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One of the fascinating things about Roman Polanski’s Chinatown is that it
invokes in so many ways the American popular genre of the hard-boiled detective
story. Most of us, I suppose, associate this tradition particularly with two films, both
of which starred Humphrey Bogart: John Huston’s The Maltese Falcon (1941) and
Howard Hawks’ The Big Sleep (1946). But these are only the two most-remem-
bered and perhaps the most memorable versions of a narrative formula which has
been replicated in hundreds of novels, films, and television programs. Next to the
western, the hard-boiled detective story is America’s most distinctive contribution
to the world’s stock of action-adventure stories, our contemporaneous embodi-
ment of the drama of heroic quest which has appeared in so many different cultures
in so many different guises. Unlike the western—heroic quest on the frontier—
which can perhaps be traced back as far as the Indian captivity narratives of the late
seventeenth century, and certainly to Cooper’s Leatherstocking saga of the early
nineteenth century, the hard-boiled detective story is of quite recent origin. It devel-
oped in the twenties through the medium of short action stories in pulp magazines
like the famous Black Mask. By 1929, Dashiell Hammett had produced in Red
Harvest the first hard-boiled detective novel. Before retiring into literary silence in
the mid-thirties, Hammett had created a basic core of hard-boiled adventure in his
Continental Op stories and his novels— The Maltese Faicon (1930), The Dain
Curse (1929), The Glass Key (1931) and The Thin Man (1934). In very short order,
the hard-boiled detective made the transition from novel to film. The Maltese Fal-
con appeared in two film versions in the early 30s, before John Huston made the
definitive version in 1941. The Glass Key was produced in the early 30s and in the
40s; The Thin Man became one of the great movie successes of the later 30s, sO
popular that it led to a number of invented sequels. And while the hard-boiled
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detective flourished in film, Hammett’s example was followed in novels by writers
whose literary approach ranged from the subtlety and depth of Raymond Chandler
and Ross Macdonald to the sensational—and bestselling—crudity of Mickey Spil-
lane. Radio and television, too, made many series based on the figure of the hard-
boiled detective and his quest for justice through the ambiguous landscape of the
modern American city, If a myth can be defined as a pattern of narrative known
throughout the culture and presented in many different versions by many different
tellers, then the hard-boiled detective story is in that sense an important American
myth.

Chinatown invokes this myth in many different ways. Its setting in Los Angeles
in the 1930s is very much the archetypal “hard-boiled” setting, the place and time
of Hammett’s and Chandler’s novels, While it is true that many hard-boiled novels
and films are set in different places and times—Mickey Spillane’s Mike Hammer
stories in New York City, John D. Macdonald’s Travis McGee saga in Florida—
the California city setting of Hammett and Chandler and the approximate time of
their stories, memorialized in the period furnishings, visual icons, and style of the
great hard-boiled films of the 1940s, have become for us the look and the temporal-
spatial aura of the hard-boiled myth. It is this aura which Polanski generates, though
there is something not quite right, something disturbingly off about it. In this case,
it is the color. The world of the hard-boiled myth is preeminently a world of black
and white. Its ambience is that compound of angular light and shadow enmeshed
in webs of fog which grew out of the visual legacy of German expressionism in
drama and film, transformed into what is now usually called fi/n noir by its adjust-
ment to American locales and stories. Polanski carefully controls his spectrum of
hue and tone in order to give it the feel of film noir, but it is nonetheless color with
occasional moments of rich golden light—as in the scene in the dry riverbed. These
moments of warm color often relate to scenes that are outside the usual setting or
thematic content—for example, scenes in the natural landscape outside the city—
which are themselves generally outside the world of the hard-boiled detective story.
The invocation of many other traditional elements of the hard-boiled myth, the
film noir tone and the 1930s setting cue us to expect the traditional mythical world
of the private eye hero. But the presence of color, along with increasing deviations
from established patterns of plot, motive and character give us an eerie feeling of
one myth colliding with and beginning to give way to others.

Let us begin by examining Chiratown’s relation to the traditional myth of the
hard-boiled detective. The established narrative formula of the hard-boiled story
has as its protagonist a private investigator who occupies a marginal position with
respect to the official social institutions of criminal justice. The private eye is
licensed by the state, but though he may be a former member of a police force or
district attorney’s staff, he is not now connected with such an organization. In the
course of the story, he is very likely to come into conflict with representatives of the
official machinery, though he may also have friends who are police officers. His
position on the edge of the law is very important, because one of the central themes
of the hard-boiled myth is the ambiguity between institutionalized law enforcement
and true justice. The story shows us that the police and the courts are incapable of
effectively protecting the innocent and bringing the guilty to appropriate justice.
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Only the individual of integrity who exists on the margins of society can solve the
crime and bring about a true justice.

