

While critics may strip the author’s power to fully control textual
meaning, Foucault has noted that there are long-standing social functions
which authors continue to fulfill. Most basically, Foucault argues, authors

function as a means of classification, to differentiate one group of texts from

another.23
More relevant for the purposes of this study is the way in which

Foucault describes the author as a function of discourse:

The name of the author remains at the contours of texts--separating one
from the other, defining their form, and characterizing their mode of
existence . . . The author’s name is not a function of a man’s civil status,
nor is it fictional; it is situated in the breach, among the discontinuities,
which gives rise to new groups of discourse and their singular mode of
existence. Consequently, we can say that in our culture, the name of an
author is a variable that accompanies only certain texts to the exclusion
of others . . . the function of an author is to characterize the existence,

circulation, and operation of certain discourses within a society.24
In contrast to Barthes, who posited an author whose ultimate
function was to limit the reader’s ability to interact freely with the text,

Foucault describes an author--present only in certain circumstances--whose

23 Michel Foucault, “What is an Author? (extract),” reprinted in
Theories of Authorship, ed. Caughie, 282-291.

24 Thid., 284.
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existence opens up further avenues for the reader to pursue. In the end,
while Barthes slays the author and Foucault preserves an “author-
function,” the two positions don’t really contradict one another so much as
combine to re-define the status and relevance of authorship. Barthes
specifies ways in which authorial power must be limited to preserve the
reader’s access to diverse meanings; Foucault emphasizes how authorship,
while not eliminated, may function to enrich the reading process. We are left
with an author who, while stripped of the ability to control how texts are
interpreted, may still function to help determine how they are read.

Taken together, Barthes and Foucault represent the most meaningful
contribution poststructuralists have made to the conception of textual
authorship. Their theoretical positions may be fruitfully applied to the
cinema, so long as one also accounts for the distinctiveness of the film
medium. How film differs from literature, particularly in terms of the
economic imperatives and collaborative nature of feature filmmaking, has
been a relevant topic for those critics dealing with cinematic authorship.

One effort to connect a theory of authorship with the unique

circumstances of film production was made by Graham Petrie in the pages

of Film Quarterly 25 Attacking Sarris and those other critics who had

followed quickly in his wake, Petrie argued that auteurism was based on “a

25 Graham Petrie, “Alternatives to Auteurs,” Film Quarterly 26, no.
3 (spring 1973): 27-35.
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factual misunderstanding of the film-making process.”26 To remedy this
weakness, he argued for a critical awareness of the varying degrees of
artistic control available to different directors. For Petrie, auteurism was
valuable only as a descriptive tool for isolating those directors whose
production methods were the least compromised by external pressures; it
could not function at all without a basic understanding of the production
contexts within which the directors functioned. Ultimately, Petrie advocated
an auteurism based on historical facts regarding the filmmaking process,
not on any properties of the completed films. His article concluded by
classifying several directors according to their relative independence,
explicitly eliminating any discussion of the films’ distinctiveness beyond their
production contexts.

In its attempt to rectify traditional auteurism’s lack of factual
historical precision, Petrie’s approach virtually eliminated consideration of
the films themselves. While previous conceptions of cinematic authorship
had begun with evidence of textual distinctiveness and worked backward to
posit authorial significance, his approach began and ended with the
identification of relative artistic freedom. Strikingly, he still ended up with a
taxonomy which in its structure remained greatly reminiscent of Sarris’
own. Most importantly, Petrie’s is a critical method which lies outside the

abilities of most filmgoers; research into issues of control such as script

26 1bid., 27.
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approval, final cut, casting decisions, etc., fall outside most spectators’ (and

many critics’) access.

John Hess, in a pointed reply, criticized Petrie on many levels.27
Within an article which traces the history of auteurism from the Cahiers
critics through Sarris and beyond, Hess attacks Petrie for his reliance on the

factual aspects of film production:

(Petrie) suggests that we burrow into the infinite minutiae of the film
industry to determine the exact situation in which each individual film
was produced. This xerox, compendia approach to the cinema is not only
boring and a waste of time, but it distracts our attention from the
aesthetic, economic, political, psychological, and sociological function and
meaning of specific films in relation to the society and class which

produced them.28

Essentially, in his rejection of Petrie’s approach Hess re-claims a
place for the cinema’s primary texts--the films themselves. Importantly,
however, Hess too rejects Sarris’ auteurism as a bastardization of the
original Cahiers position. And while he takes care to note the important
contributions of Truffaut and his colleagues, Hess ultimately agrees with

Petrie in finding auteurism to be “an historical artifact,” in need of

27 John Hess, “Auteurism and After: A Reply to Graham Petrie,”
Film Quarterly 27, no. 2 (winter 1973-4): 28-37.

28 bid., 29.
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replacement.29 In its place, Hess offers the now-familiar constellation of
theory offered by structuralism, semiology, and Marxist criticism.

