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LT121: Introduction to Film Studies.

Week 23: Class 9. Subverting “Classical” Narration I: Inversion and Pastiche.
Jackie Brown (Quentin Tarantino, 1997).
1. Postmodernism.
It will be clear from any perusal of the cultural history of ‘the West’ that the way we perceive our world changes as our historical circumstances change. In very broad terms we may note that the C18th. (to start in a convenient but wholly arbitrary moment) is characterised as an ‘Age of Reason’ influenced  by the precepts of the European Enlightenment. The art of this period was influenced by notions of proportion and harmony inherited from the Classical period and gave rise to the Neo-Classical style. The contradiction inherent in this culture was that such a style and set of values was inherently aristocratic while the Enlightenment engendered a democratic impulse expressed in the notion of the Rights of Man. The reaction embraced emotion, individualism and revolution in the form of Romanticism. The American and French Revolutions terrified the propertied classes in Britain (and elsewhere); the rise of industrialism and imperialism were fostered by Victorianism, a reaction against romantic ‘excess’. Industrialism gave rise to technology, urbanism, an increase in the pace of life (and an associated change in our perceptions of time and space) and that rejection of Victorianism (and all things traditional) which we call Modernism. By the second half of the C20th. Modernism itself began to be seen as inappropriate; the world no longer seemed to conform to Modernism’s representations. The theorist (a new kind of intellectual, part linguistic analyst, part sociologist, part philosopher)  began to posit the emergence of the Postmodern. *

This week’s readings outline some of the main aspects of what postmodernism is held to mean. Suffice it to say that of all the succeeding ‘isms’, none has proved more controversial or stimulated more disagreement and debate than the latter. This is to some extent due to the fact that the essence of postmodernism appears to be its lack of an essence. The postmodern mode is eclectic to an extent that is more extreme than any of its predecessors – it borrows and imitates more widely and voraciously than any that has gone before and thus seems to lack any overt distinguishing marks. The postmodern is an aesthetic of imitation – but one which does not seek to recreate that which is imitated. Indeed for the postmodernist the task of recovering the past is an impossible one. Thus the postmodern imitates styles without pretending to re-express thereby what those styles once expressed. It is in this respect that it differs from the Modernism that it appears to resemble. This is what Jameson (see below) means when he says that postmodernism quotes the past but is in fact detached from it, that what is quoted is ‘dehistoricised’. In being removed from all contact with the past world that gave it meaning, it takes on other meanings which relate to the present that created it but which speak of nostalgia and/or pastiche.  But of course if the past from which the style grew is irretrievably lost, what is the nostalgia for?  The new postmodern artefact expresses a nostalgia for an imagined past and the result is what Baudrillard calls the simulacrum, the recreation of an original that never existed. Examples include the English country houses run by English Heritage; houses which, although they are indeed sited in their original buildings, are preserved, updated and rendered available to a public that generally has little knowledge of the social and economic history that gave rise to them. In particular, places like Chatsworth contain innumerable artefacts pertaining to the aristocratic families that have occupied the place (and in many cases still do) but none at all to the large number of peasants, servants, agricultural and industrial labourers whose efforts created the wealth by which these huge ‘houses’ were built, cleaned and maintained.  Still less is there any reference to slavery and the gross cruelty and exploitation of Africans in both the slave trade and the sugar plantations of the West Indies, both of which contributed greatly to the founding and maintenance of many of these elegant and luxurious mansions.  In fact Baudrillard goes beyond this rather limited idea of the simulacrum and argues that post-modern culture consists only of simulacra, to such an extent that our contact with ‘reality’ is altogether lost: we cannot distinguish between the simulacra and the real to the extent that it can be argued that there is no such thing as ‘reality’. In this respect Baudrillard argued that the Gulf War did not exist; in order to make sense of such a statement (if one feels the need to do so - some radical postmodernists do not) one might argue that what he meant was that for most of us what we understood to be the Gulf War was a fiction created for us by government controlled mass-media – especially TV news. Of course the argument as to whether there is such a thing as ‘reality’ is not new – but then postmodernism does not believe in the new. 
One of the claims made by postmodern theorists is that the “Grand Narratives” of Western culture are failed and that the very concept is no longer valid. Such Grand Narratives include Christianity, Marxism, Romanticism, Modernism, Patriarchy and so on. The existence of a fixed and “Essential”  Human Nature is also denied, together with fixed and ‘natural’ gender roles and sexual proclivities. For this reason postmodernism is seen as opening up spaces for opposition to racism, misogyny and homophobia. Imitation and performance become the norm – in personal identity, social behaviour and artistic creation. 