The marginal character of the private eye hero is thus crucial to his role in the
myth. It is also central to his characterization. We see him not only as a figure out-
side the institutionalized process of law enforcement, but as the paradoxical com-
bination of a man of character who is also a failure. The private eye is a relatively
poor man who operates out of a seedy office and never seems to make very much
money by his exploits; he is the most marginal sort of lower-middle class quasi-
professional. Yet unlike the usual stereotype of this social class, he isa man of honor
and integrity who cannot be made to give up his quest for true justice. He is a com-
pelling American hero type, clearly related to the traditional western hero who
manifests many of the same characteristics and conditions of marginality.

The story begins when the hard-boiled hero is given a mission by a client. It is
typical that this initial mission is a deceptive one. Either the client is lying, as Brigid
O’Shaughnessy lies to Sam Spade in The Maltese Falcon, or the client has himself
been deceived and does not understand what is really at stake when he gives the
detective his case, as with General Sternwood in The Big Sleep. Often the detective
is being used as a pawn in some larger plot of the client’s, Whatever his initial impe-
tus to action, the detective soon finds himself enmeshed in a very complex con-
spiracy involving a number of people from different spheres of society. The rati-
ocinative English detective in authors like Dorothy Sayers, Agatha Christie, or
Ngaio Marsh, investigates crimes by examining clues, questioning witnesses and
then using his intellectual powers of insight and deduction to arrive at the solution.
The hard-boiled detective investigates through movement and encounter; he col-
lides with the web of conspiracy until he has exposed its outlines. The crime solved
by the ratiocinative detective is usually that of a single individual. With this indi-
vidual’s means and motives for the criminal act rationally established he can be
turned over to the law for prosecution. But the hard-boiled detective encounters a
linked series of criminal acts and responsibilities; he discovers not a single guilty
individual, but a corrupt society in which wealthy and respectable people are linked
with gangsters and crooked politicians. Because it is society and not just a single
individual which is corrupt, the official machinery of law enforcement is unable to
bring the guilty to justice. The hard-boiled detective must decide for himself what
kind of justice can be accomplished in the ambiguous urban world of modern
America, and he must, in many instances, undertake to see this justice through,
himself. There have always been two different tendencies within the hard-boiled
myth. Some writers, like Mickey Spillane and his many current followers, place
their emphasis on the hero as private vigilante avenger. Their stories climax with
the hero playing the role of executioner as well as detective and judge. More com-
plex and artistic writers, like Hammett, Chandler and Ross Macdonald, develop
instead the theme of the hero’s own relationship to the mythical role of lawman-
outside-the-law. Their versions of the story rarely end with the detective’s execution
of the criminal; they prefer instead either to arrange for the criminal’s self-destruc-
tion as in Chandler’s Farewell, My Lovely, or simply to bring about the criminal’s
exposure and confession, as in The Maltese Falcon. But this latter trend, though it
has produced greater literature, is perhaps best understood as a humane avoidance
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of the true tl_lrust of the myth which is, I think, essentially toward the marginal hero
becoming righteous judge and executioner, culture-hero for a society which has
profoundly ambiguous conflicts in choosing between its commitment to legality
and its belief that only individual actions are ultimately moral and just.

One further element of the hard-boiled myth needs to be particularly noted: the
role of the feminine antagonist. In almost every case, the hard-boiled hero encoun-
ters a beautiful and dangerous woman in the course of his investigations and he
finds himself very much drawn toward her, even to the point of falling in love.
So‘rr}etimes the woman is his client, sometimes a figure in the conspiracy. In a sur-
prising number of cases ( The Maltese Falcon, The Big Sleep, Farewell, My Lovely,
I, The Jury, and many others) the woman turns out to be the murderess, and, in
Spillane at least, is killed by her detective-lover. This murky treatment of the
“romance” between detective and dangerous female is occasionally resolved hap-
pily as in the Bogart-Bacall relationship at the end of the film version of The Big
Sleep (in the_novel this romantic culmination does not take place). However, such
an outcome 1s rare, Even if the beautiful woman does not turn out to be a murder-
ess, the detective usually separates from her at the end to return to his marginal
situation, basically unchanged by what has happened to him and ready to perform
more acts of justice when the occasion arises.

We can see from this brief resumé of the hard-boiled formula how close a resem-
blance Chinatown bears to it. But the film deviates increasingly from the myth until,
by the end of the story, the film arrives at an ending almost contrary to that of the
myth. Instead of bringing justice to a corrupt society, the detective’s actions leave
‘the ba_sic source of corruption untouched. Instead of protecting the innocent, his
investigation leads to the death of one victim and the deeper moral destruction of
gnother. Instead of surmounting the web of conspiracy with honor and integrity
intact, the detective is overwhelmed by what has happened to him.

