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Introduction
Truth, Beauty, and Goodness



The cultural power of narrative cinema has long captured the attention of priests, pastors, and professors who write books assessing film through the lens of Christian faith. Extracting spiritual insight from secular films as well as Jesus movies, many celebrate the revelatory truths or moments of transcendence generated in and by cinema. Their inspirational books have done a service for Christendom.

The Wages of Cinema offers a different kind of service. Unlike most books by Christians, it emphasizes the history of film as well as the development of secular theories about the artistry of its form. This is important. Christians who would consider naive any evangelist who proclaims, “I don’t care about Christian theology; I just save souls from hell,” often display similar naivete when it comes to film, extracting salvation messages from movies while displaying no knowledge of film theory. They seem unaware that, in the early decades of cinema, cineastes (filmmakers as well as lovers of cinema) argued about the essence of the medium just as bishops in the early centuries of Christianity argued about the essence of Jesus as the medium of salvation. Earnest followers of film have long recognized the need to focus on the medium itself rather than merely on their own uplifting experiences as viewers. In full endorsement of Christian orthodoxy, then, The Wages of Cinema seeks to reflect, even if on a screen darkly, what theologians study: historical development of doctrine about the medium.

Debates about how Christ functioned as the medium of salvation were not resolved until the Fourth Ecumenical Council at Chalcedon in 451 CE. Even then, disagreements continued between the Eastern and Western church, anticipating disagreements centuries later between Protestants and Roman Catholics. The same might be said of scholarly debates about the medium of cinema, debates exacerbated by the development of digital media, such that a “film” is no longer photographed on celluloid film. Nevertheless, attentiveness to cinematic techniques displayed on the screen, though never saving us from sin, might save us from obsession with the wages of cinema, which includes judging a movie by how much money it makes or awards it garners, or else by counting the number of sinful scenes and hellish words it contains.


A GUIDE THROUGH SIN AND CINEMA

To explain the sins that landed people in hell, Dante Alighieri did something unusual as he began writing the Inferno in the early fourteenth century: he inserted a human guide. His Divine Comedy, as the completed poem was later called, is still read six hundred years after its composition, largely due to the dynamic between Dante as first-person narrator and his guide through the inferno and purgatorio.

Inspired by the fact that Dante’s explicitly Christian work about the wages of sin continues to be studied even at secular universities, The Wages of Cinema similarly employs a guide to direct our journey through the complex circles of cinema, including infernal debates among film scholars. Whereas Dante chose as guide Virgil (70–19 BCE), the author of the Aeneid, this book invokes an author who translated the Inferno and Purgatorio into English, Dorothy L. Sayers (1893–1957), whose faith was reignited partially due to an “infernal film,” as she called it.1 The primary difference is that Sayers had much greater acquaintance with the movie industry than Dante’s guide had with Christianity, since Virgil died before the birth of Jesus. Nevertheless, as Sayers notes, “The Church of Rome has always held that Virgil . . . was a Prophet of Christ.”2 Similarly, this book demonstrates that Sayers is a prophet of cinema, largely due to her Christian aesthetic, which harmonizes with secular film scholarship. Unlike books that tend to extract theological messages while ignoring techniques of the cinematic medium, The Wages of Cinema views film through the lens of Sayers’s theology of art, thus echoing what Christianity preaches, that is, the importance of a medium that entered into and changed history.

Sayers’s qualifications as guide are impressive. Not only did she matriculate to Oxford University “having topped the whole country” in a “nationwide test,” but her fellow Oxford graduate, C. S. Lewis, later considered her a profound influence on his spiritual life.3 In addition to enjoying Sayers’s translations of Dante’s Inferno and Purgatorio, Lewis considered “indispensable” a book Sayers wrote about the relationship between creativity and Christianity, The Mind of the Maker—a book that others have found indispensable as well.4 Cultural historian and philosopher Jacques Barzun, a contemporary of Lewis, warmly praised what he called Sayers’s “aesthetic theology,” and eighty years later Christian artist Makoto Fujimura quoted from The Mind of the Maker in his Yale University Press book Art and Faith: A Theology of Making (2020). And, as will become clear, Fujimura is not the only twenty-first-century Christian to endorse the continued relevance of Sayers to conversations about faith and the arts.5

The Wages of Cinema, of course, narrows the conversation to visual art in the medium of film, beginning with a little-known fact: Sayers literally sought wages from cinema. Before detective fiction provided her a viable income, the cash-strapped twenty-something wrote film scenarios in collaboration with a silent film director. Later, during the height of her fame as the author of bestselling detective novels, a film studio commissioned Sayers to write an original detective story, turning it into a 1935 movie called The Silent Passenger. And Sayers’s last published novel, Busman’s Honeymoon, itself sprinkled with allusions to cinema, was transformed into a 1940 film starring Hollywood celebrities. Some scholars might offer these examples to argue against Sayers’s interest in cinema, citing the fact that Sayers so abhorred The Silent Passenger (the “infernal” movie) that she never again had “anything to do with films,” as James Brabazon puts it. Another biographer, David Coomes, said something similar over a decade later: “Sayers never touched the film world again.”6

Unpublished correspondence proves otherwise. The Wages of Cinema demonstrates not only Sayers’s continuing interest in movies, but also that her Christian aesthetic reinforces secular theories about film form, much as the non-Christian Virgil illuminated Christian theology for readers of Dante. Perhaps not coincidentally, film theory, as it is called, was initially developed by contemporaries of Sayers who were screening the exact same movies she was.




BEHIND THE SCREEN

Because almost every single letter celebrating cinema was screened out of the four-volume collection of Sayers’s published letters, The Wages of Cinema relies on archival research, projecting light on little-known material. For example, in letters to her parents, Sayers enthusiastically praises movies she has just screened, occasionally adding drawings of interesting shots. A decade after she tried to break into the film industry, she published an essay in Sight and Sound, a world-renowned journal produced by the British Film Institute. In the 1940s she discussed film adaptation with Michael Powell, the much-lauded British director who mentored Oscar-winning Martin Scorsese. In the 1950s Sayers socialized with stage and film star Dame Sybil Thorndike, who shared the screen with the likes of Marilyn Monroe and Sir Laurence Olivier. As late as 1955, Sayers wrote friends that she was planning to screen Pinocchio, the award-winning 1940 Disney cartoon, which had recently been rereleased in England.7

Even the heading of this section, “Behind the Screen,” suggests the relevance of cinema to Sayers’s life. Not only did she enjoy Charlie Chaplin movies, perhaps even screening Behind the Screen, which Chaplin released in 1916 when Sayers was often attending cinema, but Behind the Screen also names a serial detective story to which Sayers contributed. Written for BBC radio by multiple members of the Detection Club, an exclusive London organization established in 1930, the collaborative story is one of Sayers’s many contributions to the club, including a term as president. Conversations at events surely focused on films adapted from club members’ novels, including multiple movies by Alfred Hitchcock.8 Helen Simpson, Sayers’s best friend in the Detection Club, wrote dialogue for Hitchcock after he had successfully adapted one of her novels for the screen. And the first president of the Detection Club, G. K. Chesterton, often referred to cinema in his writings, having costarred with George Bernard Shaw in How Men Love, a 1914 cowboy movie directed by J. M. Barrie, the author of Peter Pan. Sayers, who screened Peter Pan after it was made into a 1924 silent film, identified Chesterton as probably the most profound influence on her “mental makeup.”9 It is no wonder that references to cinema are scattered throughout Sayers’s unpublished letters.

