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1Introduction

Chapter 1

Introduction

Studying contemporary cinema is a particularly daunting task, as the
researcher has to overcome three important obstacles; the problem of famil-
iarity , superfluous literature and the ‘already said’. T o tackle the former , she
has to adopt the ey e of an alien in order to be able to trace the historicity of
forms and images that look so natural and engaging. In many ways it is eas-
ier to observe the peculiarities of a German silent film from the teens than the
novelties of an American blockbuster from the new millennium. An exten-
sive and ascetic reading schedule can gradually transform contemporary
films into total strangers but soon one is confronted with the second diffi-
culty, namely the need to separate the wheat from the chaff and to discern
from an ev er-expanding universe of texts, writers and theories those that can
be carried along in the exploration. Finally , the analyst is obliged to delineate
a new territory and formulate a set of questions that will lead to a truly orig -
inal contribution to academic scholarship. This last challenge becomes
exceptionally overwhelming when the research focuses on aspects of con-
temporary cinema that have been studied exhaustively by other researchers
and leave little room for innovation.

When I began to search for a topic for my dissertation, I found these dif-
ficulties indeed intimidating and yet, nothing could take my mind off what
a friend once told me after the screening of Lars von Trier’s Europa (1991): ‘If
Citizen Kane summarizes what classical cinema is, then Europa summarizes
what postmodern cinema is’. As I studied voraciously everything that was
related to postmodernism and cinema, I was able to produce numerous
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explanations why a film like that could be labeled postmodern: nostalgia
about the past, a ‘post-histoire’ approach to World War II, fragmentation,
blurred boundaries, depthlessness and alienation in a post-industrial con-
sumer society. But for some reason, these terms could not capture what I saw
in Europa and could not explain why I felt that my friend was right: that, in
fact, this film was the epitome of something new in contemporary cinema in
the same ingenious way that Citizen Kane could be regarded as the epitome
of classical cinema. 

In my effort to understand the puzzle I had in my hands, I started to
notice that the vast majority of the accounts of postmodern cinema would
put under the same umbrella films as disparate as Blue Velvet (1986), Blade
Runner (1982), When Harry Met Sally (1989), Terrorizer (1986) and Hitler, A Film
from Germany (1977). What made this type of classification possible was the
simple fact that the various scholars paid very little attention to the actual
film texts and their narrative or stylistic traits. This particular limitation,
combined with Europa ’s rich visual language, led me to believe that there
must be a way to theorize the postmodern also in formal terms.
Unfortunately , when I turned to one of the most prominent figures in for -
malist analysis, David Bordw ell, and his meticulous w orks on narrativ e the -
ory , I w as confronted with his fierce opposition to the concept of postmod -
ernism and his strong argumentation about the persistence of the classical
narrativ e formulas to this date. Although one could be easily discouraged by
his stance and abandon the idea to approach postmodern cinema at a formal
level, I gradually became convinced that, paradoxically enough, it would be
Bordwell who would help me in my exploration. The solution to this para-
dox was to differentiate Bordwell’s ‘historical poetics’ approach, which
encompasses a wide range of research areas and questions, from his specific
position about the stability of the classical narration. Thus, I decided to begin
research that would focus on a highly challenging venture: to use the former
in order to contradict the latter and, therefore, to succeed in revealing the
important formal transformation that has taken place in the cinematic lan-
guage in the last two decades. The purpose of the following pages of this
introduction is to describe the theoretical framew ork of ‘historical poetics’, to
examine Bordwell’s and other theories about contemporary cinema in rela-
tion to postmodernism and, finally, to set the precise goals of my research
project and the method of attaining them. 

Research in film studies and historical poetics 

(…) historical poetics becomes not one method but a model of basic
research into cinema. It offers the best current hope for setting high
intellectual standards for film study (Bordwell 1989b: 392). 

O ver the last two decades, David Bordwell has been consistently trying to
develop the concept of ‘historical poetics’ in cinema studies and to establish
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it as one of the most promising research traditions in the field. Borrowing the
term from literary theory and drawing heavily on the work of the Russian
and Slavic formalists from the first half of the 20 th century, Bordwell has cre-
ated a considerably wide and elaborate theoretical and methodological
framework, which, as the quote suggests, does not simply consist of one
method but of a research model with several branches and research ques-
tions. 

In broad terms, historical poetics aims at producing knowledge by explor-
ing two basic questions:

1. What are the principles according to which films are constructed and
by means of which they achieve particular effects?
2. How and why have these principles arisen and changed in particu-
lar empirical circumstances? (371)

These are tw o quite dense and multifaceted questions that encompass
many different issues and can be further analyzed in more specific terms. In
particular , the research interests within the tradition of historical poetics can
be divided into three separate domains: a. the pr e-compositional , which
includes the influences, the sources and the historical background for the
emergence of a particular film, genre, movement etc., b. the compositional ,
which regards the analysis of the constructional principles, the norms and
the rules that govern the shape of the film, and c. the post-compositional , which
deals with the effects, the reception and the responses to a film in a particu-
lar historical context (379).

This more schematic division is useful, as it demonstrates the length and
breadth of this approach on the one hand, while, on the other , it allows us to
differentiate among the core issues, the secondary and the irrelevant ones. So
far, the weight of the historical poetics tradition has fallen on the second
domain, which concentrates on the poetic analysis of the films, in the strictest
sense, and deals with questions of composition. Regarding the composition-
al factors, Bordwell provides a finer distinction among thematics , construc-
tional form and stylistics . As he observes, 

1. Thematics considers subject matter and theme as components of the
constructiv e process. (…) Thematics would study motifs, iconography,
and themes as materials, as constructive principles, or as effects of con-
structive principles. (…)
2.Constructional form. (…) The most prominent research domain here
is the theory and analysis of narrative, which is a fundamental con-
structive principle in films. (…)
3. Stylistics deals with the materials and patterning of the film medium
as components of the constructive process (375-6).

The most significant aspect of historical poetics, whether it focuses on
narrative, style or production values, is that it constitutes a data-driven
approach which studies facts and concrete elements in order to formulate
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arguments and inferences that are corrigible and falsifiable. It poses concise
and theoretically defined questions, it forms open hypotheses that are not
committed to a priori conclusions, and originates answers and concepts that
can be constantly re-defined through an encounter with the films and their
surrounding evidence (381). 

In contrast with most of the other theoretical approaches in film studies,
historical poetics works in a bottom-up manner and at different levels of gen-
erality and coherence. And there exactly lies the great opposition between
Bordwell and some of the grand theories in the humanities, such as
Saussurean semiotics, Lacanian psychoanalysis, Althusserian Marxism and
Barthesian textual analysis, which he acronymically calls SLAB theories
(385). Instead of applying a general social or cultural theory to a film and
looking for the manifestations of certain concepts like ‘oedipal trajectory’ or
‘mirror stage’ on the screen, Bordwell prefers to ask specific low-scale ques-
tions about the construction of the films that will potentially lead to more
general theoretical or historical observations. As he clearly puts it,

Poetics is thus not another critical ‘approach’, like myth criticism or
deconstruction. Nor is it a ‘theory’ like psychoanalysis or Marxism. In
its broadest compass, it is a conceptual framework within which par-
ticular questions about films’ composition and effects can be posed
(Bordw ell 1989a: 273).

Bordwell’s own research in a thirty-year-long career span has made sev-
eral contributions to the study of cinema through a historical poetics lens,
culminating in two highly influential books that came out the same year and
soon became the staple of the curricula in every film department in the
w orld 1. I am referring to The Classical Hollywood Cinema (1985), which he co-
authored with Janet Staiger and Kristin Thompson, and the Narration in the
Fiction Film (1985). 

The Classical Hollywood Cinema is a monumental piece of work that exam-
ines the film style and mode of production in Hollywood until 1960, the year
that is considered to signal the end of a great era in Hollyw ood filmmaking.
The division of labour in the book is quite straightforward, as Bordwell
focuses on the compositional domain and the analysis of the style and narra-
tiv e in the typical Hollywood film, whereas Staiger and Thompson look into
the pre-compositional factors, like the studio system and the technological
developments leading to the formulation of a consistent and unifying type of
filmmaking. As the quintessential historical poetics project, The Classical
Hollywood Cinema sets the rules for any other research in this tradition and for
that matter it is vital to see how Bordw ell has carved up this area and has pre-
pared the necessary tools for this type of analysis. 

One of his central arguments is that ‘Hollywood films constitute a fairly
coherent aesthetic tradition which sustains individual creation’ (Bordwell et
al. 1985: 4). As the analysis of a representativ e and extensive body of works
indicates, Hollywood films seem to adhere to integral and consistent stylistic
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and narrational rules and conventions 2. However, instead of comparing
these films with other industrial commodities that are produced in a serial
and mechanical manner, Bordwell encourages us to think of these conven-
tions as an overarching ‘aesthetic norm’, in Jan Mukarovsky’s terms.
According to the latter, a norm should not be considered as a stringent rule,
but as ‘a regulating energetic principle’, something that permits the artwork
to come into being (Mukarovsky 1977: 49). More specifically, Mukakovsky
indicates four kinds of norms that are simultaneously present in any work of
art and build up an unstable equilibrium. Firstly, there are material norms,
which regard the material elements and properties of the work. Secondly,
there are technical norms, which refer to habits and patterns like metrical
schemes in poetry or genres in literature and architecture. The third type
comprises the practical norms, which encompass ethical, political and social
norms that are usually reflected in the themes. Lastly, there is the aesthetic
norm, which controls all the artistic and aesthetic values of the work (53-4).

The important observation that Bordwell transcribes from Mukarovsky
for classical Hollywood cinema is the fact that multiple norms work upon the
same film and therefore it is not possible to trace all the classical norms of
Hollywood filmmaking in a single film nor should that be desirable. As he
succinctly notes, ‘no Hollywood film is the classical system; each is an ‘unsta-
ble equilibrium’ of classical norms’ (Bordwell et al. 1985: 5). The idea of an
unstable equilibrium leads us to the concept of the ‘paradigm’ as a ‘set of ele-
ments which can, according to rules, substitute for one another’(Ibid.). By
considering Hollywood filmmaking as a paradigm with several alternatives,
w e can make an inventory of the options that were or still are available to the
filmmakers who w ork within this tradition. The paradigm, on the one hand,
gives them the freedom to make use of the ‘bounded alternatives’ and the
‘functional equiv alents’ that it contains, while at the same time it provides
them with limitations. Bordwell illustrates this principle with the following
example:

If you are a classical filmmaker, you cannot light a scene in such a way
as to obscure the locale entirely (cf. Godard in Le gai savoir ); you cannot
pan or track without some narrative or generic motivation; you cannot
make every shot one second long (cf. avant-garde works). Both the
alternatives and the limitations of the style remain clear if we think of
the paradigm as creating functional equivalents : a cut-in may replace a
track-in, or colour may replace lighting as a way to demarcate volumes,
because each device fulfills the same role (Ibid.) [emphasis in the orig-
inal].

In order to construct the paradigm of classical Hollywood cinema,
Bordwell has organized his analyses around the following three levels of
generality: 

a. Devices : technical elements like centred framings, continuity editing etc.
b. Systems : the system of narrative logic, cinematic time and cinematic

space. These three systems are present in any film and result from the vari-
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ous functions and combinations of the devices.
c. Relations of systems : the three systems can work in various ways within

the narration. For instance, in a classical film time and space are subordinate
to the narrative logic whereas in another paradigm they could function inde-
pendently.

Bordwell’s consistent and systematic film analyses in this book have led
to a very clear and detailed account of what classical Hollywood narration
consists of, what kind of norms regulate the construction of the films and
what bounds of difference exist within this cinematic tradition. The momen-
tum that historical poetics gained with this project continued some months
later with Narration in the Fiction Film , where the significance of a cinematic
paradigm is further developed and, more importantly, is given a historical
perspective 3. 

Here the concept of the paradigm is supplemented by the term ‘mode of
narration’ which signifies ‘a historically set of norms of narrational construc-
tion and comprehension’ (Bordw ell 1985: 150). A mode of narration tran-
scends genres, schools, movements and even national cinemas because it is
wider in scope and relatively stable and consistent over the time. Each mode
presents the filmmakers with various constructional patterns and options
and it has a specific historical presence and significance. After having ana-
lyzed a very extensive body of films from a wide range of cinematic tradi-
tions on a global scale, Bordw ell managed to formulate the following four
historical paradigms of narration: a. classical narration, b. art cinema narra -
tion, c. historical-materialist narration and d. parametric narration. 

The classical mode of narration is epitomized in the Hollywood cinema
from the years 1917 to 1960 and has prevailed as the dominant mode in the
history of cinema. The detailed findings of his previous research in The
Classical Hollywood Cinema are presented here in a more condensed manner,
accompanied by some close textual readings. One of the cornerstones of this
paradigm is the emphasis on character -centered causality as the main unify -
ing principle of the story . As he notes,

The classical Hollywood film presents psychologically determined
individuals who struggle to solve a clear-cut problem or attain specific
goals. (…) The story ends with a decisiv e victory or defeat, a resolution
of the problem and a clear achiev ement or nonachievement of the goals
(157).

The classical characters are usually involved in two distinct but interde-
pendent plot lines pertaining to a. the formation of a heterosexual romance
(romance plot) and b. the undertaking of a mission or a quest (adventure
plot). The depiction of the spatial and temporal parameters of the story is
always subordinate to the cause-and-effect logic of the events. In particular,
the construction of space is motiv ated by a conception of classical realism
that treats the frame as a window to the story w orld, while the temporal
organization of the ev ents generally adheres to a linear chronology that facil-
itates the main causal relations. Regarding the style of the Hollywood films
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and its relation to the plot and story 4, Bordwell emphasizes its complete sub-
mission to the need for a seamless and invisible transmission of story infor-
mation. In this tradition, style plays only a functional role and it can never
gain dominance or work independently of the diegetic demands. For that
purpose, the Hollywood style consists of a rather limited inventory of tech-
nical devices, which have specific codified roles and are organized paradig-
matically as functional equivalents, as I have previously noted.

The second important narrative mode is exemplified in art cinema, which
developed as an alternative paradigm mainly in Europe after World War II,
partly as a result of the decline of Hollywood dominance. The emergence of
art cinema narration is largely connected to the flowering of the national cin-
emas and the various New Waves all over Europe in the late 50s and the 60s
and it is epitomized in the works of great European auteurs, such as Resnais,
Godard, Antonioni and Bergman, among others (230). According to
Bordwell, the three main characteristics of this narrative paradigm are objec-
tive realism, subjective realism and authorial presence. The first one refers to
a realistic construction of the story world with a loosening of the cause-and-
effect logic, an open-ended resolution and an episodic construction of the
plot. The desire for v erisimilitude in the construction of time and space is
translated into a preference for location shooting, natural lighting schemes
and temps mort in the action, striving to offer the view ers a more realistic
experience than the one found in the fantasy world of a Hollywood film. On
the other hand, subjective realism refers to the depiction of characters with
an emphasis on their psychological state. The art-film protagonists lack the
clear-cut traits, motives and goals that their Hollywood equivalents possess
and, thus, w e often see them drifting aimlessly from one situation to anoth -
er. Their psychological fluctuations and moods are usually expressed by cer-
tain mise-en-scène techniques like cov ert glances, smiles that fade or static
postures, whereas mental states are represented with subjective images like
dreams, hallucinations and fantasies (208). Lastly , the authorial presence is
manifested through a narrational commentary, which makes the act of nar-
ration more overt and self-conscious. Instead of being subordinate to a
causal logic, the stylistic devices in art films gain prominence and function
as the commentary of the auteur on the action. For instance, an odd camera
angle or a mismatched cut or any strange manipulation of the time and space
in the film can be attributed to an extratextual authority, the filmmaker. For
that matter, an art film can be interpreted as a vehicle for the director’s vision
of life.

The third narrational mode is called ‘historical-materialist’ and was fully
developed in the works of the Soviet filmmakers of the period 1925-1933.
Although it is more limited in scope both in terms of its historical presence
and its narrational div ersity, this paradigm has had considerable influence
on various strands of political or avant-garde filmmaking. Some of its salient
features include its openly didactic and persuasive goals that support the
Marxist-Leninist doctrine, the depiction of the characters as representatives
of specific classes, social milieus and political views and, above all, an overt
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and self-conscious narration that serves the films’ poetic and rhetorical ends. 
Lastly, the parametric mode of narration is not at all historically concrete

and it constitutes, undoubtedly, the weakest and most controversial point of
this historical scheme. It applies only to ‘isolated filmmakers and fugitive
films’ (274) and the best examples would come from works by Bresson, Ozu
and occasionally Dreyer, Lang and Godard. The central principle of this par-
adigm is that the film’s stylistic system creates a distinct pattern which func-
tions autonomously from the development of the plot. The stylistic options
remain consistent throughout the film and create a separate presence that
interacts with the story world in various ways; either being dominant, equal
or subordinate. Unfortunately, due to its slippery nature this mode fell soon
into oblivion within the film studies circles.

O verall, however, Bordwell’s meticulous delineation of the narrative
modes and their historical positioning has shaped how film scholars con-
ceptualize the various cinematic traditions, especially the opposition
between Hollywood and Europe. With the identification of the specific rules
and conventions that prevailed in diverse types of filmmaking at different
historical junctures and geographical junctions, he demonstrated plainly not
only the inexhaustible powers of the cinematic language but also the value
of historical poetics for the study of cinema. Before concluding my reference
to these tw o books, how ever, I would like to make an observation about
Bordwell’s choice of terms and their wider implications.  It is noteworthy
that he evades touching openly upon the distinction between classicism and
modernism and their historical or ideological underpinnings. Y et, it seems
possible to schematize broadly this dichotomy by drawing on some of his
general and piecemeal remarks on the issue. More specifically, he employs
the term ‘classical’ for Hollywood cinema 5 due to its formal harmony, pro-
portion, respect for tradition and self-effacing craftsmanship (Bordw ell et al.
1985: 4), while, on the other hand, he claims that the other three paradigms
could all qualify as modernist, depending on which aspect of modernism we
want to emphasize (Bordw ell 1985: 310). His conscious refusal to classify the
various cinematic traditions along the classical/modernist axis is also indica-
tive of his objection to the concept of postmodernism, a word that inevitably
appears when w e turn to contemporary cinema and the choices that are
available to filmmakers today.

Historical poetics on contemporary cinema

Bordwell’s account of the different kinds of narration and the evolution of
visual style in the history of cinema are extremely enlightening but also open
to critical evaluation and constant re-working. As he admits,

A great deal of theorizing about norms remains to be done. (…) These
are not definite analyses; they are attempts to chart the range of con-
structional options open to filmmakers at v arious historical conjunc -
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tures, and the results are always open to revision (Bordwell 1989b: 381).

Unfortunately, no matter how flexible and conciliatory this statement
may sound, Bordwell has proved to be particularly adamant about his theo-
retical formulations and historical observations, especially regarding the
classical cinema. Despite the fact that The Classical Hollywood Cinema exam-
ines this cinematic practice for the period 1917-1960, in the thirtieth chapter
of the book he claims that this mode of narration persists even after the
demise of the studio system and continues to apply to the films of the ‘New
Hollywood’ in the 70s and 80s. Although the works of the major European
auteurs have undoubtedly influenced the new generation of American film-
makers, such as Robert Altman, Woody Allen, Martin Scorsese and Francis
Ford Coppola, Bordwell feels that the latter have not managed to develop
such personal styles and visions and, therefore, should be considered as part
of the dominant paradigm of Hollywood cinema. On a similar note, he
insists on the fact that the intricate relations and influences from the
European art cinema are not a new phenomenon and they certainly have not
led to the creation of a new type of narration that is distinctively diverse
from the classical norm. As he emphatically notes,

(…) these new films do not constitute a sharply distinct style, but can
better be explained by that process of stylistic assimilation w e hav e
seen at work throughout Hollywood’s history. As the ‘old’ Hollywood
had incorporated and refunctionalized devices from German
Expressionism and Soviet montage, the ‘New’ Hollywood has selec-
tiv ely borrow ed from the international art cinema (Bordw ell et al. 1985:
373).

‘Stylistic assimilation’ becomes the key word for explaining any kind of
deviation from the well-established norms and patterns of Hollywood cine-
ma and for describing even the most apparent changes and evolutions in the
style and narrative of contemporary American films. It is remarkable how far
Bordw ell can go to sustain his argument and the analysis of The Conversation
(1974), which appears in the thirtieth chapter, is an illustrative example of his
firm position. In a nutshell, Coppola’ s film is described as a detectiv e film
with classical narrational strategies, which occasionally borrows v arious art
cinema elements. What is astounding, however, is that he has to use equal
writing space in order to account, on the one hand, for the film’s adherence
to the classical rules and to indicate, on the other , its deviances from them.
One cannot help w ondering then how his conclusion that ‘the New
Hollywood can explore ambiguous narrational possibilities but those explo-
rations remain within classical boundaries’ can be justified (377). It is one
thing to ‘read’ Hitchcock’s Suspicion (1941) or Lang’s W oman in the Window
(1944) as classical films within the bounds of difference and another to insist
that films like The Conversation or Hannah and Her Sisters (1986) can be com-
fortably accommodated in the classical paradigm. 

