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The Rhetoric of Cinematic Improvisation 
by Virginia Wright Wexman 

Considering the importance of improvisation for many moder 
filmmakers, it is surprising that the technique has received so little 
critical attention. In part this is due to the lack of interest among 
serious critics in film acting: elements of mise-en-scene, montage, and 
camera technique have historically occupied a central position in dis- 
cussions of film artistry. Yet the contributions of actors are also an 
important part of cinema, now more than ever before when the collab- 
oration of actors, writers and directors has been emphasized by recent 
films that stress improvisation. What the directors who work in collab- 
oration with actors seem to be striving for is the sense of discovery that 
comes from the unexpected and unpredictable in human behavior. If 
we think of art as a means of giving form to life, improvisation can be 
looked at as one way of adding to our sense of the liveliness of art, a 
means of avoiding the sterility that results from rote recitations of 
abstract conventional forms. 

Though many films make extensive use of improvisation, it is 
usually difficult, if not impossible, to obtain accurate documentation 
about precisely when and how the improvisation occurs. Nonetheless, 
most critics would agree that our response to the acting in many 
scenes filmed by directors like Godard, Bertolucci, Scorsese, Rivette, 
and Altman is partly determined by our sense of a spontaneous, un- 
rehearsed quality which these directors, in various ways, manage to 
convey. This effect is susceptible to analysis, even though its causes 
are often unclear. 

Documentary and Theatrical Improvisation. Improvisation 
communicates vitality by drawing on two different aspects of lived 
experience. These may be thought of as documentary realism and 
theatrical realism. Documentary realism is evoked when we are given 
a sense of actual people in actual situations. This effect can be arrived 
at either through the use of nonactors who are behaving "normally" 
(an approach favored by the Italian neo-realists, among others), or 
through the skill of trained actors improvising in character (as evi- 
denced, for instance, by the stumbling sincerity projected by Marlon 
Brando's Terry Malloy during the taxicab scene in On the Water- 
front).1 

Theatrical realism, by contrast, achieves its impact by making us 
aware of the experience of a group of people gathered together to make 
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a film. Thus in New York, New York, when Liza Minelli says to Robert 
De Niro, "I don't know what we're doing now" (during the scene in 
which he looks at her poem), our attention is drawn to them as actors 
in the process of making a movie rather than as characters in a story. A 
related effect can be achieved by spontaneous references to an actor's 
personal life, which also direct our interest to the act of filming. When 
Spencer Tracy observes in Adam's Rib that Katharine Hepburn is 
"giving me that Bryn Mawr stuff again," he reminds us of her position 
as an actress playing a role. Similarly, much of Brando's improvisation 
in Last Tango in Paris makes us aware of his persona as a star by 
referring to events in his own past.2 

At times documentary and theatrical realism can be combined, as 
in Rivette's L'Amour Fou, in which Jean-Pierre Kalfon, portraying the 
director of a play, speaks in an improvisatory manner to his wife about 
the importance of giving actors a free rein. Here our belief in the 
reality of the character is strengthened by the naturalness of the di- 
alogue. At the same time, however, we are reminded of the reality of 
the moviemaking process by the fact that Rivette's stationary camera 
is allowing Kalfon the actor a similar freedom. Werner Herzog ob- 
tained a comparable double-edged effect by casting Bruno S., a schiz- 
ophrenic, in the title role of The Mystery of Kaspar Hauser. Bruno's 
halting, unpredictable reactions contribute to the realism of the 
mentally deficient character he portrays, but they also make us aware 
that an amateur actor who is a "real" person is playing the role 

Public and Private Improvisation. Considered in these terms, 
improvisation can be thought of as a revitalizing force, enriching 
cinematic art with a new feeling of immediacy by using the spontaneity 
of actors. At the same time, though, the technique can detract from a 
film's impact by presenting experience that has not been shaped with 
an audience in mind. While discussing the development of improvisa- 
tion at Chicago's Second City, Theodore J. Flicker stressed the im- 
portance of dividing the method into two categories: private im- 
provisation and public improvisation, a distinction that has also been 
made by Lee Strasberg.3 Though private improvisation is an appropri- 
ate tool with which to train actors, public improvisation must relate to 
the needs of an audience. The latter use of the method requires disci- 
pline; as Paul Mazursky has observed: "You don't just casually get up 
on stage and make up the greatest things in the world."4 