Also scattered throughout her letters are references to sin, that which screens us from reconciliation with our Creator. Sayers’s commitment to Christian orthodoxy arises from her firm belief that “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Rom 3:23). Though impatient with evangelical pietism, the Anglo-Catholic Sayers firmly believed that accepting God’s gift of salvation through Jesus Christ released humans from “the wages of sin,” a biblical phrase she inserted into her detective fiction, even before her faith was reignited in middle age.10 Humbled by the wages of her own sin and frustrated with the wages from cinema, Sayers came to a startling conclusion: “What we make is more important than what we are—particularly if ‘making’ is our profession.”11 This statement applies to the writing of movie treatments as well as novels, poetry as well as essays, translations as well as literary criticism, plays as well as letters, all forms of making that engaged Sayers. Feeling burdened by consequences of a sin she kept hidden her entire life, even from her closest friends, Sayers rejoiced in her ability to offer gifts that, if made well, reflect the glory of a Maker who offers the gift of forgiveness to all who will accept it.

Creative making, Sayers believed, reflected the three virtues celebrated by famed Greek philosopher Plato: the good, the true, and the beautiful. However, according to her view of art, the good is “good craftsmanship, ‘beauty’ is artistic beauty, and ‘truth’ is structural truth.”12 And she would find it quite disconcerting that craft, beauty, and structure are rarely explored in books about cinema and faith.




SEEING VERSUS DOUBTING

Christians who doubt the theological importance of visual beauty might feel led to cite the famous comment by Jesus to Thomas, “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed” (Jn 20:29). Thomas, of course, doubted Christ was alive because he missed seeing Christ’s postresurrection appearances (Jn 20:24), leading to his famous moniker, “doubting Thomas.” Sayers, however, points out that “the one absolutely unequivocal statement, in the whole Gospel, of the Divinity of Jesus” comes from doubting Thomas after he sees with his own eyes the medium of salvation: “My Lord and my God” (Jn 20:28). Quoting from the original Greek to prove her point, Sayers asserts that Thomas uses the word God “without qualification, and in the most unambiguous form of words.”13 Hence, when she wrote a script for the incident that was aired on BBC radio, she prepared listeners for Thomas’s “unambiguous” proclamation by having him say, “Seeing’s believing,” a line that people writing about the relationship between faith and film have repeatedly employed.14

One such book, Seeing Is Believing, has as its subtitle The Revelation of God Through Film, reminding us of the revelation of the incarnate God to Thomas. Indeed, author Richard Vance Goodwin invokes the doubting Thomas story to argue, “Film images can be religiously powerful and even conducive to revelation. . . . We might take our cue from another of Jesus’ blessings: ‘Blessed are your eyes because they see’ (Mt 13:16).”15 Sayers would emphatically agree, drawing attention not only to images on the screen, but also to how we see them, whether via close-up, point-of-view shot, over-the-shoulder shot, deep focus, rack focus, shot-reverse-shot, and so on, terms that will be illustrated in the course of this book. As Matthew puts it in his Gospel, “The eye is the lamp of the body. If your eyes are healthy, your whole body will be full of light. But if your eyes are unhealthy, your whole body will be full of darkness” (Mt 6:22-23). The Greek word translated “healthy” in this passage “implies generous.”16 The Wages of Cinema, then, is about inculcating healthy, generous eyes, eyes that focus on visual detail rather than merely searching for Christian messages.




DETECTING VISUAL DETAILS

Attention to visual detail informs Sayers’s fiction-making career from the start, perhaps because she began conceptualizing her first mystery novel while still working on silent film scenarios. In Whose Body? (1923), the work that launched her reputation as a detective novelist, a man entirely naked except for pince-nez on his nose is discovered dead in a bathtub. Sayers’s amateur sleuth, Lord Peter Wimsey, proceeds to solve the mystery by noticing multiple signs professional detectives have missed. It takes viewers with special lenses, like Lord Peter with his monocle, to separate the significant from the incidental.17

The same could be said of cinema. Most people go to movies seeing only the narrative incidents portrayed on screen, failing to detect significant details that embody the mystery of cinematic art. Books about Christianity and film all too often follow suit, authors saying little about a movie that could not be gleaned simply by reading its screenplay.18 When Christian investigators do focus on screen imagery, they often fixate on one particular sign, such as a cruciform pose, identifying a Christ-figure with no supporting evidence from the rest of the film. As Robert K. Johnston aptly notes in Reel Spirituality, “There is a danger, as anyone teaching in the field of Christianity and the arts knows, in having overenthusiastic viewers find Christ-figures in and behind every crossbar or mysterious origin.”19 Sayers recognized a similar problem almost eighty years earlier, having Lord Peter inform Detective Inspector Charles Parker that all too many investigators “find what they are looking for.”20

Most Christian film sleuths parallel Charles Parker. A man of integrity and insight who reads Bible commentaries and works of theology, Parker serves as collaborator and friend for Lord Peter in Sayers’s early novels. However, he always seems to be one step behind the nonreligious Wimsey, who detects the truth through greater sensitivity to visual detail. Expecting her readers to notice clues as well, Sayers criticizes mystery authors who do not expose readers to clues before the mystery is solved.21 In other words, she expects readers, whether of books or of films, to be cognizant of visual subtleties. When a correspondent questioned whether Christians should go to the movies, Sayers replied, “It is easier to say that all films are wicked than to select them with care, and learn to tell good art from bad.” And she summarized the importance of such care with a theological point: “Did God make beauty and give artists their genius for nothing? Did He intend them for traps and temptations? Surely it is rather blasphemous to think that.”22 Instead, she wanted Christians to value the architectural beauty of a movie as much as its story line.




THE ARCHITECTURE OF CINEMA

A year after Sayers published Whose Body?, Hungarian poet and film critic Béla Balázs denounced those who elevated story over the craft of cinema: “A person who judges a film by its storyline seems to me to resemble someone who says of a love poem: ‘What’s so special about this poem? She is beautiful and he loves her!’” Over forty years later, Alfred Hitchcock bemoaned that the “mass audience has had no education in technique of cinema” and “think only of story.”23 Famous film theorist Christian Metz identified the same problem around the same time: “The rule of the ‘story’ is so powerful that the image, which is said to be the major constituent of film, vanishes behind the plot it has woven.”24 Things have changed little since these pronouncements, with story still ruling the way people discuss film.

This is not to say that Sayers dismissed the power of story. When C. S. Lewis asked her to write an essay in honor of novelist and Dante scholar Charles Williams, she titled her contribution “. . . And Telling You a Story,” focusing her discussion on Dante’s ability, in the Divine Comedy, to communicate theological insight through narrative. However, she makes clear in the essay that the form of Dante’s story, its “architectural beauty,” as she calls it, is its “chief glory.”25 Sensitive to the glory of well-crafted form, Sayers had long expressed impatience with Christians who produce stories merely “to illustrate certain doctrine or church activities,” especially annoyed when the stories were “blasphemously incompetent” movies produced by a “religious film society.”26

Sayers believed that “for any work of art to be acceptable to God it must first be right with itself. That is to say, the artist must serve God in the technique of his craft,” and she reinforced her point with the example of cinema: “Actors for religious films and plays should be chosen for their good acting and not chosen for their Christian sentiment or moral worth regardless of whether they are good actors or not.” She later says something very similar about the need for excellent production values: “There is nothing (except the expense) to prevent the filming of a Life of Christ—but here again, the properly qualified people are rare, and the making of a film is a complicated job, in which a good script can be sabotaged by unintelligent production.”27 Sayers believed Christians should endorse art not simply for art’s sake but for God’s sake as well.




