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Reconstruction and Revision in

Woody Allen’s Films

Vincent Canby consistently hailed him as our most important comedic di-
rector. Pauline Kael regularly assailed him as predictable and self-indulgent.
Other critics such as Terrence Rafferty sometimes express disappointment
over his efforts, but still acknowledge the special quality and character of
his work. To both the popular press and serious students of cinema, Woody
Allen remains an eccentric and enigmatic genius who works ceaselessly as
an innovative artist in an industry and medium dominated by commer-
cial interests and mass tastes. Moreover, other directors imitate him in ways
that suggest Allen’s elevation as an influence and a force among that special
group of critics, one’s peers. For example, Rob Reiner promoted one of his
own films as a kind of tribute to Allen’s unique style, whereas Spike Lee’s
narrative voice and innovative directing often reflect Allen’s work.
Because he is a celebrity and part of a world of mass entertainment, Allen’s

true artistic achievement and significance often have been minimized. This
is unfortunate because Allen’s work should be studied with the same close
attention given to other serious artists and writers. While books about Allen
and his work have accumulated steadily over the years, detailed studies of
the artistry of the individual films have appeared only recently. On the cut-
ting edge of contemporary critical and cultural consciousness, Allen chal-
lenges most of our traditional notions of authorship, narrative, perspective,
character development, theme, ideology, gender construction, and sexuality.
A student and admirer of the classic Hollywood cinema of the 1930s and
1940s, Allen combines this appreciation for American directors with a devel-
oped sensitivity to experimental European directors such as Federico Fellini,
Vittorio De Sica, and, most important, Ingmar Bergman. These diverse inter-
ests form the artistry of his ownmovies. Probably the most widely recognized
aspect of Allen’s work involves his integration of the comedic and serious
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in visually inventive films that experiment with narrative sequence, multiple
plots, intense psychological character studies, and urbane sophistication. At
the same time, the ever-increasing complexity of his work as a director and
writer has paralleled an equally complex process of intellectual and moral
ambiguity. Since Play It Again, Sam, the films of Woody Allen proffer an
important vision of contemporary life and the human condition. His films re-
veal a decentered world of displaced and dislocated characters who question
their ability to find meaning in their lives. His achievement as an artist has
been to develop in his best films a style of technical and artistic complexity
to sustain this vision.
It is accurate and useful to note that Woody Allen has become a legend in
his own times. His face appears on countless magazine covers. Stories and
legends about him abound. In fact, myth and reality about Woody Allen
merge to create an intriguing and extraordinary figure. He was born Allen
Stewart Konigsberg on December 1, 1935, and grew up in the lower-middle-
class area of Flatbush, Brooklyn.1 His background and upbringing were
Jewish, and hismovies reflect the enormous influence of ethnic cultures on his
way of thinking, feeling, and creating. His father, Martin, hadmany different
jobs ranging from jewelry engraving to bartending, while his mother, Nettie,
was a bookkeeper for a Brooklyn florist. He attended public schools and
was generally a mediocre student. As a youngster he was interested in sports
and girls; but as a teenager attending Midwood High School in Brooklyn,
he developed an obsession with writing gag lines and submitting them to
newspaper columnists and writers such as Earl Wilson, who used them.
Such acceptance of his work marked the meager beginnings of his career as a
comic and humorist. He was less successful as a college student, entering and
quickly leaving both City College and New York University. College seemed
relatively unimportant to him, as he achieved early success as a full-time
comic writer for major comedians, such as Sid Caesar, Buddy Hackett, and
Jack Paar, and important shows, including The Tonight Show and Your
Show of Shows. According to Douglas Brode, at the age of 22, Allen was
earning as much as $1,500 aweek bywriting gags forGarryMoore’s popular
television program. Partly because of his high regard for Mort Sahl, whose
political humor was in great demand during the early 1960s, Allen’s success
as a gag writer gave him the confidence to attempt his own comic routine.
His stand-up comedy not only helped to establish his public reputation, it
also gave him the opportunity to develop his relationship with the two agents
who have worked with him throughout his career, Charles H. Joffe and Jack
Rollins. From his tentative and awkward beginnings as a stand-up comic in
offbeat New York clubs such as The Bitter End, Allen eventually triumphed
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in the biggest clubs in Las Vegas and New York and on the most popular
television programs of the time.
As Allen’s work developed in sophistication, his humorous stories also

appeared regularly in the New Yorker and Playboy and were later col-
lected as extremely popular books:Without Feathers, Getting Even, and Side
Effects. His greatest popularity, however, came with the success of his films.
Some fans and critics continue to insist that his earliest films are his funniest
and most original. His first film wasWhat’s New, Pussycat? in 1965, which
appropriately enough was backed by someone who had been impressed by
his stand-up performance at the Blue Angel. This film was followed by sev-
eral others that indicate an initial zany phase to his film career that lasted
through 1971 with Bananas. In between, there wasWhat’s Up, Tiger Lily?,
Casino Royale, Don’t Drink the Water, and Take the Money and Run.
Allen’s popularity and success in these films are extensions of his earlier

success. In retrospect, during these stages of his career, Allen seems perfectly
suited to his times. The 1960s, we recall, was a period of enormous social
and cultural revolution, entailing changes whose ultimate impact still re-
mains uncertain today. For the older generation, this was a time of nearly
unbelievable sexual revolution marked by a troubling and paradoxical con-
tradiction in general between forces of skepticism and cynicism, on the one
hand, and forces of idealism and hope, on the other. The mingling of these
forces during this VietnamWar era naturally exacerbated confusion and ten-
sion. In a time of democratic upheaval that touched all aspects of life from
the sexual and social to the cultural and political, Allen’s looks and offbeat
style seemed to speak for and represent the involvement of Everyman in the
transformations of life-styles and values. His persona as a loser, the classic
underdog schlemiel figure, was perfect for a period of participatory democ-
racy and confusing change, but also allowed for a process of distancing from
developments and events that contained frightening potential within them.
One could look at and listen to Woody Allen and identify with him, while
also feeling somewhat estranged from him.
It also was the period of Martin Luther King and the black revolution,