The inherently paradoxical nature of the postmodern position is seen when it comes to be seen as a Grand Narrative itself – post-ism-ism. Also its associated cultural relativism means that conservatives can claim it for themselves – since “Revolutionary Socialism” is a Grand Narrative that has demonstrably failed and the rejection of Eurocentrism means that critiques of other cultures (for example the subjection of women in radically conservative societies) can be dismissed as neo-colonialism. Thus the attempt to find moral, psychological, philosophical and even practical paths through existence in postmodern culture becomes a journey without maps and one is tempted to quote Emily Dickinson:  “Better and ignis fatuus than no light at all.”** 
Needless to say the cinema has created artefacts in a recognizably postmodern mode. One should avoid the term style for reasons which I hope are clear from the above. Hollywood in particular has found this approach productive, given the range of its own film styles and genres on which it has to call. Add to this the ‘catalogue’ available due to television, pop music and MTV and you have the circumstances in which a man whose youth was steeped in the film, video and pop culture of the 70s and 80s might grow to be a Hollywood filmmaker in the postmodern mode. Such a one is Quentin Tarantino. He made his name with shocking (and sometimes hilarious) films such as Reservoir Dogs (1992), Pulp Fiction (1994) and Jackie Brown (1997). He currently lists 14 titles as director and has been involved in a good many more in other capacities. If we class Jackie Brown as postmodern pastiche, referencing the music and films of the 70s to make a film about the 90s, then it has to be said that it uses the artefacts of the lost past with affection and respect and, paradoxically, tells a story of the present. There is a contrast between the world depicted in the films and music of the 70s and that of the 90s. The main difference lies in the depiction of the female, the way in which the strong central figure of the film, granted subjectivity and agency, is both black and female. Thus the pastiche of the past is used to create a positive statement about the film’s present. In this respect Jackie Brown  is a lot like the Coen Brothers’ O Brother Where Art Thou? (2000). 
*It must be strictly born in mind that these cultural periods are only approximations. They provide a helpful language in understanding certain artefacts but are far from precise or exclusive. The accounts I have given of their characteristics are severely abbreviated and should be taken only as a seriously over-simplified guide. 

