
CONTRIBUTORS
Richard Allen is Professor and Chair of Cinema Studies at New York University. He 

is author of Projecting Illusion (1995) and Hitchcock’s Romantic Irony (2007) and 
coeditor of Film Theory and Philosophy (1997) and Wittgenstein, Theory and the Arts 
(2002) among other books.

Dudley Andrew is Professor of Film and Comparative Literature at Yale University, 
where he directs the graduate film program. Specializing in French film and culture 
and issues of world cinema, he has written books on the history of film theory and 
is currently at work on the specificity of the cinematic image and reflections around 
the writing of André Bazin.

Giorgio Biancorosso was a Mellon Fellow at the Society of Fellows in the 
Humanities at Columbia University in 2001–3 and is now an Assistant Professor 
in Music and Film Theory, Music Department, the University of Hong Kong. 
Biancorosso is completing a book, under contract with Oxford University Press, 
called Musical Aesthetics through Cinema. He has written for the journals Music 
and Letters, ECHO, and Future Anterior and the collections Bad Music (2004), 
Wagner and Cinema (forthcoming), and Popular Music and the Postmodern Auteur 
(forthcoming).

Ronald Bogue is Distinguished Research Professor of Comparative Literature at the 
University of Georgia. His books include Deleuze and Guattari (1989), Deleuze 
on Cinema (2003), and Deleuze’s Way: Essays in Transverse Ethics and Aesthetics 
(2007).

David Bordwell is Jacques Ledoux Professor Emeritus of Film Studies at the University 
of Wisconsin, Madison. He has written many books on film aesthetics, including 
The Way Hollywood Tells It (2006) and Poetics of Cinema (2007).

Noël Carroll is a Distinguished Professor of Philosophy at the Graduate Center of 
the City University of New York. His most recent books are The Philosophy of 
Motion Pictures and On Criticism. He is presently working on A Short Introduction 
to Humor.

Francesco Casetti, born in Trento, on 2 April 1947, is Full Professor at Università 
Cattolica of Milano, where he also serves as Chair of the Department of Media 
and Performing Arts. He is the author of Inside the Gaze: The Fiction Film and Its 
Spectator (1999), Theories of Cinema, 1945–1995 (1999), and Eye of the Century: 
Film, Experience, Modernity (2008). Coeditor (with Roger Odin) of the special issue 

TF17557.indb   10 16/9/08   15:47:14



CONTRIBUTORS

xi

of Communications, 51 (1990) (“Télévisions/Mutations”), he has been a visiting 
professor at many universities, including, most recently, Yale, and is President of the 
Association of Film and Television Teachers in the Italian Universities. 

Jinhee Choi is Lecturer in Film Studies at the University of Kent, UK. She is the 
coeditor of Philosophy of Film and Motion Pictures (2005) with Noël Carroll and is 
completing a monograph on contemporary South Korean cinema.

Amy Coplan is Associate Professor of Philosophy at California State University, 
Fullerton. Her research interests include philosophy of emotion, philosophy of film, 
feminism, and ancient Greek philosophy. She has published articles on various 
types of character engagement, including empathy, sympathy, and emotional 
contagion, as well as on Terrence Malick’s The Thin Red Line, the popular television 
show House, and horror films. She is currently editing a collection on the film Blade 
Runner for the Routledge series, Philosophers on Film, and co-editing an inter-
disciplinary collection titled Empathy: Philosophical and Psychological Perspectives 
(forthcoming).

Angela Curran is Assistant Professor of Philosophy at Carleton College, Minnesota. 
Her work in aesthetics has investigated topics in Aristotle’s aesthetics and the 
philosophy of film, and her current project is on Aristotle’s account of our emotional 
engagement with art. She is the coeditor of Philosophy of Film: Introductory Text and 
Readings (2005).

David Davies is Associate Professor in the Department of Philosophy at McGill 
University, Montréal. He is the author of Art as Performance (2004) and Aesthetics 
and Literature (2007) and editor of The Thin Red Line (2008) in the series 
Philosophers on Film. He has published articles on philosophical issues in the 
philosophies of film, photography, literature, and the visual arts and on topics 
in metaphysics, philosophy of mind, philosophy of language, and philosophy of 
science. He is currently working on a book on the philosophical foundations of the 
performing arts.

Carol Donelan is an Associate Professor in the Department of Cinema and Media 
Studies at Carleton College, Minnesota, where she teaches courses in film history 
and theory, film modes and genres, directors, national cinemas, and television 
studies. She has published articles on the politics of gender in cinema and on 
teaching film theory in a post-film, post-theory era. Her research interests include 
melodrama and the history of moviegoing and film exhibition in small towns 
and rural areas.

Susan Dwyer is Chair and Associate Professor of Philosophy at the University of 
Maryland, Baltimore County. Previously she taught at McGill University, Montréal. 
She specializes in ethics and public policy, moral psychology, and feminist theory.

TF17557.indb   11 16/9/08   15:47:14



xii

CONTRIBUTORS

Chris Falzon teaches philosophy at the University of Newcastle, Australia. He is 
the author of Foucault and Social Dialogue (1998) and Philosophy Goes to the Movies 
(2002, 2nd ed. 2006).

Dan Flory is Associate Professor of Philosophy at Montana State University, Bozeman. 
His publications include several essays on philosophy, film, and critical race theory. 
He has also guest-edited two volumes of the journal Film and Philosophy. Currently 
President of the Society for the Philosophic Study of the Contemporary Visual Arts, 
his most recent publication is Philosophy, Black Film, Film Noir (2008).

Don Fredericksen is Professor of Film and Director of Undergraduate Studies in Film 
at Cornell University and author of a recent book on Bergman’s Persona (2005), 
coauthor of a book on Wajda’s Kanal (2007). He also practices as a psychotherapist 
who is convinced, contra Münsterberg, that the unconscious exists.

Jonathan Frome is an Assistant Professor of Film and Media Studies at the University 
of Texas at Dallas. His research focuses on how media generate emotion and 
why various media tend to generate different emotions. He is also interested in 
documentary film and animation. His website is www.jonathanfrome.net

Richard Fumerton received his PhD from Brown in 1974 and is currently the F. 
Wendell Miller Professor of Philosophy at the University of Iowa. His research 
has focused mainly on epistemology, but he has also published in metaphysics, 
philosophy of mind, philosophy of science, value theory, and philosophy of law. 
He is the author of Metaphysical and Epistemological Problems of Perception (1985), 
Reason and Morality: A Defense of the Egocentric Perspective (1990), Metaepistemology 
and Skepticism (1996), Realism and the Correspondence Theory of Truth (2002), and 
Epistemology (2006) and the coeditor (with Diane Jeske) of Philosophy through Film 
(forthcoming).

Berys Gaut is Reader in Philosophy at the University of St Andrews. He holds a 
PhD from Princeton University and is author of Art, Emotion and Ethics (2007) and 
A Philosophy of Cinematic Art (forthcoming). He is coeditor of Ethics and Practical 
Reason (1997), The Routledge Companion to Aesthetics (2001, 2nd ed. 2005), and The 
Creation of Art (2003). He has also published numerous articles on aesthetics, the 
philosophy of film, ethics, political philosophy, and Kant’s moral philosophy.

Mette Hjort is Professor and Program Director of Visual Studies at Lingnan University, 
Hong Kong. She has published Stanley Kwan’s “Center Stage” (2006), Small Nation, 
Global Cinema (2005), and The Strategy of Letters (1993). She has also edited and 
coedited numerous volumes on film.

Patrick Colm Hogan is Professor in the Department of English, the Program in 
Comparative Literature and Cultural Studies, and the Program in Cognitive 

TF17557.indb   12 16/9/08   15:47:14



CONTRIBUTORS

xiii

Science at the University of Connecticut. He is the author of ten books, 
including Cognitive Science, Literature, and the Arts: A Guide for Humanists 
(2003), The Mind and Its Stories: Narrative Universals and Human Emotion (2003), 
and Understanding Indian Movies: Culture, Cognition, and Cinematic Imagination 
(2008). He is also the editor of The Cambridge Encyclopedia of the Language 
Sciences (forthcoming).

Robert Hopkins is a member of the Department of Philosophy in the University of 
Sheffield. His research interests lie in various topics in aesthetics, epistemology, 
and the philosophy of mind. As well as work on film, he has published on pictorial 
representation, the senses, sensory imagining, the epistemology and objectivity of 
aesthetic judgment, and the aesthetics of painting and sculpture.

Andrew Kania’s principal research is in the philosophy of music, film, and literature. 
He is the editor of Philosophers on Memento, and, with Theodore Gracyk, The 
Routledge Companion to Philosophy and Music (both forthcoming). He recently won 
the inaugural Essay Prize of the British Society of Aesthetics.

Joseph G. Kickasola is Associate Professor and Director of the Baylor Communication 
in New York program, Baylor University. He is the author of The Films of Krzysztof 
Kieslowski: The Liminal Image (2004). His publications include articles in Quarterly 
Review of Film and Video, Journal of Moving Image Studies, and various film studies 
anthologies. He lives in New York City.

Deborah Knight is Associate Professor of Philosophy at Queen’s University at 
Kingston, Canada. Her research focuses on philosophy of art, philosophy of film, 
and philosophy of mind. She has recently published on The Matrix, The Age of 
Innocence, Dark City, and Blade Runner.

András Bálint Kovács is Head of the Film Department at Eötvös Loránd University, 
Budapest, Director of the National Audiovisual Archive, and Artistic Advisor 
for Béla Tarr’s production company, T&T Filmmuhely. He has taught at several 
universities, including the University of Paris (la Nouvelle Sorbonne) and the 
University of Stockholm. He translated Deleuze’s Cinéma I–II into Hungarian. His 
books include Screening Modernism: The European Art Cinema 1950–1980 (2007), 
Les mondes d’Andrei Tarkovsky (1987), Metropolis, Paris (On German Expressionism 
and the French New Wave) (1992), Tarkovszkij (1997), Film and Narration (1997), 
Collection of Essays (2002), and Trends in Modern Cinema (2005). 

