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INTRODUCTION

Today, film is the most inclusive art medium. In moving images we find elements of
theatre, photography, painting, literature, sculpture, music, dance, design, fashion,
architecture and even sometimes the art of calligraphy. The English film-maker Peter
Greenaway has included close to all art-forms in his films. Peter Greenaway says:
‘Come in, and sit in my cinema. Come, I'll prepare a meal for you/[Interview in con-
nection with release of The Cook, the Thief, his Wife and her Lover, Norwegian News-
paper, 1990]

In this study | would like to generate a discussion on Peter Greenaways films, and
relate this to film as an art form. This will be an investigation in the ways of reading

his films; on style, storytelling, sound, personal language, editing, pictures and their

meaning. | am especially interested in his films as an experience: the films as a
meal for senses. Do we have to understand what the films are about? Are
there other ways of experiencing film? What is the spectator’s journey in the ¢

films, and what are his/her’s reactions?

In order to explore these questions, other issues have to be left out. A resumé of
all his films will therefore not be found here. It has to be assumed that the reader

already has watched not all, but at least two of his films.

As the title may suggest, Peter Greenaway is not only a film-maker, he is also a
painter. His work in the cinema is to a great deal reflected in his art-exhibitions,
held in more and more prestigious galleries around the world (including the
Louvre). | am not going to point to his work outside the cinema. It is only his films

and their implications that will be discussed.

To investigate the ways a Greenaway film works to an audience, | have had help
from questionnaires given out to an audience after screenings of The Baby of Mécon,
at The Irish Film Centre, Dublin. A number of books, magazines and newspaper
articles have been a helpful source for the research-work. One book by Walker [Art
and Artists on Screen] is devoted to the relationship between the lives of artists (real
and fictional) and films based upon them. Here is a specific study on The Cook, the
Thief, his Wife and her Lover and The Belly of an Architect . Hacker and Price’s book
with an interview and article about Greenaway [Take 10, 1991] has been very infor-

mative.







An examination of the films thereby is the best entrance to the world of experienc-
ing Greenaway'’s films. Are his films works of art, and not merely works with art?

A work of art encountered as a work of art is an experience,
not a statement or an answer to a question.
[Susan Sontag. On Style]







Chapter I:  PRESENTATION OF PETER GREENAWAY

Peter Greenaway was born in 1942, in Newport, Wales, but his parents soon
moved to East London and raised him there. He is the son of a builder’s merchant
and a schoolteacher. Both his parents died in later life from stomach cancer. Peter
Greenaway was |9 when Alain Resnais’s Last Year at Marienbad was released (he
would later come to work with Resnais’s cameraman, Sacha Vierny). At that time
he was a painting student at Walthamstow College of Art and very interested in
European Art Cinema. Almost everything changed when he first saw Bergman’s

The Seventh Seal [1957]. He saw the film for an estimated two performances of each
day for five days. He was captivated by the metaphors, the symbolism and literal
meaning found in The Seventh Seal. He had never encountered a costume piece with
such a drama before, full of references to history and mythology. From wanting to
do ‘something’ relative to painting, he became more and more interested in
film-making. Greenaway now uses his camera as a palette to communicate

his passion to tell stories.

‘Ingmar Bergman s The Seventh Seal converted me

from canvas to celluloid.’
[Peter Greenaway in Profile, The Independent, pp. 14]

Following art school, Greenaway worked long and hard to find his path into the film
industry. He wrote ‘totally unreadable’ articles [Peter Greenaway in Hacker & Price
interview, Take 10, pp. 209] such as The Relationship between Chirico and Alan Resnais.
At this time he had a job as a door-keeper at the British Film Institute. From there
he got a job in the distribution department at the BFI. Here he had the opportunity
to see hundreds of short films from the archive — including many European under-
ground movies since the Nineteentwenties. He started making his own films while
working as a film editor in the Central Office of Information. He stayed there for ||
years, doing mainly informative documentaries. In the beginning his own work
reflected the sixties reaction against dominant cinema, through being minimalist and

experimental.