True, the action of Chinatown increasingly departs from the traditional hard-
boiled formula as the story progresses; however, there are, from the very beginning,
a number of significant departures from the standard pattern. The choice of Jack
Nicholson and Faye Dunaway as leading actors is a good instance of this. Nicholson
and Dunaway have certain physical and stylistic resemblances to Bogart and Bacall
and 11-.1ese are obviously played up through costume, makeup and gesture. Indeed,
th_ere 1s one early scene in a restaurant between them which is almost eerily remi-
niscent of the famous horse-racing interchange between Bogart and Bacall in The
Big Sleep. But much as they echo the archetypal hard-boiled duo in a superficial
way, NiCholS:On and Dunaway play characters which are very different. Dunaway
has a neurotic fragility, an underlying quality of desperation which becomes even
more apparent as her true situation is revealed. She never generates the sense of
lpdependcnce and courage that Bacall brought to her hard-boiled roles; her quali-
ties of wit and sophistication—those characteristics which made Bacall such an
appropriate romantic partner for the hard-boiled detective—are quickly seen to be
a veneer covering depths of anguish and ambiguity. Nicholson also portrays, at least
early on, a character who is not quite what he seems. His attempt to be the tough,
cy_nical, and humorous private eye is undercut on all sides; he is terribly inept as a
Wwit, as his attempt to tell his assistants the Chinese joke makes clear. Nor is he the
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tough, marginal man of professional honor he pretends to be at the beginning; actu-
ally, he is a successful small businessman who has made a good thing out of exploit-
ing the more sordid needs of his fellowmen. One of the most deeply symbolic clichés
of the traditional hard-boiled formula is the hero’s refusal to do divorce business,
in fact one of the primary functions of the private detective. By this choice the tra-
ditional private-eye of the myth established both his personal sense of honor and
his transcendent vocation, distinguishing himself from the typical private investi-
gator, However, from the beginning of Chinatown, it is clear that the accumulation
of evidence of marital infidelity is Jake Gittes’ primary business, He is, indeed,
drawn into the affairs of Noah Cross, his daughter, and her husband by a commis-
sion to document a supposedly clandestine affair between the latter and a much
younger woman. The name, J. J. Gittes, which Polanski and Robert Towne, the
screenwriter, chose for their protagonist is a good indication of this aspect of his
character. Think of the names of the traditional hard-boiled detectives: Sam Spade,
with its implication of hardness and digging beneath the surface; Philip Marlowe
with its aura of knightliness and chivalry; Lew Archer with its mythical overtones.
Gittes, or “Gits” as Noah Cross ironically keeps pronouncing it, connotes selfish-
ness and grasping and has, in addition, a kind of ethnic echo very different from the
pure Anglo of Spade, Marlowe and Archer.

Yet, qualified and even “anti-heroic™ as he is, Gittes is swept up into the tradi-
tional hard-boiled action. His initial and deceptive charge involves him in the inves-
tigation of a murder, which in turn leads him to evidence of a large-scale conspiracy
involving big business, politics, crime and the whole underlying social and envi-
ronmental structure of Los Angeles. Like the traditional hard-boiled detective,
Gittes begins as a marginal individual, but gradually finds himself becoming a
moral agent with a mission. At the same time he becomes romantically involved
with a character deeply implicated in the web of conspiracy, the mysterious widow
of the man who has been murdered. By the middle of the film Gittes is determined
to expose the political conspiracy which he senses beneath the surface, and also to
resolve the question of the guilt or innocence of the woman to whom he has been
so strongly attracted. Thus far, the situation closely resembles that of The Maltese
Falcon and The Big Sleep. 1t is at this point, however, that the action again takes a
vast departure from that of the traditional hard-boiled story. Instead of demonstrat-
ing his ability to expose and punish the guilty, Gittes steadily finds himself con-
fronting a depth of evil and chaos so great that he is unable to control it. In relation
to the social and personal depravity represented by Noah Cross and the world in
which he can so successfully operate, the toughness, moral concern, and profes-
sional skill of Gittes not only seem ineffectual, but lead to ends that are the very
opposite of those intended. At the end of the film, Noah Cross is free to continue
his rapacious depredations on the land, the city and the body of his own daughter-
granddaughter; and the one person who might have effectively brought Cross to
some form of justice—his daughter-mistress—has been destroyed. Gittes’ confron-
tation with a depth of depravity beyond the capacity of the hard-boiled ethos of
individualistic justice is, I think, the essential significance of the Chinatown motif
in the film. Chinatown becomes a symbol of life’s deeper moral enigmas, those
unintended consequences of action that are past understanding and control. Gittes
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has been there before. In another case his attempts at individual moral action had
led to the death of a woman he cared for. It is apparently this tragedy that motivated
him to leave the police force and set up as a private investigator. Now he has been
drawn back into moral action, and it is again, in Chinatown, that his attempt to live
out the myth of individualistic justice collides with the power of evil and chance in
the world. The result is not heroic confrontation and the triumph of justice, but
tragic catastrophe and the destruction of the innocent.