Along the same lines, Kristin Thompson, the co-author of the Classical
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Hollywood Cinema , argues that storytelling in the New Hollywood remains
predominantly and massively classical because the classical system is so sta-
ble that it can selectively assimilate avant-garde devices such as fast cutting,
jump-cuts and discontinuous editing style. A significant difference, howev-
er, is that Thompson acknowledges that films like Blue Velvet (1986) or Pulp
Fiction (1994) are clearly non-classical, instead of stretching the classical rules
to include everything in the group (Thompson 1999: 340-1). Her argument
regarding the classical storytelling becomes thus rather quantitative inas-
much as she considers these movies as ‘blips on the radar screen when seen
within the history of Hollywood’ (Ibid.).

In addition, one cannot help noticing that their persistence on the solid-
ity of the classical paradigm is always coupled with a particularly fierce
objection to the concept of the postmodern. Bordwell usually feels obliged to
address this issue but only to express his doubts about the existence of post-
modern films or the usefulness of this term in theorizing about cinema. For
instance, in the book On the History of Film Style (1997), he launches his oppo-
sition to the framework of postmodernism with regard to its rejection of the
‘grand narrativ es’. As he observ es,

The postmodernist will add that to try to write a history of film style is
to indulge in the fantasy of a ‘grand narrative’ that will give meaning
to what are, in our current circumstances, only fragments of experi -
ence, a flotsam of isolated artefacts and indefinitely indeterminate doc-
uments. (…) An inquiry into film style must stand or fall by its plausi-
bility compared to that of its riv als, and if a ‘grand narrative’ address-
es a problem more convincingly than a ‘microhistory’ does, w e cannot
dismiss it out of hand for theoretical incorrectness (Bordwell 1997: 5-6).

It is indeed quite striking how he sides with the ‘grand narrativ es’ in this
case, while in fact it is these ‘grand narrativ es’ that historical poetics is trying
to replace in the study of cinema. His long-standing critique of the so-called
SLAB theories has always been a fierce attack on the use of totalizing theo-
ries for approaching the cinematic phenomena, instead of posing open-
ended questions, making close textual analyses and paying meticulous
attention to details. 

The second objection that he raises in this book regards the fact that post-
modernity is thought by many scholars to have created a new way of per-
ceiving, which manifests itself in contemporary film style. As he begins to
refute the various accounts on the history of vision that argue for a new per-
ceptual mode, he makes a significant concession:

This view needs to be distinguished from the view that the contempo-
rary art world has created a distinct style, Postmodernism, with its own
conv entions. Thus Blade Runner , True Stories , and Wings of Desire can be
seen as Postmodernist films. Postmodernist style is purportedly distin-
guished by fragmentation, nostalgia, pastiche, a dwelling on ‘surfaces’,
a ‘technological sublime’, and other strategies. In my view , these qual -
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ities are so loosely characterized that, guided by intuition, association
of ideas, and urgent rhetoric, the critic may fit many features of many
artworks to them. In any event, the existence of a Postmodernist style
w ould not establish the major point: that social life within postmoder-
nity creates a distinct mode of perception that leaves its traces in art-
w orks (146).

This is one of the very few times that Bordwell leaves open the possibili-
ty for the existence of a postmodern style, even if he does not consider it to
result from a shift in the mode of perception in contemporary social life. The
fact that the postmodern style has not been properly theorized and several
of its qualities have been severely stereotyped and dried of any meaning, as
he rightly observes, does not diminish the significance of this style and the
need to grasp it. On the contrary, the profusion of oversimplistic or ambigu-
ous labels should function as a challenge to look beyond all that jargon and
make an effort to conceptualize the evident changes in contemporary cine-
ma with the help of historical poetics’ clear and reliable methodology.

Instead of moving towards this direction, however, Bordwell tries to
account for the various stylistic developments in both American and inter-
national films by searching for a replacement for the name ‘postmodern’. For
example, in his article ‘Toto le moderne: la narration dans le cinéma
européen d’ après 1970’, he focuses on a Belgian film called Toto le héros
(1991) by Jaco v an Dormael in order to examine the status of narration in
European cinema after the 70s. According to his close analysis, the film
seems to adhere to some of the standard norms of art cinema, like subjec -
tive/objective realism and authorial commentary, but at the same time it
presents some striking similarities with the Hollywood tradition, like the
redundant narration, three-act structure, rapid rhythm and happy ending. In
addition, it contains several allusions, on the one hand, to ‘classic’ art films
such as Jules et Jim and Mon oncle d’Amérique , and, on the other, to Hollywood
action movies and old time classics like Sunset Boulevard . In his conclusion,
Bordwell poses again the question: 

‘P ostmodernism’? I would rather suggest light modernism , somewhere
betw een Hollyw ood and Europe (Bordw ell 1994b: 39) [emphasis in the
original, my translation from French].

In my view, the recourse to a term such as ‘light modernism’ results in an
oxymoron that certainly creates more problems than it solves. If postmod-
ernism is difficult enough to define historically and ideologically, then ‘light
modernism’ is a virtual dead-end. For that reason, the conceptualization of
European cinema after the 70s as ‘lightly modernist’ never prospered.

On another occasion, in his book on contemporary Hong Kong cinema,
Bordwell uses the term ‘avant-pop’ to describe a cinematic tradition that,
despite being mass-produced and popular, demonstrates many significant
artistic elements. With Hollywood as a strong reference point, Hong Kong
films embrace various genres such as comedy and action and exhibit strong
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elements of intertextuality, parody and pastiche. A highly expressive and
mannerist style combined with episodic structures and tonal ruptures signi-
fies the heavy influence of TV and music video aesthetics and the drive for
new opportunities and renovations. This mixture of popular and experi-
mental techniques is succinctly articulated in the following passage about
the film First Love (1997):

(…) the style is a frantic collection of fish-eye distortions, anti-phonal
voice-overs, variable-speed movement, splashes of colour, and parodic
inserts. Whenever a scene seems to be building, it falls to bits, inter-
rupted by foggy frames, or a new bit of action elsewhere. First Love is
indeed litter on the breeze, but it does dramatize the avant-pop poten-
tial of Hong Kong cinema: in few nations would such an offhand exer-
cise employ big stars and wind up screened in multiplexes (Bordwell
2000a: 267).

The predilection for a term such as ‘av ant-pop’ is rather a façade for the
need to circumv ent the pertinence of the postmodern in the discussion about
Hong Kong cinema. Besides, all the ‘loosely characterized qualities’ such as
fragmentation, technological sublime and parody that were so condescend-
ingly rejected in the previous quote for their association with the postmod-
ernist style are now employed to describe the style of contemporary Hong
Kong films.

Finally , I w ould like to refer to the book Visual Style in the Cinema (2000),
which presents an ov erview of the history of style and dedicates its last chap -
ter to films from the 90s with Tykwer’s Lola Rennt (1999) as the central case
study. In his attempt to map the options that are available to contemporary
filmmakers, Bordwell overtly refrains from using his old terms, such as clas-
sical, art cinema or parametric narration, and from defending any of his old
paradigms. Instead, he makes the following insightful observation:

While European filmmakers start to explore the devices of discontinu-
ity-montage more and more thoroughly , there are some that adopt a
style that one might call Baukasten (construction kit) or bricolage aes -
thetics. That means that they are conscious of the history of cinema,
they are conscious of the craft and formal possibilities of their métier.
They line up all these possibilities that are giv en to them in one film,
like in an anthology. There is one sequence that is divided into differ-
ent shots according to the best technique of montage; next to it is one
with very long shots and camera movements, and then there is one
after another pattern. In other words: a kind of style pluralism or eclec-
ticism is being practiced from film to film (Bordw ell 2000b: 179) [my
translation from German].

This observ ation on ‘bricolage aesthetics’, along with all the preceding
ones, w ould be most valuable if it were accompanied by a broader reflection
on the revision of the four historical modes and if it initiated an endeavour
to create either an updated version or possibly a fifth new mode.  However,
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it seems that Bordwell’s persistence against postmodernism and his wider
refusal to reconsider his own paradigms has turned the overall framework
of historical poetics into a stagnant theoretical approach that can no longer
provide answers to new and freshly posed questions about contemporary
cinema. If historical poetics is indeed a flexible and open-ended model of
research that produces corrigible and falsifiable evidence, then there is no
reason why it should be in principle adverse to or incompatible with the con-
cept of postmodernism. Similarly, if the accounts of the various narrational
modes set out to be historical and not ontological, they should be conse-
quently subject to change and revision. And it is, in fact, Eichenbaum that
stresses the need for evolution:

W e are too well trained by history itself to think that it can be avoided.
When we feel that we have a theory that explains everything, a ready-
made theory explaining all past and future events and therefore need-
ing neither ev olution nor anything like it – then w e must recognize that
the formal method has come to an end, that the spirit of scientific inves-
tigation has departed from it (Eichenbaum 1965: 139).

Although Bordwell knows Eichenbaum quite well, he has proved to be
too attached to his theoretical constructions and too eager to underestimate
the changes that took place both in American and European cinema in the
70s and after. By insisting on the notion of ‘assimilation’ and emphasizing
the stability of the classical system, he discarded several significant innova-
tions that w ere introduced in American filmmaking from other cinematic or
cultural practices. I w ould like to argue that time has come for the historical
poetics enterprise to make a fresh start and begin to inv estigate the ev olution
of the cinematic language at a juncture when an increasing fluidity of formal
elements across different media and art forms challenges all sorts of estab -
lished norms and boundaries. Y et, in the meantime, it is essential to look at
a number of other theorists who tried to grasp the changes in contemporary
cinema from different theoretical perspectives, mostly in connection with the
broader ideological horizon of our epoch and the highly contested phenom-
enon of postmodernism.

Other discussions on contemporary cinema: postmodernism,
post-classicism and other ‘posts’

The wider debate on the cultural phenomenon of postmodernity that
dominated most of the academic disciplines for the last forty years inevitably
entered the field of film studies through the writings of numerous theorists
with very contradictory results and fierce oppositions. The introduction of
the terms ‘postmodernism’ and ‘post-classicism’, along with other ‘posts’, in
the various critical debates was justified by a growing concern for conceptu-
alizing the historical changes in American cinema and for identifying and
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explaining epochal shifts. Peter Kramer’s article ‘Post-classical Cinema’ pro-
vides a very concise overview of the developments in film criticism both in
the United States and in Europe that built some of the distinctions between
Old and New Hollywood, Classicism and Post-classicism. The transitional
period from the 40s to mid-60s signaled the first American critical responses
to the post-war changes in the Hollywood aesthetics, coupled with the
demise of the Hollywood system (Kramer 1998: 291-295). At the same time,
the emergence of the New Wave cinemas on the other side of the Atlantic and
the long list of European auteurs who experimented with new means of
expression created a mounting anticipation in the critics’ circles for ‘some-
thing new’ in Hollywood too. And then came Arthur Penn’s Bonnie and Clyde
(1967). As Kramer notes,

For Kael and other critics, Hollywood’s long-awaited renaissance final-
ly occurred when the traditional qualities of American filmmaking
were combined with the intellectual sophistication and stylistic inno-
vations of the new directors and new w aves of European cinema in
films addressing contemporary and specifically American subject-mat -
ter. It is clear, both from critical responses at the time and from later ret-
rospective accounts, that the film which most clearly marked the begin-
ning of this renaissance was Bonnie and Clyde (1967) (297).

This ‘long-awaited renaissance’ w as promptly designated by the writers
of Monogram, and especially Thomas Elsaesser , who inv entoried some of the
key distinctiv e features of the New Hollywood in his two highly influential
articles, ‘The American cinema: why Hollywood?’ (1971) and ‘The pathos of
failure. American films in the 1970s: notes on the unmotivated hero’ (1975).
H o wever , while Elsaesser aimed at discerning the innov ations in the w orks
of the new generation of American filmmakers, such as ‘the baroque and
ornate elaboration of basically simple plots’ and ‘the increasingly dislocated
emotional identity of the central protagonist’ (quoted in Kramer 1998: 299),
other critics took the opposite turn. For example, in an article called ‘New
Hollywood Cinema’, published in Screen in 1976, Steve Neale insisted that
despite the changes in the production and the narrative construction of the
films, the New Hollyw ood continued to function as a capitalist enterprise
and to reinforce the hegemonic project of classical cinema (300). These two
epigrammatic examples from the history of the theoretical discussions about
contemporary American cinema are only a sketchy sample of the divergent
attitudes on the issue that persist to date. I would like to close my reference
to Kramer ’s article with the following extract:

Since the mid-70s, then, critical debates about the New Hollyw ood
have been characterized by a confusing proliferation of contradictory
and shifting definitions of the term, and by different attempts to con -
ceptualize the development of mainstream American cinema in the
post-war era with reference to modernism and postmodernism (305).
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My task here for the next few pages is to sketch out some of these differ-
ent and contradictory attempts and to introduce briefly some of the concepts
that have become prominent in this debate, starting with Fredric Jameson’s
famous writings on postmodernism and postmodern cinema. As a literary
theorist and a cultural historian, Jameson identified ‘postmodernism’ as a
cultural phenomenon with multiple nuances that bears two principle char-
acteristics; firstly, it functions as a reaction to all the styles of high modernism
that became established in the universities, museums and art institutions –
from Abstract Expressionism in painting to the International Style in archi-
tecture and to the works of Eliot, Mann and Pound in literature. Secondly, it
effectuates this reaction through the effacement of the traditional boundaries
between High Culture and popular/mass culture and through the question-
ing of long-standing hierarchies and values (Jameson 1983: 112-113).
Postmodernism in Jameson’s framework, however, is not merely a passing
style or fad, but rather 

(…) a periodizing concept whose function is to correlate the emergence
of new formal features in culture with the emergence of a new type of
social life and a new economic order –  what is often euphemistically
called modernization, post-industrial or consumer society, the society
of the media or the spectacle, or multinational capitalism (112).

The postmodern style is thus a formal manifestation of the deeper social
changes that took place in the phase of late capitalism, as it dev eloped after
W orld War II in the United States and Western Europe and became firmly
established in the 60s. One of the key practices of postmodernism, which
aptly expresses the spirit of the post-industrial consumer societies, is pas-
tiche. According to Jameson’ s definition,

Pastiche is, like parody , the imitation of a peculiar or unique style, the
wearing of a stylistic mask, speech in a dead language: but it is a neu-
tral practice of such mimicry, without parody’s ulterior motive, without
the satirical impulse, without laughter, without that still latent feeling
that there exists something normal compared to which what is being
imitated is rather comic. P astiche is blank parody, parody that has lost
its sense of humour (114).

The blank parody, the imitation of dead styles and the re-cycling of dead
signifiers is the only expressive strategy available to postmodern artists who
live in a world where the possibility for stylistic innovations and for creating
something ‘new’ does not exist. In cinema, this tendency is translated into
the ‘nostalgia film’, which consists, in narrow terms, of ‘films about the past
and about specific generational moments of the past’ (116). In order to broad-
en his perspective and include more examples in his umbrella term, Jameson
discusses v arious films as representativ e of four different strands in the nos-
talgia mode. These strands are the following:
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1. Films that portray the life in the periods of the past and try to
recapture the atmosphere of older eras. Examples would
include George Lucas’ American Graffiti (1973), Roman
Polanski’s Chinatown (1974) and Roberto Bertolucci’s Il
Conformista (1970).

2. Films that evoke the past metonymically by trying to reinvent
‘the feel and shape of characteristic art objects of an older peri-
od’ and by reawakening ‘a sense of the past associated with
those objects’ (Ibid.). The example here is Lucas’ Star Wars
(1977), a film that makes older generations return nostalgically
to the Saturday afternoon popular serials from the 30s to the 50s.

3. Films that combine the previous two strategies and evoke the
past both literally and metonymically, with Steven Spielberg’s
Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981) as a main example.

4. Films that, despite their contemporary settings, try to conceal
discreetly their contemporary references and their connections
to the contemporary social reality. They create an archaic feeling
and invite a nostalgic viewing experience, as if they take place
in an eternal past, ‘bey ond history’. The classic example for this
apparently broad category is Lawrence Kasdan’s Body Heat
(1981).

As Jameson argues, the main indictment of the postmodern cinema and
the nostalgia films is their inability to deal with time and history . Although
they appear to be treating historical subjects and to be referring to things of
the past, the extensive employment of pastiche and the infinite recycling of
stereotypes and glossy images prevent them from accessing the past in ‘real’
terms. The postmodern pastiche and nostalgia signal the eclipse of reality
and historicity , which is evidently symptomatic of the wider late-capitalist
social and economic order.

Jameson’s positions and terminology have had an enormous influence on
the works of other film scholars who adopted his critical framework in order
to explore further the characteristics of postmodern cinema (Corrigan 1991;
Denzin 1991; Landy and Fischer 1994). The only one I would like to discuss
at more length for the purposes of this introduction is Christopher Sharrett’ s
article ‘No more going back and forth as in the past: notes on the fate of his-
tory in recent European film’, because it adds to the whole debate about
postmodern cinema an often-overlooked European perspective. According
to Sharrett, who brings together Jameson’s nostalgia with Jean-François
Lyotard’ s ‘death of grand narrativ es’, the European cinema of the 80s pres-
ents a postmodern ‘sensibility’ that expresses a disruption in the relationship
between art and history. More specifically he observes,

A typological strategy is needed to describe the features of this cinema,
but a few controlling ideas are immediately available: the failure of his-
tory anymore to conv ey symbolic v alues; the disappearance of history
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as ‘grand narrative’; the isolation of the subject from the historical con-
text; the panic over history’s exposure and collision with myth; the
impossibility of ‘knowing’ history (Sharrett 1990: 29).

H o wever, without any apparent ‘typological strategy’, Sharrett analyzes
a series of contemporary films in order to identify specific manifestations of
these ‘controlling ideas’ and to prove that, along with American cinema, a
large portion of contemporary European filmmaking is also postmodern.
First and foremost, it is the New German Cinema that illustrates an inability
to deal in real terms with the recent historical past and the signaling moment
of the Holocaust (29-30). For example, Wenders’ W ings of Desire (1987) pres-
ents a disjointed narrative, featuring fragmented urban experiences in con-
temporary Berlin where the humans are too weak to even try to know their
history and the angels reminisce nostalgically about an innocent past. The
pastiche and recycling of cultural signifiers that Jameson ascribed to post-
modern cinema is also revealed in the characters’ language. As Sharrett
notes:

His [Peter Falk’s] knowledge of Berlin is a free-form ‘cultural literacy’
exercise drawn from scattered, dissociated fragments of knowledge:
‘Berlin…Emil Jannings, Kennedy , V on Stauffenberg’. The W eimar cine -
ma, JFK’ s speech at the Berlin Wall, and the July Plot against Hitler con-
stitute the shards of memory as history disappears and as specific
moments are synthesized into contemporary media tableaux (31).

The depiction of postmodern Europe and the disintegrated concept of
history are also identified in a number of other German films, such as
Syberberg’s trilogy – Hitler, A Film from Germany , Parsifal (1983) and Die Nacht
(1985), – Volker Schlöndorff’s Circle of Deceit (1981) and Fassbinder’s Querelle
(1982). From the list of the Spanish, British and French w orks that Sharrett
discusses, I would like to pay closer attention to a film by Jean-Jacques
Beineix, a filmmaker often classified as postmodern (Collins 1989: 115). In
The Moon in the Gutter (1983) Beineix exemplifies the fascination of French
cinema with American popular culture and cinephilia. With a film noir
atmosphere and a pastiche of cinematic images from both the Hollywood
and the European tradition, the film commemorates nostalgically numerous
cinematic signifiers but remains oblivious to their politics and the politics of
cinema in general (36). 

Nonetheless, the negative attitude towards nostalgia and the grievances
against the loss of historicity in the postmodern world represent only one
side of the critics’ stance. W ith an entirely different perspective on postmod-
ern cinema and the place of history in postmodern representations, Linda
Hutcheon criticizes Jameson’s positions as follows:

Jameson laments the loss of a sense of his particular kind of history ,
then, while dismissing as nostalgia the only kind of history we may
(honestly , in good faith) be able to acknowledge; a contingent and
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inescapably intertextual history. To write this off as pastiche and nos-
talgia and then to lament that our contemporary social system has
‘begun to lose its capacity to retain each own past, has begun to live in
a perpetual present’ seems of questionable value. Postmodernist film
and fiction are, if anything, obsessed with history and with how we can
know the past today (Hutcheon 1990: 129) [emphasis in the original].

It becomes evident, then, that beneath the surface opposition between
Jameson and Hutcheon on postmodern cinema lies a more fundamental dis-
crepancy between their respective notions of History; where the former
defends a Marxist model of History with a firm belief in the ‘real referent’ of
the historical discourse, the latter endorses the postmodern realization that
‘there is no directly and unproblematically accessible past ‘real’ for us today:
w e can only know the past through its traces, its texts’ (128). Postmodern
films, as all postmodern art, epitomize the postmodern approach to history
through two different expressive strategies: parody and self-reflexivity.