Joseph Kupfer is Professor of Philosophy at Iowa State University, teaching and 
publishing in ethics, social-political philosophy, and aesthetics. Recent work 
includes aesthetics of nature, virtue theory, articles and book on philosophy in 
film, Visions of Virtue in Popular Film (1999), as well as a book on virtue and vice in 
personal life, Prostitutes, Musicians, and Self-Respect (2007).

TF17557.indb   13 16/9/08   15:47:14



xiv

CONTRIBUTORS

Brian Laetz is a doctoral student at the University of British Columbia. He works in 
aesthetics and epistemology, and he is writing a dissertation on art and evolution. 
He also has an interest in genres and has written on horror and fantasy.

Brian Lewis is Dean of the Faculty of Applied Sciences, Professor of Communication, 
and founder of the Leonardo Institute at Simon Fraser University. He teaches film 
production, documentary media, and film theory and history. His current research 
looks at emerging communication technologies, together with their public and 
policy implications.

Paisley Livingston is Chair Professor of Philosophy and Dean of Arts at Lingnan 
University, Hong Kong. He previously taught at McGill University and at Aarhus 
University and the University of Copenhagen. His books include Ingmar Bergman 
and the Rituals of Art (1982), Literary Knowledge (1988), Literature and Rationality 
(1991), Models of Desire (1992), and Art and Intention (2005). He coedited The 
Creation of Art (2003) with Berys Gaut. Professor Livingston’s Cinema, Philosophy, 
Bergman: On Film as Philosophy is forthcoming.

Dominic McIver Lopes is Distinguished Professor of Philosophy at the University 
of British Columbia. He is author of Understanding Pictures (1996) and Sight and 
Sensibility: Evaluating Pictures (2005) and is now completing a book on computer 
art.

Aaron Meskin is Senior Lecturer in Philosophy at University of Leeds. Before moving 
to Leeds in 2005, he taught at Texas Tech University. He has published articles on 
aesthetics and the philosophy of art in The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 
The British Journal of Aesthetics, and Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, as 
well as in a number of collections. He is the editor of the aesthetics/philosophy 
of art section for the online journal Philosophy Compass, and he recently coedited 
Aesthetics: A Comprehensive Anthology (2007). He also serves on the Executive 
Committee of the British Society of Aesthetics and is on the Board of Trustees of 
the American Society for Aesthetics.

Carl Plantinga is Professor of Film Studies at Calvin College, USA. His research 
interests extend from the history and theory of documentary film, to the nature 
of film spectatorship, to film theory and the philosophy of film generally. He is 
the author of Moving Viewers: American Film and the Spectator’s Experience (2009) 
and Rhetoric and Representation in Nonfiction Film (1997) and coeditor of Passionate 
Views: Film, Cognition, and Emotion (1999). He serves on the Board of Directors of 
the Society for Cognitive Studies of the Moving Image and is Associate Editor for 
Projections: The Journal for Movies and Mind. 

Trevor Ponech is Associate Professor of English at McGill University, Montréal, and 
author of What Is Non-Fiction Cinema? (1999). His recent work on the ontology of 

TF17557.indb   14 16/9/08   15:47:14



CONTRIBUTORS

xv

cinema appears in The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism and The British Journal 
of Aesthetics.

Stephen Prince is Professor of Communication at Virginia Tech. He is the author 
of numerous books on film, which include Classical Film Violence (2003) and 
Savage Cinema (1998). His new book project looks at American film in the age of 
terrorism.

Johannes Riis is Associate Professor of Film Studies at University of Copenhagen, 
Denmark. His publications have centered on film acting and psychologically based 
film theories. He is currently working on an historical study of acting styles that rely 
on realist techniques.

William Rothman received his PhD in philosophy from Harvard University, where he 
taught film studies for many years. He is currently Professor of Motion Pictures and 
Director of the Graduate Program in Film Studies at the University of Miami. His 
books include Hitchcock: The Murderous Gaze (1982), The “I” of the Camera (1988; 
expanded edition 2004), Documentary Film Classics (1997) and Reading Cavell’s The 
World Viewed: A Philosophical Perspective on Film (2000). He is the editor of Cavell 
on Film (2005). 

Neven Sesardic is Professor of Philosophy at Lingnan University in Hong Kong. His 
main interests are philosophy of science and philosophy of biology. His book Making 
Sense of Heritability was published in 2005, and his articles have appeared in leading 
philosophical journals, such as The British Journal for the Philosophy of Science, Ethics, 
and Philosophy of Science.

Jeff Smith is a Professor in the Department of Communication Arts at the University 
of Wisconsin, Madison, and the author of The Sounds of Commerce: Marketing 
Popular Film Music (1998). His scholarship on film music has appeared in several 
edited anthologies, including Post-Theory: Reconstructing Film Studies (1996), edited 
by David Bordwell and Noël Carroll; Passionate Views: Film, Cognition, and Emotion 
(1999), edited by Carl Plantinga and Greg M. Smith; Music and Cinema (2000), 
edited by James Buhler, Caryl Flinn, and David Neumeyer; and Soundtrack Available: 
Essays on Film and Popular Music (2002), edited by Arthur Knight and Pamela 
Robertson Wojcik. 

Murray Smith is Professor of Film Studies at the University of Kent, UK. He is 
the author of Engaging Characters: Fiction, Emotion, and the Cinema (1995) and 
Trainspotting (2002) and the coeditor of three anthologies: Thinking through Cinema: 
Film as Philosophy (2006), Film Theory and Philosophy (1997), and Contemporary 
Hollywood Cinema (1998). He has published widely on the relationship between 
ethics, emotion, and films, including essays in The Journal of Aesthetics and Art 
Criticism and Cinema Journal. 

TF17557.indb   15 16/9/08   15:47:14



xvi

CONTRIBUTORS

Aaron Smuts earned his PhD in philosophy at the University of Wisconsin, Madison, 
where he also studied film. He works in a variety of areas in the philosophy of art 
and ethics, widely construed. Aaron is particularly interested in horror, humor, 
philosophy of film, analytic existentialism, and well-being. Recently he has written 
for American Philosophical Quarterly, Asian Cinema Journal, Contemporary Aesthetics, 
Kinoeye, Film and Philosophy, Film-Philosophy, The Journal of Aesthetic Education, The 
Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, Philosophy Compass, Philosophy and Literature, 
and Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. He is currently a Visiting Assistant Professor 
in the Department of Philosophy at Temple University.

Vivian Sobchack is Professor in the UCLA School of Theater, Film and Television. 
She has published widely in film studies and is author of Screening Space: The 
American Science Fiction Film (1997), The Address of the Eye: A Phenomenology of 
Film Experience (1992), and Carnal Thoughts: Embodiment and Moving Image Culture 
(2004).

Robert Stecker is Professor of Philosophy at Central Michigan University. He 
is the author of Artworks: Definition, Meaning, Value (1997), Interpretation and 
Construction: Art, Speech and the Law (2003), and Aesthetics and the Philosophy 
of Art: An Introduction (2005). He has written numerous papers in the areas 
of aesthetics, the philosophy of mind and language, and the history of modern 
philosophy.

Kevin W. Sweeney is an Associate Professor of Philosophy at the University of 
Tampa. He is an associate editor of Film and Philosophy. He has published articles 
on film theory, silent comedy, and horror. Recently he edited an anthology of inter-
views with Buster Keaton, Buster Keaton: Interviews (2007).

Stéphane Symons studied philosophy, liberal studies, and international politics at the 
University of Leuven, Belgium and the New School for Social Research, New York. 
He recently finished his doctoral thesis on the philosophy of Walter Benjamin. He 
is currently employed by the Institute of Philosophy at the University of Leuven 
and the Research Fund Flanders. His main academic interests are twentieth-century 
German and French philosophy and aesthetics.

Folke Tersman is Chair Professor of Practical Philosophy at Uppsala University, 
Sweden and has previously taught at the University of Stockholm and University 
of Auckland, New Zealand. His main interest lies in moral philosophy, and in 
particular metaethics. His recent publications include Moral Disagreement (2006).

Katherine Thomson-Jones is Assistant Professor in the Department of Philosophy at 
Oberlin College. As well as having published several articles in aesthetics, she is 
the author of Aesthetics and Film (forthcoming) and the coeditor of New Waves in 
Aesthetics (2008). 

TF17557.indb   16 16/9/08   15:47:14



CONTRIBUTORS

xvii

Maureen Turim is author of Abstraction in Avant-garde Films (1985), Flashbacks in 
Film: Memory and History (1989), and The Films of Oshima Nagisa: Images of a 
Japanese Iconoclast (1998). She has published more than eighty essays in anthol-
ogies and journals on a wide range of theoretical, historical, and aesthetic issues 
in cinema and video, art, cultural studies, feminist and psychoanalytic theory, and 
comparative literature. Her current book project, entitled Desire and Its Ends: The 
Driving Forces of Recent Cinema, Literature, and Art, will look at the different ways 
desire structures narratives and images in various cultural traditions, and the way 
our very notion of desire may be shaped by these representations.

Malcolm Turvey is an Associate Professor of Film Studies at Sarah Lawrence College 
and an editor of October. He has published widely on film theory and avant-garde 
film. A book on film theory, Doubting Vision: Film and the Revelationist Tradition, is 
forthcoming. He is currently at work on a book about European avant-garde film of 
the 1920s, titled The Filming of Modern Life.

