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terms of a character’s name) they were fulfilled.
An example would be, Hero and Villain join in
combat. Through all the stories examined, Propp
found such functions quite limited in number: 31,
in fact, with some alternate variations. Different
stories would omit particular elements or sections,
but no tale contained additional ones; moreover,
functions always followed the same chronological
order. Sometimes functions were assimilated to-
gether; sometimes they were doubled or trebled.
Thus, the Propp study describes an astonishing
uniformity of structure among all its apparently
various primary sources.

Morphology of the Folktale has a peculiar fas-
cination for students of genre because of parallels
that can be seen between Propp’s functions and
elements of narrative material that has no direct
connection with either Russia or the fairytale. In
this proto-plot of a Quest, a Hero responds to
deceitful villainy which has worked harm and loss
on a “family.” Tested, branded, often pursued,
and aided by a helper or sometimes a magical
agent, the Hero exposes and defeats the Villain
and accomplishes his task. In consequence he may
win the Princess or Sought-for-Person; a family’s
lack becomes a Hero's reward.

Such a design lends itself to westerns, detective
stories, horror, science fiction, and simple adven-
ture tales, particularly as these forms, like their
nineteenth-century pulp derivations, are domin-
ated by energetic, visibly active plots which make
efficient use of all their material.? There is prece-
dent for relating Propp to the movies. In Six Guns
and Society,® Will Wright indulges a method of
narrative analysis which he describes as a “‘liberal-
ized version of . . . Vladimir Propp,” enlarging
the Russian’s system of categorization while argu-
ing for more economic itemizations of functions.
Similarly Peter Wollen has proposed that Hitch-
cock's North by Northwest fits a Proppian mold.*
Indeed, Wollen finds the application of Propp to
Hitchcock surprisingly easy, although he suggests
some reformulation of analytical techniques, per-
haps viewing the hero’s tasks in terms of a system
of exchanges; as will be amplified later, Proppian
actions are most often motivated by lacks. (In
traditional Hollywood scriptwriter’s lore, the Hero
—or Hero and Heroine—had a Problem, which
also was generally a lack.)

Umberto Eco applies somewhat like measures to

PROPP IN HOLLYWOOD

Ian Fleming's espionage adventures of James
Bond,* although his categories are not strictly
Proppian, but rather conceived as good-bad polar-
ities, epitomized by confrontations between Bond
and assorted villains; these are, of course, basic
to the Proppian drama, but subsumed within his
31 constituent story elements. Both Eco and
Wollen, each in his own way, seem to lean toward
the variations on Propp conceived by A. I
Greimas.® Greimas groups Propp’s characters in
dualities: Hero/Sought-for-Person; Dispatcher/
Receiver (these are less clearly demarcated in
Propp); Helper/Opponent.”

Greimas underlines the value-laden elements of
his system, something like Roland Barthes’s Refer-
ential or Cultural Codes in $/Z,* at the expense
of plot, i.e., the Proppian function. The seesaw
balance between these two aspects of narrative can
be practically evidenced if we seek to apply the
Proppian system to other Hollywood material.

Like North by Northwest, a Mickey Spillane
easily adapts, so long as, like Wollen, we are
willing to stretch a few characterizations so that
one figure may serve two or more roles. Kiss Me
Deadly® eases into the scheme, both in its prose
form and as Aldrich’s film. Mike Hammer is
absent from home (driving down the road), re-
ceives an interdiction (the FBI warns him off an
investigation), violates the interdiction (he seeks a
murdered girl's address), is branded (burned by
radioactive material), etc. Once a comic-book
auteur, Spillane seems to have particular affinity
toward fantasy-prone Russian fairytale narrative,
thinly overcoated with naturalistic detail for the
sake of generic convention. In Spillane’s book,
Mike is permitted to burn Lily, the villainess, to
death by lighting her hair. She is clearly disclosed
as a witch.

She was a horrible caricature of a human! There was no
skin, just a disgusting mass of twisted, puckered flesh from
her knees to her neck making a picture of gruesome freak-
ishness that made you want to shut your eyes against it.'°

Overviewing fairytale design, Propp diagrams
its organization in terms of time, motive, and
cause-inflected behavior.

Morphologically, a tale may be termed any development
proceeding from Villainy (A) or a lack (a), through inter-
mediary function to marriage (W¥*), or to other functions
employed as a denouement. Terminal functions are at times

-
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a reward (F), a gain or in general the liqui
tune (K), an escape from pursuit (RS), ¢
development is termed by us a move. [
villainy, each new lack creates a new mos
have several moves, and when analyzing
first of all determine the number of mi
consists. One move may also interweave."'