Greenaway has been accused by film critics of everything from misogyny to misan-
thropy via perverse cruelty and a lack of humour. Fellow British directors, from
Derek Jarman to Alan Parker have been scathing. Parker said that he would take his
children abroad to be educated if Greenaway made another movie after The






Draughtsman’s Contract. Greenaway has done |3 more movies, but Parker has yet to
move. The accusations from film critics have been numerous, and the audience has
never been totally in favour. His screenings are famous for having 50% of the audi-

ence leaving the cinema before the film has ended.

However, others, particularly in France and lately Germany as well, have been fasci-
nated. His films are feasts for any semiologist who might like to decode and decon-
struct films. A five-day conference on Greenaway's oeuvre held in Lyons failed to

get beyond the implications of The Draughtsman’s Contract's title!

He seems to be one of the few film-makers in England who really has an audience
which devotedly will see his films just because they are made by him, and not neces-

sarily because of their subject matter, actors, cast or reviews. ‘The star in a Peter

Fig |. Four Greenaway faces






Chapter 2. AN UNDERGROUND FILM-MAKER GOES OVERGROUND

When Peter Greenaway started making his own films as a film-editor at the Central
Office of Information, he went through a crucial period in forming his firm beliefs
about art and in particular cinema. This formative period was marked by a growing
fascination with the ideas of the British Structuralist Movement, which turned away
from cinema as an ‘illusionist’ or ‘emotional’ medium and concentrated on struc-

ture, in the hope of clarifying the process of meaning — production itself.

From being an underground film-maker he slowly made his way away from
subsidies. His wish to get out of obscurity meant to seek a larger audience, to be
able to work from larger budgets and achieve a wider distribution. Greenaway was
at the right place at the right time, the early optimistic eighties grew into an enor-

mous flood of money and investments. People dared to take risks, and it was
easier to get to money, even for underground film-makers. Peter Sainsbury 8 ‘
— a head of production at the BFI — provided Peter Greenaway with the el
money that was needed to make the shortfilm A Walk Through H (1978).
Now the public started to see his work. In 1980 Greenaway's film The Falls (3,5
hours long) was the first British film to win the BFl award for Best Film for thirty
years. Greenaway is still most happy about The Falls of all the films he has made till
1990. But it was in 1982 that he really leapt to the attention of the cinema-going
public with the surprise success of The Draughtsman’s Contract. Greenaway was
actually forced by Sainsbury to cut The Draughtsman’s Contract down from four
hours to a |10 minutes film. With a certain pragmatism the film-maker agreed to
edit the film to seek a larger audience. To achieve this he had to reassure the audi-
ence so they could understand what they were watching; in the development of
ideas, themes and narratives. On the question whether Greenaway was a private or
a public film-maker, [Hacker & Price, Take 10, pp.198], he replied that the answer to
that question was in the gap between The Falls and The Draughtsman’s Contract.

Now more dialogue, actors and more conventional narrative were introduced.
Greenaway had moderated the obscurity of his earlier films. He took on board
more drama, which reduced the distance betwwn audience and the narrative. He
had left the idea of telling short echoing stories. He had to some extent left the
non-narrative cinema, which invited the audience to wander in and out of the film,
or fall asleep! More conventional narrative was investigated to keep the audience
nailed tho their seats, and follow the film in another pace. Still his films circle

around the human need to create a rational view of the world out of its chaotic






parts. A continuous conflict on this issue has brought Greenaway to question it in
more or less all the following films. His ideas on reality and meaning are also contin-

uous reflected on screen.

Despite Greenaway’s success with The Draughtsman’s Contract, he had difficulties
raising money for his next film A Zed and Two Noughts. His films could have been to
risky for investments, even in the daring eighties. Eventually he had to go to Holland
as a condition of finance. Though Greenaway learned a lot from the painful editing
process with The Draughtsman’s Contract — the necessity to please the audience —
A Zed and Two Noughts remained ‘strange’ and difficult to the larger audience. The
spectator remains largely an observer, which is emphasised by the coldness of
Greenaway's rationalist approach as well as the distancing effect of the wide shots
and the controlled and very rare close-ups. The audience was not encouraged to
take fully part in the emotional drama. The characters were like puppets, ‘
their motions were aesthetical rather than natural. The images seemed to be Al

moving only within very strict frames and composition, as if the film consist- |

ed only of paintings brought to life by the film-maker.