Thomas E. Wartenberg is a Professor of Philosophy at Mount Holyoke College, where 
he also teaches in the Film Studies program. He is the author of, among other 
works, Unlikely Couples: Movie Romance as Social Criticism (1999) and Thinking 
on Screen: Film as Philosophy (2007) and the editor of a number of anthologies on 
the philosophy of film, most recently, Thinking through Cinema: Film as Philosophy 
(2006), with Murray Smith. His most recent book is Existentialism: A Beginner’s 
Guide (2008).

George Wilson is Professor of Philosophy and Cinematic Arts at the University of 
Southern California. He has written a book on point of view in film (Narration in 
Light, 1986) and a book on the philosophy of action (The Intentionality of Human 
Action, 1989). He has published articles in the philosophy of language, Wittgenstein 
on rule-following, and film theory and interpretation.

TF17557.indb   17 16/9/08   15:47:14



PREFACE
The recent surge of interest in film in academia has seen the emergence of film studies 
as a legitimate academic discipline, and a concomitant rise in film scholarship and 
courses in film offered at colleges and universities. Yet film has also become a medium 
of interest in other disciplines, especially in philosophy, which is currently witnessing 
a “boom” in the general area of philosophy and film.
 One reason for this trend pertains to the expansion of the topics typically covered 
within the field of philosophical aesthetics: whereas film was largely ignored in the 
philosophy of art even twenty years ago, today leading aestheticians have made 
extensive philosophical investigations of film a central part of their work. Courses 
are now offered in the philosophy of film; film is regularly discussed in courses in 
aesthetics; and books examining film from the standpoint of philosophical aesthetics 
have begun to multiply. 
 Another reason why philosophers are contributing to the burgeoning literature in 
the area of philosophy of cinema is that many publications in the area of “film theory” 
emerging from film studies have constituted an implicit or explicit challenge to central 
philosophical assumptions and methods. To mention two central examples, film semioti-
cians’ statements about the conditions of possibility of cinematic meaning have prodded 
some philosophers to assess these broad claims in light of arguments and findings from 
philosophy of language, cognitive science, and linguistics, just as the tenets of psycho-
analytic film theory have generated responses from philosophers informed about the 
philosophy of mind and psychology. Philosophy of cinema has in part emerged, then, as 
a critical engagement and dialogue with work in film theory, and vice versa.
 Another significant recent trend has been the emergence of a sizeable literature, 
authored by professional philosophers, exploring the philosophical significance of 
individual films and genres. Although the precise sense in which a film can “be” philo-
sophical or contribute to philosophical knowledge is a matter of lively ongoing debate, 
it is uncontroversial to observe that a range of films, including popular ones, resonate 
in fruitful ways with traditional and contemporary philosophical issues. Reference to 
films in the context of the undergraduate philosophy curriculum has the dual payoff 
of vividly illustrating philosophical issues and generating excitement and discussion 
about them, both for philosophy majors and nonmajors.
 The Routledge Companion to Philosophy and Film has been designed to function as a 
textbook and a reference work for undergraduates, graduate students, and faculty who 
wish to study cinema and philosophy. The conjunction of film and philosophy in this 
companion’s title should be understood as embracing both the philosophical study of 
cinema and the investigations of films’ philosophical dimensions, implications, and 
pedagogical value. 
 Given the open-ended and interdisciplinary nature of this emerging field of inquiry, 
our target readership is not comprised exclusively or even primarily of philosophers. 
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Our ambition has been instead to build a bridge between philosophers working in this 
area and film students and scholars with theoretical or philosophical inclinations. The 
fact that philosophical scholarship on film often goes ignored in film and media studies 
is an unfortunate consequence of the artificial boundaries often drawn between the 
disciplines. This volume has been designed to bridge this gap by aiming the entries at 
students and faculty in both disciplines, and at those from other disciplines who are 
simply interested in the topics presented. For that reason the volume’s entries cover 
topics and thinkers familiar to philosophers and to film and media scholars, with the 
hope that further mutual interests will develop. 
 These general ambitions orient the volume’s division into four parts. The first 
part, “Issues and concepts,” provides detailed coverage of the most central questions 
and concepts in the area. Philosophers and film theorists writing these entries 
offer a systematic, argumentative perspective on these key topics, well-grounded in 
knowledge of the history of the literature, yet not organized or presented in the form of 
historical narratives or exegetical discussion. The second part, “Authors and trends,” 
provides crucial information in the form of intellectual histories and author studies. 
This part was designed to provide incisive and crisp surveys of the central contentions 
of the most influential philosophers and theorists who have contributed significant 
generalizations about the cinema. Part III, “Genres and other types,” deals with some 
of the categories of films that have been salient to filmmakers, audiences, and critics, 
as well as to philosophical commentators. While there could be no attempt to be 
comprehensive here, the entries cover some of the most salient of the genres and types 
that have elicited philosophical interest. 
 The fourth part of the Companion, “Film as philosophy,” provides a number of selected 
“case studies” focusing on individual films, filmmakers, and philosophical themes in 
films. While this section is obviously not designed to offer detailed coverage of all 
of the philosophically significant moments in the complex history of world cinema, 
it does provide examples of the ways in which films have philosophical significance, 
and these entries also provide the reader with examples of philosophically oriented 
interpretations of films. With eleven entries, the aim is not comprehensiveness, but 
rather the provision of significant case studies demonstrating the usefulness of film as 
a source of and stimulus to philosophical analysis. It is our hope that this part may be 
of special pedagogical use in the undergraduate curriculum.
 The editors of this Companion have no illusions about having covered all of the 
relevant topics falling beneath the broad rubric of philosophy and film. The topics 
actually covered were usually the result of choices rooted in principle but also 
depended on the availability of suitable authors willing (and able) to work within our 
timeframe, and on other practical considerations. It is our hope that our contributors 
have provided a great deal of insight into the subjects covered, as well as a point of 
entry to many other topics in this wide and rapidly expanding field.
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1
ACTING
Johannes Riis

The centrality of acting to film narratives raises several issues, some related to the 
ontology of actors and characters, others to realism and the role of acting styles, and 
others pertaining to the performance’s contribution to a film’s artistic merit. This 
entry surveys some of the most influential and pertinent ideas and issues related to 
these topics.

Acting in images

In film, the value of acting depends on the abilities of others, such as cinematogra-
phers and editors; to probe deeper into the nature of acting’s contribution we need to 
see performances relative to images and the sound track.
 First, our experience of a performance as a part of the film implies that acting 
causally affects the image and sound track. Computer-generated images, which are 
based on motion or performance capturing, illustrate even more pointedly the relation 
of acting to images. Andy Serkis’ performance as Gollum in the trilogy of The Lord of 
the Rings is a case in point. Even though we look at a fantasy creature with an outward 
appearance created from scratch at a computer, not unlike the object of a painting, 
Gollum’s quirky movements and gestures and his uncanny postures all rely on Serkis’ 
acting technique.
 The idea that photographic pictures are fundamentally different from other pictures 
has been highly contested, and it is clear that moving pictures share with other 
pictures many aesthetic properties. A painter and a film director who wish to depict 
a certain posture will face similar decisions concerning, for example, how to frame, 
compose, and light the figure, and the painter may instruct a model to hold a certain 
pose, not unlike the director who asks the actor to behave in a certain manner. We are 
looking at images in both cases, and they both rely on the techniques of a painter and 
a director; yet one of them also relies on acting technique as the actor moves within 
the picture frame.
 Kendall L. Walton’s concept of transparency may shed light on the kind of causal 
relation that is possibly at work in images of a performance (Walton 1984). Elaborating 
upon an idea first expressed by André Bazin, Walton points out that photographic 
pictures will show what happened in front of the camera and thereby manifest a 
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counterfactual dependency between the content of the picture and the objects in front 
of the camera, whereas a painting depends on what the painter believes he or she has 
observed and what he or she intends to be the pictorial content. 
 Second, acting implies that someone plays a role as part of a fictional narrative. 
It may be defined, as James Naremore has put it, as “a special type of theatrical 
performance in which the persons held up for show have become agents in a narrative” 
(Naremore 1988: 23). Other kinds of performances, such as singing on stage, might 
also entail a narrative function, but acting entails that the person “held up for show” 
tries to enact the role of agent in a narrative. What acting shares with other kinds of 
performances is the evaluation by the audience: the question is whether the claim to 
center stage, as it were, is justified by the performer’s abilities.
  Third, the performance is carried out for the purpose of a film audience. Public 
service television is in some countries used to broadcast successful stage performances 
at large theaters, but this is an example of performance as an object of distribution 
in an audio-visual medium. In film performances, we have distinct expectations 
concerning the relation of acting to film technology. Comparative studies of scenes 
which are based on the same play and use cinematography in similar ways show that 
a performance can be more or less “calibrated” to framing and camera movements 
(Jacobs 1998), and small nuances of performance can alter a remake (of an earlier 
film) in thematically important ways (McDonald 2004: 27–32). Acting is an integral 
and distinct part of the work in question.
 Historically, a prevalent use of film technology has allowed for counterfactual 
dependency on acting, but only empirical study can reveal the extent to which acting 
accounts for valuable properties such as character expressiveness. Nevertheless, the 
pictorially inclined may point out that our experience of a performance is affected, for 
example, by the use of editing, and that acting therefore is a kind of raw material for 
the editor, subject analogously to the so-called Kuleshov effect. Although the premise 
is true, it does not follow that editing constructs the expressive content of acting, 
and the Kuleshov effect should not be trusted as proof in this regard. Lev Kuleshov, 
an editor and director in post-Revolutionary Russia, did an experiment in which a 
close-up of the actor Ivan Mozhukin was intercut with various objects. The reactions 
of the spectators who viewed the intercut shots ostensibly showed that it was the 
editing, rather than Mozhukin’s acting, that created meaning. The footage used in the 
Mozhukin experiment has been lost, but two similar experiments of Kuleshov indicate 
that he used this preexisting footage for pedagogical purposes, to illustrate cutting 
on eye-lines, rather than to prove a theoretical point (Tsivian et al. 1996: 359). We 
should be skeptical of any references to the Kuleshov experiment with regard to acting 
and expressiveness. First, it is often assumed that Mozhukin took part in what could 
have been a semi-scientific experiment, when in fact, by the time the “experiment” 
was conducted, he had fled the country, due to the Revolution (see Albéra 1995: 76). 
Second, it is often assumed that Mozhukin was inexpressive and that it therefore was 
the editing that created the illusion that he was emoting. Yet it is rather implausible 
that Kuleshov would have picked an inexpressive performance by Mozhukin, even if 
he could find one. An inexpressive glance in a close-up does not cut easily with shots 
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of other objects, since the spectator has no reason to ask for an offscreen cause of an 
expression. 
 We are better off with a more recent model of how acting and editing may work 
together, supplied by Noël Carroll in his theory of point-of-view editing. Carroll 
implies that facial expressions are somewhat ambiguous. To communicate emotions 
in a precise manner in cinema, the film structure known as point-of-view editing has 
been developed (Carroll 1993).