which began a new form of ethnic turmoil and controversy for our country
that also remains with us today. Allen’s ethnicity highlights this phenomenon
of racial and cultural difference in a nonthreatening way. Indeed, until re-
cently the general absence of blacks or people of color from his films in
some ways implied a lingering tension in his work over this issue. In addi-
tion, the 1960s were a student- and campus-centered period. Allen’s wit and
playfulness embodied the combination of sophistication and experimental
innocence that characterizes youth in general, and this period in particular.
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Allen catered to a generation and public that were receptive to and ready
for his artful manipulation of and experimentation with language and visual
images. The first generation in history to be raised on the modern media
revolution, it was acclimated to a multimedia, global village cultural envi-
ronment. Accustomed to tumultuous events and times that were brought
home to them through the new immediacy of modern media, this audience
and public seemed to anticipate the complex levels of irony and voice of
Allen’s humor. They also seemed ready as a generation for the topical and
informed nature of his work. Even while manipulating his audience to make
it laugh, Allen assumed their intelligence and awareness. At the same time,
on the screen he inevitably embodied in excruciating detail the anxiety and
anguish of urban claustrophobia, political and cultural alienation, and eco-
nomic and environmental insecurity that students felt typified contemporary
life and demanded change.
The myth of Woody Allen developed concomitantly with the growing re-
ality of his success and fame. Indeed, the myth emerged as a complicated
mixture of cinematic image, publicity, and self-serving biography. The terms
myth and legend are especially appropriate for Allen because his story per-
petuates precisely the kind of contradictions that true legends contain and
continue. Cultivating a nebbish or schlemiel persona, he directs and works
with some of the most beautiful, powerful, and sensitive women in movies
and has become known for his personal relationships with many of them,
including Diane Keaton and, last and most famously and sadly, Mia Farrow.
Aman of artistic genius, an individual with extraordinary power through his
influence over others and his ability to control his own life, he often suggests
serious, continued personal insecurities and inhibitions. With the potential
to do whatever and go wherever he wants, he insists on New York as being a
kind of artistic and emotional sanctuary. A student of human relationships,
he remained a loner even, it seems, in his preseparation relationship withMia
Farrow, waving to her across opposing penthouse apartments overlooking
New York’s Central Park. Obviously needing the acclaim and attention that
accompanies acting in his own films, he professes to yearn for anonymity.
Although a Jew to the core, he clearly craves and achieves gentile approval.
A celebrity and leading man, he relishes his ritualistic participation as an am-
ateur clarinetist in Monday-night jazz sessions at the fashionable Michael’s
Pub. Although he appears on the screen as a wonderfully open and caring
character, off the screen it is apparently impossible to communicate directly
with him unless you are Morley Safer of CBS, Maureen Dowd of the New
York Times, or Eric Lax for theNewYork TimesMagazine. A perfectionist as
a director and filmmaker, he emphasizes improvisation and instant creativity

23



on the set. An original American auteur, he relies heavily on collaboration
with great photographers such as Gordon Willis and Carlo Di Palma and
cowriters such asMarshall Brickman. A recognizedmaster of comedy, he has
pinned his hopes for glory on the success of more serious work. Blessed in
so many ways, he faces economic problems in the film industry and personal
domestic difficulties that may signal a sea change in his life.
Beneath the myth and the legends of Woody Allen flows his nearly obses-

sive concern about his work and art. For me, this provides the key to the
man and his films – how seriously he takes himself and his efforts at artistic
creation. This is what we will focus on throughout this study: his work as
an artist. This also remains a controversial aspect of his career. For some,
Allen suffers from seriousness and never should have departed from his
sole concentration on comedy. However, what seems more important is
how Allen has regarded himself and directed his own career. For years, he
persistently argued that it would be easy to maintain his popularity through
comedy, to do commercially successful films filled with sight gags and phys-
ical comedy – to write, act in, and direct movies that provide a platform for
his verbal humor. However, as his work matured and strengthened, his am-
bitions and goals also changed. As he moved from stage to stage, from gag
writing to performing, from screen writing and acting to complete artistic
responsibility for his films, he felt increasingly compelled to deal with life
and experience in totality. In attempting to fulfill the artistic, dramatic, and
thematic potential of his humor and filmmaking, he tended toward develop-
ing other, complex aspects of experience. He believes that doing this requires
expanding his creativity into the domains of tragedy and pathos.
In a sense, the concern for the tragic was always there as an incipient

form in his earlier work. Such darkness can be discerned in how he dealt
with some of his comic material. As already noted, even his previous work
as a gag writer and stand-up comic, as well as elements in his early films,
involved a complex, ironic, andmultidimensional perspective on subjects and
material that were infused with undertones of sadness and tragedy: politics,
sexuality, violence, death, chaos, failure, and alienation. Also, the frustration
of formulaic work done at another’s direction and the restrictions of meeting
the artistic expectations of others certainly motivated him to expand his own
creative horizons.
In any case, in the films dating from the early 1970s through the 1980s