ART FOR ART’S SAKE: SAYERS AND SONTAG

The Latin words ars gratia artis, “art for the sake of art,” were appropriated in 1917 by Goldwyn Pictures, which used the famous aphorism to frame a roaring lion for its new trademark. Of course, anyone familiar with the history of American film will find the motto exceedingly ironic, since art for art’s sake was the last thing studio heads worried about. Nevertheless, it is significant that Goldwyn borrowed a phrase from nineteenth-century aesthetes, retaining the motto after the 1924 Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer merger. Both Goldwyn and MGM wanted to expand their audiences by appealing to more sophisticated viewers, ones who valued art for its own sake.

Familiar with the “art for art’s sake” movement promoted by Oscar Wilde, with whom her father socialized at Oxford University, Sayers gave Peter Wimsey a similar aesthetic. At the very start of Whose Body?, the aristocratic Lord Peter is traveling to an auction in order to bid on a “Folio Dante,” clearly motivated by its physical form—a rare 1481 edition of The Divine Comedy—rather than by its content, which could be read in a far cheaper edition.28 Later in the novel, after a medical student admires the Dante folio, Peter proceeds to discuss detective stories with him by focusing on form—“how the story was put together”—much as she would later focus on the “architectural beauty” of Dante.29 One wonders whether it is more than coincidence that, in Whose Body?, Sayers places the murdered corpse in an architect’s bathtub. After all, she was concentrating on the architecture of film stories—how they were put together—when she began to conceptualize her first novel.

Appreciation for how stories are put together can lend beauty to even the ugliest images, as when Dante powerfully describes the tortures of hell. In 1944, as Allied forces were uncovering Nazi atrocities, Sayers wrote,


Art that is the true image of experience is true art, even though the experience is ugly or immoral (as the image of God is still the image of God, even in a wicked man); but you can’t make untrue, or venal, or incompetent art into good art, by putting it in a church or extracting morals from it, any more than you can get the Holy Spirit out of a tin of petrol.30



With these words Sayers anticipated by decades a perspective made popular by scholar Susan Sontag in the 1960s, the same decade in which Hitchcock and Metz were descrying obsession with film stories. Arguing that one should “cherish works of art which, considered in terms of ‘content,’ are morally objectionable,” Sontag offers grace even to the visually stunning Nazi propaganda films made by Leni Riefenstahl, The Triumph of the Will (1935) and The Olympiad (1938). After Béla Balázs helped Riefenstahl direct a 1932 film that he cowrote with her, Riefenstahl removed his name from the credits due to his Jewish origins; nevertheless, the Jewish Sontag continued to praise the craft of Riefenstahl.

Often quoted by film scholars, Sontag thoroughly believed, “What is needed, first, is more attention to form in art,” ending her famous essay “Against Interpretation” with a metaphor about the problem of extracting morals: “Our task is not to find the maximum amount of content in a work of art, much less to squeeze more content out of the work than is already there.” Furthermore, like Sayers, Sontag repeatedly alludes to Dante while discussing the importance of attending to “the sensuous surface of art,” what theologian Hans Urs von Balthasar famously calls “seeing the form.”31 Like von Balthasar, Sayers considered the importance of form to be inseparable from Christian faith. When she writes in 1941 that a true artist “retains so much of the image of God that he is in love with his creation for its own sake,” Sayers anticipates by more than sixty years Christian cinephiles who argue that “human creativity” should “be seen as analogous to God’s creativity because it reflects the all-pervasive consequences of creation in imago Dei.”32

Contemplating the imago Dei with more and more intensity as she aged, Sayers took very seriously the Bible verse that inspired it: “God created humans in his image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them” (Gen 1:27 NRSV). Summarizing Sayers’s sense of this verse, theologian Laura Simmons slyly puns on the word make: “Genesis suggests that the desire and the ability to make things are what make humans most like God and that we are closest and truest to the image of God within us when we are engaged in the act of creation.”33 This is the theological principle that Fujimura borrowed from Sayers, quoting her near the start of his book Art and Faith as saying, “The characteristic common to God and man is apparently . . . the desire and the ability to make things.” Several pages later he echoes Sayers by stating, “We are Imago Dei, created to be creative, and we are by nature creative makers.”34

Christians interested in cinema could take the imago Dei one step further, noting that the God in whose image we are created also takes delight in seeing the goodness of creation. The Hebrew word for “seeing” is repeated seven times in fewer than thirty verses in Genesis 1: “And God saw that it was good. . . . And God saw that it was good.” The imago Dei, in other words, encompasses not only creative making but also the ability to see the goodness of created form.




CINEMATIC DOCETISM VERSUS CHRISTIAN DOGMA

Ironically, all too many books about faith and film echo a heresy that developed in the early centuries of Christianity, what Sayers calls “that Docetic and totally heretical Christology which denies the full Humanity of Our Lord.”35 Based on a Greek word that means “to seem,” docetism is associated with Bishop Marcion (ca. 85–ca. 160 CE), an earnest follower of Christ who believed that Jesus only seemed to be human. Antagonistic to the idea that God would take on flesh, Marcion denounced the incarnation, believing the idea to be “a disgrace to God” since the human body is “stuffed with excrement.”36 As Diarmaid MacCulloch summarizes, Christ’s “Passion and Resurrection in history were,” for docetists, “not fleshly events, even if they seemed so; they were heavenly play-acting.”37 MacCulloch’s metaphor about playacting harmonizes with Sayers’s explicit alignment of docetism with any kind of storytelling in which the creator/author seems “antagonistic to the medium he is working in,” much as Marcion was antagonistic to God working in the medium of flesh.38

Christian discussions of film, then, sound docetic when they ignore the medium itself. For example, one author proclaims his focus to be “Christian truths that are illustrated in popular films,” another celebrates movies for “carrying and conveying religious hopes and values,” and a third “calls us to go to the movies to hear and see sermons.”39 Such statements reduce film to a content-delivery system, much as second-century docetists reduced Jesus to a content-delivery system. Disturbed by the way Christian critics “mined” movies “for the sake of theological nuggets,” one Catholic film reviewer states, like Sayers decades before him, that “the essence of art can’t be reached by skipping over its materiality, its sensuous surface.”40

The Wages of Cinema therefore argues that, just as Jesus should not be considered a mere conveyor of God’s spirit on earth, movies should not be treated as mere conveyors of spiritual insight. This harmonizes with what secular film scholars have been saying for decades: “A film enacts ideological meaning through its form.”41 Sayers’s description of effective detective fiction could in fact summarize artistic cinema: “The essential facts of the HOW arrange themselves to form a synthesis (by which time, of course, they usually include the WHY as well).”42 Indeed, film scholar James Monaco echoes Sayers when he argues, “The drama of film, its attraction, lies not so much in what is shot (that is the drama of the subject), but in how it is shot and how it is presented.”43 In other words, the how of cinematic form establishes the why of movie meaning.

The same might be said of the drama of salvation. As Sayers put it in 1938, “The dogma is the drama.”44 Seeking to combat heresies such as docetism, bishops in ecumenical councils determined that dogma about how must explain why Jesus can save humanity from the wages of sin. After the First Council of Constantinople (381 CE) confirmed the hypostatic union of God in Christ proclaimed at Nicaea in 325, the Council at Chalcedon (451 CE) clarified the how of the union: not two separate natures in one body, as suggested by Christ-loving followers of Nestorius, but Jesus as both fully God and fully human simultaneously. In other words, both/and thinking grounds Christian orthodoxy, explaining why Sayers wrote an entire play to celebrate both/and thinking initiated at the first Council of Nicaea in 325, titled The Emperor Constantine (1951).