Where Jameson sees blank irony and pastiche, Hutcheon discovers the
w orkings of a Bakhtinian parody that can be ‘constructively and decon-
structively critical, challenging the monologic dominant discourse with a
second voice, a second level of meaning that destabilizes prior authority and
unexamined pow er ’ (129). At the same time, parody as a self-conscious tech-
nique succeeds in foregrounding the process of production and reception of
the films and discloses the constructed nature of narrativity. But what differ-
entiates it from modernist reflexivity and what happens, for instance, when
the self-reflexiv e Woody Allen parodies the already self-reflexiv e Fellini of
Otto e Mezzo in Stardust Memories ? This is a question that Hutcheon poses
herself and answers as follows:

What happens, I think, is something w e could label ‘postmodernist’,
something that has the same relation to its modernist cinematic past as
can be seen in postmodern architecture today – both a respectful
awareness of cultural continuity and a need to adapt to changing for-
mal demands and social conditions through an ironic challenging of
authority of that same continuity (125).

All these ideas about the postmodern cinema become more specific when
Hutcheon examines an array of contemporary American and European
films. For example, Allen’s Zelig (1983) is a film made entirely of parodic
intertexts that play with the conventions of documentary and fiction in order
to depict the story of Zelig, a chameleon personality that symbolizes ironi-
cally the history and politics of the 1920s. The historical developments of that
period are embedded in Zelig’s adventurous life to such degree that life and
art can no longer be easily separated. The testimonies of real personalities
like Susan Sontag and Saul Bellow , combined with the manipulation of his -
torical footage like Leni Riefenstahl’ s Triumph of the W ill , result in a blending
of fact and fiction that ultimately ‘questions the nature of the ‘real’ and its
relation to the ‘reel’’ (126). 
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A similar meta-cinematic play and other postmodern qualities are identi-
fied in various other works; Saura’s Carmen (1983) transcodes French High
Art into the conventions of Spanish flamenco, the New German Cinema par-
odies earlier Hollywood films thus inviting a double-decoding of their ideo-
logical inscriptions, Donna Deitch’s Desert Hearts (1985) depicts the love of
two women through the reworking the heterosexual romance conventions,
while De Palma’s Phantom of the Paradise (1974) and Coppola’s Cotton Club
(1984) engage in overt parody and challenge genre boundaries in order to
deal with the politics of art. Overall, Hutcheon concludes with the following
observation:

Postmodern film is much more resolutely dialogic or paradoxical. Its
tensions are deliberately left unresolved; its contradictions deliberately
left manifest. Its constant double encoding – inscribing and subverting
prevailing conventions – is what causes some critics to reject utterly,
while others acclaim enthusiastically (132).

Another theorist who would be found among the ones that ‘acclaim
enthusiastically’ is Jim Collins in his book Uncommon Cultures: Popular
Culture and Post-Modernism (1989). The book deals with various strands of
popular culture and when it comes to cinema Collins feels the need to
respond directly to Jameson’s wholesale rejection of nostalgia. Although he
agrees that the retro style of Body Heat or Raiders of the Lost Ark is merely a
gratuitous reviv alism that aims at promoting certain tendencies in fashion
and interior design, there are other films that entail a more complex ‘layer-
ing’ of past styles (Collins 1989: 133). One typical example of this category is
Ridley Scott’ s Blade Runner (1982), a film that envisions a w orld of the future,
founded on the simultaneous presence of different time frames. These time
frames are visualized in the urban architecture, which revisits various stages
of history and juxtaposes images from assorted artists and architects such as
Hogarth, Hopper , Lloyd W right and Moebius. The result of this archeologi -
cal delving into the representations of the past is not simple escapism but a
deeper attempt to understand our culture through previous codes and con-
ventions. And there lies, according to Collins, the distinction between mod-
ernism and postmodernism:

Modernist and Postmodernist texts differ fundamentally, then, in their
respective attitudes toward the ‘already said’. The former constructs a
dialogic relationship with previous representations only to reject them
as outmoded, resulting in an asemiotic zero-sum game. The latter con-
structs an entirely different relationship with the accumulated repre-
sentational activity, recognizing that this activity cannot be conjured
away by a sudden rupture because it forms the v ery fabric of our ‘struc-
tures of feeling’ (134).

This postmodern principle is also found in Syberberg’ s Parsifal , a film that
w as characterized as postmodern by Sharrett as well, albeit in a more pes-
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simistic tone. Here, Collins celebrates the film’s diversity of expressive
modes – photos, puppet shows, found footage, contrasting sets, symbolic
props and of course music – and borrows some of Elsaesser’s ideas to argue
that Syberberg creates discursive juxtapositions and deconstructs not only
our perception of History but also the cinematic space of representation
(140). This mixture of cultural signifiers does not lead to ‘pastiche’ and ‘blank
parody’, however; it endorses a ‘productive engagement with antecedent
and contemporary modes of organizing experience as a way of making sense
of life in decentered cultures’ (Ibid.). 

Moving away from the issue of the postmodern representations of
History in contemporary cinema, I will switch my focus to present Yvonne
Tasker’s article ‘Approaches to the New Hollywood’, which constitutes a
w ell-informed survey on the subject. In contrast to the previous theorists,
who tried to define postmodern film mostly in relation to the Modernist tra-
dition, Tasker presents an overview of the various approaches to the so-
called ‘New Hollywood’, in order to examine the suspected break between
the Classical and the New Hollywood and to investigate the latter’s possible
connection to the wider postmodern cultural framework, a connection that
people like Jameson and Hutcheon took more or less for granted. 

Firstly, one of the most evident points of differentiation between the clas-
sical model of filmmaking and the New Hollywood that she identifies is the
decline of the studio system and the move towards conglomeration. As she
argues,

(…) the newness of New Hollyw ood stems from its existence within a
changed media market-place in which diversification and conglomera-
tion are essential to survival. Within this market-place new outlets for
distribution and new products to market are essential (T asker 1996:
219).

The Hollyw ood film industry w as inevitably reformulated, as the pro -
duction and the distribution of films became only a small segment in the
enormous business activity of multinational corporations. This dev eloping
conglomerate structure encouraged the ‘package’ system of production –
thus freeing the major studios of the need to maintain a huge staff – and
encouraged the trend of the blockbuster as a multimedia event that includes
tie-ins and spin-off merchandising. But were these changes in the production
system accompanied by a transformation in the stylistic qualities of the con-
temporary Hollywood films?

This question introduces the second possible point of differentiation
between the ‘Old’ and the ‘New’, namely that of style and narration, which
is significantly more problematic to resolve. Tasker identifies two dominant
tendencies in the Hollywood production; firstly, there is the blockbuster
trend that is typified by a set of conservative values and a spectacular, plot-
driv en action. Secondly , there is a type of American art cinema, exemplified
in the works of Altman, Cimino, Coppola and others, which embraced the
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techniques and the themes of the European art cinema (220-221). However,
one of the prominent theorists that have worked extensively on the subject,
David Bordwell and his ‘historical poetics’ approach, have gone to great
lengths – as I demonstrated meticulously in a previous section – to argue that
the classical model of narration still persists and that neither the blockbuster
nor the supposedly ‘American art cinema’ have been able to disconnect
themselves from the powerful and stable structures and conventions of the
classical filmmaking. 

On the other hand, she presents some theoretical attempts to discern the
various stylistic divergences from the classical tradition, specifically around
the issue of allusionism and genre. Noël Carroll coined the term ‘allusion-
ism’ to describe the artistic tendency to make references to the cinematic past
in a rather self-conscious way. This expressive strategy, which is very close to
both Jameson’s nostalgia and Hutcheon’s parody, was received by film schol-
ars with both negative and positive criticism; on the one hand, it was con-
demned as a desire to maximize profits by appealing to different audiences;
the film-literates who would understand the allusions and the ‘naïve’ view-
ers who w ould receiv e only the surface meaning of the film. On the other
hand, it was welcomed as an artistic means denotative of authorial control
and vision, which uses the cinematic past productively (222). As far as the
role of genre is concerned, a similar ambivalence is at work; in contrast to the
widespread view that the New Hollyw ood depends on generic conv entions
as much as the classical did, Jim Collins argues that the contemporary films
demonstrate two separate tendencies; the one is called ‘eclectic irony’ and is
distinguished by a parodic and hyperconscious game with the generic ele-
ments of the classical era, whereas the other is called ‘new sincerity’ and tries
to reconstruct an authentic and harmonious vision of the cinematic past
(Collins 1993). 

Lastly, Tasker’s overview of the economic and stylistic developments in
the New Hollyw ood concludes with a reference to the wider phenomenon of
postmodernity. Although the various aspects of contemporary cinema that
she highlights indicate important affinities with postmodern culture, she
rightly notes that,

Using postmodernism as a framew ork within which to position the
contemporary popular cinema, rather than particular examples of it,
has proved problematic. (…) Yet if the framework of postmodernism
does have a value for an analysis of contemporary cinema, it must also
be involved in thinking beyond individual films as ‘postmodern’ or as
symptoms of postmodernity (225).

As an example of this common strategy to search for postmodern symp-
toms in contemporary films, she mentions Ridley Scott’ s Blade Runner and
presents five reasons why critics have classified it as ultimately postmodern:

1. The setting, the mise-en-scène and the mixture of architectural
styles in the representation of urban space. This was the element
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that Collins had pointed out earlier.
2. The references and the borrowings from the cinematic past,

especially the film noir vocabulary.
3. The questioning of categories of identity and particularly the

boundaries between humans and non-humans.
4. The exploration of the different time/space experiences.
5. The exploration of the relation between images and the con-

struction of identity and personal history (Ibid.)

This often-tautological attempt to define postmodern cinema by borrow-
ing concepts and arguments from the postmodern debate in other disciplines
and by trying to create a checklist of postmodern elements is fairly wide-
spread in film studies but it creates numerous methodological and concep-
tual problems. Indicative of this tendency is a book called Postmodernism in
the Cinema (1998), edited by Christina Degli-Esposti. By giving the title
‘Postmodernism(s)’ to her introduction, Degli-Esposti argues that images can
be postmodern in many different ways and thus employs interchangeably
the terms of numerous key postmodern thinkers for defining postmodern
cinema and inv entorying the v arious postmodern manifestations in the
filmic discourse. The following quote is illustrative:

The contamination of genres in postmodern cinema and the utilization
of new media such as computer graphics and animation allow diverse
fields to coexist together in hypertexts. (…) Intertextual and hypertex-
tual travels and their citational aesthetics are typical features of any
postmodern text. They base their very existence on repetition with a
difference, on recycling the past via the rereading of every story and
every meaning (Degli-Esposti 1993: 6-7).

It is fairly evident that Jameson and Hutcheon’s rhetoric on the issue of
representing the past come together to build up the profile of the postmod-
ern cinema. Furthermore, Degli-Esposti emphasizes the role of the comput-
er technology in creating a ‘neo-baroque’ visual style and in introducing new
spectatorial regimes. In postmodern films, the baroque fascination with
excessiv e reflexivity , multi-lay ering and fragmentation entails a displace -
ment of the spectator ’s attention and invites several levels of perception. The
examples that she discusses in order to be able to account for the numerous
postmodernisms – from postmodern aesthetics to postmodern cognitiv e
competence – include some of the ‘usual suspects’ in this debate like Blade
Runner , Pulp Fiction , Lost Highway (1996) and Zelig but also Greenaway’s
Pr ospero’s Books (1991), W enders’ Lisbon Story (1995), Salv atores’ Nirvana
(1997) and Manchevski’s Before the Rain (1994). Finally, the small sample of
the diverse postmodernisms that Degli-Esposti offers in the introduction is
further elaborated on in the selection of articles, which presents a remark-
ably wide range of postmodern concerns in relation to parody , intertextuali -
ty, ideology, cross-cultural identity, national cinemas, tourism, (post)history,
colonization and auteurial presences. This anthology is clearly representa-
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tive of the tendency in film studies to relate or identify contemporary cine-
ma – and increasingly international cinema and not just Hollywood 6 – with
postmodernism, a blanket term that can account for nearly everything that
happens in the cinema today.

A noteworthy attempt to move away from the recycling of postmodern
tropes and a clear predilection for the term ‘post-classical’ are found in
Studying Contemporary American Film (2002), co-authored by Thomas
Elsaesser and Warren Buckland. Both authors had recently tackled the issue
of postmodern/post-classical cinema in their articles on Bram Stoker’s Dracula
(1992) and Raiders of the Lost Ark respectively (Elsaesser 1998b; Buckland
1998), but they come together here with an attempt to develop a method for
the stylistic analysis of post-classical films. Using the blockbuster Die Hard
(1988) as a case study, they try to demonstrate how a film can be both classi-
cal and post-classical depending on the analyst’s theoretical and conceptual
agenda. Firstly, they try to analyze the film according to two dominant
approaches to classical Hollyw ood narrativ e: David Bordw ell’ s neo-formal -
ist poetics and a combination of the Proppian and Levi-Straussian struc-
turalist methodology. In both cases, Die Hard seems to comply consistently
with the rules of classical filmmaking, such as the classical three-act struc-
ture, the goal-oriented hero, the continuity editing, the enigmas and the
functions, the repetitions and the resolutions, to name just a few. As the writ-
ers conclude at the end of the classical reading,

Thus, the difference between classical and post-classical cannot be
established on the basis of a binary opposition such as spectacle vs nar-
rative, nor, we suspect, any other ‘either/or’construction of difference.
One suggestion was that we may have to look for a definition of the
post-classical more along the lines of an excessiv e classicism, rather
than as a rejection or absence of classicism (Elsaesser and Buckland
2002: 61).

Having established that the v arious features of classicism are still an inte -
gral part of the post-classical Hollyw ood, the authors go through the differ -
ent arguments that hav e been raised about the post-classical/postmodern/
New Hollywood cinema – most of which have been laid out here in more
detail – in order to distill from them a method for a stylistic analysis of post-
classical films. The connection to the wider debate of postmodernism, how-
ever inevitable, is made only briefly through the writings of Fred Pfeil, as
their real goal here is to create a ‘method’ for conducting a post-classical
reading of contemporary American films, as the title of the book indicates.
This reading depends on the following five lines of thought:

1. The post-classical narratives do not reject the canonical story
format, but entail a multiple layering of the plotlines and the
characters in order to accommodate easily the video game logic.

2. They express a kind of ‘knowingness’ about the heuristic dis-
tinction between surface and deep structure and they play liter-
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ally with these conceptual categories.
3. They address more openly and explicitly issues of race, gender

and the male body, although not necessarily in a more progres-
sive way.

4. They acknowledge their presence in a transnational/post-colo-
nial/globalized world and provide a commentary on the situa-
tion at the same time, adopting thus an inside-outside position.

5. They are replete with sliding signifiers, i.e. verbal and visual
puns that denote the sophistication and professionalism of the
New Hollywood (66).

All these aspects constitute different facets of the essential quality of the
post-classical, its ‘knowingness’, described as

(…) a special sort of awareness of the codes that govern classical repre-
sentation and its genre conventions, along with a willingness to display
this knowingness and make the audience share it, by letting it in on the
game (78).

All things considered, Elsaesser and Buckland conclude that the post-
classical cinema has not made a radical break with the classical nor has it cre-
ated something entirely new; instead, it is distinguished by an excessive clas-
sicism, which vaunts its mastery of the classical rules and invites a wide
range of view ers in a reflexive play with ‘sliding signifiers’ and multiple
access points (Ibid.). 

W ith this last approach, I would like to close my overview of the current
debate on the status of contemporary American and international cinema
and the different characterizations that v arious theorists hav e ascribed to it.
The contradictory and shifting definitions of the New Hollywood, ‘post-
modern’ cinema and ‘post-classicism’ that I have presented here seem to con-
firm Elsaesser and Buckland’s argument that different assumptions and dif-
ferent methods can bring to the surface different facets of the object of analy -
sis and can privilege different labels for it. In addition, I would like to
emphasize that different selections of films can result in entirely different
conclusions about contemporary cinema, given the enormous worldwide
film production and distribution that is available nowadays. Going back to
Eichenbaum’s argument about the evolution of cinema via Kramer’s article
on post-classical cinema, I have decided to use as a springboard for my the-
sis the following observation:

In this situation, the conceptual debate about Old Hollywood and New
Hollywood, modernism and post-modernism, classicism and post-clas-
sicism is perhaps less urgent and productive than the kind of careful,
systematic, and complex stylistic analysis which historical poetics
demands (Kramer 1998: 307).
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My project: historical poetics towards a new paradigm of 
narration

My thesis will undertake the task to conceptualize the break of contem-
porary cinema from all the previous cinematic traditions with the help of his-
torical poetics. As an elaborate research model, the latter will provide me
with the methodological and theoretical tools for analyzing a set of contem-
porary films in order to reconstruct the options that are available to certain
filmmakers today and to produce knowledge about the rules and norms that
shape the dynamics of the current filmmaking practice. Staying away from
undue exclamations about the ‘end of cinema as we know it’ (Lewis 2001), I
aspire to reveal the changes that have created a cinematic language that, in
all likelihood, is richer than ever before. With specific questions about the
films’ constructive principles, the narration and style, I will search for equal-
ly specific and convincing answers that can shed light on the whole issue
about the existence of a new type of cinema and more particularly the emer-
gence of a new cinematic paradigm that distinguishes itself from the other
established cinematic traditions.

It is unquestionable that there are v arious w ays to approach the ev olution
of cinema and to discern a possible distinction betw een a classical and a post-
classical/postmodern cinema; from talking about economics to examining the
social representations or the spectatorial identification schemes. Without
intending to create a hierarchy between these different areas of interest, my
personal research project will try to emphasize the importance of the devel-
opments in the act of the narration because in the current debate, film form
and style should occupy a substantial part and not end up – to use Bordwell’s
metaphor – like music in nineteenth century melodrama: ‘always subordi-
nate, v aguely there, of interest only when it underscores a point deemed
important on other grounds’ (Bordw ell 1989a: 261). 

This study will capitalize heavily on Bordw ell’ s contribution to film stud -
ies not only by following the principles that he has demarcated for the his-
torical poetics as a model of basic research into cinema, but also by using his
knowledge of the classical Hollywood and other modes of narration until the
70s as the basis against which the contemporary films will be analyzed and
eventually positioned in the poetic history of cinema. Evidently, the daunt-
ing challenge of this project will be to circumv ent Bordwell’s rigid attach-
ment to his long-standing paradigms and to transform historical poetics from
a stagnant approach into an invigorating method, which can discover new
angles about contemporary narrativ e cinema that have been overlooked for
very long.

For the same purpose, I will try to keep the entire framework of post-
modernism at the background of my w ork; I do not plan to apply the theo -
ries and concepts about the postmodern to certain films nor do I w ant to use
the latter as a proof of the postmodern manifestations in cinema. I am quite
confident that I want to follow the bottom-up manner that historical poetics
supports and, more specifically, concentrate on a seemingly very simple
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question: ‘what are the principles according to which films are constructed
today’. My working hypothesis is that there is a new ‘post-classical’ para-
digm of narration that has surfaced in contemporary World cinema 7 in the
last thirty years and encompasses a limited range of constructional rules. In
order to investigate this premise I will engage in a close textual analysis of a
body of contemporary films, trying to verify the extent to which they adhere
to integral and limited stylistic conventions and they convey distinct aes-
thetic qualities and historical function. It is unlikely that any of these films
will perfectly embody all the post-classical norms – no film under examina-
tion will be this ‘new’ system – but they will certainly be archetypical of the
new mode to a considerable degree.

Choosing a name for this paradigm is certainly a troublesome task, as it is
bound to be loaded with hidden assumptions and all sorts of connotations
that are potential points of contention. My predilection for the term ‘post-
classical’ in this case testifies a need to avoid the notoriety of the ‘postmod-
ern’ but also hints at the strong affiliation of this new paradigm with the clas-
sical Hollywood cinema and the sense of historical continuity that binds
them. Choosing films, on the other hand, is even more challenging, as it
requires a break into the so-called ‘hermeneutic circle’ (Bordw ell 1980: 136).
In the attempt to delineate a post-classical mode of narration, I have to delim-
it a field of data, such as particular films, that I believ e to epitomize the post-
classical elements. Yet, the criteria for selecting these films are shaped by a
rather pre-constituted idea of what post-classical cinema is. Given that as an
analyst I have to begin my research by breaking this circle as legitimately as
possible, I have chosen the following criteria for my selection.

1. Historical chronology . Most film theorists and critics agree that the
70s have signaled the emergence of something new in American cinema and
hav e argued lengthily for a break from the classical Hollyw ood tradition.
Given that a paradigm shift is a gradual process that allows the new para-
digm to dev elop slowly and steadily , I decided to choose films from the peri -
od 1991-2001, assuming that whatever ‘began to change’ in the 70s would
have reached a full growth in the 90s. 

