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criminal class. Independence—tenuous and hard-won—was Siegel’s auteurist
poliﬁcal hallmark: from Kevin McCarthy’s panicked run away from the pod
people in Invasion of the Body Snatchers through Dirty Harry’s laconic, anti-
institutional vigilantism: “A man’s got to know his limitations”; “You've got to
ask yourself, ‘Do I feel lucky?” Well, do ya, punk?” And at the end of Charley
Varrick, that independence goes up in smoke.

What killed it? To begin with, the “independence” brand had always been
a smokescreen. Varrick and his crew are only crop dusters by the way. Their
proper job is robbing banks. And on one particularly fateful job, they happen
to rob a bank far too full of cash. Charley knows at once that the bank must be
a Mafia money drop. The big score means bigger trouble, Varrick explains to
his gleeful partner. Unlike the FBI, the Mafia “never stops.” It takes an elegant
frame-up for Varrick to dispatch the inexorable Joe Don Baker and turn the
mob-connected casino owner into the prime suspect. The frame-up turns on
luck, or, rather, the implausibility of luck: no one is lucky enough to rob a drop
bank on the day it is awash in Mafia money; that means someone, someone
inside, is responsible. There is no luck, only knowledge.

This is the paranoid position, and Charley Varrick revels in it: Does Charley
know enough to outsmart his ruthless Mafia pursuers? He does, and in thé
process, Charley sheds his dumb partner and his wife. In his disappearance he
becomes the independent he had always claimed to be. This is the game that
Jean-Paul Sartre called “loser wins.” The three chapters that follow take a longer
route through Hollywood’s assimilation of auteurist paranoia. Still, we will end
up more or less right here, with the last of the independents—or his uniform,

at least—in flames, replaced by an Armani suit.

The Literal and the Littoral

Jaws

Here, at the edge of this history of the studios’ great second age, we confront
again a question of possibility. Where do the allegories come from? If we can lo-
cate them in individual and collective choices, what opened that field of choice
in such a way that it might gather to it the principal vectors of corporate self-
understanding? What delimited the field’s contours so that it might be possible
to incessantly promise a second, hidden meaning to some viewers while requir-
ing it of none? The Core was a typical instance of logorrhea, if an atypically
canny reimagining of an “action” movie as an “acting” movie. Raiders of the
Lost Ark (Spielberg, Paramount/LucasFilm, 1981), two decades earlier, elevated
auteurist play to the level of corporate identity. These allegories are insistent,
yet their importance is always deniable, downgradable to an in-joke, reducible
to a token of industrial privacy inessential to the appreciation of the surface of
the plot. Where did that contemporary deniability come from?

It came from Jaws. Doubtless it might have come from some other source
or been cobbled together from a collection of films of the early seventies. In
the following chapter, I show how The Godfather (Coppola, Paramount, 1972)
advanced crucial portions of the new industrial-aesthetic formation. But Jaws’
particular combination of production history, distribution, narrative structure,
editing, and shot composition twisted all the necessary strands of the emergent
order into one of the sheets of neoclassicism.

To make the case for the film’s fascination with denial, it would be simple
enough to note that Jaws went into production beginning in the fall of 1973
and shot through the summer of 1974, coincident with the massive fallout of
Watergate. The movie hit the screens just as the Church Committee had plunged
into its investigations of CIA involvement in assassination plots. Domestic and
international policy making had become hopelessly confounded and constitu-
tionally contaminated. “What did the president know and when did he know

it?” became the mantra of the Watergate hearings while the Senate Select Com-
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mittee on Intelligence attempted to break through the wall of plausible denial

to determine whether the CIA was behaving as a “rogue elephant” or whether

presidents had known about the attempted assassinations. A long-standing
term of art in the world of covert operations, “plausible denial” first reached
the popular press in the document dump accompanying the Pentagon Papers
in 1971. As the CIA was being repurposed as an all-purpose domestic spying
agency, the conceptual apparatus of deniability was being ported into the White
House’s campaign of dirty tricks, where it sounded more sophisticated than the
“rat fucking” it covered for. Senator William Proxmire had introduced intel-
ligence oversight legislation in 1973, explaining that the root of the problem lay
in deniability: “In domestic affairs . . . the use of ‘plausible denial’ becomes a
frightening, antidemocratic device. The President must be accountable for his
actions. He should not be able to hide behind the cloak of ‘plausible denial.”™
Proxmire’s bill died, but the first piece of successful legislation to emerge from
the Watergate-era tumult was the Hughes-Ryan Amendment, which required
a presidential “finding” approving any covert operation. Plausible denial was
supposed to be a thing of the past.

