P1: FCH/ABHI/SPH
CB529–FMatter

P2: FCH/SPH
CB529-Dika-V1.cls

QC: FCH/SPH

T1: FCH

March 26, 2003

18:35

Recycled Culture in
Contemporary Art
and Film
THE USES OF
NOSTALGIA

VERA DIKA
University of California, Los Angeles
University of Southern California

v

P1: FCH/ABHI/SPH
CB529–FMatter

P2: FCH/SPH

QC: FCH/SPH

CB529-Dika-V1.cls

T1: FCH

March 26, 2003

18:35

published by the press syndicate of the university of cambridge
The Pitt Building, Trumpington Street, Cambridge, United Kingdom

cambridge university press
The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge cb2 2ru, UK
40 West 20th Street, New York, ny 10011-4211, USA
477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, vic 3207, Australia
Ruiz de Alarcón 13, 28014 Madrid, Spain
Dock House, The Waterfront, Cape Town 8001, South Africa
http://www.cambridge.org

C Vera Dika 2003
This book is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception and
to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without
the written permission of Cambridge University Press.
First published 2003
Printed in the United Kingdom at the University Press, Cambridge
Typeface Sabon 10/13 pt.

System LATEX 2ε [tb]

A catalog record for this book is available from the British Library.
Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data
Dika, Vera, 1951–
Recycled culture in contemporary art and film : the uses of nostalgia / Vera Dika.
p.

cm. – (Cambridge studies in film)

Includes bibliographical references and index.
isbn 0-521-81568-1 – isbn 0-521-01631-2 (pbk.)
1. Nostalgia in motion pictures. 2. Nostalgia in art. 3. Art,
American – 20th century. I. Title. II. Series.
pn1995.9.n67 d55
791.43 653 – dc21

2003
2002035001

isbn 0 521 81568 1 hardback
isbn 0 521 01631 2 paperback

vi

P1: FCH/ABHI/SPH
CB529–FMatter

P2: FCH/SPH

QC: FCH/SPH

CB529-Dika-V1.cls

March 26, 2003

T1: FCH
18:35

Contents

Acknowledgments

page xi

1

The Returned Image
The Photographic/Film Image
Attacks on the Image
The New Image
The Nostalgia Film
Strategies of Resistance
Mainstream Film in the 1970s
A Cinema of Loneliness
The MOCA Show
Conclusion

1
4
7
8
9
11
14
16
18
20

2

Art and Film: New York City in the Late 1970s
The Structural Film
Pictures
Jack Goldstein
Two Fencers
Robert Longo
Cindy Sherman
Amos Poe

24
24
26
26
31
36
41
47

3

Returned Genres: The Dream Has Ended
Badlands
The Return of the Real
The Texas Chainsaw Massacre
The Shootist
The Last Waltz

55
56
65
66
78
83

ix

P1: FCH/ABHI/SPH
CB529–FMatter

P2: FCH/SPH
CB529-Dika-V1.cls

QC: FCH/SPH
March 26, 2003

T1: FCH
18:35

x

Contents

4

Reconsidering the Nostalgia Film
American Graffiti
The Conformist
The Rocky Horror Picture Show

89
89
95
103

5

A Return to the 1950s: The Dangers in Utopia
Grease
Utopia Rejected
Last Exit to Brooklyn

122
124
142
145

6

Coppola and Scorsese: Authorial Views
Apocalypse Now
One from the Heart
The Last Temptation of Christ

156
158
170
188

7

To Destroy the Sign
The Loss of the Real
Television
Serialized Forms
The Return of the Classical Film Genres
The Stalker Film
The Western
The Gangster/Crime Film
Conclusion

197
197
202
205
207
207
215
219
223

Notes

225

Bibliography

231

Index

237

P1: FCH/SPH
CB529-01

P2: FCH/SPH

QC: FCH/SPH

CB529-Dika-V1.cls

March 25, 2003

T1: FCH
15:26

1
The Returned Image

Nostalgia film is historicist rather than historical, which explains why it must
necessarily displace its center of interest onto the visual as such and substitute
breathtaking images for anything like the older filmic story telling . . .
Fredric Jameson, “Transformations of the Image,” The Cultural Turn
In an initial moment, the aim was the destruction of the (ideological) signified; in
a second, it is the destruction of the sign.
Roland Barthes, “Change the Object Itself,” Image, Music, Text