Applying Propp’s alternative, di
constructions to Kiss Me Deadly pt
more curiously @ propos. Here a
ments.

1. One move immediately follows
lane necessarily introduces new v
move because he kills them so rapic

I A W*
Villain Villain
killed
In A
New
Villain

2. A new move ensues prior to th
the first. (Hammer discovers a

active material. Leaving it, he goe
agent, who mentions the Manhat
Alamos, Trinity. Returning to th
at the Hollywood Athletic Club,
attendant killed, the box stolen.)

I MH MH MH

finds finds box
key  box gon

I MHsees Patimpli
Pat espiona

3. An episode may be interrup
(When first tortured, Mike se
shoes.* He later searches for tl
dinate villain's beach house. The
the final scene, worn by the
villain, Dr. Soberin.)

*What Hitchcock calls a Maguffin, and
writers a Weenie.
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Holmes in which Moriarty receives his due.
Another version sustains many Ross MacDonalds
and, for example, Gordon Douglas’s The Detec-
tive. An initial crime, often occurring some time
before the story proper, is finally solved simul-
taneously with the later offense. (In The Detective,
one murder had been apparently resolved with the
execution of the seeming criminal. A second case
leads to the discovery of information that finds
another man guilty of both deaths.)
I Leitman Teslar
murder caught

tape solution
played toboth
crimes

I  Mclver tape
murder found

6. Sometimes a fairytale contains two seekers.
Both Mike Hammer and Lily are after an un-
known object (the radioactive box) which Mike
terms the Great Whatsit.

II MHfinds Lily gets

box box
I MH seeks Death of villains
key explosion
I Lity 1 MH to Mist
disappears  Finds Soberin
address

Breakdowns of pulp novel and film design in
terms of Proppian distinctions are easy to accom-
plish, although a single time-continuity (what the
pre-syntagmatic era termed a sequence) may
contain more than one function. In the detective
idiom, an example would be the moment in The
Maltese Falcon (novel and film) when misfortune
is made known to Sam Spade (Brigid has disap-
peared) just when he desires to have something
(the notice of the La Paloma docking).

Other comments by Propp demonstrate further
applicabilities to the detective genre. All his
auxiliary elements for the interconnection of func-
tions commonly require that one character find
out something from another.'? The deceiver is

PROPP IN HOLLYWOQOD

characteristically unmasked at a feast.!* Gener-
ally, a villain appears twice; first suddenly, then
disappearing (the murder), later at the time of
his defeat.'* With the overcoming of each obstacle,
the Hero receives further help toward the attain-
ment of his goal:'* Mike beats up an art dealer,
Billy Mist, and discovers Soberin’s phone number
on a prescription bottle.

Interestingly, Propp notes that the attributes of
the dramatis personae, their external qualities, are
greatly affected by a society’s actual experience,
whch ““creates new, vivid images which supplant
tale personages”:'* an antecedent to the patina of
naturalism which coats melodramatic formula.
Propp defines something very like the detective’s
clues, noting that a lacking object may unwittingly
give itself away by betraying some bit of news
about itself or leaving behind a clear trace. Needed
objects are sometimes located by spyglasses, ot
supplementary characters with specially keen
senses: sharp ears and quick eyes.” Propp re-
counts a tale in which a ball of thread leads the
way from Donor to destination,’® and we are
reminded that clue derives from Ariadne’s spool
which guided Theseus from the Labyrinth.

It should be emphasized that Proppian analysis
provides a rough measure of formal likenesses
between Spillane's novel and Aldrich’s film, but it
cannot discern their qualitative differences. These
are extreme and rest largely in the character of
Mike Hammer. Whatever he may be to Mickey
Spillane, Mike in the film is a shabby, divorce-case
detective, sadistic, manipulative, brutishly suspi-
cious and loutishly vulgar. Except as it is defined
in formularized behavior, characterization escapes
the Proppian‘sieve.

What are the attributes of Propp’s dramatis
personaé? Propp describes them within individual
spheres of action:

1. The Villain (fights and pursues the Hero).

2. Donor or Provider (provides Hero with a
magical agent).

3. Helper (effects escapes and movements of
Hero, overcomes misfortune or lack, solves tasks,
transfigures Hero).

4. Princess and/or her Father (assigns tasks,
brands Hero, recognizes Hero, punishes second
Villain, marriage).

S. Dispatcher (sends Hero off).

6. Hero (departs on search; if a Seeker-Hero, he

e

P
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reacts to demands of the Donc
Victim-Hero).