This Nixonian aura was essential to Jaws, with its initial opposition between
the “rogue” shark and what screenwriter Carl Gottlieb called “the smoothly cor-

rupt but genuinely sincere” Mayor Larry Vaughn:

Competent and gifted with an uncanny ability to portray weakness posing as
strength, Murray [Hamilton] was a natural for the part. . .. [I]n Jaws he would be
the foremost spokesman for the “rational” view, as well as the defender of the town’s
economy and architect of the cover-up. Quite coincidentally, he bears a passing re-
semblance to Richard Nixon, and would be a natural choice to play the Boy From

Whittier, should that film ever be made.?

Midway through the film, Mayor Vaughn signs the contract allowing Sheriff
Brody to hire Quint to hunt the shark. A mayoral “finding” of a sort, his signa-
ture is both his admission that the shark problem is real and his acceptance of
responsibility for the consequences of deferred municipal action. Yet his care-
fully maintained denial—as much psychological (“sincere”) as institutional
(“architect of the cover-up”)—slips away satisfyingly enough to make Jaws de-
cidedly post-Watergate: the film wants the mayor to do the right thing. Vaughn’s
rank mercantilism and foolish attempts to manage the press do not hang over
the seaborne sequences in the way that Nixon’s malfeasance loomed over the
mid-seventies.

Two aspects of this reading, though, are decidedly unsatisfying. First, as an

account of the shark it is rudimentary at best—surely everyone from author
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Peter Benchley and Gottlieb to producers Richard Zanuck and David Brown
saw more in the beast than its role in the political allegory. Second, the resolu-
tion of the mayor’s conversion narrative marks the midway point of the film,
not its climax. Either our account of Jaws narrative structure requires drastic re-
vision or this aspect of the story must be somehow nested in the larger narrative.

We might better see Jaws particular importance in the reconstitution of
classical deniability by imagining a world where its temporary status as the
most successful movie of all time still had the ring of novelty and not destiny.
David Anthony Daly’s dissertation, A Comparison of Exhibition and Distribu-
tion Patterns in Three Recent Fearure Motion Pictures (submitted 1978, published
1980), is one of the first scholarly attempts to make sense of “sharkmania” He
describes the lineaments of the first summer blockbuster this way: “Steven
Spielberg, a twenty-seven year old Universal contract director who had made
The Sugarland Express for Zanuck/Brown was chosen to direct.” Think, for a
moment, of how unfamiliar that sentence is: that Spielberg needs explaining;
that an explanation would include The Sugarland Express, a film nearly forgot-
ten today; that he was a contract director in an era when virtually no one was
a contract director; and that his producers chose him and not the other way
around.® By 1982 he had directed Jaws, Close Encounters, Raiders, and E.T., along
with the misstep 1941. By the end of the eighties, he and George Lucas had
eight of the top ten box-office hits of all time (unadjusted for inflation). Daly’s
dissertation marks the last time Spielberg would need contextualizing; it may
also be the last moment when “Spielberg” would not be the self-justifying alibi
for a film’s performance, and when someone might hazard other causes for its
market dominance.

Looking for sources of Jaws success, Daly points to the film’s saturation
marketing campaign and Universal’s brutal distribution policy. In the latter, the
studio initially offered exhibitors the choice of nine weeks at a 9o/10 split after
the “house nut” was subtracted or yo percent of the overall gross, along with sub-
stantial advances and high guarantees. Moreover, the contract was to be “blind
bid”~that is, the exhibitors would be agreeing to Universal’s terms without hav-
ing seen the film first. After running afoul of the Justice Department, Universal
backtracked from the blind bid by screening Jaws for exhibitors across the coun-
try. Yet the studio was now confident enough in the film that it increased the
minimum playing time to twelve weeks, Moreover, for Jaws, the studio extended
the “cooperative local media buy” in which theaters share the cost of advertise-
ments in local papers and on radio to include charges for an unprecedented
network television campaign. Exhibitors paid in advance, paid for three months,
and paid more than they ever had.
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Network advertising makes sense only when a film is saturation-released,
and much has been made of Universal’s decision to open Jaws in 464 theaters.
More important, though, was Chairman Lew Wasserman’s decision to reduce
the initial release from more than goo theaters in order to force exhibitors to
accept more stringent terms. (By Christmas 1975, Jaws would still be playing in
2,460 theaters.)* If nothing else, Jaws would have a disciplining effect on the
entire exhibition sector.