Dualism of actor and character

Acting offers spectators the pleasure of letting us see and hear the artistic agent as 
part of the film, but it remains unclear whether we can claim to watch an actor and a 
character at the same time.
 According to most accounts, our awareness of the performer need not interfere with 
the spectator’s comprehension of or immersion in the narrative. Naremore provides 
a striking example from The King of Comedy (1983), in which the extras on location 
(or, alternatively, the fictional bystanders) stop to watch celebrity Robert De Niro 
and Sandra Bernhard (or their fictional characters). Thus, filmmakers may play upon 
our ability to notice nuances of role-playing to dramatize the theme of celebrity in 
yet another form, leaving the spectator to linger over the ambiguities of identity and 
role-playing (Naremore 1988: 285). This kind of experience presupposes a distinction 
between what George M. Wilson calls photographic and what he calls dramatic repre-
sentation. According to Wilson, “there is a complex, dynamic interaction between 
these types of representation which makes it impossible, in analyzing a film, to unfuse 
the interaction, to treat them as discernibly separate and distinct” (Wilson 1986: 140).
 Established practices in the film industry, such as casting according to type and the 
promotion of certain actors to stardom, exemplify how the interaction often works. 
For instance, we may analyze the role of star image in a performance by looking for a 
selective use, a problematic or a perfect fit (Dyer 1979: 143–9). One model for under-
standing type casting and star images is to assume that we form a composite or extract 
that finds its basis in particularly powerful roles. Thus, in a discussion of Humphrey 
Bogart, Stanley Cavell suggests that Bogart’s screen personality, as established across a 
range of roles, became so powerful as to render character names subordinate; “ ‘Bogart’ 
means ‘the figure created in a given set of films’ ” (Cavell 1979: 28). There may be 
other reasons than good acting for attaining stardom; numerous star studies have 
examined individual stars and their historical and industrial context (see, for example, 
Studlar 1996; Basinger 2007).
 Underlying the actor and character dualism is a necessary distinction between two 
sets of actions and attitudes. Acting, as noted initially, means that a performance is 
carried out for the benefit of an audience, and that the performer becomes an agent 
in a narrative. This means that we cannot make the mistake of attributing a fictional 
murder to an actual actor; character beliefs and desires are kept distinct and separate. 
Conversely, it means that we may admire an actor’s performance, even though we do 
not approve of morally repulsive actions his or her character performs.
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 Similarly, actor and character do not share an emotional experience, even when 
the actor uses realist techniques. For instance, the American actor Lindsay Crouse 
contends that good acting occurs when “what is going on in the scene dovetails exactly 
with something that you [the actor] have to do . . . it is your life in that moment” 
(quoted in Zucker 1995: 20). Thus, a fictional event in a scene comes to stand for an 
actual event that she wishes to perform. However, that does not mean that actor and 
character share an emotional experience. An emotion which has the concern for role 
and audience as part of its content – the actor’s emotion – is most plausibly viewed as 
different from one that does not. An actor’s emotional experience is bound to reflect 
that he or she is playing a role, since what the role requires (or offers, demands, etc.) 
is the origin of the need for applying a realist technique in the first place.
 The question is how we may acknowledge two distinctive sets of actions, beliefs, 
and desires, as well as a constant interaction between photographic and dramatic 
representation. I suggest we distinguish between two ways of understanding the actor 
and character dualism and, for lack of better terms, I will call them the duck/rabbit 
and the realist model.
 According to the duck/rabbit model, actor and character are distinct and separate 
because they result from mutually exclusive perspectives, and we can only see one at 
a time, not unlike the famous trick-drawing of a duck and a rabbit. That is, we see in 
parts of the picture either an actor or a character, two distinct agents: pictorial infor-
mation is anchored to one agent from the very outset. The distinction between two 
different pictorial contents leaves unexplained how an actor’s previous roles can make 
themselves felt, but one might hypothesize that properties drift from one agent to the 
other because actor and character are identical in outward appearance in the images. 
For instance, Stephen Heath argues that “expression” or “figure of acting” is the result 
of circulation between several levels: agency of action; the actor, who supplies the 
body; the actor’s image; the character as a specific individual (Heath 1981: 179–82). 
The question, however, is whether Heath makes too much of the fact that we look 
at a picture, since Heath’s levels could be applied to any agent. For instance, I may 
describe myself as an agent; I have a body, I can pretend to be someone else, and other 
people form an image of me. In this case, we would not necessarily claim that meaning 
circulates as Heath describes it.
 According to a realist model the spectator stores information watched in the film 
with the photographed actor. Instead of being seen as belonging to a fictional entity, 
an actor’s character beliefs and desires can be viewed as the actor’s pretense. In other 
words, acting (or dramatic representation) might be viewed as a certain mode in 
which actions can be carried out. Not unlike everyday life’s playful actions or use of 
irony, it is a benign and nondeceptive way of carrying out actions. We are unlikely 
to attribute what we might call pretense-actions to a nonexisting agent, for the same 
reason that we keep track of the agent who uses irony or does an imitation of us in 
everyday life.
 Whereas the duck/rabbit dualism implies a kind of perceptual mistake when we 
are affected by previous roles or star promotional material, the realist model can view 
previous roles as ways of setting up expectations of the actor, given a new role and new 
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set of circumstances. However, the realist model may face difficulties when encoun-
tering roles played by multiple actors. In, for instance, Palindromes (2004), we assume 
continuity of character beliefs and desires while recognizing eight distinct actresses; 
arguably, we assume that each actor has an intention to play the protagonist from 
where the previous one left off.