Christina Ricci is dressed up to look like Bette Davis (Figure 1) in a
Fashion of the Times (Spring 2000) photo spread entitled “The Big
Remake.” What an image this is. Wasn’t it just recently (in 1991 as a matter of fact) that Ricci appeared as that adorable evil child Wednesday in the
film The Addams Family, itself a remake of the 1970s TV show of the same
name and adapted from the 1950s New Yorker cartoon by Edward Gorey?
And isn’t Ricci just barely a child now? Or does it just seem that way,
not only because this neophyte is presented to look like an actress from a
half century ago, but also because the impulse to copy old images and old
films is itself moving into its second generation? The practice continues
from its first sightings in such films as Star Wars (1977) and Raiders of
the Lost Ark (1981), remakes of the 1950s science fiction films and 1940s
Saturday afternoon serials, respectively, to more recent copies such as
Gus Van Sant’s Psycho (1998). Fredric Jameson was one of the first critics
to note this style that affected works of high art and popular culture (the
Ricci/Davis photo is, after all, an advertisement for designer clothes) and
that crossed boundaries among photography, film, music, dance, painting, and literature. For Jameson this tendency was an effect of “postmodernism,” a cultural condition caused by the rise of multinational capitalism and characterized by the features of pastiche and schizophrenia.1
1
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Jameson’s assessments, however, have been widely debated,2 often
resulting in the acceptance or rejection of a theory whose actual practice
has not yet been closely described. Jameson’s insights are both crucial and
prophetic, but they are nonetheless broad enough to allow the peculiarities and differences of many of the works they cover to remain undefined.
This book is dedicated to addressing art and film during this period and
to noting the possible sites of resistance in this culture-wide pull to the
past.
The most crucial aspect of pastiche, as described by Jameson, is its impact on our perception of history. According to Jameson, the use of pastiche, as the imitation of past styles without parody’s derision or laughter,
is of such insistence in our society that it actually signals an impeded
ability to represent our own time and to locate our own place in history.
Related to this temporal confusion, Jameson also notes a troubling sense
of surface and a loss of meaning in contemporary works. He describes
this as “schizophrenia,” a quality that renders the signifiers of cultural
products (whether the surface of the image, the sounds in music, or the
words in literature) dense, material, and so not able to convey their full
meaning. From Jameson’s description, it seems that this temporal and linguistic density erects a type of barrier, blocking reference to the natural
real (that is, to real things in the world) and to history. So when Jameson
asks whether there can be a form of resistance within postmodernism,3 we
can assume that if there were one, its purpose would be to rupture these
obdurate and a-historical surfaces. Jameson proposes a similar strategy in
Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capital. He writes, “Only
by means of violent formal and narrative dislocation could a narrative
apparatus come into being capable of restoring life and feeling to . . . our
capacity to organize and live time historically.”4 The questions that now
arise are how this might be accomplished in practice and to what extent
such an effect could be attained.
In the present study I will consider the possibility of resistance in film
and art practice, both commercial and avant-garde, across the decades
from the 1970s to the 1990s. The notion of a critical art, however, must
be newly formulated for this period since it utilizes a set of strategies
less assaultive than those of modernism, yet no less crucial to consider.
Hal Foster has already posited the existence of a “resistant postmodernism” in the fine arts,5 as well as presenting a more encompassing discussion of the return of the real as a thing of trauma in recent works.
Here the “real” is posited as the negative of the symbolic, i.e., that which
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cannot be represented, but which nonetheless returns in contemporary
art through repetition, or by rupturing the image screen erected against
it.6 The formal components of this or similar strategies within commercial film, however, have not yet been addressed. Of course, high art and
especially the avant-garde have long staged acts of aesthetic and political resistance, but how do we now approach a commercial practice that
uses the components of popular culture to in turn resist them? The answer might be found in the often quoted, but rarely defined, “blurring
of distinction between high art and popular culture.” The idea of such
a blurring is widely used to describe the practice of incorporating artifacts of popular culture into works of high art (Hollywood movies in
Godard films, Elvis Presley in Andy Warhol paintings, or B-movies in
Cindy Sherman photographs). What can we say, however, of commercial
films that also incorporate old movies? Are these merely works of nostalgia as Jameson has suggested? Or can the critical dynamic flow in the
opposite direction as well? That is, can mass art be infused with high art
criticality, and more, can we claim that it does so in a historically specific
way?
To understand such a practice we must first suggest an appropriately
new critical approach, one based on the changed status of the photographic/film image itself. In film criticism, this would necessitate a shift
away from the modernist concerns with perspectival space, point of view,
or with the film apparatus itself. The focus would instead be shifted onto
the distinctive structuring of meaning in the photographic/film image,
one privileging its temporality and textuality.7 This shift is especially apt
because the practice under discussion often presents the image in a distinctive way. Here the image is seen as “returned” from the past, and is
frequently composed of material referencing old movies. That is, the image returns not as representational of the natural real, but as simulacral,
as a copy of copies whose original has been lost. A play of references
is thus engendered, one now highly coded with pastness. It is here that
the connection between high art and mainstream film can be posited.
In film, especially in the nostalgia film where high levels of pastiche are
used, past film images often return, as do narrative elements from past
or outmoded film genres. On this dual register, then, one that concerns
a changed status of the film image, and the return of the classical film
genres, both as past coded signifying systems, we can posit a relationship
between high art practice and commercial film practice during this period.
Before we can describe the possible methods of resistance within such a
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practice, we must look to the significant debates on the photographic/film
image across the century. In relationship to these strategies of investigation and breakdown of film as a representational system, we can then
better approach the reconstructed images and genres of contemporary
practice.