The contrast between auteurism and an interdisciplinary theory such
as that advocated by Hess was seen as too great to permit any useful
collaboration between the two. One seemed bound to either remain within
the realm of Romantic impressionism upon which Sarris’ evaluative
auteurism rested, or to reject notions of authorship altogether in favor of
more sophisticated and far-ranging theoretical approaches. However, works
such as those by Barthes and Foucault cited above have, over the past
several years, been incorporated into a conception of authorship to produce

some new ways of speaking about directors.

Identifying the Authored Text

From the perspective of 1990, James Naremore argued that the
politically conscious film criticism which had supplanted Sarris-style
impressionism had actually replicated some of auteurism’s faults. Finding a
continued relevance for authorship, Naremore characterizes what he calls
“the generation of ‘68” as having merely chosen different authors for their
pantheon: “For every ‘great man’ they tried to kill off in the realm of naive

consumption, they created another in the realm of theory, producing a kind

29 1bid., 33.
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of academic star system.”30 Further correcting assumptions about the
study of individuals within a complex industry, Naremore notes that “the
decision to write about specific directors, producers, writers, or actors

doesn’t in itself involve a commitment to a theory, a method, a formal

taxonomy, or even a politics.”31

Indeed, Naremore’s dictum that “writing about individual careers is
necessary to any proper sociology of culture”-a statement which seems
both self-evident and very much in need of articulation--implicitly attacks

recent theory for over-compensating in its determination to rid film studies

of impressionism.32 If, in answering critical questions about the workings of
the cinema, the auteurists granted too much agency to individuals, perhaps
the more theoretically sophisticated methods which have followed have
granted too little. What seems useful now is to carve out a role for individual
artistic agency within a structure of film scholarship largely defined by the
union of semiotics, psychoanalysis, Marxism, feminism, and other collective

theories.

30 James Naremore, “Authorship and the Cultural Politics of Film
Criticism,” Film Quarterly 44, no. 1 (fall 1990): 20.

31 Ibid., 21. Italics in original.

32 Ibid.
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Robert Self has, in discussing the work of Robert Altman, attempted

such a synthesis.33 Following Foucault, Self finds in Altman an author-

function which creates, through several modes of discourse, a “notional

coherence” that binds his films together.34 Self emphasizes Altman’s
reliance on collaborators, to the degree that when we speak about “Robert
Altman” we implicitly include those other individuals whose work so
contributes to the films Altman has directed. Significantly, Self also
identifies the role played by academic reception of Altman’s work, and its

importance in creating a relevant discursive field within which the name of

the author functions metonymically.35

Self summarizes his essay’s approach to authorship as one which:

seeks not to reduce textual meaning or the task of interpretation to the
constraints of a single authority but to see authorship beyond the aspect
of traditional auteurism, to recognize that texts have meanings as a
function of the variety of forces that may establish unities, that
meanings always emerge as functions of the cultural, critical, personal

names through which we read.36

33 Robert Self, “Robert Altman and the Theory of Authorship,”
Cinema Journal 25, no. 1 (fall 1985): 3-11.

34 Ibid., 4.
35 Ibid., 9.

36 Robert Self, “Dialogues,” Cinema Journal 25, no. 3 (spring 1986):
80.
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In a direct reply to Self’s article, Leland Poague emphasizes the
importance of using authorship not to evaluate directors, but to bring

aesthetic qualities to light in those films whose director becomes a relevant

intertextual source of unity.37 Poague speaks of many directors’ films

having what he calls “family resemblances,” the detection of which, in many

films, “is most likely to be conducive to aesthetic experience.”38

More important than whether we speak of “notional coherence” or
“family resemblance” is a central point: namely, that groups of films
credited to the same director may, and often do, become more meaningful
when taken together. That is, certain perceptual avenues are opened up
when directorial signature is a constant among a group of texts. This
current study is in basic agreement with the positions cited to Self and
Poague above: Scorsese’s films are also made more coherent by reference to
each other, by recognition of the resemblances among them. An
appreciation of, and significant interaction with, say, The King of Comedy, is
not wholly dependent upon prior exposure to Scorsese’s work; however, the

degree to which a spectator/critic is familiar with other Scorsese films (as

37 Leland Poague, “Dialogues,” Cinema Journal 25, no. 3 (spring
1986): 76-80. Much of what Poague writes about authorship in his article
refers explicitly to his book, co-authored with William Cadbury, Film
Criticism: A Counter Theory (Ames: lowa State University Press, 1982).

38 Poague and Cadbury, Film Criticism, 77-78.
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well as interviews, critical essays, analyses, etc.) will help determine how
fully the film may be perceived.

