Chapter Four

The Stories Told by Film

Narrative is the focus here: how films tell stories and, most important, what these stories are. We discover that in its short history, narrative film has developed a fairly restricted, and infinitely repeatable, series of stories, arranged in genres. I’ve called the stories “dominant fictions,” but they can also be thought of as conventions or stereotypes: ways of expressing and representing human behavior that fall into a relatively few, very predictable patterns. The structure by means of which films express their narratives is genre, a concept that comes from literary history and serves the same function. Genres are patterns of storytelling, characters, settings, and plot structure. In the text I concentrate on melodrama, perhaps the largest and most inclusive of film genres. I also discuss westerns and film noir. 

The normative structures of genres are what permit most filmmakers to create their work quickly and with a fair amount of security that the film will be popular. The norms also spur other filmmakers to try other things. In other words, genre structure is what allows Hollywood filmmakers to produce a large body of fairly standardized work that is largely “presold”—a favorite concept of producers. If a writer can pitch a romantic comedy to a producer who can acquire the services of Julia Roberts, then the resulting film will have a ready-made audience. If the film does as well as expected, then there will be more such romantic comedies, and so on. Some filmmakers—especially in Europe during the sixties and seventies—took this standardization and predictability as a challenge to see how generic and narrative boundaries could be stretched to and beyond the breaking point. Many of these filmmakers also pushed at the structural norms of film, breaking continuity rules, pushing the very language of film to its limits. Some American filmmakers, like Robert Altman, Stanley Kubrick, Martin Scorsese, and Oliver Stone, continue to test the limits.


Questions and Topics

· Look at a cross-section of “gangster” films: Mervyn LeRoy’s Little Caesar (1931), John Huston’s Asphalt Jungle (1950), Stanley Kubrick’s The Killing (1955), Jean-Luc Godard’s Breathless, and Quentin Tarantino’s Pulp Fiction (1994). Catalogue the repeated elements in these films: the character types, the hardware (guns and cars), the acts of violence and redemption. How do they change over the years?

· Have your students report on the melodramatic aspects of television soaps, both the afternoon and evening variety. How do they fit the standard patterns of melodrama?

· Look at a film by the Spanish director Luis Buñuel—Los Olvidados (1950,) Viridiana (1961, or The Exterminating Angel (1962)—and examine how generic and narrative bounds are stretched to their limits.

· View some westerns and make a visual map of the variables of character, plot, and setting. See how far any one film can vary from this map.