Not that the studio expected to wring its profits entirely at the exhibitors’

expense. Zanuck/Brown and Universal were supreme promoters:

The promotional tie-ins licensed by Universal were staggering. In eight weeks, over
a half million Jawst-shirts, two million plastic tumblers, and two hundred thousand
soundtrack albums were sold. The Jaws Log, a quickly produced paperback about
the making of the film, sold over one million copies the first month. Also avail-
able were beach towels, bike bags, blankets, costume jewelry, shark costumes, ho-
siery, hobby kits, inflatable sharks, iron-on transfers, games, two varieties of posters,
shark’s tooth gold charms, shark’s tooth necklaces, sleepwear, children’s sweaters,

wormen’s swimwear, ties for men, and a Jaws water squirter.”

Considering this tsunami of ancillary promotion, Daly and the generations of
critics who have followed have found it hard to believe that the marketing was
not responsible for the film’s success. Clark Ramsay, then head of distribution
at Universal, gave the classic response: “You can’t hype your way to success in
this business. The movie has to be good. What we did was create an oppor-
tunity for Jaws to take off. The advertising and promotion might have been
responsible for the first three-day run, but it was word-of-mouth that carried it
to the top.”® Stanley Newman, the vice president of publishing at Universal, of-
fered a more nuanced explanation. He would still disavow the notion that pro-
motion created success, but that disavowal was less important than the chance
to tout Universal’s unified corporate effort. “Jaws was successful not because of
some pre-meditated, well orchestrated advertising and media campaign, but
because every part of the film was dealt with on a highly professional, top-flight
level”” Daly finds this “perhaps somewhat less than completely believable,” but
without some enveloping account that would marl distribution to content, the
selling to the story, Daly and others could only assert what the studio flacks
denied, that marketing and distribution had independent causal power.

Yet wherever one turned in the cultural discourse, from the popular to the
academic, the industrial to the aesthetic, that question resurfaced: Why were
audiences flocking to Jaws? There were two categories of explanation, an audi-

ence-centered “anxieties” account and an industry-centered huckster’s account.
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Critics and editorial cartoonists immediately seized upon the shark image as an
allegory of everything from Reagan challenging Ford in the 1976 primaries, to a
Soviet sub build-up, inflation, oil profiteering, and even “undercover ‘security’
operations” (the rogue shark as rogue elephant). Unofficial national therapist
Dr. Joyce Brothers contended that mid-seventies social and economic anxiet-
ies were readily figured by the shark: “The shark fantasy hits where we are the
most tender-—our fear of dismemberment, the invasion of our bodies.” Fredric
Jameson, whose “Reification and Utopia in Mass Culture” (1979) quickly fol-
lowed Daly’s dissertation, found the secret to the shark’s appeal in its deploy-
ability. Reflecting on the myriad meanings of the shark for critics, Jameson
contended that “the vocation of the symbol—the killer shark—Tlies less in any
single message or meaning than in its very capacity to absorb and organize
all of these quite distinct anxieties together.” By “folding back” any number of
Brothers’s social anxieties into apparently natural ones, the shark performed a
“profoundly ideological” function.?

One astute reader of the Jaws phenomenon was the Universal publicity de-
partment, which qufckly “absorbed and organized” the editorial cartoonists’
anxieties into a full:page ad headlined “Everybody’s enJAWing it!” The studio
regularly capitalized on and orchestrated the burgeoning behind-the-scenes
coverage in the major magazines and daily newspapers. A massive article in the
New York Times Magazine chronicled the crafting and marketing of Benchley’s
book, “Sharks: . . . and Then, and Then, and Then . .. The Making of a Best-
Seller”® In September, the Los Angeles Times declared “Jaws Swims to Top in
Ocean of Publicity”' As screenwriter Carl Gottlieb puts it in the wrap-up to
The Jaws Log, “By April 1975, the rumors were out around Hollywood that the
picture felt good, that it seemed to be playing well for audiences. This book was
commissioned, researched, and written in a very short time.”!! A three-month
turnaround on the book, a month on the cartoonists’ advertisement: Universal
is working very quickly indeed. For Jameson, the shark’s polysemy exemplifies a
popular culture intent on naturalizing and thereby disavowing social anxieties;
but for Universal, as for the classical Hollywood studios, that openness speaks
to the film’s marketability, an ideological use of a different order, less “pro-
found” by Jameson’s standards but just as intent on universal incorporation:
Everybody’s enjawing it.