2. Authorship. Although the notion of the auteur has been repeatedly
problematized and re-negotiated in the history of film theory, it seems to be
a concept that w e cannot ignore altogether. As the gravity and the scope of
the previous modes of narration were always contingent upon the works of
some prominent filmmakers, the post-classical mode could not be an excep-
tion. Therefore, I tried to select a sample that w ould include some prominent
contemporary international directors, whose authority would also corrobo-
rate the status of this mode in the world film production. 

3. Literature and criticism.  Numerous articles, critiques and film
analyses tirelessly reiterate the precepts that indicate the emergence of a dis -
tinct approach to film form. All the previous research on the innovations of
the film style and narration in contemporary cinema provides a strong moti-
vation for my selection but also a challenge, as in some cases I will be able to
supplement and refine it, while in others to contradict and refute it.
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4. International baseline. In a globalized and conglomerated cinematic
universe, the old borders separating American and European cinema seem
no longer pertinent. I wanted to include filmmakers from both sides of the
Atlantic in order to examine the alleged breakdown of the Hollywood-
Europe opposition, while at the same time add an Asian director in order to
open up the discussion about a post-classical narration as an aspect of World
cinema. 

5. My personal intuition. Without diminishing the importance of all the
previous criteria, the very first impulse for selecting the films or even for
launching this research was my personal sense that some contemporary films
not only exhibit a set of ‘unclassical’ elements but also form a very distinct
and coherent ensemble of narrational strategies. During the first viewing of
these films I did not possess the theoretical knowledge for grasping their pat-
tern but as soon as I began to ask the basic questions of historical poetics, this
inner intuition was fully vindicated.

W ith the help of all these academic and personal criteria I decided to
w ork with the following twelve films:  

Arizona Dr eam (produced by Claudie Ossard and Y ves Marmion,
directed by Emir Kusturica, screenplay by David Atkins, 1991,
starring Johnny Depp, Jerry Lewis and Fay e Danaw ay).

Chongking Senlin (Chungking Express, produced by Chan Yi-Kan,
directed and written by Wong Kar-wai, 1994, starring Tony
Leung and Faye Wong).

Europa (produced by Peter Aalbaek Jensen and Bo Christensen,
directed by Lars v on T rier , screenplay by Lars v on T rier and
Niels Vörsel, 1991, starring Jean-Marc Barr, Barbara Sukowa
and Udo Kier). 

Fight Club (produced by Ross Grayson Bell, Cean Chaffin and Art
Linson, directed by David Fincher , screenplay by Jim Uhls,
1999, starring Edward Norton and Brad Pitt).

Le Fabuleux Destin d’ Amélie Poulain (Amélie, produced by Claudie
Ossard and Jean-Marc Deschamps, directed by Jean-Pierre
Jeunet, screenplay by Guillame Laurant, 2001, starring Audrey
Tautou and Mathieu Kassovitz) 8.

Lola Rennt (Run Lola Run, produced by Stefan Arndt, directed and
written by Tom Tykwer, 1998, starring Franka Potente and
Moritz Bleibtreu).

Magnolia (produced by Joanne Sellar, directed and written by Paul
Thomas Anderson, 1999, starring Tom Cruise, Philip Seymour
Hoffman and Julian Moore).

Million Dollar Hotel (produced by Bono, Nicholas Klein, Bruce
Davey, Deepak Nayar and Wim Wenders, directed by Wim
W enders, screenplay by Bono and Nicholas Klein, 2000, starring
Mel Gibson, Jeremy Davies and Milla Jovovich).

Moulin Rouge (produced by Martin Brown, Baz Luhrmann and
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Fred Baron, directed by Baz Luhrmann, screenplay by Baz
Luhrmann and Graig Pearce, 2001, starring Nicole Kidman and
E wan McGregor).

Natural Born Killers (produced by Jane Hamster, Don Murphy and
Clayton Townsend, directed by Oliver Stone, screenplay by
David Veloz, Richard Rutowski and Oliver Stone, 1994, starring
W oody Harrelson, Juliette Lewis and Robert Downey Jr.).

Requiem for a Dream (produced by Eric Watson and Palmer West,
directed by Darren Aronofsky, screenplay by Hubert Selby Jr.
and Darren Aronofsky, 2000, starring Jared Leto, Ellen Burstyn
and Jennifer Connelly).

Trainspotting (produced by Andrew Macdonald, directed by Danny
Boyle, screenplay by John Hodge, 1996, starring Ewan
McGregor and Robert Carlyle).

By ignoring their diverse national origins and their differences in pro-
duction values, distribution policies and critical or public reception, I have
concentrated on the analysis of these films in their entirety, adhering faith-
fully to the historical poetics agenda and, particularly, to Bordwell’s strategy
for constituting the classical Hollywood paradigm. Therefore, in chapter two
I start by focusing on the system of narrativ e logic and specifically on the
type of causality and motiv ation that is at w ork in the sample films. W ith the
classical model of causal logic as a point of comparison, I try to distinguish
the changes that the post-classical mode inaugurates. In chapter three, I look
at the overall shape of the narration in the sample and analyze it along the
three spectra that Bordwell borrows from Meir Sternberg: self-consciousness,
knowledgeability and communicativeness (Bordwell et al. 1985: 25). In con-
trast to the classical narration that maintains a low degree of self-conscious-
ness in order to create the feeling of invisibility and transparency, I will dis-
cuss how the post-classical mode celebrates a high self-reflexivity that is
accomplished through the use of v arious narrativ e devices and the relentless
shifting of the narrativ e lev els. In chapter four , I concentrate on the system of
narrativ e space and the changes that are detected in the spatial articulations
in the post-classical films. While the classical space w as constructed with the
help of devices such as depth of field and continuity editing, the post-classi-
cal space reworks these elements by introducing the concept of spatial mon-
tage and intensified continuity . In chapter five, I will look at the system of
narrativ e time in order to identify the parameters of temporal construction in
the new mode and to rev eal how the post-classical time gains significant
prominence by problematizing the linear progression of the story and by
multiplying the options of temporal duration and frequency. Finally, in the
last chapter I will present the post-classical narrative mode as a coherent nar-
rative model with specific systems of causality, space and time and I will
search for its boundaries with the other cinematic paradigms that are also
shaping the various strands of contemporary World cinema. The final note of
this thesis will be dedicated to the factors that generated this paradigm shift,
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trying to open a new chapter for further research into the post-classical mode
of production. 

I would like to conclude this introduction with a clarification on the
method of analysis of the sample and its presentation in the thesis. All twelve
films have been analyzed thoroughly, frame by frame, according to the gen-
eral lines I presented briefly above. However, in order to give this thesis a
reasonable and readable format and to avoid burdening the text with too
many details, I will try to distribute the textual evidence from the films in an
economical manner according to the weight of the argument that they sup-
port. For instance, in chapters two and five I use the film analyses intermit-
tently around the issue of motivations or the types of temporal construction.
On the other hand, in chapters three and four I lay out the theoretical and
conceptual agenda around the question of self-consciousness and spatial
construction respectively and then I present eight case studies that exempli-
fy the relevant traits of the post-classical paradigm. Hopefully, this type of
organization will be able to prevent any redundancies and will be able to
flaunt the new post-classical narrative paradigm in all its grandeur.

Endnotes

1 Bordwell is a prolific writer and some of his major books include French
Impr essionist Cinema: Film Cultur e, Film Theory and Film Style (1980), The Films of Carl-
Theodor Dreyer (1981), Making Meaning: Inference and Rhetoric in the Interpretation of
Cinema (1989), On the History of Film Style (1997), Ozu and the Poetics of Cinema (1998)
and Planet Hong Kong: Popular Cinema and the Art of Entertainment (2000).

2 The authors of the book have made an unprecedented step selecting an unbiased
sample of 100 films from the period 1915-1960 with the help of a rather scientific sam -
pling method. Their data was complemented with an extended sample that com-
prised about 200 films from the same period, which were considered to be important
for more subjective reasons.

3 In Narration in the Fiction Film Bordwell also begins to emphasize the post-com-
positional domain, i.e. the films’ reception and comprehension. In a nutshell, he
claims that the spectator comprehends the film by following ‘cues’ in the narrative
and by applying schemata and hypotheses that derive partly from the experience
with the v arious narrational modes. This is a research area that has been further
explored by cognitive theorists like Branigan, Buckland, Grodal and Smith, but it
does not constitute part of my personal research interests. 

4 I will discuss Bordwell’s distinction of plot and story, or rather of syuzhet and
fabula, in more detail in chapter tw o. 

5 For a strong criticism for the use of the term ‘classical’ to describe Hollywood
cinema, see Hansen (2000).

6 It is important to note that various strands of Asian cinema are increasingly char-
acterized as postmodern and, particularly , the contemporary Hong Kong cinema. See
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Teo (1997).
7 The term ‘World cinema’ is rather problematic, as it was traditionally used to

encompass all non-western cinemas. Its use is beginning to change, since increasing-
ly more theorists try to remap the world film production by avoiding binary distinc-
tions between the Western world and the rest of the world (Andrew 2004).  My thesis
will try to argue that the post-classical mode of narration has arisen in different cor-
ners of the world in the last two decades and it bears important global implications.
Hopefully, my work will thus make a contribution to the wider debate on World cin-
ema by emphasizing the formal parameters on this new agenda in film studies.

8 In most cases I will be referring to the films with their original titles, with the
exception of Chongking Senlin , which I will call by its international title, i.e. as
Chungking Express.
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Chapter 2

Story causality and narrative motivations

The notion of motivation is an indispensable characteristic of all human
behavior that has preoccupied philosophers and thinkers since the time of
Aristotle. A person’s behavior and action is shaped by various intrinsic or
extrinsic motiv ations that aim at certain goals. Similarly , ev ery narrativ e film
is a human construction that is purposefully created on the basis of several
motivations in order to fulfill a basic function, namely to tell a story.
H o wever, just as there are numerous behavioral patterns for humans, there
are even more ways for a film to tell the story. Thus, the overarching ques-
tions of this chapter will be the following: how does a post-classical film tell
a story? How is its system of narrativ e logic constructed? What are the prin -
ciples of causality that connect the ev ents of the story and ensure a seeming-
ly natural progression? What are the motiv ations that determine what
appears on the screen? Already these questions introduce some concepts
such as system of narrativ e logic, story , screen and motiv ation that need fur -
ther explanation before starting to look for the actual answ ers 1.

First and foremost, I would like start with the formal definition of narra-
tion in the fiction film as ‘the process whereby the film’s syuzhet and style
interact in the course of cueing and channeling the spectator’s construction of
the fabula’ (Bordwell 1985: 53). The main distinction that Bordwell establish-
es with this definition is between the story and the plot, or the ‘fabula’ and
the ‘syuzhet’ in the words of the Russian Formalists, who were the first to
identify this distinction in literary theory. By separating a film into these two
constituent parts, we are able to understand better how the narrative act



32 Story causality & narrative motivations

functions. On the one hand, the story consists of the events of the narrative
in an inferred cause-and-effect chain, while, on the other, the plot consists of
the actual presentation and arrangement of these events in the film. The for-
mer is a mental construction that a viewer makes through assumptions and
inferences, whereas the latter is the concrete on-screen manifestation of the
story in various causal, spatial and temporal configurations. Furthermore, if
w e want to be precise about the ‘on-screen manifestation’, we need to take
into consideration the finer distinction between the syuzhet and the style and
their interactions during the transmission of the story information. The
syuzhet is concerned with the dramaturgical process of presenting the story,
while the style determines all the technical choices that shape the filmic tex-
ture. Their collaboration in the filmic narration can take up different forms;
from complete unity in classical films to frustrating dissonance in obscure art
films. 

The overall narration of a film and the intricate relations between plot,
story and style can be analyzed along three axes: the narrative logic that reg-
ulates the events of the story according to specific principles of causality and
motivation, the cinematic space that contains these events and the cinematic
time during which these events unfold. The focus of this chapter will fall
entirely on the first axis in an attempt to understand how the post-classical
cinema handles the issue of causality and motiv ation in clear distinction from
all its previous cinematic predecessors. 

The narrativ e logic of a film is contingent upon a number of motiv ations
that determine the way that both the story and the plot will evolve.
According to Bordwell’s definition, ‘motivation is the process by which a nar-
rative justifies its story material and the plot’s presentation of that story mate-
rial’ (Bordwell 1985: 19). Thus, every element that appears on the screen,
from a dialogue line to a lighting scheme, requires a specific justification in
order to serve a function or fulfill a purpose within the story world and to
make sense to the viewer. The four main types of motivation that Bordwell
identifies in any giv en narration are the compositional, the realistic, the inter -
textual/generic and the artistic. The most ordinary type of motiv ation is the
compositional, as it refers to the basic cause-and-effect chain of ev ents and it
includes principles of causality such as the character traits, the goals that are
pursued and the romantic twists that create a basic coherence in the devel-
opment of the story. Moreover, the realistic motivation justifies the represen-
tation of the story in terms of v erisimilitude and plausibility applying a set
of rules that are considered to be ‘realistic’ in their depiction of the priv ate
and public w orlds. The third type is the intertextual/generic motiv ation,
which justifies certain aspects in the plot according to particular generic con -
ventions. In a musical, for instance, the actors are allowed to burst into song
because it is an established trait of the musical genre or in melodramas the
story can be built on chance encounters and coincidences because they are
traditional melodramatic devices.  Lastly, the artistic motivation invites the
use of filmic features that often contradict the other motivations and aim at
exposing the artificiality of the narrating act and calling attention to its
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means of construction. 
It is important to note that these four types of motivation potentially form

different dynamics among themselves, either by co-operating or working
against each other, resulting in unity and coherence or tension and disconti-
nuity respectively. In classical narratives, for example, they usually operate
together to justify the parts of the narrative in more than one way. As
Bordwell points out,

The flashback could be motivated compositionally (giving us essential
story information), realistically (proceeding from a character’s memo-
ry), and intertextually (occurring in a certain kind of film, say a 1940s
‘woman’s melodrama’). (…) Multiple motivation is one of the most
characteristic ways that the classical film unifies itself (19).

I believe that by meticulously investigating these various types of moti-
vation and their interactions in the narrative of the films of my selection we
could produce valuable observations about their current status and function
in the post-classical cinema. In addition, the detailed analysis of the system
of causality in these films could enlighten us about the continuities and v ari -
ations that both relate and separate the post-classical cinema from the classi -
cal Hollyw ood tradition.   

a. Compositional motivation

Character-centered – i.e. personal or psychological – causality is the
armature of the classical story (Bordw ell et al.: 13).

The construction of a classical narrativ e is based on the notion of the char-
acters as primal agents whose actions and reactions propel the chain of
events in the story . The personal motiv ations of psychologically defined indi -
viduals regulate the flow of ev ents and determine the outcome of the action.
The impersonal causes, such as natural phenomena or historical facts, alw ays
play a secondary role by initiating or altering a certain plotline or by simply
providing a backdrop against which the human actions are flaunted.
Moreover, unmotivated coincidences or chance encounters may influence the
progression of the narrative on limited occasions but they are mostly moti-
vated generically, given that certain genres like melodrama and comedy have
to use coincidences to generate drama or laughter respectiv ely . As a result,
this emphasis on the individual initiativ es entails a clear and consistent
delineation of the characters in the film in order to prepare the ground and
justify their deeds. As Bordw ell indicates,

Most important, a character is made a consistent bundle of a few salient
traits, which usually depend upon the character’s narrative function. It
is the business of a film’s exposition to acquaint us with these traits and
to establish their consistency (14).
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The acquaintance with the characters’ personalities is achieved through
their speech and physical behavior while their consistency is often reinforced
by means of recurring motifs, i.e. certain characteristics or tags that are attrib-
uted to them and are repeated throughout the story. 

If we begin to look at the sample, we soon realize that all these classical
conventions of compositional motivation are also quite evident to a similar
degree in all twelve films. The character-centered causality remains the main
unifying principle of the story and the presentation of the characters’ per-
sonality becomes a key priority, even more than it ever was in Hollywood.
For that purpose, the transmission of information about the protagonists is
not achieved only through their verbal interactions, the tags and recurrent
motifs, but is also reinforced by powerful non-diegetic sources, such as voice-
overs, intertitles and inserts 2 that introduce explicitly and self-consciously
their qualities, habits and goals.

I would like to start the analytical part of the thesis with Jean-Pierre
Jeunet’s Le Fabuleux Destin d’ Amélie Poulain , a film that stormed the French
box-office and triggered hot debates about the politics of representation of
the French nation. The story portrays the life of a young woman called
Amélie Poulain (Audrey Tautou) who devises elaborate schemes to change
other people’s lives and finds true romance with a young man, Nino
(Mathieu Kassovitz).  The opening scene starts with a voice-over narration
that specifies the exact moment of Amélie’s conception – 3 rd September 1978,
6.28 p.m. and 32 seconds – and then for ten minutes continues the descrip -
tion of her family , providing us with copious details about their habits, their
likes and dislikes, while indicating at the same time some key ev ents that
shaped Amélie’ s personality . When she becomes of age, she mov es to P aris
and starts w orking as a w aitress at a café called Les Deux Moulins. The v oice-
over introduces us to the people who w ork there by selecting their typical
character traits, which will justify their behavior in the course of the story .
Every time a new person enters the story w orld, the narration informs us
explicitly about their qualities, usually by means of a flashback that consists
of salient moments of their liv es. This clear and overt presentation of the
main protagonists often seems to be more important than their actual actions. 

A similar strategy is found in Fight Club , David Fincher ’s anti-New Age
satire on the dehumanizing impact of consumer society . The film depicts the
story of an unnamed protagonist (Edward Norton) who suffers from insom-
nia and begins to attend various self-help group meetings in search of an
emotional outlet. One day he meets an enigmatic character , Tyler Durden
(Brad Pitt), who is the founder of a Fight Club, an underground group of
people who meet regularly to engage in violent physical fights. Throughout
the film, the protagonist – despite not having a name himself – controls the
narration of the story with an authoritativ e v oice-ov er and describes visual -
ly and aurally his life, his house, his work routine and his inner thoughts and
desires. When he meets T yler , he literally freezes the story in order to outline
the latter’s personality and to provide information about his activities as a
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w aiter and film projectionist, such as the habit of urinating in the soup at
fancy restaurants or splicing a couple of frames of a penis into children’s
films. Moreover, both characters are defined through certain recurring lines
of speech that affirm their beliefs and attitudes. For instance, Tyler expresses
repeatedly his condemnation of consumer capitalist culture with various
Marxist slogans, whereas the narrator asserts his introversion with expres-
sions like ‘I am Jack’s broken heart’ or ‘I am Jack’s cold sweat’. 

Along the same lines, Wim Wenders’ Million Dollar Hotel emphasizes from
the beginning the clear characterization of its protagonists. The story is set in
Los Angeles in 2001 when a young man called Tom Tom (Jeremy Davies)
plunges into his death from the roof of the Million Dollar Hotel. As he falls,
he initiates a flashback on the events that took place in the hotel during the
previous 14 days and with a voice-over commentary he acquaints us with its
residents, describing their odd personalities and lonely secluded lives. When
Special Agent Skinner (Mel Gibson) enters the story world for the first time,
Tom Tom tells us ‘You could see he was special even before he told you’,
preparing us with a pun for Skinner’s peculiar presence in the film.
Furthermore, each character is associated with a specific habit or trait;
Geronimo with his tar paintings, Dixie with his guitar , Eloise with her books,
Izzy’s father with a limousine, Tom Tom with running errands for the others
and, finally , Skinner with his regular phone calls from his girlfriend May a. 

The recurrent motifs are also Wong Kar-wai’s favorite device in Chungking
Express , a film that has been celebrated by theorists and critics alike as a suc-
cessful blend of artistry and entertainment. In this case, the motifs are used
to delineate the characters’ personalities and to signal changes in their behav-
ior . For example, all the characters are associated with the fast food place
Midnight Express which functions as a regular meeting point. Officer 223
(T akeshi Kaneshiro) is obsessed with making or expecting phone-calls and
collecting canned pineapple with an expiry date on May 1 st , the day of his
birthday . Officer 663 (T ony Leung) shares his grief for losing his girlfriend
with his household objects by having comforting conversations with a
‘weeping’ towel and a bar of soap that is wasting away. Faye (Faye Wong) lis-
tens to the Mamas and Papas’ ‘California Dreaming’ incessantly and pays
secret visits to Officer 663’s apartment to rearrange things and to lighten up
his life. This particular song becomes a trademark for their relationship and
their fluctuating dynamics. For example, when he discovers her interven-
tions, she stops listening to the song to show that it does not suit her any-
more, while in the end he w elcomes her back with ‘California Dreaming’
indicating that he had been waiting and that he is ready to be with her.  

Lastly, I would like to refer to Emir Kusturica’s Arizona Dream , a film
about a group of peculiar and incompatible characters that become involved
in a v ery intense and intricate web of relations somewhere in Arizona. The
leading protagonist is Axel Blackmar (Johnny Depp), who introduces himself
in the beginning of the film in the voice-over and gives us detailed informa-
tion about his occupation, his life in New York and some memories of his
parents’ w ords like ‘Good morning Columbus’, a phrase which is going to be
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reiterated several times in the film during moments of introspection. Apart
from the initial exposition, the film attributes very clear-cut characteristics to
each character and relates them to certain objects: Axel with fish, his uncle
Leo (Jerry Lewis) with Cadillacs, his cousin Paul (Vincent Gallo) with
Hollywood films, Elaine (Faye Danaway) with flying machines and finally
Grace (Lili Taylor) with turtles. All these motifs take up a significant part of
their characterization and often foreshadow some of the action. For example,
when Grace sets her beloved turtles free in the nature we are indirectly pre-
pared for her imminent suicide. 