7. False Hero (departs on sea
Donor’s demands, has special func

When one departs from the c
generic idiom, the Proppian hi
narrower and steeper. Let us non
it through a trio of Hollywood filn
To Have and Have Not, and Rio |
customarily associated with highl
wood figures, but if asked to ic
person who participated in each ve
name a less notorious agent,
Furthman,* collaborator with |
Underworld, with Leigh Brackett
with William Faulkner on To Hav
1t is probably for this reason that v
with different kinds of films, with
and directors, but obvious story |
we are presented with commonal;
the structural analyst, while—we
ing to admit rather sobering discre

On their faces, Underworld, To
Not and Rio Bravo share few g
alities. The von Sternberg produc
ber, concerns three central figu
(George Bancroft), Feathers |
Brent), and Rolls Royce (Clive B
Chicago gangster, Feathers his mo
rehabilitated by Bull to become
lieutenant. Bull is imprisoned fo
hood. He escapes, reaches the hic
it out with the police. When Fe:
come to his aid, Bull sends th

*Jules Furthman, real name Julius Grine
menced as a scriptwriter in 1915, changing
Fox for a short period after World War I
sentiment toward Germany. He wrote Hotel
Stiller, The Qutlaw for Howard Hughes,
Mutiny on the Bounty. Furthman worl
Maurice Tourneur, Clarence Brown, and
most extended collaborations were with twe
parsiminous in credit sharing, Josef von St
Hawks. Besides Underworld, Furthman
York, Morocco, Shanghai Express, Blor
Shanghai Gesture. For Hawks he scripte
Only Angels Have Wings, To Have and Hay
and Rio Bravo. Rio Brave was Furthman’s
died in 1960, a year after its completion.
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Rolls Royce and Feathers. It's Rolls who gets the
girl and he’s supposed to be the Helper.

In To Have and Have Not, Eddie is an ineffec-
tual support to Harry Morgan. One of the few
lines preserved from Hemingway is, ““I want you
rum-brave. I don’t want you useless,” measuring
the basis for Eddie’s dependability. A more
pulled-together one-time helper is Cricket (Hoagy
Carmichael), Dooley Wilson with dialogue. Like
Dude in Rio Bravo, Cricket is commissioned to
put the girl on outgoing transportation. Both fail.

Dude fits the more easily into Propp's defini-
tions, for, pouring booze back into the bottle
when the Villain fortuitiously plays *‘No Quarter,”
an old Alamo trumpet call, Dude overcomes
misfortune or lack. But Dude does not effect
escapes and movements of the Hero, nor does
Dude transfigure the Hero. Chance brings about
Dude’s escape.

Further, there are two other Helpers in Rio
Bravo, Stumpy and Colorado. A late-comer,
Colorado facilitates Chance's escape from capture,
but in this he seems to partake more of the
Donor’s role. The magical agent is a rifle which
Colorado pitches the Sheriff, himself gunning
down two minor villains while the piece is in the
air. Stumpy continues the questionable efficiency
of Eddie in To Have and Have Not, although
Eddie’s alcoholism is deeded to Dude. Further,
Stumpy shares with the Mexican hotel manager,
Carlos, a conventional role of comic relief. Essen-
tially, he is Walter Brennan, eccentric speech-
patterns serving to advance story line with harm-
less garrulity and to draw out the character of
other players by their reactions to himself. We
know Slim to be okay when she asks Eddie if he
was ever bit by a dead bee. About to lapse from
abstinence, Dude is at his worst when Stumpy’s
monologues make him nervous.

The Princess or Sought-for-Person exists
throughout, if we can tolerate her change of heart
in Underworld. Everywhere she is a shopworn
prize, her past overcome in the von Sternberg by
sensuality and innocence. Lauren Bacall ensnares
Bogart with that insolent sharp-tongued confi-
dence that blends Hawks’s male-male and male-
female relationships into like camaraderie. Slim’s
low, mannered voice vaguely evokes Dietrich and
Mae West.