The Photographic/Film Image
It is important to distinguish the photographic/film image from other
forms of reproduction, and especially from the current rise of televisual
and digital images that threaten its existence. Photography represents a
nineteenth-century process, distinctive at the point of its genesis and of its
reception. As an imprint of light on emulsion, it has often been described
as creating an image more profoundly related to the aspect of reality it
reproduces, and as hotter or more personal than those of newer technologies. And for Walter Benjamin, in his famous essay “The Work of Art in
the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” the very invention of photography
represented a profound anthropological event, one that not only changed
the nature and the function of art as a whole, but also introduced the art
of film. Over the century of its invention, however, this photographically
reproduced image has been interrogated and disrupted by artists and filmmakers in an effort to better understand the generating principle of the
cinema itself.
In a scene from Jean-Luc Godard’s Les Carabiniers (1963), for example,
an itinerant soldier mistakes the projected film image of a nude woman
in a bathtub as being the real thing. This hapless soldier rushes up to the
screen, claws at it, and tries to get inside the tub – or at least to see over
the side of its enamel rim. All efforts, of course, are fruitless, leaving him
only grasping at the bland white film screen, while his body becomes the
knobby surface on which the light from his lusted-for object is projected.
Nearly a century of film theory has given us insights into explaining both
the desire and the illusion that Godard demonstrates in this sequence.
Benjamin, for one, noted that this new film medium depleted the reproduced object of its “aura,” its presence, while simultaneously bringing
it closer to us than it had ever been. Art and nature were no longer objects at a distance. Now the Mona Lisa, the Grand Canyon, and even a
nude woman could all be brought into our immediate space, yet be held
profoundly distinct from it.
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We could then maintain that it is this play of presence and absence, this
relay of perpetual and unattainable desire, that causes the film image to
hold such fascination for us. But of course film also tells a story. In fact, it
is the dual system of image and narrative that compounds our interest in
film.8 The American film industry, especially, has gained its mass-market
potential on the active integration of these two systems. In Hollywood,
the film image and the narrative continuity are fashioned to render a form
of realism, a kind of transparency, through which the fictive world of the
film can be viewed. It would seem, then, that it is this composite of image
and narrative that holds our fascination and that constructs the mythic
and artistic universe of the film.
Certain filmmakers across the history of cinema, however, have seen the
Hollywood type of cinematic representation as illusionistic, as embodying
a capitalist ideology in its very form. They have subsequently attempted
to drastically reduce conventional narrative so that a meditation on the
film image could be made more explicit and so that its illusion of a fictive
reality could be broken. The Russian filmmaker Dziga Vertov, for example, took this position by relinquishing traditional theatrical artifice and
conventional narrative in his film Man with a Movie Camera (1929). Although Vertov’s film predates Benjamin’s essay, it is almost a test case
for this renowned critic’s analysis of film’s properties. The camera eye in
Vertov’s film is demonstrated to be superior in its visual capability to the
human eye. This new mode of reproduction, of perception, is now able
to cut deep into reality, showing us multiple views, and, because it is not
tied to the physical limitations of the body, even perspectives not humanly
possible. We see from beneath a speeding train, for example, but we also
see as the camera splits the image in two, superimposes another over it,
slows time, or even stops time in a freeze frame. And in Vertov’s film this
is all done with the apparatus visible: The camera, the cameraman, the
film strip, the editing machine, the projector, as well as the theater seats
and the audience itself are all manifestly seen.
Man with a Movie Camera is often seen as part of a tradition within the
avant-garde that strove to construct film art from the properties theorized
as intrinsic to the medium. Vertov’s belief in the importance of the photographic image and in its relationship to reality is echoed in the works
and theories of Maya Deren, the woman often acknowledged as a pioneer and champion of the American avant-garde film, or “New American
Cinema.” In her theoretical essay, ”Cinematography: The Creative Use
of Reality” (1960), Deren argues for a film art that would stay true to
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the photographic base of the film image and to its ability to reproduce
reality. Deren’s belief in the film image lies in her acknowledgment of the
unique type of image created by the camera, one profoundly dissimilar
from other modes of pictorial reproduction. She argues that all drawing
or painting, no matter how “realistic,” is ultimately an expression of a
personal perception and of the artist’s hand. But with a camera, just a click
of the shutter and the world imparts an image through the imprint of its
light. For this reason, Deren maintains that the photographic image is the
equivalent of reality itself and can be manipulated by the artist through a
process of creative combination.
Both Vertov’s and Deren’s theories and film practices may seem quaint
to us today. Vibrating in their high modernist moments, they display
an unfettered enthusiasm for the cinematic apparatus, for the possibility of forging a new art, and for a belief in reality and the possibility
of its representation. In our present world, however, we may find ourselves taking a more tempered, if not less enthusiastic, position. Through
more recent theory we have been introduced to the idea that although a
photographically reproduced image can be said to be a model for vision, or
the “equivalent of reality,” it is far from “natural,” far from “innocent.”
In fact, after an image of reality has been imprinted and reproduced, a
variety of conditions – namely, culture, history, and ideology – intercede
in the reading of that image. Roland Barthes, of course, has been one of
the most important writers on the photographic image,9 and his work
was widely discussed in the 1970s. In his various essays, Barthes elaborates on the photographic image as a simple analogue to reality and
sees it instead in terms of its structures of meaning. Here he identifies
the photograph’s indexical mark, its imprint from reality, as delivering a
denotative message, and then goes on to note a culturally coded connotative message as well, one that varies according to the context in which
the image is placed. In these structures, the photograph is distinctive from
all other forms of representation. Although Barthes’s work centers primarily on the photographic still rather than on film image itself, his notion of the photograph as a fragment, or “quote,” a past frozen moment
extracted from the continual flow of time, will be of use to our later
discussion.
To return to the bathtub image from Godard’s film, then, the misrecognition is ultimately not only on the part of the film’s characters, who
mistake the image for the real woman, but also on any reading that fails
to acknowledge the complex of temporal and ideological components of
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this sequence. The film is an “ongoing present tense” (unlike the photographic fragment, which stops time), but it is also a “time machine,”10 a
carrier of once-lived worlds into the present, a quality that connects us to
the past by what Barthes calls a “skin” of light.11 So while the very stylistics of the film, the film stock, the costuming, the camera work, etc., may
connote a cultural meaning – among other things, a Godard signature –
they also bespeak an era, the historical context of the film itself. And any
claim that this sequence represents the “reality” of desire has to succumb
to the realization of the patriarchal positioning of the subject. The major impetus of what is represented here, as Laura Mulvey has argued, is
primarily a male desire.12