O verall, the post-classical narration undoubtedly shares with the classical
the use of character-centered causality and the portrayal of the individuals
with the help of recurring motifs. However, the post-classical in-depth pres-
entation of the personalities of the characters often reaches such an extreme
level of emphasis that it results in a loosening of the goal-oriented progres-
sion of the narrative. When a film like Amélie 3 or Arizona Dream dedicates a
large portion of its duration to the extensive presentation of the characters’
preferences, habits, thoughts and desires by means of non-diegetic sources,
it inevitably reduces the length of the diegesis, it slackens the development
of the action and privileges a more episodic exposition of the story ev ents.
This effect is even further intensified by the fact that post-classical films have
significantly increased the number of protagonists and the plotlines that they
are involved in. Whereas the classical Hollywood hero was a causal agent
with clear goals and objectives that advanced the story and narrowed the
range of alternative outcomes of the action, the post-classical hero is merely
one source of agency among numerous others. The post-classical narration
uses a plurality of characters and multiplies their interactions in order to cre -
ate a diversification and fragmentation of their goals and their consequent
fulfilment. The tw o classical plotlines – the formation of the heterosexual
couple and the undertaking of a mission – remain persistently present in the
post-classical story construction but they acquire other dimensions, as they
extend and bifurcate into various parallel or intertwined subplots. 

The plot patterns of the sample films exhibit a far wider variety than the
typical Hollywood formula of Exposition, Conflict, Complication, Crisis and
Denouement. Although these dramaturgical stages are not abolished, they
are reconfigured and embedded in episodic structures, spliced plots and
‘forking path narratives’ (Bordwell 2002a). The variety and multiplicity of
plotlines that develop at different paces within the same film work against
Hollyw ood’ s classical tight causality , yet without eliminating it altogether.
The continuity of the story slackens up considerably but it maintains a basic
level of coherence with the aid of various narrative devices. Firstly, the clear
and concise depiction of the characters and their mental states, performed by
the ov erwhelming and enlightening voice-overs, navigates the viewer
through the narrative and gradually fills most of the basic causal gaps.
Secondly, all the branches and diversions of the plots are signposted with
clear formal tactics such as freeze-frames, intertitles and crosscutting so as to
keep the viewer constantly updated about the manner in which the story
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progresses. Lastly, the central ideas that run through the films establish a
sense of closure in the end, however provisional or fragile it might appear
when it is contrasted to the finality of the classical Hollywood endings. 

An indicative case of episodic and fragmented structure is found in
Amélie , where the central character triggers several plotlines with her father,
her colleagues at the bar and the people in her neighborhood, while she is
pursuing Nino, the object of her affection. After the long introduction of most
of the principal characters, we see Amélie living in Paris alone after having
various disappointing affairs. The following stories are initiated one by one
and are subsequently intertwined: 

Amélie accidentally discovers a box in the bathroom that belonged
to a previous tenant and she decides to return it.

She runs into Nino at the subway station and falls in love.
She meets an old painter with glass-bone disease who lives seclud-

ed in his apartment opposite hers. 
She has a chat with the concierge who is a widow and still mourns

her husband who died in World War II.
At work she tries to match one of her colleagues with a regular cus-

tomer.
She w ants to punish the nasty grocer across the street for treating

his assistant badly .
She w ants to convince her father to start trav eling by devising a

trick with exotic photos.
She wants to discover the identity of a mystery man in Nino’s photo

album.

All these stories intermingle and their paths converge in several cases,
when for instance the old painter tries to convince Amélie to have a date with
Nino or when her colleague tests Nino to check if he is suitable for Amélie.
H o wever , the clear delineation of the characters, the informativ e v oice-ov er
and the familiarity of the different settings that is established early on, do not
leav e any chance for misunderstandings or ambiguities. All the subplots
progress linearly tow ards their final resolution, which is explicitly exposed
with the parallel editing of the last sequence, showing us the positive
changes that Amélie has brought to all those people’s lives, including her
own.

In a contrastingly dark atmosphere but with a similar episodic structure,
Requiem for a Dr eam, Darren Aronofsky’ s second feature, depicts the trials and
tribulations of four main characters with drug addiction. The trajectories of
these four people converge and diverge several times before finally reaching
separate but equally horrific destinations. A lonely old woman called Sara
Goldfarb (Ellen Burstyn) becomes addicted to a television show and – with
the hope of participating in it – she starts taking dieting pills in order to fit
into her beautiful red dress. Her son Harry (Jared Leto) with his girlfriend
Marion (Jennifer Connelly) and their friend Tyrone (Marlon Wyans) are
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drug-addicts who decide to try a series of get-rich-quick schemes involving
selling drugs. The depiction of their lives and their conflicts is organized
chronologically by the change of the seasons, with intertitles signaling the
passage from spring to winter, leading up to a complete breakdown. The dis-
persion of their stories and the fragmentary exposition maintain a significant
level of coherence not only thanks to the overarching feeling of despair but
also to specific stylistic devices, such as split screens and parallel editing.  

An even more episodic narration is featured in Paul Thomas Anderson’s
Magnolia, a film hailed for its epic dimensions and stylistic audacity. The
story contains a long list of main characters that are linked in various close or
loose relationships and are united in their desperate efforts to communicate
with each other and to resolve their personal conflicts. Each of the following
individuals constitutes the focus of a distinct plotline that intersects with the
others in many ways:

1. Earl Partridge (Jason Robards) is a wealthy TV station owner
who is dying from cancer.

2. Linda Partridge (Julianne Moore) is his young trophy wife, who
initially married him for his money but has grown to love him
and wants to be removed from his will.

3. His long lost son, Frank T .J. Mackey (T om Cruise), is a motiv a-
tional speaker who promises to show men how to empow er
themselv es and tame the w omen. 

4. The nurse, Phil Parma (Philip Seymour Hoffman), sits obedient-
ly and lovingly by Earl Partridge on the last day of his life and
helps him reconcile with his son.

5. The boy genius, Stanley Spector (Jeremy Blackman), is a pre-
pubescent boy who wants to break the record on a game show
and garner his father’s pride.

6. The game show host, Jimmy Gator (Philip Baker Hall), is an eld-
erly man who has been estranged from his daughter because of
his sexual adv ances to her and now finds out that he is going to
die.

7. His daughter , Claudia Gator (Melora W alters), suffers from
depression and is addicted to cocaine.

8. Her mother, Rose Gator (Melinda Dillon), stands by her hus-
band and does not understand why Claudia no longer speaks to
them.

9. The ex-boy genius, Donnie Smith (W illiam H. Macy), suffers
from loneliness and cannot come to terms with the end of his
glory days. 

10. The police officer, Jim Kurring (John C. Reilly), is a lonely reli-
gious person who falls in love with Claudia Gator.

The different stories of this long list of characters all interweave and coa-
lesce together through a feeling of hopelessness that slowly builds to a cli-
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max with the storm of frogs in San Fernando Valley. When the storm has
passed, the characters finally appear able to work their differences out and
face the future in peace. 

Apart from the episodic structure, found in Amélie or Magnolia , the post-
classical paradigm of narration favours the pattern of the spliced plot. This is
a model we find in Natural Born Killers , Oliver Stone’s highly controversial
film about violence and mass media corruption. The story features the
adventure of a murderous couple in two parts; the first one depicts the tur-
bulent lives of Mickey (Woody Harrelson) and Mallory (Juliette Lewis) from
the day they met until the day they were arrested by the police for a long
series of vicious murders. It is a rather self-contained episode, as it portrays
the trajectory of the main characters showing how their relationship started
with an explosive passion, developed through a ‘successful’ and celebrated
record of killing sprees and gradually reached a crisis that led to their arrest.
The second part continues the story of the two protagonists one year after the
arrest when they are held in a high security prison. Wayne Gale, the host of
a show called American Maniacs, takes the permission for a live in-depth
interview with Mickey , during which the latter triggers an instant riot among
his inmates. Taking advantage of the turmoil and the panic of the guards,
Mickey seizes a shotgun and heads for Mallory’s cell with a number of
hostages and Gale’s camera crew. After liberating her, the couple forces his
way out and decide to start a new life from scratch. The closing sequence
shows them united and happy, driving a trailer with their small children. It
is evident that both parts consist of separate climactic moments and resolu-
tions that are merged in an innovative way before confirming, in the end, the
classical formula of the formation of the heterosexual couple. 

In Chungking Express the spliced plot is even more accentuated, as it con-
tains two entirely separate stories that are presented successively and are
joined with a freeze-frame. The first one portrays three days of the life of
Officer 223, a 25-y ear -old cop, who is struggling to come to terms with the
fact that his girlfriend May left him for good. As he desperately wanders
around the city, he meets a mysterious blonde woman, who is a drug smug-
gler and is having trouble with one of her drug deals. The second story fea -
tures the life of another cop, Officer 663, who is also abandoned by his
airhostess girlfriend and becomes the object of affection for another girl,
called Faye. The two plotlines converge at the Midnight Express, a fast-food
counter that both cops frequent, while the passage from the first to the sec-
ond part is made when Officer 223 bumps accidentally into Faye. Despite the
loose structure, these tw o stories share a large number of common motifs
that unify their tone and create a significant coherence betw een them. The
narration is dominated by the v oice-ov ers of all four main protagonists who
clarify their feelings and motives and thus regulate the flow of information.
As Bordwell observes about the narrative structure of film,

(…) Chungking Express focuses on boys meeting, losing, and getting, or
not quite getting, girls. But W ong revivifies the formula. Instead of
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tightening up the plot, he slackens it beyond even Hong Kong’s episod-
ic norm, letting a fine network of parallels and recurring motifs come
forward (Bordwell 2000a: 289)

On a final note, I would like to discuss Tom Tykwer’s Lola Rennt , a film
that caused an enormous sensation in the film circles and became the role
model for successful European filmmaking. One of its most celebrated
aspects regards its use of a parallel plot structure, which Bordwell has
described as a ‘forking-path’ plot or a multiple-draft narrative (Bordwell
2002a: 101). In the beginning of the film we are introduced to a crisis situa-
tion: Lola (Franka Potente) receives a phone-call from her boyfriend Manni
(Moritz Bleibtreu) asking her to come up with 100,000 marks within 20 min-
utes or otherwise a murderous gangster will kill him. The narration then
presents us three consecutive drafts of the story that follows this phone-call,
each presenting a different trajectory of Lola’s effort to solve this crisis. All
three possible paths contain a series of core incidents and encounters, such as
Lola going to the bank or bumping into a woman with a trolley, but the
changes in their timing influence considerably the flow of events. For
instance, when Lola leav es her apartment she meets a punk kid with an
unfriendly dog on her way down the stairs. The first time the dog barks but
Lola continues to run down. The second time the kid trips her down and Lola
arriv es at the bank a little later. In the last section the dog barks at Lola but
she growls back at him, as she is determined to pursuit her goal more deci-
sively. As in all the other films, the coherence of the story is maintained with
the repetition of certain formal techniques, such as the animation sequence,
while the passages from one path to the next one are clearly indicated by
replaying the scene of the fall of Lola’s red phone receiver on the hook.
Finally , despite the three possible progressions of the story that the film pres-
ents, the one with the happy ending that comes in the end appears to be the
least hypothetical (100). In other words, regardless of the parallel structure,
the narration creates a feeling that the first tw o unsuccessful attempts w ere a
sort of trial that Lola had to go through to finally get it right. As Tykwer con-
firms,

At the end, the viewer must have the impression that Lola has done
everything that we’ve just seen (and not just one part, a third of it). She
has lived it all – she has died for this man, he has died, and everything
that w as destined to happen has happened. She has all that behind her,
and at the end, she’ s rew arded (quoted in Bordwell 2002a: 100).

The film establishes thus a sense of closure and a happy ending which,
however conditional, manages to offer the story an overall unity.

On the whole, an ov erview of the compositional motivation of the films
in the sample rev eals the persistence of some key classical devices, such as
the character-centered causality, the formation of the heterosexual couple,
the recurring motifs and a cause-and-effect logic of events that creates a basic
narrative coherence. At the same time, the post-classical narration insists on
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a meticulous character delineation that frequently transfers the emphasis
from the action to the characters, resulting in a loosening of the tight causal-
ity of the story. The same loosening effect is even further intensified by the
proliferation of the main protagonists and the employment of plot patterns,
such as episodic structures, spliced plots and forking paths. 

b. Realistic motivation 

The realistic motivation is the second type of motivation that Bordwell
identifies in the filmic narration. In the case of Hollywood cinema, the real-
istic representation is subordinate to the compositional motivation and func-
tions as ‘a supplementary justification for material already motivated com-
positionally’ (Bordwell et al. 1985: 19). However, the issue of realism requires
serious consideration, as it is a concept with a highly volatile meaning that
has been employed as a descriptive or explanatory device for different works
at various historical junctures. The following observation could serve as a
starting point for understanding realism:

Amidst this plurality of uses [of realism], one consistent implication
does appear to survive: that the distinctive characteristic of realism
resides in the ambition to, in some w ay or other , approximate reality , to
show ‘things as they really are’ (Hill 1986: 55).

The approach of reality and the attempt to ‘show things as they really are’
can be carried out through a set of rules and conv entions that are accepted as
‘realistic’ and constitute what we call ‘a realistic mode of representation’. At
the same time, the conventional nature of such a mode is exactly what makes
it inevitably prone to change, as conventions are modified in the passage of
time and so does our perception of what constitutes both reality and realism.
This becomes particularly evident when one examines the various cinematic
traditions that have been labeled ‘realistic’ in film history and the different
forms, contents and strategies that made an attempt to capture things ‘as
they are’.

The type of realism that motiv ates the classical Hollywood narration has
been theorized by André Bazin, who considered the works of Orson Welles
and William Wyler to have reached a high level of maturity and to have ful-
filled the quintessential goal of the cinematic medium, namely to satisfy our
obsession with realism. From a close reading of Bazin’s teleological account
of realism, Thomas Allen Nelson has identified the following principles of
realistic representation:

1. The principle of perceptual correspondence . This means that the
relationship between the private worlds and the outer world,
the personal and the public and, ultimately , the objective and
the subjective is characterized by stability, continuity, unity and
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balance.
2. The principle of narrative continuity . The narration in a realist film

tries to copy our sense of continuity and order in the real world
by following the laws of plausibility and by handling the mate-
rial in front of the camera in an unobtrusive way.

3. The principle of human centrality . The human dilemmas and the
individual actions and preoccupations are the central concerns
of the realist tradition inherited from literature.

4. The principle of moral/aesthetic balance . With this principle Bazin
underlines the moral aspect of a filmmaker’s art, which should
be of equal importance as his/her aesthetic value. In order to
achieve that, the artist has to remain faithful to reality’s physical
unity and its complexity without giving it away for an unbri-
dled fantasy (Nelson 1986-87: 136).

According to Bazin, all these characteristics of the classical realistic mode
of representation have materialized within the Hollywood filmmaking tradi-
tion, which should be regarded as ‘an art that has attained perfect balance, an
ideal form of expression’ (Bazin 1967: 29). The cinematic codes and conven-
tions that serve the above principles at the stylistic level and allow the classi-
cal film to approach reality could be distinguished into tw o domains: the
mise-en-scène and the editing of the film. 

Firstly , the realist mise-en-scène aims at creating a materially recognizable
w orld and signifying a certain degree of referentiality. As Hallam and
Marshment observe, ‘any departure from this recognizability is perceived as
a significant departure from verisimilitude, inviting an immediate question-
ing of its cause and effect’ (Hallam and Marshment 2000: 80). More specifi-
cally, the setting of the film has to be authentically recreated either through
the use of real locations or set locations that have been constructed and fur-
nished in a way that creates the feeling that it could be inhabited by real peo-
ple. The use of costumes and props has to correspond to the time and place
that the story depicts, according to the popular or historical notions of
authenticity (103). Moreov er , the actors should hav e a body type, facial char -
acteristics and a speech that are appropriate to the roles they play and the
social situations they take part in.

Secondly, the composition of the realist image depends on the balanced
organization of the actors and the setting within the frame. The characters’
faces and mov ements are privileged ov er the scenery and other objects
because the camera serv es the character -centered causality of the narrativ e.
For the same reasons, the lighting and the soundtrack seek to contribute to
the impression of a real situation and offer the viewer the ideal visual and
aural position. 

Finally, the classical film relies on the continuity editing devices, such as
shot/reverse-shots, eyeline-matches or point-of-view cutting, which are able
to construct an invisible and seamless representation of the story world, in
contrast for instance to Eisenstein’s ‘montage of attraction’, which aimed at



43Story causality & narrative motivations

destroying the ‘illusion’ of reality through the collision and the discontinuity
between the shots. 

But what happens to the classical Bazinian realism in the post-classical
paradigm of narration? The films in my sample appear to prove once again
the principal aspect about ‘realism’: that it is ‘purely conventional and there-
fore infinitely ‘corruptible’ through repetition’ (Elsaesser in Hill 1986: 56).
The post-classical films are indeed characterized by realistic motivation but
the type of realism that they pursue is entirely different from the classical.
Instead of trying to represent the real by means of transparent and seamless
images, their search for the real follows the opposite path, the one of hyper-
mediacy. The term ‘hypermediacy’ is introduced in Jay David Bolter and
Robert Grusin’s book Remediation: Understanding New Media (1999) as a rep-
resentational logic that opposes the logic of transparent immediacy by priv-
ileging fragmentation and heterogeneity and by foregrounding the material-
ity of representation. As Bolter and Grusin argue, 

If the logic of immediacy leads one either to erase or to render auto-
matic the act of representation, the logic of hypermediacy acknowl -
edges multiple acts of representation and makes them visible. Where
immediacy suggests a unified visual space, contemporary hypermedi-
acy offers a heterogeneous space, in which representation is conceiv ed
of not as a window on to the world, but as a rather ‘windowed’ self –
with windows that open on to other representations or other media.
The logic of hypermediacy multiplies the signs of representation and in
this w ay tries to reproduce the rich sensorium of human experience
(Bolter and Grusin 1999: 33-4).

A historical perspectiv e on the concept of hypermediacy would help us
understand the lineage of this crucial shift in the realistic motivation in the
post-classical cinema. According to the authors of Remediation , the history of
Western art has alw ays been characterized by the tension betw een the tw o
opposing representational strategies, the immediacy and hypermediacy. As
they note,

The logic of immediacy has perhaps been dominant in W estern repre -
sentation, at least from the Renaissance until the coming of modernism,
while hypermediacy has often had to content itself with a secondary , if
nonetheless important, status. (…) At the end of the twentieth century,
we are in a position to understand hypermediacy as immediacy’s oppo-
site number , an alter ego that has never been suppressed fully or for
long periods of time (Ibid.).

From oil painting to computer graphics, the forces of immediacy and
hypermediacy have constantly rejuvenated their ongoing battle and created
contrasting artistic traditions: from Italian versus Dutch painting to Virtual
Reality versus the World Wide Web 4. It is noteworthy that the logic of hyper-
mediacy acquired a highly elevated status in the modernist art around the
turn of the twentieth century as a political tool against the classical realist tra-
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dition. In the cinematic realm, the modernist agenda was exemplified both in
the Soviet filmmaking in the 20s and the European art cinema in the 50s and
60s with works that deliberately broke the transparency of the filmic image
and flaunted a high degree of reflexivity. 

H o wever, unlike the modernist traditions, the post-classical cinema does
not reject the need to capture the real.  In fact, it abandons the notion of
‘transparent realism’ found in classical films for the sake of a ‘heightened
realism’ or what Raymond Durgnat has dubbed ‘energy realism’: ‘what mat-
ters, above all, is the headlong, tense, unbroken, ‘you are there’ movement of
cameras and cast, the confused imbroglio of bodies, gestures, shouted accu-
sations, the sense of mounting spectacle’ (quoted in Martin 1990: 2, my
emphasis). The pursuit of the real is thus transposed from the unmediated
representation to a highly excessive mediation which seeks to ‘create a feel-
ing of fullness, a satiety of experience, which can be taken as reality’ (Bolter
and Grusin 1999: 53). 5

The hypermediated realism that is dominant in the films of my selection
is served through various techniques and conventions that defy all the afore-
mentioned principles of the classical realistic motivation to reveal the medi-
ated nature of the cinematic time and space. If classical filmmaking followed
the logic of immediacy by erasing the acts of representation, the post-classi-
cal cinema follows the logic of hypermediacy by foregrounding multiple
acts of representation in a visible and self-conscious way. The notion of
hypermediated realism thus justifies the use of a wide variety of filming
techniques, both analogue and digital, to create a multi-layered cinematic
space and a mediated cinematic time. 6 The technological interv entions no
longer need to be transparent, as technology is gradually becoming a second
nature in our current culture and is not considered to be in contradiction
with the authenticity of the experience (Huhtamo 1995: 171). Now adays, the
workings of hypermediacy can serv e the need for realistic representation as
adequately as immediacy by introducing a new set of conv entions and by
updating once more the definition of realism.