The Belly of an Architect (1986) however, was happily received both by critics and
audience; as it was much more conventional, more ‘human’. This may be partly
thanks to the American Hollywood-star Brian Dennehy’s impressive and ‘real-like’
acting. The unusual move to use a Hollywood actor certainly made Peter
Greenaway step into a totally new and unexplored landscape. Greenaway tells that
Brian Dennehy taught him a lot about the actor’s importance, and he tried to make
use of this when working on The Cook, The Thief, His Wife and her Lover. But he
admits that he still has not yet discovered how to have both the artifice and the nat-
uralistic performance — both the self-consciousness and the suspension of disbelief
— balancing in a film. This balance is one of Greenaway’s main aims as a film-maker,

while expressing himself in a quite unconventional film-language.

The success of The Belly of an Architect made him at last able to make Drowning by
Numbers [1984]. He had the script ready since 1981, and this is obviously the rea-
son why the film has more in common with The Falls and his earlier short films.
The central character, Cissie Colpitt, is mentioned in Vertical Features Remake as
well as in A Walk through H. She is divided into three characters - grandmother,
daughter and granddaughter, where she simultaneously represents the same woman

at different times in her life. But none of the characters are ‘realistic’, the audience






are not even ever tempted to believe in them, The plot and the characters are
there more to support the main issues: game-playing and reproduction, It is also an
amoral tale supporting the belief that the good is seldom rewarded and the bad go
unpunished,

So far Greenaway has had most success with The Cook, The Thief, His Wife and Her
Lover, with which he won the 1990 London Evening Standard Award for best film-
maker. Now he did not only achieve more positive acclaim in his home country, but
had greater success abroad. Germany, after France, became more and more inter-
ested in this peculiar English film-maker.

Fig. 2. Opening scene of The Cook, the Thief, his Wife and her Lover

The audience could more easily accept this film. Although it contains extraordinarily
disturbing themes and scenes; the dramatic presentation was much more conven-
tional, and therefore easier for a larger audience. Michael Gambon acts convincingly,
which is of enormous importance when judging the film in a conventional way.
Greenaway's exaggerated use of costumes, decor, music and colours is made more
acceptable here than in many of his earlier films. These artifices do not conflict so
much with the narrative, and the drama is also easier to follow. The drama in The
Cook, the Thief, his Wife and her Lover is stronger but no less burlesque than in his

other films.

One of Greenaway's longest ongoing projects has been the television version of
Dante's Inferno, A TV Dante. This is a collaboration with the painter Tom Phillips,
made for Channel Four and starring Bob Peck as Dante and Sir John Gielgud as






Virgil. ‘Dante, in a sense, is an ideal source for Greenaway, in that his work shows
complex and rigorous structure, and has numerous metaphors, images and word-
plays to work from.” (Hacker & Price, Take 10, p. 207). Although Greenaway usually
writes his own scripts , he shows a great willingness not only to use classical books
as references, but also as the main source itself. In 1984 Greenaway and Phillips
made an experimental template for Canto V, an instructive experience for both of
them. What has been produced shows the imaginative, almost surreal ways that the
latest video technology can be used to construct a highly complex, artificial form on
the screen. In order to get access to this equipment Greenaway had to go to Japan,
here he managed to work for free in testing out the newest technology.

Fig. 3. An exploration on the TV vocabular, from A TV Dante.

A TV Dante is made specifically for television, and is designed to be recorded on
video and watched by the audience at their own speed, stopping and starting at will,
like reading a book. This is reminiscent of the documentary, Four American
Composers (1983), where titles even appear on the screen telling the audience to
turn on their video recorders, and at the end to rewind and rewatch. Even in some
of Greenaway's feature films, especially his next (Prospero’s Books), it is not ideal to
watch his work without a video recorder. “Watching his films in a conventional
fashion and at a normal speed orientates us towards following a story which may be
subsidiary to what the film itself is about.(Hacker & Price, Take 10, p. 207). To some
Greenaway fans this may sound like a sacrilege, because the images on the wide
screen, the bigger-than-life effect, is totally lost on video. On the other hand we
could be tempted to agree with watching more of Peter Greenaway's films on video,

if only the screen could grow to the size of a cinema screen!