THE GOD BORN TO BE MAN

Sayers applied both/and thinking to dramatic scripts, whether written for stage, screen, or radio. In her introduction to the published version of The Man Born to Be King, the title of her twelve radio plays about the life of Jesus, Sayers states, “My object was to tell that story to the best of my ability, within the medium at my disposal—in short to make as good a work of art as I could. For a work of art that is not good and true in art is not good or true in any other respect, and is useless for any purpose whatsoever—even for edification.”45 In her eleventh play, The King of Sorrows, Sayers therefore alludes to the hypostatic union through dialogue she gives to Mary, the mother of Jesus: “You cannot see the immortal truth till it is born in the flesh of the fact.”46 Sayers thus advocates a hypostatic union between inspirational story and artistry of the medium, implying that a Christian response to cinema should reflect similar both/and thinking, that a well-crafted movie should be valued for both its form (the visual facts of the film) and the immortal truth of its content.47 Indeed, she later argues that “Christian revelation” should not be separated from “truth about Art”: “We have merely allowed them to exist side by side in our minds; and where the conflict between them became too noisy to be overlooked, we have tried to silence the clamour by main force, either by brutally subjugating Art to religion, or by shutting them up in separate prison cells and forbidding them to hold any communication with one another.”48




THE UNION OF FORM AND CONTENT

In her first novel, Sayers establishes that Lord Peter values his rare folio Dante for the glory of its form. But she also has him figure out how to solve the identity of the victim in the bathtub only after reflecting on the Christian contents of his rare book: “While communing with Dante, he made up his mind.” After visiting his main suspect, he arranges to exhume the murdered body. As two gravediggers join him in the cemetery, narrative elements from Dante’s Inferno are played out before his eyes: “Two Dantesque shapes with pitchforks loomed up.” Unnerved, Wimsey calms down when he feels Parker’s trench coat beneath his fingers. Parker’s presence, like the contents of Parker’s Christian theology, provides comfort in the face of death, causing Wimsey to reflect, “You clung on now for fear you should get separated.” Like Lord Peter and Detective Inspector Parker, then, form and content should not be separated. Sayers does not separate Wimsey and Parker even after they identify the victim. Following the Dante-like exhumation, “Lord Peter was playing Bach and Parker was reading Origen,” the former relishing message-free beauty, the latter assessing the content of an early church theologian.49

As though coming full circle from her first published novel, Sayers ended her career synthesizing the form and content of Dante. While translating Dante’s Inferno into English, she addressed a Virgil Society in 1948, arguing for the need to unite form and matter.50 Whereas many English editions of Dante’s first two books focus primarily on accurately translating the great Italian’s content, Sayers wanted to also capture Dante’s form, imitating his rhyme scheme. Furthermore, she arranged to have her publisher, Penguin Books, include diagrams and illustrations to aid in the understanding of Dante’s architectural schema.51 As Barbara Reynolds notes in The Passionate Intellect, Sayers believed that Dante “saw what he wrote: it was not just a matter of words. And she was equally convinced that few translators took the trouble to see the picture which the words evoke.”52

From Peter to Paradiso, then, Sayers recognized the importance of seeing what others have missed, suggesting a relationship that she would explore with more and more passion. As she explains in a letter outlining her career, Sayers was committed not only to telling truth but also to “the right use of my own medium,” thus guaranteeing an accurate “image of that truth.” This explains what attracted Sayers to Dante in the first place: “his power of using words to make a visual picture.”53

We should therefore take note that an Italian adaptation of The Inferno (L’Inferno, 1911), one of the first feature films to attract international attention, was released in Britain in October 1912, the same month Sayers matriculated at Somerville College in Oxford, where she frequented the town’s six cinemas.54 This explains why Sayers evaluated Dante’s Inferno in cinematic terms. In a 1946 lecture she praised Dante’s text by saying, “We see the whole action as though it were shown on a screen.”55 A decade later, she wrote Italian scholar Barbara Reynolds that Dante’s “pace and fluidity and his variation of tempo get lost unless one can see the poem reeling out like a film.” It may be no coincidence, then, that Sayers affirms the visual power of Dante with imagery that sounds as if she were talking about the darkened space of a cinema theater:


The pictures that come floating up out of the dark sea of the unconscious link themselves together into an associative pattern, until gradually, some kind of significance seems to emerge. But to strip off the imagery and present the naked intellectual content is next door to impossible, for the images are the content, and the significance scarcely exists apart from them.56



The Wages of Cinema argues as well that “the images are the content.” Images are linked “into an associative pattern” on the screen, often with “unconscious” effects, as film theorists have famously argued. Those theorists would also endorse Sayers’s assertion that “to substitute the explanation” for a work of art merely serves to “disintegrate the image.”57




A GUIDE TO THE PROJECTION OF WAGES

Sayers also serves as a worthy guide to cinema through her affirmation of historical knowledge. Convinced that God entered human history as Jesus Christ, Sayers knew that attention to history was imperative for intelligent faith. Hence, for her 1949 translation of Dante’s Inferno, she provides a twenty-two-page overview of Italian politics to contextualize the various historical figures that Virgil and Dante encounter in hell.58

Inspired by Sayers, The Wages of Cinema begins with history as well: the history of theater, illustrating how the stage not only provided paradigms still employed in movies today but also influenced Christianity. Chapter two then discusses important figures in the history of narrative cinema to illustrate dramatic differences between stage and screen, closing with discussion of an award-winning film that addresses the vexed relationship between theater and film. A radically different kind of theater informs chapter three: the theater of war. Sayers lived through both world wars, and her experiences can help Christians assess the artistry of war films.

It was during World War II that Sayers refined her Christian aesthetic, and chapter four looks at how the history of synchronized sound in cinema contributed to her theory. Chapter five then demonstrates how Sayers’s theology of creativity not only illuminates the artistry of famous filmmakers but also provides language with which Christians can adjudicate differences between mass entertainment and cinematic art. Secular theories about such artistry are the subject of chapter six, showing how the discourse known as film theory reinforces Sayers’s Christian aesthetic. Chapter seven then narrows the focus to one theoretical approach to cinema: feminist film theory. Sayers, who refused to call herself a feminist, can help Christians understand and address the marginalization of brilliant women artists who powerfully influenced the film industry.

Chapter eight ties together multiple strands of the book by discussing love, which is the origin of salvation from the wages of sin: “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life” (Jn 3:16). Love on screen, however, usually gets reduced to sex acts. The last chapter therefore focuses on the visual artistry of films that subvert Hollywood clichés about erotic love, invoking insights from The Four Loves by Sayers’s friend C. S. Lewis while celebrating the Love behind Sayers’s Christian aesthetic.