On the stage, as opposed to film, the demands of public im- 
provisation are readily apparent. The audience shows its responsive- 
ness to what is happening by reacting to the performance as it is in 
progress and often by actively participating in it. Movies, however, 
lack this active, ongoing relationship with their audiences, and as a 
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result filmmakers face an increased danger of lapsing into private 
rather than public improvisation. At its worst, this tendency makes 
audiences feel like outsiders at a private party or spectators at a 
pointless exercise in reality. We may be irritated by mumbling, in- 
comprehensible dialogue and indecipherable inside references to the 
personal lives of the movie's cast and crew. (Robert Altman's work has 
often been faulted on these grounds.) Or we may be bored by 
amateuristic renderings of pointless, banal speeches, such as those 
that occur in certain cinema-verite films such as D. A. Pennebaker's 
Don't Look Back. As long as the filmmakers themselves are enjoying 
the experience, they may remain insensitive to the desirability of 
making their creation accessible to a public larger than the small group 
of colleagues who are engaged in the moviemaking process with them. 
For this reason, a strong director, who is sensitive not only to the needs 
of his performers but also to those of his public, plays a crucial role in 
creating effective cinematic improvisation. The negative critical re- 
sponse to many of John Cassavetes's films can be ascribed in large 
part to his tendency to indulge actors at the expense of his audience's 
needs. "Sometimes we'd shoot when the lights weren't ready," Cassa- 
vetes commented during a discussion of Faces. "We'd shoot whenever 
the actors were ready. We were slaves to them. All we had to do was 
record what they were doing."5 

The Directors Role. Rather than relegating the director's role to 
that of a recorder, a commitment to improvisation requires the director 
to play a more active role than ever before, for the director is re- 
sponsible for orchestrating the contributions of his actors at every 
stage in the production process. Casting, for instance, becomes much 
more crucial when actors must contribute their own dialogue and ac- 
tions. Paul Morrissey's success rests almost entirely on his skill at 
discovering people like Holly Woodlawn and Joe Dallessandro, "who 
are worth photographing because a lot of what they do is interesting."6 
Arthur Penn achieves a similar result using a more traditional ap- 
proach: some of the improvised scenes in his films have been made 
into dynamic and moving experiences by the casting of highly skilled, 
resourceful performers like Marlon Brando and Gene Hackman. 

Once the movie has been cast, the director must be willing to 
work with his actors on the set as an objective, disciplining force. 
Martin Scorsese has explained how he worked with Robert De Niro in 
this way during the production of Taxi Driver. Describing how the 
secne in which De Niro shoots Harvey Keitel evolved, Scorsese re- 
called: 

Bobby said, "I want to try something." I said, "All right, do it. What- 
ever you want to do. It's the first take. That's all right." 
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And he did it. It was terribly violent. In my opionion, it was totally 
out of control. It was like shooting him and punching him and kicking 
him on the floor, and he shot him, and then he went out and kicked the 
stairs and sat down-that was the only thing I liked: he kicked the 
stairs. But the rest was ... well, everybody just looked at each other 
and it was like . . . 

And the next day Bobby came to me, and he was smiling like: "I 
know. We'll do it better next time." I said, "Did you get it out of your 
system?" And he said, "Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah, I got it out. You don't 
think it's good, though? Do me a favor and print it anyway. it might be 
interesting." I said, "I'll print it, Bobby, but believe me, I think it needs 
a little more control."7 

Finally, the director can maximize the impact of an improvised 
scene by subjecting it to imaginative editing. Again, Scorsese's obser- 
vations about Taxi Driver offer an excellent illustration. Discussing the 
scene in thich Travis Bickle practices his new found role as social 
avenger in front of a mirror, Scorsese points out the way he exploited 
an improvised false start in De Niro's post-recorded monologue by 
cutting the visual track to match the jagged quality of the sound. 