** ignis fatuus – literally false fire – a false light, a misleading illumination – will-o-the-wisp. 
2. This week’s reading: 
Jameson. Jameson is perhaps the best known of the theorists of ‘postmodernism’: indeed one might almost describe him as its prophet. His book Postmodernism or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (1991) was long the standard work on the subject (if ‘subject’ is the right term).  In this article he gives a condensed account of what he regards as the defining characteristics of our culture, of how they affect, and spring from, the way that culture enables us to experience our world (rather then ‘the world’) and how this is related to the developments of ‘late capitalism’ and its associated new information technologies – computers, the internet, the ‘media’ generally, the pace of change and the effects of consumerism. For Jameson postmodernism emerges at a moment when the great works of high modernism, the novels of Faulkner, the poetry of Eliot, the paintings of Picasso, the great commercial buildings of the cities of the first half of  the C20th, and so on, cease to be revolutionary, subversive, deliberately shocking to the bourgeois class. This moment (he suggests the 1960s)  coincides with the economic boom of the western world, the spread of television, the development of advertising and the arrival of continuous 24 hour ‘news’ (among other things).  At about the same time the effects of Saussurian linguistics begin to challenge ever more seriously the validity of our claims for language (and therefore for literature). Art can no longer be considered to be in some way one of our means of mediating ‘reality’ but becomes, instead, about other art or about the attempt to create art. 
The High Modernists were nothing if not utopian – in art certainly; their slogan was ‘Make It New’. The possibility of ‘making it new’ is no longer considered – it has all been done before. All that is left is quotation and eclecticism. But the great modernist works cannot be considered a serious challenge any more. For Jameson this means that parody is no longer possible: parody carries with it an element of satire and therefore implies that its target still matters enough to be criticized. He suggests that pastiche is the mode that has to take its place; pastiche quotes without ‘commenting’ on its source, is empty of both mockery and the kind of redemptive purpose that Eliot sought in modernist quotation. Pastiche is also divorced from history; historical meaning is emptied out of whatever is ‘quoted’. Jameson suggests that this also reflects a loss of our sense of time and connectedness with the past. We suffer from what he calls (after Lacan) a schizophrenia, a way of being that loses its sense of a continuous self  linked to a personal past that remains accessible; the postmodern period is experienced as a permanent ‘now’ in which a notion of an individual identity, continuous in time, becomes weakened, perhaps lost. 

For our purposes we may identify this characteristic of pastiche  in movies that hark back to the movies of the past, but in a way that is divorced from their concerns and the realities of the world from which they sprang. We may look at Jackie Brown in this way. 

Students (and their teachers) often ask themselves just what ‘postmodernism’ is supposed to be about and it is not uncommon to find the concept challenged or rejected altogether. It will perhaps help to note that there is little in postmodernism that was not already present in modernism itself (as Jameson point out) but what was once only implied, or in the background, is now the very focus of postmodernism. I mention above the utopian aspect of modernism; it existed in both art and politics. It is gone from postmodernism: the postmodern is an era of lost confidence and profound uncertainty. At the same time it offers the possibility of escape from categories that once seemed inherent in our condition but which now are seen to be cultural constructs (limited and unequal definitions of race and gender roles for example). 

A final note: Jameson associates the postmodern condition with ‘late capitalism’ and consumerism, both consequences of ‘modernity’. When one looks at a number of very large areas of the world (Latin America for instance)  one finds whole classes of people, especially the indigenous,  for whom modernity has not yet meaningfully arrived.*** What, if anything, does postmodernity mean for them? Students interested in following up this latter question could read Néstor García Canclini’s  Hybrid Cultures (Minneapolis: Univ. of Minnesota Press, 1995).

Anne Freidberg. Professor Freidberg’s essay is nothing if not ambitious as her concluding words  make clear: “In short, our prior theorizations of the cinema have been burst asunder.” (76)

