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For over two decades. millions of Americans have set themselves weekly before
their television sets to watch Pulitzer Prize-winning critic Roger Ebert screen short
clips of recently released Hollywood films and carry on a sometimes contentious
dialog with program co-host, the late Gene Siskel (whom Richard Roeper replaced

In 2000). The two then rate the works in question, which often cost upwards of
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$50 to $100 million to produce, on a ‘thumbs up/thumbs down’ scale. Both Ebert
and Roeper write for the Chicago Sun-Times and more people visit the former’s
website for Internet movie reviews than any other. So influential are these critics’
opinions that Hollywood studio publicity departments strain their negative reviews
to pluck from them even the faintest praise for decontextualized insertion into
press copy and ad layouts. But whatever popular acclaim the two enjoy stops
at the walls of academia. Film scholars have developed theoretical tools and a
sophisticated vocabulary inaccessible to the unstudied masses who thrive on
Ebert and Roeper’s Caesarian binary. Enter media scholar Walter Metz with Film
Criticism: Film History and Contemporary American Cinema. The book tries
to bridge the gap between these two disparate groups. On the one hand, Metz
maintains, critics like Ebert should inform their public anti-intellectual criticism
with film theoretical methods. On the other hand, film scholars should no longer
disdain to consider possible connections between popular filims and older, more
canonical works. Metz argues convincingly. His method involves intertextual
analysis, the construction of a dialog between contemporary films and those of
Hollywood’s past by locating overlooked visual and thematic parallels between
them.

Metz defines three different kinds of intertextuality. In referential intertextu-
ality, a text directly and overtly references another (as Play It Again, Sam [Herbert
Ross, 1972] does to Casablanca [Michael Curtiz, 1942}). In imaginative intertex-
tuality, a link may credibly be made between one text and another based upon
political, historical, or generic considerations, whether or not the author of either
text knew of the other’s work (The Life of David Gale [Alan Parker, 2003] and
Bevond a Reasonable Doubt [Fritz Lang, 1956], both of which concern the ethics
and efficacy of capital punishment). Finally, in star intertextuality, an actor’s
previous film portrayals or political activities inflect subsequent readings of his or
her later performances (Dustin Hoffman’s roles in A/l the President’s Men [Alan
Pakula, 1976] and Kramer vs. Kramer [Robert Benton, 1979] as well as his liberal
political leanings, for example, may color the way spectators view his character in
Outhreak [Wolfgang Petersen, 1995]). Metz divides his work into three sections
dealing with geopolitics, identity politics of gender and masculinity, and identity
politics of race and whiteness, subdividing further into ten separate chapters to
analyze different pairings or triads of films.

Metz admits to an eclectic method, but one example should illustrate its effec-
tiveness. In a book entitled, In the Name of National Security, Robert Corber
argues that post-Cold War discourses prolonged rather than ended ideological
conflicts that had emerged during the Cold War itself. Taking this as an entry point
for his own analysis, Metz then demonstrates how Alfred Hitchcock’s geopolitical
thriller North bv Northwest (1959) may be read as a conservative vehicle for
extolling the value of the traditional patriarchal family and the danger to national
security that obtains when the stability of this unit is threatened. Metz then binds
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