PROPP IN HOLLYWOOD

Feathers in Rio Bravo is a widow, which
rationalizes her experience and her confidence in
a frontier setting. Like Slim she guises the ener-
getic pursuit of her man with humor. From the
Hero's myopic perspective, the Princesses are not
so much won as they are acquired. The women'’s
recognition of the Heroes really amounts to realiz-
ing the man’s humanity behind apparent cynicism
(Rolls), neutrality (Harry), and suspicion (Chance),

Robin Wood has remarked on another female
role element in To Have and Have Not, an obvious
variation on Casablanca. In doubling the woman’s
part—Slim and Héléne de Bursac—Hawks's film
allows the protagonist to equate patriotism with
sexuality finally, while yet giving him the girl at the
end, rather than forcing another of those bathetic
Rick-Ilse airport renunciations. Everybody has it
both ways if they can just get that poor fellow
off Devil’s Island.?®

Villains tend to greater obscurity in the films, or
else the apparent enemy personifies larger forces.
A rival gangster killed by Bull Weed is too weak
to pose real danger. In the end Bulil shoots it out
with “‘the cops.” His own moral ambiguity fuzzes
Hero-Villain demarcations.

To Have and Have Not, like Casablanca, enjoins
traitorous Vichy, and actor Dan Seymour plays
equally despicable Pétainists in each film, but the
central conflict occurs within Harry Morgan,
Will good motives overcome self-protective neu-
tralities which are no more than the residue of a
disheartening past? “Who was the girl, Steve?”
Bacall asks. “She must have been something.”
(Unaccountably Bacall calls Bogart Steve through-
out the film.)

Villains in Rio Bravo are more interestingly
doubled. The murderer, Joe Burdette, acts with
such callous brutality in the picture’s first se-
quence that moral polarities are defined for good
and all in the remaining two hours. Imprisoned,
Joe’s fate rests upon the confrontation between
Chance and brother Nathan Burdette, and this is
more a contest of professional skills than one with
ethical inflections, although Nathan Burdette of
course has to perform certain requisite evil acts in
the process. Nathan is far less filially bound to
Joe than he is concerned about the maintenance
of power on which his business enterprise rests.

PROPP IN HOLLYWOOD

In summary, we can identify th
ters in our three films:

Hero I
Bull Weed I
Harry Morgan
John Chance I
Helper
Rolis Royce
Eddie The Pc
Cricket
Dude Joe
Colorado Nath
Stumpy

The employment of these figu
what Vladimir Propp describes
action poses considerable difficull
acters often seem defiantly unwilli
appropriate Proppian behavior pa
unreliabilities, checkered pasts, a
ing of function when characters
trebled.

A pivotal difficulty is sexual.
the Princess shifts her affectio
films, she is less sought after thar
von Sternberg and Hawks seem t
their male-female relationships
expository support.

A major sequence in Underwor
Bull’s hideout. Rolls Royce works:
of butler, and Bull brings Featl
abruptly leaves the two together v
to ‘‘get something” Feathers had
in a store window).

Feathers flirts with Rolls. Th
one another is obvious—too ol
Finally, he rejects her advances a
With great skill, von Sternberg
tionship by compositions which 1
some and threesome against pif
fixtures on the walls. When Ro
have only themselves in mind,
foreground the pair against two
Bull enters their thoughts or is pl
the combination is readjusted to i

*The Boetticher Randolph Scott western:
other respects, fit Propp’s patterns far more
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In UNDERWORLD (see text on preceding page),

as Rolls reminds Feathers of Bull (top left), the
composition changes from paired figures and pictures to
three elements (top right). When Bull returns with the
Jewelry (bottom left) we get three against three. Later,
in the shootout (bottom right) Bull smashes one of the
pictures in his rage.

More broadly, a similar inquiry might be
mounted toward the pattern of beseiged Heroes in
each film: Bull exchanging bullets from his second-
story window; Harry and Eddie fired on by a patrol
boat in their fishing vessel; Chance, Dude, Colo-
rado, and Stumpy holed up in the jailhouse while
Nathan Burdette lays siege to the town. In each
case plot functions differ. Bull has found refuge
aftter his escape from prison. Harry Morgan is smug-
gling patriots; they were revolutionaries in Heming-
way’s novel. Sheriff Chance guards a prisoner.

— -
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Each action, moreover, resolves differently. Bull
surrenders. Harry escapes in the dark after shoot-
ing out a searchlight. Carefully located at a dead
end street, the jail design in Rio Bravo is most
completely developed. Both the “No Quarter”
bugle and an Alamo storefront sign resonate
conventional responses. At last Hero and Helpers
overcome Burdette and his gang by trapping them
in another building and forcing capitulation with
gunfire and dynamite.

Finally, what generalizations, if any, can be
made about the usefulness of Proppian break-
downs of the films in question? Here are a few
suggestions.

