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I.   Introduction

We are considering in these days the influence of the Catholic imagination in the arts.  While there have been isolated instances of film projects that represent a Catholic worldview, the sad reality is that we do not have any filmmakers who have done with cinema what Flannery O’Connor and Graham Greene did in literature, or Fra Angelico in painting or Bach in sacred music.  That is, it is difficult to come up with a single filmmaker who, being what I call a “happy Catholic,” has consistently sought to make an appeal for Jesus and the Gospel through mastery of the craft.  (A “happy Catholic” is one who is distinguished from any of the thousands of people in my experience in the entertainment industry who under the right circumstances would identify themselves as Catholic, but who effectively dissent from whichever aspects of the Church’s teaching is inconvenient to them or to their friends.)  

I run a program in Hollywood to train committed Catholic and non-Catholic Christian writers for mainstream Hollywood careers.  We have found that the most difficult part of keeping the program going is in simply finding Christian writers who are worth training.  Those we identify who have the requisite background in theology and philosophy generally have no interest in evangelizing the popular culture.  This is curious to me because clearly, the media of cinema and television are the most potent and influential global pulpits available to disseminate the Catholic imagination.

Too many religious people think that the answer to the “problem of Hollywood,” is for a bunch of Catholics to get together, raise some money and make movies about saints that parents can watch with their four year olds.  Instead, what is needed is for the Church to recognize and respect the power of the cinematic art form, to embrace it and to send a whole new generation of young artists into the entertainment industry so that in seeing the good that they do, the culture will give glory to God. 

This talk will have four parts: 

a)
Attitudes that Get in the Way of a Catholic Cinema

b)
 The Elements of Cinema as a Distinct Art Form

c)
The Potential for Impact in Cinema

d)
What Catholic filmmakers can bring to the industry

III.  The Elements of Cinema as Art Form

A. Why Establish Cinema as an Art Form?

Many otherwise intelligent and committed Christians regard cinema and television with a jaundiced eye, or else a complete lack of respect.   My Catholic friends outside the industry are perpetually noting to me with a self-satisfied air, “I never watch television.” Or, “I haven’t been to the movies for years.  It’s all garbage.”

Many disdain cinema because it has become so tied to pop culture.  There was a time when being cultured meant knowing the difference between a Chopin sonata and a Strauss minuet.  Being “cultured” today means you know what The Matrix is and what makes a current Russell Crowe character’s mind so beautiful.  There is an elitist attitude in many intellectuals that screen productions are  “easy” because they are so ubiquitous.   The thinking seems to be that if cinema is that great an art, than the masses should not be able to appreciate it.  

Some refuse to confer “fine art status” on screen productions because they are principally generated through a business process.  Cinema is most always a ploy by studios to trade their offerings for dollars, and consequently, business minds often have as much to say about the artwork in progress as do the artists involved in the project.  These realities seem incompatible with the artistic process that for many people is fundamentally an individual act.  I have heard several people sniff, “I don’t believe in art by committee.”

Finally, some people actually think film and television is innately evil.  They shudder as at a vision of apocalypse at the suggestion that ours is becoming a “visually oriented society.”   “Hollywood” is personified as a united organism of darkness not only because of the emanations on the screen of the liberal Democratic agenda that is the ideology of choice for many in the entertainment universe, but also because of the presumed dangers of the physical passivity that is predicable of screen viewers.

All of these attitudes get in the way of a serious Catholic incursion into the tremendously powerful arena of popular culture.   Our best and brightest shy away from or completely ward off the world of media and entertainment, or else they end up leaving behind their Catholic faith in pursuit of their careers as artists.

To those who say, “TV and movies are all garbage,” I say, “You are wrong, and you are missing out on much incredibly beautiful and profound work being done both for the cinema and on television.”  Films like, The Straight Story, O Brother Where Art Thou?, A Beautiful Mind, and, of course, The Lord of the Rings, are serious and well-crafted works of art that have much to offer those of us trying to live a well-examined human life. 

To those who disdain popular culture in general, I remind them that Mozart found his greatest success not in the courts of Europe but in the vaudevillian beerhalls of Austria. Cinema has been such a success as an art form, that it has become the entertainment of choice for the masses.  Sometimes, things are popular because they are great, like soap or the wheel.

To those who think human advancement must be tied to the printed word, I recommend a bit more respect for the power and potential goodness of visual imagery.  It is only recently that mankind has been generally literate, and frankly, all of our books haven’t made us any more virtuous than men were in the past.  From the medieval mystery plays to the stained glass windows in the Gothic cathedrals, visual media were important catechetical tools for the Church in bygone eras.