Yet if Jaws looks almost modern in the totality of its media exploitation, his-
tory was working very quickly as well to drastically alter the conceptual relation-
ship between publicity and product. One can see a stark before and after, a divide
between production and distribution. During the shooting of Jaws the produc-

tion crew went to modest lengths to prevent outsiders from so much as seeing
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the shark. “We all believed that an audience’s enjoyment of the picture would be
severely diminished if they had read for months in advance about how the shark

was just a mechanical contraption.” They particularly feared “wise guys” in the

audience “thoroughly destroying the illusion for that happy majority that has

willingly suspended its disbelief” by spouting off about the mechanical shark.”
If Hollywood was about to turn over its prestige productions to genres that had
been B-picture staples, if it was entering an era where it would regularly risk

schlock in its drive for retro appeal, it was also making audience sophistication

easier to come by. The classical hierarchy was returning: Two audiences—one

sophisticated, one naive (or believing)—only now one was potentially ruining it

for the other. Detailing the travails of working with Bruce, the mechanical shark,

Gottlieb explains, “The only reason this is being written now is because the book
will be released a little after the movie, and many of you will have already seen

what we're talking about so the mystery won’t be destroyed for you if we tell you

a little bit about how it was done”” In a footnote for the twenty-fifth-anniversary
edition, he recognizes that “[t]he efforts to protect the ‘secret’ of the shark seem

a quaint anachronism today, when the special and virtual effects would be fea-

tured in hours of promotional material and ‘Making of” pseudo-documentaries.”

“In 1975, nobody could have predicted the modern era of accessibility, where the

details of every aspect of the entertainment industry are widely publicized.”®
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Jaws pivots between these two audience-management regimes at the moment of

its release; its production—technically proficient but generically nostalgic—was

itself instantly nostalgized. On the one hand, the filmmakers profess a belief in

secrecy and “movie magic”; on the other, they are swept up into an as-yet in-

- Vmannn ' completely synergized drive to capitalize on any and all possible promotional
_ SGHEIDER @wj} DREYFUSS avenues, including the behind the scenes. And bobbing in the “ocean of public-

ity” that surrounds the book, the film, and their reception,'* Gottlieb’s Jaws Log

e BENUF(LE‘— i

il . . . .
ENSHIRAERC sy CHOTD D TR will tell the story of the limits of promotion, anchoring the film off the coast of

the newly discovered world of accessibility.

Rasen — Albery Times-Union Fiekien ~ Bl Hows

Never before have so many people seen one movie-in just 4 weeks Still, there was the lingering problem of the audience’s belief in “movie

magic.” If secrecy was so important that disclosing the mechanical shark might

LTS EETuRY pLAZD 2 Conturycity e dzat | SEFULTERH Drvetn—Van s 760520 sy Y NS -Redond Beech 37046356 have gotten Gottlieb fired in 1975 (the guard who let a reporter photograph the
Lsta Shaws Fri, & Sat 1215 AK g?s[ggﬁ'g%]D;?Fer;m_FaramDu"t 634-4151 G o

- i . o
,'23,‘, Tolioot 646113 el Cartr ;g;;:ﬁi;;;;sC’ﬂ:;;";;: o shark was fired), what competing value could have supplanted it? One answer
MAHH'SHAST!NES#I Pasadenasfplsms o g Dally: 1:15+3:305:95 1 8:03 & . « T PP
il (230, 590650745 Sp 14 STEATR vl Ls P 5 51 would be to say that no value has supplanted studio secrecy, that “accessibility

O PASSES ACCEWED FOR THIS ENOAGERENT . . . . . - . . .

A O S P O T, e - is a sham, a carefully managed process of information dissemination, in which
Daily (#13: 12:15 - 2:50-5:28+ 800 & 10:35 PN Daily (#2): 1:30-4:05-6:40 & 9:18FM Daify: 1218 21301 445 745 6 9:48 PM

the studios and their conglomerate parents search for synergistic content that

. can be distributed across what Justin Wyatt has called the “enfotainment com-
Figure 2.1. “Everybody’s enJAWing it,” especially distribution. Source: Los Angeles Times, July 19, 1975,

F13. © 1975 Universal Pictures plex” That seems true enough, yet it does not speak to the central questions

of an audience’s experience; indeed, it seems to raise them more insistently.
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Clark Ramsay is surely, in some way, right that promotion may be able to buy
opening weekend success but that something more is required if the film is
to have legs. Why are Hollywood films satisfying (when they are)? How does
inside knowledge affect the willing suspension of disbelief? Does postmodern
awareness spell the end of pleasure?