The Wages of Cinema closes with a coda, a chapter that can be read either before or after the rest of the book. It is written for those who want to learn more about the qualifications of Dorothy L. Sayers as a Christian guide to film form, showing how her life intersects not only with the origins of cinema but also with some of the greatest filmmakers of all time. It will help explain why Sayers despaired that only when “a new film has cost many thousands”—and now millions—of dollars do many think “that it must be a good film.” It further shows why she worried over young people crowding movie theaters, “gaping at film-stars in plutocratic surroundings and imbecile situations and wishing with all their heart that they too could live like the heroes and heroines of these witless million-dollar screen stories.” Her goal, like the goal of this book, was to encourage viewers in “a less commercial . . . more religious conception of what work ought to be.”59

This does not mean that The Wages of Cinema discusses only artsy films that few people have seen, as though written by a “hoity-toity film buff,” to use the words of William Romanowski.60 Encouraging Christians to become creative viewers of many different genres of film, it discusses King Kong movies and other box-office hits, such as Barbie (2023), as well as little-known movies. Inspired by Sayers, it includes lengthy, in-depth analyses of cinematic techniques in some movies while only briefly alluding to other films. In the process, it follows the example of the Divine Comedy: just as Dante sometimes explores parts of Inferno and Purgatorio with little input from Virgil, so also this book invokes historians and cinephiles with little input from Sayers. Nevertheless, her Christian aesthetic grounds this entire study, as when she said of Dante, “The best that the interpreter can do is to contemplate the image with an open and a humble mind in the hope that it may communicate . . . something of the reality which it images.” Applied to cinema, this means contemplation of the work itself, what Susan Sontag calls “the explicit, complex, and discussable technology of camera movements, cutting, and composition of the frame that goes into the making of the film.”61

By demonstrating how the Christian lens of Dorothy L. Sayers fits onto the projectors of non-Christian theorists such as Sontag and many others, The Wages of Cinema models both/and thinking, providing a fresh approach to the relationship between film and our both/and Lord, an incarnate God who told his disciples, “The worker deserves his wages” (Lk 10:7). All workers, of course, are important to the artistry of a well-made film, but a book such as this cannot name each one, so it uses the director’s name to represent the entire film crew. Sayers went so far as to suggest that everyone involved with a theater (or cinema) production functioned like an effective church. And because she adored live theater even more than narrative cinema, we now turn to the ancient theatrical origins of narrative cinema.














1
The Religious Origins of Cinema



Christians who write about film often fail to consider its connection to the stage—an oversight especially problematic for those who talk about movies in terms of the stories they tell.1 After all, theater presented stories for viewing audiences millennia before moving images were a glint on the lenses of nineteenth-century cameras. Greek theater even preceded the gospel message, influencing it in multiple ways. This chapter therefore argues that a full appreciation for the relation between Christianity and film necessitates knowledge about the history of theater. Oxford-educated Dorothy L. Sayers, who not only read classical drama but also wrote scripts for both stage and screen, can help us see theater with new eyes.


THE SEEDS OF CINEMA

Without a doubt, the seeds of narrative cinema were incubated on theatrical stages.2 In the silent era, filmmakers often adapted stage plays, such as those starring Sarah Bernhardt (1844–1923), who reprised her famed theatrical roles for the screen. When “talkies” took off in 1927, studios recruited Broadway stage writers to compose dialogue. French filmmaker Marcel Pagnol went so far as to argue, in 1933, that “talking films” demonstrate “the art of recording, preserving, and diffusing theater.” Even into the 1960s, as James Monaco notes, “Much of the best British cinema . . . was closely connected with the vital theater of that period.” In addition to common words borrowed from theater—protagonist, prop, scenery—one of the most important terms in film scholarship comes from the French stage: mise-en-scène. Meaning “the fact of putting into the scene,” mise-en-scène originally referred to everything theater audiences saw on the stage in any one scene.3 In film it means everything cinema audiences see on the screen in any one shot.

We should not be too surprised, then, that significant figures in the history of cinema had direct ties to theater:


	Louis Daguerre (1787–1851), one of the fathers of photography, was a theatrical set designer.


	D. W. Griffith (1875–1948), sometimes called “the man who invented Hollywood,” started out as a stage actor and playwright.


	Another founding father of Hollywood cinema, Cecil B. DeMille (1881–1959), began his career acting, directing, and writing for the stage, from which he borrowed lighting devices for his films.


	Soviet filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein (1898–1948), originally a theatrical set designer, argued that cinema was an extension of theater.


	In addition to directing what many regard as the finest films ever made—The Grand Illusion (1937) and The Rules of the Game (1939)—Jean Renoir (1894–1979) wrote and directed plays, and his film The Golden Coach (1953) “pays homage to Italian classical theater.”4


	George Cukor (1899–1983), director of Hollywood classics such as Philadelphia Story (1940) and My Fair Lady (1964), started out as a stage manager and theater director.


	As artistic director and vice president of MGM studios, Irving Thalberg (1899–1936) filmed staged performances of every Broadway play the studio purchased in order “to provide a blueprint of the pacing and diagramming of scenes, the timing of individual lines for laughter and dramatic impact.”5


	Howard Koch (1901–1995), a playwright who received an Oscar for his contributions to Casablanca (1942), published an essay about the similarities between writing for the stage and writing for the screen.6


	Sir Laurence Olivier (1907–1989), founding director of Britain’s National Theater, appeared in over fifty movies, several of which he directed.


	Elia Kazan (1909–2003), Turkish-born director of film classics such as A Streetcar Named Desire (1951) and On the Waterfront (1954), was also considered “the preeminent stage director of his generation.”7


	Orson Welles (1915–1985) cofounded the Mercury Theater, where he directed Broadway stage productions before directing and starring in one of the greatest films in history: Citizen Kane (1941).


	Originally a playwright and theater director, Sweden’s greatest filmmaker, Ingmar Bergman (1918–2007), once commented, “I am much more a man of the theatre than a man of the film.”8


	Rainer Werner Fassbinder (1945–1982), who helped energize new German cinema, was active in the theatrical scene as actor, director, and playwright.




We could add to the list Dorothy L. Sayers and her close friend Muriel St Clare Byrne, a specialist in Elizabethan drama, both of whom wrote for the stage as well as trying their hands at screenwriting. As famous film theorist André Bazin summarizes, “the relations between theater and cinema are much older and closer than is generally thought.”9

Even denouncers of theater and cinema have much in common. In his magisterial work Theo-drama, Hans Urs von Balthasar outlines the antitheater teachings of Christian theologians such as Tertullian (160–220 CE) and Augustine (354–430 CE), polemics that anticipate the antimovie attitudes of Christians in the twentieth century. When bishops at the Fourth Council of Carthage (399 CE) wanted to excommunicate anyone attending theater on a Sunday, they foreshadowed followers of Canon William Sheafe Chase, pastor of Brooklyn’s Christ Episcopal Church, who proclaimed in 1908 that attending cinema on Sunday was a “desecration.”10

This genealogical connection between stage and screen is essential to The Wages of Cinema because theater, having nurtured narrative cinema from its very start, was developed in response to the wages of sin. As Sayers succinctly puts it, “All drama is religious in origin,” initially watched not simply for “entertainment” but as “an act of communal worship.”11




THE RELIGIOUS ORIGINS OF DRAMA

While the Hebrews were sacrificing lambs on their altars to Yahweh, the Greeks were sacrificing goats on their altars to Dionysus, the god of wine and fertility. Both forms of sacrifice were about new life: the sacrifice of the Jewish lamb for reconciliation with God, the sacrifice of the Greek goat to guarantee the resurrection of crops in spring. Furthermore, like the Hebrews, who sang and danced in honor of Yahweh (Ex 15:20-21), the Greeks performed hymns called dithyrambs in honor of Dionysus.12

Theater began with the embellishment of these dithyrambs, as choruses of up to fifty males danced around the sacrificial goat while singing stories about the life of Dionysus. The event became known as “the goat song,” from which we get our word tragedy: tragos = male goat; ōdē = song, or “ode.” A tragedy, then, establishes that a sacrificial goat (or lamb) must shed its blood for human life to continue. This explains the plots of classical tragedies, in which powerful individuals, having defied the gods and/or human laws, must die so that harmony can be restored to society.

