CNS Film and Media department

Film Studies Summer Gap Task

Task 1: Read the article and highlight key ideas/ sentences

Auteur Theory – An Introduction
Before you read this article, consider this question: Is film-making an art form? 
Have you made a decision? Think hard. This is not an easy question. What is the difference between art and entertainment? Can something be art AND entertainment? Is film a form of art?

Next: if it is an art-form, who is the artist? 
Now, read on…

Think for a moment: who do you think of as being the author of a movie? Who owns and authors the creative meanings in a film? Is it the screenwriter, the person who wrote the script and created the dialogue and storyline? Or is it the cinematographer who decided on the camera angles and the shots that lead you through the film? Or is the real author the musicians who wrote the soundtrack, or the actors, or the set designers, or…? Or is it the director?
In modern cinema, it is nearly always the director who audiences think of as the author of a film. But why is this? Think for a moment: film is the most collaborative of art forms. A film is not made by one person but by hundreds of people. Think about the credits at the end of a film: there are hundreds of different roles involved, and yet, nearly always, it is the director who is held up and celebrated as the main creative force of the film, as the author of the movie.

This view of “the Director as Author” hasn’t always been the case. In the first half of the Twentieth Century (the first half of the history of cinema), films weren’t usually seen as the artistic output of a director. They were the products of an industry. Films were seen as being the product of a particular company: a Warner Brothers film would be different in style to a Universal film or a Paramount film. But, as the medium grew and developed around the 1950s, a shift started to take place. As film-makers came to develop their own styles, with repeated themes and ideas, repeatedly used actors and signature film-making techniques, a shift started to take place and the director came to be seen as the dominant creative force on a film. The director became the author. 

Think of film-makers today, and the majority of people you’ll think of will be directors. James Cameron; Steven Spielberg; Wes Anderson; Tim Burton; Martin Scorsese; Quentin Tarantino; Stanley Kubrick; Michael Bay; Christopher Nolan; Alfred Hitchcock; David Fincher; Peter Jackson; Steven Soderbergh; Sofia Coppola; Hayao Miyazaki… Today, directors are seen as the dominant creative force on a film. A film is their creative vision; it is an expression of their artistry.
In the late 1940s and early 1950s, French cinema critics began to write about new directors who were beginning to develop a distinctive style as film-makers. André Bazin was one of the first critics to develop a concept of a film-maker as an artist. He described the concept of camera-stylo (“camera-pen”), implying that a film-maker (the director) was an artist who used the camera like the pen of a writer or the paintbrush of an artist. His view was that the greatest film-makers are not just merely making films; they are making art. When these film-makers created a film, they used camera, lighting, sound, editing, set design, and a whole range of film-making techniques to create messages and meanings in their artwork. This was the beginnings of how we now think of film: a film is a creative art-form whereby a director expresses and explores their ideas and views. 

This idea was developed further in a film journal entitled Cahiers du cinema, where François Truffaut began to describe a theory that the greatest directors in the film industry were directors that developed distinctive styles and themes that permeate all of their films. Alfred Hitchcock, for instance, was held as a director who was turning film in to an art-form, developing a style and a set of filmic techniques that were artistic signatures he used to create meaning. From these ideas sprang a theory that is at the core of film and cinema today: the auteur theory.
Auteur is a French word meaning ‘author’, but the meaning when applied to a film-makers is more profound than this. It implies that the director is the creative force; that a film is the creative expression of an idea shaped by the artist-director. Auteur theory examines films in terms of the signature techniques and stylistic elements of the director. For instance, the way Quentin Tarantino uses music; the way he uses slow motion to establish characters; his use of non-linear narrative structures. Wes Anderson’s visual style is unmistakable: his use of overhead shots; primary colours; childish props and costumes; symmetrical shot compositions – all of these stylistic devices make a Wes Anderson film unmistakable. Think of an Edgar Wright film (Hot Fuzz, or Shaun of the Dead) and you’ll think of the quick comedic editing, the visual comedy, the rapid-fire dialogue. These are signatures of Edgar Wright, and they are the distinctive techniques that make him an auteur.
Auteur theory also argues that the most cinematically successful films will bear the unmistakable personal stamp of the director. The best films are often seen as the product of a genius director. Alfred Hitchcock’s films Psycho, Vertigo and North by Northwest are works of genius by a creative artist. Martin Scorsese’s films Goodfellas, Raging Bull and The Godfather couldn’t be made by anyone else. Wes Anderson; Tim Burton; Christopher Nolan: all of these directors are instantly recognisable, cinematically successful, and brilliant artists. 
Auteurs do many things. They might:

· Reuse regular actors or crew

· Have a distinctive visual style or look, perhaps through camerawork, editing, sound or use of props, colours and costume (mise en scene)
· Explore particular themes or ideas in their films, such as ideas about fathers, or childhood, or the individual
· An auteur creates: they do not adapt or stage but instead make new meanings

· Their unique vision and style shapes the world of their films

Auteur theory elevates film to the status of art. It is about creativity and meaning. It is about style and substance. Auteur theory says: “Film is just as important as Literature or Art or Drama. Film is a cultural expression of humanity, and is as worthy of study as Shakespeare or Van Gogh. Film is art, and the film-maker is artist.”
_________________________________________________________________________________________

Task 2: Watch the video and answer the questions
Now, you need to learn more about auteur theory. Begin by watching this video on YouTube: search for “What is Auteur Theory?” on the Deep Focus channel run by Jim Gisriel https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dzTRjsefTXc 
It is 8 minutes of compact, focused exploration of auteur theory. You need to watch it and answer the following questions.
1. Which of these sentences best describes the meaning of Auteur theory? Explain your choice.
a. There is a list of the best directors, and films made by these directors are artistic and brilliant films.

b. The director is the author of a film because they are in charge and make the creative decisions.

c. The director of a film has creative control and can stamp a particular signature or style on a film.

d. An auteur director has a creative voice you can spot.

Explain your choice: ________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
[5]
2. What does ‘camera stylo’ mean, and what does it suggest about a director?
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
[3]

3. Name two critics or theorists involved in the development of auteur theory.

_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
[2]

4. Which of these statements best outlines the flaws of the auteur theory? Explain your choice.

a) It foregrounds the director and forgets that a director doesn’t control all aspects of a film

b) It implies a film by a particular director is better than other films by lesser known directors.

c) It fails to consider the collaborative aspect of film-making and fails to recognise the contributions of others who work on a film.
d) None of the above.

e) Two of the above.
Explain your choice: ________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
[5]
Task 3: Research and produce a 500 word report on an auteur.
Your task is to choose a film director who you would argue is an auteur and to research that director. You will then need to:

1) Watch some of their films.

2) Collect stills from the web from a range of their films to reflect the style of the director.
3) Research and read articles on the director as an auteur (eg search for Wes Anderson auteur).

Create a single page report (500 words) to answer this question:

In what ways is _[director name]_ an auteur? What are the stylistic signatures of the director? 
You may wish to comment on composition and framing; colour palette; shot types, camera angles or camera movement; costume styles; props or set design; editing techniques; use of music. You could also consider:
· Optional question: Are there repeated themes and ideas in the director’s films?

· Optional question: What other films/ film-makers have influenced your chosen director?

· Optional question: Does the director regularly work with the same actors/ crew? What do they bring to the style of the films?

In your report you must: 

· Name the films you’ve watched by this director [2 points for every film you’ve watched and refer to when discussing the signatures of the director]
· List other films by the director [2 points for list]
· Identify specific stylistic signatures of the director [1 point per signature identified]
· Include still images from films [1 point per image used and commented upon either through a caption or in the essay]
· Include quotations from articles about the director’s auteur style (from the wider reading you complete) [1 point per quotation; 2 points if you discuss it and challenge/ support what they say]
Suggested directors:

Tim Burton: Beetlejuice; Edward Scissorhands; The Nightmare Before Christmas; Batman (1989); Sleepy Hollow; Alice in Wonderland (2010); Frankenweenie; Sweeney Todd; Ed Wood; Vincent.
Wes Anderson: The Grand Budapest Hotel; Moonrise Kingdom; The Royal Tenenbaums; The Life Aquatic; Fantastic Mr Fox; Rushmore; The Darjeeling Limited; Hotel Chevalier.
The Coen Brothers (Joel/ Ethan Coen): No Country for Old Men; Fargo; O Brother Where Art Thou; Miller’s Crossing; The Man Who Wasn’t There; The Big Lebowski; Burn After Reading; Inside Lewelyn Davis; The Hudsucker Proxy; Barton Fink

Christopher Nolan: Memento; The Dark Knight; The Dark Knight Rises; Interstellar; Inception; Dunkirk

Edgar Wright: Shaun of the Dead; Hot Fuzz; Scott Pilgrim vs The World; The World’s End

Hayao Miyazaki: Spirited Away; Howl’s Moving Castle; Porco Rosso; Castle in the Sky
Alfred Hitchcock: Vertigo; Psycho; North by Northwest: The Birds; Rear Window; Rebecca; Strangers on a Train; The 39 Steps; 
You can choose any other director who is considered to be an auteur.

Further reading: If you’re interested and excited, read/ watch one of these. It will make you clever.

https://storify.com/robertglass013/what-does-it-mean-to-be-an-auteur-director 

https://brianair.wordpress.com/film-theory/auteur-theory/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=srk-tPbQVcs 