Chinatown places the hard-boiled detective story within a view of the world that
is deeper and more catastrophic, more enigmatic in its evil, more sudden and inex-
plicable in its outbreaks of violent chance. In the end, the image of heroic, moral
action embedded in the traditional private-eye myth turns out to be totally inade-
quate to overcome the destructive realities revealed in the course of this story. This
revelation of depths beneath depths is made increasingly evident in the film’s relent-
less movement toward Chinatown, the symbolic locus of darkness, strangeness and
catastrophe; but it also appears in the film’s manipulation of action and image. The
themes of water and drought, which weave through the action, not only reveal the
scope of Noah Cross’s conspiracy to dominate a city by manipulating its water sup-
ply, but create a texture of allusion which resonates with the mythical meanings
traditionally associated with water and drought. Polanski’s version of Los Angeles
in the 1930s reveals the transcendent mythical world of the sterile kingdom, the
dying king and the drowned man beneath it—the world, for example, of Eliot’s
Wasteland and before that of the cyclical myths of traditional cultures. Another of
the film’s motifs, its revelation of the rape-incest by which Noah Cross has fathered
a daughter on his own daughter and is apparently intending to continue this
method of establishing a progeny through the agency of his daughter-granddaugh-
ter, is another of the ways in which the hard-boiled myth is thrust into depths
beyond itself, Though traditionally an erotically potent figure, the private eye’s sex-
uality seems gentility itself when confronted with the potent perversity embodied
in the figure of Noah Cross. Cross is reminiscent of the primal father imagined by
Freud in Totem and Taboo, but against his overpowering sexual, political and eco-
nomic power, our hero-Oedipus in the form of J. J. Gittes proves to be tragically
impotent, an impotence symbolized earlier in the film by the slashing of his nose
and the large comic bandage he wears throughout much of the action.

In its manipulation of a traditional American popular myth and the revelation
of the tragic inadequacy of this myth when it collides with a universe that is deeper
and more enigmatic in its evil and destructive force, Chinatown is one of the richest
and most artistically powerful instances of a type of film of which we have seen
many striking instances in the last decade. It is difficult to know just what to call
this type of film. On one level, it relates to the traditional literary mode of burlesque
or parody in which a well-established set of conventions or a style is subjected to
some form of ironic or humorous exploitation. Indeed, many of the most striking
and successful films of the period have been out and out burlesques of traditional
popular genres such as Mel Brooks’ Blazing Saddles (westerns), Young Franken-
stein (the Frankenstein horror cycle), and High Anxiety (Hitchcock’s psychological
suspense films). However, burlesque and parody embody a basically humorous
thrust, and many of the most powerful generic variations of the last decade or so—
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films like Bonnie and Clyde, The Wild Bunch, The Godfather and Nashville—tend
more toward tragedy than comedy in their overall structures. It seem odd to speak
of a tragic parody or a doomed burlesque. Therefore, one is at first tempted to con-
clude that the connection between Blazing Saddles and The Wild Bunch, or The
Black Bird and The Long Goodbye is only superficial. Yet it is clear that in many
of these films the line between comedy and tragedy is not so simply drawn. What,
for example, of the extraordinary combination of Keystone Cops chase scenes and
tragic carnage in Bonnie and Clyde, or the interweaving of sophomoric high jinks
and terrible violence in Altman’s MASH? This puzzling combination of humorous
burlesque and high seriousness seems to be a mode of expression characteristic of
our period, not only in film, but in other literary forms. It is at the root of much
that is commonly described as the literature of the absurd, or of so-called “Black
humor,” and is, as well, characteristic of the style of major contemporary novelists
like Thomas Pynchon. By adopting this mode, American movies have, in a sense,
become a more integral part of the mainstream of postmodernist literature, just as,
through their frequent allusion to the narrative conventions of American film, con-
temporary novelists and dramatists have created a new kind of relationship
between themselves and the traditions of popular culture.