Any full consideration of the functions performed by authors in the
cinema must, of course, also deal with the roles performed by spectators.
John Caughie nicely summarizes the place of the author within film theory
in the introduction to part three of his Theories of Authorship anthology. He
argues against the conception of the text as either “a pure ‘inside’ (producing
itself, for an empty spectator, out of its own internal operations), or as a
pure ‘outside’ (given by an originating source).” Rather, he champions an
“attempt to formulate the text, and its subjects, as a movement between

the two, or as the involvement of the one in the other, destroying the purity

of each.”39 By emphasizing the interaction between author and text, and
between text and spectator, Caughie points the way for studies of directors
within the realm of theory.

Drawing extensively from both Foucault and Barthes, and from
Caughie’s formulation above, Christine Saxton defines the cinematic author
as “a narrative function whose identity as agent issues directly from the
processes of textual unification. The director, it might be said, is responsible

for seeing to it that this textual author is operative and that the work is

39 Caughie, ed., Theories of Authorship, 206.
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unified.”40 The director, among others, creates the text; textual processes
then work to create a unity which includes a function named “author.” This
textual unity, however, does not exhaust film discourse; Saxton explicitly
finds film to be a “cultural collaboration,” in which all involved in film

production and consumption are collaborators.41

The emphasis on collaboration within and among texts, central to
both Self and Saxton, aligned with Caughie’s inter-relationship of text and
author, help to remedy the early auteurists’ implicit privileging of “authorial
genius” as an internal property of individual directors. These innovations,
which can to varying degrees be traced back to Barthes and/or Foucault, are
essential to the conception of the author which will be utilized in this study of
Scorsese. The same may be said of Poague’s insistence that authorship
work as a descriptive analytical tool rather than an evaluative method.

Tom Gunning’s work on D.W. Griffith is fundamentally in concert with
this formulation of authorship. His conception is of an author who both
produces and is produced by the films, an originator who is nonetheless
subject to social forces attendant to his/her production. Gunning notes that
for purposes of textual analysis “The idea of an author can be valuable

insofar as it opens texts to historical forces, and pernicious insofar as it

40 Christine Saxton, “The Collective Voice as Cultural Voice,”
Cinema Journal 26, no. 1 (fall 1986): 23.

41 Tbid., 20.
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insulates films in an ahistorical cult of personality.”42 The main historical
thrust of this study will be to open up Scorsese’s work to the contexts within
which his films have been made and received.

While book-length film scholarship organized around the work of
individual directors has become less prominent, it has not faded completely

from view. Perhaps the best example of continued academic publication in

this vein is the work of Robert Phillip Kolker.43 As an oeuvre, Kolker’s four
books constitute an approach to recent cinema which centralizes the figure
of the director without lapsing into the “ahistorical cult of personality”
warned against by Gunning. If Gunning’s approach to authorship most
closely approximates my own, Kolker’s work also stands as an important
influence on this study, especially as to how film scholarship from a
particular perspective can remain compelling over time, despite wide

ranging objects of investigation.

42 Tom Gunning, D.W. Griffith and the Origins of American Narrative
Film (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1991), 49-50.

43 | refer here to Kolker's books The Altering Eye: Contemporary
International Cinema (New York: Oxford University Press, 1983); Bernardo
Bertolucci (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985); A Cinema of
Loneliness, 2d ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988); and, with
Peter Beicken, The Films of Wim Wenders: Cinema as Vision and Desire
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993).
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His book-length study of Bernardo Bertoluccci takes a broadly
thematic approach, focusing on the whole career of the director. While this
method runs the risk of marginalizing history in favor of a conception of the
artist as somehow removed from social realities, Kolker avoids this trap by
repeatedly referring to the public persona cultivated by Bertolucci, a
persona heavily informed by the director’s own political views. Kolker writes
that he sees Bertolucci not merely as an individual, “but as a figure who is,

in a sense, created by his films and by such peripheral creations as

statements made about those films in interviews.”44

Kolker also notes, following Foucault, that “the critic must work from

the text outwards to the creation of its author.”45 Consequently, however
thematic the book’s organizational structure, and however concerned he
becomes with extratextual data regarding Bertolucci’s public self, Kolker
places close formal analysis at the core of his scholarship.

In two of his other books, Kolker works to define how film artistry has
been constituted in specific historical circumstances. The Altering Eye
concerns itself with the international (primarily European) art cinema, from
its postwar manifestations in the form of Italian neorealism through to the

New German Cinema of the seventies. Less directly author-centered than

44 Kolker, Bernardo Bertolucct, 2.

45 [bid,, 3.
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his other books, The Altering Eye also covers a wider range of films, their
inclusion often determined by historical context, formal complexity, or
thematic similarities with the other films discussed. However, even though
he also notes important links among films produced within similar historical
contexts, Kolker’s approach to film aesthetics remains primarily director-
centered.