Technique

When trying to assess the value of actors’ contributions, we are probably better off 
looking for performance technique rather than, for instance, asking questions about 
authorship. The script and the director’s choices set up a framework within which 
the actor works, not unlike the constraints facing, for example, musicians and ballet 
dancers. 
 Acting technique could be viewed, simply, as that which allows the actor to perform 
a given role, or parts of it. Admittedly, such an inclusive definition does not distinguish 
between roles that are demanding and those that appear easily performed. Technique, 
however, can be taken to mean many things. A role can showcase skills that we 
would not normally take to be part of a contemporary acting school’s core curriculum 
but are valued by spectators; this is clear, for instance, in musicals and martial arts 
films. A role can also entail the kind of actions that we are used to performing in our 
everyday life, for instance, driving a car or opening a door, and such actions can appear 
anything but artful. To account for the way in which mundane actions can sometimes 
be considered aesthetically valuable properties of a performance, we are probably best 
served with an inclusive and nonnormative view of acting technique.
 Film performances need not be technically demanding to serve the role and the 
film; nonprofessional acting is a case in point. The French director Robert Bresson 
aimed for the portrayal of character actions as automatic and habitual – an acting 
style that often contrasted strikingly with what was at stake in his narratives. Bresson 
therefore preferred amateurs, whom he would ask to repeat an action over and over, 
until their relation to objects and characters “were right because they will not be 
thought” (Bresson 1977: 12). When a director works with child actors, Vsevolod 
Pudovkin recommends (drawing on his experience in cinema in the 1920s and early 
1930s) that they be given a counterinstruction in the middle of a take in order to 
deliver a genuine surprise or confusion, thereby creating what he calls real-life condi-
tions (Pudovkin 1954: 119). Although these kinds of performances feed the idea that 
technique is altogether unnecessary in film acting, they can be taken to demonstrate 
that a limited technical repertory is sometimes sufficient to perform the role in a style 
appropriate to a particular scene or film.
 Technically demanding roles may require that the actor combine deliberate control 
of gestures and speech patterns with an emotional experience. To communicate the 
role’s state of mind in a clear and characteristic way, the actor may develop a certain 
manner of speaking or gesturing; an emotional experience can then serve to remove 
signs of volition and suggest that emotions underlie the gesture or line. The highly 
influential Konstantin Stanislavsky has written extensively on actors’ means for 
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fostering emotions and conveying character, based on his groundbreaking work as a 
stage director in the early twentieth century (Stanislavsky 1987, 1989). In his chapter 
on scenic speech in Creating a Role, he advises the actor to distinguish between logical 
and psychological pauses. In a logical pause, the verbal meaning of a line is rendered 
lucid by demarcating a thought, whereas in a psychological pause the actor brings 
a subtext to the following line or word by using emotion-provoking imagery. In the 
same chapter, Stanislavsky also gives advice on how to deliver a soliloquy in a manner 
that will give the impression of increasing force without sacrificing clarity, by means 
of upward steps in tone of voice. This technique, along with psychological and logical 
pauses, is recognizable in, for example, Laurence Olivier’s delivery of soliloquies in 
Hamlet (1948).
 Other acting theorists and pedagogues have downplayed the need for deliberate 
control and careful execution of a plan, thus giving the actor more room to let 
emotions affect their performance. One of the most prominent is Lee Strasberg, who 
claimed that in a performance the actor should be “really thinking something that is 
real to him at that particular moment” (Strasberg 1991: 46). Whereas Stanislavsky felt 
that getting too personally involved would jeopardize the buildup toward a climax, as 
well as the capacity for repetition (Stanislavsky 1989), Strasberg’s approach is possibly 
more suited for cinema (Carnicke 1999, see also Carnicke 1998). One of Strasberg’s 
coteachers and an important twentieth-century director, Elia Kazan, developed strat-
egies for maintaining control of structure and climaxes, while getting performances 
that have captivated audiences in large part because the actors, most notably Marlon 
Brando and James Dean, did not concentrate on the execution of a deliberate plan. 
Through improvisations and by relating “the events in the material to their own life,” 
Kazan ensured that actors had an intense emotional experience (Kazan 1999: 81, 137). 
Stretching the emotional moment by cutting back and forth between close-ups, the 
climax of the scene is controlled at the editing table rather than in the performance 
alone (Kazan 1999: 70–1). 
 By attending to what actors, directors, and acting instructors prefer in terms of 
methods, exercises, and training, we gain a heuristic for analyzing a given performance. 
Unless one reads what Sergei Eisenstein has to say about expressive movement, one 
is unlikely to describe the performance by Nicolai Cherkasov, in the final scene of 
Ivan the Terrible I (1944), as a series of bodily conflicts, in which the actor works 
against gravity and the inertia of a prior movement (Eisenstein 1988: 52–6). Once 
we recognize the technique, however, Eisenstein’s description goes a long way toward 
explaining what lends the performance a sense of both artificiality and forcefulness. 
The conflict of movement taxes Cherkasov’s physique to an extent that it would be 
impossible to simultaneously employ imagery with psychological pauses, and the scene 
is a fine example of a technique first developed by Vsevolod Meyerhold in a “nonem-
pathetic” approach to acting that was later pursued also by Bertolt Brecht (see also 
Leach 1993).
 An actor can use different techniques for different roles, even different scenes, and 
two actors can come up with similar techniques, even though only one of them has 
been trained for it. In other words, we also have to rely on traditional film analysis 
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and a critical eye. A case in point is André Bazin’s comparison of the acting style 
that Humphrey Bogart developed in the early 1940s, with what Bazin calls the Kazan 
school of acting. If we suppose that actors face common constraints, some of them due 
to the psychological mechanisms at work in emotions, we should also expect different 
performances to draw on similar techniques. In this perspective, the technique 
possibly at work in the performances of Bogart and the Kazan school serves to convey 
what Bazin saw as a shared sense of interiority (Bazin 1985: 100).
 By attending to acting techniques, we may also become better at understanding 
styles. Techniques are applicable to different roles by different performers, and when 
this occurs, there will be interesting differences and similarities that will lead us to 
speak of, say, a group style or period style. More importantly, we need to discern when 
different performances reflect differences of style rather than, for instance, differ-
ences of role or narrative. Stylistic terms, as pointed out by Rudolf Arnheim, can be 
arrived at in two ways: either by means of a bottom-up approach in which we identify 
characteristic and recurrent patterns in a predefined empirical body, or by means of a 
hypothesis-driven approach in which we assume the existence of certain constraints 
which artistic choices help overcome (Arnheim 1986: 264). For example, we may 
look for uses of logical and psychological pauses in trying to identify an actor’s charac-
teristic style; to explain a certain use of camera and editing, we may hypothesize that 
realist acting techniques are difficult to use because especially intense emotions easily 
distort the structure of the whole.
 By looking for techniques, we need not assume that all acting styles are histori-
cally contingent codes for representing characters in a world similar to ours. Not all 
acting styles aim at realism in this sense, and some that do not may still successfully 
engage the audience relative to an agent in a narrative. Prior to and well into the 
nineteenth century, a stage actor was expected to play a role as though he or she were 
a speaker, someone able to move the audience by use of eloquent, oratory techniques, 
for instance, illustrating words in gesture (Christiansen 1975: 196). Good acting in 
such styles relied on “how the actor negotiates the intermediate stages of the gesture 
to reach its limits, or how the actor makes effective transitions from one gesture to 
another,” as well as the ability of the actor to adjust to musical accompaniment (Mayer 
1999: 18). Early film acting bore traces of performance techniques that first served to 
engage a theater audience. In the 1910s and 1920s, actors would use broad gestures 
and extended postures in order to stretch a narrative climax, as though the spectator 
were momentarily looking at a still picture, in what has been coined a pictorialist 
style (Brewster and Jacobs 1997). In the early 1930s, predefined, rather mask-like 
expressions – which were originally used to empower a stage actor’s eloquent speech 
by making its emotional content unequivocal – could be applied to film roles that 
exemplified high moral standards (Riis 2004).
 In studying acting, it is important that we do not take for granted what we might 
call a behaviorist thesis, according to which the actor just behaves as called for 
in the script and as suggested by the director. This assumption will soon have us 
focusing too much on the techniques of casting actors, framing, and editing, at the 
expense of acting. Perhaps adequate to technically undemanding roles, a behaviorist 
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assumption does not serve the appreciation of most acting in film. It is through the 
actor’s balancing of deliberate control and emotional experience, a balancing which 
can take a variety of forms, that the ability to convey the emotional life of characters 
is achieved. This ability is at the heart of good acting.

See also Rudolph Arnheim (Chapter 27), Bertolt Brecht (Chapter 30), Noël Carroll 
(Chapter 31), Digital cinema (Chapter 7), Emotion and affect (Chapter 8), Sergei 
Eisenstein (Chapter 35), Realism (Chapter 22), and Style (Chapter 25).
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AUTHORSHIP

Aaron Meskin

Directors play a significant role in ordinary thought and talk about film. We often 
choose to watch films on the basis of who directed them (“I’ll see anything Tim Burton 
directs”), and we commonly evaluate and interpret them in light of other works in the 
director’s oeuvre (“It’s the best he’s directed since Edward Scissorhands [1990], and it 
shows that his films have not, in fact, become more sentimental”). We also compare 
one director’s oeuvre with another’s (e.g., Hawks’ films with Ford’s and Lucas’ movies 
with those of Spielberg). Perhaps even more basically, we regularly identify films by 
reference to their director (“Have you seen the new Scorsese film?”).
 It is also a commonplace that the director is typically the most important figure 
involved in the making of a film. As Bordwell and Thompson put it, “Within most 
film industries, the director is considered the single person most responsible for the 
look and sound of the finished film” (Bordwell and Thompson 1993: 13). And it is 
natural to think that it is precisely because the director is typically so central to the 
making of films that it makes sense to talk and think about them in the ways sketched 
above.
 These considerations might tempt one to think that film directors are enough like 
literary authors that we may gain significant insight into the workings of film by (1) 
borrowing our best theories of authorship from the literary domain and applying them 
to cinema; and (2) identifying film directors as typically standing in the authorship 
role. Perhaps, as Ernest Hemingway stands to the novel To Have and Have Not (1937) 
so Howard Hawks stands to the 1944 film of the same name. Moreover, there is a well-
established film-critical tradition that does just this. From the defense of la politique 
des auteurs by figures such as François Truffaut to Andrew Sarris’ articulation of the 
auteur theory, a wide range of critics and theorists have explicitly treated many of the 
major directors of mainstream and “art” cinema as authors (Truffaut 2000; Sarris 2000, 
2003). But although this might eventually prove to be a fruitful strategy, a number of 
considerations should give us pause before pursuing it.
 First, although it is certainly true that directors figure heavily in ordinary discourse 
about film, they are not the only ones who play a significant role in our talk and 
thought about cinema. The category of the “Julia Roberts movie” seems just as robust 
and important to our thought as that of the “Altman film.” And Rudolf Arnheim 
suggested that in certain cases, such as Anna Christie (1930), “we have indirect 
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experimental proof that the leading actress was the main author of the film,” because 
without Garbo there would have been “a totally different film” (Arnheim 1997: 68). 
(See Dyer [1979] for an influential work that highlights the importance of film stars.) 
In certain other cases, screenwriters seem to be especially important. Being John 
Malkovich (1999) and Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind (2004) are as well known 
as Charlie Kaufman films as they are as by their directors Spike Jonze and Michel 
Gondry, respectively. Moreover, screenwriters literally produce written texts, so their 
claims to be the authors of films seem – at least in one way – on firmer ground than 
those of directors. (For an early defense of the view that the screenwriter “is the 
primary creative source,” see Koch [2000].) In still other cases – especially but not 
only during the heyday of the Hollywood studio system – producers such as David O. 
Selznick, as well as film companies such as Hammer Film Productions, were especially 
significant. (See Schatz [1988] for an key work emphasizing the importance of studios 
and producers.) The Academy Award for Best Motion Picture is, after all, given to the 
producer or producers of the film! So it is not at all clear that directors really are the 
only – or even best – candidates for being cinematic authors.
 Second, film is simply a very different sort of thing than literature. Even though 
texts go into the making of most films, films themselves are not linguistic texts. There 
is no language of cinema in any literal sense of “language” (Currie 1993, 1995a). And 
films are typically (though not essentially) made collaboratively – in most cases by 
very large groups. Literature – on the other hand – is at least primarily a matter of 
texts (oral literature may be the exception) and is typically (though not essentially) 
produced by individuals. (See Stillinger [1991] and Inge [2001] for dissenting views 
about literature.) Pace certain semiotic approaches then, literature seems a poor 
model for understanding the cinema, and adapting theories of the literary author to 
the cinematic case may seem especially misguided. In addition it is true that the term 
“author” is not usually applied to the makers of films in colloquial English. Perhaps, 
then, films have no authors at all or, at least, no authors in any literal sense of the 
word.
 Skepticism about the very idea of film authorship might also be engendered by 
a few more considerations. There is the broadly genealogical worry that the very 
idea of cinematic authorship and the director-as-author thesis largely appear to be 
fairly recent products of the aforementioned film-critical movements. A reminder 
that directors didn’t always seem to be as important as they do now, and that early 
advocates of auteurism sought to elevate the status of certain directors in order to 
advance the causes of film and film criticism, may undercut the apparent naturalness 
of the director-as-author position. There may also be worries that the very notion of 
authorship or, at least, the traditional notion of authorship is only really applicable in 
the sphere of the high or fine arts and, hence, is somehow inappropriately applied to 
film, which is often characterized as a popular or mass art. For example, in a discussion 
of television authorship, Rosalind Coward suggests that “the study of the author seems 
a peculiarly limiting way of approaching the mass media” (Coward 1987: 79).
 Pauline Kael famously excoriated auteur theorists for following a rigid and misguided 
approach to film criticism, criticizing them for “their truly astonishing inability to 
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exercise taste and judgment within their area of preference” (Kael 2005: 109). Any 
approach to film that leads to such misguided critical evaluation looks questionable. 
More importantly, there is a significant current of thought that is decidedly skeptical 
about authorship in any domain. Roland Barthes famously proclaimed “the death of 
the author” (Barthes 2002), and another famous French theorist, Michel Foucault, 
optimistically predicted a time when even “the author function will disappear” 
(Foucault 2002: 22). Although these two authors (!) were primarily concerned with 
the case of literature, the relevance of their arguments to the question of cinematic 
authorship is obvious and their influence has been huge.
 So it appears there is a deep tension in our thinking about film and authorship. On 
the one hand, treating some if not all directors as authors is tempting, and there is a long 
and distinguished history of making just such an identification. Furthermore, it must 
be said that despite Kael’s skepticism, the director-as-author thesis has paid off criti-
cally. The directors and films championed by Truffaut (e.g., Renoir, Bresson, Cocteau, 
Ophuls and their movies) and Sarris (e.g., Flaherty, Ford, Hawks, Hitchcock, Keaton 
and theirs) have to a very large extent survived the test of time. The recognition of the 
very significant artistic successes of American moviemaking during the height of the 
Hollywood studio system seems due in large part to the writings of the auteur theorists. 
And this must weigh in favor of the director-as-author view. But, on the other hand, 
there is something deeply unintuitive about treating directors as authors. The analogy 
between authors of novels and directors of full-length films seems to obscure difference 
rather than illuminate similarity. And the very notion of authorship seems as if it may 
be an outdated and perhaps limiting romantic concept. How then to proceed?
 One traditional philosophical approach would be to start by arguing for a definition 
of the author concept. Armed with such a definition, one would then seek to apply it 
to the case of film. Does any person or group of persons involved in the making of films 
meet the criteria for authorship laid out in the definition? If so, films have authors, 
and the person or persons who fit the criteria are such. If not, they don’t. Although I 
am suspicious of such a strategy – philosophy doesn’t have the greatest record when it 
comes to definition, and the history of failure may have a psychological basis (Ramsey 
1998) – I admit that such an approach may ultimately be useful. (Livingston [1997, 
2005] offers the most compelling advertisements for such an approach that I know. 
See below for brief discussion.) Nevertheless, I believe that we will gain more insight 
into the debate about cinematic authorship (and get a firmer grasp on what cinematic 
authorship is) by first considering why the issue of authorship matters. But before we 
get on with that, let me address some of the aforementioned skeptical views about 
cinematic authorship. For if there are good arguments against the existence of film 
authors, we might save ourselves a lot of trouble.