The linkage between these many different kinds of contemporary literary, dra-
matic and cinematic expression is their use of the conventions of traditional pop-
ular genres. Basically, they do in different ways what Polanski does in Chinatown:
set the elements of a conventional popular genre in an altered context, thereby mak-
ing us perceive these traditional forms and images in a new way. It appears to me
that we can classify the various relationships between traditional generic elements
and altered contexts into four major modes.

First, there is the burlesque proper, In this mode, elements of a conventional for-
mula or style are situated in contexts so incongruous or exaggerated that the result is
laughter. There are many different ways in which this can be done. The formulaic
elements can be acted out in so extreme a fashion that they come into conflict with
our sense of reality forcing us to see these aspects of plot and character as fantastic
contrivances. A good example of this is the burlesque image of the gunfighter in Cat
Balflou. In this film we are shown how, by putting on his gunfighter costume, a process
that involves strapping himself into a corset within which he can barely move, an old
drunk can become the terror of the bad guys. Or, in a closely related type of altered
context, a situation that we are ordinarily accustomed to seeing in rather romanti-
cized terms can be suddenly invested with a sense of reality. This is how the famous
campfire scene in Blazing Saddles operates. The cowboys sit around a blazing camp-
fire at night, a scene in which we are accustomed to hearing mournful and lyrical
cowboy ballads performed by such groups as the Sons of the Pioneers. Instead we are
treated to an escalating barrage of flatulence. Anyone who knows the usual effect of
canned wilderness fare is likely to be delighted at this sudden exposure of the sham
involved in the traditional western campfire scene. Sam Peckinpah’s Ride the High
Country offers another instance of the humorous effect of a sudden penetration of
reality into a fantasy when one of his aging heroes attempts to spring gracefully into
the saddle and is suddenly halted by a twinge of rheumatism.

Roy Jenson and John Huston threaten Jack Nicholson in a scene from Chinatown (1974)
that is *“outside the usual setting or thematic content—for example, scenes in the natural
landscape outside the city—which are themselves outside the world of the hardboiled detec-
tive story.” (CAWELTI, page 499). The Sheriff (Cleavon Little) encounters the Count Basie
band on the prairie in Blazing Saddles (1972). “Many of the most striking and successful
films of the period have been out and out burlesques of traditional popular genres such as
Mel Brooks' Blazing Saddles .. " (CAWELTI, page 503).
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In addition to these sudden confrontations with “reality”” conventional patterns
can be turned into laughter by inverting them, A good example of this is the device
of turning a character who shows all the marks of a hero into a coward, or vice versa.
A favorite manifestation of this in recent films and novels is what might be called
the hard-boiled schlemiehl, the private detective who turns out to be totally unable
to solve a crime or resist villains except by accident, This type of burlesque is even
more effective when the inverted presentation actually seems to bring out some
latent meanings which were lurking all the time in the original convention, Mel
Brooks is a particular master of this kind of burlesque. In his Young Frankenstein,
the monster attacks Frankenstein’s fiancee Elizabeth—a moment of tragic violence
in the original novel—and the result is complete sexual satisfaction on both sides,
something most of us had suspected all along.

These two primary techniques of burlesque, the breaking of convention by the
intrusion of reality and the inversion of expected implications, have frequently
appeared in the history of literature as a response to highly conventionalized genres.
Just as the Greek tragedies gave rise to their burlesque counterparts in the plays of
Aristophanes, the western, one of our most formally distinctive genres, has been the
inspiration of parody and burlesque throughout its history from Twain and Harte’s
assaults on James Fenimore Cooper to Brooks’ send-up of Shane and High Noon.
Thus, there is nothing particularly new in the penchant toward humorous bur-
lesque so evident in recent films. What is more striking in the films of the last decade
is their use of these techniques of generic parody for ultimately serious purposes.