In effect her purpose is to do for ‘postmodernism’ what Walter Benjamin  did for ‘modernism’ in his canonical essay “The Work of Art In the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,”   and his monumental, but unfinished “Arcades Project” in which he ‘read’ the meanings signified in the arcades and streets of the City of Paris, surviving from the C19th. into the first half of the C20th. Benjamin generalized the modern condition as that of the ‘flâneur,’ the cool, detached stroller in those streets and arcades, male, dressed in style, and indulging the pleasure of looking and seeing. The arcades were specifically designed for such strolling; illuminated in the dark, protected from the weather, they drew the urban crowds to stroll, look, and buy; they were the temples of the new consumerism. The mass-produced artefacts to be found there possessed a quality that made them desirable but, for Benjamin, lacked the ‘aura’ that uniqueness gave to the individual art work.  One of the ‘commodities’ on display was the female – the ubiquitous prostitute whose very presence made her status clear. 
Benjamin linked the succession of windows of the arcades and the panorama that they presented to the viewer, to the experience of railway travel, in which the landscape ‘passed by’ the windows of the train carriage in a continuous succession. The increased speed of life associated with this ‘modern’ mode of travel, had, for Benjamin, changed the way in which we experience the world, our perception of time and space. (We might note that our scientific conception of these had also been revolutionized by Einstein at the start of the C20th.) Modernist art was seen as a response to these new conceptions of time and space. 
The cinema was the new art form of this new era; it brought to the artist, and to film’s spectators, a form that dealt directly and  ‘visually’ with newly conceptualized time and space. It was itself a ‘work of art in the age of mechanical reproduction’ in a new and special way. Its very operation was ‘mechanical’ and it was capable of being reproduced; multiple copies could be made of the same film (let us say the same ‘movie’) so that it could be shown in different places at the same time. Reproduction had a second, equally important mode; the same actual reel of film could be projected repeatedly, showing the same identical movie over and over again. The effect of this and the nature of cinema itself – the withdrawal into communal darkness, the nature of what was represented on screen and the effects of the various shooting and editing techniques all contributed to the radical change in the way on which we experienced time and space in what was seen as the Modernist mode. 
What Freidberg argues is that this cinematic mode was, from its inception, postmodern. She suggests that this reproductive aspect of cinema, together with its ability to take what is current only at the moment of creation and make it available in other times and places in which its ‘meaning’ is irretrievable, (a meaning in any case made provisional by mediation through the processes of cinematic production) is inherently postmodern. Modernism’s attempt to make new art that enables us to see reality anew, in ways more in keeping with our new conditions of perception, is thus compromised from the start, at least as far as the cinema is concerned, since what it is showing us is not reality. (We might note here that the modernists could not aspire to make the cinema new, since it was already inherently new.)

Freidberg does not suggest that modernity was wholly postmodern from its inception. As Jameson, and many others, note, modernism contains within it many aspects in common with postmodernism anyway.  Freidberg’s argument is that the cinema was inherently postmodern from its inception and that as the C20th has developed the generalized condition that we call postmodern, this has become apparent. The key to her argument is the notion of “the mobilized virtual gaze.” She traces the emergence of this way of ‘seeing’ – of mediating our experience – from its roots in the C19th., developing Benjamin’s conception of the detached, male, flâneur, strolling the Paris arcades with all the world of manufactured commodity (and women) displayed for his gaze. The arcade gives way to the department store, an institution that permits the female to walk the streets and shops unaccompanied without being automatically ‘seen’ as a prostitute. And the department store gives way to the shopping mall; shopping becomes identified as a primarily female pursuit; and what is primarily ‘on sale’ is identity, commodities that make a statement about ‘who and what we are.’ For Freidberg the mall contains its multiplex cinema and its wide film programme reflects the primacy of the notion of ‘choice’ within the context of the commodification of art (and everything else from hair gel to water). The shopping mall, physical embodiment  of those processes that exploit our need to create our identities now that, in postmodernism, we have no fixed essential selves,  exploits our possession of the gaze to create desire – the desire for those commodities which signify our ever needy ‘selves.’ Thus our gaze is mobilized in two ways; we are ourselves mobile within the shopping mall, passing from open display to display as the flâneur passed down the arcade, and the landscape passed  by the window of the train-carriage and the high street shopper passed from  shop window to shop window (and the film image passes through the projector shutter and onto the screen a frame by frame.)  But also our gaze is mobilized by those who manipulate it, catching the eye with the striking image, the image which promises satisfaction and self-hood but which actually motivates desire, mobilizes you to buy. The act of consumption masquerades as subjectivity and agency but in fact desire manipulates the buyer; the buyer is bought. 