Attacks on the Image
Even before these theories had destabilized the image and its relationship to reality, however, Maya Deren’s belief that film’s essence lies in
its photographic base was rejected by a generation of 1960s avant-garde
filmmakers. Stan Brakhage, for example, saw the very lens of the camera
as ground to the dictates of Renaissance perspective (thus not part of film’s
“essence” at all) and so advocated the willful destruction of the “reality”
it produced. Brakhage practiced this destruction by any means necessary:
spitting on the lens, for example, scratching the film, painting over it, using “inappropriate” film stocks, or employing rapid camera movements
and superimpositions to blur its content, all to create a more personal,
expressionistic vision. Other avant-garde filmmakers of the 1960s also
strove to eradicate the illusionistic image in their explorations of film
form. Peter Kubelka exhibits an extreme example of this tendency in
Arnulf Rainer (1958–1960), a work that removed the image altogether
and reduced film to the rhythmic alterations of white light and black
frames.
Perhaps the most influential film of this later “Structural” period, however, was Michael Snow’s Wavelength (1967). Seemingly returning the
representational image to the New American Cinema by featuring a single
shot of a receding loft space, Wavelength nonetheless reduces the filmed
image to the formal properties of time and space. This is accomplished by
the eroding conditions of time, a forty-five-minute zoom from one end of
the loft to the other, and by the use of colored gels placed over the lens
to articulate the image’s flatness. But it is the absence of a conventional
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narrative itself, a system that usually distracts us from the literal passage
of time, that serves to make the image in Wavelength palpable as an image. Here, across the duration of the film, and the literal experience of
cinematic time and space, we are confronted with the two-dimensional
quality of the film image itself.