Greenaway preferably wants to make film for the cinema, which has the scale, the
commitment of the audience, the in-the-dark atmosphere, its bigger-than-you-are,

noisier-than-you-are exclusiveness. Though he used to think that television has a






reduced language compared to the cinema, he has now changed his mind.
Greenaway now accepts that the characteristics of television can be just as rich, but
with a different vocabulary, different rules, a different if related language.

The elaborate work on A TV Dante seemed to make him change his mind towards
making more and more use of the possibilities of TV and video. In Prospero’s Books
(1991) he worked on mixing the two vocabularies of the cinema and the television.
Greenaway is not very pleased with the technological qualities of television; he
thinks TV is poor when it comes to dark/light contrasts, hue/saturation, music/
sound, and of course the size of screen is seen as a negative element. But it is
cheaper to make films for television and more effectively edited. The advanced edit-
ing technology within television gives new opportunities for working with images.
Perfection of all details is achieved on the newest machines such as a Quantel

One, tw

Paintbox or a ‘Harry'. It is also in the post-production, in editing, where he
finds the greatest advantage, which he has used fully in Prosperos’s Books.

Fig. 4. Cuts of elaborated TV-images, with typicical Greenaway layers. [ A TV Dante]

Until now Greenaway seemed to be moving into more and more elaborate use of
images in his experiment with filmlanguage. Despite this he has now stepped back-
wards in many ways, with the latest film The Baby of Mdcon (1993). The film is not
only set in 1651, but he has also left the technologically advanced language behind
Prospero’s Books and A TV Dante. Lately the style has changed, the elaborated techni-
cally skilled surface has been simplified, but the content is still Greenawayesque. He







questions more than ever before fiction and reality. The audience of The Baby of
Macon is more directly confronted with Greenaway's ideas of cinema, where his

questions are projected via the screen to the spectator.

From being underground films, his films are now addressed to a larger audience,
and achieved a wider distribution. He has moved financially through funds from the
British Film Institute, the British Arts Council, Channel Four and now to a close
cooperation with the Dutch producer, Kees Kasander. Two of three contracted
films have already been made (Prospero’s Books and The Baby of Mdcon), with the
third (Augsbergensfeldt) on its way. The Baby of Mdcon received a storm of critique
when it was shown in England. This has not only put Greenaway in the limelight
but also created an aura around him as an utterly controversial artist in the film-

world.
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Fig. 5. Greenaway in the limelight.






Chapter 3. GREENAWAYESQUE TABLEAU

A Peter Greenaway film is controversial because of the style as well as the chosen
issues. Greenaway wants to explore taboos and his films are far away from the
British traditional film. British film has generally exposed a strong realism and direct
moralism, with a stylistic restraint. Greenaway opposes the 3Rs of British film: real-
ism, rectitude and restraint. He questions artifice and moral within elaborated
images. He wants to play with the audience and explore taboos through his very
characteristic filmlanguage, and serves the spectators big meals of intellectual refer-
ences that might be too much for their digestion.

Most typically, a Greenaway film is organised in terms of classification systems, cata-
loguing information and the codifying of these. He uses simple structural devices to
regiment his material i.e. forms of classification, all simply drawn from the
film’s theme or closely connected to the narrative.

STRUCTURE

2 ¢ i (

In 1966, when Greenaway had worked in the Central Office of Information (Cbl)

for eleven years, he made his first short film. Train has traces from his documentary
work in the ‘information’ arm of the Foreign Office (COI). COIl would tell the rest
of the world about the British way of life — how many sheep-dogs there were in
North Wales, how many Japanese restaurants in Ipswich. This classifying and listing
was strong in the Train, and has remained a part of his film language.