Skepticism about (cinematic) authorship

As should be clear from the discussion above, much of the skepticism that auteurism 
and related views faced focused on specific theses about actual authors (i.e., the 
director-as-author view and the related claim that solo authorship is common in 
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film). Such forms of skepticism do not seek to do away with the notion of authorship 
altogether – far from it. Defenders of multiple-authorship views, for example, do not 
doubt that films have authors – they are simply critical of common views of how many 
persons typically fill that role (Gaut 1997; Sellors 2007). Other critics of the director-
as-author view may simply be in favor of identifying a different figure as the standard 
author of a film or, perhaps, holding that various figures may fill that role in different 
circumstances. Even someone sympathetic to auteurism, such as Ian Cameron, is 
sympathetic to the latter view: “Given a weak director the effective author of a film 
can be its photographer . . . composer . . . producer . . . or star” (Cameron 2000: 54–5; 
see also Arnheim 1997: 68).
 Some more robustly skeptical views about cinematic authorship can be dismissed 
rather quickly. Is there any inconsistency in applying the idea of authorship to works 
of mass or popular culture? In short the answer is no. Stephen King and Danielle 
Steel work in the sphere of mass culture, and they are clearly authors in at least some 
important sense. If commercial films were produced by some process akin to that 
involved in making cars or computers, then it might be reasonable to deny authorship 
to them. But even at the height of the studio system, this is not how films were 
made (Bordwell and Thompson 1993: 10). And, of course, not all film falls into the 
categories of mass or popular culture.
 The genealogical worry may be swiftly dismissed too. Cinema is a relatively young 
art form. It should not be surprising that the appropriate theoretical apparatus for 
understanding it took some time to discover. And the purposes for which the idea 
of cinematic authorship was initially used are simply irrelevant to the validity of 
the concept. In response to the suggestion that colloquial English doesn’t typically 
involve the application of the term “author” to films, it is worth noting that it is not 
the case that the only relevant literal usages of the term apply to the makers of texts. 
A quick perusal of the OED unearths a wide range of literal uses. Moreover, the issues 
that underlie the debate about cinematic authorship are live ones even if films do 
not literally have authors: the question may be about the film artist (as Gaut argues), 
or about the value of treating films as if they had authors, or about whether there is 
anything significantly analogous to literary authorship in the case of filmmaking.
 Stephen Heath’s influential criticism of the idea of the cinematic authorship focuses 
on the putative way in which “the notion of the author . . . avoids . . . the thinking 
of the film text in relation to ideology” (Heath 1986: 217), and he suggests that the 
notion of the film author is inconsistent with the much needed development of “a 
theory of the subject” (217), by which he seems to mean a theory that would address 
both viewers and filmmakers in relation to ideology. Heath gestures at a significant 
problem with auteur theory – it could, in certain modes, be rather one-dimensional 
in its approach. A narrow critical focus on directors and their oeuvres might involve 
a concomitant failure to attend to the role of the film industry and the social condi-
tions in which films are produced, as well as the ways in which viewers receive films. 
But this is not reason to reject the idea that films have authors. It merely provides a 
good reason to reject the idea that authorship is the only thing worth studying when 
it comes to film. For example, in the article about which Heath’s essay comments, 
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Edward Buscombe suggests augmenting auteur theory with an attention to “the effects 
of the cinema on society . . . the effect of society on the cinema . . . the effects of films 
on other films” (Buscombe 1986: 32). Heath’s suggestion that simply adding these 
approaches to the auteur theory is impossible rests on the assumption that “the notion 
of the author itself is a major ideological construction” (Heath 1986: 217), but this is 
tendentious, since it is not at all clear that the author concept is inherently epistemi-
cally defective, nor that it has an essential link to social domination. (See Carroll 
[1998] for the characterization of ideology that underwrites my skepticism about 
Heath’s claim.) Nor is there an inconsistency between a belief in cinematic authors 
and the practice of ideological criticism. Careful attention to the ways in which films 
reflect, express, and instill ideology may go hand in hand with the view that they 
are authored. What is true is that many of the most plausible accounts of ideology in 
cinema are not explicitly concerned with authorship (e.g., Carroll 1996). But this does 
not imply inconsistency – at most it suggests that we may not have a unified “Grand 
Theory” of cinema. So Heath’s concerns are misplaced. It should be noted, too, that 
Heath himself suggests that “the author . . . may return as a fiction” (Heath 1986: 220), 
so his skepticism is itself ambivalent.
 But what about the aforementioned “death of the author”? If the author is dead 
then the cinematic author is dead as well and debates about the nature and number 
of film authors are moot. As mentioned above, Barthes and Foucault have certainly 
been influential, but it is not even clear whether they were arguing that authors do not 
exist, will not exist, or should not exist. (See Lamarque [1990] for relevant discussion.) 
Barthes, for example, claimed that “the sway of the Author remains powerful” (2002: 
4). But if the author and/or author function currently exists, then theorists inter-
ested in developing accounts of cinematic authorship still have a legitimate area of 
inquiry.
 Perhaps more importantly, their arguments for the death-of-the-author conclusion 
– insofar as those can be made out – are unpersuasive. I shall ignore the purely 
predictive reading of the death thesis, since it is hard to know what possible arguments 
could support such crystal ball pronouncements. With respect to arguments for the 
extant nonexistence of the author the case does not seem much better. For example, 
Foucault’s discussion of authorship and the author function emphasizes the social, 
legal, and moral status associated with it: “the author function is linked to the juridical 
and institutional system that encompasses, determines, and articulates the universe 
of discourses” (Foucault 2002: 17). Authorship, on his account, is then a constructed 
and therefore contingent social role: “Texts, books, and discourses really began to have 
authors . . . to the extent that authors became subject to punishment, that is, to the 
extent that discourses could be transgressive” (14). But if we focus on the social role of 
authorship and, in particular, the moral and legal status of those people who produce 
works of literature and film, then it is obvious that the social role of the author still 
exists (Lamarque 1990). In many contexts filmmakers are still subject to moral, legal, 
and religious censure for what they produce. Films may still transgress. The juridical 
and institutional systems that allegedly underwrite the author function are still in 
place.
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 This leaves us with the most interesting of the claims suggested by Barthes and 
Foucault – the normative view that we would be better off in some sense if authorship 
disappeared or came to an end. There might, in fact, be some advantages to such 
a development (although pretty clearly there would be some serious drawbacks to 
doing away with copyright law), but Barthes and Foucault do not make the case for 
this. Rather they argue that the elimination of the author would be hermeneutically 
liberatory and “truly revolutionary” (Barthes 2002: 6). The author, Foucault states, 
“is a certain functional principle by which, in our culture, one limits, excludes, and 
chooses” (Foucault 2002: 21), and here he is talking about meaning or signification 
which – on his view – would be better left to “proliferate” to some significant extent 
(21). But, in the first place, the degree to which authorship limits and excludes is often 
overstated. Even a cursory glance at the contemporary philosophical work on inter-
pretation should make evident the degree to which a commitment to the importance 
of authorship is consistent with interpretive pluralism (Stecker 2006). And, in the 
second place, it is not at all obvious how valuable the proliferation of meaning would 
really be. In many practical contexts (e.g., with traffic signs and shouts of warning or 
distress) it is crucial that meaning doesn’t proliferate. Similarly in scientific contexts 
– a little too much proliferation of meaning and the cooperative pursuit of knowledge 
is jeopardized. Limitation and exclusion of meaning are often good things. And as 
Foucault recognizes, “it would be pure romanticism . . . to imagine a culture in which 
the fictive would operate in an absolutely free state” (Foucault 2002: 22). The upshot 
is that there are significant reasons for being skeptical of the claim that we would be 
better without the social role of the author and that, hence, all versions of the death 
of the author thesis are suspect. Friends of auteurism have nothing to worry about from 
Foucault and Barthes. Skepticism about the very idea of film authorship can be put 
safely aside.

