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If The Last Picture Show was Peter Bogdanovich's homage
to John Ford, and What's Up Doc? his homage to Howard
Hawks, Paper Moon is his homage to Allan Dwan.

Dwan represents an ethic of straightforward, non-neurotic
entertainment and a command of the grammar of film — through
an observation of which Hollywood might hope to regain that
reliable level of pure fun that used to be the attraction of movies.

But Dwan should not be seen as representing the caku-
lated mindlessness of an Eisenhower-era reactionary trend.
While Dwan's cinema lacks cultural and sociological content,
his total mastery of the medium is aligned with a vision whose
simplicity borders equally on the ridiculous and the sublime.
< Dwan was a director without pretensions. Put simply, he
loved the activity of making movies, loved the medium itself.
His theme of temporal resignation, implied only in the mathe-
matical purity of his style, sustained his interest in the most
dubious of projects regardless of the banality of a screenplay
or the insipidity of a performance. His visual style sought out
the archetypal truths that lay at the hearts of clichéd genres
and the sympathetic innocence that made even the least skifled
actor human, and thus beautiful.

_ Dwan’s art was oblivious to all social and cultural evolutions.
Yet the rhythms of his editing, the clear, precise, economical
succession of shots, the detached, uncritical observation, sug-
gest an abstract, meditative involvement more on the order of
classical music — an art untouched by time. In applying a purity
of cinematic syntax to clichéd stories and weak, often ludi-
crously incapable actors, Dwan has shown us the possibility of
a transcendent ideal while simultaneously (and sympalheiicauy)
illustrating the very human inability to yet achieve that ideal.

Dwan's career, his self-exile in the world of B-pictures,
defines a line-of-least-resistance philosophy. In subjecting him-
self to the medium he loved, in his willingness not to challenge
the conventions of that medium, he maintained a happy low
pro:(ijle throughout some 50 years of extraordinarily prolific film-
making.

The cinema of Allan Dwan has remained largely in-
accessible to contemporary appreciation because Dwan's com-
mitment to conventional subject matter refuses to cal| attention
to itself as high art. Thus, perhaps the most fruitful approach
to this extraordinary career is through terms of folk art — if
for no other reason than because our recent obsession with
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personal expression has temporarily blinded us 1o the possibiky
of selfless expression as an even higher option for the aware
artist.

In a recent interview, Roberto Rossellini (surely the most
profoundly evolutionary of all contemporary filmmakers) has
stated that he no longer considers himself an “artist” of the
cinema, seeing himsell rather as a “scientist and craftsman.*
Rossellini no longer pursues personal themes, but strives for
a "universality of discourse” attained directly through “cinematic
themes and techniques.”

Rossellini's function in the modern cinema Is parafeled by
Dwan's position in the classical American tradition of dramatic
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subject malter of the screenplays thoy illustrato nor from tho
creative ingenuity of tho performers whose movemonts thoy
record. The meaning of Dwan's Imagos is synonymoun with
their syntax as units in the cinematic languago.

Thp vocabulary of the classical Amorlcan narratlve film of
dramalic analysis constitutes a set form of vigual conventiong,
This form cotresponds with a way of looking at tho world that
defines all humanity and all action as prototypical of an olomen-
tal mythology of human existence, All varioly can bo on-
compassed in a unitary ideal.

Each element of this vocabulary, each kind of shot, has
a corresponding singular meaning that coexists with and Informs

Allan Dwan: An Incomplete Fllmography
Born in Toronto, Ontario on April 3, 1885

1915. The Good Bad Man
1923. Robin Hood
Zaza
1925. Wicked
1927. While Paris Sleeps
1929. The Iron Mask
1931. Chances
Man to Man
1933. The Mayor of Hell
1939. The Three Musketeers
1940. Trall of the Vigilantes
1941, Look Who's Laughing
Rise and Shine
1942. Friendly Enemles
Here We Go Again
1943. Around the World
1944, Abroad with Two Yanks
Up in Mabel’s Room
1945. Brewster's Millions
1946. Getting Gertie's Garter
1947, Calendar Girl
Driftwood
Northwest Outpost
1948. Inside Story
1949, Sands of Iwo Jima
1950. Surrender
1951. Belle Le Grand
Wiild Blue Yonder
1952. | Dream of Jeanle
Montana Belle
1953, Flight Nurse
The Woman They Almost Lynched
1954, Cattle Queen of Montana
Passion
Silver Lode
1955, Escape to Burma
Pearl of the South Pacific
Tennessee’'s Partner
1956. Hold Back the Night
Slightly Scarlet
1957. Restless Breed
The River's Edge