that we shall study – Play It Again, Sam, Annie Hall, Manhattan, Zelig,
The Purple Rose of Cairo, Hannah and Her Sisters, and Crimes and Mis-
demeanors – Allen’s work takes his own comedy seriously. The characters
are important even as jokes. His technical, literary, visual, and linguistic
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innovations are designed to introduce complexity and intensity to his hu-
mor. Instead of continuing on the proven path of zany comedy, he carefully
creates films that forman original union of the serious and comedic. From the
early 1970s, his best work achieves a balance and integration of darkness
and light.
Accordingly, Iwill takeAllen’s visual and verbal humor seriously, as part of
a broader artistic achievement and innovation, partly in the hope that such a
study of his depth and range ultimately will contribute to our appreciation of
the humor itself. I will analyze some of hismost important films by describing
howhe puts them together andmakes themwork. In particular, it is necessary
to examine how the humor and sadness work together and how verbal and
visual humor are integrated. The films need to be viewed as a total process
of complex creativity.
At the core of this process rests Allen’s transition from a verbal and literary
figure to a filmmaker. He becomes an artist whose genius for visual inven-
tion and creativity matches his linguistic originality until both aspects of his
work cohere into an exciting art form. He learns to use shots, sequences, and
visualizations with a technical dexterity and artistic creativity comparable to
the use of language in his humorous writings. His films thereby become both
a visual text and a literary text, an integrated cinetext of visual and verbal
images and signs. This cinetextual process of creation will be examined by
looking critically at individual moments within the films, by studying the
films as a whole, by determining how individual shots and scenes develop
depth of character and propel narration, and by relating the films to each
other. It will be necessary also to consider some of the many artistic sources
and influences in film and literature that Allen uses for his own cinematic
creativity. As already suggested, these range widely from an extremely eclec-
tic group of Americans, including Orson Welles and Groucho Marx, to the
major European film directors from Fellini and De Sica to Bergman. Both
an Englishman and an American, Charlie Chaplin is also an extraordinar-
ily important influence in helping to shape Allen’s cinematic and comedic
imagination. Allen’s ambition and hope, as expressed in several interviews
throughout his career, to place at least some of his work in this line of great
filmmaking warrants a thoughtful response.
This critical focus onAllen’s work engenders a dilemma and a danger – but
also an opportunity. For students of film, taking Woody Allen’s somber side
seriously should be considered an occupational hazard. Relating the darker
aspects of his vision to the lighter glow of his humor invites charges – which
I reject – of sharing his alleged pretentiousness and, even worse, of missing
the point of Allen’s genius at humor and his tragic flaw inmoving away from
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a complete commitment to comedy. Such concerns about taking Allen too
seriously are especially important in light of developments within critical
theory of film and literature. To many, film and literary study have become
entirely too ponderous. Applying critical theory to Allen could amount to
committing a double sin of adding insult to injury by using a critical termi-
nology upon a comic talent that was meant for pure enjoyment. Therefore,
some consideration should be given at the beginning to my methodology, to
the important question of what critical and analytical tools, concepts, and
methods, will be used in studying his films.
In the past three decades, feminism, psychoanalysis, and semiotics have

tended to dominate academic schools and approaches to film criticism.
Obviously, the mere application of these critical approaches does not guar-
antee critical depth or power. To the contrary, their use can deaden the
experience of art and film. For many, even the mention of these methods
destroys the enjoyment and natural vitality of cinema and art. Nevertheless,
their influence is pervasive and their use ubiquitous. It is impossible to seri-
ously study film or literature today, especially in an academic setting, without
considering feminist concerns for the place and objectification of women or
without confronting psychoanalytic insights into the presence of the uncon-
scious in hidden areas of literary and cinematic text. It also has become
commonplace to use linguistic and semiotic terminology about the forma-
tion of the subject in a text as a way of discussing character, power, and
meaning in a literary or cinematic work. The semiotic and linguistic use of
signs and signifers within a broader signifying process that renders subjectiv-
ity and meaning appears in much contemporary criticism. Such critics also
tend to give special attention to the role of art as a commodity and as part
of a greater system of industrial and technological production. In combina-
tion with an appreciation for the inexorable relationship of art to the social
and economic roots of culture, this body of criticism has transformed the
contemporary study of literature, art, and film.
The opening chapters of this book reflect somewhat the influence of the

critical thought I have described. It seems to me that Allen and much of con-
temporary critical theory should work well together because he concentrates
so intensely on the place and situation of women, the role of psychoanalysis,
and the social construction of art forms. Considering some of the insights of
theory caused me to think in new ways about much of Allen’s work: his use
of the camera to reverse the traditional pattern of making women the object
of desire in cinema; his development of narrative to dramatize desire and the
working of the unconscious; his separation of the elements of cinema such as
sight and sound to create interesting psychological conditions; his complex
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rendering of the continual fragmentation of subjectivity and identity; his vi-
sual presentation of situations of psychic, social, and linguistic alienation
and separation; and his self-conscious direction and cinematography that
force the viewer to think about the film process itself and the viewer’s own
subjectivity within it.
However, for some readers, the opening chapters of this study may con-
stitute a first exposure or introduction to aspects of current critical thinking.
This is not necessarily unfortunate, considering the importance placed on
such critical thought by so many writers and theorists. While wishing to en-
gage and challenge the reader and viewer versed in current critical thought, I
also would be pleased to give others an opportunity to begin thinking about
howmuch is to be gained by working with these critical concepts and apply-
ing them to an important body of work. Obviously, any critical study such
as this one needs to be questioned in terms of the case it makes for the im-
portance and value of its subject as well as for its method of examining that
subject. A study of the contribution ofWoody Allen may be an agreeable and
worthwhile place to start such a process and pattern of critical evaluation.
Furthermore, throughout this study, I seek to place Allen and his work
within the context of American culture and history as both an artist and a
creative consciousness. So isolated and different in somany ways, so anxious
and intellectual, so urban and Jewish in his speech and mannerisms, Allen is
also so American. American in his awareness and representation of the world
around andwithin him, he has become a major cultural symbol of a mind-set
and way of life. The quintessential New Yorker, he is our Gatsby looking
out, not at Long Island, but at the city itself with the persistent wonder and
awe that, in America, all things are still possible and all transformations can
and will occur.
As part of Allen’s involvement in understanding and representing the
American experience today, his films deal with broad social and cultural
subjects, themes that comprise the core of contemporary life. Allen’s intel-
ligent treatment of these subjects contributes to the literary and intellectual
aura that tends to characterize his work. The subjects that comprise the
body of his work often include a self-reflexive consideration of cinema it-
self as an art form, the relevance of middle-class values to the complexities
of modern life, the ambiguities and anxieties of Jewish identity, the joys
and perils of existence in New York, the nature of comedy and its value
as a form of therapy, the efficacy of psychoanalysis, and the power of love
and loyalty in a corrupt society. The works suggest a genuine, if somewhat
general, appreciation for and engagement with existential and ethical issues
regarding human values and relationships. Allen’s place in the intellectual
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and artistic milieu of New York City, his connection to Jewish culture and
life, and his democratic and moralistic attitude toward American history
and politics also make him part of a mainstream ideological perspective
that frequently seems to contradict his equally strong proclivity toward non-
conformity and iconoclasm.2 Allen’s films generally do not suggest an easy
resolution to these tensions of modern life. Instead, he often dramatizes these
issues by conveying them through a fragmented consciousness that in itself
suggests psychic and social displacement. Throughout many of these films,
an awareness of psychoanalysis operates as a kind of master narrative to pro-
vide some tentative means for organizing the chaos of modern experience,
although for Allen even Freudian theory fails as a total solution to life’s
dilemmas.
Allen’s work incorporates psychoanalysis and the unconscious into the