I have no idea whether movies and television are innately harmful in an anthropological sense.  In my view, they are here, and they aren’t going away.  I know that they can be used to encourage, edify, deepen and draw people into communion.  I experience them as wonderful means and I defer to the Church which has repeatedly called for a Catholic presence in the media in many documents starting with Vatican II’s Inter-Mirifica.  In the words of John Paul II to filmmakers, “…You are the stewards and administrators of an immense spiritual power that belongs to the patrimony of mankind and is meant to enrich the whole of the human community.”  (from an address of Pope John Paul to Hollywood filmmakers on September 15, 1987)
IV.
The Elements of Cinema as a Distinct Art Form

If the Church is going to make headway into this art form, than we need to know what it is we are talking about when we talk about cinema.  What are the limits and possibilities of the art form as a means of expression?  

1.  Cinema is a Harmony of Harmonies

Cinema is much more than “a visual medium.”  Saying cinema is a visual medium is like saying Van Gogh was a painter who worked in yellow.  He did, of course, along with every other color in the spectrum. 

 If art is selection, and beauty is harmonious selection, then, a beautiful movie is a harmony of harmonies.   A work of cinema includes:  literature (screenwriting), composition (painting), acting, architecture and sculpture (set design), hair, makeup and costume design, sound design, photography, musical composition, and computer generated effects.  It is harder to come up with an art form that isn’t a part of cinema.  

A. Visual Aspects of Cinema - The visual elements that a filmmaker can arrange in his movie include the actor’s performance, set and production design, costume and make-up design, cinematography, lighting, visual effects, and editing.  Having these elements on his palette, there are basically three ways a filmmaker can employ them to convey meaning.

1) Visual Imagery - This involves exploiting a universal symbolic meaning already attached to specific objects or actions, as in a young woman kissing a frog, or else in leading the viewers to accept particular objects as symbols of something new, as in the handful of dirt  from Tara that motivates Scarlet in Gone With the Wind.  

In the opening sequence of The Color Purple, there is an image of a single purple wildflower and then a sequence of images of a field filled with thousands of purple wildflowers.  The flowers are fragile, and as wildflowers, would be considered insignificant in the eyes of the world.  But through the filmmaker’s creative control, we are forced to consider them and see how beautiful and delicate they are.  (As Hitchcock said, “Movies are not just about seeing new things.  They are about seeing old things in a new way.”)  The wildflowers are purple, like bruises and also like the marks of royalty.  Purple is the color of sacrifice and repentance.  

This sequence of images constitutes the filmmakers poetry in which the flowers represent the women of the movie.  We are going to watch the story of one woman, but there are thousands.  These women suffer, but it is a suffering that can lead them to a royal dignity.

2)
Composition of Images - This level of communication involves the way that a filmmaker chooses to reveal the images of his story.  So, an image of a candle in the darkness means hope on the level of imagery.  But if we shoot it from far up in the sky, as a compositional choice, we add an irony to the symbolic dimension and turn the symbol on its head.  This tiny flame in a huge dark space seems to be pathetic and hopeless.

In the famous last sequence in Citizen Kane, the filmmaker chooses to take us through the warehouse of Kane’s collected treasures from the omniscient point of view, from somewhere high up there looking down. This perspective makes all of the stuff below look like so much junk, and expressing powerfully, “Vanity of vanities, all is vanity.”

3)
Juxtaposition of Images   - This involves arranging visuals or sequences of visuals in a paradoxical relationship that conveys meaning.  So in the Normandy sequence in Saving Private Ryan, a dead soldier lies face down on the beach.  This is an image of heroism.  But all around him are small dead fish.  Dead fish stink.  They are throw-a-ways.  By placing these two images together, the filmmaker makes a statement about the cost of war:  many lives become insignificant throw-a-ways on the way to victory. 

B.
Aural Aspects of Cinema - These include actor’s performance of dialogue, musical score, sound design and editing.

1)
Dialogue   - Screen dialogue offers a filmmaker two more levels to communicate with the viewers.
a.
Literal meaning of words - The characters tell us facts like, “John is crazy.”

b.
Sub-textual meaning of language - The characters reveal to us their own psychology by making observations that seem to contradict the visuals.  This is a kind of communication in which a filmmaker speaks with character as opposed to speaking through character. 

2) Ambient sound - All of the noises that surround the characters in a movie offer a filmmaker more means of communicating meaning.  In Saving Private Ryan, the rat-a tat of the machine guns at Normandy fades into the rat-a-tat of the typewriters in the war office as the young clerks issue death notices.  The implication is clearly that war has many casualties beyond those who die on the battlefield.  Some people die from bullets, some people will die from death notice letters which will wound them like bullets.