The second major mode of generic transformation is the cultivation of nostalgia.
In this mode, traditional generic features of plot, character, setting and style are
deployed to recreate the aura of a past time. The power of nostalgia lies especially
in its capacity to evoke a sense of warm reassurance by bringing before our mind’s
eye images from a time when things seemed more secure and full of promise and
possibility. Though one can, of course, evoke nostalgia simply by viewing films of
the past, a contemporary nostalgia film cannot simply duplicate the past experi-
ence, but must make us aware in some fashion of the relationship between past and
present. Attempts to evoke nostalgia merely by imitating past forms, as was the case
with the television series City of Angels, do not generally work because they seem
simply obsolescent. A truly successful nostalgia film—Ilike Fred Zinneman'’s True
Grit, one of the last highly popular westerns—succeeds because it set its highly tra-
ditional generic content in a slightly different context, thereby giving us both a sense
of contemporaneity and of pastness. In True Grit, this was done in a number of
ways. First of all, the central character played by Kim Darby represented an
extremely contemporary image of adolescent girlhood. She was independent,
aggressive and full of initiative, a shrewd horsetrader and a self-confident, insistent
moralist, unlike the shy desert rose of the traditional western. John Wayne, aging
and paunchy, did not attempt to cover up the ravages of the years and reaffirm with-
out change the vigorous manhood of his earlier films. Instead, with eyepatch,
unshaven face and sagging flesh, he fully enacted his aging. Similarly, the film’s
images of the western landscape were in many ways deromanticized. But out of this
context of contemporaneity there sprang the same old story of adventure and her-
oism culminating in an exhuberant shootout which seemed to embody everybody’s
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best dreams of Saturday matinees. The same quality of nostalgic reinvocation of
the past played an even more powerful role in Peckinpah’s Ride the High Country
in which two tired, aging and obsolescent heroes ride again, and in Dick Richard’s
recent version of Raymond Chandler’s Farewell, My Lovely where a sagging Robert
Mitchum moves out of the malaise of modernity and reenacts once more the
ambiguous heroic quest of the hard-boiled detective of the 1930s and 1940s.

The difference between nostalgic reincarnation of an earlier genre like Farewell,
My Lovely and the more complex ironies of Chinatown and Robert Altman’s The
Long Goodbyeis considerable. Itis a difference similar to the one between True Grit
and neo-westerns like Altman’s McCabe and Mrs. Miller or Arthur Penn’s Little
Big Man. In the former case, nostalgia is the end result of the film. In the latter
nostalgia is often powerfully evoked, but as a means of undercutting or ironically
commenting upon the generic experience itself. This brings us to the third and, in
many respects, the most powerful mode of generic transformation in recent films:
the use of traditional generic structures as a means of demythologization. A film
like Chinatown deliberately invokes the basic characteristics of a traditional genre
in order to bring its audience to see that genre as the embodiment of an inadequate
and destructive myth. We have seen how this process of demythologization oper-
ates in Chinatown by setting the traditional model of the hard-boiled detective’s
quest for justice and integrity over and against Polanski’s sense of a universe so
steeped in ambiguity, corruption and evil that such individualistic moral enter-
prises are doomed by their innocent naiveté to end in tragedy and self-destruction.

The work of Arthur Penn has also explored the ironic and tragic aspects of the
myths implicit in traditional genres. His Night Moves, a transformation of the
detective story, was, like Chinatown, the ambiguous enactment of a reluctant quest
for the truth about a series of crimes. As the detective approaches a solution to the
crimes, he becomes morally and emotionally involved in the quest, making it more
and more difficult for him to integrate truth, feeling, and morality. In the end, like
Polanski’s Jake Gittes, he is more dazed than fulfilled by the catastrophe his inves-
tigation has brought about.

In other films, such as The Lefi-Handed Gun, Bonnie and Clyde and Little Big
Man, Penn created a version of the western or the gangster film in which traditional
meanings were inverted, but the effect was tragic rather than humorous. In Little
Big Man, for example, the conventional western opposition between Indians and
pioneers serves as the basis of the plot, which embodies two of the most powerful
of our western myths, the Indian captivity and the massacre. However, the conven-
tional renderings of these myths pit the humanely civilizing thrust of the pioneers
against the savage ferocity and eroticism of the Indians and thereby justify the con-
quest of the West. Penn reverses these implications. In his film it is the Indians who
are humane and civilized, while the pioneers are violent, corrupt, sexually repressed
and madly ambitious. By the end, when Custer’s cavalry rides forward to attack the
Indian villages, our sympathies are all with the Indians. From this perspective, the
conquest of the West is demythologized from the triumph of civilization into a his-
torical tragedy of the destruction of a rich and vital human culture,

Despite its many virtues, the film version of Little Big Man was less artistically
successful than Thomas Berger’s novel on which it was based, primarily because as
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the film proceeds, Penn loses the ironic detachment which Berger successfully
maintains throughout the novel. Penn’s portrayal of Custer as a lunatic symbol of
aggressive American imperialism is overstated, and toward the end the cinematic
Little Big Man tends to fall back from the serious exploration of mythical meanings
into melodramatic burlesque. This is an artistic problem common to films in the
mode of demythologization of traditional genres. Penn was far more successful in
Bonnie and Clyde, which will remain one of the major masterpieces of recent
American film. Taking off from the traditional gangster film with its opposition
between the outlaw and society, Bonnie and Clyde establishes a dialectic between
conventional and inverted meanings which is far richer and more powerfully sus-
tained throughout the film, In the traditional gangster film, a powerful individual,
frustrated by the limitations of his lower-class origin, is driven to a life of crime.
Initially the audience is inclined to sympathize and identify with this character, but
as he becomes involved in criminal actions, he overreaches himself and becomes a
vicious killer who must be tracked down and destroyed by the representatives of
society. The underlying myth of this genre affirms the limits of individual aggres-
sion in a society which tolerates and even encourages a high degree of personal
enterprise and violence, The gangster becomes a tragic figure not because he is
inherently evil, but because he fails to recognize these limits. The myth assures us
that society is not repressive or violent; instead it shows how criminal violence
evokes its own inevitable doom.

