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Poetics of Cinema: Bordwell’s Inheritance and

Transformation of Slavic Poetics

Cui Jiucheng

Abstract: The poetics of cinema stands as David Bordwell’s most significant theoretical framework, the
formation of which demonstrates a clear and longitudinal developmental trajectory. Bordwell put forth three
distinct versions of his “Outline of Poetics of Cinema” in 1983, 1989, and 2007. A close examination of
these outlines reveals that his concept of cinematic poetics is deeply connected to the Slavic poetics
represented by Russian Formalism and the Prague School. This intellectual exchange can be summarized as a
three-stage relationship: a 1.0 deducing relationship, a 2.0 expansion relationship, and a 3.0 tribute
relationship. Bordwell’s advocacy for an umbrella framework of middle-level research within his Poetics of
Cinema complements his opposition to “Grand Theory”. His contribution lies in pioneering a unique path
amid the trend of “re-historicization” in film theory, uncovering the theoretical appeal of Slavic poetics, and
on this basis, constructing a rational-empirical middle-level research framework. However, his shortcomings
are the flip side of his contributions: an overcorrection in his critique of “Grand Theory” led to neglect of
the connective value between Formalism and “Grand Theory” itself, thereby narrowing the multidimensional
aspects of film knowledge production.

Keywords: Formalism; poetics of cinema; David Bordwell; Prague School; Grand Theory
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