
Introduction to the Second Edition

The Prisoner of Aura: The Lost
World of Woody Allen

For years,WoodyAllen, the eccentric and nervous, obsessive and compulsive,
Jewish New Yorker was also the man who seemed to have it all together –
life, art, work, love. This appeared to be especially true during his 11- to
12-year relationship with Mia Farrow. By most accounts, the success of his
unusual domestic arrangement with Mia Farrow and their brood matched
the success of his life and work in film; and in film, Allen’s brilliance as
director, writer, and star with final authority over production made him a
historic figure of accomplishment, a judgment about his overall work that
still holds true today. By the time of his relationship with Farrow, Allen had
triumphed not only in film but in many books, articles, and performances as
well. At that point in his life, Allen’s record of achievement signified a degree
of international success and recognition that made his career in comedy and
film comparable even with Charlie Chaplin’s.
However, in contrast to Chaplin, who usually performed as The Tramp,

Allen invariably plays himself, thinly disguising himself as various film char-
acters who are themselves fictionalized versions of Allen’s ownmanufactured
identity as Woody Allen.1 In the case of Chaplin, the mask of The Tramp
established some protection for his career in the midst of scandals involving
young women.2 For Allen, no such cover exists. In Allen’s case, the fusion
of the public and private selves helped him achieve success, but as it turned
out, the same merger of the public and private in life and work increased
his vulnerability to painful exposure concerning his private life. He has not
been able to inoculate his public image against an associationwith his private
behavior.
About ten years after the public first learned about Allen’s sexual relation-

ship with Soon-Yi Previn, the adopted daughter of Mia Farrow, repercus-
sions remain for his reputation and career. The relationship between Allen
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and Soon-Yi became widely known in August of 1992. At the time, he was
56 years old, and she was 21. The publicity over the scandal seemed ex-
ceptional but steadily worsened as the situation worsened. Farrow, 47, and
Allen battled bitterly and publically over the custody of their three children.
Most shocking, Allen was accused of molesting his adopted seven-year-old
daughter, Dylan O’Sullivan Farrow.3 Eventually, Allen lost the custody fight,
the Connecticut state’s attorney dropped charges of sexual abuse to spare
the child “the trauma of a court appearance,” and Allen married Soon-Yi.4

Among the general public and critics, many joined Mia Farrow and her
famous mother, Maureen O’Sullivan, the film star of an earlier Hollywood
era, in professing to be shocked. The headline for an article by Caryn James,
a film critic for the New York Times, summarized a new skepticism toward
Allen expressed by many of his fans. It proclaimed, “And Here We Thought
We KnewHim.”5 For James and others, the scandal made Allen look like the
very thing his image consistently contradicted. He suddenly seemed no better
than the Hollywood he often still ridicules. Yet his unprecedented surprise
appearance in a New York tribute at the 2002 Academy Award ceremony
suggests a new appeasement of Hollywood, perhaps to help revivify his
ongoing strategy to recuperate his public image. As James notes:

Though he denies this (“People always confuse my movies and my
life” is one of his disingenuous recent comments), the surprising truth
is that the urbane, intellectual Woody Allen has turned out to be an
old-fashioned movie star after all.6

The economic impact of the scandal upon Allen’s filmmaking at times also
has been considered serious. The New York Times reported, “Mr. Allen’s
publicized court battle with Mia Farrow over custody of their children left
the filmmaker vulnerable at the box office, many studio executives say.”7

Although the article also noted that “reports of Woody Allen’s professional
demise have proven to be exaggerated,” other events suggest the worsen-
ing of economic difficulties for Allen. Bernard Weinraub in 1998 described
organizational and financial problems for Allen. He writes:

Quietly, within the atmosphere of secrecy and control that marks
Mr. Allen’s creative decision making, the team that helped fash-
ion movies like Annie Hall, Manhattan, and Hannah and Her Sisters
has largely broken up amid an intense effort to cut costs and over-
haul the management of his operation. Mr. Allen said the changes were
entirely the result of cost-cutting measures taken because his highly
praised films have not earned money in the United States.8
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A lawsuit initiated by Allen and his disputes with people who once were
his most intimate associates demonstrated new economic and professional
difficulties for him. Again Weinraub reports recent problems and setbacks
for Allen:

Jean Doumanian, who was Woody Allen’s closest friend for 30 years
and who produced some of his films, responded today to a lawsuit that
he filed against her, denying the allegations and accusing Mr. Allen of
being “self-indulgent” and “fiscally irresponsible” in his filmmaking.
Ms. Doumanian also said that she and her companion, Jacqui Safra,
and their privately held production company “took significant financial
risks” on Mr. Allen’s behalf. She said they had supported him “at a
time when Allen stood accused of betraying others who trusted him,”
an apparent reference to Mr. Allen’s bitter custody battle in the early
1990s with his former companion Mia Farrow.9

While the Woody–Mia–Soon-Yi imbroglio became a classic public rela-
tions nightmare, the subsequent crisis of Allen’s public image also provides
insight into the nature, structure, and operations of the cinematic image.
As in the case of other stars, Allen’s image achieved a special form of aura
unique to the structure and nature of film. This aura emanates from the
complex interactions between documentary image and fiction in film perfor-
mance. Aura in this context relates directly to the qualities that distinguish
film from other art forms.
For Allen, the linkage of public and private selves helped establish his

unique aura. Allen’s systematic cultivation of this unity of his personal and
public identities now compounds the crisis of his public image. The founda-
tion of aura in the very documentary nature of the cinematic image exacer-
bates his difficulties in altering his own film image and identity to suit new
circumstances. The character of aura as a product of documentary image and
fiction suggests that Allen’s dilemma with the public involves more than sim-
ply redecorating or changing the window dressing of his public image. The
reliance of Allen’s particular aura upon the fusion of his public and private
identities clearly contravenes any public relations efforts since the scandal to
sever or moderate that connection. In a sense, Allen has become a prisoner
of his own image and public relations genius. The narcissistic marriage of
public and private selves that served him so well now encircles him.
Until the scandal, images of Allen, the man, the star, and the screen

character, maintained a remarkable consistency.10 In film after film, a dis-
traught, self-absorbed, anxious, skinny man charms us with jokes about the
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depression and insecurity that form much of his identity. He appears on
romanticized New York City streets that make the city an imaginary pro-
jection of an urban oasis imbued with enough stimulation to be exciting
but never with so much as to become frightening. Interior spaces, whether in
apartments or public areas, exude charm, taste, sophistication. The poor, the
homeless, the insane and criminal, the deformed and disabled tend to live on
other streets and occupy other spaces of New York. Similarly, at least until
recently, blacks, Hispanics, and Asians usually remain off camera, thereby
preventing the potential intrusion of dissonant social and political issues into
Allen’s narrative thrust and mental peregrinations. Dialogue as well as in-
terior and spoken monologues articulate Allen’s woes, worries, and wants.
The soundtrack invariably establishes a distinctive Allen ambiance that sug-
gests a love for classical music, jazz, and traditional popular music to match
his sensitivity to art, ideas, and people.
We have seen Allen this way in films ranging from Play It Again, Sam

(1972) to Annie Hall (1977), Manhattan (1979), Hannah and Her Sisters
(1986),Crimes andMisdemeanors (1989), andHusbands andWives (1992).
No matter the name, the main character in these films generally embodies
a variation of the Allen persona and figure. Allen, of course, makes other
kinds of movies that sometimes are of a darker, existential, and experimental
nature. These films present a somewhat different image of Allen as both direc-
tor and actor. Interiors (1978), Stardust Memories (1980), Zelig (1983), The
Purple Rose of Cairo (1985), September (1987), Another Woman (1988),
and Shadows and Fog (1992) represent this aspect of his overall work. Some
of his movies, such as A Midsummer Night’s Sex Comedy (1982), Broad-
way Danny Rose (1984), Manhattan Murder Mystery (1993), Bullets Over
Broadway (1994), and The Curse of the Jade Scorpion (2001) seem designed
primarily as comic entertainment to attract wider audiences. Even over this
range of characters and films, Allen and his screen character generally co-
here. As a recent example, a reviewer of Jade Scorpion could not resist teas-
ing about the apparent connection between Allen and the screen character, a
“gumshoe” named Briggs. The reviewer, A. O. Scott, quips that actresses in
the film “seem to be on hand to pay tribute to Mr. Allen’s – I mean Briggs’s –
sexual potency.”11

Accordingly, over the years, the invented identity of Woody Allen, auteur
director, actor, and urban neurotic worked as a self-fulfilling system to help
make Allen successful. The name and picture of Allen conjured up images
and ideas, notion and values that provided a basis for developing his fictional
screen characters. The composite Allen public image functioned as a ghostly
alter ego to identify and situate the fictional Allen character portrayed in the
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film’s story. ForWoodyAllen, the actor, director, andwriter, the identification
with his fictional characters on the screen was money in the bank, not only
an artistic and creative resource, but also a reservoir of collateral in the form
of proven popularity with movie audiences that could secure investment in
him for film projects.
Moreover, the process of educating movie audiences into identifying

