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376/ FILM CRITICISM: SAMPLE ANALYSES

B HANNAH AND HER SISTERS

1986. Orion Pictures. Directed and writien by Woody Allen. Photographed by
Carlo Palma. Edited by Susan E. Morse. With Woody Allen, Michael Caine,
Mia Farrow, Carrie Fisher, Barbara Hershey, Lloyd Nolan, Maureen O’Sulli-
van, Daniel Stern, Max von Sydow, Dianne Wiest.

In the three films we have looked at so far, one person or a couple function
as the protagonists of the film. Yet many Hollywood films use multiple
protagonists. A recent example is Woody Allen’s Hannah and Her Sisters,
which examines the psychological traits and interactions among a group of
characters. We shall see that creating several protagonists does not neces-
sarily make a film any less “classical” in its form and style.

The early portions of Hannah and Her Sisters make it difficult to tell
which characters will be the most important. The initial credits give little
clue, since the ten performers’ names are given in alphabetical order. As
the narrative progresses, we eventually discover that five of these play major
roles, and they are not always the best known of the group. Once the action
begins, we still must wait for a considerable time before we realize that the
major characters are the three sisters and Hannah’s current husband and
ex-husband. These become the central figures partly because they play a
more prominent role in the changes in the action, partly because they
appear in more scenes than the five other characters do, and partly because
they are the ones whose thoughts we occasionally hear on the sound track.

The film’s refusal to single out a protagonist serves to emphasize the
characters’ psychological traits and the development of those traits across
time. A clue to the film’s strategy comes in the scene where Mickey
remembers how his marriage to Hannah ended. His final remark is, “Boy,
love is really unpredictable.” After this line, a cut shifts the scene to the
opera, where Holly is sitting in a box seat with the architect David. The
last time we had seen her, she was upset because she thought David was
more attracted to April than to her. Now it turns out that she was wrong,
and for a while it seems that her relationship with David is progressing
well. Yet after this scene, David will abruptly begin dating April. Indeed,
all the main characters’ relationships demonstrate in one way or another the
truth of Mickey’s remark.

The unpredictability of the characters’ changing relationships arises
from the fact that so many of the characters seem to be equally prominent.
For example, during most of the film, Hannah’s husband Elliot cannot

- decide whether to stay with her or leave her and marry her sister Lee. Since

Lee is a major character, and even a little more prominent than Hannah, it
seems plausible that Elliot and Lee could end up together. This is also
made plausible by the fact that her relationship with Frederick seems to be
ending anyway. Yet Lee eventually marries another man, a professor whom
we barely see, and Elliot remains with Hannah. Similarly, the final romance
between Mickey and Holly is likely to come as a surprise, since the two
are hardly ever seen together; the flashback to their one disastrous date
makes it appear impossible that they could fall in love. Thus the use of a
group of characters roughly equivalent in prominence helps create unpre-
dictable action. Moreover, as we shall see, each character’s goals change
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radically in the course of the plot, making it even more difficult for us to
sense how each line of action will turn out.

Even the film’s style reinforces the ideas that all the characters are
important. Rather than using shot/reverse shot to cut back and forth between
the characters as they converse, most scenes employ relatively little editing.
When the characters are not moving, the camera usually keeps them together
in a balanced framing, and when they move, the camera pans to keep them
onscreen. In the opening scene, for example, a single shot shows Hannah
and Holly talking as they set the table (Fig. 10.18), and the only cut occurs
when April enters (Fig. 10.19). But then she quickly moves to the table,
with the camera panning to reframe all three women (Iig. 10.20). Later,
the dinner itself is handled in one long take (Fig. 10.21), as the father,
mother, and Hannah all give brief speeches. This tactic continues through
most of the film, as in the scene (Fig. 10.22) where four characters are
lined up during a conversation. Much later, Hannah discusses Holly’s play
(Fig. 10.23), and the camera simply pans back and forth (Fig. 10.24) as
the two women move around the kitchen (Fig. 10.25). In all these cases,
the ordinary Hollywood film would use editing to call our attention to certain
lines or reactions. Here Allen presents the characters as a group, much as
Renoir does in Grand Illusion (see pp. 231-232).

Among the few scenes that use quick cutting and shot/reverse shots
are those involving Mickey. The quick cutting shows the progress of the
various tests in brief montage sequences, and the shol/reverse shots show
