A Cinema of Loneliness, first published in 1980 and superseded by a
revised edition in 1988, aims to define in the work of prominent American

directors of the sixties through mid-eighties, a common theme of personal

alienation.46 Kolker writes with some regret, especially in the revised
edition, that the degree of freedom exercised by these directors in the
creation of their most compelling works is largely a thing of the past. He
perceptibly yearns for an American cinema which would replicate the
individuality of the European models he described in The Altering Eye, but
finds that the commercial imperatives of Hollywood have severely limited
the possibilities for meaningful personal expression in mainstream cinema.

The book, then, becomes largely an exploration of how Penn, Kubrick,

46 The 1980 edition of A Cinema of Loneliness includes a chapter on
Francis Ford Coppola, which was removed in favor of a new chapter on
Steven Spielberg in the revised edition. The other chapters, on Arthur Penn,
Stanley Kubrick, Robert Altman, and Scorsese, were updated for the second
edition. Subsequent references to this book will cite the revised, second
edition. ’
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Scorsese, and Altman have co-existed with the restrictions placed upon

them by the status of film as a profit-oriented business.47

Most significant for the purposes of this study is Kolker’s model for
applying formal analytical methods within a clearly-defined historical
context. His perceptive chapter on Scorsese in A Cinema of Loneliness will
be significant throughout, but it is his general approach which has been

most influential to the work at hand.

Defining the “Post-classical”

So just what does it mean to speak of Martin Scorsese’s “historical
context™ A native New Yorker born in 1942, Scorsese is, first and foremost,
an American director. As one who began directing films in the 1960s, he is

also a filmmaker whose career has occurred within what Justin Wyatt calls

the “post-classical” period of American cinema. 48 This classification, which
will be explicated throughout the body of this study, can be primarily
summarized to include the period roughly beginning in 1960 and continuing

to the present day. This period has been characterized by several

47 Kolker's title for the other chapter of his revised edition, “In the
Patriarch’s Bosom: Steven Spielberg and the Politics of Recuperation,”
makes clear that he sees Spielberg more as a collaborator than a victim in
the narrowing of aesthetic options for personal cinema.

48 Justin Wyatt, High Concept: Movies and Marketing in Hollywood
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1994).
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alterations in the ways films have been made and consumed in this country;
most prominent among these changes include the breakdown of the
Hollywood studio system, the cinema’s growing inter-relationship with
television and video, the influence of international art cinema norms and
practices, and the growth of academic film study. Any consideration of
Scorsese’s career (even one which, like this one, is primarily concerned with
the internal workings of the films) which does not take account of how these
factors have contributed to his development, removes the films from history
and thereby limits whatever insight the analyses may bring.

The decline of the Hollywood studio system has had a thoroughgoing
impact on how films are produced in this post-classical context. The
Supreme Court’s so-called “Paramount case” of 1948, in striking down the
monopolistic practices and vertical integration of the major studios,
effectively ended one kind of film studio practice. The consent decrees, a
series of compromises by the studios to conform to antitrust laws, led to new
freedom for independent theaters and small studios, and significantly

encouraged independent production. Soon, the large studios began to

function chiefly in the realms of finance and distribution.49

49 A full consideration of the impact of the Paramount decrees,
through 1980, may be found in Michael Conant’s “The Paramount Decrees
Reconsidered,” reprinted in The American Film Industry, rev. ed., ed. Tino
Balio (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1985), 537-573.
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David Bordwell, Janet Staiger, and Kristin Thompson have described
a “package-unit system” of production which, while in use for several years

before the Paramount decision, became increasingly standard practice in

the years following the decline of the studios.50 A film-by-film arrangement,
the package-unit system differs in other important ways from previous

studio practices. Bordwell, Staiger, and Thompson write:

The signal concept is that of package. Rather than an individual
company containing the source of the labor and materials, the entire
industry became the pool for these. A producer organized a film project:
he or she secured financing and combined the necessary laborers (whose
roles had previously been defined by the standardized production
structure and subdivision of work categories) and the means of
production (the narrative ‘property,’ the equipment, and the physical
sites of production) . . . Instead of the mass production of many films by a
few manufacturing firms, now there was the specialized production of a

few films by many independents.51

These alterations in standardized production methods would, in turn,
help Hollywood filmmakers create a less monolithic product for an
increasingly splintered audience in the post-classical era. Films targeted for

specific demographic groups, rather than a broad-based family audience,

50 David Bordwell, Janet Staiger, and Kristin Thompson, The
Classical Hollywood Cinema: Film Style and Mode of Production to 1960
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1985), 330-337.

51 hid., 330-331.
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began to be the norm.52 The alteration of censorship standards, always an
ongoing process in Hollywood, led by the mid-1960s to an increasingly adult-
oriented strain of films containing new levels of sexually explicit and/or
graphically violent material. In 1968, the Motion Picture Association of
America responded to this by instituting its rating system.