To illustrate these points, I w ould like to proceed with the film analyses,
starting with Baz Luhrmann’ s Moulin Rouge , a film that opened at the Cannes
Film Festiv al in 2002 and soon dazzled the audiences all around the world
with its excessiv e visual style and innovative musical formula. Set in 1900
Paris, it depicts the story of Christian (Ewan McGregor), a young British poet
who arrives at the Moulin Rouge, the famous French cabaret housed in a
windmill in the hilltop Montmartre district. Christian meets Toulouse-
Lautrec and his company of bohemian artists and is persuaded to write a
play for the Moulin Rouge. As they try to pitch it to the club’s owner Harold
Zidler (Jim Broadbent), Christian falls in love with the famous courtesan
Satine (Nicole Kidman) and a dramatic love affair begins. 

The stereotypical story of Moulin Rouge about a lov e that only death can
tear apart is told in the most extravagant and hypermediated manner. The
visual language of the film is established from the first sequence and remains
consistent until the end, creating a view of Paris at the turn of last century
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that never existed. As the film’s gaffer observes, ‘nobody’s going to think that
w e’re in Paris, but it looks theatrically real’ (quoted in Bosley 2001: 40). The
artificiality of the settings, the luscious mise-en-scène, the painterly costumes
and the excessive color schemes build up to a lush spectacle that, instead of
being historically faithful to the time and place that it describes, aims at con-
structing a mythical vision of the bohemian life of the Parisians with a very
contemporary hypermediated aesthetics. 

An example would demonstrate my point. The film opens with the view
of an old theatrical stage with an orchestra. The curtain slowly opens and the
logo of 20 th Century Fox plays in a back projection, followed by a black-and-
white early cinema intertitle, saying ‘Paris, 1900’. The intertitle dissolves in
an image which consists of nearly visible matte shots that establish the
iconography of the story: in the foreground we see Toulouse-Lautrec as the
singing narrator of the film, in the middle plane there is the windmill of the
Moulin Rouge and in the background there is the Eiffel To wer. When the nar-
rator introduces Christian as the main character, his image appears momen-
tarily in a superimposition on the right side of the frame. This composite
image then dissolves into a bird’s-eye view of Paris and the camera ‘slams-in’
in the area of Montmartre, wonders through the streets with frenzied moves,
cranes up to Christian’ s room and finally stops with a close-up on his sad
face. Within a few seconds, Luhrmann has thus traveled us through the
whole history of cinema; from its theatrical origins and the early cinema live
musical accompaniment to the video game-like space navigation and the dig -
itally generated imagery typical of contemporary media. The film thus reme-
diates openly old and new media and it multiplies the visual modalities in an
attempt to re-create the energy and the intensity of the story . As the cine -
matographer, Don McAlpine, testifies about his filming strategies, ‘the chal-
lenge of shooting a film like Moulin Rouge is the indefinable thing of trying
to capture the energy… an attempt to ‘really’ be in there with the energy’ (51).

Equally strong is the hypermediated realism that motivates the choices
that Lars von Trier made in Europa , his first international feature, which won
the Prix de Supérieur T echnique and the Prix du Jury at the Cannes Film
Festival in 1991. The story portrays the adventures of a young American
(Jean-Marc Barr) in post-war Germany but the majority of its stylistic fea-
tures go bey ond its compositional needs. The v ery basic story information is
usually shot in an amazingly complex and unconventional way, employing a
large number of technical means in order to create an excessively mediated
cinematic reality. In this case, Lars von Trier resorts to some old-fashioned
filming methods, as if he is trying to inventory the cinematic techniques
available to the filmmakers since the emergence of cinema. As the review er
of Film Comment notes,

Its lexicon of visual artifices – front and back projection, color and
monochrome mixes, surrealist sets, Wellesian shots in which the cam-
era threads the unthreadable – suggests that Von Trier has studied
every breakthrough-baroque film from Citizen Kane to Blue V elvet via
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Vertigo , and refused to tuck their ornate influences tidily away
(Kennedy 1991: 68).

And, indeed, the film skillfully combines front and back projections,
superimpositions, miniatures and graphics to build a totally non-perspecti-
val figurative image. All these traditional cinematic techniques, which were
once prevalent in classical filmmaking and were employed to create a win-
dow to the world, are now forming an image that is characterized by extreme
opacity and discontinuity. The devices are no longer used to build a seamless
depiction of reality but a cinematic world, which consists of different planes
of representation and modalities. 

For instance, one recurring strategy is to have many shots in color appear
in front of a black-and-white back projection. The classicism of the black-and-
white creates the feeling of ‘pastness’ and invokes the cinematic representa-
tions of an older era but it acquires a new dimension altogether with the care-
ful mixture with color. The selective use of color usually highlights important
objects, creates certain contrasts between the characters or suggests moments
of passion and tension. More importantly, however, it renders the back pro-
jection extremely artificial and emphasizes the constructedness and layered-
ness of the moving images.

A similar play regards the classical device of ‘staging in depth’, which
requires the placing of significant objects and figures at distinctly different
distances from the camera whether they are in sharp focus or not (Bordw ell
1997: 56). A classical filmmaker like Welles would use deep focus photogra-
phy and a careful arrangement of characters and objects to create a dense
image with sharp differences between foreground/background. This rule of
classical realist mise-en-scène takes on another shape in the hands of a post-
classical director like Trier who chooses to generate these distinctions in an
entirely hypermediated manner . For instance, there is a shot on the train
where the foreground shows the red handle of the emergency brake, in the
middle plane there is Leopold in black and white and his uncle in the back -
ground. This shot is, on the one hand, motivated compositionally, indicating
the causal relationship betw een the characters and the objects, as Leopold
will pull the handle despite his uncle’s disapproval, while on the other it
accommodates a strong presence of hypermediated realism. In this case, as
in many others, the tw o types of motivation collaborate and reinforce each
other 7. 

Another illustration of hypermediacy is found in Lola Rennt , where a rich
mixture of technical choices undertakes the depiction of Lola’s quest. This
film uses animation, video and 35mm film, combined with different rates of
fast and slow-motion, shifting camera angles, split screens and jump-cuts
that seek to visualize the franticness of the situation.  The animation, for
instance, is employ ed right from the credit sequence where w e see a red-
headed girl racing against time, smashing the clocks and confronting all the
obstacles in her way. Then it becomes integrated in the narrative in all three
episodes when Lola runs out of the apartment and the camera enters the
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room where her mother is talking on the phone. After a masterful 360° move-
ment around the mother, the steadicam focuses on the TV screen and gradu-
ally integrates it in the frame, showing us Lola as a cartoon having the
encounter with a punk kid on the staircase. In this case the animated
sequence actually continues the narration in a different format and features
a key point of the plot.

Finally, the last example that I would like to discuss regarding the hyper-
mediated realism of post-classical cinema is Natural Born Killers , a film about
serial crime and violence, psychopaths, schizophrenics and the media may-
hem in contemporary society. Oliver Stone rejects classical realism in order to
render on screen the heightening of reality that the very subject of the film
entails, as he admitted in an interview with Gavin Smith (Smith 1994: 10). For
this purpose, he violently remediates and juxtaposes several television for-
mats, like sitcoms or news programs, with various cinematic styles, different
stocks of film and video, found footage and animation. Like Moulin Rouge ,
the film introduces us to its hypermediated logic right from the opening
sequence, which is shot on a combination of 35mm and high-speed 16mm
black-and-white stock, with camera angles that are constantly shifting and
point of view shots of spinning bullets and flying knives. As the cinematog-
rapher Robert Richardson observes, ‘with the first shooting, where the bullet
is revolving in front of the camera, you’re really jumping off stylistically, and
it clearly sets the tone for what will follow. The language has been stated:
what you’re about to see is not realism’ (quoted in Pizello 1994: 41).

The break from classical realism and the embracement of the logic of
hypermediacy in the post-classical narration has had a crucial corollary: an
emphasis on subjective realism. Although subjective realism was rather lim-
ited in the classical Hollywood cinema, it was quite prominent in European
art films in the 50s and 60s. As Bordwell explains,

This is a fully expressiv e realism in that the syuzhet can employ film
techniques to dramatize priv ate mental processes. (…) Dreams, memo -
ries, hallucinations, daydreams, fantasies and other mental activities
can find embodiment in the image or on the soundtrack (Bordw ell
1985: 208).

The extended creative capacities of the new technological tools and the
advances in filming practices have reinforced considerably the tendency
towards dramatizing mental processes and have provided the means to re-
create highly subjective and emotional experiences in a very expressive and
mannerist way. However, in contrast with the logic and spirit of art cinema,
the subjective realism of post-classical films does not aim at ambiguity or
introversion; it expresses the need for a heightening of reality and for dupli-
cating the energy and the intensity of real-life experiences. The representa-
tion of the psychological states and feelings of the characters is thus signifi-
cantly hypermediated and excessiv e while it remains accessible and coherent
for the viewers. 
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An extreme example of subjective realism is undoubtedly evidenced in
Fight Club , where the deranged personality of the leading protagonist pro-
vides a thematic pretext for the visualization of several brain processes.
When asked about his filming strategy, David Fincher confessed that he
w anted to discover a way, in which the camera could illustrate things at the
speed of thought (Smith 1999: 61). The success of his goal is demonstrated
right from the opening sequence, which starts from the fear center of the
character’s brain showing graphically all the thought processes, the synaps-
es and the transmission of impulses and then it moves rapidly to the outer
w orld through his mouth where a gun barrel is placed. In the course of the
story the camera constantly visualizes the character’s voice-over commentary
and captures his mental images at the speed of his speech, resulting in a fren-
zied pace. The use of manifest digital imagery expands the boundaries of
what can be visualized and broadens the possibilities of cinematic represen-
tation. For instance, after the explosion in his condo the protagonist imagines
how the fire could have started according to the assumptions of the police.
His mental image is visualized digitally showing us how the pilot light of the
stove could have gone out, letting a little bit of gas to fill slowly the condo for
days. And then, when the refrigerator’s compressor clicked on, the gas leak
caused the enormous explosion destroying everything. On other occasions,
we are shown his fantasies, such as the mid-air collision on the plane, his
meditation images, such as the frozen cav e with the penguin, or his night -
mares. In general, the narration of the film follows the character ’s stream of
consciousness and numerous subjective scenes portray on-screen his fluctu-
ating emotional states. 

Requiem for a Dream also contains numerous examples of subjective real-
ism that derives primarily by the theme of the human addiction to chemical
substances and television.  The combination of the compositional motivation
with the hypermediated realism causes the narration to display on the screen
the subjective experiences of the four main characters through the use of
expressionistic cameraw ork and other flashy techniques. For example, the
first sequence features an argument betw een Harry and his mother Sara in
her apartment ov er the TV set. Darren Aronofsky shot the scene with the tw o
protagonists in tw o different split screens in order to indicate that they ‘w ere
having two completely different subjective experiences of the same event’, as
he notes in an interview in the American Cinematographer (Pizzello 2000: 57).
The emphasis on subjectiv e perspective is even more evident in the moments
of drug use, when an accelerating series of extreme close-ups of white pow -
der , a lighter , a mixture of substances boiling, the syringe, their arms, the
injection, their blood reaction and the pupil dilation flash on the screen to sig -
nify the excitement and the energy that the drugs fuel into their bodies. Then
the pace slows down and their euphoric state is indicated with a white dis-
solve. In another case, we see the three young characters take their dose and
then throw a party, which is shown in a fish-eye distortion in fast-motion sig-
naling again the intensity of their feelings under the influence of drugs. On
the other hand, Sara is suffering from loneliness and old age and becomes
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slowly addicted not only to her favorite TV show but also to dieting pills
which lead her nervous system to complete disarray. Her hallucinations
become pervasive in the second half of the film but the most indicative one
is when she sees the TV people come to life in her apartment. As she is watch-
ing TV, she first imagines her idealized self appearing in the show with her
red dress and her radiant red-haired face and being applauded by the audi-
ence. However, the host and herself suddenly come out of the screen as elec-
tronically distorted phantasms and start to ridicule her. The apartment is
gradually transformed into the TV stage where audience and crew revolve
frantically around her yelling ‘feed me Sara’, while she is sitting in her arm-
chair looking terrified. This five-minute-long hallucination ends when the
refrigerator bursts open wanting to devour her and she flees from the apart-
ment in a state of shock. The whole scene is staged and filmed in a disturb-
ing way with excessive visuals in order to portray Sara’s state of insanity. 

But the emphasis of post-classical cinema on subjective realism goes
beyond the case of mentally or psychologically deranged characters. In
Amélie , for instance, the narration dramatizes with the help of digital imagery
the characters’ intense emotional moments and fantasies. When Amélie takes
a blind man across the street and gives him a unique tour of the area by spon-
taneously describing the surroundings and the life of the people, he experi-
ences a feeling of elation that is indicated by a y ellow light glowing around
him, as he gazes the sky . Moreov er , when Amélie meets Nino at the station
the first time, the camera penetrates her body and shows us her heart beat -
ing quickly. In another scene, when Nino leaves the bar without talking to
her, the digital effects transform her into water that drops on the floor show-
ing us in a very illustrative way her feelings of disappointment and despair.
The film also depicts a long series of the characters’ imagination tricks, day-
dreams and mental images in a hypermediated space. Amélie tends to have
fantasies in the form of a black-and-white TV program, as when she watches
a documentary of herself as a tragic heroine, in a Zelig -like manner. 

All things considered, the careful analysis of the sample has brought to
the surface a significant innov ation of post-classical narration in relation to
the classical model. The realistic representation that motiv ated the
Hollyw ood films belonged to the Bazinian tradition of classical realism,
which regarded the screen as a window to the world and required a seam-
less representation of the story. The realistic motivation that motivates the
post-classical films is imbued with the logic of hypermediacy that approach -
es the real by multiplying the planes of representation and intensifying the
use of subjectiv e perspectiv es. In other w ords, these films do not renounce
the importance of the ‘real’; what they renounce is the unproblematic and
seamless manner that the classical Hollywood had chosen to approach it. In
the post-classical narration the real is still an important point of reference but
w e are asked to access it in a more fragmented and complicated way, through
moments of heightened reality, excess and spectacle, through subjective
images and experiences that enrich and amplify the representation of reality
and our experience of it. 
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c. Generic motivation

Remaining faithful to Bordwell’s typology, I would like to proceed with
the third motivation, the generic type, in order to examine its status and func-
tion in the post-classical paradigm. The classical Hollywood was undoubt-
edly a cinema of genres, where generic formulas and conventions regulated
the flow of production, in contrast with art cinema where genres were con-
sidered as an impediment to artistic creation. Despite the pervasiveness of
the generic functions in Hollywood films from the very beginning, the theo-
ry of genres made its first steps in the 60s and remains to date a highly con-
tested theoretical area. Defining a genre is a particularly problematic task
and many attempts have been proven unsuccessful. As Tomashevsky
observes,

No firm logical classification of genres is possible. Their demarcation is
always historical, that is to say, it is correct only for a specific moment
of history; apart from this, they are demarcated by many features at
once, and the markers of one genre may be quite different in kind from
the markers of another genre and logically they may not exclude one
another (quoted in Ryall 1998: 328).

The different approaches in genre theory employed several strategies in
order to specify the rules of each genre and to identify the body of conven-
tions that makes, for instance, one film a western and another a musical. At
a first level of observation the iconography of the genre was considered to be
a key factor of differentiation, as it builds a consistent generic environment
with a stock of conv entionalized images that allow a story to dev elop in a cer -
tain w ay. This approach could easily accommodate the w esterns and the
gangster films because they both had fairly customary settings, costumes,
props and above all familiar stars that built their careers as staple characters
in those films. Later on, a more sophisticated account came from Rick Altman
with his semantic/syntactic approach, which aims at a better understanding
of genericity by combining various existing theories of genres. More specifi-
cally , he argues that,

(…) w e can as a whole distinguish between generic definitions that
depend on a list of common traits, attitudes, characters, shots, locations
and the like (…) and definitions that play up instead certain constitu-
tive relationships between undesignated and variable placeholders(…).
The semantic approach thus stresses the genre’s building blocks, while
the syntactic view privileges the structures into which they are
arranged. (…) I maintain that these two categories of generic analysis
are complementary , that they can be combined, and in fact that some of
the most important questions of genre study can be asked only when
they are combined (Altman 1999: 634-6) [emphasis in the original].

Although Altman has made an effort to overcome some of the deficiencies
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of genre theory by pasting together these two broad lines of generic analysis,
his approach remains strictly synchronic and hence is unable to capture the
fluid nature of genericity. In a more diachronic method of inquiry, Steve
Neale has defined genres as ‘processes’ of systematization that provide
simultaneously regulation and variety, repetition and difference. As he
explains,

Each new genre film constitutes an addition to an existing generic cor-
pus and involves a selection from the repertoire of generic elements
available at any one point in time. (…) In this way the elements and
conventions of a genre are always in play rather being simply replayed ;
and any generic corpus is always being expanded. (Neale 1995: 170). 

Neale’s argument about the processlike nature of genres and the fluidity
of the generic boundaries is vital for understanding the evolution of generic-
ity throughout film history and for evaluating the role it plays in contempo-
rary filmmaking. By discarding the notion of the genres as stable and con-
crete systems of signification and by bringing in the importance of change
and v ariation, Neale’ s arguments could help us formulate questions about
the status of genres today that are theoretically accurate and historically
aware. For example, the fluid character of generic qualities and the open-
ended development of the diverse genres have always had as a corollary the
hybrid generic identity of many Hollywood films, which could be related in
various ways to more than one genre. According to Neale,

Hybrids are by no means the rarity in Hollywood many books and arti-
cles on genre in the cinema would have us believe. (…) Moreover, it is
at least arguable that many of the most apparently ‘pure’ and stable
genres, both inside and outside the cinema, initially evolved by com-
bining elements from previously discrete and separate genres either
within or across specific generic regimes (171).

W ith these important observations in mind, I carried out a detailed analy-
sis of the sample films in order to understand the role of generic motivation
in the post-classical narration and to ov ercome some of the common and
oversimplifying assumptions about postmodern hybridity 8. My inquiry led
me to the general conclusion that generic motiv ation remains a crucial causal
factor in post-classical cinema and that the variety of generic rules, forms and
conventions of the classical Hollywood tradition continue to appear in dif-
ferent configurations in the post-classical films. It seems that all the generic
elements that gained prominence and were established in the course of the
cinematic history are now functioning as a resource pool from which the
post-classical filmmakers can select and use to fulfill their own purposes. As
Wheeler Winston Dixon confirms,

No matter what changes the coming decades bring, it is important to
remember that 1990s genre filmmaking draws on the genre filmmaking
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of the past for its plots and formulas, as well as for the basic thematic
structures it so successfully employs again and again (as genres will)
(Dixon 2000: 10).

H o wever, this act of reconfiguring or rearticulating the classical generic
aspects seems to follow two separate tendencies in the post-classical narra-
tion, according to the sample analysis. Firstly, there are films that employ one
or two genres and attempt to revive their most celebrated conventions across
time. In this case, the filmmakers make an archaeological investigation into
the cinematic past of the film noir or the musical, for instance, and then bring
together their most distinctive elements, as if they wanted to create a gener-
ic archetype. On the other hand, there are films that privilege hybridity and
build their generic identity with formulas and plots from various genres. A
large segment of the sample demonstrates that the post-classical mode trans-
forms hybridity into a norm rather than an occasional occurrence, as it was
the case in the classical model. 

These qualities of the generic motivation in the post-classical narration
will be sufficiently illustrated in the film analyses that follow, which I have
separated into two sections. The first one contains a more detailed examina-
tion of Eur opa and Moulin Rouge , which shows how these tw o films exempli -
fy the tendency to revive archetypical traits of one or two classical genres,
while the second one discusses some of the films that fav or selectivity and
juxtaposition of several different and contrasting genres 9.

The archeological approach 

I would like to begin to demonstrate this generic tendency in the post-
classical mode by focusing on Europa , a film with a particularly strong gener-
ic motivation. The main genre that dominates its iconography and structure
is the film noir, the highly stylized genre that developed in Hollywood in the
late 40s and early 50s. If we go through the recurring film techniques that
Paul Schrader attributes to this genre, it will seem as if Lars von Trier was try-
ing to metamorphose Europa into the archetype of film noir. Schrader’s list
contains the following seven elements (Schrader 1995: 219-21): 

1. The majority of scenes are lit for night. One always has the suspicion
that if the lights were all suddenly flipped on, the characters would
shriek and shrink fr om the scene like Count Dracula. In Eur opa all the
scenes with no exception are lit for night and there is ev en one
time when Leo tries to pull up the curtains to see the daylight
but his uncle immediately yells at him and pulls them down
again, as if he were afraid that they would shrink from the
scene.