Freidberg argues that these processes have been further intensified by the ubiquity of television and the video-recorder; we would add the computer and the internet of course. These place the ‘control’ of the way (place, time, social circumstances) in which we consume cinematic narratives (as commodities) more and more in the hands of the consumer, and in so doing further remove our experience of the representation of time and space from the time and place of its creation to the virtual. Thus the ‘Mobilized Virtual Gaze’ becomes the defining characteristic of the new temporality, the postmodern. 
Thus Freidberg  offers us a sociological reading of the cultural character of the times, a reading informed by post-structuralist notions of the relation between the signifier the signified, our representations of the world and the ‘reality’ of that world. She writes: “To assess the politics of contemporary representation, we must continue to theorize  those aspects of the everyday and their effect on the unconscious – our relation to time and to the real.” (76) In assessing her argument we might consider that she writes of an experience that is rooted very much in the USA and although that experience can indeed be replicated  in many other part of the world it is even now not ubiquitous. I refer you to the note*** at the end of the Jameson item above. We must also bear in mind one of the paradoxes of postmodern thought: Lyotard argues that the age of the ‘grand narratives’ is past; that totalizing theories of the relation between culture and the world are no longer possible. When Freidberg states that “ . . . our prior theorizations of the cinema have been burst asunder” she might be in danger of asserting another grand narrative, that of postmodernity itself.     
Robert Miklitsch. Miklitsch draws attention to Tarantino’s admitted referencing of the movies and, more particularly, the music with which he grew up. The 1970s, like any decade**** was marked in various ways  by the emerging consequences of the civil rights movement on the consciousness of race in the USA (and elsewhere). In addition the feminist movement was becoming increasingly effective is changing our understanding of the cultural construction of gender. These twin influences manifested themselves in popular culture, although not always in complementary ways. Hollywood discovered a ready market for films that featured black stars in major roles for the first time; these ‘blaxploitation’ movies (typically Shaft [Gordon Parks, 1971] starring Richard Rowntree) tended to feature tough, amoral, not to say nihilistic heroes who fought their way out of the ghetto by ‘any means necessary.’ Their attitudes did not always sit comfortably with those of the feminists. At the same time liberation from restricted and repressive female gender roles tended to be seen as the preserve of the white educated female class from whose ranks feminist campaigners were largely drawn and to whom avenues of escape were available. However Pam Grier, the star of  Jackie Brown, featured as the lead in films such as Coffy (1973) and Foxy Brown (1974), in which the tough hero, exercising agency and dealing out violent justice of a kind, was at once black, female and from the wrong side of the tracks. Similar instances were to influence popular music. These influences are plain to see in Tarantino’s Jackie Brown. Miklitsch draws attention to these in detail, especially with regard to the music. He argues that while the diegetic music may convey a negativity that matches the often unpleasant action on the screen, the non-diegetic music connotes a different and positive set of meanings, particularly with regard to Jackie herself. 

One of the characteristics of postmodern theory has been to challenge the high modernist dismissal of popular  culture as shallow, insignificant and unworthy of critical attention and analysis. It is appropriate therefore that Jackie Brown should be chosen as an example of postmodern cinema (leaving aside for one moment Friedberg’s assertion that all cinema is inherently postmodern; we might argue that some films are more postmodern than others). It is both a product of a culture that takes the popular seriously (or as seriously as any other), that treats popular music and movies as markers of identity, and that features that intertextuality (the ‘quoting’ of other texts – films and music in this case) that is such a feature of the postmodern text. Is Jackie Brown’s referencing of the texts of the 70s of Tarantino’s youth either parody or pastiche in Jameson’s terms?  The director’s respect and affection for his originals suggests that parody is not his intent and Jackie Brown has a seriousness that precludes parody. Whether one regards it as pastiche depends on one’s precise definition of that form: is it dehistoricised, separated from the time and place that created it and gave it meaning? In terms of the 1970s perhaps the answer is yes. But in as much as the business of the pursuit of racial and gender equality is far from accomplished, this verdict needs to be qualified.  Miklitsch writes of Tarantino’s omission of a particular and arguable appropriate contemporary music style: 
This omission – if we can call Tarantino’s decision not to use West Coast rap in a mid-1990s film set in LA’s South Bay an omission - may well be related to the frequently-lodged charge that his films are driven by a postmodern historicism, all pastiche and retro-grade aesthetics, which views the past as a mere succession of cinematic tableaux. 