A key development in Greek theater occurred in 534 BCE, when a dithyramb singer named Thespis began to “answer” the rest of the chorus in the guise of a character from one of the Dionysian myths. Thespis thus created the first known actor, which explains why stage actors to this day are sometimes called thespians. Several decades later, Aeschylus (ca. 525–ca. 456 BCE) added a second “answerer” to a play, inventing costumes to distinguish the two.13 Sophocles (ca. 497–ca. 406 BCE) not only added a third answerer but also invented scenery—a word that comes from the Greek skēnē: the closed space at the back of the open-air Athenian stage. The most dramatic development, however, was initiated by Euripides (ca. 480–ca. 406 BCE), who separated the chorus from the action, making character portrayals seem more lifelike. The greater the realism, of course, the easier it was for audiences to see thespians as people acting out a story rather than as mere celebrants of religious rites.




FROM GREEK THEATER TO THE GREEK NEW TESTAMENT

The Greek language changed considerably in the four hundred–plus years between Euripides and the Gospel writers, just as the English language changed considerably in the four hundred–plus years between Chaucer (d. 1400) and Jane Austen (d. 1817). Nevertheless, in both instances numerous words from one culture helped shape messages to follow, if even with considerably different spelling and/or alphabet systems.

For example, during the height of classical theater (500–300 BCE), the Greek word for “answerer” was hypokritēs. Jesus would have been very aware of the hypokritai (plural) performing on stages in his own day. According to Carsten Peter Thiede, “There were theatres all over Galilee, Judaea, Samaria, and in Jerusalem. One of them, the theatre of Sepphoris in Galilee, was actually built while Jesus was living a mere four miles away in Nazareth.” Some scholars go so far as to suggest that Jesus, trained as a “builder,” may have even aided in its construction.14

Whether or not he ever saw a theatrical performance, Jesus clearly knew that hypokritai wore distinctive masks by which audiences could identify characters on stage. The Greek word for mask was prosōpon, which literally means “face.” To this day, the medical community uses the term prosopagnosia for a condition in which people cannot recognize faces, the Greek word for “face” coupled with one that means “not knowing” (as in agnostic). This lends special significance to a verse in Matthew in which Jesus exhorts, “When you fast, do not look somber as the hypocrites [hypokritai] do, for they disfigure their faces [prosōpa] to show others they are fasting” (Mt 6:16). The Gospels, written in Hellenistic (Koine) Greek (300 BCE–300 CE), therefore employ hypokritēs to describe people putting on an act for self-serving purposes.

Matthew quotes forms of the word hypocrite five times more than the other three Gospel writers combined, sometimes in combination with other theatrical terms. For example, he reports that the Pharisees, attempting to trick Jesus, “sent their disciples to him, . . . saying ‘Teacher, we know that you are sincere, and teach the way of God in accordance with truth, and show deference to no one; for you do not regard people with partiality’” (Mt 22:16 NRSV). Literally, that last phrase reads, “you do not regard the prosōpon of men.” They thus admit to Jesus that he does not judge individuals by their masks—their roles, reputations, or status in society. Ironically, their words come true when Jesus sees under their own masks, saying, “Why are you putting me to the test, you hypokritai?” (Mt 22:18 NRSV). In the next chapter, Matthew quotes Jesus using the word hypokritēs seven times to condemn the scribes and Pharisees (Mt 23:13-29). Luke, in his Gospel, literalizes the theatrical metaphor when he writes, “Keeping a close watch on him, they sent spies, who pretended [hypokrinomenous] to be sincere” (Lk 20:20), thus alluding to a conflict between the authenticity of Christ and the theatrical pretenses of his enemies.15

Significantly, the Greek word for “conflict” is agōn, explaining the terms protagonist and antagonist, borrowed from Greek theater. Though Gospel writers clearly establish priests and Pharisees as the antagonists of Jesus, forms of the word agōn appear primarily in the Epistles, as in “Fight [agōnizou] the good agōn of the faith” (1 Tim 6:12). The writer to Timothy was probably thinking of Olympic agōns, as was the author of Hebrews, who includes the viewing audience as well: “Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great a cloud of witnesses, . . . let us run with perseverance the agōn marked out before us” (Heb 12:1). Agōn appears nowhere in the Gospels other than in alternate forms employed by Luke. For example, while recounting Jesus praying in the garden of Gethsemane, Luke writes, “In his anguish [agōnia] he prayed more earnestly, and his sweat became like great drops of blood falling down on the ground” (Lk 22:44 NRSV). The word anguish captures well the internal conflict (agōn) Jesus feels over his mission, as though his human fears were competing with his divine understanding. Though all three Synoptic Gospels recount Christ’s agonized prayer, “Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me” (Mt 26:39; see Mk 14:36; Lk 22:42), Luke is the only writer to use the word agōnia, which appears frequently in Greek drama.




THE ACTS OF THE GREEKS AND THE ACTS OF THE APOSTLES

According to a tradition established by Christian historian Eusebius of Caesarea (ca. 260–ca. 339 CE) and confirmed by Jerome (ca. 347–420 CE), the writer of the Third Gospel and the Acts of the Apostles is the same man mentioned in the letter to the Colossians, “Our dear friend Luke, the doctor” (Col 4:14). While Garry Wills makes a compelling case that the author of Acts could not have traveled with Paul or known him very well (if at all), there is good reason to assume that the author of Acts knew Greek culture well, which influenced the way he recounted incidents in Paul’s life.16

Paul preaching in front of the Areopagus in Athens provides a good example. As part of his message to the Athenians, Paul quotes from Greek literature, saying of God, “For in him we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28). This line, originally describing the Greek god Zeus, is taken from a poem by Epimenides, a poet living in Crete during the sixth or seventh century BCE. Paul invokes the literary allusion to suggest that the Athenian search for an “unknown god” (Acts 17:23) has been fulfilled, the unknown God performing on the stage of the world through Jesus.17 Athens, of course, was also home to the Theater of Dionysus, where gods were often seen on stage. However, as Paul’s listeners well knew, those gods were merely hypokritai, humans acting like gods, whereas Paul stunningly suggests that God literally became flesh in Christ.

Paul in fact used Greek theater to communicate the good news about Christ in his testimony before King Agrippa in Caesarea. While recounting his Damascus road experience, Paul explains how, after a bright light from heaven made him fall to the ground, he heard Christ’s voice speaking “in the Hebrew tongue” (Acts 26:14 KJV). When he translates the voice into Greek for Agrippa, however, he employs a phrase used by the playwright Euripides in The Bacchae: “Saul, Saul, why persecutest thou me? It is hard for thee to kick against the pricks” (Acts 26:14 KJV). The plot of Euripides’s play lends this quotation special meaning.

Premiering at the Theatre of Dionysus in 405 BCE, The Bacchae begins with Dionysus explaining his dual nature. Because his heavenly father, Zeus, impregnated a woman on earth, Dionysus claims to be both god and human. Doubting such an outrageous story, skeptics imprison Dionysus. But, due to his divine nature, Dionysus breaks free of his tomb-like containment, only to have his disciples, the Bacchae, perform miraculous works in his name.

The parallels with the gospel message are obvious, adding power to a conversation between the disguised Dionysus and a doubter named Pentheus. Dionysus counsels Pentheus,


Better to yield him [Dionysus] prayer and sacrifice

Than kick against the pricks, since Dionyse

Is God, and thou but mortal.18



Paul seems to have included “kick against the pricks” to better influence his listeners about salvation through Christ. Agrippa, the primary listener in this case, was educated in the court of the Roman emperor and hence well acquainted with Greek theater. He therefore would have caught Paul’s allusion to a divine human who could bring new life. Indeed, after Paul’s narration, Agrippa states, if even suspiciously, “Do you think that in such a short time you can persuade me to be a Christian?” (Acts 26:28).