The New Image
By the mid-1970s, however, the avant-garde had seemingly exhausted its
reductionist, anti-illusionist meditations on film. Moreover, avant-garde
institutions such as Anthology Film Archives, along with its major critics,
Annette Michelson and P. Adams Sitney, had become the “establishment,”
or at least they represented a set of ideas and standards that no longer
seemed viable to a new generation of artists. What resulted was a change
in practice that was often described as the “end of the avant-garde film,”13
or as “postmodern art.” These terms certainly seemed accurate at the time
when describing works that had all the force and enthusiasm of a break
with established art institutions, and with modernist practice itself.
This break also evidenced a kind of return to the call once made by
Maya Deren. In a distinctive group of works, such as in those of Jack
Goldstein and Robert Longo, the photographic base of film was again being acknowledged, although in a highly mediated form. And what looked
like a “return to the image” was actually a renewed position from which
to stage its investigation. First displayed in 1977 at a group show entitled
“Pictures,” and later continuing into a wider practice, the new work often centered on film images from the past. These images were pictures of
pictures, images that often made reference to older photographic or cinematic sources rather than to a natural real. Moreover, these “pictures”
were not necessarily presented in medium-specific form (as mandated by
the critic Clement Greenberg and his modernist dictates14 ), but were instead embodied by a number of different mediums: drawing, sculpture,
photography, performance, sound recordings, or even film. In this way
a number of different mediums could be used to “stage a picture”15 and
so address now the very structuring of meaning and temporality in the
film/photographic image.16
Aside from the works just noted, the actual films created by the art
world during this period were very unlike those of an earlier generation,
especially when compared to the highly abstract Stucturalist practice that
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immediately preceded it. This was especially true of the New York Punk
or “New Wave” (sometimes even referred to as “No Wave”) filmmakers,
such as Amos Poe, Eric Mitchell, or Beth and Scott B, whose work was
purposefully shoddy, unintellectual, and unaesthetic. What’s more, these
Punk films ironically returned the “image” and “narrative” to the avantgarde after a long period of dissolution, and they did so in terms that connoted the past. Filled with references to Film Noir, Warhol, and European
art film sources (and sometimes ironically billed as “Godard remakes”),
the Punk films were nonetheless perceived as little more than fin-de-siecle
jokes and have not been carefully evaluated by avant-garde criticism. The
lack of apparent seriousness in these Punk films also made them seem different from the high art work of the period, such as the gallery-exhibited
films of Jack Goldstein, the film-inspired photographs of Cindy Sherman,
or the multimedia productions of Robert Longo.
The Punk filmmakers produced expendable and largely nonsalable experimental works. It should be noted, however, that these filmmakers
and the media artists cited here shared a similar set of tenets and, as
we shall see, a similar set of practices. Moreover, they shared a similarly curious long-term goal: many of these “avant-garde” artists wanted
to cross not only media boundaries, but art/mass culture boundaries as
well. In short, they wanted to make commercial Hollywood movies. And
many did just that. Downtown Punk filmmaker Amos Poe, for example,
wrote and directed the commercial film Rocket Gibraltar (1988), while
Kathryn Bigelow directed a number of Hollywood films including Near
Dark (1987) and Blue Steel (1990). Fine artists also moved into the mainstream of filmmaking, with Robert Longo directing Johnny Mnemonic
(1995); David Salle, Search and Destroy (1995); Cindy Sherman, Office
Killer (1997); and Julian Schnabel, Basquiat (1996) and Before Night
Falls (2000).