De Niro is saying, "Now listen you fuckers, you screwheads, here is a 
man-here is a man .. ." Bobby did that in his voice-over-we were 
doing it in voice-over. That was literally without a cut in the voice, you 
know. He was reading the lines, and he felt that the lines weren't right, 
so he started again. And he said, "That's exactly the character." So I 
said, "Oh, good." So the editor cut the shot together and said, "I'm not 
responsible for that cut." I said, "Don't worry."8 
As these examples suggest, directors perform a vital function in 

scenes that are improvised, for they, in a sense, represent the audi- 
ence: it is their responsibility to insure that the contributions of their 
actors blend with other elements in a scene to create a unified overall 
effect, to make the improvisation public rather than private. Though 
actors may understand their individual roles, they cannot be expected 
to grasp the ways in which these roles relate to those of other actors in 
the scene, to the camera angles employed, or to the mise-en-sc'ene 
that forms a background to their activities. Only the director is in a 
position to perceive these relationships. And the director must have a 
clear sense of what particular quality the scene should project in order 
to arouse an appropriate emotional response in the audience. If the 
actor's improvisations add vitality to a scene, it is the director's sense 
of artistic form that gives these contributions an impact. 

Improvisation and Textual Indeterminacy. Such a notion of 
the directorial function in improvisational cinema differs from that of a 
number of modern theorists who believe that improvisation is a way of 
inviting audience participation to complete a work that is open-ended. 
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This notion of textual indeterminacy has its roots in modernist move- 
ments such as Dadaism, aleatory music, and experimental fiction. It 
has been incorporated into contemporary critical thought by theorists 
such as Jacques Derrida.9 In film, theories of textual indeterminacy 
have influenced the development of certain schools of avant-garde 
moviemaking10 as well as modernist European directors like Jacques 
Rivette, whose ideas have been effectively summarized in James 
Monaco's The New Wave (New York: Oxford, 1976). American direc- 
tors have also been subjected to this mode of analysis. In an article on 
Robert Altman's use of improvisation, for instance, Jonathan Rosen- 
baum has described the effect of the director's films in the following 
way: 

. . . anything can affect everything, and no two spectators are respond- 
ing to precisely the same film-the complete "text" is common to all, 
but each reading of it varies according to attentiveness, temperament 
and perceptual capacity: an individual selection of what is interesting or 
relevant and what is not.11 
But how does this theory of textual indeterminacy operate in the 

films themselves? In his essay Rosenbaum discusses particular effects 
created by Altman's improvisational style; but rather than a series of 
alternative readings, he offers single, determinate explanations of 
these effects that he assumes will be accepted by others. He speaks of 
the fragmented non sequiturs of many of Altman's characters, for 
instance, in terms of their capacity to give the audience "a sense of 
opportunities lost, connections missed, kindred spirits divided and 
scattered."12 Rosenbaum further contends that Altman has a prefer- 
ence for "tongue-tied characters [like McCabe and Roger Wade in 
The Long Goodbye ] over their smooth-talking counterparts" because 
the director believes that "emotions speak louder than words," that 
sincerity and depth of feeling can be related to difficulty of utter- 
ance.13 

Such analyses of Altman's use of improvisation are convincing 
because they appeal to our understanding that there is a single rhetori- 
cal purpose behind Altman's improvisational strategy, a purpose that 
works in a similar way on all responsive members of the audience. The 
fact that the dialogue in Altman's films may not always be entirely 
audible or charged with significance on a literal level does not neces- 
sarily mean that the director has issued "a broad invitation to find 
one's way in it, to merge with the narrative."14 In the examples cited 
by Rosenbaum, it is theform of improvisation rather than the content 
of what is improvised that creates meaning; but there is meaning, as 
Rosenbaum's interpretations tacitly acknowledge. In each case, the 
improvisation is given a specific value, allowing us to judge the 
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characters and events that are being played out before us. Without 
such judgments, we would be unable to become emotionally involved 
in the action, for we would have no cause to care about what is hap- 
pening. 