As the need to differentiate products within an expanding market
increased, production budgets also grew.93 The seventies, buoyed especially
by the record-breaking successes of The Godfather, Jaws, and Star Wars, re-
established Hollywood’s orientation toward the blockbuster film; although

the industry continued to prosper, throughout the seventies and eighties

only ten percent of films would show a profit.54 Due to the fragmentation of

the audience, in marked difference from the more predictable studio era,

52 Kristin Thompson and David Bordwell, Film History: An
Introduction (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1994), 384.

53 Production budgets grew from an average of around $2 million per
film at the beginning of the seventies to around $9 million by decade’s end.
Tino Balio, “Introduction to Part II” in Hollywood in the Age of Television
(Boston: Unwin Hyman, 1990), 261. By 1992, the cost of producing and
promoting a major theatrical release was over $40 million. Thompson and
Bordwell, Film History, 701.

54 Thompson and Bordwell, Film History, 703. Interestingly, The
Godfather (Francis Coppola, 1972), Jaws (Steven Spielberg, 1975), and Star
Wars (George Lucas, 1977) were all directed by young Americans of
Scorsese’s generation. These three directors have typically been grouped
with Scorsese to constitute a kind of auteurist pantheon of the New
Hollywood. Scorsese has, however, never approximated the level of box
office success generated by Coppola, Spielberg, and Lucas.
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post-classical Hollywood exists in an economic context defined by the need to
tailor each film to a particular marketing strategy. This has led to the
creation of an industry characterized by the “high concept” film, a product

which seeks to reduce economic risk by being easily summarized, and

therefore more easily pre-sold.95

Concurrent with the decline of the studio system has been the
increasing inter-relationship between the cinema and the emerging
technologies of television and home video. Coming on the heels of the
consent decrees, the rapid home penetration of television was a financial
godsend for the studios. Old films, which in the pre-television age would have
had limited market value, quickly became staples of early television
programming. Later, the studios began creating new programming for TV
and renting out facilities for independent productions. The quick ascendancy
of television also spurred the film industry further toward product
differentiation, helping give rise to the increased numbers of color films,

various widescreen technologies, and other means of distinguishing

theatrical films from TV programs.56

95 See Wyatt, High Concept, for an extended analysis of how such
films are marketed.

96 See Balio, ed., Hollywood in the Age of Television, for extensive
information regarding Hollywood’s interaction with early TV.
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Today, the dozens of television channels have become so important to
the economic structure of the film industry that all commercial releases are
shot in anticipation of years of repeated viewings on various broadcast and
cable outlets. A typical feature film today plays a few months in theatrical
release, then enters a pattern of distribution which capitalizes on a diversity
of media outlets unimaginable to the studio moguls. First comes home video
and pay-per-view, followed by a year or so on premium cable channels like
HBO or Showtime. Then the film, if it has wide enough appeal, is shown on
network television. Finally, as many as five or six years following its initial

theatrical release, the film may be re-released to cable and/or syndicated

television.57

For all of this, it is perhaps the videocassette which has been the
most significant innovation in terms of post-classical consumption.
Positioning the advent of the VCR and other mechanisms such as satellite
dishes and cable as among “the most significant changes in film history,”
Timothy Corrigan has noted that this move toward spectator-oriented

technology has fundamentally changed not only the means by which films

are seen, but the ways in which they are perceived.98 Corrigan argues that

to see a film in a domestic setting encourages a viewing process whereby the

57 Balio, ed., Hollywood in the Age of Television, 263.

58 Timothy Corrigan, A Cinema Without Walls: Movies and Culture
After Vietnam (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1991), 26.
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spectator is less engaged with the text. This would be true of all television
viewing as compared with theatrical spectating, but, Corrigan argues, the

situation is even more pronounced when a film is viewed off of a videotape:

When (a movie) is viewed through a VCR, it is even more so a selected
experience and subject to the choices and decisions of a spectator--to
stop it, to replay parts of it, to speed through sections of it. With the
viewing of a VCR film, in short, the spectator gains an unprecedented
power to appropriate a movie text that the viewer can then relinquish

him- or herself to.59

The degree of control one exercises over a videotape is not the only
change Corrigan locates in the current relationship of spectator and film
text. He finds that the process of cinema-going has changed as well. No
longer, he argues, do viewers “go out to the movies” as they did when the
institution of the cinema was more socially prominent. Nor do audiences
primarily go out to see specific films, as they may have in the sixties and
seventies. Corrigan posits that today’s theatrical film audiences are often
at the movie theater because they have “gone out” for the sake of the

outing; films provide the “backdrop for that departure from domestic

space.”60 The predominance of multiplex cinemas in large suburban malls

surely feeds this phenomenon. Furthermore, blockbuster films play into this

59 Ibid., 28. Italics in original.

60 Ibid., 29-30.
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dynamic by offering audiences what Corrigan calls “familiar or inoffensive