The stereophonic character of Jackie Brown’s soundscape suggests, however that the scenario is rather more complex. . . . the quite audible presence of classic soul music in Jackie Brown obviously reflects Tarantino’s desire to showcase Pam Grier, albeit not the ‘mythical’, super-bad-momma’ that audiences, like Tarantino, tend to associate with her younger, ‘badder’ self. Rather, . . . its ‘Coffy . . . Foxy Brown 20 years later’. In other words, it is Pam Grier not as Foxy but Jackie Brown: not some scopic fantasy, a gangsta Lady  Godiva ‘walking down the street to burn Harlem’ to the ground but a ‘woman working in this world’, a woman with her feet planted firmly on the ground. (304)


Thus we may offset the elements of pastiche in Jackie Brown with the notion that it is a film of the 90s rooted in its own time, re-visioning the movies and music of the past but through the eyes and ears of its own present: the film may reference the 70s but is ‘about’ the 90s. 
(**** If we choose to demarcate historical periods in such a simplified way – given the rapidity of change that was getting under way at that time, stimulated by the hyperdynamic consumerism referred to by Jameson, Freidberg et al, the brevity of this periodization seems less arbitrary and ‘compressed’ than it once did.)
3. This Week’s Extracts.
The extracts are chosen from Jackie Brown and two of the Pam Grier ‘blaxploitation’ films of the 1970s, Foxy Brown (Jack Hill, 1974) and Sheba Baby (William Girdler, 1975).
It will be noted that the production standards (ie quality of mise-en-scene, editing, framing and acting are relatively low in the earlier films. This places them firmly in the ‘tradition’ of the Hollywood ‘B’ movie of the previous era. The contrast with the Tarantino film is marked. The significance of this lies in Tarantino’s stated enthusiasm for these earlier movies and for their star, Pam Grier, They were the kind of film that built an audience because of their obvious shortcomings. They stood outside the mainstream in various ways and liking them could be thought of as ‘bad’ in the sense that these films used the term – inverting its official meaning so that what was ‘bad’ for white America was deemed ‘good’ by its blacks. 
(i) First Sheba Baby extract.

(ii) First Jackie Brown extract. 

The juxtaposition of these two sequences illustrates the way in which Tarantino expresses his devotion to his star and to the blaxploitation movies that made her name. His ‘quote’ here unites these two aspects of what he wishes to express and makes clear the lengths he will go to in his homage to both. The link is powerful because it is so clear and so cinematic. Of course in order to be original and of its own time the latter film has to try to be unique as well as derivative. Students should consider how this is achieved. 

 (iii) First Foxy Brown extract. Foxy as powerful, capable of ‘driving’ a plane, the ‘bad’ female with agency, Foxy the avenger. Note the radical dichotomy of the mythic, non-realist form: all the bad guys are white; all the blacks are good. The cops are on the side of the whites. Foxy is literally the agent of castration in a film in which she is as capable of extreme violence as the men. 