Because we can evaluate individual scenes on this basis, we are 
able to make a sequence of inferences, intellectually and emotionally 
based, which allow us to give shape and meaning to the unfolding 
narrative. In this way, we avoid lapsing into the confusion that would 
be created by a morass of possible meanings which could lead any- 
where. In his critique of Altman's work, Rosenbaum praises the qual- 
ity of indeterminacy not only in individual scenes but also in the work 
as a whole: "the indulging of certain moods and the staging of chance 
encounters," he states, "can be enormously expressive even without 
the dividends of what critics like to call 'an organic whole'. "15 Yet this 
is the most important role directors can play, for they are able to see 
the spontaneous contributions of their actors not only in the context of 
their place in each individual scene but also in terms of their function 
in the overall narrative structure of the film. It is important, for in- 
stance, that Altman create sympathy for "tongue-tied" characters like 
McCabe and Roger Wade in order to maximize the pathos of their 
subsequent deaths. And, in a broader sense, the theme of missed 
connections is an important one to emphasize in stories that lead to the 
separation of the heroes from the society around them-as Altman's 
narratives usually do. (Rosenbaum includes an excellent discussion of 
how this strategy operates in the narrative structure of The Long Good- 
bye.) 

Examples that show the importance of placing improvisation in 
the context of a cogent narrative can readily be adduced in the movies 
of other directors as well. In Cassavetes's most acclaimed film, A 
Woman Under the Influence, the long improvised rantings of Gena 
Rowlands's Mabel Longhetti, by their very length and incoherence, 
allow us to feel that her husband is performing a reasonable act by 
committing her to an institution. And in Michael Ritchie's Semi-Tough 
the improvisatory liveliness of private exchanges between Jill 
Clayburgh and Burt Reynolds during their tete-a-tetes suggests the 
kind of spontaneous rapport that will eventually draw them together as 
romantic partners. Finally, the documentary ambience created by 
Godard's use of people on the streets of Paris as extras in Breathless 
reminds us that his hero is trapped in an everyday world that will 
ultimately prove unsympathetic to his grandiose, movie-inspired fan- 
tasies. As these examples indicate, films that employ a great deal of 
improvisation are more dependent on a clearly defined narrative 
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structure than are more traditional productions; for the lifelike sense 
of the unexpected that titillates audiences during moments of im- 
provisation must be tempered by an awareness of predictability, a 
sense of intelligible form that underlies the vagaries of spontaneity. 

Celine and Julie Go Boating and Nashville. To examine more 
closely the ways in which improvisation can be used effectively, con- 
sider two similar movies in which this technique plays an important 
role: Jacques Rivette's Celine and Julie Go Boating (Celine et Julie 
vont en Bateau) and Robert Altman's Nashville. Both films are com- 
edies that treat performance self-consciously by making extensive use 
of audiences within the narratives themselves. These audiences re- 
peatedly remind us of our own relation to the work we are witnessing; 
and both directors concern themselves with the tension between 
mimetic verisimilitude, which is evoked by improvisation, and formal 
neatness, which is evoked by more conventional modes of perform- 
ance. Celine and Julie, however, often fails to rise above the level of 
private improvisation because it ultimately refuses to specify de- 
terminate meanings. Nashville, on the other hand, employs its im- 
provisational technique to communicate a clearly defined emotional 
effect to its audience. The differences between Rivette's use of im- 
provisation and that of Altman emerge not only in their handling of 
individual scenes but also in their integration of improvised perform- 
ance styles into the structure of the films as a whole. Rivette sees 
actors as collaborators, whose ideas have equal weight with his own. 
The director then becomes, in his words, "a person who must listen to 
what people say-all words are important,"'6 Altman, on the other 
hand, uses actors as contributors, whose ideas must ultimately be 
subordinated to his own. "You set a boundary, really," he has ex- 
plained, "and you say, 'Okay, as long as you stay within these bound- 
aries, it's okay. When you start getting out and carrying the thing 
somewhere else, then we have to stop it.'"17 

Celine and Julie Go Boating. In Celine and Julie Rivette ap- 
pears to equate the open-ended way improvisation can be used on the 
stage with the way in which it works in the movies. "I like my films to 
have at least two or three interpretations," he has said, "-not fixed, 
but shifting."18 But this means that no clear point of view is 
established on the action. Celine and Julie is actually a story within a 
story. Celine and Julie, the two young women whose adventures form 
the basis for the Alice in Wonderland-inspired framing narrative, 
make up the audience for the interior story, "Phantom Ladies Over 
Paris," which is based on two short works by Henry James.19 "Phan- 
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tom Ladies Over Paris" is an exaggerated Victorian melodrama im- 
provised by Celine and Julie, who are able to modify its direction at 
will and who even can participate in it to help shape the outcome. But 
the active role they play places them in a much different position in 
relation to the action of "Phantom Ladies" than the movie audience is 
in relative to the film as a whole, for we can only react to what has been 
created for us, not participate in its construction. 