2. As in German expressionism, oblique and vertical lines are preferred
to horizontal. This element is also evident in the film, as the light-
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ing creates odd shapes and oblique lines dominate the screen. 
3. The actors and the settings are given equal lighting emphasis. The

mise-en-scène demonstrates this principle very emphatically at
the dinner party scenes at the Hartmann’s house and the train
sequences where the lighting often foregrounds objects, lamps
and other parts of the décor.

4. Compositional tension is preferred to physical action. In Europa phys-
ical action is very limited and even in violent scenes, like
Ravenstein’s murder or Hartmann’s suicide, the tension results
from the choreography of the montage and the complex com-
position of the images and not from the violent acts themselves.

5. There seems to be an almost Freudian attachment to water. W ater is a
distinctive element in the film as well, not only due to the rain
that appears in certain scenes but also because of the film’s two
key moments: the suicide scene where the water in the tub very
slowly and dramatically floods the bathroom floor and certain-
ly the final scene where the train sinks in the bottom of the sea
and we watch Leo drown.

6. There is a love of romantic narration. The narration creates a mood of
temps perdu: an irretrievable past, a pre-determined fate, and an all-
enveloping hopelessness. This could be the most eloquent descrip -
tion of Leo and Kate’ s passionate relationship, which is doomed
to failure because of the sins of her past.

7. A complex chronological order is frequently used to reinforce the feel-
ings of hopelessness and lost time. Although the chronological
order in Europa is rather clear and linear, the feeling of hope-
lessness is accentuated in this case by the omniscient and
omnipotent narrator who takes Leo in a sort of time-travel with
a pre-determined hopeless ending.

Apart from these stylistic elements, how ever , Eur opa also expresses some
of the central themes of the classical film noirs, such as the disillusionment
and the fear of the future, while it portrays v ery faithfully one of the most
familiar figures of film noir: the femme fatale. Katharina personifies immac -
ulately the ‘femme noire, that sultry seductress who preys upon the hero and
whose motives and allegiance are in doubt until the film’s closing moments’
(Schatz 1981: 114). From the beginning of the film Katharina is presented as
an enigma and right until the end she remains the unknow able (Doane 1991:
102). 

On the whole, the film openly and consciously employs most of the char -
acteristics and the clichés related to this genre, as if trying to build a histori-
cal inventory of the film noir traits and then invite them all in a dialogical
play. This accumulative strategy towards generic forms and conventions of
the past adds to the film a dimension that was never part of the film noirs of
the classical era or of any other classical genre for that matter. 

Along the same lines, Moulin Rouge is a very ambitious attempt to revive
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the musical and to adapt its long series of plots and conventions to the stan-
dards of contemporary experience. As Luhrmann admits, ‘we did an archae-
ological dig through the history of the musical. What we found is that the sto-
ries don’t change but the way you tell them does’ (quoted in Fuller 2001: 16).
This ‘archaeological dig’ materialized on the screen in a film that revels in the
rich musical tradition and highlights some of the most celebrated traits of the
genre. First and foremost, it adopts the backstage setting that was the most
typical feature of the so-called ‘backstage musicals’ in the 30s. Like its pred-
ecessors, Moulin Rouge builds its story on the staging of a show intertwining
it with the ‘offstage’ conflicts of the performers, which involve courtship,
love and rivalry. Moreover, the film casts a group of staple characters, such
as the obsessive theater director (Zidler), the ambitious talented courtesan
(Satine), the inspired writer (Christian) and the villainous wealthy patron
(Duke), whose conflicting attitudes and lifestyles create tension and confu-
sion in the realization of the show and the fulfilment of the couple’s love. The
extravagant theatrical space, the rehearsals, the lush musical numbers and
the ubiquitous presence of contemporary music infuse the narrative with
spectacular energy recreating the atmosphere of a Broadway show or a
Busby Berkeley musical. The development of the story also follows very
familiar steps, as the ideal couple in musicals is not usually together in the
opening of the film but it gradually w orks its w ay out of a complex romantic
tangle and celebrates its union in the final show (Schatz 1981: 197). In the end
of Moulin Rouge the lov e of the tw o protagonists celebrates its victory ov er all
the human obstacles and temptations, despite the fact that death remains the
final victor. 

At the same time, Luhrmann reworks the Orphean myth in a fairy-tale
manner and borrows the romantic duets from the operetta tradition, a musi-
cal style that was mostly typical of the Lubitsch and Mamoulian musicals in
the 30s. Moving up the path of the musical history, the film joins the back-
stage musicals and operettas together with some of the conventions of the
integrated musical from the 40s. Apart from the musical numbers that are
strictly related to the preparation of the show , Moulin Rouge contains songs
and dances that are integrated in the narrativ e in order to express the char -
acters’ dispositions and feelings in the story . For this purpose, many of them
are actually medleys composed of carefully edited and modified lyrics to
intensify their passion. These musical scenes, such as the one with Satine and
Christian singing and dancing on the top of the elephant, not only continue
the flow of the narrativ e but also humanize the story and its characters
(Kinder 2002: 54). 

H o wever, it is important to note that all these musical elements are con-
stantly accompanied and reinforced by the generic conventions of melodra-
ma, another highly popular genre in Hollywood in the late 40s and 50s. By
extolling the love of its star-crossed lovers, Moulin Rouge employs one of the
principal themes of the famous melodramas of that time (Schatz 1991: 152-5).
The stereotypical portrayal of the characters and their relationships results in
a melodramatic universe that is occupied by Manichean conflicts between
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good and evil, light and darkness (Williams 1998: 77). The moral dilemmas
of Satine, who has to choose between real love and success, and Christian,
who must fight against the power of money and fame, are dramatically
accentuated and resolved the last minute with the utter triumph of pure and
sincere love. This dramatization of the emotional and psychological predica-
ments of the main characters is enhanced by one of melodrama’s most mem-
orable aspects; its excessive and baroque style, which sublimates ‘dramatic
conflict into décor, gesture and composition of frame’ (Elsaesser 1991: 76).
Additionally, in tune with the representations of women in melodramas
Satine tries to prove her strength and heroism by sacrificing herself to save
Christian from the Duke’s murderous hands and finally atones for her sinful
and profligate life by succumbing to her fatal illness (Creed 1977: 28).
Moreover, the role of coincidences and the uneven distribution of knowledge
among the characters are the two narrational techniques that contribute to
the heightened poignant nature of melodrama and regulate the development
of the story (Neale 1986: 6-7). For example, in the beginning of the film
Christian meets Lautrec and his Bohemian company of artists by chance
when one of them falls through the ceiling of his hotel room and later on he
falls in love with Satine when she mistakes him for the rich Duke. Finally, the
key component of melodrama that is celebrated in the film’s closing scene is
the feeling of ‘too late’ (Williams 1998). The sense of loss and the human
despair in front of the irrev ersibility of time is what triggers not only
Christian’ s tears as he is holding Satine’ s dead body in his arms but also the
tears in the spectators’ eyes.

O verall, Moulin Rouge as a contemporary musical melodrama seems to
adopt an archaeological attitude towards the history of the two genres that it
memorializes. By reshuffling some of their most definitive traits, Luhrmann
reminds us that they can remain alive and affective, as long they are
replayed, recycled and re-shaped through the updated rules of visual repre-
sentation so as to appeal to the contemporary sensibility. 

The hybrid approach

The majority of films in the sample exhibit a multi-generic construction
that contains a hybrid selection of generic qualities that often contradict one
another . For instance, Wong Kar-wai’s Chungking Expr ess combines the crime
drama with the romantic comedy , juxtaposing some of their most stereotyp -
ical traits in a fairly stark and bewildering manner . V arious noir elements
such as the glamorous but deadly femme fatale with the raincoat and the
sunglasses, the city at night, the killings and the drug-smuggling deals blend
with comic-romantic situations that include canned pineapple, fast food,
stolen letters, desperate phone calls to ex-girlfriends, secret visits and chance
encounters.

In a similar vein, Million Dollar Hotel is a crime drama or murder mystery
with a heavy dose of black humor and satire. The murder, the line of sus-
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pects, the hard-boiled detective who is determined to solve the mystery at all
costs and the tragic end of the leading character are contrasted with the
humorous voice-over commentary and the satire of the media and the art
w orld. It is a film that consistently oscillates between comic situations, such
as the gatherings of the hotel residents, the romantic moments between To m
and Eloise and the harsh reality of their hopeless lives.  

An analogous combination is found in Arizona Dream , which constantly
switches from drama to comedy in a western setting. As the reviewers in
Positif point out, 

In a mise-en-scène of stupefying audacity, he [Kusturica] moulds all the
genres of American cinema. Arizona Dream adopts the language of
what he describes with a staggering skill, which lets us believe that one
moment we are in an Arthur Penn western, a Douglas Sirk melodrama
or… a Jerry Lewis comedy (De Bruin et al. 1993: 18-19) [my translation
from French].

The film evidently delved into the rich generic pool of classical
Hollyw ood cinema and selectively borrowed competing formulas and con-
ventions in order to accentuate the vast range of the American genre tradi-
tion. In contrast with Luhrmann and Trier, who were trying to inventory and
rework the historical traits of one or two genres, Kusturica seems to rework
various historical elements across diverse genres for the sake of plurality and
juxtaposition.

Lastly, the same attitude is manifest in Oliver Stone’s Natural Born Killers
as well as in Tom Tykwer’s Lola Rennt , as they both combine a wide range of
iconographic and plot elements from different genres. The former starts off
as a road movie and ends as a thriller with a thick covering of satire, while
the latter contains elements of action movies, lovers-on-the run, gangster
deals and slapstick comedy combined with a video game logic.

On a concluding note, the analysis of the sample has proven that the
generic motivation plays an important role in the post-classical films and the
long list of w ell-established generic qualities from the classical era exert con-
siderable influence on the shape and the dynamics of their narration. The
defining difference between the classical and the post-classical, however, is
the latter’s tendency to either reconstruct archetypical versions of the classi-
cal genres by adopting an archaeological attitude towards genericity or to
reconfigure in a contrasting and playful manner some of the traditionally
incompatible generic traits.

d. Artistic motivation

The last type of motivation that Bordwell discusses in his account of the
classical Hollyw ood cinema is the artistic motiv ation, which justifies the
presence of a component in the filmic narration ‘by its power to call attention
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to the system within which it operates’ (Bordwell et al. 1985: 21). This formal
strategy is also called ‘laying bare the device’, indicating its intention to
expose and call attention to its own principles of construction. The use of
techniques and forms that challenge the ‘invisible’ and ‘transparent’ mode of
representation was by definition inimical to the classical Hollywood model
which, as I previously emphasized, was dominated by a Bazinian notion of
realism that excluded any obtrusive technical intervention on the part of the
filmmaker. As a result, the presence of an artistic motivation was quite limit-
ed in the classical tradition and it could only be employed momentarily and
restrictedly, in contrast with other cinematic modes, such as the art cinema or
the historical-materialist mode, which used the artistic motivation in order to
serve the filmmakers’ artistic or ideological agendas.

In the case of the post-classical paradigm, I would like to make an impor-
tant clarification. As I have already argued, the post-classical narration relies
on a type of realistic motivation that entails a break with the seamless
Hollywood representation and invites a multi-layered cinematic space that
unv eils the means of its own construction. The reason I have chosen to clas-
sify this formal strategy as a ‘realistic’ and not as an ‘artistic’ motivation is
because the strategy of ‘laying bare the device’ acquires a different function
in the post-classical cinema from the one it had serv ed within the art cinema
or modernist tradition. In contemporary media, and by extension in contem-
porary cinematic practices, the self-reflexiv e devices that create a discontinu -
ous and self-conscious act of representation have become normalized main-
stream conv entions, which, instead of serving a radical rupture with the clas-
sical realism, now use hypermediacy as a means to capture the real in new
terms. 

Yet, the ‘artistic motiv ation’ is indeed v aluable in the framew ork of post-
classical cinema not because it can explain some of the technical options in
the films that ‘lay bare the device’, but because it can accommodate a partic -
ular self-reflexive device, the practice of parody, which constitutes one of the
main motiv ational factors in post-classical narration. Before looking at the
films, I consider it indispensable to explain what I mean with the term ‘par-
ody’ by comparing and contrasting some of the most prominent writings on
the topic. Thus I will try to clarify some of the misconceptions about the term
that have been responsible for its either ambiguous or gratuitous use in
recent film theory and criticism.

First and foremost, I would like to begin with Linda Hutcheon’s theory of
parody that, despite drawing mostly on literature and occasionally architec -
ture, remains the most popular and reliable. According to Hutcheon,

The collective weight of parodic practice suggests a redefinition of par-
ody as repetition with critical distance that allows ironic signaling of
difference at the very heart of similarity. In historiographic metafiction,
in film, in painting, in music and in architecture, this parody paradox-
ically enacts both change and cultural continuity: the Greek prefix para
can mean both ‘counter’or ‘against’ and ‘near’or ‘beside’ (Hutcheon
1988: 26) [emphasis in the original].
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If we adapt this definition to the cinematic realm, we could argue that
parody is the strategy of evoking, recalling and re-writing forms and con-
ventions from cinematic history in order to establish an artistic dialogue with
historical and influential artworks. This parodic dialogue between the old
and the new elements depends on the notion of ‘repetition with a difference’
and results both in the critical re-evaluation of old cinematic traditions and
in the double-layering of meaning in the new work. For the purposes of this
investigation of the formal parameters of the post-classical cinema, I would
like to clarify that parody should be approached as a process or practice that
bears specific formal and structural characteristics that create an involvement
with and a distance from a certain text with ironic or estrangement effects.
The reason I raise this point with emphasis is because various theorists have
examined parody as a separate genre or often as a sub-genre of comedy, lim-
iting thus the significance and the multiplicity of its functions. For instance,
W es Gehring claims that parody is an American genre that, like other ‘com-
edy approaches’, has the fundamental goal of being funny and therefore
does not have a determinate time and space (Gehring 1999: 2-3). Despite the
fact that he makes some useful observations on the topic, the contextualiza-
tion of parody as y et another standard American genre obscures its multi-
faceted functions in contemporary World cinema.

For that matter I w ould like to refer to Dan Harries’ book Film Par ody
(2000), which presents a thorough theoretical account of how parody oper-
ates on textual, pragmatic and socio-cultural levels. By reviewing the writ-
ings of the Russian Formalists on the subject and relying on Linda Hutcheon
and Margaret Rose’s theories of parody, Harries makes an insightful
approach by treating parody as a ‘discursive mode’. As he notes,

For these reasons, I prefer to describe film parody not so much as a
‘meta-genre’, or conversely, as a textual anti-genre, but rather as a dis-
cursive mode. This perspective more clearly aims at the functions of par-
ody rather than any specific content or thematic. Employing a range of
ironic, ‘disrupting’ techniques, parody therefore becomes more of a
methodic ‘approach’ to recontextualizing target texts and canons than
a particular type text (Harries 2000: 7) [emphasis in the original].

The problem with Harries, unfortunately , is that in order to explore this
discursive mode, he resorts to genre theory and to its theoretical concepts,
such as the lexicon, the syntax and the style. He argues that these three basic
components of each genre film constitute the targets of the parodic activity,
which through six different strategies – reiteration, inversion, misdirection,
literalization, extraneous inclusion and exaggeration – aims at transforming
them and generating difference through repetition. After a systematic analy-
sis of these diverse formal techniques, he concludes that ‘film parody has cre-
ated a formulaic means to generate its discourse in a standardized fashion’
(37). 

Although I consider his theoretical framework, and especially his starting
point, to be able to produce extremely enlightening observations, I have
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strong objections both to his selection of films and, inevitably, to the conclu-
sions he draws from them. It seems that he has tried to circumvent the dan-
ger of turning parody into another film genre but his body of films and his
analyses have led him to the same path with Gehring. The problem lies in his
attempt to characterize and classify the particular works as ‘film parodies’ in
their entirety, instead of tracing parodic ‘moments’ and ‘relations’ in a wider
range of films that employ parody in a more subtle and selective manner
and, above all, that do not necessarily belong to the category of comedy.
Parodic discourses may present the possibility of laughter but the comic ele-
ments are not an essential prerequisite. As Gary Saul Morson argues, ‘paro-
dy recontextualizes its object so as to make it serve tasks contrary to its orig-
inal tasks, but this functional shift need not be in the direction of humor’
(Morson 1989: 69). By limiting his sample to the films that use parody as an
end in itself and even market themselves as ‘parodies’ to signify a certain
type of comedy, Harries inexorably restricts the applicability of his frame-
work and downplays the nuances of the parodic elements in contemporary
filmmaking. 

On the other hand, a broader perspective on the issue is exemplified in
Noël Carroll’s account of ‘allusionism’ – a term I briefly introduced in the
previous chapter in a different context. Here Carroll’s work becomes perti-
nent, as he identifies the various ways, in which the cinematic allusions cre-
ate this play of ‘repetition with a difference’ 10. In his article ‘The future of
allusion: Hollyw ood in the sev enties (and bey ond)’, he defines allusionism
thus:

An umbrella term covering a mixed lot of practices including quota-
tions, the memoralization of past genres, the reworking of past genres,
homages, and the recreation of ‘classic’ scenes, shots, plot motifs, lines of
dialogue, themes, gestures, and so forth from film history , especially as
that history was crystallized and codified in the sixties and early sev-
enties (Carroll 1998: 241) [emphasis in the original].

His analysis exemplifies different kinds of allusion with the close analy-
sis of films as div erse as Coppola’ s Conversation , Brian De P alma’s Blow Out
(1981), Scorsese’s New York, New York (1977), Altman’s McCabe and Mrs.Miller
(1971), Kasdan’ s Body Heat , W enders’ American Friend (1977) and Herzog’ s
Nosferatu (1979). Carroll’s account is particularly valuable not only for its
inventory of various strategies of allusion but also for providing us a point in
history when this tendency became more and more pervasive. Although par-
ody is a v ery old artistic practice, in cinema it became systematically
employed only when film history and theory were sufficiently developed
and a canon of films and filmmakers was formed. From that point onwards,
the rich history of cinema would provide an enormous depository of cine-
matic codes, models, stars and auteurs that the y ounger generations could
allude to in order to create repetition with a difference and to generate mean -
ing through a dialogue with the past. 

Finally, I would like to refer to the distinction between parody and pas-
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tiche. In principle, the main difference between the two intertextual practices
does not lie in the formal strategies that they employ but in their intention,
mood and tone. On the one hand, parody aims at creating a critical distance
and irony through the transformation of a prototext, whereas pastiche imi-
tates for the sake of mere imitation by generating more similarity than dif-
ference and incongruity (Harries 2000: 31). The fact that this distinction is
based on subtle and intangible notions, such as mood and tone, or on degrees
of similarity and difference, results in a discrepancy among theorists about
whether certain works perform parody or pastiche, with the opposition
between Hutcheon and Jameson regarding postmodern art as the quintes-
sential example (Hutcheon 1988: 26-7). Things become even more complicat-
ed when more recent books, such as Ingerborg Hoesterey’s Pastiche: Cultural
Memory in Art, Film, Literature (2001), criticize Jameson’s condemnation of
pastiche and mount a defense of this formal device as a self-reflexive and
critical tool of postmodern cinema.  Whether parody and pastiche gradually
end up – rightly or not – as synonyms is something I cannot determine. In
my thesis I will favor the concept of parody as a primarily textual practice
and I will steer clear of its potential ideological implications. With these the-
oretical explanations in mind, I will continue with three film analyses in
order to show the prevalence of parody in post-classical cinema as a part of
the artistic motiv ation that calls attention to the filmic construction and
acknowledges its historicity .

Europa

Europa takes us back to Germany after World War II and depicts the story
of Leopold, an idealist young American of German origin who gets a job as
a sleeping-car conductor in the German railway company ‘Zentropa’ in order
to participate in the country’s attempt for reconstruction. During his rather
short stay there he experiences the grim situation in Germany and finds him-
self trapped in an ongoing battle betw een the American occupiers and the
‘Werew olv es’, a partisan group of ex-Nazis who resist the occupying forces.
Slowly he becomes the victim of his innocence and he is ev entually persuad -
ed to sabotage a train plunging himself and other people into death. The
film’s thematic concerns and the choice of black-and-white cinematography
allude to the numerous films that have represented this key historical
moment and hav e shaped our collective memory. 

Rossellini’ s Germania Anno Zer o (1947), among others, is an important ref -
erence point, since it also portrays the plight of the German people in their
zero y ear following the collapse of the Third Reich. Amid the rubble of
Berlin, a 12-year-old boy called Edmund, who struggles to survive and sup-
port his family, falls prey of the surrounding madness as he is not old, wise
and strong enough for the tasks that the conditions force on him. Like
Leopold, his innocence is destroyed in a particularly horrifying way, as he is
seduced by an ex-Nazi and is convinced to kill his father because he is a bur-
den to the family. When Edmund realizes the gravity of his crime he kills
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himself to put an end to his misery. The atmosphere of insanity, corruption,
fear and despair is shared in both films as they portray the trajectory of two
similar characters being eliminated in the end by the same work of opposing
forces which fight for survival in a derelict country. 