C.
New Tactile Potential of Cinema  - This is the most recent innovation in the cinematic experience.  There are theaters now at theme parks that incorporate tactile sensation into the movie experience.  In the Muppet movie theater in Disney’s new California Adventure park, when the characters walk through the fog, the audience experiences an actual slimy mist.  When characters on the screen are attacked by bees, the audience gets tiny pin pricks through the seatbacks.  There is also real wind, the heat of a raging fire and bumping under the floor when the characters get into a crash on the screen.  

2.
   Cinema is a Collaborative Medium

Because so many talents and skill sets are involved in its creation, a motion picture is effectively art by committee.  In the industry, a cinema or television project is said to “work” when a vision has been well communicated to a large group, and their contributions complement the initial vision making the whole project an effective unity.  The vision isn’t lost but expanded.  

3.
   Cinema is Tied to Technology

Very often, people outside the industry disdain the use of special effects in cinema as though these get in the way of the story.  They only get in the way of the movie acting like a book, but they certainly don’t diminish a movie.  They are “movie.”   They are as much part of the palette of the filmmaker as the blank page is for a novel writer.

The fact is we don’t even know what to call the screen art form because it keeps changing.  The thing that viewers have gone to enjoy in darkened theaters for the last hundred years has gone from being “Moving Pictures” to “Picture Shows” as in the early days of the Nickelodeon, to Silent Films, to Talkies to Movies to Films with Digital Sound and most recently to the 3-D IMAX projects.   Each of these periods has had its own masters and classics. Virginia Woolf complained in the early Thirties that, “The problem with cinema is that its technology is perpetually outgrowing its aesthetic accomplishments.”  It would be as though every five years, ten new colors were discovered which painters could then use on their canvases.  

That cinema is tied to technology does not diminish its stature as an art form.  It just makes it harder to follow the development of the art form.

4.
Cinema is Modern

Cinema is modern in a philosophical sense as well as in a technological sense.    As a completely modern medium, cinema has only existed in the period after modern philosophy proclaimed, “God is dead.”  All the confusions of this past century have been the subject of the art form.  There isn’t a Renaissance cinema that would balance out the artistic confusion of the last hundred years, the way Michaelangelo balances out Andy Warhol and thus keeps painting as a fine art in the minds of contemporary Christians.

5.
Cinema is the Product of a Business

As an art form, cinema is like architecture in that the palette and canvas of the artist represents a huge investment.  A recent article in the industry trades noted that due to the advances in digital editing technology the average cost of making a movie has fallen “way down” in recent years to just around $26 million dollars.  Because they are so expensive to produce, there is always a commercial aspect involved in shaping a movie.  This is often a positive thing as it functions as a means to maintain quality control.  If you have to sell something, than it has to have something of the beautiful or at least well-crafted to attract buyers.  

6.
Cinema is an art form that is consumed by many as entertainment.

There is a perpetual tension between Hollywood cinema that is based in stories, and the cinema propounded by artists from the rest of the planet who regard storytelling as a bastardization of cinema - forcing upon it the substance of other art forms like literature and theater.  There is not either or.  Cinema is an art.  Cinema is entertainment.  

This tension is the source of many of the Church’s troubles with “Hollywood.”  As members of the human family, we understand that there are legitimate and illegitimate ways in which to entertain people.  But every time we culturally concerned people raise the subject of how to regulate entertainment, we bang into the fact that cinema is an art form, and as such must be respected as a free form of expression.  Trying to censor or regulate filmmakers is arrogant and dangerous.  Because He values our freedom as the essential element to his whole human project thing, God lets us sin.  The Church needs to weather the same risk with artists.  

V.
Impact of the Art Form

As an aggregate of many art forms, a movie has access to all of the power that each individual art form brings with it to move the human heart.  Flannery O’Connor indicates that the fundamental power in literature resides in setting up a paradox that traps a reader into a journey of discovery.


“From my own experience in trying to make stories ‘work,’ I have discovered that what is needed is an action that is totally unexpected, yet totally believable…It would have to one that is both in character and beyond character; it would have to suggest both the world and eternity…It would be a gesture which somehow made contact with mystery.”  (Flannery O’Connor, Mystery and Manners)

Cinema has the possibility to develop more complex paradoxes than any other art form by setting the different levels of meaning present in a movie up against one another either complementarily or through contrast.   A complex visual image can be achieved by combining symbolism, composition and juxtaposition.  This can then be contrasted with contrasting dialogue and ambient sounds.  The whole thing can be accompanied with a musical score that adds a further layer of meaning until what is achieved is an immensely complex, and layered project that speaks to a viewer on a constantly shifting number of levels.