(iv) Second Foxy Brown extract. Foxy the strong dispenser of ‘street’ justice, outside the law but morally valid. Merciless, but justified in a racially divided society in which blacks are on the ‘outside’ – excluded from justice, the American Dream, normal law-abiding society; they are unprotected by  the law and must therefore take it into their own hands. The black ‘new woman’ must be as violent as men, and as ruthless – if not more so. 
(v) Second Jackie Brown extract. The resolution of the film – Ordell is lured to his office by Max and killed by Ray. Jackie enacts no violence but is the manipulator of all these men through her intelligence and nerve. Throughout the film it is Jackie who has ‘controlled’ the narrative that the other characters follow; Max knows this and accepts it. Ordell suspects it but is obsessed by his desire for the money and with his confidence in his own powers of will and use of violence. Ray, the cop, thinks he is in control and never fully discovers the extent to which he has used. The world portrayed in the film is one of universal moral neutrality – Jackie’s moral position, that of stealing money that the government wishes to reclaim from illegal arms dealing sources, is never questioned. This is a world in which ‘law and order’ is an irrelevance. The ideological stance of the film seems nihilistic. It is considered a characteristic of postmodern texts that they are concerned with style rather than substance. It is also clear that this is a post-racist film. The racial dichotomy of Foxy Brown is quite absent. This removes another level of ideological meaning from the film. 
The relation between Foxy Brown and Jackie Brown is obvious; is the later film a pastiche of the former in what is claimed as the postmodern style? The answers to these questions are never clear cut. The concentration on the style or look (and sound) of the film as opposed to ‘meaning’ is postmodern. But the ‘quoting’ of the earlier film is not only characteristic of modernism (think of Joyce’s  Ulysses) but also of the art of every preceding age we know about (think of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar). In addition, as noted above,  Foxy Brown and Sheba Baby ‘quote’ the ‘B’ movies of the 40s and 50s. What these ‘quotations’ achieve is a re-visioning of the quoted work, through the eyes (and beliefs and in the social context) of the new time. Thus Jackie Brown is a post-racism film (in terms of what it is permitted to represent on screen) and also signifies the change in the status of women (again, at least in terms of representation). So in some ways Jackie Brown can be thought of as postmodern, its compelling style masking a lack of moral ‘identity,’ its detachment from  the radical racial politics of its source movies lending it a degree of pastiche. But the way in which it signifies the new realities governing screen  representation  in the 1990s is a characteristic of all art – for art is always seeing its past artefacts through eyes informed by a changed world. In addition, as Miklitsch points out, Tarantino’s use of music that lasted, also gives the film a more meaningful link with the past that it is ‘quoting’. 
(A final point about Jackie Brown. Is Pam Grier the star of the film? Or is it Samuel L. Jackson whose screen charisma is such that he dominates every scene in which he appears. Does Tarantino acknowledge this, with postmodern irony, by giving us a point-of-view shot of Ray and Jackie as she points out that “You got him before he got me.”? From the dead Ordell’s point of view! Does he ‘kill’ Jackson for outshining Grier? 
4. Space and Music.

This week’s lecture (notes provided by email) details the role of music in the film, noting the complex blurring of the distinction between diegetic and non-diegetic sound and referencing aspects of ‘black’ culture, also assimilated by young ‘white’ audiences (Including Tarantino himself of course. The significance of space is also analysed, pointing out the way in which meanings are inherent in the spatial arrangements of cinematic representation, used in this case to indicate in particular a post-feminist representation of female power and agency. Of course considerations of space are inseparable from those of movement and the lecture deals with these also. We note in particular that it is Jackie herself who is the most physically mobile of all the characters in the film and that this mobility is itself an indicator of agency and subjective definition: Jackie can herself decide to move, to travel, to make others move: she drives herself; she flies, crosses boundaries. In racial and gender terms she occupies a world that is quite different  from that in which black and female liberation movements struggled and the representations of both sound and space reflect this. 
5. Further Viewing.

Pulp Fiction (Tarantino, US, 1994).  Postmodern pastiche – a comic and eclectic mix of motifs from popular culture, especially as represented in the products of the video store in which Tarantino used to work.

Trainspotting (Boyle, UK, 1996) A British ‘youth culture’ version of the above – but inherently more serious in its critique of the vacuity of aimless escapist hedonism. 

Both these films escape the constrictions of classical realism in different but highly imaginative ways. The events depicted by Tarantino are not believable but they are portrayed in compelling ways. Boyle’s portrayal of urban life is highly believable but features surreal ‘drug-induced’ sequences. 

John Cant.
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