very form of the films, as opposed to privileging a dominant psychoanalytical
perspective, as in Alfred Hitchcock’s Marnie and Psycho. Hitchcock’s films
sometimes assume a psychological voice of authority to explain character and
behavior from a fairly conventional clinical point of view. In contrast, Allen
tries to use visual images and language to replicate on the screen the processes
of psychic instability and confusion. Allen’s penchant for psychoanalysis
makes his films accessible to contemporary critical approaches that focus on
the place of women in cinema. These critical perspectives tend to emphasize
dichotomies related to women’s traditional role in classic cinema as objects
or spectacles that cultivate narcissism while denying empowerment. Such
critics as Stanley Cavell, Teresa de Lauretis, and Lucy Fischer maintain that
these issues share a common basis in the psychoanalytic understanding of the
relationship between the unconscious and cinema. For Allen, these subjects
appear in his presentation of gender and sexual relationships.While some see
only self-centered sexism in his work, one also can discern “sexts,” a term
used by Helen Cixous, the radical-feminist critic, to expound the need for
revealing, regarding, and revolutionizing woman’s body, voice, and place.3

The result is that an Allen film often becomes a psychoanalysis of our culture
and times, often one espousing major change.
While Allen’s analysis in film is invariably funnier than the critics who

explain it, it also is one he takes seriously. For Allen, the capacity for cinema
to move fluidly between verbal script and the visual image gives the medium
extraordinary power to invade individual perceptions and influence pub-
lic consciousness. Vulnerable to the perverse exploitations of propaganda,
cinema also can be a potent force for personal renewal and cultural regenera-
tion, including a potential revivification of American perspectives and values.
Allen’swork, therefore, followsChristianMetz’s notion of the “programme”
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of “experimental cinema” to “subvert and enrich perception, to put it in
closer touch with the unconscious, to ‘decensor’ it as far as possible.”4

Allen’s cinematic explorations of new artistic techniques as well as broad
cultural subjects parallel literary ventures into similar territory by such writ-
ers as Philip Roth and E. L. Doctorow, important American Jeremiahs who
constantly attack the moral status quo. Allen puts their urbanity, ethnicity,
humor, and self-deprecation into the visual dimension of film. All three as-
sault the barriers demarcating fiction and reality, story and history, with the
same audacity that characterizes their attacks on boundaries of class and
prejudice. Moreover, they each experiment with the decentered narrative
self to redefine authorship as a recreative relationship between the so-called
interior and exterior authors. In many of Doctorow’s novels, including such
works as World’s Fair and Billy Bathgate, the internal narrators and the
author exist in marriages of mutually invented identities that are as happy as
Roth and his Zuckerman are destructive in their sadomasochism. Similarly,
Allen, like Zelig, is inconceivable outside of the picture or photograph. In
most of Allen’s films, the exterior author exists in relationship to the interior
narrator. For all three authors – Allen, Roth, and Doctorow – the decentered
self becomes, in Kaja Silverman’s term, “a synecdochic representation” of
displaced consciousness and reality.5

While Allen’s approach to and understanding of art and culture connect
him to many of his contemporaries, his importance to American humor in-
vites a comparison to an earlier literary figure as well, Mark Twain. Allen’s
ultimate impact on both humor in America and film as an art form osten-
sibly could make his achievement and place in our culture comparable to
that of Twain. Whereas Twain developed frontier humor and storytelling
into an original and complex art form capable of containing multiple levels
of cultural and linguistic meaning, Allen has turned a gift for oral and writ-
ten comedy into his personal cinematic style of integrating dialog, music,
cinematography, setting, action, and characterization. Allen needed to find
an artistic form that could express his humor and intellectual and personal
concerns without sacrificing, as Henry Nash Smith said of Twain, “art to
ideology.”6 Just as Twain learned in one tale, according to Walter Blair, to
move from oral to written humor, so Allen found his vision and voice in the
film version of Play It Again, Sam (1972), which he starred in and wrote.7 In
this film, important techniques – voice-overs, traditional frame narratives,
music, and visual images – are employed in imaginative ways that are de-
veloped further in later films. He moved from simply repeating the jokes in
his popular stories, comic routines, and anecdotes to the creation of original
cinema. Allen dramatizes this process of self-growth from stand-up comic
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and gag writer to director within his own films. In Everything You Always
Wanted to Know About Sex, we see him as a pathetic court jester. However,
five years later in 1977, he documents in Annie Hall his own transition from
disillusioned gag writer and successful stand-up comic to a serious, credible
artist. As Eric Lax writes in his popular biography of Allen:

He has grown from a comedian translating a monologue into film in
Take the Money and Run to a character using a vast array of film
techniques (split screen, cartoons, flashback, narration, stream of con-
sciousness, fantasy) to tell his story inAnnie Hall to an ironic commen-
tator on values and artistic fulfillment in Crimes and Misdemeanors.
The cinematography he has used to show his stories ranges from the
crude, hand-held-camera style of Take the Money and Bananas to the
deeply contrasted, Ansel Adams–like black and white in Manhattan
to the cartoon brightness of Radio Days and Alice to the autumnal
richness of Hannah, Another Woman, and September.8

In a pattern that continues, interestingly enough, to compare with Twain’s
career, Allen’s humor becomes steadily more complex as he matures as an
artist. In both, humor refracts hidden forces from the unconscious. Whereas
Freud actually mentions Twain in Civilization and Its Discontents as an
example of the psychoanalytic uses of humor, Allen is like Roth in his
self-conscious exploitation of Freud to intensify the effect of voicing the
unspeakable.9 While Allen joins Twain, Roth, and so many others in us-
ing humor as a force for destruction and reconstruction, he also advances a
modern technology of humor through his use of the camera, screenwriting,
and direction in his films. In the canon of Allen’s major films, Play It Again,
Sam is, as already noted, a transitional work. As Nancy Pogel notes, “In this
early Allen film, there are foreshadowings of the later films where filmmaker,
audience, and characters will all be implicated more seriously in a mod-
ern viewpoint that permits no comforting certainties about what constitutes
fiction.” Thus, Play It Again, Sam initiates a process of artistic development
throughAnnieHall, Manhattan, BroadwayDanny Rose, The Purple Rose of
Cairo,Hannah andHer Sisters, andCrimes andMisdemeanors. These works
demonstrate an artistic progression in which cinematic creativity reinforces
an ideology of social and cultural reconstruction and revision. Submitting
these films to what William Rothman calls “a reading of the sequence, mo-
ment by moment” will reveal Allen’s rediscovery of basic questions of sexu-
ality, social identity and consciousness, existence, and morality.10