In contrast, two other accounts of the Damascus road experience do not include the theatrical allusion (Acts 9:4; 22:7), both simply ending Christ’s statement with “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” If all three accounts included “kick against the pricks,” we might assume that the phrase was a common idiom in first-century Roman culture. Quoting it only for Agrippa endorses something Paul states in his letter to the Corinthians: “I have become all things to all people, that I might by all means save some” (1 Cor 9:22 NRSV). To Agrippa, Paul has become a lover of theater—or at least someone familiar with Euripides.

Christians today might do the same with cinema, which also carries the marks of Greek theater. In fact, French film director Robert Bresson (1907–1999) describes his process of filmmaking using language reminiscent of the dismemberment and rebirth of Dionysus that generated Greek theater: “A film is born in my head and I kill it on paper. It is brought back to life by the actors and then killed in the camera. It is then resurrected into a third and final life in the editing room where the dismembered pieces are assembled into their finished form.”19 Though Bresson’s films are considered some of the most artistic in the history of cinema, lowbrow movies also display techniques developed by Greek and Roman dramatists. Even the Academy Awards follow classical convention, the very word academy originating from the location where Plato taught Aristotle, the philosopher who describes the development of Greek theater in his Poetics (ca. 335–323 BCE).




FROM SATYR PLAYS TO COMEDY

As dithyrambs to Dionysus became more and more embellished, competitions developed, awards given to the best dithyrambs. Interestingly, competition is another translation of the Greek word agōn. Hence, by the time of Aeschylus, agōns among playwrights had been formalized such that each playwright submitted four plays as part of the competition: three tragedies and one satyr play. The latter tended to lampoon ancient gods and heroes from Greek mythology, often using vulgar language and obscene sight gags. Because satyrs were followers of Dionysus, the god of wine, their antics seemed to symbolize the excess associated with drunkenness, actors often tying to their groins humorously gigantic phalluses. Satyr plays thus anticipate the gross-out vulgarity of teen-oriented comedies in our own day, which seek to outdo one another in obscenity.

Only one complete satyr play has survived—The Cyclops by Euripides—perhaps telling us something about the artistry of the genre. Like most movies made to elicit laughs from adolescents, satyr plays may have not been considered worth preserving. In contrast, the comedy genre, which appeared a century after satyr plays, can offer sophisticated commentary on contemporary cultural issues.

The word comedy originates from Greek terms meaning “revel song,” and Aristophanes (ca. 450–ca. 385 BCE) is usually considered the best exemplar of “old comedy.” Though borrowing fake phalluses and other vulgar sight gags from satyr plays, Aristophanes’s extravaganzas, graced by passages of beautiful poetry as well as comic originality, had purposeful content: to expose the self-serving behavior of his contemporaries, both highborn and lowborn. Writing plays that satirized politics and personalities—including the personality of Dionysus—Aristophanes was accused of slander when the sharp edge of his scripts cut too deeply.

We might compare the topicality of Aristophanes to movies that make fun of contemporary political and religious issues. For example, in summer 2012, as the presidential race between Mitt Romney and Barack Obama began to heat up, Warner Brothers released a movie called The Campaign. Starring Will Ferrell and Zach Galifianakis as Southern politicians running against each other for a seat in Congress, the movie spoofs the use of Christian rhetoric and corporate financing in the contemporary election marketplace. Like comedies by Aristophanes, it alludes to actual persons in the news. The movie’s portrayal of the wealthy and manipulative Motch brothers (John Lithgow and Dan Aykroyd) is a thinly veiled satire of the Koch brothers, whose foundations have supplied Republican candidates and causes with millions.

Aristophanes did much more than satirize his contemporaries, however. Making the chorus larger than in tragedies, he divided it in two, setting up an agōn between the groups and the hypokritai with which they identified. In cinema, the closest thing we get to the feel of old comedy agōns may be musicals, wherein choruses of bystanders sing and dance in response to the dramatic tension established between the primary actors. Take, for example, West Side Story, the 1961 film adaptation of a 1957 Broadway musical. Inspired by the agōn between Montague and Capulet families in Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, the film sets up an antagonism between two teenage gangs in Manhattan: the Jets and the Sharks. Though the movie holds the record for the most Academy Awards granted a musical (ten Oscars, including Best Picture)—a record that Steven Spielberg’s critically acclaimed remake in 2021 could not surpass—many viewers today will find the synchronized song-and-dance routines of supposedly vicious gang members unintentionally humorous, more like Aristophanes than the filmmakers intended.




ARISTOPHANES AND DEUS EX MACHINA

In addition to politics and religion, Aristophanes mocked the conventions of theater itself. Perhaps the most famous convention is deus ex machina, meaning “god from the machine.” When tensions among characters became too tangled for logical resolution, Greek playwrights would lower an actor onto the stage from a crane-like machine, as though he were a god descending from heaven. This god would resolve the dilemma or rescue the hero through judgment or command, sometimes whisking the character away on the machine. True to his comic craft, Aristophanes, in one of his plays, mocks Euripides’s overuse of deus ex machina by lowering an actor pretending to be Euripides onto the stage.

The Latin term deus ex machina was made popular by Horace (65–8 BCE), the most famous Roman poet during the reign of Augustus, the Caesar who “issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world” (Lk 2:1). Using the Greek theatrical device as a metaphor for any contrived resolution to a plot, Horace warned writers against use of deus ex machina, as did Aristotle before him: “The unraveling of the plot, no less than the complication, must arise out of the plot itself, it must not be brought about by the deus ex machina.”20 Thanks to Horace’s Ars Poetica (The Art of Poetry), “deus ex machina,” used even in translations of Aristotle, has become a phrase that refers to any arbitrary problem-solving device, whether on stage or screen.




DEUS EX MACHINA IN CINEMA

Deus ex machina is explicitly invoked in Joseph Mankiewicz’s 1959 film adaptation of a play by Tennessee Williams, Suddenly Last Summer, nominated for three Academy Awards. A controlling mother named Violet (Katharine Hepburn) makes her first appearance while being lowered from the second story of her mansion in an open elevator, an image not included in the original 1958 play. Her first words in the film, unlike the play, make the allusion clear: “Sebastian always said ‘Mother, when you descend, it’s like the goddess from the machine.’” Indeed, seeking to save the reputation of Sebastian, Violet tries to play God by hiring a neurosurgeon to lobotomize her niece (Elizabeth Taylor) to stop her from recounting her son’s horrific Dionysian death.

Not coincidentally, Sebastian’s demise closely parallels an episode in The Bacchae, the play by Euripides from which Paul quotes in Acts. Like the mother in The Bacchae, who discovers her son was dismembered and eaten, Violet is forced to confront her complicity with her son’s violent death. Suddenly Last Summer ends with another image not included in the original play—Violet ascending alone in her elevator, failing in her role as deus ex machina.

Lloyd Baugh asserts that the Greek convention is employed in movie Westerns any time a hero’s “origins, his arrival, his powerful goodness and his departure” are left “unexplained.”21 Far more simplistic are movies in which we see characters, traumatized by unbearable situations, suddenly wake up. They are lifted out of sleep just as characters in Greek and Roman tragedies were lifted off the stage by the deus ex machina. Establishing that a terrifying scenario “was only a dream,” filmmakers can titillate audiences without having to write intellectually viable scripts.

Consider The Invasion, a 2007 film featuring multiple well-known actors: Nicole Kidman, Jeremy Northam, Daniel Craig, and Roger Reese. The movie begins with the space shuttle Patriot crashing to earth, carrying with it an extraterrestrial life form that infects humans, turning them into emotionless automatons as soon as they enter REM sleep. These infected humans feel the need to spread the disease by regurgitating into the food or faces of others, causing their victims to fall asleep. As Carol (Kidman) and Ben (Daniel Craig) seek to evade infection through violent chase scenes, they appear to be the only healthy people in the country except for a team of scientists ensconced at a military fort. After Ben is infected, Carol and her son are nearly captured by diseased automatons until a helicopter lands on top of a building in Baltimore and whisks them away to safety.

