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Hastings House, by reputation, publishes only cinematic cookbooks: books that satisfy 
the criterion trumpeted with variants on every flyleaf:  
 

"We avoid theory and concentrate on practice."  
 
I own over twenty-five volumes published by Hastings House, several in multiple 
editions, for as a young cinematographer and film designer seeking breadth of expertise 
I purchased each new volume as it came off the presses. l have long since broken the 
habit, having learned through costly experience that most of the volumes, concentrating 
on practice, are practically useless.  
 
Exceptions occur on occasion: Fielding’s and Wilkie’s works on special effects, or 
Nisbett's on the sound studio. But the consensus among other professionals of my 
acquaintance matches my own: when Hastings House books are good, they are very 
good, and when they are bad – and they are too often bad – they are horrid.  
 
Why so? And why is Hastings House incapable of distinguishing between them?  
 
Two recent publications serve well to put the question and manifest the answer. Daniel 
Arijon's Grammar of the Film Language is available in hardcover only, costs $27.50, is 
copiously illustrated with line drawings and runs to 625 pages. Dwight Swain’s Film 
Scriptwriting is available in softcover, costs $7.95, contains no illustrations and runs to 
375 pages. Only one of the two books is worth buying and pondering again and again.  
 
I shall spend little time delineating the detail of Arijon’s book for no one, having missed 
it, can comprehend how massive yet minor it is. Six hundred pages are devoted to 
diagramming camera positions and movements and the juxtapositions of shots resulting 
therefrom. The aim is to list the possible combinations of camera positions and 
movements by which probably types of photographable action can be recorded, with 
capsule evaluations of the effects interrupting the lists. The aim is achieved, more often 
than not, and the line drawings, consisting generally of naked women, are clear.  
 
The tenor of the book can be gauged from the opening paragraph of chapter 13, 
entitled “Player A Moves Towards Player B".  
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The number of visual permutations possible for one player approaching another 
or a group are almost limitless. Those described below are only suggestions for 

basic situations that may be useful as a checklist of ideas.1  

 
The paragraph is followed by fifteen pages of permutations, both catalogued and 
diagrammed.  
 
What is wrong with Arijon’s book? The flyleaf describes the author as a filmmaker of 
wide experience, but I somehow doubt it. For as any director or cameraman will notice 
the book answers no questions that might arise during a production in the form in which 
they would arise! The mass of information remains undirected toward any strategic 
goals-the theoretical goals by which possible solutions are evaluated during the course 
of a production.  
 
Contrast this with the format of an excellent cookbook that also contains masses of 
information. A cookbook is useful if, and only if, one knows the goal one wants to 
achieve and wishes to determine which ingredients in what proportions must be 
combined in what order to achieve the goal. A listing of ingredients, proportions, and 
sequences without classification by goal would be useless and, hence, absurd.  
 
In filmmaking tactics without strategies are useless. Or, as Leonardo Da Vinci put it 500 
years ago, practice without the direction of theory is futile.  
 

Those who are in love with practice without knowledge are like the sailor who 
gets into a ship without rudder or compass and who never can be certain 

whether he is going. Practice must always be founded on sound theory . . .  .2  

 
Fifty years ago Pudovkin offered a theory of camera position and movement. ln 
summary,   
 

. . . [the sequence of shots] must not be uncontrolled, but must correspond to 
the natural transference of attention of an imaginary observer (who, in the end, 

is represented by the spectator).3  

 

 
1 Daniel Arijon, The Grammar of Film Practice (New York, New York: Hastings House, 

1976), page 261. 
2 Leonardo Da Vinci, The Notebooks of Leonardo Da Vince [Vol. 1, Section 19], compiled 

and edited by Jean Paul Richter (New York, New York: Dover Publications, 1970), page 18. 
3 V. l. Pudovkin, Film Technique and Film Acting, translated and edited by lvor Montagu 

(London. England: Vision Press, 1968), page 71. 
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As Hollywood and the remainder of the world were to discover, a director with 
Pudovkin's theory in mind could tackle any problem of narrative film design.  
 
From Pudovkin's theory every sequence listed in Arijon’s book is deducible within 
seconds if it provides a viable solution to a genuine production problem. With 
Pudovkin's theory in mind, therefore, Arijon’s listings are irrelevant. Without Pudovkin's 
theory in mind, the listings are useless. Conclusion? Learn Pudovkin's theory and save 
yourself $27.50.  
 
Arijon’s book, as the publisher requested, is a collection of tools unconstrained by a 
theory of their employment. The result? A production reference and guide of no use 
whatever.  
 
Swain’s book on scriptwriting, on the other hand, despite the flyleaf disclaimer, is a book 
of theory, and a valuable one. Without apology the author prescribes how one ought to 
proceed if one wishes to improve one's screenwriting. Right or wrong, the claims are 
made clearly, and can be tested in practice by both novice and professional.  
 
Swain’s conjectures, grounded in experience, range widely: from the content and 
format of proposal, sequence, or step outlines to those of treatments and master scene 
scripts; from the niceties of character development to devices of narration and dialogue 
correction; from the testing of story construction to the problems of adaptation; from 
the margin settings for typing a feature script likely to catch the eye of a producer to the 
art of controlling story conferences and surviving financially as a screenwriter. Examples 
are pertinent, and the book concludes with a selection of duplicated scripts annotated 
by Swain to indicate the uses of the techniques of which he has been speaking.  
 
Why is Swain’s book valuable? Firstly – and I mean no disrespect – because he is a hack 
writer in control of his craft, and hence an ideal teacher of it. We often forget that 
Shakespeare, with his genius, was also an extraordinarily competent hack (or that the 
greatest films of the 1930s - 194Os in Hollywood were written by hacks while authors of 
genius puttered nearby in residence). Books are not written to inculcate genius but 
craft. And Swain, whatever his limitations, knows the difference.  
 
Secondly, Swain as a craftsman understands the purpose and necessity of theory as 
craftsmen have forever understood it. Theories are prescriptions for correction, not for 
creation. Again, speaking of painting, Leonardo put it simply.  
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These rules are of use only in correcting the figures; since every man makes 
some mistakes in his first compositions and he who knows them not, cannot 
amend them. But you, knowing your errors, will correct your works and where 
you find mistakes amend them, and remember never to fall into them again. But 
if you try to apply these rules in composition you will never make an end, and 

will produce confusion in your works.4  

 
A craft consists of theories that can be tested in everyday practice. Without theories 
there is no craft. Without articulation of theories there is no teaching of craft. Unlike 
Arijon, therefore, Swain has written a book which will be useful to novice, teacher, and 
professional alike despite its bon ami style. One can only hope that Hastings House will 
take the lesson to heart: to avoid theory is to avoid practice. What we need are more 
theories useful in practice, not useless compilations of effects. Artistic failure seldom 
results from paucity of imagination, but often from lack of direction.  
 
 
  
 

 
4 Leonardo Da Vinci, op. cit. [Vol. 1, Section 18], page 18. 