. 1961, The Most Dangerous Man Alive

the secular meaning of the shol vithin the contaxt of the par-
tleulur story (hat Is being 1010, If & direcior |8 awsre of this ole-
mantal mesning which I8 aligned vidlh ench shol, ho selocls
those shols (makes his directonsl declsions) In such a way as
to bring out the mythological basis Inheront In the subject matter
of his scroonplay,

The moaning) of tho cinsmas of Allan Dwan resldes first and
forermos! In the correspondancas betwsen choice of shol and
Platonle existonce, Thus, 10 nrguo thal Dwin's syntax has slgni-
ficant monning for us (that we should be desply moved simply
by a camara moveront or juxtaposlilon of otharvise spperently
banal shots) Is 10 suggos! that the cinema lsalf has some pro-
found significanco on the ovolution of human consciousness
and that Dwan's diractorial purity most directly rmakes us aware
of this slgnificanco,

Agaln to quote Rossallink: *Thuse assentisl images contaln
tho potentinl for a unlvoreal discourse that can unite paople,”

I the concopt of porsonal oxprosslon has an ullimate In-
haront limitation, it I8 In 1tho uso of cinoma 10 work out essentially
naurolic doficloncls In consclousnnss, The fascination of the
wholo caroor (as opposed to any single film) of an auteur direc-
tor lies In an autoblographical racording of the procass of work-
ing out tho artist’s obsosslons. A Ister work by such a direetor
is aimost Invarlably morally suparior 10 an oarly work, 48 1ho
artist has mado progrous rn his porgonal pursuit of a dostiny
that evontually has attalnod universal significance.

Thero Is no such prograssion In Dwan's work, but an im-
pliod and unwavoring high level of moral awaranoss. Thoro 18
no conflict batwoon freadom and datorminism, as tho two con-
copls have becomo synonymous, Dwan's totally pormissive
altitudo toward his paerformars and his apparent obllviousnoss
to the weaknosgos of the scraonplays allows for tho Introduction
of elamontz of chance, of spontanaily, and of froo will, But
Dwan's visual treatmant, his cholco of shots, providas tho frame-
work of doterminism that sons all varioly as conforming to some
cosmic plan or unity, His visual choices corrogpond with the
hidden forcas which regulate mon's lives,

If the moral cinemas of Griffith, Ford, and Hawks oxist o
teach and inform (1o bring about change), the cinema of Allan
Dwan {ulfills a moditative function, Owan's Impliod moral stance
acceptod all human activity equally, Hig only salf-aggortion was
expressed through a zen-liko sonse of humour — an affection
for the divine ridiculousnass of human foiblos.

When to use a long ghol, a clogo-up, a trucking shot, a
dolly or a zoom was governoed by certain standard usagoes In
the Hollywood film industry, These standard usages wore the
basis of the American folk art of filmmaking. Aflan Dwan was
the greatl master of this folk art. As this classical Amaerican
cinema existed both as a form complete and harmonious in
itsell and as a medium open to evolving personal exprossion,
Dwan represented that completed, harmonious form,

it was no mere coincidence that the late work of all major
directors of the classical tradition (Griffith, Ford, Walsh, Hawks)
moved toward a simplicity of Image (a cessalion of struggte)
not unrelated to Dwan's achioved style. The classical form was
home to these directors, simultanaously sustaining and permis.
sive over their years of explosation, but finally complete and
seli-sufficient for the aging artist who approached that point of
infinity that was his destiny,

Dwan's cinema Is the secured plateau of the first evolution
of the medium of film. In a quantum theory of historical evolution,
Dwan js the puresl representation of that first step in the
cinema’s destiny of bringing solf-awareness and unity to man-
kind. The synthesizing visual styles of Orson Welles and Otto
Preminger represont a second step moving the cinema toward
a forum of Ideas, Rossellini's recont historical films suggest a
third leap forward into a cinema simultaneously analytical and
synthesizing. The rest of the clnema conslsts of
trangitions and the popularization of these quantum m
leaps.

John Dorr — a reguiar Take One contributor —is a Los Angetes-basad
fMimmakor moonfighting as a fiim historian,
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