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Indigenous Postmodern: El destino no tiene favoritos (Destiny Has No Favourites) Alvaro Velarde, Peru, 2003.
1. Aspects of Postmodern theory.
For the US Marxist theorist Frederic Jameson, postmodern culture is characterised by an eclecticism that leads it to produce artefacts which combine forms or images from past cultures, an ‘intertextuality’ that it shares with the modernism it has supposedly supplanted. However, for Jameson this postmodern quotation of the works of the past, exemplified in modernism by T.S.Eliot’s The Waste Land, is no longer a mark of reverence or respect, an attempt to appropriate into a desolate present the (assumed) glories of the past. For Jameson, postmodern eclecticism is not given coherence by any sense of the unity of vision or values of a past civilization from which the ‘quoted’ images or forms are drawn. Belief in such coherence has been undermined by a loss of faith in our ability to apprehend the past in any authoritative way at all. History is a radically contested narrative in which the very concept of ‘truth’ has been undermined. Jameson thus asserts that the images and forms recycled in postmodernity are inevitably detached from the meanings they had in their original contexts. This goes some way towards explaining why the stylistic mixtures from different periods seem bizarre or contradictory, as for instance in many contemporary up-market suburban housing developments with their combinations of Tudor, Neo-Classical, Victorian, traditional rural and other styles (often all in the same individual house).  For Jameson, the result is pastiche – a text that takes a form and style of the past and uses it in a way that produces an entertaining surface, but which lacks the inherent depth, seriousness or purpose of the original, due to this loss of contact with the past from which it sprang.  
The French theorist Jean Baudrillard, takes this notion of the gap between representation and reality (for this lies at the root of Jameson’s notion of the unknowability of the past) to a further extreme. For Baudrillard the power of modern media and the sheer volume and ubiquity of the flow of images with which it bombards us, together with the very nature of TV representation and reportage itself, results in the reduction of ‘news’ to the presentation of simulacra – perfect reconstructions  of events that never occurred. His extreme example was to claim that the Gulf War of 1990/91 never occurred. What he meant by this was that the ‘Gulf War’ that existed in most people’s imaginations never occurred, that what they conceived as that grievous event was in fact a creation of the media, detached from reality partly by the simple impossibility of showing everything, partly by the ability of the US government and military to control the images that were made available to the media, partly by the implicit ideology of the programme makers and partly by their perceived need create a coherent narrative of the violent and chaotic events that any war comprises. 
The concept of the simulacrum is perhaps more easily grasped in a British context by reference to the notion of National Heritage. Throughout Britain we find the houses of the great and powerful of the past, no longer ‘affordable’ by their former aristocratic and/or parvenu owners, preserved by the National Trust at the tax-payers expense, as if they were in some way part of the patrimony of us all. They are ‘open to the public’ (at a price) and are in fact museums of one aspect of a privileged way of life. As you pass through the rooms of these admittedly handsome, in some cases elegant and in some cases even magnificent buildings, you encounter the artefacts of the past, suits of armour, portraits of lords and ladies, collections of exotic items from around the world, photographs of modern descendants, collections of medals and military insignia – the list is endless. What you will not find is any reference to the lives and labours of those sons and daughters of toil upon whose efforts the whole social edifice rested; nor will you encounter evidence of the brutality and exploitation of the colonialism  which made possible those exotic collections of stuffed parakeets and shot tigers; least of all will there be images of the horrors of the slavery that powered the sugar plantations of the  West Indies which were the source of the fortunes that built or rebuilt many of these great piles. In other words these remnants of ‘Heritage’ are ‘perfect recreations of originals that never existed,’ simulacra that have become an aspect of the popular perceived reality of the British past, mediated by what purports to be an independent government service, but is, in fact, a commercial enterprise dedicated to giving the public what it seems to want, complete with car parks, tea rooms and souvenir shops. 
These ideas can be taken forward into the world of contemporary every-day experience in a way that refers more directly to El destino no tiene favoritos. Their relation to “reality” TV shows should be clear; there is also a strong tendency for certain kinds of on-going popular dramas, soap operas in other words, (what in the Spanish speaking world are called telenovelas,) to dissolve the boundaries between cultural artefact and reality in ways which actually effect peoples’ lives. This is promoted by the tendency of these narratives to feature social ‘problems’ that are considered (often correctly) to be of current significance. The ramifications of such blurring of the boundaries between fiction and reality exercise cultural theorists, marketing men, politicians and philosophers a good deal. It should be clear that our film makes fun of this very phenomenon.  To this extent then, it is parody, rather than pastiche; parody imitates current forms in order to criticise their pretentions; pastiche lacks this level of serious comment. 
This aspect of postmodern theory can be thought of in relation to the notion of ‘performativity,’ the idea that there is no fixed essential ‘human nature’ in either the collective or individual sense and that we are all performing varied  roles that are assigned to us by our culture, or which we have chosen for ourselves – but from the array of possibilities presented to us in that culture. This is expressed by the US author Joan Didion when she writes “We tell ourselves stories in order to live.” (The White Album, 1979, p.1) and by Shakespeare  - “All the worlds a stage and all the men and women merely players.” (As You Like It, Act II, Sc. 7)
2. This Week’s Reading.
Skidmore & Smith’s account of the modern history of Peru can only be read as a catalogue of continuous failure to achieve the kind of economy that would reduce inequalities and promote the stability and social harmony out of which a democratic polity can be developed and sustained. Most of Peru’s natural resources have been exploited by foreign companies for the simple reason that Peru has never possessed domestic capital accumulations of sufficient magnitude to do so itself. Thus the bulk of the great profits from silver and other metals, guano, oil, and other products and resources, have gone out of the country to Britain, the USA and elsewhere. This history makes it abundantly clear that ‘globalization’ is anything but a new phenomenon and that Peru, like so many small, poor countries, has been fighting a losing battle against forces over which it had not the least control throughout the period of its existence as an independent nation. 