Let us take a step back. In the Jaws era there are three competing theo-
ries of the relationships between marketing, success, and quality, and each im-
plies an answer to these questions about audiences. One, Ramsay’s, assumes
that marketing and success are fundamentally contingent but that success and
quality are fundamentally connected. True, a weekend’s worth of success might
be bought, but “real” success depends on real quality. The difficulty with this
view is that when confronted with a successful film, it must posit something
“good” about it, lest it undermine its antecedent belief in the contingency of
promotion and quality. The innocence of audiences must be preserved, lest they
come to suspect that they are only tools in the promotional machine. The con-
verse model, Daly’s, assumes that marketing and success ate strongly connected
but that success and quality vary independently. If a weekend’s success might
be bought, so might a week’s, a month’s, and so on. That there are counter-
examples—hugely, wondrously successfully promoted films that flop—is not
particularly important. This view assumes that an audience in-the-know will
react cynically; to know how the film works is to know that it is working on you,
which is to be made aware, again, of the contingency of quality. This leaves a
third view, Newman’s, which takes no position on the necessary relationship
between the three except to say that they are all signs of professionalism. For
an audience full of these “wise guys,” knowing how it is done is part of know-
ing that it was done properly. Newman’s view makes room for an audience to
know both how the film works and to judge whether it works, since both find
shelter within a judgment of professionalism. The relentless drive to provide
access to the backstory, then, functions to continuously reassure the audience,
within the industry and otherwise, of the film’s competence; at the same time,
that drive reinforces a semiotic reading of the film. The willing suspension of
disbelief passes over into a willing suspension of control: T know they know
what they’re doing. Here is the way Vincent Canby concluded his review in the
New York Times: “Mr. Spielberg has so effectively spaced out the shocks that by
the time we reach the spectacular final confrontation between the three men
and the great white shark, we totally accept the makebelieve on its own foolishly
entertaining terms.”'* Competence and immanence have supplanted criticism.

A substantial part of that competence is aesthetic. According to Gottlieb, “If

anything had come out of the exhaustive analysis and rewritings of the basic
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story, it was that the film had a three-act structure, like a well-made play” The

production would echo this narrative structure:

The first two acts were played on land and with the exception of a couple of shark
attacks in which the monster would only be hinted at and never fully revealed, there
was nothing to cause any production man any concern. . . . But the crucial third act,
in which the three men go to sea in the fishing boat and confront the great white—
well, that hadn’t been done before, not “live” on location with a fourteen-ton shark

mechanism and a full crew.'

The pulse-pounding narrative climax would neatly coincide with the produc-
tion’s greatest challenge. Yet, from the beginning, there would also be a tension
between the structure and the production precisely as a result of this coincidence.
The identity of the ragtag band of misfit-experts might become too individual-
ized, too authored, perhaps even undeniable. This would warp the underlying

structure:

Years ago, one of Bréadway’s great play doctors and original writers commented
that the classical three-act structure of a well-made play could be summed up this
way: In Act One, you get a guy up in a tree. In Act Two, you throw rocks at him. In
Act Three, you get him down again. When I told this to Steven, he observed that
making Jaws was a four-act structure: “In Act One, I get into a tree, and for the next
three acts, people throw rocks at me.” I think he was identifying a little closely with

the picture.””

If Act III really were getting the men down from the tree, it seemed to go on far
too long; it took almost half the film’s running time. How could the structural
competence of both the production and the plot be saved?

Kristin Thompson contends that the three-act model runs into difficulty
because it elides a crucial midpoint shift in the second act. Instead of three
parts, the well-made screenplay has four. At the very heart of the film, the pro-
tagonist’s goals reset; the “complicating” action of the first half of Act II slips
into the “developing” reaction of the second half. What is more, each part in
the four-part model is roughly equal; the whole is, in her term, “balanced.” In
this framework, which seems incontrovertible in her analysis of Jaws, the move
to the water is not the beginning of the third act but this midpoint pivot in the
second. The third act begins when the shark attacks the boat while the men are
belowdecks drinking and singing. Setting sail isolates the men; the convivial
drinking brings the men together.

Thompson goes on to note that in Jaws each of the three turning points

is highlighted for the viewer by being disarticulated from the overwhelming
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tension of the action sequences. Yet that disarticulation does not threaten the
cohesiveness of the whole. Instead, clarity and causality amount to classicism;
indeed, they amount to a warrant against an all-too-hasty declaration of Holly-
wood postclassicism: “The fact that the turning points of Jaws do not come at
the moments of high action when the shark attacks is worth examining in light
of claims that ‘post-classical’ films favor spectacle aver causal logic.”*® Certainly
Jaws turns on a collection of highly motivated moments, and in a system where,
at the very least, screenwriters, actors, editors, and composers place a craft-
derived premium on such motivations, we should expect nothing less.