Because we are necessarily passive, we look to the filmmaker for 
a means of judging the events we see. But Rivette often resists 
fulfilling this function. He excludes any hint of documentary im- 
provisation, thereby discouraging us from making connections be- 
tween what wee seeing and a believable world outside the film about 
which we have attitudes and opinions. And though traditionally struc- 
tured narrative is parodied by the stilted performances of the actors in 
"Phantom Ladies Over Paris" and traditional sex role behavior is 
satirized by its plot, the only alternative we are offered is the pre-moral 
exuberance of Juliet Berto and Dominique Labourier, whose free-form 
improvisations in the framing narrative we are expected to enjoy 
largely on the basis of their playful spontaneity. Thus Berto, playing a 
night club magician, performs her act at some length, and though her 
efforts are amateurish, we are given little justification for witnessing 
them at such length other than the fact that she is obviously enjoying 
her er we to frustrate the men in the audience within the film, who 
expect her to "perform" in a conventionally acceptable fashion. Later 
Labourier performs an equally unprofessional singing act in the same 
night club, tacitly assuming a similar feeling of indulgence on the part 
of the audience. At the beginning of the film our interest is strained 

36 Cinema Journal 20, No. 1, Fall 1980 



even further by an overly extended, largely improvised chase se- 
quence through the streets of Montmartre as Julie tries in vain to catch 
the elusive Celine. 

If the individual scenes in Celine and Julie suffer from a lack of 
discipline, the film's overall structure presents an even less cogent 
impression. Rivette brings his two plots together at the conclusion by 
picturing Celine and Julie in a boat with Madlyn, the little girl they 
have rescued from the predatory phantom ladies. As the three glide 
down the river, they pass a boat containing the three other characters 
from the melodramatic sub-plot. Then Celine and Julie re-enact the 
film's opening sequence, each playing the part of the other. Thus, the 
"ridiculous" traditional fantasy of the phantom ladies with their limit- 
ing, socially prescribed attitudes intersects with the open, improvised 
adventures of Celine and Julie. The contrast implied by this conjunc- 
tion, together with the two women's subsequent reversal of roles, 
makes for a chilling finale. It implies that the sterility of conventional 
narrative technique and its dated ethical overtones can only be re- 
placed by the confusing indeterminacy of spontaneous interaction, in 
which all meaning is relative. The indeterminacy here grows out of the 
firm's political stance, which denounces the sexism of traditional cul- 
ture without specifying any particular alternative social patterns to 
replace it. Lacking a developing moral perspective on the action, 
Rivette's improvisations degenerate into self-indulgent silliness, and 
the film's three-and-a-quarter hour length seems woefully excessive. 

Nashville. By contrast, Robert Altman's Nashville employs im- 
provisation in a far more disciplined and purposeful way. First, the 
director insists on the relevance of his film to the lives of his audience 
by using documentary improvisation involving apparently real people 
extensively to make the viewer aware of the connection between his 
story and events in the world outside the film. The crowds at the 
Nashville airport and at the Grand Ole Opry performances, the busi- 
nessmen at the smoker, and the guest appearances of Julie Christie 
and Elliott Gould all serve this function. For Altman, the events in 
Nashville exemplify some of the conflicts inherent in American life, 
and he insists on this association not only by his use of documentary 
effects but also by the political motif that pervades the film. 