Woody Allen so thoroughly with his fictional film characters involves more
than the repetition of external, physical, and dramatic representations of
these characters. In these films, the steady unraveling on the screen of the
man’s inner being verifies the external representation and dynamic. The
humor of self-deprecation, the confessional mode of discourse, the reve-
lations of emotional and psychological weakness and impotence, the jokes
about masturbation, and the expressions of personal venality and misdeeds
all insinuate an intensity of authenticity and sincerity that create a veneer
of impregnable credibility about his character. The deeper we get into him
the more we believe him. Personal imperfection makes him more human
and real. In classic Allen films, his weaknesses become familiar as admirable
traits that constitute his unique individuality and genius.
Allen’s success in gaining favorable treatment from the press achieved

something approximating ultimate fulfillment in early 1991 in a piece in
The New York Times Magazine by Eric Lax who had written before about
Allen for the Times. The article’s focus on Woody and Mia and their un-
usual domestic and work situation included all of the children involved in
the relationship. It appeared about a year before the scandal. Presented as
genuine magazine journalism about a famous couple whose special combi-
nation of authenticity and sophistication made conforming to conventional
Hollywood hype unthinkable, the article in retrospect resembles classic pub-
licity writing. It portrays Woody and Mia as having the best of all worlds,
a bohemian and creative life-style with the security and love of marriage. It
describes them as pursuing a companionate relationship of devotion and loy-
alty without the usual hangups and restrictions of conventional marriage. It
makes them eccentric and ordinary at the same time. It also includes photos
of Mia, Allen, and the children that suggest the pleasures of genuine fam-
ily love and devotion. Consistent with such articles about stars, this piece
parallels stories and photos about their personal lives with details about the
progress of their careers in film. After comparingWoody andMia to “a num-
ber of on-and-off-the screen legendary couples” such as Katharine Hepburn
and Spencer Tracy, Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall, Paul Newman
and Joanne Woodward, Lax emphasizes how Allen and Mia are similar but
different because as “younger counterparts of these famous twosomes they
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seem intent on being untheatrical – in their disregard for fashionable attire,
in their unusual living arrangement, in their combining busy film careers
with a large family.”12 Firming up his portrait of a thoroughly happy part-
nership, Lax assures the reader, “Despite the vast differences in background
and upbringing, each likes the family of the other. Her mother and sisters
appear in his films.”13

Lax, who has written a biography of Allen, confirms intimate aspects of
the domestic life of this unusual family that had become part of the Woody–
Mia legend. He lists all of the children, naming “one Korean” in parentheses.
He says, “For the first few years after their friendly dates turned into serious
ones, Allen would get up in the morning, give Farrow a call, and then work
while she attended to the children, of whom there are now nine.” Lax goes
on to write one of the paragraphs that still must keep him awake at night:

Few married couples seem more married. They are constantly in touch
with each other, and not many fathers spend as much time with their
children as Allen does. He is there before they wake up in the morning,
he sees them during the day, and he helps put them to bed at night.
As each has been married and divorced twice, experience has taught
them that legalizing a relationship doesn’t necessarily make it last, and
Mia Farrow is fond of quoting a joke about the much-married Alan
Jay Lerner: “Marriage is Alan’s way of saying good-bye.”

Lax summarizes their harmonious life together this way:

They both also seem to have what they want. Farrow is a full-time
mother and has a satisfying career. Allen – who, according to friends,
spent considerable energy in his earlier marriages and relationships
educating his partner and being needful of her attention – has, in Mia
Farrow, found a balance with a wholly contained woman.14

Obviously, such a favorable portrait of Allen and his relationship with
Mia Farrow constitutes an endorsement of Allen and his life-style, one that
provides added justification for the faith many fans and critics at the time
placed in the connection between the real Allen and his onscreen characters.
Through the benefit of hindsight today, only the images of Woody andMia on
the cover of the magazine hint at hidden distress as they both vacantly stare
up into the camera with looks that intimate the slightest possibility of being
masks that dissimulate deeper anxieties, doubts, and fears. In contrast to
such images, the magazine article itself provides assurance that the brilliance,
personality, and behavior of the real Woody Allen attain fictional expression
in the humor and eccentricity of classic onscreen Allen characters.
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All that changed, of course, a year later when Soon-Yi Farrow Previn, the
girl mentioned parenthetically in Lax’s article, gained extraordinary noto-
riety as Allen’s secret love. As discussed earlier, the public scandal changed
forever the popular image of Allen and seems to have transformed howmovie
audiences understand the connection between the public and private Woody
Allen.15 As also noted earlier, in the article by film critic Caryn James of the
New York Times, Allen’s efforts at the time of the scandal to dissociate his
private life from his characters on the screen seemed hollow and what she
termed “disingenuous.”
In fact, James and others emphasized how closely details of Allen’s and