The Nostalgia Film
Having noted a tendency to return to past film images in art practice,
we next ask, What similar strategies can be identified within the commercial film? Jameson can again provide us with a point of departure.
According to Jameson, the return of past forms is especially apparent in
what he calls the “nostalgia film.” The dictionary defines nostalgia as a
“longing for experiences, things, or acquaintanceships belonging to the
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past.” For Jameson, however, nostalgia in postmodern film is not so much
a re-presentation of a particular historical period as it is a re-creation of
its cultural artifacts. The past is metonymically reexperienced, not only
through the represented clothing styles and music, but also through the
stylistic elements from films of the 1930s to the 1950s. To understand
how these returns operate in practice, however, it is crucial to isolate the
properties of the cinematic medium used to create this effect.
Jameson gives us some guidance in this regard. He names American
Graffiti (1973) as the inaugural nostalgia film, noting the use of 1950s
dress styles and period cars to indicate a return to the past. And although
another of his examples, Body Heat (1981), is set in the present, Jameson
maintains that the film nonetheless connotes the past through the 1940s
design of its titles, the old-time “feel” of its locations, and the type of actors
cast in its roles. Jameson also cites the use of old movie plots in nostalgia
films, with Body Heat (1981) drawn from The Postman Always Rings
Twice (1946) and Double Indemnity (1944), and Raiders of the Lost Ark
drawn from the adventure serials of the 1940s. Because of the allusive and
elusive referencing of these old movies plots, however, Jameson concludes
that the nostalgia film tells us stories that are no longer our own.17
In discussing the mise-en-scene of the image and the films’ dramatic
content, however, Jameson’s examples comprise the films’ theatrical elements and not the medium’s ontological properties. We must thus inquire
further into how film itself is being manipulated to effect the return of past
forms. From Jameson’s examples, we can appreciate that the connotative
aspects of both image and narrative are being engaged. So, while the period objects in the mise-en-scene create the “look and feel” of pastness,
this quality is also emitting from the sensual surface of the images themselves. In a way that is distinctive of this era of filmmaking, the lighting,
the choice of colors, and the grain of the film, as well as its composition
and framing, may all be manipulated to refer to past images. In a similar
vein, what is significant is not just that the nostalgia films return to old
stories, but also that they return to old film genres, and to those genres’
imagistic and narrative signifying systems. The past thus returns through
the composite of an old generic universe. Body Heat, for example, draws
from Film Noir of the 1940s; Star Wars, from the science fiction genre of
the 1950s; Silverado (1985), from the Western; and, as we shall see in our
later examples, Badlands (1973), from the crime film.
These nostalgia films, however, are distinctive from earlier genre practice because their use of generic convention is often partial, and in many
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cases fragmentary. For this reason the nostalgia films are not new examples of old genres in the usual sense. They are reconstructions of dead
or dismantled forms, genres that are now returned after a period of absence or destruction. The films are thus better understood as copies whose
originals are often lost or little known. This type of return then further
substantiates Jameson’s claim of “schizophrenia” in postmodern practice, and the proposed barrier to the real and to history erected by such
an insistent pastiche.
What emerges in the 1970s, then, is a new style of commercial production that engages film on a distinctive imagistic and narrative level, on a
simulacral level, and one that often does so in older generic terms. But
even with this layering of references, are we to agree with Jameson that
the stories presented by the nostalgia films are truly no longer our own?
Or can these stories, these images, and the generic universe they invoke be
used to do more than obfuscate present history? Can acts of “resistance”
be staged even within such a system, and can these commercial strategies
be seen as similar to those utilized in contemporaneous art practice?

Strategies of Resistance
Over the past thirty years, from 1973 to the present, an overwhelming
number of works have been produced that evidence a nostalgic style. For
this reason, I will limit my discussion to a sampling of nostalgia films,
primarily to those that manifest a resistance to this pull of the past or that
aid in its definition. Within this sampling I will consider the possibility of
resistance through a series of oppositions, at times subtle and at others
disruptive, of the films’ temporal and textual elements. To further explore
this dynamic, however, it is important to discuss Roland Barthes’s writings
on myth and resistance. In these writings Barthes proposes a practice that
would either utilize the signification of coded systems as artificial myth,
or shake the sign itself to counter its impact.
In Mythologies (1957) Barthes expands the definition of “myth” to
cover all forms of cultural expression, thus addressing our intention to
unite art and commercial film, as well as the film image and genre, as signifying systems. For Barthes, myth is a form of speech, and so almost any
production can be myth: written discourse, photography, film, advertising, etc. Moreover, myths speak through a number of formal components
defined as the signifier, the signified, and the signification. In explaining

P1: FCH/SPH
CB529-01

P2: FCH/SPH
CB529-Dika-V1.cls

12

QC: FCH/SPH
March 25, 2003

T1: FCH
15:26

Recycled Culture in Contemporary Art and Film

these terms, Barthes draws an analogy between myth and the formal system of the dream. Barthes explains that myth and dream are composed of
worked-over languages, found objects, as it were, that in dream are made
up of the previous day’s sense impressions and in myth are drawn from
the culturally coded material of a particular society. These raw elements
constitute the signifiers of each form, while the personal association or
cultural connotations they elicit make up its signified. The signification is
subsequently the myth/dream’s meaning, one that results from the combination of the signifier and the signified, the interrelationship of manifest
and latent content. But myth is also the carrier of ideology, an unconscious meaning (as are the repressed thoughts in a dream) of which the
consumer is not aware. To counter this tendency of myth to obfuscation,
Barthes suggests creating an “artificial myth” through the reconstruction
of its signifying elements. Barthes explains:
Truth to tell, the best weapon against myth is perhaps to mythify it in its turn,
and to produce an artificial myth, and this re-constructed myth will in fact be
a mythology . . . All that is needed is to use it as a departure point for a third
semiological chain, to take its signification as the first term of the second myth.18