But closer attention to the turning points reveals something more intrigu-
ing than simply their distance from the film’s action pulses. The midpoint, as
already noted, involves the signing of a contract. Act I concludes with Quint’s
offer to kill the shark for ten thousand dollars. That is, the plot of the terrestrial
half of the film pivots around the poles of New Hollywood labor: independence
and contracting. Even more particularly, it pivots around whether the contract
will be “all in” or an option contract. Offered three thousand dollars to kill it,
Quint negotiates up: “I value my neck a lot more than three thousand bucks,
chief. I'll ind him for three, but I'll catch him, and kill him, for ten. . . . For
that you get the head, the tail, the whole damn thing.” If the arc of a well-made
play requires a constant escalation of the threat, Jaws conveys that escalation
through the increasing bounty on the shark.

Does the third act commence with a similar moment of contract? Thomp-
son’s Act IIT begins when the men “break into song, confirming that Quint
now accepts Hooper as a comrade.”® The song certainly signifies something, but
within the sequence belowdecks, comradeship becomes contract when Quint
and Hooper compare shark-bite scars. The terrible scraping of Quint’s nails
against a chalkboard that initiated his economics lesson at the end of Act I
becomes the competitive display of the squaline signatures that have already
made blood brothers of the hunters. Unknowingly bound by their shared past,
the men are incorporated through a scene of uncanny reading. When Hooper
offers up his leg for Quint to examine, the shot alternatively suggests that the
leg belongs to Quint or that it is entirely detached. “Here’s to our legs!” they
proclaim, recalling an earlier shot from the shark attack in the estuary. This
final contract, then, is in blood, signed by the prey they are hunting.

To understand the film, one certainly need not have any sense of this drama
of contract; or if one did have that sense, it would likely appear as a drama of
male friendship in which the formalities of contract—however necessary—
were always understood to be the tribute paid to civilization for the opportu-

nity to temporarily escape that society in order to defend it. (This would also
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explain Daly’s omission of the first half when he summarizes the film: “The
film focuses on three personalities. . . . It is the battle among these three and
the shark that thoroughly engages our attention.”)* As the men pack to set sail,
Quint recites a bit of sexist doggerel—"Here lies the body of Mary Lee, / Died
at the age of a hundred and three. / For fifteen years she kept her virginity; /
Not a bad record for this vicinity.” This drives away Ellen Brody, leaving the
men alone. (The song they will break into belowdecks reratifies their newfound
society: “Farewell and adieu, you fair Spanish ladies, / Farewell and adieu to you
ladies of Spain.”)

The ocean separates them from the world of women and children, but it
also gives them the chance to recover from their gender’s previous failures.
The opening attack on Chrissie occurs when Tom Cassidy passes out on the
beach, unable to follow her into the surf for a skinny dip. The film is naturally
vague here about whether the shark attacks because Tom fails to defend her,
whether the shark simply represents the fulfillment of his desires, or some of
both. Tom is, rather simply, absolved, yet in this scene his guilt migrates to the
aquaphobic Chief Brody, who will bear it until the film’s epilogue. In the final
scene, as he swims from the wreck of the Orca and the seaborne carnage, Brody
quips to Hooper, his (male) swimming partner, “And to think I used to hate the
water”—as though that were Tom’s problem, as though the danger in the water
were the water itself and not the sex it promised or threatened. The end of Jaws
answers the beginning in all sorts of recognizably classical ways: an arena of
failure becomes an arena of success, nonswimming becomes swimming, night
becomes day, the female victim is avenged, and so on.

The initiating attack not only defined the parameters within which the film’s

classical narration would play out; it was crucial to both the movie’s marketing
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and its style. The one-sheet, the image around which the entire campaign would
revolve, yoked the attack i# the film to the attack of the film. That image derived
from the book jacket, where, stylized and out of scale, an enormous shark rose
toward a lone female swimmer. Doubleday had tried several times to come up
with the right cover. The hardcover jacket featured a blunt-snouted shark with a
crescent mouth, “a penis with teeth” Doubleday editor Tom Congdon called it,
although there were no visible teeth. Still, the penile profile was no accident;
it had replaced an initial mockup that the sales force had rejected. That first
cover had shown “a peaceful unsuspecting town through the bleached jaws of
a shark” Yet when that version was shown to the Doubleday sales managers,
“there was considerable resistance. . . . It made them think of Freud’s classic
dream of castration, the vagina dentata.”* For the paperback, the penile hard-
cover was thoroughly revised: the lighting was brought up and color brought
in, the swimmer came into sharper focus, the waterline was emphasized, the
snout was sharpened, and the ragged jaws gaped; in short, the dentata returned.