Farrow’s problems matched events in Husbands and Wives, the film Allen
released at that very time. James writes:

Woody and Mia look worn and beleaguered in Husbands and Wives,
and now that we know what was going on behind the scenes when the
film was being shot last winter, no wonder. Woody Allen and Mia
Farrow showed up on the set to play a couple whose ten-year marriage
is falling apart while he becomes infatuated with a 20-year-old student.
At the same time, their 12-year offscreen liaison was falling apart while
he was becoming involved with her 21-year old adopted daughter,
Soon-Yi Farrow Previn.16

A story in the paper a few days earlier soldered Allen and the film character
firmly together by documenting how closely the shooting schedule of the
film compared with events in his personal life. William Grimes writes,

Woody Allen has often said that his work is his life. Husbands and
Wives, his new film, gives new meaning to the sentiment. The film
deals with problems of fidelity, the psychological pressures of aging
and the eternal war between the heart and the intellect. The film
can be read as a script for Mr. Allen’s own life, with parallels that
range from intriguing to uncanny. Of particular interest is the shoot-
ing schedule for the film, on file at the New York City Mayor’s Office
for Film, Theater, and Broadcasting, which includes a scene-by-scene
breakdown of Husbands and Wives, scheduled to be released in mid-
September.17

Similarly, Terrence Rafferty in The New Yorker describes “Woody Allen’s
uncomfortably personal new movie,” Husbands and Wives, as a “kind of
confessional piece.” He notes that Allen “couldn’t have foreseen” that the
timing of the film’s release would cause audiences to scan it “for inside dope
about the messy breakup of his relationship with Mia Farrow.” Rafferty
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concludes, “It’s sad to have to say this, but Woody Allen’s take on life and
love has become unbearably familiar.”18

This commentary and documentation aboutHusbands andWives confirm
the history of Allen’s close association of his personal life with his screen life
but with the crucial difference that in this case the fusing of the private and
the public created a negative image for Allen. Such articles and reviews antic-
ipated the difficulties Allen would face in trying to deal with the problematic
relationship between his public and private image. Spin could not make
his personal story palatable or even morally comprehensible to many of his
fans. Nor could spin separate what had been so carefully linked, the common
identification of the private Allen with the public figure on the screen.
The war of mutual annihilation in the press and media between the con-

tending sides in the Allen–Farrow–Previn affair provides a case study of the
connection between public relations and the making of celebrity and star-
dom. The public relations contest in this case includes Farrow’s memoir of
her life, marriages, and career,What Falls Away: AMemoir, which covers the
Allen years in detail; a lengthy Vanity Fair article favoring Mia; and a docu-
mentary about Allen by acclaimed documentary filmmaker Barbara Kopple,
Wild Man Blues (1998), a film finally more notable for projecting a positive
image of Allen’s relationship with Soon-Yi than for its pronounced original
purpose of documenting his love of jazz by filming his world tour with his
jazz band.19 Allen granted Kopple remarkable access and cooperation for
the project. Not surprisingly, a self-serving pseudo-documentary that barely
disguises its failed attempt at image reconstruction only aggravates Allen’s
isolation.
However, the use of the documentary form to strengthen Allen’s image

at this point in Allen’s life occurs with some irony. From the beginning of
his career to his most recent films, Allen has evinced a fascination with the
documentary form. Allen has used documentary style, documentary tech-
nique, and the mock documentary form in films from Take the Money and
Run (1969) to Zelig (1983), Husbands and Wives (1992), and Sweet and
Lowdown (1999). In Crimes and Misdemeanors (1989), Allen even seems
to play himself yet again as an unhappy, intellectual, idealistic, flawed, and
unsuccessful documentary filmmaker.One of hismost interesting efforts with
the mock documentary form reappeared in 1997 after it had been neglected
and forgotten since it was made in 1971 at WNET, the public television
station in New York. The film, Men of Crisis: The Harvey Wallinger Story,
sustains a mock form of a documentary throughout its 25-minute portrayal
of a fictitious aide to President Richard M. Nixon, Harvey Wallinger, who
clearly resembles Henry Kissinger.20
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Allen’s development of the documentary style over so many years in such a
variety of forms to dramatize a diversity of stories, subjects, characters, and
themes indicates not only a natural proclivity toward this form in his work
but also an instinctive appreciation for the centrality of documentary to film
in general. His repeated use of the documentary form to structure works of
fiction suggests his interest in the documentary nature of all film as well as
his insight into the intrinsic relationship in film between documentary and
fiction.
What remains less clear concerns Allen’s awareness of documentary as