The combined effects of poverty, ethnic and regional division, and severe social injustice, the conflict between the revolutionary guerrilla movement sendero luminoso (the Shining Path) and government forces (with the ordinary peasant caught in between,) the impact of foreign debt and IMF imposed economic policies and the growth of the drug trade and associated violence have confronted the current government with the same intractable and compelling problems and help to explain why, perhaps, the promotion of a national film industry has not been at the top of their list of priorities.

Sarah Barrow’s chapter in Shaw’s book acknowledges this, although one senses that she is not entirely sympathetic to the Peruvian government’s plight.  At any event she makes clear the difficulties that have faced Peruvian cinema, especially in recent decades. She points out that the lack of anything approaching a viable domestic film market has made it exceptionally hard for Peruvian film-makers to get into production. The abandonment of the ‘cinema law’ has made a difficult situation worse as there is no levy on imported films, no tax break for film investment and no Peruvian Film Institute to help promote domestic product. Even an artistically successful film like El destino has encountered major difficulties in gaining national and international festival exposure and wider exhibition.  This aspect of Barrow’s piece brings home to us the importance of an aspect of cinema that academics tend to ignore.  As a commercial medium, especially in a transnational and even global market, cinema needs the expertise and energy of experienced producers who can handle international finance negotiations, run effective publicity promotions, exploit industry, political and commercial contacts, negotiate effective deals for exhibition and organize efficient distribution – all the things that Hollywood does as a matter of course but which national industries like that of Peru have not been able to match. A National Film Institute would be a valuable asset in this respect but independent operators are also essential; the commercial infrastructure that would support the efforts of such operators are simply not available although Peruvian cinema still maintains its ambition to create films that will both help in the construction of national identity and win a place in the global marketplace. 
Barrow’s chapter also contains a critical reading of the film in which she notes its relation to the telenovela, its parodic and satiric form, its high production values, its effective comedy and its serious underlying purpose. She notes the theme of the conflation of TV narrative and ‘reality,’ the film’s satire of the Peruvian class system and the way in which it deals with the associated issue of the relations between criollo and indigenous (Indian) members of Peruvian society.
3. Reading El destino no tiene favoritos.
Almost the whole film is characterized by a lightness of touch and a host of stylistic quirks that have the effect of heightening its comic aspects. Pace is essential to comedy and this is maintained throughout by rapid editing and the compression of time.  Consider the transition between the scriptwriter Magda falling out of the tree and her reappearance wearing a neck-brace. The film’s colour is uniformly bright and lacking in tonal variation, giving it an ‘artificial’ look, even in the scenes that are ‘reality’ rather than the telenovela. Although the mise-en-scene is realistic, the mood of the film contradicts this realism. There continuous shuttling back and forth between ‘reality’ and the action of the soap in ways that constantly blur the distinction between the two. The stylization of some of the interplay between Ana and the maids, Olivia and Martina, is choreographed to accentuate this. Much use is made of mirrors throughout the film, both to create humour and to constantly remind  the audience of the illusionary nature of the both the soap and the movie itself. Virtually every scene throughout the entire film plays with the idea of the confusion in peoples’ minds between this kind of  TV narrative and reality. This is carried into the  relation between the process of producing the soap and that of producing the film itself. The maid/nurse María is played by the actress Angie Cepeda; according to the soap’s director, Nicolás, she had to be included as her sexual voluptuousness was necessary to help attract the TV audience. But this is also her function in the film itself, as her appearance on the cover of the DVD box, as if she were the star and the lead, makes clear. There are similar complexities in other aspects of the relation between soap and movie; the maid Olivia proves to be hopeless as an actor in the soap but in the film Tatiana Astengo is excellent, with her sparkling eyes, mobile features  and immaculate comic timing. The other maid, Martina, becomes a star actor in the soap and Rebeca Ráez is also very good in the film; her striking features and fierce gaze make a telling contrast with Olivia. Much is made of the idea of ‘playing parts’ – acting out roles in both soap and ‘reality’. This is especially the case in relation to the notion of love of course, where the role of fantasy is so significant. The same point is made about the relation between servant and mistress, Indian and Criollo; consider the complexities of the image of Ché Guevara (itself a play on image and reality) on Martina’s wall and her rebellion against her subordinate racial and social position. Masculinity and femininity, lover and mistress, husband and wife, director and actor, writer and director – these related ‘roles’ are also explored and satirised in this film which disguises its technical brilliance and intellectual depth beneath a polished comic surface. Eventually the film dissolves the boundary between the soap and film and the two become one when Nicolás shouts out to stop the ‘wedding’ scene. 

4. This Week’s Extracts.
(i) Start of film. Conventional upper class marriage. Husband has the power. Wife is purely ‘decorative – has no creative role, no power except over the servants - who are Indian. The soap will change all this – it will transform the roles.

(ii) 12 mins Olivia questioned about the soap as if it were ‘real life’  - “you are keeping it from me.”

(iii) 14.30 mins. Life is empty – Ana gets an audition and a  role – in the soap and in her ‘real life.’ Nicolás does not know who she is of course. The audition imitates her ‘real’ life and that of the Director and his Assistant. 
(iv) 33 mins. What people want – does it apply to the film as well as the soap? The soap’s creation of fantasy is mocked – the gold coloured flowers “are fine, but make them blue”.  

(v) 39 mins. Are we the only ones to have good taste – the ‘elitist culture’ argument. But does it apply to the film’s position? 
(vi) 1hr. 19 mins. Collapse of distinction between the soap and ‘real life.’ 
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