Chapter 6

Close-Up on History

Global Influence on the Art of Film


Although American films were, and continue to be, extremely popular internationally, the influence always flowed both ways.  Early film was an integral part of several well-known European art movements, and each of these movements has influenced American films.

German Expressionism

German Expressionism began in the 1920s as a style in painting, sculpture and theater as well as film.  It was a dark style, reflecting the pessimistic mood of the German people following their defeat in World War I.  Expressionism used symbolism to represent inner psychological states, especially terror and horror.  The source of the internal terror was often the characters’ inability to distinguish what was real from what was imaginary.  The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1919), directed by Robert Wiene, was the best known film of this movement, and very typical of its characteristics.  It used shadows for dramatic effect, with nightmare-like sets that were designed by expressionistic painters.  Metropolis (1926), a science-fiction classic by Fritz Lang, is another example of the genre.  Expressionism influenced American films that dealt with the psychology of individuals, such as Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho (1960) and Frenzy (1972). 

Soviet Social Realism

Soviet social realism was a reaction to expressionism, and its opposite in several respects.  In social realism, the focus was on the masses of the people, rather than the individual, on external problems rather than internal psychological states.  The hero of the story tended to be a group, or some part of the masses.  Many of the films were blatant propaganda for the Soviet Communist life style.  Directors often used amateurs instead of professional actors to emphasize this “group hero” mentality.  The best known example of this school was Sergei Eisenstein’s The Battleship Potemkin (1925), which dealt with the failed Russian Revolution of 1905.  In this film, a group of sailors and the citizens of the town of Odessa are the collective heroes.  One sequence, the Odessa steps montage, is the most-studied strip of celluloid in the history of higher education. The influence of social realism is seen in the way violence is often presented today, such as the famous slow-motion death scene in Bonnie and Clyde (1968) and the stark battlefield scenes of Saving Private Ryan (1998).

French Surrealism
French Surrealism, which was extremely influential in the 1930s, rejected social standards of good taste and acceptability.  The movement rejected the “tyranny of reason” and embraced the unconscious, the irrational, and the passionate.  The most famous film of this school was An Andalusian Dog (1928) which was a collaborative project of Luis Bunuel, a filmmaker, and Salvador Dali, an artist.  The title is meaningless, as is typical in surreal films; the film is 25 minutes long and filled with vivid, brutal images.  A man (Bunuel) slashes a woman’s eye; ants swarm out of a hole in a man’s palm; the decayed carcasses of two donkeys are dragged across a living room.  The influence of French Surrealism is seen in the heavily symbolic violence of many American films, including Kill Bill (2003) and the Matrix movies (1999, 2003).

Italian Neorealism


Italian neorealism arose at the end of World War II, as a reaction to the fascist Italian films of that war.  It was much like Soviet social realism, but without the propaganda.  Like social realism, it used real people along with actors to deal with everyday people and their problems.  Neorealism featured realistic social environments like the gritty streets and ruined neighborhoods that highlight social problems.  Roberto Rossellini’s Rome, Open City (1945) and Vittorio DeSica’s Bicycle Thief (1948) are the best known films of this movement.  Neorealism has influenced many American movies that dealt with social problems, from The Grapes of Wrath (1940) to Training Day (2001). 

French New Wave

In the French New Wave films that were influential in the 1960s and 1970s, the director’s vision was what was important.  Many of the directors had previously been film critics, and they tried to establish a “signature” style in their films.  A director with a notable style would be called an auteur, which means “author” but in this sense really means “artist.”  Two of the best known films of the French New Wave were Francois Truffaut’s The Four Hundred Blows (1959) and Jean-Luc Godard’s A Woman is a Woman (1961).  The influence of this school is seen in the way many contemporary directors—Oliver Stone, George Lucas, Jane Campion—seek to establish a style of their own and maintain it across all their films.