a kind of Frankenstein for him. His own insight into documentary as a
foundation of film probably prepared him for being caught in a double bind.
As described earlier, much of his career involves playing himself. Film by
its nature involves documenting the construction of that career. Trying to
change his characterizations and portrayals, on the one hand, or changing the
nature of his filming and documentation, on the other, have proven difficult
to achieve. The documentary nature of film as a crucial element of aura
partly accounts for that difficulty. Therefore, understanding the structural
elements that constitute the documentary image of film performance and
aura should help explain Allen’s dilemma of documenting his inability to
escape or change himself in film.
In his seminal work,Acting in the Cinema, JamesNaremore helped initiate

a fresh interest in film studies in relating film, especially film performance, to
documentary. Early in his study of the rhetoric and semiotics of film perfor-
mance, Naremore emphasizes how the documentary record of performance
entails one of the three ways of analyzing actors in film. The others involve
considering actors as theatrical figures in dramatic performance and also as
public figures.21 More recently, Gilberto Perez, in The Material Ghost: Films
and Their Medium, articulates a theory about the nature and structure of
film that suggests that the relationship between documentary and fiction in
film provides a fundamental way of understanding how film works. Perez’s
theory proposes key terms, elements, and relationships that help to explain
the situation of Woody Allen as actor, auteur, and public figure.
On the basis of his own films and work, Allen certainly should appreciate

Perez’s claim that fiction films and documentary films exist on “that uncer-
tain frontier where documentary and fiction meet.”22 Allen has been there
repeatedly. For his time and generation of filmmakers, he was a pioneer
on that frontier. For Perez, the dependence of fiction in film upon docu-
mentary images helps define film as an art form. Working in tension with
each other but dependent upon each other, documentary and fiction remain
inseparable. Perez writes, “Every film is in some way poised between the
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documentary and the fictional aspects of its medium, between the documen-
tary image that the camera captures and the fiction projected on the screen”
(p. 49).
The importance of the photographic image to film goes to the heart of

film’s connection to documentary. For Perez, documentary means not just
“factual content, the actual existence of the things represented” but also “the
form of the photographic image” (p. 345). Using classic semiological terms,
he says the elements of the photographic form involve “an icon because it
gives an image, a likeness, of the subject it represents” and “an index because
it has a direct connection with the subject, as a footprint has with a foot or
seismograph with movements of the ground” (p. 32). Icon and index work
together to explain how the photographic image operates and communicates.
Icon and index exchange credibility and possibility. A photograph must look
real, like a living part of the material reality photographed, but such reality in
a photograph also requires indexical associations thatmake the icon credible.
As Perez says, “It is not the index rather than the icon, the imprint rather
than the image, but the marriage of index and icon, imprint and image, that
makes the photograph distinctively what it is” (p. 33).
This “marriage of icon and index” enables the photographic image to

achieve an aura that departs from the conventional understanding of aura.
The idea of aura originated, of course, in Walter Benjamin’s argument for
aura as emanating from a thoroughly unique object in contrast to works
that machines mass reproduce, including photographic images.23 However,
Perez suggests a notion of aura in photography. Perez asserts:

In photography there is no original image, only copies, and thus, ac-
cording to Benjamin, no aura. Yet a photographic image has its own
kind of aura – the aura of a remnant, of a relic – stemming from the
uniqueness, the original particularity, not of the picture but the referent
whose emanation it captures. (p. 33)

Thus, it can be argued, a photographic image achieves a form of aura by
capturing the “emanation” of a “remnant” and structuring it through a
unique synthesis of icon and index.
The relationship of icon, index, and symbol to the photographic and doc-

umentary image indicates how the creation and revision of aura for a figure
such as Allen involves more than image building or publicity. Secured on
what Slavoj Žižek terms a semiotic “triad of indexical, iconic, and symbolic
signs,” Perez’s theory describes the play of structural elements that creates
an aura in film for a performer such as Allen.24 Allen’s aura grows out of the
partnership of icon and index in the photographic and documentary image.
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