material or with momentary shocks and instant stimulations that rarely

interfere with the primary occasion of being ‘out’.”61

For Corrigan, then, a major effect of the new technologies is to remove
film textuality from its place of primacy. For viewers at home, a large
degree of editorial control is removed from the production process and
mserted into the realm of reception via the VCR. For those who still leave
home to watch films, the level of engagement is similarly lessened by the
marginalization of the film itself as just one part of a larger effort to escape
domestic space. In this context, films which challenge our expectations
through unconventional narrative structures or stylistic departures from
well-established norms would seem to be commercially doomed. A cinema
characterized by appeal to an audience’s least common denominator would
seem to best maximize profit potential in any event; in the sort of historical
carcumstances Corrigan describes, such a narrowing of aesthetic options in
the name of accessibility would seem to verge on necessity.

However, if the high concept/blockbuster mentality does represent
the dominant strain of contemporary mainstream American cinema, the
past three decades or so have also been characterized by a process of

assimilation, which has served to move even the most commercially

61 Ibid., 31.
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successful films somewhat closer to the textual heterogeneity once reserved
for what came to be known as the art cinema. Many contemporary
American filmmakers, including Scorsese, have been profoundly influenced
by the films made by European directors such as Fellini, Bergman,
Antonioni, Godard, and Truffaut; the Americans have then incorporated
certain aspects of the art cinema into their own hybrid styles.62 While
Hollywood has long made a point of assimilating significant traits developed
initially in foreign films, an awareness of this merging process is particularly
essential to an understanding of post-classical Hollywood cinema.63
Benefiting from the provisions of the consent decrees, small,
independent theaters known as art houses became prominent in the US in
the 1960s.64 These theaters showed primarily European films, many of

which helped to weaken American censorship standards by offering more

62 A few American directors served to inspire Scorsese’s generation
of filmmakers along the same lines as those European filmmakers cited
above. Perhaps most prominent among these would be John Cassavetes,
whose improvisational style proved especially relevant to Scorsese’s
development. See Ray Carney, The Films of John Cassavetes (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1994).

63 Bordwell, Staiger, and Thompson note especially how classical
Hollywood incorporated aspects of German Expressionism and Soviet
montage cinema into commercial American contexts. See The Classical
Hollywood Cinema, 373.

64 «Ag of 1950, there were fewer than 100 art theaters in the entire
country, but by the mid-1960s, there were over 600, most in cities or college
towns.” Thompson and Bordwell, Film History, 384. -
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sexual content than would have been allowed in Hollywood fare of the period.
Whether or not they were sexually explicit, most films shown in art houses
shared a common set of formal principles that could serve to both unify
those texts which would be called “art films” and to distinguish them from
the dominant, classical Hollywood mode.

The most basic traits of the art cinema include the loosening of
narrative causal relations, the presence of psychologically ambivalent or
confused characters, visual depictions of subjective realities, and overt

deviations from classical norms of narration (which the spectator would be

encouraged to motivate as “authorial commentary”).65 Many of these
same features can be found in Scorsese’s films as well.

Especially important in regard to Scorsese’s career is the degree to
which the art cinema foregrounds the role of the director as a guiding
principle through which spectators are cued to approach certain films. The
name of the director serves as a key point of access to the comprehension of
the art film; Bergman, Fellini, Bresson and others were recognized as serious
artists long before Sarris made auteurism fashionable in the sixties.

The so-called New Hollywood of the late sixties to mid-seventies--

characterized by relatively autonomous directors like Kubrick, Coppola, and

65 Bordwell, Staiger, and Thompson, The Classical Hollywood
Cinema, 373-374. For a more detailed examination of art cinema narration,
see chapter ten of David Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film (Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1985).



40

Altman--combined an awareness of classical Hollywood structure and form
with a desire to push the limits of commercial cinema by incorporating the
styles of their favorite foreign directors. Soon, these directors could be
identified for their own styles, which were no less distinctive than those of
the filmmakers who had first served as their inspirations. Examples of this
would include Kubrick’s 1968 masterwork 2001: A Space Odyssey (with its
disdain for traditional narrative causality), Coppola’s 1974 gem The
Conversation (which features subjective temporal manipulations and
refuses narrative closure), and Altman’s 1975 landmark Nashville (where a
complex narrational strategy relates a story distinguished by character
ambivalence and confusion).

Another sort of internationalization has also taken place. Peter Lev
has named this kind of production the “Euro-American art film,” which he
defines as a “big-budget English-language film made by a European art film

director.” Directors who have worked in this manner include Bernardo

Bertolucci and Wim Wenders.66

In contemporary Hollywood, some art cinema conventions have by
now been so fully internalized that there has developed a wider range of
narrational practices which may be employed without leaving the

mainstream. However it may have evolved, though, the classical mode

66 Peter Lev, The Euro-American Cinema (Austin: University of
Texas Press, 1993), xii.



41

remains the dominant model. With some exceptions, basic conservative
premises governing the depiction of time and space, developed during the
studio era to relate story information most efficiently, remain intact.