1. Motives skew moves. The fairytale dramatis
personae ally intention and behavior so closely that
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each figure quite literally is wh
conversely, does what he is: a man
a man’s gotta do. In contrast, the fi
of motive give rise to broader v:
havior. Propp’s strengths reside
generic pattern that does not c
complication or discrepancy bet
and action.

2. Conflicts must be acted out. D
catch criminals. Cowboys are to
issues violently through superior sk
are internalized, behavior beco
tically evidential rather than a c
moral polarities. Harry Morgan
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oppose people who *‘pick on a p
who never hurt anyone, and slap
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and Colorado are all the Helper,
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against Colorado’s. Colorado se:
into the group. And Sheriff John
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4. The meaning of incidents mu
character. All spittoons are no
structuralists are ultimately concet
often say, with how a movie mea
than Propp provides is clearly re:
the sphere of plot and character.

S. Likeness obscures difference.

geographies, and speech in ente
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they may betray conservative aj
commercial success, but they can
distinctions. Like Slim’s, Feather’s
directly across the hall from the
woman tells the man, bitterly, he
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takes a job in the hotel. Each

escape. But Bogart and Bacall
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while John Wayne’s Aw Shucks f
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JUNE M. GILL

The Films of Gunvor Nelson

Gunvor Nelson is a West Coast woman film-
maker whose works are currently receiving critical
attention from such diverse sources as Pauline
Kael and the editors of Playboy. Her films, which
have been circulating quietly for several years in
the West and East Coast underground, have now
begun to attract national public coverage, thanks
largely to her film Take Off, an inspired satire on
the strip tease.

Nelson has thus far made seven major works:
Schmeerguntz, Fog Pumas, My Name is Oona,
Kirsa Nicholina, Take Off, Moon's Pool, and
Trolistenen. In the West Coast tradition at its
best, these films reveal the organic forces in the
lives of their characters and develop an intimate
communication with nature. Like Bruce Baillie
and James Broughton, two San Francisco film-
makers she admires, Nelson uses a highly crafted
style to explore nature and the interior. Superbly
shot and meticulously edited, her films rely on a
variety of carefully conceived optical effects to
expand the audience’s vision.

Although Nelson denies any specific feminist
intent in her films and avoids the narrow tradition
of the pamphleteer, they are significant to the
Women’'s Movement in that they describe with
accuracy, sensitivity, and humor the paradoxes of
women’s experience in contemporary America.
Her films are *‘feminist” in the largest sense of the
word: they search for what is original, instinctive,
and natural in womankind—the human face
hidden 'behind the masks imposed by cultural
stereotypes.

A central theme in Nelson’s work is her medi-
tation on the nature of female beauty. She con-
trasts the contemporary American definition of
female attractiveness with the more universal
principle of feminine beauty perceived in nature.
She sees these two definitions as irreconcilable
because the cultural model is based on the direct
repression of instinctual and natural female be-
havior and appearance. Her films suggest that the
technological society is as dedicated to the eradi-
cation of the organic in modern woman as it is to

—
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the eradication of the natural ens
woman today is trained to purc
against all of her natural functi
to disguise her body’s odor, pills
her reproductive cycle, undergarn
her body, and cosmetics to discol
somewhere beneath it all, a nat
mains; Nelson helps us to redisc
redefine her beauty on a human sc

Yet, in dealing with childhood,
and self-hood, her films have u
Like Doris Lessing, Nelson belie
most deeply personal often conne
with what is most widely shared i
ence. ‘I want,” says Nelson, “to |
much as possible and hopefully
versal.”

Nelson’s first film, Schmeergur
with the now familiar conflict bef
image of the American woman
reality. Interestingly enough, how:
her collaborator Dorothy Wiley «
this film more or less independe
ology of Women’s Liberation.
their inspiration for the film
wanted to make a 16mm movie,
had no subject. And one day I w
that gunk in the sink and though
between what we do, and what
‘should’ be—in ads and things—:
idea right there—from the sink.
is a carefully edited collage film
inal footage shot by Nelson anc
own homes with television, movi
footage, photo animations, an
quences. They juxtapose poisec
Miss America contestants side by
bier realities of the American !
existence filmed in their own hon
pregnant mother vomiting with r
or struggling to heave her unwie
garter belt. They juxtapose televis
of Johnson and Johnson madon
idyllic infants with shots of Wiley
ment from her baby’s behind.
image, they jolt us into laught
incongruity between the false me.
American woman and the contras

Nelson and Wiley certainly d
making an early, forceful staten
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