It is this comforting myth of proper and improper violence that Penn demythol-
ogizes in Bonnie and Clyde. As in Little Big Man, meanings become inverted.
Instead of representing a limit to aggression and violence, society is portrayed as its
fountainhead, while the outlaw protagonists are seen as victims of society’s blood-
lust. Throughout the film, we are shown a society of depression and chaos which
yearns for action, and which projects this yearning into a vicarious excitement
about the robberies and murders of the Barrow gang. Penn effectively develops this
theme through his representation of the newspapers which so avidly report the
gang’s adventures and by the reactions of witnesses to the gang’s attacks on banks.
Finally, its lust for the hunt aroused, society itself takes up the pursuit in packs and
posses and, in a final ambush which set a new level in explicit screen violence, the
doomed Bonnie and Clyde are shot to pieces. But the inversion of generic meanings
is still more complex, for Penn refuses to make the opposition between gangster and
society a simple reversal of traditional generic meanings as he does in Little Big
Man. The protagonists of Bonnie and Clyde are not simply victims of society. They
are themselves very much a part of the society they are attacking. They share its
basic aspirations and confusions and they yearn above all to be reintegrated with it.
In many respects, their actions reflect a desperate and misconceived attempt to
achieve some measure of the status, security and belongingness which ought to be
among the basic gifts of a society to its members. Instead of simply reversing the
meanings conventionally ascribed to the opposing forces of criminal and society in
the gangster genre, Bonnie and Clyde expressed a more complex and dark aware-
ness that this basic opposition was itself a mythical simplification, and showed us
the deeper and more difficult irony of the twisted and inseparable fates of individ-
uals and their society. This was in its way a recognition of that skein of ambiguous
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inevitability which Polanski summed up in the symbol of Chinatown, and which
Francis Ford Coppola developed through the fateful intertwining of individuals,
“families” and society in The Godfather.

Though the demythologization of traditional genres has been primarily evident
in the work of younger directors, it has also had some influence on the later work
of some of the classic filmmakers, most noticeably perhaps in the later westerns of
John Ford, particularly The Searchers, Cheyenne Autumn and The Man who Shot
Liberty Valance. Indeed, in the latter film, Ford symbolized the conquest of the
West through a story in which the territory’s last major outlaw was killed in a shoot-
out by a man destined to lead the territory into the blessings of civilization. In fact,
the legend of Senator Stoddard’s heroic deed was a myth, the actual shooting of
Liberty Valance having been done by another man. Toward the end of the film, the
newspaper editor to whom Senator Stoddard confesses the truth about his past
makes the famous and ambiguous comment “when the legend becomes a fact, print
the legend.” But is this an ironic comment on the falsity of legends and newspapers
alike, or is it some kind of affirmation of the significance of myth in spite of its unre-
ality? Ford was apparently inclined to the latter interpretation, for he once told
Peter Bogdanovich, “We've had a lot of people who were supposed to be great
heroes and you know damn well they weren’t. But it’s good for the country to have
heroes to look up to,”™*

This brings us to a fourth and final mode of generic transformation which might
be described as the affirmation of myth for its own sake. In films in this mode, a
traditional genre and its myth are probed and shown to be unreal, but then the myth
itselfis at least partially affirmed as a reflection of authentic human aspirations and
needs. This is the element which becomes dominant in Ford’s later westerns in
which he seems to see the heroic ethos of the West in critical terms and becomes
more and more sympathetic with the Indian victims of the Westward movement.
Yet, at the same time that he became more cynical about the reality of the West, he
seemed to feel even more strongly the need to affirm its heroic ideals. Thus, in his
powerful late film The Searchers, Ford turns to the old western theme of Indian
captivity, portraying the mad obsessive hatred with which a White man pursues a
band of Indians who have captured and adopted his niece. Yet Ford also accepted
a change in the ending of the original novel, where this mad Indian hater was finally
destroyed by his obsession, in order to reaffirm at the end the heroism and self-sac-
rifice of this obsessive quest. The Searchers is a powerful and beautiful film, yet one
feels uncomfortable at the end, as if the gap between Ford’s sense of historical reality
and his feelings about genre and myth have come into collision.