Perhaps more interestingly, established genre formulations also exert a

significant pull toward classical norms of construction.67 Post-classical
Hollywood cinema is, after all, a resolutely commercial art form; the well-
constructed story remains at the forefront of mainstream cinema, and if
this fact limits the aesthetic flourishes of individual directors, it may be seen
as the price of working within a business-oriented context.

Taken together, then, the breakdown of the studio system, the rise to
prominence of television and video, and the influence of the international art
cinema have changed the way Hollywood films are produced, consumed, and
constructed. So too has the emergence of film as an academic discipline.
Scorsese is among the most prominent of those directors who received a
formal education in the processes of film production; others commonly
grouped under the “film school generation” banner include Francis Coppola,

George Lucas, Steven Spielberg, Brian De Palma, Paul Schrader, and

Michael Cimino.68

67 Bordwell, Staiger, and Thompson, The Classical Hollywood
Cinema, 375-377.

68 See Michael Pye and Lynda Myles, The Movie Brats: How the Film
Generation Took Over Hollywood (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston,
1979) for a more complete discussion of the impact of these filmmakers.
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These directors, who would quickly come to define the very center of
the Hollywood mainstream, were young enough to have been raised in a
cultural environment saturated by classical Hollywood cinema. For many,
film school provided an occasion for them to broaden their perspectives to
include both an awareness of art cinema and a familiarity with the auteurist
sentiments so prominent in the sixties. The drive for technical proficiency
may have been the motivation for their film school training, but these
directors also emerged with a strong sense of how film could be used as a
means for personal expression. Their work has, as a whole, been
characterized by what Thompson and Bordwell call “movie consciousness,”

a sense of film history and the importance of the cinema in contemporary

culture.69 The cinema’s privileged position within the backgrounds of these
directors can help explain the tendency many of them have shown toward
self-reflexive and self-conscious narrational strategies, practices which often
make explicit references to studio-era Hollywood films.

Noel Carroll has written compellingly about the tendency of film

school era directors to draw on the iconography and thematic

preoccupations of the auteurist canon.’0 He argues that allusion to film

69 Thompson and Bordwell, Film History, 714.

70 Noel Carroll, “The Future of Allusion: Hollywood in the Seventies
(and Beyond),” October 20 (spring 1982): 51-81.
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history has become a prominent expressive device in many post-classical
films, to the degree that the use of allusion may perhaps be the key stylistic

distinction between studio-era Hollywood and the “new Hollywood” of the

seventies.’l Carroll traces how the growing sophistication of the film
audience in the sixties and seventies helped to create a context for the
prominence of allusionism, and how many popular films of the period rely
upon a two-tiered approach to meaning production--one broad level for the

mass audience, another somewhat submerged level available only to those

more aware of the many references to classic films.”2 Scorsese’s work is as
dependent upon allusion as is that of any post-classical Hollywood director,
and Carroll’s notion of the two-tiered approach to meaning production is

instructive when one encounters the specifics of Scorsese-style allusion.

Names Above Titles

Auteurism’s emphasis on the director, when combined with the post-
studio era’s need to promote films based on definable individual personalities,
has led to the creation of the director-as-superstar. Corrigan has noted the
increased importance of “the auteur as a commercial strategy for organizing

audience reception, as a critical concept bound to distribution and marketing

71 Ibid., 54.

72 Ibid., 56.



aims that identify and address the potential cult status of an auteur.”’3
The more visible a director can become, while still proving commercially
viable, the easier it is to sell his or her films. To some degree, this visibility
may be attained through textual means; that is, the films themselves may,
through their distinctiveness, lead to the formation of a tangible directorial
presence. However, the most prominent directors have also used
extratextual means to help define and promote their personal status.

Print interviews and appearances on talk shows are among the most
obvious ways in which directors engage in self-promotion. Films are also
often marketed by some appeal to the director; Spike Lee, Oliver Stone, and
David Lynch, among others, are generally much more prominent in their
films’ marketing campaigns than are any of the on-screen performers.