Why does (cinematic) authorship matter?

So what is at stake in the debate about film authorship? Once we know how different 
sorts of films are made, what difference does it make whether we identify an individual 
or group as author or deny that films have authors altogether?
 We may gain some insight into why the issue matters by considering the place of 
authorship in literature. For authorship – though an almost irredeemably contested 
notion – seems to play a central role in ordinary and critical appreciation of liter-
ature. In particular, some notion of authorship seems to play an important role in 
our engagement with literature as literature – authorship matters (or, at least, seems 
to matter) in the contexts of literary evaluation, interpretation, and stylistic attri-
bution. (It also matters legally and morally – more on this below.) And it is natural 
to think this relevance carries over to the cinematic realm and that film authorship 
is just as central to ordinary and critical engagement with cinema; that is, that it 
plays an important role in film evaluation, interpretation, and stylistic attribution. 
Examination of the debate on film authorship in light of these activities helps clarify 
what is at stake in the debate about cinematic authorship.

TF17557.indb   17 16/9/08   15:47:16



A ARON MESKIN

18

Evaluation

Although this is tendentious, many philosophers would agree that to evaluate a work 
of art as art is, at least in part, to evaluate the achievement of the artist who made it 
(Dutton 1979; Currie 1989). The artists who make literary works are their authors, so 
if the general principle is true then authorship matters in the context of literary evalu-
ation. This is not the whole story about literary evaluation of course, but it does point 
to an important connection between authorship and evaluation – a connection that 
is manifest in much of the discussion of cinematic authorship. Evaluative concerns 
were central to the early development of the auteur theory. Truffaut’s influential 
distinction between mere metteurs en scène and auteurs was primarily a matter of 
defending and explaining certain critical evaluations; namely, his negative assessment 
of the dominant mode of postwar French cinema and his valorization of the films 
of the directors mentioned above. Andrew Sarris’ “premises” of the auteur theory – 
“the technical competence of a director as a criterion of value,” “the distinguishable 
personality of the director as a criterion of value,” and “interior meaning, the ultimate 
glory of the cinema as an art” (Sarris 2000: 69) – are clear expressions of the evalu-
ative concerns underlying his commitment to the director-as-author thesis, as is his 
suggestion that although directors “do not always run true to form,” it is “almost 
always” the case that bad directors make bad films (68). And Kael’s critical remarks, 
mentioned above, are an expression of her negative assessment of the evaluative 
dimension of the auteur theory. Moreover, authorship isn’t just relevant to the evalu-
ation of individual cinematic works or specific bodies of work like Hollywood films of 
the studio era. It is plausible that the very idea of applying the concept of authorship 
to cinema was centrally tied up with the establishment of film – especially commercial 
film – as on an artistic par with the other arts. So the debate about authorship centrally 
has evaluative significance.

Interpretation

The dominant view among philosophers who have addressed themselves to inter-
pretation in the literary context is that authorship of some sort or other (i.e., actual, 
implied, postulated) plays a role in interpretation. Only the most extreme forms of 
conventionalism or anti-intentionalism about interpretation reject any appeal to 
authors whatsoever, and it is noticeable that the most vigorous recent philosophical 
defender of an anti-intentionalist approach to literary and artwork interpretation 
argues that “an author’s intentions seem to be essential to her work’s identity and 
thereby central to the identification of the appropriate object of interpretation” 
(Davies 2006: 233). This should also reinforce the point that thinking authorship has 
something to do with interpretation is not thereby to think that the actual author’s 
semantic intentions fully determine acceptable interpretation.
 These reflections on the literary case suggest that the question of cinematic 
authorship may matter for interpretive or hermeneutic reasons. And, in fact, the 
interpretive significance of authorship seems central to much of the writings of 
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auteur theorists, as well as their critics. A concern for the interpretive significance of 
authorship is clearly manifest in the work of Peter Wollen, whose auteur structuralism 
is centered around discerning structures implicit in the bodies of films produced by 
particular directors – structures whose varying manifestations are key to “decoding” or 
deciphering their films. So, for example, Wollen states that, “the auteur theory enables 
us to reveal a complex of meanings in films such as Donovan’s Reef” (Wollen 1986: 142). 
Robin Wood’s version of auteurism, as expressed in his writings on Ford and Hawks, 
shows a significant concern for the role that directors’ intentions and values may play 
in the interpretation and understanding of their films (Wood 1986, 2000). The philos-
opher Gregory Currie appeals to the “implied author” of certain films (i.e., the author as 
he/she/they seem from the evidence of the work) to explain our ability to grasp certain 
sorts of cinematic unreliability (Currie 1995b). Even some critics of traditional author 
theory have argued that “the ‘fiction’ of the author enables us to locate an author of the 
fiction . . . who in ‘his’ notional coherence provides the means for us to grasp the text in 
the moments of its production before us” (Nowell-Smith 1986: 223).

Style

Style and stylistic attribution are central to our engagement with literature and the 
other arts. So, for example, we interpret, evaluate, and identify literary works in 
virtue of our recognition of the various styles that they manifest. The same is true 
of cinema, and one key role that authorship plays in film criticism and theory is to 
underwrite certain sorts of judgments about film style. Now it is not the case that all 
forms of film style (e.g., universal film styles such as the realist style) have much to 
do with authorship. But our concern for the individual styles that are manifested in 
works of the cinema (i.e., the styles of film artists such as Godard and Hitchcock) 
seems to mirror our concern for the individual styles of authors found in great works of 
literature. Moreover, one very important – arguably dominant – view about individual 
literary style connects it to the personality or character of the author or implied author 
of the work of literature (Robinson 1985).
 What is more, a concern for style and the connection between individual style and 
personality is a key aspect of the auteurist view. Sarris writes that “Over a group of 
films, a director must exhibit certain recurring characteristics of style which serve as his 
signature” (Sarris 2000: 69). Bazin distinguishes between the auteur (e.g., Hitchcock) 
and the metteur en scène (Huston) who lacks a “truly personal style” (Bazin, quoted 
in Buscombe 1986: 23). And Perkins claims that the “most telling argument for a 
critical belief in the ‘director’s cinema’ is that it has provided the richest base for useful 
analyses of the styles and meanings of particular films” (Perkins 1993: 185).

Legal and moral aspects of authorship

I have to this point focused on the broadly artistic aspects of cinematic authorship. 
This is reflective of the literature on the topic. But authorship is not purely an 
aesthetic category – it also has legal and moral significance. (See Salokannel [2003] 
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for a useful discussion of some of the legal aspects of cinematic authorship.) So, for 
example, authors are typically – at least in the first instance – treated as the legal 
owners of the works they produce. And in virtue of ownership and the possession of 
copyright, authors are treated as having certain legal rights. Copying and adaptation 
of copyrighted works typically require the consent of the author. Moreover, authors 
often have the right to be identified as authors, and they have certain rights to object 
to the way in which their works are treated. These rights, of course, can be transferred; 
for example, it is common in the academic world for all or some of these rights to be 
assigned to a publisher. But it is the author who initially holds copyright and the rights 
that go with it.
 Even more significantly for the case of film, in some legal jurisdictions works 
produced as part of employment may be treated as owned and authored by the 
employer. US copyright law counts the typical commercially made film as a “work 
made for hire” and states that in “the case of a work made for hire, the employer or 
other person for whom the work was prepared is considered the author for purposes 
of this title” (17 USC §201 [b]). Laws vary of course, as do their application to film. 
In the European Union the principal director is typically treated as the (or a) film’s 
author – there is some variation within the European Union about whether or not 
other makers count as authors (Salokannel 2003: 167). The key points to take from 
this are that authorship is not purely an artistic or aesthetic category – it is of legal 
significance too.
 And of moral significance. Plagiarism and film piracy are not simply legal affronts: 
they seem to be moral affronts to the author as well. More centrally, it is widely (although 
not uncontroversially) held that the intimate relationship in which authors stand to 
their works underwrites certain sorts of author-focused moral evaluations. It is natural 
to treat the author of a racist work of literature or film as to some extent morally respon-
sible for that racism. And the author of a work that is designed to foment hatred and 
violence or to honor something that is despicable is commonly morally censured. The 
fascist sympathies of Triumph of the Will (1935) have seemed to many to provide reason 
to morally criticize Leni Riefenstahl. There are, of course, substantive debates about the 
ethical evaluation of art and literature (and, in particular, whether it is real authors or 
manifest and/or implied authors who are appropriately ethically evaluated on the basis 
of works); my only point is that the idea of authorship plays a role in these debates.
 One potential upshot of considering the legal and moral aspects of authorship is the 
recognition that authorship may be fragmented (i.e., distinct notions of authorship or 
distinct aspects of the authorship role may pull apart in certain circumstances). In fact, 
I think there is a significant potential for this sort of fragmentation in the case of film, 
and I shall return to this below.