Sam Peckinpah’s The Wild Bunch, for all its ugliness and violence, is a more
coherent example of the destruction and reaffirmation of myth. Throughout the
film, Peckinpah points up the gap between the conventional western’s heroic strug-
gle between pioneers and outlaws. His pioneer lawmen are despicable bounty hunt-
ers in the employ of the railroad and they kill the guilty and the innocent indiscrim-
inately. His outlaws are not much better; they are brutal, coarse, and quite capable

*Quoted in Jon Tuska, The Filming of the West. (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday and Co., 1976,
p. 519.)
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of leaving a wounded comrade behind. Moreover, their type of criminal operation
has become absurdly obsolescent in the early twentieth-century West of the film. In
the end, Peckinpah’s outlaw protagonists are drawn in to a ridiculously destructive
shootout with an entire Mexican village full of troops and are completely wiped out
in the process. Yet the film also leaves us with a sense that through their hopeless
action these coarse and vicious outlaws have somehow transcended themselves and
become embodiments of a myth of heroism that men need in spite of the realities
of their world.

While I have separated the four modes of generic transformation—humorous
burlesque, evocation of nostalgia, demythologization of generic myth, and the affir-
mation of myth as myth—into separate categories in order to define them more
clearly, it should be clear that most films which employ one of these modes are
likely to use another at some point. Probably the best films based on generic trans-
formation employ some combination of several of these modes in the service of one
overriding artistic purpose; Chinatown uses both humorous burlesque and nostal-
gicevocation as a basis for its devastating exploration of the genre of the hard-boiled
detective and his myth. Some directors seem to have a primary predilection for one
of these modes; Brooks is primarily oriented toward burlesque, Bogdanovich
toward nostalgia, Penn toward demythologization and Peckinpah toward reaffir-
mation. Some directors—Robert Altman springs particularly to mind—have, in
their best films, worked out a rich and fascinating dialectic between different modes
of generic transformation. In films like McCabe and Mrs. Miller, The Long Good-
bye, Thieves Like Us, and Nashville it is quite difficult to decide at the end whether
Altman is attacking or reaffirming the genre on which he has based each particular
work. In fact, until the last two or three years, Altman’s filmography looks almost
as if he had planned a systematic voyage through the major traditional film genres.
That generic transformation has been so important a source of artistic energy to the
most vital younger directors suggests that it is a central key to the current state of
the American film,

There are probably many reasons for the importance of these modes of filmmak-
ing in the last decade, but in conclusion, I will comment briefly on what seem to
me the most important factors involved in the proliferation of this kind of film. I
think it is not primarily the competition of television. Though television has been
somewhat more conservative in its use of generic transformation than film, the
same modes seem to be turning up with increasing frequency in television series.
Instead I would point to the tendency of genres to exhaust themselves, to our grow-
ing historical awareness of modern popular culture, and finally, to the decline of the
underlying mythology on which traditional genres have been based since the late
nineteenth century. Generic exhaustion is a common phenomenon in the history
of culture. One can almost make out a lifecycle characteristic of genres as they move
from an initial period of articulation and discovery, through a phase of conscious
self-awareness on the part of both creators and audiences, to a time when the
generic patterns have become so well-known that people become tired of their pre-
dictability. It is at this point that parodic and satiric treatments proliferate and new
genres gradually arise. Our major traditional genres—the western, the detective
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story, the musical, the domestic comedy—have, after all, been around for a consid-
erable period of time and it may be they have simply reached a point of creative
exhaustion.

In our time, the awareness of the persistence of genres has been intensified by an
increasing historical awareness of film. A younger generation of directors has a
sense of film history quite different from many of their predecessors who, like Ford
and Hawks, were involved with the art of film almost from its beginnings. Similarly,
audiences have a kind of sophistication about the history of genres different from
earlier film publics because of the tremendous number of past films now regularly
shown on television and by college film societies.

But I am inclined to think that there is more to it than that. The present signifi-
cance of generic transformation as a creative mode reflects the feeling that not only
the traditional genres, but the cultural myths they once embodied, are no longer
fully adequate to the imaginative needs of our time. It will require another essay to
explain and justify this assertion, but if I may hazard a final prediction, I think we
will begin to see emerging out of this period of generic transformation a new set of
generic constructs more directly related to the imaginative landscape of the second
half of the twentieth century. Thus, the present period of American filmmaking will
seem in retrospect an important time of artistic and cultural transition. Like many
transition periods, it may also turn out to be a time of the highest artistic accom-
plishment.
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