If Altman uses documentary improvisation to support his analogy 
of the fictional events he is portraying to social reality, the specific 
problem in American life he is concerned with is stated metaphorically 
by the contrasting styles of the performances he elicits from his lead- 
ing actors. This contrast defines a gap between the rigid conventions of 
American institutions and the changing needs of the American people. 
On one side Altman places the prepackaged inflexibility of those who 
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hold established power, most notably the presidential candidate Hal 
Phillip Walker, whose empty cliches are repeated ad infinitum by a 
mechanical recording machine. The established professional perform- 
ers in Nashville have frighteningly similar styles, and their remarks to 
audiences within the film-their public-reveal a smooth, rehearsed 
quality even when ostensibly given off-the-cuff: Haven Hamilton wel- 
coming a guest to his "lovely home"; Connie White telling a small boy 
in the front row of the Opry that he can "grow up to be the President"; 
Barbara Jean delivering an "unplanned" but impeccably modulated 
speech to her fans at the airport. 

Nashville, Robert 
Altman, 1975 

The lifeless, artificial quality of these responses stands in contrast 
to the performers' private moments, when their real feelings break out 
from behind the masks they wear as public figures. Then the chasm 
between spontaneous feeling and the conventional role-playing de- 
manded by society is painfully apparent, and the characters flounder 
in their imposed isolation, unable to adapt their personal realities to 
the inflexible social structure surrounding them. Such moments give 
the effect of having been improvised, in contrast to the tightly scripted 
scenes that are played out in front of audiences. The awkwardly tenta- 
tive quarrel between Barbara Jean and her husband Barnett in their 
room at the hospital is one instance of seemingly improvised private 
behavior; the memories of Lady Pearl about the Kennedy brothers, 
which she brokenly recounts to the embarrassed Opal, is another. 
Perhaps the most dramatic instance of this clash between inchoate 
private feeling and rigid social forms occurs during Barbara Jean's 
performance at the Opry Belle, when she falters in the delivery of her 
rehearsed routine and launches helplessly into improvised personal 

38 Cinema Journal 20, No. 1, Fall 1980 



reminiscences about her past. At this break in the customary proce- 
dure, the audience within the film erupts furiously, irreconcilably in- 
sulted at this unforeseen break in the established pattern. This con- 
trast between conventional and improvised performance styles is 
similar to what we find in Celine and Julie, but Altman, unlike Rivette, 
gives the opposition a clear moral perspective. 

Nashville also recalls Celine and Julie in its use of two different 
narrative patterns that are brought together at the end; but again the 
effect on the audience is not one of vague playfulness, as with Rivette, 
but of a thematically coherent resolution in which the discordant ele- 
ments are triumphantly merged. Altman's concern with the aleatory, 
fragmented quality of individual American lives is expressed not only 
in his use of improvised performance styles but also in his narrative 
technique. Nashville's story is made up from vignettes of people's 
daily routines, captured seemingly at random, which are interwoven 
into a loosely connected tapestry that has the formlessness of actu- 
ality: they seem improvised in the sense that they are unplanned. At 
the same time, however, the rigidity of traditional social patterns is 
echoed in another, more conventional narrative structure, which, 
though outdated, controls our expectations about how the film will 
end. This second pattern is one we are familiar with from old Hol- 
lywood musicals that are built on the process of "putting on the show," 
an activity that is represented in Nashville by John Triplette's at- 
tempts to stage a political rally in the Parthenon. Contemporary audi- 
ences respond to this pattern as a cliche, just as we see the well- 
rehearsed rhetoric of the professional politicains and entertainers as 
trite. Yet we recognize it as a cliche that can provide us with a sense of 
continuity and order in the midst of the confusion generated by the 
film's aleatory pastiche of character vignettes-just as we recognize 
the ordering function of the conventionalized styles of the movie's 
leading characters with their strong sense of tradition and of the so- 
cially accepted ways of doing things. 