In later writings (“Change the Object Itself,” 1971), however, Barthes
revises his thinking in a way useful to us because it suggests a strategy of
resistance within postmodern practice. Barthes notes that artificial myth,
as an act of demythifying or demystifying cultural productions, has itself
become a set of stock phrases, a doxa. So now
. . . it is no longer the myths which need to be unmasked (the doxa has taken care
of that), it is the sign itself which must be shaken; the problem is not to reveal the
(latent) meaning of an utterance, of a trait, of a narrative, but to fissure the very
representation of meaning, is not to change or purify the symbols, but to change
the symbolic itself.19

To explain how this might work in practice, consider a popular example: an anti-smoking campaign presented by the California Department of
Health Services in 1996 (Figure 2). This ad campaign’s strategy is in some
ways similar to that of art20 and film practices in the 1970s and 1980s.
The image in this anti-smoking ad depicts two cowboys on horseback set
against a sunset and riding toward the camera. Along with this denotative information, the surface of the image is strongly coded to recall the
visual surface of the traditional Marlboro cigarette ad. Not only are the
costumes and locations reproduced, along with the colors and textures of
the typical ad, but the image is returned to its source and presented as a
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Figure 2. Anti-smoking campaign. Copyright California Department of Health
Services, 1996.

highway billboard display. The resulting photographic image, then, does
not refer to a lived reality, or even to a fictive one, but to a set of previously
existing and highly identifiable images (and ones that, not inconsequentially, also recall the Western genre on film). But while this picture refers
to other pictures, a loss of meaning does not result. Instead, the very opposite is true. The meaning is created by the opposition of the image to
its accompanying written text, and also by the shifting double exposure
between this image and the genre of the Marlboro ad itself.
The friction that results is one that ultimately ruptures the old advertisements’ representational surface. In this anti-smoking campaign, the
expected written text, “Marlboro,” no longer accompanies the image.
Instead, the signification of the original Marlboro ad, one that strongly
connoted a mythic American self, along with the importance of a pack
of cigarettes to fully embody that self-hood, is now juxtaposed against
a new narrative that reads, “I miss my lung, Bob.” There is a shock of
recognition here, as well as a forceful breaking of the earlier mythic system. But now the message ruptures through the past-coded surface of the
image to confront the viewer and the present with the trauma of a missing lung. This goes beyond the anti-smoking strategy that might simply
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display an image of a smoker’s blackened lung, or verbally alert the viewer
to smoking’s dangers, or even try to subvert the old myth by inverting its
strategies (showing cowboys who smoke to be unattractive or hospitalized, for example). It also does more than critically oppose an image
against its accompanying verbal text, the formal clash once proposed by
Sergei Eisenstein in this theory of montage. Instead, an internal montage
has ruptured an established coded system, the sign itself. This strategy
will be important to our discussion, especially because it critically opposes past and present, image and narrative, representation and the real,
and it does so through a shifting double exposure between the copy and
the new context.