The Falls is structured on 92 stories of people all with the surname ‘Fall’, i.e.
Mashanter Fallack, Carlos Fallanty, Raskado Fallcastle and Hearty Fallparco. The film
is made in a documentary style, and when the fortyfirst story is told we know we
are in the middle of the film. The next film The Draughtsman’s Contract is divided
into twelve parts as the draughtsman is commissioned to make twelve drawings. In
A Zed and Two Noughts, Darwin’s eight stages of evolutionary development is used
as a structural base, since the film, among other things, is about coming to terms
with death in a zoo. The Belly of an Architect plays on the number seven after the
seven ages of Roman architecture. Drowning by Numbers is based on the number
onehundred, from the hundred stars in the sky (counted by a little girl:‘Once you
have counted a hundred, all the other hundreds seem the same.....”). We count
stars and we count deaths in the film, knowing what the sum will be. Greenaway’s
use of numerology could give us a feeling of reading a book and knowing which page

we are on, or of watching a theatre play divided into a certain number of acts.






Greenaway also uses colours as a classification system. The Cook, the Thief, his Wife
and her Lover is divided into colour coded zones, where colour is a part of the
storytelling. Each colour adds an extra meaning: Red in the dining room is for blood
and violence, but also growing love. Outside it is blue and cold night. The rest-
rooms are white and clean, when entering them the costumes change colours.

The green of the kitchen stands for vegetation and growth. When experiencing
these classification systems within the film the audience is given another perspective
on the emotional drama, the ‘plot’. These systems may work as a direct reference
to our real world, but they also work on a different level. We could say that the
references work as a part of the illusion of our ‘real’ world, since they loose their
referential point when being used in the narrative or as a part of the narrative.

The films exist in their own cosmos, independently from, but very alike our
cosmos. This is as taking a chair from a dollshouse, it can no longer be used as a
real chair — since it is too small. The chair belongs to the micro-cosmos of a
dollshouse. So the filmreferences end up being self-referential to their own

cosmos within the film. Greenaway serves us a cosmos out of the chaos we

are living in. This is a cosmos of illusions, where he tells us that we are living &8
in a reality mixed of subjectivity, science and dreams. He serves us this chaos with a
few basic structures, which are reminiscent of our real world. He has taken a dis-
tance from our world. He looks at it and twists it. He may question a conventional
moral position, and asks ‘what happens when you turn this phenomenon on its
head? — These procedures are commonplace in literature and in painting, why deny

them in the cinema? [Hacker & Price, Take 10, p. 213]

IRONY

For Greenaway himself, the lists or classification systems are excellent demonstra-
tions of the vain, absurd attempt to create an objectivity and meaning in the world.
The symbolic use of systems in the organising of the narrative could be seen as a
particular kind of ironic commentary by the director, in order to distance the
audience from their emotional response and induce a critical awareness. This is a
Brechtian strategy to clarify the production process of communication, a strategy
Greenaway has taken a great interest in. The film-maker acknowledges that classifi-
cation systems are necessary for any culture and any society, but wants us to be
aware of just how arbitrary they are. We could say that they are used in contradic-
tion, or that they have three functions in his films:

I. A metaphorical and symbolic function, to give more meaning to the narrative.

2. Ironic statements of how fragile any structure are.

3. Irony used to emphasise that this is ‘just’ a film — distancing the spectator.






ART HISTORY

Very obvious to any spectator, is Greenaway's use of art history in his films.
Paintings are given a large space in his earliest works till today. We could have spent
hours in discovering direct references to art, but Michael Walsh has given a good
summary: Vermeer presides over A Zed and Two Noughts, Breughel over Drowning by
Numbers and Hals over The Cook, the Thief, his Wife and Her Lover. Meanwhile, vari-
ous corpses evoke Mantegna’s Dead Christ, women in red hats bring to mind
Vermeer's Girl with a Red Hat, and feasts evoke both last suppers and the Hals
Banquet of the Officers of the St. George Civic Guard that looms so large in the decor
of The Cook, the Thief, his Wife and Her Lover. [Michael Walsh, Allegories of
Thathcerism, — The films of Peter Greenaway, pp. 258]. Furthermore, Michael Walsh
points out most importantly that ‘Greenaway’s use of art history is a question of

animation’, a duel of two basics in film image: the stillness it shares with painting and

photography and the motion that distinguishes film so radically from earlier i
visual arts. This suggests a way of thinking that goes beyond informative and |
referential motives in his films. His preoccupation is with art in motion, as
distinct from art that used to be still within frames. He points his position
clearly by using premodern art in a dialectical relationship with the moving camera.
His modernist camera becomes postmodern by taking on board fragments of the

premodern. 24 paintings (from different periods) per second might come close to a

formal definition of one aspect of Greenaway's work.

s

Fig. 6. Hals' civic guards waching the last supper. [The Cook, the Thief, his Wife and Her Lover].