Two issues in film authorship

Now that we have a sense of what is at stake in the debate about cinematic authorship, 
let us briefly turn to a consideration of two issues about film authors: (1) How many 
authors do films typically have? And (2) are film authors real or constructed?
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Individual or collaborative authorship?

Let us assume that it makes sense to say that films have authors. It would be a mistake 
to ask whether films in general are singly or multiply authored, for it is plausible that 
such a question would be ill-formed. There are many kinds of films and many kinds 
of filmmaking practices. Surely the only reasonable position is that some films have 
individual authors and some are authored by groups. In addition, it is plausible that 
there are (or could be) entirely unauthored films. Cases to consider here are acciden-
tally produced films (see Gaut 1997: 169n14) or “traffic jam” films that, as Livingston 
puts it, are “the unintended result of disparate and unintentional activities” (Livingston 
1997: 138). (Perhaps such films could not be [good] works of art.)
 That some films have individual authors seems hard to deny. Some homemade 
digital films are entirely made by one person. The same is true of certain experimental 
and avant-garde films (e.g., Brakhage’s 1963 Mothlight). Other films are almost entirely 
made solo (i.e., at the most only certain technical processes are carried out by others), 
and it does not seem that, for example, sending Super 8 stock out to be developed 
undercuts one’s status as the sole author of a film. Louis Lumière is often treated as 
a solitary filmmaker, and other early pioneers such as Le Prince also seem to have 
worked largely alone. On the other hand, there are cases where it seems difficult to 
deny multiple authorship. The close working relationships between the Coen brothers 
and the Brothers Quay suggests that their films are multiply and, in fact, collaboratively 
authored. Other cases of multiple, although perhaps noncollaborative, authorship can 
be found in certain omnibus films such as New York Stories (1989), which is composed 
of three shorts made by three distinct filmmaking teams. And some films have been 
produced by collectives such as Newsreel.
 But although it should be fairly uncontroversial that there are both singly and 
multiply authored films, the question of what is typical or standard is tendentious. 
The view that most popular films are individually authored (if authored at all) is 
dominant, but there is a significant minority who argue that multiple authorship is 
typical for commercial “mainstream” film (e.g., Gaut 1997; Sellors 2007). The sheer 
number of people involved in the making of a standard studio film seems to weigh 
in this direction. How could one person (even the director) possibly count as the 
author of a standard Hollywood film? One might worry that the popularity of the 
single-author hypothesis (the view that a great many popular films are authored by a 
single individual) rests on confusion or a failure to take seriously the ways in which 
mainstream films are made.
 But this would be a mistake. The defenders of the single-author hypothesis are 
not blind to the essentially collaborative nature of mainstream filmmaking (see, for 
example, Perkins 1993: 158ff.). And some sorts of collaborative or at least cooperative 
production do seem consistent with solo authorship or artistry. The editors of academic 
journals in the humanities often make (or, at least, suggest) changes to articles before 
they are published. But the idea that such a journal article is, therefore, authored by 
a group rather than an individual seems perverse. The situation is the same in the 
literary context. Although some editors may make such significant contributions 
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that they may deserve coauthorship status (Gordon Lish’s contributions to Raymond 
Carver’s stories and Maxwell Perkin’s editing of Thomas Wolfe are notable cases), it 
does not seem plausible that every novel that has been edited is thereby coauthored. 
Individual authorship does not require that a text or artwork be produced solely by 
a single person. As Livingston writes: “some items can be collectively produced . . . 
without having been collaboratively or jointly authored” (Livingston 2005: 75).
 So how can the collective or collaborative production that is standard in film 
be made consistent with solo authorship? A variety of suggestions are made in the 
literature (notably, these are typically in service of a director-as-author thesis as 
well). V. F. Perkins claims that directors are “in charge of relationships, of synthesis” 
and are, therefore, “in charge of what makes a film a film” (Perkins 1993: 184), 
moreover, that the “director’s authority is a matter not of total creation but of suffi-
cient control” (184). Bordwell and Thompson suggest that “usually it is through 
the director’s control of the shooting and assembly phases that the film’s form and 
style crystallize” (Bordwell and Thompson 1993: 16). Peter Wollen argues that we 
may focus on the structures found in groups of films produced by a single director 
and treat everything else as irrelevant, i.e., mere “noise” contributed by producers, 
camera operators, and actors (Wollen 1986: 143–4). Livingston, who has argued 
that some studio films are singly authored, points to the “high degree of control” 
and “huge measure of authority” that some directors have (Livingston 1997: 144) 
and the fact that some films express a director’s “sensibility and attitudes so vividly” 
(Livingston 2005: 85).
 Although one may tease apart at least two different broad strategies here (Gaut 
distinguishes the “sufficient control” strategy from the “restriction” strategy [Gaut 
1997: 155–8]), perhaps the most plausible argument for solo authorship combines the 
two, appealing to the director’s significant (and, hence, sufficient) control over the 
factors that determine the artistically or cinematically relevant aspects of the film.
 Can such a strategy be successful in shoring up a solo authorship view of film? There 
are two broad ways one might challenge this sort of argument for solo authorship – 
one could dispute the empirical claim about the typical degree and extent of directors’ 
control or one could dispute the broadly conceptual claim about what suffices for 
authorship. Gaut offers both sorts of challenges. Although he admits that some 
architects might be properly seen to be solo authors/artists in virtue of their sufficient 
control over the artistically relevant features of the buildings they design, the case of 
film is simply different: “the director’s degree of control over the work is not that of 
the architect’s” (Gaut 1997: 158) and, hence, is not properly seen as a solo author/
artist. (Presumably no other person involved in the making of a film has the requisite 
degree of control either.) Gaut also suggests that sufficient control may not be enough 
to establish solo authorship – the fact that the director is the person with the greatest 
degree of responsibility for the look and sound of the finished film does not imply that 
he or she is the only author for “if there are others who make a significant artistic 
difference to the work, then it is only fair to acknowledge them as artistic collabo-
rators” (157). It remains to be seen whether defenders of the single-author view can 
successfully meet these challenges.
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 Defenders of certain versions of the multiple-authorship view face their own 
challenges. Gaut goes so far as to argue that the “actors of films are among its 
co-creators” (158); hence, they count as coauthors. He bases his claim on the fact 
that film performances are “internal to the film” (163) and that screen actors partially 
determine the nature of the characters they play. But at least two considerations weigh 
against the actor-as-author view. In the first place, Gaut’s reasoning would seem to be 
extendable to cases of photographic portraiture, and it is counterintuitive that subjects 
of photographic portraits typically count as coauthors. More significantly, actors’ 
performances are “internal” to films in virtue of their being represented cinemato-
graphically. But it is simply hard to see how this could provide a basis for a legitimate 
authorship claim – the grounds of performance internality simply don’t seem the right 
ones to underwrite a claim of authorship. The topic is a rich one for future research.

Cinematic authors and/or author constructs?

I have already mentioned Foucault’s invocation of the “author function” rather than 
the author itself. Foucault’s usage reflects an important trend in recent thinking about 
both literary and cinematic authorship – a shift from thinking of authorship as a role 
filled by actual individuals or collectives to thinking of them as constructs or fictions or 
something of the sort. Peter Wollen distinguishes between the real individuals Fuller, 
Hawks, and Hitchcock, on the one hand, and “ ‘Fuller’ or ‘Hawks’ or ‘Hitchcock’, the 
structures named after them” (Wollen 1986: 147), and this distinction is taken up by 
Geoffrey Nowell-Smith, among others, who states that “What the play with inverted 
commas aims to do is to distinguish the author as empirical origin (John Ford, the man 
with the eye-patch who isn’t Raoul Walsh) from the author as effect of the text (‘John 
Ford’)” (Nowell-Smith 1986: 222). Seymour Chatman explicitly borrows the idea of 
the “implied author” from literary theory to make sense of the way in which a collabo-
ratively produced film may seem as if it is the unified product of a single controlling 
intelligence (Chatman 2005: 191–2).
 The issue of the ontological status of authors is a huge one (see Livingston [1997] 
and Gaut [1997] for discussion in the context of film), but we need not see it as one 
of forced choice. That is, we can and should allow that there are both real empirical 
authors and authors as they are seen in their works (i.e., author constructs or implied 
authors). In some but not all works of fiction, there are additionally full-fledged 
fictional authors; that is, it is true-in-the-fiction that they are authored by some agent 
or agents. The character David Holzman (played by L. M. Kit Carson) is portrayed 
as the sole maker and author of David Holzman’s Diary (1967), even though it was 
directed by Jim McBride.
 But this limited pluralism about authorship does not settle the disputes about evalu-
ation, interpretation, and stylistic attribution that underlie the authorship debates. 
So, for example, does film interpretation properly concern itself with the intentions of 
the actual cinematic author(s) or, rather, the intentions of the author construct (i.e., 
the author as manifest in the work)? Is the attribution of individual cinematic style 
(e.g., Kurosawa’s style) concerned with the actual director’s personality or character 
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