The fact that not Woody Allen but Herb Ross actually directed Play It
Again, Sam helps to mark the film as a transitional work for Allen. Ross
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worked fromAllen’s screenplay, an adaptation fromAllen’s successful Broad-
way play. Before Play It Again, Sam, Allen directed and wrote Take the
Money and Run and Bananas. The separation for Allen of the tasks of writ-
ing and directing in Play It Again, Sam signifies a moment of anticipation
and preparation for the artistic fulfillment of his subsequent films. Not quite
ready for the leap to being both director and writer in this major innovative
work, Allen’s acceptance of the division of labor in this film emphasizes the
transition in his creative career from so-called zany and idiosyncratic popu-
lar comedy to films of heightened sensitivity and moral complexity. The gap
between the roles of director and writer suggests a pause before achieving the
artistic maturity that now characterizes Allen’s work. Obviously, the credit
for the professionalism and talent of the direction belongs to Ross. However,
Allen’s creative imagination as articulated and presented in the screenplay
clearly dominate the film and place it within the Allen canon. The humor,
energy, manipulation of reality and fantasy, unconventional narrative tech-
nique, characterization, and plotting bear Allen’s distinctive signature and
contrast dramatically with Ross’ most successful films since Play It Again,
Sam, such as The Turning Point, The Seven Per Cent Solution, and The
Goodbye Girl.
From the moment that Play It Again, Sam first appears on the screen, we
realize that we are viewing a different kind of film. Play It Again, Sam opens
with its movie critic hero, Allan Felix, entranced as he views Casablanca in
a New York theater. More than just another movie about movies, the film’s
opening, as we soon will see, relates the complex analogies between the
formation of both the subject in language and the spectator in cinema to the
construction of gender in society. It connects the unconscious ambiguities
of sexual organization and gender construction to the social process of
investingmeaning in the signs and signifiers of sexual difference, subjectivity,
and social identity. In other words, it relates the process of achieving sexual
identity and subjectivity to the processes of signs and language that define
and develop such identity and subjectivity. Allen’s enactment of the signify-
ing process – the relationship of signs and signifiers to the things and objects
that are named and signified – and his entrapment and construction of the
viewer within it demonstrates the dependence of subjectivity and identity
upon visual and other signs or signifiers of experience. In the beginning mo-
ments of this movie, we get visible confirmation, as Silverman says, “of the
subject as a complex of signifying processes.”11 In effect, we witness the
semiotic invention of identity and reality. As the film progresses, it also will
confirm what this scene powerfully suggests about the sexual rootedness of
the relationship between subjectivity and the social construction of gender.
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Important to subjectivity and signification in Play It Again, Sam, an Allen
film usually involves a split self that dramatizes the construction of the sub-
ject, including Allen’s subjectivity as the basis for the screen character. The
camera and sound in the opening scene of the film demonstrate this process.
Such division and construction receive help from a crucial tension in all of
Woody Allen’s films in which he appears. This involves the relationship be-
tweenWoody Allen, the public personality, writer, and star, and the character
he plays – in this case, Allan Felix. Allen exploits this relationship to control
the audience’s expectations of him as a humorist. Just his appearance on the
screen will provoke laughter. In Play It Again, Sam, even the similarity of
names becomes a joke. Allen manipulates that expectation of humor into a
complex art. He uses the connection between himself as interior character
and external personality and director to introduce psychological, thematic,
and artistic complexity into his subjects, characterizations, and narratives.
The opening shots of Play It Again, Sam demonstrate and repeat a process

of shifting and volatile subjectivity for the viewer, Woody Allen, and Allan
Felix. As Allan watches Casablanca on the screen, subjectivity and identity
become largely ephemeral. Felix floats from being the imaginary subject of
the action of the movie to being simply a viewer who loses his identity and
ability to act through his total immersion into the interior film Casablanca,
which, to some extent, becomes the subject of the film Play It Again, Sam.
Ross’s camera, of course, conveys the images of changing subjectivity, but
the artistic and moral vision of a democratic fluidity between subjects and
viewers remains Allen’s. The sequence of shots from Bergman and Bogart
to Allen and back again demonstrates the fragmented and disjointed nature
of subjectivity. The visual images duplicate and dramatize psychic division.
This interlacing of glances and shots involving Bergman, Bogart, and Felix
places Felix psychologically in the film Casablanca. Bergman’s gaze from the
screen to Felix constitutes a life-giving act, endowing himwith a new identity
and reality in the darkened theater.
In Play It Again, Sam, the presentation of divided subjectivity through the

original use of camera and sound infuses psychic division and separation into
the very form, structure, and substance of the film. In the opening scenes of
the film, sound and image often are dramatically separated. Through most of
this sequence, when we hear Casablanca we are looking at Allan Felix, and
when we look at Casablanca there is little that is said. Indeed, when some
of the most important lines are spoken, we see them anticipated on Allan
Felix’s face. This careful separation of sight and sound creates an interesting
psychological effect, by reinforcing the split subjects of Woody Allen’s inte-
rior and exterior selves, suggesting a division within the signifying process
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itself as visual and auditory signs break from what seem to be signified.
Words, visual images, and sounds do not signify or cohere according to usual
expectations. Language and visual images suggest new meanings, often with
a humorous undercurrent. Again, the instance of Bergman’s apparent glance,
not at Bogart, but at Felix in the audience, exemplifies this cinetextual trans-
formation of the signifying process. Moreover, the separation of sight and
sound takes us away from the movie on the interior screen, Casablanca, and
positions us to enter into Felix’s divided consciousness as we not only hear
and see through him, but participate in his reactions.
This split subject comprises a cinetextual counterpart to what Julia
Kristeva discusses as the condition of chora, a semiotic process describing
the situation that precedes the syntactical organization and coherence of the
paternal, symbolic period in psychological development. Kristeva writes:

Plato’s Timeus speaks of a chora . . . receptacle . . . unnamable, improb-
able, hybrid, anterior to naming, to the One, to the father, and con-
sequently, maternally connoted to such an extent that it merits “not
even the rank of syllable.” One can describe more precisely than did
philosophical intuition the particularities of this signifying disposition
that I have just named semiotic – a term which quite clearly designates
that we are dealing with a disposition that is definitely heterogeneous
to meaning but always in sight of it or in either a negative or surplus
relationship to it.12

Lacanian feminist critics such as Juliet Mitchell, Jacqueline Rose, and Jane
Gallop discuss this situation as the pre-Oedipal, prelinguistic stage of images
that precedes symbolic order and meaning and the Oedipal break into lan-
guage. Rigid perimeters between fantasy and reality, interior psychological
space and external reality, unfulfilled desire and moral prohibition become
blurred.
This stage, which is a semiotic, presymbolic phase of development,
describes the condition in which we find Allan Felix in the beginning of
Play It Again, Sam. The darkened theater becomes a linguistic womb, a
fresh beginning for Felix that disrupts ordinary organization and develop-
ment. Most important, the split psyche and subject imply a disordering of
conventional sexual organization that creates the possibility for new sexual
ordering. Indeed, Allan Felix’s condition and place before the screen in the
theater suggest the kind of passivity that once was assumed to be part of
feminine nature. Allan Felix takes what Stanley Cavell calls “the position of
the feminine” in that he shares with women the classic Hollywood camera’s
proclivity toward their objectification and “victimization.”13 From Felix’s
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infantile perspective in the theater, Bergman and Bogart are the classic fan-
tasy parents of the Freudian “family romance” in which the child invents
parents that confirmhis or her secretwish for sexual, emotional, and physical
omnipotence.14 Felix clearly loves both Bogart and Bergman and wants to
be loved by and to possess both. Thus, the complex opening scenes of sepa-
rated shots and sounds use the visual and auditory signs of cinema to suggest
the sexual ambivalence and insecurity that haunt Allan Felix. The film not
only tells us about this situation and gives us a character who embodies it, it
renders the condition of sexual uncertainty in the form of the reorganization
of the movie’s signifying process. The reordering of language and image in
this scene replicates Felix’s internal disorder and anticipates his search for
love and identity.
Reliving the moments of Casablanca on some deep psychic level, Allan

Felix’s facial contortions while viewing it render a seismic record of every-
thing he sees and hears on the screen. Not surprisingly, when Casablanca
ends and the lights go on, Allan Felix finds himself as confused as someone
waking from a dream, suddenly uncertain of his identity and distressed by
his surroundings. For Allan Felix, the world on the screen seems especially
real and intimate when compared with his daily existence. His depression
on leaving the theater and the domination of his bedroom by Bogart posters
further suggest his fragile psychic state. In the universe of signifying rela-
tionships, cinema and theater and onscreen and offscreen reality exist and
operate on a continuum of experience.
Incorporating, as we said, the unconscious and semiotic within its very

form, Play It Again, Sam emphasizes the materiality of film by bringing at-
tention to the various elements of camera shot and sound track that comprise
film. In addition, the film also makes the important connection between the
structure and nature of films and the way dreams are formed and function.
As Silverman says, “Because one of the registers of its inscription is that used
by the unconscious in the production of dreams,” film “has the capacity not
only to depict the displacements of waking desire but to do so in a language
familiar to the sleeping subject.” The characteristics of dreams that originally
inspired Freud in The Interpretation of Dreams to say, “the interpretation of
dream is the royal road to a knowledge of the unconscious activities of the
mind,” are intrinsic to Allen’s major films – symbolism, disordered narrative
and time sequence, the separation of the senses, the condensation of complex,
often contradictory, meanings and events into imaginary or distorted images,
and the displacement of latent, inner realities by invented experiences that
seem ludicrous or incredible until analyzed.15 Obviously, these same aspects
of dreams lend themselves to humorous uses, as Freud himself maintained
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in Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious. Of course, the use of these
elements of dreams has become a trademark of Allen’s films. Casablanca
becomes Allan Felix’s dream, endlessly repeated because it structures in a
symbolic form his innermost yearnings, fears, and aggressions. Felix’s com-
pulsion to repeat the experience of the movie is at once pathetic, neurotic,
and humorous.
Moreover, Allan Felix’s experience in the theater seems to be an almost
perfect dramatization of Jean-Louis Baudry’s poststructuralist theory of the
psychoanalytic dimension of cinema. Baudry says that, “taking into account
the darkness of the movie theater, the relative passivity of the situation, the
forced immobility of the cine-subject, and the effects which result from the
projection of images, moving images, the cinematographic apparatus brings
about a state of artificial regression.” Remembering that Felix undergoes
precisely this kind of regression in a setting similar to Baudry’s description
of the cinematic situation, Baudry’s formulation of the relationship between
cinema and the unconscious mind of the viewer helps to explain the process
behind Felix’s psychic state as he views Casablanca. Baudry goes on to say
of cinema’s effect on the viewer:

It artificially leads back to an anterior phase of his development – a
phase which is barely hidden, as dream and certain pathological forms
of our mental life have shown. It is the desire, unrecognized as such
by the subject, to return to this phase, an early state of development
with its own forms of satisfaction which may play a determining role
in his desire for cinema and the pleasure he finds in it. Return toward a
relative narcissism, and even more toward a mode of relating to reality
which could be defined as enveloping and in which the separation
between one’s own body and the exterior world is not well defined.
Following this line of reasoning, one may then be able to understand the
reasons for the intensity of the subject’s attachment to the images and
the process of identification created by cinema. A return to a primitive
narcissism by the regression of the libido, Freud tells us, noting that
the dreamer occupies the entire field of the dream scene; the absence
of delimitation of the body; the transfusion of the interior out into the
exterior . . . without excluding other processes of identification which
derive from the specular regime of the ego, from its constitution as
“Imaginary.”16