As a machine descending from above, the helicopter functions as deus ex machina almost literally. But the movie’s figurative deus ex machina is more outrageous. Even though most humans were infected, those protected in the military fort somehow manufacture enough antibodies to reverse the disease. And, happiness of all happinesses, the inoculated people totally forget their infection, each thinking it was only a bizarre dream. Deus ex machina! Of course, we are never told how these recovered people explain the devastation surrounding them: dead bodies and crashed cars on the streets, buildings looted and burned. Instead, the last scene of the movie shows Carol living in a gorgeous house with her handsome recovered lover, Ben, who remembers nothing of his infection. Even Euripides would be ashamed.




MOCKING THE MACHINA IN CINEMA

Aware of such contrived ex machina endings, some filmmakers, like Aristophanes before them, mock the use of deus ex machina. At the end of Dodgeball: A True Underdog Story (Rawson Marshall Thurber, 2004), we see a chest with “deus ex machina” written on it—clearly alluding to the outrageous plot twists by which loose ends in the movie have been tied up and protagonists rewarded.

Far cleverer is Woody Allen’s award-winning 1995 comedy Mighty Aphrodite. The title itself tells us that Allen was thinking of the Greeks, since Aphrodite was their goddess of love, beauty, and procreation. Allen begins Mighty Aphrodite with the shot of an ancient Greek stage, on which appears a chorus wearing masks. Though mostly set in contemporary New York, the film includes characters from famous Greek tragedies: Oedipus, Tiresias, Jocasta, and Cassandra. We should not be too surprised, then, that the film’s tensions are resolved through deus ex machina. The Aphrodite of the story is Linda, played by Mira Sorvino, who won an Oscar for her role. Seeking to break free from her life as a prostitute, the goodhearted Linda wants to reconcile with a suitor who rejected her once he learned of her past. As Linda drives to the city in a desperate attempt to win him back, a helicopter suddenly lands, delivering to Linda a man who gives her a new life through marriage and a child. As though dropped by a crane, the helicopter is clearly Allen’s comic reference to a deus ex machina that resolves everything for the protagonist. We might even conclude that Allen was mocking the helicopter scene from The Invasion if it weren’t for the fact that Mighty Aphrodite preceded the Nicole Kidman vehicle by over a decade.




REMAKING THE MACHINA: SCIENCE FICTION

While Greek theater developed machines that brought imagined gods to earth, cinematic science fiction imagines machines themselves as gods. The Matrix movies (one in 1999, two in 2003, and another in 2021), as well as both Total Recall films (1990 and 2012), play on the idea of deus ex machina by having their characters’ brains literally attached to machines. After wrenching our emotions with terrifying scenes, the movies repeatedly return us to shots of the protagonists’ bodies in the machines. Hence, like audiences in ancient Greece, we see protagonists escape the devastating consequences of their experiences through machines. However, these films make the escapes more ambiguous, encouraging viewers, along with the protagonists, to question the distinction between reality and machine-made fiction, an ambiguity that reflects contemporary viewers’ vexed relationship with artificial intelligence and other computer technology that defines, if not controls, their actions. Not coincidentally, credits for The Matrix Revolutions (2003) announce that the final Matrix machine encountered by Neo (Keanu Reeves) is called “Deus Ex Machina.” Like a scene straight out of Euripides, Neo is carried off by Deus Ex Machina after it helps him destroy his antagonists, the Smiths.




FROM NEW COMEDY TO MOVIE COMEDY

While the old comedy of Aristophanes satirized political and religious issues of his day, the new comedy that followed focused on the perils of private life. Menander (ca. 341–290 BCE), the most famous representative of Athenian new comedy, is quoted by the apostle Paul, “Do not be misled: ‘Bad company corrupts good character’” (1 Cor 15:33).

Plautus (ca. 254–184 BCE), a Roman playwright who translated Menander’s work into Latin, became a master of the plot devices of new comedy, humorously portraying ordinary people and family life. Many contemporary Hollywood films echo new comedy’s focus on the family, including its humor. Take, for instance, the outrageous scenarios of the Ben Stiller / Robert DeNiro comedies Meet the Parents (Jay Roach, 2000), Meet the Fockers (Jay Roach, 2004), and Little Fockers (Paul Weitz, 2010). The name “Focker” itself echoes the Plautine love for vulgar wordplay.

New comedy stock characters are clear ancestors of stock characters in Hollywood movies. For example, a common figure in Plautus was the servus callidus, Latin for “clever servant,” who functioned as talkative companion to and brilliant tactician for the protagonist, called adulescens in Roman drama. (The Latin adolescere means “to ripen” or “grow old,” explaining the origin of our word adolescent.) Accompanying the adulescens, the servus callidus compares to the buddy or sidekick in contemporary movie comedies, a companion aiding and many times challenging or ridiculing the protagonist. The Lone Ranger movies (1956, 1958, 2013), based on a television series of the same name, established Tonto as a sidekick comparable to characters from Plautus. Indeed, even though Tonto takes a subordinate position, the name with which he addresses the Lone Ranger, “Kemosabe,” makes mild mockery of the protagonist. Reflecting the wordplay loved by Plautus, “Kemosabe” sounds like the Spanish phrase quien no sabe: “the one who does not know.”

Influenced by Plautus, Terence (195/185–159 BCE) seems to have lived the life of the servus callidus. Sold as a slave to a Roman senator, Terence was so brilliant that his master (from whom he took the name Terence) set him free after educating him. By the time he was twenty-five, Terence had written six plays so celebrated that they were referenced by Shakespeare in the sixteenth century and President John Adams in the nineteenth.

Terence appropriated the stock characters employed by Plautus, thus perpetuating identifiable roles still seen in contemporary film:


	Miles gloriosus (Latin for “braggart soldier”) is the arrogant man who desires the same woman as does the adulescens, causing the hero great trauma while deceiving the female. The miles gloriosus, then, is two-faced, a characteristic literalized in The Dark Knight (Christopher Nolan, 2008) when district attorney Harvey Dent (Aaron Eckhart) appears with a face divided in two, one handsome, the other horrific. Though the film starts with the handsome Dent dating Rachel Dawes (Maggie Gyllenhaal), Batman’s love interest, it ends with Dent in mortal combat with Batman.


	Senex (Latin for “old man”) can be either an old man competing with the adulescens for a young woman’s affection or a father resisting the overtures of the adulescens for his daughter’s attention. Both kinds of senex appear in Franco Zeffirelli’s 1967 film adaptation of Taming of the Shrew by Shakespeare, who explicitly mentions Terence in the play. Other times, senex takes the form of a wizened figure who counsels the hero with sage, often enigmatic, advice, like Gandalf in Peter Jackson’s film adaptations of Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings and The Hobbit novels. Senex also anticipates a stock movie character dubbed “the magical Negro” by director Spike Lee, who has dramatized agōns ignited by race relations in multiple award-winning films such as BlacKkKlansman (2018). The “magical Negro,” according to Lee, is a Black man who aids a White protagonist by channeling supernatural power and/or insight rather than by exercising critical thinking or character depth. Commonly cited examples of the racism underlying “the magical Negro” are Bagger Vance (Will Smith) in The Legend of Bagger Vance (Robert Redford, 2000) and John Coffey (Michael Clarke Duncan) in The Green Mile (Frank Darabont, 1999).22
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