The paperback cover was designed in coordination with the marketing for
the film. Both centered on this image, yet no comparable long shot of shark
and female victim appeared in the film itself. Instead, Jaws offered us repeated,
lingering access to the shark’s point of view. If the book-jacket image does not
itself appear in the film, and certainly not in the attack on Chrissie, what does
appear, particularly in Act III, are displaced renderings of its menace, a dis-
placement that finally runs to ground when Brody shoots the (we might as well
call it penile) air tank in the shark’s mouth, causing both to explode: “Smile you
son of a bitch” The film frames itself in versions of its own logo.

Inside that logo, we find anciilary self-promotion and something very like
market analysis. Like the product autoplacements that will litter Hollywood
neoclassicism, the video game for Jaws gets its close-up within the film (de-
branded, to be sure, but this is only a mark of the film’s position at the gateway
to the era). The market research included both Mayor Vaughn’s claim to Brody
that “it’s all psychological. You yell barracuda, everybody says, ‘Huh? What?’ You
yell shark, we’ve got a panic on our hands on the Fourth of July,” and Quint’s
analysis of the choice facing the town council: “[Y]ou've gotta make up your
minds. If you want to stay alive, then ante up. If you want to play it cheap, be
on welfare the whole winter.” While the production of Jaws dragged expensively
into the Martha’s Vineyard summer, the marketing of Jaws depended on being
able to remake the summers to come as the high season for popcorn movies.
These competing stories of production and distribution appeared as a stark
choice within the film, but it would also be a choice between alternative ways of

reckoning with the logo. Either option made the shark a symbol of itself.

The Literal and the Littoral: Jaws

Deep into the second act, Quint tells the story of the sinking of the USS
Indianapolis. “So, eleven hundred men went in the water; 316 men come out
and the sharks took the rest, June the 29th, 1945. Anyway, we delivered the
bomb.” Brody and Hooper listen with an awe they borrow from Spielberg him-
self, who will go on to spin a collection of less and more successful films on
the same theme (1941, Always, Saving Private Ryan). Quint’s tale does many
things. It provides a backstory to the discourse of plausible denial and secret
governance—the men weren’t rescued because their mission to deliver the
bomb was a secret that could not be acknowledged, it installs what we might
anachronistically call the greatest generation gap; and it humanizes (the proper
word, as we will see, is tenderizes) Quint before his death. But in its account of
a fate worse than drowning, the story brings greater precision to the threat the
shark-as-vagina-dentata poses. “On Thursday morning, Chief, I bumped into
a friend of mine, Herbie Robinson from Cleveland. Baseball player. Boatswain’s
mate. I thought he was asleep. [ reached over to wake him up. Bobbed up, down
in the water just like a kinda top. Upended. Well, he’d been bitten in half below
the waist” Hooper had said as much early in Act IT when he noted into his tape
recorder that Chrissie’s “torso has been severed mid-thorax” And, indeed, this
is how Quint will go: bitten in half at the waist, not, as he had promised at the
end of Act I: “This shark, swallow you whole. No shakin’, no tenderizin’, down
you go.” “Here’s to our legs” indeed.

Shark teeth halve men, just as the bleached jaws divide the film, echoing the
original, discarded book-jacket design. That division is routinely coded as a cas-
trative distillation of a feminine threat. And that division ramifies throughout
all registers of the film, from production and narrative to character and editing.

The biggest shock in the film—the sudden appearance of Ben Gardner’s head—
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Figure 2.3. At

the waistline. Jaws
(Spielberg, Universal,
1975)
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Figure 2.4. The
jaws that divide the
film as the Orca sets
sail. Jaws (Spielberg,
Universal, 1975)
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was the last piece to be filmed. It was shot, appropriately encugh, in a swimming
pool that belonged to editor Verna Fields. Fields, who spent the production on
location, assembling footage on her then-state-of-the-art KEM table, would win
an Academy Award for her work. Better than anyone had hoped, she hid the
balky mechanical shark and matched the wildly varying sky conditions. Her
nickname could not have been more appropriate: Mother Cutter.

Jameson is correct that the natural or psychological grounding of the
shark’s symbolic power is an alibi for its polysemy, but that polysemy was also a
privileged site for the reconceptualization of an audience. Jaws worked not be-
cause audiences were all scared of the same thing but rather because audiences
could reproject that underlying fear as they saw fit, reinforcing and constituting
the logorrheic flow.