The relevance of Baudry’s contemporary psychoanalytical and semiologi-
cal theory to Play It Again, Sam suggests something of the complexity and
originality of Allen’s understanding of film.
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In the years since Play It Again, Sam first appeared, repeated showings
of the film have made it part of our popular consciousness so those famous
classic scenes fromCasablanca seem like the inevitable beginning of the film.
In fact, we remember that the original play on Broadway actually opened
with Felix watching Bogart in The Maltese Falcon tell Mary Astor that she
would have to take the fall for her crimes in spite of – or perhaps secretly
because of – his love for her. There are some important benefits from this
change that reflect the transition from Allen’s play to the film. In the movie
version, Play It Again, Sam plays scenes from Casablanca in which Bogart
speaks two of Casablanca’s most famous and important lines that could
serve as epigraphs to frame and introduce the Allen movie. “We’ll always
have Paris” – a line repeated sardonically later in Manhattan – and “Here’s
looking at you, kid.”
In other words, absence and presence. The lines from Casablanca can be

interpreted to typify the central concerns of film in general, according to
Cavell, and of Play It Again, Sam in particular, as well as all of Allen’s films
since. To psychoanalytically oriented critics such as Cavell, Silverman, and
Metz, cinematic images rest upon absence. To them, cinema’s dependence
upon image, as opposed to the physical presence of characters or text as in
drama and reading, influences the viewer’s response and the cinematic expe-
rience. The idea that “the film is the medium of visible absence,” as Cavell
says, suggests how film epitomizes the psychoanalytical condition and situa-
tion of what has come to be called desire or the inability to achieve ultimate
sexual or emotional fulfillment and identity because of the split and frag-
mented nature of the human psyche.17 In this sense, absence, presence, and
desire are at the heart of Allen’s interest and work. In his work since Play It
Again, Sam, visual appearances are signs of displacement and separation, of
unbridgeable gaps between unfathomable experience and inadequate sym-
bols of frustration, of the unspeakable unconscious and the conscious search
for meaning. For Allen, visual signs are masks for buried experiences that
grow more and more distant the more one tries to chase them down.
Equally significant in the replacement of The Maltese Falcon by

Casablanca in the film version of Play It Again, Sam is the resulting change
from Sam Spade, the nearly pathological hero of the Dashiell Hammett story,
to Rick of Casablanca. It is not just that Rick is a far more sympathetic
character than Sam Spade. Rick is the classic American hero altered by the
movement from the Western frontier to the frontier of the impending battle
against fascism. To make this point it should not be necessary to review the
entire film, but only to reiterate what has been said about it over the years
by so many critics and audiences. Reluctant, stoic, isolated, and charismatic,
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Rick is the embodiment of the archetypal American hero of classic and
popular culture. He epitomizes the external hardness and indifference that
masks the inner yearnings and earnestness of the American hero. By using
this Bogart character as a vehicle for further fragmentation and decentering
of subjectivity, Allen explores the relationship of cinematic text to cultural
and social text. The screenplay and images of Play It Again, Sam overlap
with the cultural codes of American heroism, manhood, and commitment.
Indeed, the association and development of the Bogart figure inPlay It Again,
Sam would be meaningless if it did not take place within a broader field of
significance that has deep historic roots in our culture. By integrating the
Bogart code and hero within the process of cinematic reconsideration, Allen
establishes a means for proffering the reconstruction of American character.
He contrives a new American hero that is similar to the new hero of thought
and sensitivity in the work of Roth, Doctorow, and Bellow. From the midst
of psychic fragmentation and visual displacement there emerges a vulnerable
hero with an intense interior life who articulates his fears and exposes his
emotional dependence on others – and makes us laugh to boot. In contrast
to the classic Bogart myth of American manhood, Allen’s hero finds love and
identity by revealing rather than repressing pain, fear, and dependence. For
the Allen hero, emotional expression means empowerment through parody,
sarcasm, and humor. Such humor contaminates the privileged detachment of
the Bogart hero and vitiates his hard-boiled isolationism and his immunity
from commitment and dependence.
Allen conveys the psychology and character of this new American hero
through a series of extremely humorous scenes and moments. Felix’s fantasy
of physical violence and booze-inspired seduction shatters into a squeaky
yes when the doorbell rings. Every action and pretense of stereotypical mas-
culine power portrays its opposite: lack of stature, impotence, fear, and even
deceit and betrayal as opposed to inner strength and loyalty. The humor in
these scenes gains added emotional impact through its suggestion of subsur-
face tension, complexity, and uncertainty. His battles with a hair dryer and
various powders, deodorants, and cosmetics; his dependence upon aspirin,
Darvon, and other drugs; and his failures at social conversation and casual
dating all certify him as an anxious nebbish. They also suggest a deep-seated
sexual uncertainty and inadequacy that extends from him to the culture as
a whole as evidenced by other elements in the film, including the relation-
ship between Diane Keaton and Tony Roberts, the characterizations of other
female figures, and the implied criticism of contemporary life-styles.
A neglected dimension of Allen’s work involves this subversion, as seen
in Play It Again, Sam, of sexual stereotypes, gender roles, and cultural
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archetypes. Because of the profound changes inspired by both the sexual
and the women’s revolutions, it is easy to disregard the place of Play It
Again, Sam in this continuing social, cultural, and sexual transformation.
The film’s impulse for change perhaps seems muted when compared to the
efforts of movements for drastic sexual and gender reform. In fact, instead of
being recognized for engaging these controversial issues and moving toward
change, Allen, like Philip Roth, often has been misinterpreted and vilified
for his treatment of sex and gender.
In retrospect, Allen inPlay It Again, Sam could echo Roth’s claim to be one

of the first on the beachhead of the sexual revolution.18 Subsequent scandal
and controversy in Allen’s later personal life could not have been readily
predicted based solely on an awareness of his intelligent and creative work
related to gender and sexuality at this time of change. Thus, the grounding of
Allen’s work in psychoanalysis and semiotics means that his reconsideration
of sexuality, gender, and character occurs from the ground up, so to speak,
fromthe psychological to the cultural. Sharing an appreciation for Freudwith
Roth, Allen’s insights into sexuality, gender, and culture stand on a theory
of the unconscious and sexual difference as well as ideology. Play It Again,
Sam, therefore, encourages the Freudian impulse toward the recognition of
and encounter with the other or opposite gender that comprises an aspect of
one’s self and character.
Further explanation of Freud’s theory on this subject might be helpful in

suggesting the depth of Allen’s own appreciation for the complexity of these
issues of sexuality and gender. As Freud developed his initial theories of sex-
uality, he placed increasing emphasis on sexual ambivalence and the overall
uncertainty of sexual designations and characteristics ascribed to masculin-
ity and femininity. In 1915 he added an important footnote to Three Essays
on theTheory of Sexuality inwhichhe asserted, “that the concepts of ‘mascu-
line’ and ‘feminine,’ whose meaning seems so unambiguous to ordinary peo-
ple, are among the most confused that occur in science.” Freud distinguished
between three uses of these terms, the sociological, which derives from obser-
vation of social behavior, the biological, which concerns physical attributes,
and the most important, “the sense of activity and passivity.” He writes:

Such observation shows that in humanbeings pure masculinity or femi-
ninity is not to be found either in a psychological or biological sense. Ev-
ery individual on the contrary displays a mixture of the character-traits
belonging to his own and to the opposite sex; and he shows a combina-
tion of activity and passivity whether or not these last character-traits
tally with his biological ones.19
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Freud pursued this insight into sexual uncertainty and ambivalence. Assum-
ing that the theory itself continued to require much greater investigation
and study, he articulated and clarified it as his theory of bisexuality. In
Civilization and Its Discontents, he writes:

The theory of bisexuality is still surrounded by many obscurities and
we cannot but feel it as a serious impediment in psychoanalysis that it
has not yet found any link with the theory of the instincts. However
this may be, if we assume it as a fact that each individual seeks to
satisfy both male and female wishes in his sexual life, we are prepared
for the possibility that those [two sets of] demands are not fulfilled by
the same object, and that they interfere with each other unless they can
be kept apart and each impulse guided into a particular channel that
is suited to it.20

After further reflection upon the complexity of this issue of bisexuality,
near the end of his life and career Freud came to see this sexual ambivalence
as a special source of conflict and pathology. Bothmen andwomenwere con-
tinually in contention with the opposite sex within themselves. Evidencing
a degree of his own Victorian sexism and latent ambiguity toward women,
Freud maintained in “Analysis Terminable and Interminable” (1937) that,
in women, sexual ambivalence often led to certain forms of overaggression,
while in men it inspired a crippling fear of castration and dependence.21

It can be argued that one of the most interesting and powerful aspects
of Play It Again, Sam concerns how Woody Allen and Diane Keaton, as
the characters Allan Felix and Linda Christie, develop a relationship that
responds to the kind of sexual ambivalence Freud describes. They are sexual
counterparts. Linda cultivates and brings out the feminine in Felix’s char-
acter, while Felix proffers the love Linda lacks and encourages her to move
beyond passivity and become more aggressive in articulating her emotional
and personal needs as a woman and wife. Beneath the awkwardness and
insecurity of their initial lovemaking rests the more basic uncertainty of
sexuality and gender roles and definitions. Felix overcompensates for the
feminine part of his nature by fantasizing about ridiculous notions of exag-
gerated masculine sexual prowess in the form of the Bogart hero. Linda, on
the other hand, failing to deal with her husband’s neglect, internalizes her
anger and frustration by developing a deep sense of inadequacy, insecurity,
and guilt. Expressing the feminine side of his nature makes Felix a man to
and with her, while also inspiring her to act and develop a voice and persona
of her own.
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Figure 1. Woody Allen, as Allan Felix in Play It Again, Sam, tries to pick up a dancer,
played by Suzanne Zenor, at a disco. (Courtesy of Paramount Pictures. Play It Again,
Sam, copyright c 1972 by Paramount Pictures; all rights reserved.)

Felix’s unconscious ambivalence achieves humorous but definite expres-
sion in a crucial parapraxis or misstatement that, according to Freud, reveals
latent or repressed wishes and fears. It occurs while Linda and Felix are at
a discotheque. Felix is wildly attracted to a young girl on the dance floor
(Fig. 1). Significantly, Felix links his feelings toward her with a comment
about his mother: “She’s a doll! I would sell my mother to the Arabs for that
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girl!” As Linda urges him to dance with her, Felix says, “I love you, Miss –
whoever you are – I want to have your child.” Of course, the statement could
easily be dismissed as the product of nervous overstimulation; but, in fact,
it advances what could be called the “feminine” side of his nature – to be
possessed, to bear life, and to nurture – which has been present throughout
the film. Instead of perpetuating sexist attitudes, this scene, as a miniature
of the entire film, undermines conventional attitudes. Visually the scene says
one thing: Felix once again agonizes over a beautiful woman. The language,
however, subverts that sexual intention, revealing disguised desires, while his
relationship with Linda contradicts the Bogart ideology of insensitive male
aggressiveness. Thus, the cinetext also delineates a counterideology of love
and vulnerability that the unconscious both requires and represses.
In Play It Again, Sam, love, as Freud would have it, does not solve the
problems of human relationships or absolve one of guilt for committing
wrong; but it does help one to mature. Love enables Felix to escape the end-
less repetition of his “family romance” and to overcome his obsession with
Bogart in order to become his own man. As Felix says, “I’m short enough
and ugly enough to succeed by myself.” Learning to live with himself rather
than by imitating false models, Felix really confronts aspects of his character
that are hidden, but frightening, sources of strength. Similarly, Linda makes
a mature decision to return to her husband, Dick, using language that can
be interpreted as blatantly suggestive of Freud’s insights into sexuality.
Moreover, Felix and Linda also fulfill Freud’s prophecy that, as individu-
als, all we can ever achieve is the transformation of “hysterical misery into
common unhappiness.”22 And yet great social, cultural, and artistic changes
have occurred. A reconstruction of character and experience has transpired
before our eyes. Both the interior and exterior narrators of Play It Again,
Sam have been transformed. Felix declares his readiness to stand alone, while
Woody Allen emerges as a figure of major importance. Felix walks off into
the fog to find his destiny (in the play version this takes the form of a new
girl). Woody, in turn, goes off to achieve new levels of acclaim and recog-
nition in Annie Hall. Abandoning Bogart becomes more than a personal
triumph, but a cultural transition as well.
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