Mainstream Film in the 1970s
In 1982 Noel Carroll wrote “The Future of Allusion: Hollywood
in the Seventies (and Beyond),” an essay highlighting the significant
changes occurring in the mainstream film of the period. Using the term
“allusionism” rather than Jameson’s “pastiche,” Carroll discusses the rising presence of recent films that recycle such elements as plots, themes,
lines of dialogues, lighting, styles, and gestures from the history of film
into new works. Unlike Jameson (whose essay was published a year later),
Carroll does not see this style as being caused by a postmodern cultural
condition, but rather he sees it as a result of the rise of film literacy among
an educated group of moviegoers and moviemakers. According to Carroll,
the varied composition of the audience creates what he calls a “twotiered system of communication,”21 sending a special message to the film
cognoscenti in the audience, while leaving those less knowledgeable to
experience the film on a more immediate level. And although Carroll sees
this strategy affecting primarily the dramatic content of the films rather
than their cinematic style,22 he acknowledges the distinctive reuse of film
genres in this allusive practice. In fact he notes two often used strategies:
“genre reworkings” and “genre memorialization,” defining the first as
the expressive use of past elements in a new fiction, and the second, as
the loving evocation of film history. Carroll is also one of the first critics
to note the friction between the old and new genres in such an allusive
system. He does not, however, expound on the possible effect of such an
opposition, nor does he consider the dialectical potential inherent in the
two-tiered system of reading.
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As a modernist critic, Carroll is not entirely pleased with the work
he is describing. In many ways he sees it as a method of filmmaking
that pillages the cinematic accomplishments of the past to bolster the
importance of contemporary works. For this reason, Carroll unfavorably
compares this practice of current genre memorialization to earlier, in some
ways similar, modernist strategies. Godard too had acknowledged film
history in his work, quoting classical American films and film genres and
forming articulations through their radical displacements. But for Carroll,
the more recent American films have little in common with Godard’s antiillusionistic, antinarrative practices. Carroll sees much of the American
genre memorializations as being employed to noncritical effect, and as not
being aimed at investigating the nature of cinema as Godard had done.
But perhaps most importantly, Carroll’s approach does not adequately
distinguish among the different generations of American filmmakers who
work within genre, nor between those who embrace the past and those
who resist it. Carroll, for example, groups together Robert Altman, Sam
Peckinpah, Francis Ford Coppola, John Carpenter, and Steven Speilberg
as filmmakers involved in genre reworkings and genre memorialization. If
one looks more closely, however, it becomes apparent that these filmmakers belong to two distinct generations and that their works often occupy
two adjacent, but nonetheless separate, time periods and methodologies.
The aesthetic strategies and genre reworkings of Altman and Peckinpah,
for instance, exemplify a 1960s modernist sensibility. These filmmakers
approached film from a different perspective than did the later generation,
and they often took as their goal the dismantling of Hollywood forms they
still saw as monolithic. These earlier filmmakers were reacting against the
classical style of filmmaking, and the classical film genres, as illusionistic
systems, and in the case of Altman, even against the film image’s claim to
reality.
A closer look at this generic approach of the 1960s and early 1970s
is significant because it can serve as a counterpoint to later work, not
only in the distinctiveness of its cinematic style, but also in its reuse of
past coded material. In the revisionist Western McCabe and Mrs. Miller
(1971) by Robert Altman, for example, the Western’s classical style of
filmmaking is in some ways dismantled, and the genre conventions are
reworked through their inversion. The film image, although still maintaining a transparent relationship to a fictive reality, is presented as dark
and often excessively grainy, with incongruous lighting sources that serve
to obscure as much as reveal the action and characters. Similarly, the
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camera movement, the editing, and sound recording conspire to create
a defused, almost disintegrating environment. These techniques of dissolution on the level of the image and the rendition of space are extended
to the classical Western’s representation of character, setting, and plot,
inverting and destabilizing its conventions and the ideology of capitalism and manifest destiny it once embodied. In Altman’s film, McCabe is
presented as an inarticulate fool rather than a Western hero, and he is
shown to “civilize” a town, not by the defeat of its “savage” elements in
a manner typical of the genre, but by the establishment of a whorehouse.
Once positioned as a small businessman, however, McCabe finds himself helpless against the interests of corporate capital, an impersonal and
treacherous system that dominates and ultimately destroys him. Altman is
a modernist filmmaker who strives to demythify the Western genre, much
as in Barthes’s description of artificial myth, dismantling its illusionistic
system and exposing its underlying ideological assumptions.
Francis Ford Coppola, John Carpenter, Martin Scorsese, and Steven
Spielberg, in contrast, are responding to an already dismantled classical
American cinema. The practice of this group, which comprised a younger
generation, peaked primarily after the historical period of the 1960s (after
the end of the Vietnam War and the Watergate scandal). In short, these
filmmakers were left with the rubble, with the ruins of a 1960s modernist
aesthetic and of a 1960s political movement. For some, such as Steven
Speilberg and John Carpenter, the response was largely to reconstruct a
cinema in older terms, that is, to go back to old film styles, themes, and
images and to resurrect genres. In many cases their works are nostalgic
for the past (although I would never call them politically or ideologically mute). For other filmmakers, such as Francis Ford Coppola and
Martin Scorsese, the impetus was largely to break from the representational obfuscation that such a re-creation would engender. The strategy
of returning to past images and genres, however, is pronounced, and, in
their best work, a dynamic of opposition within those internal elements is
enacted.

A Cinema of Loneliness
The work of Robert Kolker in A Cinema of Loneliness is important because it presents the genre-reworking methods and practices of American

