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Film Hieroglyphs: Ruptures in Classical Cinema

By Tom Conley

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2007. ISBN: 0-8166-4970-7 84 (pbk). 270 pp. £15.99 
(pbk). 

A Review by Brian Faucette, University of Kansas, USA

Conley first published Film Hieroglyphs in 1991. For this new edition he has included a new 

introduction that speaks to how he viewed his project of looking at cinema as another form of 

writing in the 1990s and how some of his earlier conclusions and theories have changed over the 

course of time. In large part, Conley examines the phenomenon of classical cinema as evidence of 

what he terms cinema ecriture. Within this framework he argues cinema ruptures its pictorial 

elements because of the inclusion of writing in the frame. He notes that 

wherever graphic traits interceded in the film (in the credits or the icons, in signboards within 
landscapes, in subtitles, in toponyms on maps shown in the field of the image) it was sustained 
that the illusion of reality seen within the frame became subject to graphic treatment that might 
forcibly call cinematic illusion into question. (x) 

It is this rupture between the visual essence of cinema and the inclusion of the written word that 

Conley explores throughout this volume.

Conley draws upon the literary theories articulated by the deconstructionists (Derrida, Foucault, 

Chomsky), psychoanalytic tradition (Freud), and the philosophical approach to cinema as articulated 

by Gilles Deleuze in his two books Cinema I: The Movement Image (Continuum, 2005) and Cinema 

II: The Time Image (Continuum, 2005). In using this mixed method approach, Conley is able to 

challenge the more standard approaches to the study of film. In addition this multi-method allows 

Conley to attempt to theorize how cinema might be understood as a medium that is capable of 

being read on multiple levels, and more importantly to illustrate how limiting it is to think of cinema 

only in terms of the meaning created through images.

The device that structures the entire book is the idea of the hieroglyph. Conley recognizes that 

ancient humans relied heavily on hieroglyphs as their primary form of communication. However, he 

argues that cinema can best be thought of as an extension of those ancient forms of writing. He 

notes that the "hieroglyph… transforms a phenomenology of cinema into an epistemology, that is, 

into a problematic condition in which things heard and spoken or seen become elements of 

knowledge…" (xiv). It is this creation of a dual knowledge in film through images, signs, and dialogue 

that Conley argues differentiates it from other forms of communication. Conley divides the book into 

seven chapters and analyzes nine films to support his argument that film is an art form that is 

closely linked to all art forms, especially writing. 

He begins his discussion of the hieroglyph and the effect of actual written words onscreen with a 

discussion of Boudou Saved from Drowning (Jean Renoir, 1932). While Conley's close analysis of 

individual shots/sequences is invaluable he veers away from his original purpose and begins to argue 

that what makes Boudou fascinating is its intertextual nature. In fact, Conley argues that the film's 

narrative, jokes, and action sequences are all linked to Renoir's earlier films, classical French 

literature and French painting. For Conley this film is the perfect example of the filmic icon, which 

allows the spectator to share an unconscious association with the events of the film and their own 

conscience exposure to verbal language (2). However, according to Conley's analysis, in order for 

the viewer to gain an understanding of the film, then they must have access to a knowledge of 

other films and in particular all of Renoir's films. By emphasizing this idea of intertextuality, Conley's 

revolutionary approach to film becomes embroiled in the older methods of film analysis such as 

auteurism, genre analysis and formalism.

This method of connecting the films under analysis to all forms of writing and the idea of the 

director as author undergirds the entire rest of the book. In chapter two he examines Scarlet Street 

(Fritz Lang, 1946) as an example of what he calls "the letter of the law". By this, he means films 

wherein actual alphabetic letters come to represent the actual meaning of the film and connect it to 

the director's larger themes. 

In chapter three he analyzes Manpower (Raoul Walsh, 1942) and in chapter four he looks at 

Objective Burma (Raoul Walsh, 1945). Conley believes that these two films illustrate the ways in 

which classical cinema was working to deconstruct the notion of the character as an important 

register of meaning and instead working to emphasize the self-reflexive nature of the director, the 

studio, and the star. These are interesting and bold assertions made by Conley, however, he lacks 

direct evidence to prove these theories.

Of all the chapters in the volume it is chapter seven, which analyzes the film noir films The Killers 

(Robert Siodmak, 1946), High Sierra (Raoul Walsh, 1941) and White Heat (Raoul Walsh, 1949), 

that offers a groundbreaking system for re-thinking what films noirs mean and how they were 

constructed. Conley makes the argument that in films noirs, like The Killers, when the viewer sees 

the image from the perspective of car headlights that it is indicating how cinema as a medium of 

light/shadow can be read and interpreted (156). Furthermore, he argues that in many of these films 

when the shots are constructed to look through windshields it connects to the idea that the period 

of noir films was one marked by the anxiety of war and nor being able to see what the future might 

hold for America.

Conley ends the book by connecting all the visual and graphic tropes he has discussed to Vagabond 

(Agnes Varda, 1984). By connecting the films, Conley is able to argue for a tradition of filmmaking 

and filmmakers who recognized that when language is shown through symbols in films that it 

creates a rupture between the spectator's expectations and the very medium of cinema. Might these 

ruptures simply be signs of future disruptions caused by living in a world that is constantly 

surrounded by images, words and text?
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