Fig. 7. The main characters play The Deadman's Catch, while preparing for the inquest.
Notice the coffin is passing the players without interrupting the game at all,
[Drowning by Numbers]

GAMES AND DIALOUGES
Other features of Greenaway's films are the use of games, word-plays and conun-
drums. This is used to the greatest extent in Drowning by Numbers, where even the
characters are complaining about having to play all these ‘pointless’ games. Green-
away uses ironically these games of symbolism and illusion. He says that ‘Film-
making itself is a complex game of illusion and bluff played between the film-maker
and his audience’. [Hacker & Price, Take 10, pp.192]. With the elaborate use of very
English word-plays, riddles and ironies the dialogue always seems to be very artifi-
cial. Greenaway says that he has yet never made a film where anybody talks a nor-
mal conversational English. The dialogue is often very strange and unnatural. A line
may sometimes occur more like a speech on stage than on screen. The lines seem
often unnaturally long and the dialogue lacks a mimetic flow. In his early experimen-
tal shortfilms speech was reported, we heard about characters from a tireless, mea-
sured, bureaucratic voice-over. For The Baby of Macon he originally wanted the
characters to sing instead of talk [Peter Greenaway in the IFC, Dublin, 3/12-93].
However we do find examples of normal uses of language as well, e.g. in The Belly of
an Architect — where the architect quarrels with his wife, though ‘real’ dialogues are
very rare in his films. The illusion games in themselves may sometimes give the audi-
ence a feeling of being bluffed. In the conventional cinema the audience is accus-
tomed to measure quality in terms of how realistic or life-like the film is. Do we

believe in the story, characters and the dialogue? Or, are we taken in by the story,







the characters and the dialogue? Greenaway does not want to take us in: this is one
of the purposes of the various and obvious artifices which have been referred to as
‘Brechtian’.The conventional way to judge a film cannot be used in Greenaway'’s art-

cinema, since the art-film is made for other purposes than purely entertainment.

ILLUSIONS AND REALITY

Much of the argument against his films is based on their supposed lack of clarity and
their inability to communicate one simple message. Only a very small percentage of
the audience may be capable of being pleased by this overflow, since most specta-
tors have been educated more or less exclusively by mainstream entertainment
fashioned after the Hollywood model. Greenaway is certainly playing games with
the audience, and if the spectator does not like to be puzzled, the film to her/him
may seem as boring and as pointless as being forced to play a game s/he does not
understand or like to participate in. But Greenaway does not seem to care | ** &
if only less than half of the audience grasp the point of the unreal dialogues ? ~ N
and artificial characterisation. His continuous project is to tell that this is '
‘just’ a film, nothing competing with reality or disguised as the truth. Film
is a game of illusion where both the film-maker and the audience have to be aware
of this — but should also be constantly reminded. Nevertheless, for those who do
participate, these films are rich in the principles of pleasure — albeit of a different
kind.

No film can be understood in one sitting.
[Greenaway quote in Greenaway’s Baby,
Michael Foley, The Irish Times, 9/12-93, pp. 12]







TUTORIALS
Greenaway does not only play with the audience, he lectures them as well. All his
films are full of references to the history of ideas and knowledge. This extra infor-
mation does not always refer to mathematical or visual systems, but comes from
the world of ideas. Every film is more or less packed with ideas from art history,
political history, philosophy etc. Usually this information serves the film, gives a
deeper insight in the narrative and shows that the film-maker has a firm grip on the
subject-matter. But such information overload has generated further criticism,
where critics attack the film-maker for intellectual exhibitionism, for being preten-
tious. Because of all the layers of meaning, the complexity of images and informa-
tion given in his films, we are not expected to grasp everything in one screening.
Greenaway does not hesitate with adding references, he wants the audience to
come back and rewatch his films, to <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>