V.
  What a Catholic Cinema Would Look Like

A.
Entertainment Versus Amusement

I recently spoke to a television sit-com writer, suggesting that he might try to write with a concern for the impact of his comedy on his audience.  He replied to me, “In twelve years of writing for television, it never occurred to me to aspire to anything except keeping the viewer from turning the channel.”  His goal has only ever been to amuse people in the sense of filling up their time, distracting them, but with little or no view to giving them anything lasting or helpful in living out their lives.

A Catholic sensibility would bring to Hollywood the certainty that entertainment time is not wasted time.  The word entertainment comes from a French word meaning “the work between the work.”  As Catholic philosopher Josef Pieper noted, “Leisure is the basis of culture,” because in it, we find meaning and depth that can then animate the workaday world.   An essential element of a healthy human life is entertainment that is recreative; times of awe and wonder, times of self-discovery and giving birth.

B.
Cinema as Pre-Evangelization Not Catechesis

We will always need churches.  The goal of our efforts in media is not to replace what happens at church, in terms of preaching.  Cinema should incite people to begin a search that leads them to the Church.  Cinema can deepen believers so that what they experience at Church is more profound.  Cinema can model the consequences of a Gospel worldview versus a completely materialist worldview.  

I recently asked a sit-com writer, about the kind of social or moral impact he thought his show’s style of comedy had on the television audience.  He replied, “In twelve years of writing for television, it never occurred to me to aspire to anything except keeping the viewer from turning the channel.”  His goal has only ever been to amuse people in the sense of filling up their time.  He seeks to distract them, with no view to giving them anything helpful in living out their lives.

A Catholic “contract with the audience” begins with the conviction that entertainment time is not throw-away time.  The word entertainment comes from the French word “the work between the work.”  As philosopher Josef Pieper noted, “Leisure is the basis of culture,” because in it, we find meaning that then animates the rest of our mostly mundane lives.   An essential element of a healthy human life is entertainment that is re-creative; that brings to us times of awe and wonder, self-discovery and depth. 

C.
Sacramentality

Created with a Christian sensibility, a movie will be haunted by the invisible world.  For the believer, everything that we see is a sign of a reality that we cannot see.  Paraphrasing St. Paul, all of creation points to the Presence and Nature of the Creator. Or, as Jesuit writer William Lynch has noted, “Faith is the ability of the finite to lead somewhere.”   Movies should give the viewers the sense that beyond all the choas and craziness in the world, is a Loving Mind that comprehends it all, and is over it all.

Catholic filmmakers have an innate sensitivity to interpret symbolism, as well as a heightened ability to construct effective visual images.  It seems to me that this is connected to our exposure to the smells and bells of our Church’s liturgy.   We have been raised in a climate of metaphor and analogy that we have experienced as powerful and so we trust it to convey meaning.  My experience with Evangelical Christianity is that they are suspicious of images as not being sufficient to “get the job done.”
D.
Connectedness

A Christian film would be imbued with the certainty that we are not alone.  We were conceived of, worked out, prepared for and assigned a place in the plan.  We are connected to one another and to the One who yearns for us as the apple of His eye.  Men are meant to be merciful to one another.  Talents are given us to speed us all corporately on our way home to God.  We should treat human beings the way we would treat any unique and precious treasure that belongs to someone else.

E.
Ironic Juxtaposition of Hope and Suffering

The weirdest thing about Christians, is the way we can hold both terrible suffering and joy in our hands at the same time without any sense of contradiction.  Good Friday is at once the worst thing that ever happened, and the best thing that ever happened.  A Christian dramatist needs to portray sin with the same intensity as does a purely secular dramatist because, as the great Catholic novelist Flannery O’Connor noted, “Redemption is meaningless unless there is a cause for it in the actual life we live.”  But a Christian movie would ultimately lead viewers away from cynicism and toward hope. As Auschwitz survivor Corrie Ten Boom expressed it, “We know that there is no pit so deep, that God’s love isn’t deeper still.”  

F.
The Filmmaker as “The Aroma of Christ” in the Industry

The principal reason for the moral confusion that ends up on the screen is the paucity of happy, well-catechized believers in the entertainment industry.  We do not have enough witnesses to Christ living and loving and working alongside the witnesses to Mammon or secular humanism that have overrun the creative community.  We do not need a “Catholic Cinema” so much as we need Catholics in cinema. 

       We do not need the Church to set up production companies and make movies.  We need the  

       Church to approach Hollywood as a missionary territory;  to preach and teach and minister 

        So that the people in the arts and entertainment so that they can make movies for us.   