However, Corrigan argues that directors of such prominence are “always on

the verge of being self-consumed by their status as stars.”74 When
directors are so well-known, the actual films lose relative importance in the
ascription of meaning. For Corrigan, at its most extreme the elevation of

directors can render the films almost irrelevant:

To respond to a movie as primarily or merely a Spielberg film is, after all,
the pleasure of refusing an evaluative relation to it . . . and much of that

73 Corrigan, A Cinema Without Walls, 103. Italics in original.

74 Tbid., 106.
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pleasure lies in being able to already know, not read, the meaning of the
film in a totalizing image that precedes the movie in the public images of
its creator. An auteur film today seems to aspire more and more to a
critical tautology, capable of being understood and consumed without

being seen.’9

Corrigan here describes a situation in which the director’s status is so
well-established that it reduces each film’s function to that of confirmation;
the individual film, judged so thoroughly within the context of a director’s
previous work, is here subject to selective attention of the most limiting
kind. Pre-judged as fitting within a well-established oeuvre, the ways in
which a given film might deviate from expected patterns will likely be lost, or
at least explained away as aberrational.

How, then, can one come to a critical understanding of the extra-filmic
aspects of a director’s career? And how may these aspects be usefully
integrated into a textual understanding of the films in question? In his
studies of individual directors, David Bordwell has employed the term

“biographical legend” to designate the artist’s relevant “public

pronouncements, . . . writings, and . . . dealings with the film industry.”76

75 Tbid.

76 David Bordwell, The Films of Carl-Theodor Dreyer (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1981), 9. Bordwell’s usage of the term is
adapted from that of Boris Tomashevsky, “Literature and Biography,” in
Readings in Russian Poetics, ed. Ladislav Matejka and Krystyna Pomorska
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1971). The term is also employed relative to
film studies in Charles J. Maland, Chaplin and American Culture: The
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Recognizing the degree to which a biographical legend can influence the
reception of a given film or group of films, Bordwell importantly notes that
“Some artists have biographies, others don’t.” When these biographies
become activated within the discourse of the cinema, they function in two
primary ways: to permit the creation of new works which fulfill the legend,

and to orient spectators toward certain perceptual construals while

discouraging others.”7

Of course all directors do have biographies, but it is only for those who
have been significantly constructed as media personalities that these
biographical factors come to have any significance for the spectator.
Scorsese is such a director, and this study will deal with his biographical
legend--how it has been constructed, altered, and re-constructed--in
conjunction with analysis of the films. However, this explication of
Scorsese’s public self will also bear in mind Corrigan’s cautionary tale cited

above; the films will remain, so to speak, “in focus.”

Bordwell’s Approach to Narration

Evolution of a Star Image (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
1989), 292.

77 David Bordwell, Ozu and the Poetics of Cinema (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1988), 5.
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As noted earlier, this study will approach Scorsese’s films by
emphasizing the process of narration--how a film’s plot and style interact to
cue the spectator’s construction of its story. This working definition, as well

as many of the concepts which will be used throughout the body of this

study, comes from David Bordwell’s Narration in the Fiction Film.78

There are several reasons why Bordwell’s work has been so central in
the formulation of the analysis to follow; perhaps the most immediately
relevant is his consistent emphasis on a highly active spectator, whose
conscious mental engagement with a film is essential to the film’s narrative
movement. A method based on principles of cognitive psychology, coupled
with an immersion in neoformalist film analysis, makes Bordwell’s
conception of narration both spectator-centered and historically informed.

The value of Bordwell’s approach should become clear as the method
is employed throughout the balance of this work; however, a few basic
premises should perhaps be specified here. First of all, Bordwell sees no need
to posit the existence of an implied narrator to explain the act of narration.

Instead, he sees narration as a process whereby the interrelated elements of

78 Bordwell's full definition is somewhat more elaborate: “In the
fiction film, narration is the process whereby the film’s syuzhet and style
interact in the course of cueing and channeling the spectator’s construction
of the fabula.” Bordwell, Narration, 52. Drawing on the work of Russian
Formalist literary critics, Bordwell employs the terms “syuzhet” and
“fabula” in place of “plot” and “story,” respectively. Since I can see no
particular advantage in using this terminology, this study will use the more
common “plot” and “story.”
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story, plot, and style coalesce to form a perceptual whole with which the
spectator interacts. “Story” here has the conventional meaning: a
chronological reconstruction of events ordered in a cause-effect chain, tied to
given temporal and spatial restrictions. “Plot” is used to describe the actual
arrangement and presentation of the story events in the narrative itself.
Both story and plot may exist independent of the medium chosen; “style”
represents those factors which vary according to whether a narrative is

related through a novel, short story, play, etc. In film study, then, “style”

refers to the systematic use of cinematic devices.79

The narrational analysis for which Bordwell calls is most centrally
concerned with story/plot relations--how the story is told. The narration
may be chiefly characterized in terms of its knowledgeability, self-
consciousness, and communicativeness, each of which describe the plot’s

relation to the story. These terms measure the plot in relation to degree, not

absolutes.80
The spectator operates probabilistically through a series of
hypotheses. Perceptual cues related through the film’s narration guide one

to make inferences whereby certain interpretations are more likely than

79 Bordwell, Narration, 49-50.

80 Ibid., 57-61.