And at the end, the show does go on. Its smooth, predictable flow 
is interrupted, however, by an act of the most disruptive nature: Bar- 
bara Jean is shot. But here the gulf between individual human feeling 
and social form is bridged, for Haven Hamilton, who has appeared in 
the movie's opening sequence at the recording studio as the character 
most attached to an airless, empty formalism and least open to the 
lifegiving power of improvisation, reveals an unexpected side. Acting 
in his position as the leader of Nashville society, Haven manages to 
reintegrate the group at the Parthenon by re-establishing his sense of 
tradition and order. Selflessly ignoring his own personal safety, he 
exhorts the audience to "show them what we're made of" and hands 
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the microphone to Albuquerque, who, in the tried and true manner, 
becomes the new star that is born at the conclusion of almost every 
musical comedy Hollywood has ever produced. Though the magic of 
stardom has been severely undercut throughout the movie by Altman's 
criticisms of the American obsession with celebrity, it is the naive, 
old-fashioned belief in the thrill of success that dominates when 
Albuquerque takes the stage. 

At this moment, the Parthenon audience's callous disregard of 
Barbara Jean's tragedy is overshadowed by the ongoing sense of social 
solidarity its members reveal. Though the interruption of the festivities 
has destroyed the old order, it has opened the way for a new, more 
vital one. Gradually, following the disaster, the members of the 
Nashville aristocracy leave the stage; but the black gospel singers 
remain, performing for an audience made up largely of children: the 
young and the disenfranchised have been given a voice. Thus, finally, 
Nashville's mordant portrait of a society wedded to anachronistic for- 
mulas of behavior is modified to allow for the possibility that spontane- 
ous human feeling could be incorporated into the established pattern 
to create a new, more vital sense of community. "You may say that I 
ain't free," the people at the Parthenon chant, "but it don't worry 
me." Altman's achievement in Nashville is to have used the technique 
of improvisation to express this freedom and to have seen not only its 
dangers but also its power to give the old ways of doing things greater 
relevance-not just in art, but in life itself. 

Nashville's synthesis of traditional and experimental performance 
styles, exploited both structurally and thematically, defines much of 
Altman's genius as a director, for his films are open to aesthetic and 
social values derived from the past as well as the present. By contrast, 
Rivette in Celine and Julie tries to negate the past entirely, and thus 
lacks a coherent perspective to bring to bear on his visions of freedom 
and spontaneity in the future. Improvisation is only one of the experi- 
mental techniques currently popular in contemporary cinema, but it 
achieves its greatest potential when it is brought into a dynamic re- 
lationship with more conventional modes of aesthetic discourse. Such 
a use of improvisation makes the films in which it appears not only 
more intelligible to their intended audiences but also more ambitious 
in scope and more cogent as narrative statements. 

Notes 
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ences of Man, ed. E. Donato and R. Macksey (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univer- 
sity Press, 1972), pp. 247-72. 
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Jonathan Culler, "'Beyond' Structuralism: Tel Quel," in Structuralist Poetics 
(Ithaca: Cornell, 1976), pp. 241-54; Wayne C. Booth, "The Morality of Im- 
personal Narration," in The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1961), pp. 377-98; E. D. Hirsch, Jr., Validity in Interpretation (New 
Haven: Yale, 1967), pp. 4445, 224-35; and Gerald Graff, Literature Against 
Itself (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979), pp. 60-62 et passim. 

10. See Gene Youngblood, Expanded Cinema (New York: Dutton, 1970) for a 
theoretical justification of this tendency. 

11. Jonathan Rosenbaum, "Improvisations and Interactions in Altmanville," Sight 
and Sound, 44, No. 2 (Spring, 1975), 91. 

12. Rosenbaum, 93. 
13. Rosenbaum, 94. 
14. Rosenbaum, 93. 
15. Rosenbaum, 94. 
16. James Monaco, The New Wave (New York: Oxford University Press, 1976), p. 310. 
17. The American Film Institute, Dialogue on Film: Robert Altman, 4, No. 5 (Febru- 

ary, 1975), 8. 
18. William Johnson, "Recent Rivette: An Inter-Re-View," Film Quarterly, 28, No. 2 

(Winter, 1974-75), 35. 
19. "Phantom Ladies Over Paris" is actually a second title that appears during the 

film's initial credit sequence, though Rivette has indicated that it could refer to 
the film within the film, "if you like." See Jonathan Rosenbaum, Lauren 
Sedovsky and Gilbert Adair, "Phantom Interviewers Over Rivette," Film Com- 
ment, 10, No. 5 (September-October, 1974), 21. 
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