Ultimately, Jaws turns not on the particular meaning of its imagery but
on its control. The first half of the film was positioned on the littoral, a divid-
ing line that posed a particular cinematographic problem: How can one focus
on both land and water simultaneously? Spielberg and cinematographer Bill
Butler drew on a particularly seventies piece of technology, the diopter, a lens
that offers two independent focal lengths and allows the viewer to focus on
both an importuning resident in Wellesian close-up and the wading bathers in
a long shot. But that technology was static—it did not zoom—and therefore
did not convey the sudden profundity of depth. For that latter effect, Spielberg
and Butler used a Vertigo zoom (tracking out while zooming in) on Brody
as he sat on the beach. These allusive directorial quotes suggest an auteurist
frame of reference for Jaws for those in the know, but they do not require
any such reference since they not only refer but they work, particularly on the

viewer’s sensorium.

.
.

The Literal and the Littoral: Jaws

In Jaws, the meeting of land and water at the littoral is not a vertical plane.
There are projections (docks) and inlets (the estuary) that confound that bor-
der. Fundamentally, though, the encounter of sea and sand is a form of lami-
nar superimposition; it is the lapping of water on the shore, of waves chasing
up the beach and draining away. The opening attacks occur off these beaches,
each time preceded by a low-angle shark’s point-of-view shot and the ominous
bass of the Jaws theme, The low angle on Chrissie is matched to a high angle
on her—a displacement that only heightens the tension—before we are jerked
back to the surface of the sea, neither below nor above her. This perspective is
the heart of the film. As Spielberg explained,

Bill Butler . .. reconfigured the water box so it was easy to get the focus, so that you
could get your hand in there to pull focus. And still have the water lapping the lens. I
really wanted this movie to be just at water level, the way we are when were treading
water. We don’t see water three feet off the water; we see water like this. I wanted to
get the camera down to where the human point of view is most accustomed to be
when you're swimming, and that’s why I shot at least 25% of the movie from that

water box.?

The water box takes the layering of water on land and puts it on the lens, slicing
our point of view just as the waterline divides the surface of the open sea from
its depths. As Antonia Quirke phrases it, “This is Jaws’ defining image—the

sharlc’s eye division of the world into above and below.”*
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Figure 2.5, Like
this: the experience
of the meniscus. The
Making of Jaws (Jaws
DVD supplement,
2005)
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Figure 2.6. The
shark’s-eye view. Jaws
(Spielberg, Universal,
1975)

Figure 2.7. The
laminar littoral, Jaws
(Spielberg, Universal,
1975)
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Jaws goes further by twice staging our reaction to that self-division, to the
terrible uncertainty over the relationship between what we see and what lies be-
neath. In the second attack, Alex Kintner dies far offshore, suddenly, in a foun-
tain of blood. In place of a body bisected by the waterline, we are prepared for
his death by lingering shots of the canary-yellow, ultraplastic raft holding him
just out of the sea, perhaps just out of harm’s way. When his lonely, deflated raft
washes up on shore, the waterline has been sentimentalized. We miss the boy,
but we see the plane.

In the third attack, a recreational sailor will die carrying Brody’s son Sean
to safety in the estuary. The paternal sacrifice implies that the threat has in-
creased—the shark is now “within” the island—and personalized in a way that
leaves Brody no choice but to act. The police chief, who had taken Tom’s guilt

upon himself, is now guilty of failing to protect his sons. The boys seem to have

The Literal and the Littoral: Jaws

done nothing wrong—they are swimming where they have been told to—vet
we know them to be guilty of swimming around with a fake fin. That trans-
gression nearly kills them when they emerge from the water at gunpoint—and
nearly kills them again when the shark attacks. Yet their guilt also belongs to the
filmmakers, boys playing with a fake fin in order to instill fear and panic. Spiel-
berg, Gottlieb, Zanuck, and the rest were convinced that they could not reveal
the shark without spoiling the effect, yet they could not resist this extravagant
allegory of their own technical mastery, their own control over what is manifest
and what is latent.

What do we know of the depths of the water from its surface? When we see
a fin, does it belong to a shark or a boy? What meaning does it offer us? What
meaning do we offer it back? Jaws’ classicism lies in its ability to control the mo-
ments of allegorical obtrusion, to establish the balance between the literal and
the allegorical and then to violate that balance, systematically, in the service of
a further illustration of control. Something is present; something is intimated.
That fin and hundreds of other instances form a collective allegory of Holly-
wood’s capacity to move back and forth between the literal and the allegorical,
an allegory waiting to be read as the industry’s history of itself. Thus is the field
of neoclassical deniability opened. The vehicle of this allegory of allegory, the
meniscus, the slightest of betweens, is the movie screen; the tenor is the pro-

duction process.
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