The departure, however, from Rossellini’s film – and from all other repre-
sentations of this war – lies in Trier’s excessive and self-reflexive visual style.
Where Neorealism used documentary-like immediacy, Europa uses extreme
stylisation that creates a critical distance from all the events depicted in the
story. The images of the ruins and the rubble in the dark-lit streets, as well as
the dilapidated interior settings, are constructed to convey the feeling of
decay that rules the lives of the characters and deliberately refer us to the
dark stylized and unrealistic mise-en-scène of German Expressionism.

What is also interesting in the film’s parodic play with the cinematic his-
tory is its conception of characters. In contrast to the classical tradition that
relies on the construction of the protagonists as unique individuals, Lars von
Trier moulds them as social types defined by a specific environment and a
historical condition. By constantly drawing attention to their formulaic typi-
cality, he produces an estrangement effect that prevents them from function-
ing as suturing agents (Baron 1998: 30-3). For instance, Leo is a young ideal-
ist who wants to contribute to the ‘rebirth’ of a devastated country. He is
innocent and naïve and gets caught in the implications of a serious social and
political battle. Katharina is the archetypal femme fatale with a double face,
who seduces Leo in order to use him but falls for him in the process. Leo’s
uncle, Herr Kessler is the typical obedient and servile person who always
abides by the rules and wants to stay out of trouble. For Uncle Kessler
‘humility’ is the key to the world and his only refuge is to drink secretly
locked in his compartment. Max Hartmann is the corrupted entrepreneur
who offered his services to the Nazis by carrying Jews in his trains. He is now
collaborating with the Americans but he cannot bear the burden of his guilty
past and commits suicide. Katharina’ s brother , Lawrence is the leftist homo -
sexual intellectual who condemns the w ar and the corruption of both sides.
Colonel Harris is the representativ e of the American occupiers and exempli-
fies their opportunistic behaviour as w ell as their distorted notion of ethics.
Finally , the tw o examiners who chase Leo to test him for his competence in
the midst of the dramatic ev ents on the train not only personify the bureau -
cracy and the absurdity as a remnant of the Nazi enterprise but also allude
to Kafka’s stories that often manifest ‘a surreal textuality in which the ordi-
nary slips seamlessly into the extraordinary’ (Hoesterey 2001: 59). As
Hoesterey comments on the scene,

(…) the exceedingly banal examinations to which [Leo] Kessler is sub-
jected are hilariously grotesque. ‘Your problem is not important’,
Kessler, in real trouble, screams at his examiners, reminding readers of
The Trial of a moment in the cathedral when the chaplain admonishes
K.: ‘Forget such irrelev ancies’ (Ibid).
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W ith such character delineation Europa could be regarded as a collection
or even a recollection of cinematic stereotypes, represented with remarkable
precision in an attempt to memorialise the cinematic past. According to Trier,
even the faces of the actors seem familiar to us and carry the trace of a cer-
tain history, even if we don’t know it (Danton et al. 1991: 37).

In addition, various reviewers have traced references to Hitchcock’s
thrillers and train films like The Lady Vanishes , Strangers on a Train , North by
Northwest, while Trier admits his allusions to Vertigo mostly through the
musical theme, which is a variation of Bernard Hermann’s musical score.
Finally, Orson Welles’ play with filming techniques, and especially Citizen
Kane’s encyclopaedic technical range and flamboyant visual effects, seem to
be an important source of inspiration for the film. Yet, instead of depth of
field and concealed back projections, Europa creates the ‘ironic signaling of
difference at the very heart of similarity’ by revealing the seams of the filmic
image and playing with their artificiality. 

On the whole, the tendency of post-classical filmmakers to borrow ele-
ments from other films and to motivate their stories parodically is illustrated
in Trier’s following statement: 

I steal a lot of things from the cinematic past for making my films.
Stealing from cinema is for me like using the letters of the alphabet
when writing. I hav e to look for the elements that will help express
myself and these elements are the clichés (38) [my translation from
French].

Natural Born Killers

Oliver Stone’s film features the killing sprees of the murderous couple
Mickey and Mallory as they driv e across America, imitating the famous
Badlands/Bonnie and Clyde/Gun Crazy plotline. The misadventures of Mickey
and Mallory as outcasts, lovers, and serial killers function as a pretext for the
film’s fierce critique of contemporary image culture and the narration
employs different visual styles and formats to parody v arious modes of rep-
resentation from the film and television history. 

Firstly, one of the most prominent parodic sections in the film is Mallory’s
flashback, which takes us back to the day she met Mickey . This flashback con-
stitutes a quite distinct segment in the plot, as it is shot entirely in a TV sit-
com format and is bounded both by opening and closing credits. Its title ‘I
Love Mallory’ appears on the screen, as a rather blatant allusion to ‘I Love
Lucy’, while the tacky décor of the setting and the nuclear family life that is
depicted refer us to the numerous American sitcoms, but above all to
‘Married with Children’. Stone is creating a parody of the sitcom tradition by
exaggerating and twisting their basic formulas and conventions. Mallory
liv es with her parents and her younger brother but life in this family is a
nightmare, since her father rapes her with the tolerance of her mother who
tries to maintain the ‘happy family’ façade. The caricature depiction of their
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family is enhanced by the laugh track, which accompanies her father’s abu-
sive behavior and her mother’s shallow and imbecile remarks. The style of
this section tries to imitate the television look by reducing the camera move-
ment and duplicating the traditional TV shots and angles, which accentuate
the movement of the characters and their interactions. The television effect is
finally brought to the extreme when there is a break for commercials, which
includes a whole Coca Cola spot. 

But that is still only the beginning. After this self-contained flashback,
Oliver Stone both literally and metaphorically changes the channel to show
us the murderous action of Mickey and Mallory that ensued following their
meeting in the sitcom. This time we follow the story through the images of a
TV magazine show, called American Maniacs, which has a special report on
the couple. Again, after the credits of the show, we hear the host’s stilted com-
mentary accompanied by interviews with people and friends of the victims,
black-and-white blow-ups of ‘police file photos’ and of course a kitschy
dramatized re-staging of a murder, so common in sensationalistic television
shows like America’s Most Wanted (Pizzello 1994: 45). 

H o wever, television is not the only target of the film’s parodic spirit. The
overabundance of images deriving from difference sources, formats and
modalities and the bricolage aesthetics of certain scenes refer us to the
American av ant-garde cinema of the 60s and to films as div erse as Berlin
Horse and Scorpio Rising . The allusions to av ant-garde experiments are par -
ticularly prominent in the sequence of the hotel room where Mickey and
Mallory have a fight. The room becomes a surreal setting where different sur-
faces function as screens for projection. Mickey is zapping on the TV allow-
ing the procession of shots from old films, commercials, cartoons, and news
programs while at the same time the window behind him becomes another
screen where all sorts of found footage flickers in a back projection. This
extensive use of found images from stock libraries is motivated artistically as
a parodic activity that alludes to the compilation/collage films while it re-
frames them in the ov erall narrativ e context. 

Arizona Dream

Arizona Dream not only embodies a ‘European’ version of the American
Dream, to which the title alludes, but also expresses a candid fascination
with the American landscape, both the natural and the cinematic. The film
opens in New Y ork, the most popular cosmopolitan American city , and
moves to the South where the hustle and bustle of the busy streets giv es w ay
to the v ast open spaces and small cities of Arizona. The American iconogra-
phy is also evoked in the selection of the settings, especially the two houses;
on the one hand, Leo’s pink-painted house is representative of the kitschy
style that Europeans consider typical of the American taste whereas, on the
other, Elaine’s country house is reminiscent of the scenery in the Westerns, a
genre quintessentially American. 

The story world is inhabited by characters that oscillate between their fic-
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tional identity and the actors’ star personas and take part in situations that
constantly duplicate famous scenes from classical Hollywood films. For
example, Paul Blackmar is a struggling actor who builds his personality by
imitating his favorite Hollywood actors; he fakes Al Pacino’s New York
accent, he expresses himself through the lines of his favorite films and spends
most of his time acting out several of their scenes. There is even a moment in
the film when he mentions in front of his cousin Axel his admiration for
Johnny Depp, creating a very self-referential moment since Axel is played by
Johnny Depp. Moreover, Leo’s character borrows aspects from Jerry Lewis’
star persona and his well-known career as a comedian. Despite the fact that
he plays a middle-aged car salesman in crisis, there are moments that the
narration capitalizes on Lewis’ comic personality by having him perform
tricks and gags in some old home-movies or sell cars using his comic gri-
maces and gestures. 

The parodic references to Hollywood stars are also accompanied by the
quotation and the re-staging of some classic scenes from Scorsese’s Raging
Bull (1980), Coppola’s The Godfather Part II (1974) and Hitchcock’s North by
Northwest (1959). P aul is fascinated with all three films, he knows all their
dialogues by heart and rehearses them with ev ery chance he gets. First, he
goes to the cinema to see Raging Bull and jumps on stage to play De Niro’s
part in the quarrel scene with his brother, which also foreshadows the quar-
rel scene between himself and Axel that follows. Later on, he performs the
crop-dusting sequence from North by Northwest in a local talent night, and
then he duplicates the experience when Elaine chases him with her new
plane. Finally, Paul watches The Godfather Part II the night that Grace kills
herself and, in a w ay, the particular scene featuring an imminent family
tragedy – P acino murdering his brother – prepares us for the other tragedy
that is about to occur in the story w orld. Apart from the allusions that are
related to Paul’s character, it is important to note that the entire film is per-
vaded from start to finish with a dream sequence that overtly alludes to
Robert Flaherty’s historic documentary Nanook of the North (1912) and punc-
tuates the development of the story. 

As a whole, it seems that Kusturica has based his own v ersion of the
American dream on a parodic and playful dialogue with classic moments
and stars of Hollywood, the quintessential American dream factory. The nar-
ration of the film incorporates golden cinematic representations and trans-
forms them into an inseparable part of the characters’ identities and actions. 

Conclusion

The aim of this chapter was to start the exploration of the post-classical
paradigm of narration with an analysis of the system of narrativ e logic. I
carefully followed Bordwell’s steps in delineating the types of narrative moti-
vation that this system contains and, more specifically , I dedicated one sec -
tion to each of the following motivations: compositional, realistic, generic
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and artistic. For each type of motivation I presented a brief definition and
then I discussed the way the classical mode of narration has employed it.
Thus, the classical model provided a springboard but also a point of com-
parison for the characteristics of the post-classical model and the transfor-
mations that it has implemented. With a careful scrutiny of the theoretical
issues on the one hand, and the meticulous textual analysis of the sample, on
the other, I was able to trace the similarities and differences of these two
models and to define, in strictly poetic terms, the aspects of the post-classical
narrative logic.

Starting with the case of the compositional motivation, I argued that the
post-classical model still relies on a character-centered causality, the use of
recurring motifs and the classical double plot structure that interweaves the
formation of the heterosexual couple with the undertaking of a mission. At
the same time this new paradigm has made some noteworthy alterations by
emphasizing the personalities of the characters with long expository descrip-
tions that reduce the diegesis, by multiplying the number of the protagonists
and by employing more episodic structures, such as spliced plots and fork-
ing paths, which loosen the tight causality and the goal-oriented progression
of the story. The compositional motivation remains a determining aspect of
the post-classical system but is also imbued with additional elements that
slacken the tight cause-and-effect chain of ev ents and allow a more free-rang -
ing dev elopment of the plot.

As far as the realistic motiv ation is concerned, the changes in the post-
classical paradigm are certainly more radical. The sample films relinquish
the concept of classical realism, which required the construction of the frame
as a ‘window to the world’ with the use of linear perspective and depth of
field for the achievement of greater transparency and immediacy. Instead,
the post-classical narration is motivated by a hypermediated realism, which
I defined with the help of Bolter and Grusin’s concept of hypermediacy and
their arguments on how hypermediacy can qualify as another path to
approach the real. This kind of realism tries to recreate the authenticity of the
story by using a v ariety of modalities and ‘windows’ onto the action and by
manipulating the spatial and temporal qualities of the image for a heighten -
ing effect. An important side-effect of hypermediacy is an emphasis on sub -
jective experiences and a tendency to visualize some of the most internal
states, such as thoughts and fantasies but also insanity, addiction and schiz-
ophrenia.

The generic motiv ation, furthermore, plays a significant role in the post-
classical mode. My analysis show ed that the sample films depend extensiv e-
ly on generic elements and, therefore, could be easily classified as ‘genre
films’ similar to the classical Hollywood counterparts. However, a closer look
at the genericity of the post-classical paradigm revealed two fine distinctions
between the two traditions.  On the one hand, the post-classical filmmakers
have a penchant for memorializing certain genres by venturing on an archae-
ological investigation into the diverse norms and formulas that emerged in
the course of their history. This type of generic articulation is also strength-
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ened by the forces of parody that are prominent in this paradigm. On the
other hand, we also see an increased tendency towards hybrid and multi-
generic films, which combine competing generic formulas playing off against
each other.  

Finally, regarding the fourth type of motivation, the artistic, I observed
that it amounts to a major point of differentiation between the two modes.
The classical narration excluded all the elements that could jeopardize the
transparency of the frame and pushed self-reflexive techniques such as par-
ody to the margins. In contrast, the formal properties of parody become now
a central motivational device in the narration of the post-classical films. The
sample analysis showed that a large variety of choices about actors, settings,
motifs, lighting schemes or dialogue lines are made for the purpose of gen-
erating a reference to other cinematic or media texts. With this strategy, the
post-classical mode acknowledges both its fictional status and its awareness
of its lineage in film or media history.

In conclusion, it is important to stress that the post-classical narrativ e
logic is built on four different types of motivation that usually collaborate
and reinforce one another. Although multiple motivation was also a common
feature of the classical model, as I noted in the beginning of the chapter, the
post-classical paradigm makes this multiplicity much more substantial. The
cornerstone of the classical narration was the compositional motivation,
which subordinated the realistic and generic properties in order to achiev e a
very tight causality and a clear -cut progression of the story . On the contrary ,
the post-classical system allows the div erse motiv ations to exist on a more
equal basis and develop their separate agendas with considerable freedom.
Thus, the post-classical narration acquires an intricate and multi-layered tex-
tuality that constitutes an important contribution to the cinematic language. 

Endnotes

1 The phenomenon of narrativ e has been explored from many different perspec-
tiv es (existential, psychological, cognitiv e or technical) and with respect to v ery dif -
ferent media (literature, film, music, painting and computer games). Narratology, the
formal study of narrative, has shed light on the various levels and qualities of the nar-
rative process and remains to date a work in progress. My thesis will not go into the
div erse deep-seated narratological problems because the stake here is not to create a
new narrative theory. The stake is to use a specific cinematic theory of narration, that
of David Bordwell’s, and to try to delineate a new historical mode of narration.
H o wever , there will be times when his theory will be inadequate to ask some ques-
tions about the films’ construction, as in the case of the narrative voice that I will dis-
cuss in chapter three. Whenever such occasion arises, I will engage in a critical eval-
uation of his theory and will try to look for other theorists that are able to ask more
pertinent questions and account for the films’ characteristics.  
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2 The various functions of the narrative devices and the levels of narration that
they initiate will be discussed in detail in the next chapter. 

3 Except for the headings, I will be referring to Jeunet’s film with its abbreviated
title, as Amélie .

4 W e could consider the immediacy/hypermediacy dichotomy in the mode of rep-
resentation as part of a wider discussion about the contrast between the classical and
the baroque sensibility. Omar Calabrese has argued that many important cultural
phenomena of our times are characterized by a neo-baroque aesthetics that resembles
the baroque (Calabrese 1992: 15). Similarly, Angela Ndalianis observes, ‘The seven-
teenth and late twentieth/twenty-first-century nurtured cultural climates that permit-
ted the baroque to become ‘formula and canon’: both epochs reflect wide-scale
baroque sensibilities that, while being the product of specific socio-historical and tem-
poral conditions, reflect similar patterns and concerns on formal and aesthetic levels’
(Ndalianis 2002: 358). 

5 Here Bolter and Grusin support their argument by paraphrasing Derrida’s
account of mimesis and it would be pertinent to quote it: ‘mimesis is defined not onto-
logically or objectiv ely in terms of their resemblance of a representation to its object
but rather intersubjectively in terms of the reproduction of the feeling of imitation or
resemblance in the perceiving subject’ (Bolter and Grusin 1999: 53).

6 The characteristics of post-classical space and time will be thoroughly analyzed
in chapters four and fiv e respectiv ely . 

7 A detailed analysis of Europa ’s spatial system is presented in chapter four.
8 I referred to the issue of generic hybridity from the postmodern perspective in

my overview of the various theories of postmodern cinema in chapter one. More
specifically , I briefly mentioned Jim Collins’ argument about ‘eclectic irony’ as a
generic tendency in the cinema of the 90s. For a thorough presentation of his theory
of genericity, see Collins (1993).

9 I would like to note that the generic motivation in this paradigm is highly influ-
enced by the other tw o types of motivation, namely the hypermediated realism that I
described in the previous section and the parodic motivation that I will present in the
next. The interaction betw een these three principal constructive elements – hyperme-
diacy, parody and genres – seems to reinforce the tendency towards both hybridity
and the attempt to reviv e and quote elements from the cinematic past.

10 Although Carroll does not employ the term ‘parody’, his description of allu -
sionism becomes pertinent to my account of parodic motivation, if we take into con-
sideration the fact that the parodic process is textualized through a set of references
and allusions.
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Chapter 3

The post-classical narration

This chapter will carry on the attempt to map the parameters of a post-
classical paradigm of narration by using David Bordw ell’ s key theoretical
and conceptual tools to analyze a set of contemporary films. As the previous
chapter has made plain, a careful examination of the narrative aspects of
these films can bring to the surface their intricate relation to the cinematic tra-
ditions of the past and mainly to the classical Hollywood narration. The lack
of such careful research so far in film studies has created a notorious and
blurred image for post-classical/postmodern films and has separated theo -
rists into tw o opposing groups; those who understate the differences of post-
classical films from their predecessors and claim that the existing paradigms
– primarily the classical one – can still accommodate them, and those who
overstate these differences and talk about radical breaks, the ‘end of cinema
as we know it’ and the dissolution of narration into spectacle and expensive
effects. 1 My personal research aim, therefore, remains to overcome these ten-
dencies and to construct an elaborate account that reveals the nature of this
post-classical narration in all its complexity and with all its fine distinctions
and particularities. 

For this purpose, I would like to continue pursuing my goal by following
the analytical agenda that Bordw ell set in his account of the classical
Hollywood cinema in the first section of the book he co-authored with
Staiger and Thompson. After looking into the system of narrative causality
and motivations, he dedicates a chapter to the characteristics of the classical
narration, as a specific means of transmitting story information. Thus, he
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temporarily shifts his focus from the narrative logic, time and space axes in
order to examine at a different level how all these three systems operate as
vehicles for the transmission of information about the story. He borrows the
conceptual tools from Meir Sternberg’s work and seeks to describe the func-
tions of the classical narrative along three evaluative scales: a. self-con-
sciousness, b. knowledgeability and c. communicativeness.  With the help of
these three terms he wants to elucidate the workings of the classical narration
and to contradict the common prejudice that a Hollywood movie is simply a
transparent and illusionist mechanism (Bordwell et al. 1985: 25).

Firstly, let us see what these qualities mean in order to appreciate their
contribution to understanding narration. Firstly, a narration can be self-con-
scious to different degrees, depending on how much it acknowledges the fact
that it is presenting information to an audience. The core question one asks
in order to evaluate the self-consciousness is: How aware is the narration of
addressing the audience? Secondly, a narration can be more or less knowl-
edgeable in relation to how much information it has on the story. The question
here is: How much does the narration know? Thirdly, a narration is commu-
nicative at v arious lev els according to how much information it communi -
cates to the viewer. Now the question becomes: How willing is the narration
to tell us what it knows? A classical narration manifests all three qualities
with systematic fluctuations that can be codified fairly precisely and can dif-
ferentiate it quite clearly from other types of narration, especially the one that
w as developed in European art cinema. What Bordwell does to codify these
different aspects of the narrative is to analyze his sample films from start to
finish in order to trace how their ‘self-consciousness’, ‘knowledgeability’ and
‘communicativ eness’ varies during the progression of the story . According to
his overall observation on classical films,

In the opening passages of the film, the narration is moderately self-
conscious and ov ertly suppressiv e. As the film proceeds, the narration
becomes less self-conscious and more communicative. The exceptions
of these tendencies are also strictly codified. The end of the film may
quickly reassert the narration’ s omniscience and self-consciousness
(Ibid). 

More specifically, a classical film opens with a credit sequence, which is a
self-conscious device that addresses the audience directly, introducing the
casting and often setting the tone of the film. The first sequences are usually
highly expository and omniscient as they intend to provide information
about the time and place of the story and the principal characters. Gradually,
the narration tries to phase itself out and to communicate information only
through the characters’ actions in their self-contained diegetic world. The
exceptions that are mentioned in the passage abov e refer to a v ery specific
self-conscious technique, the ‘montage sequence’. This type of sequence com-
presses a certain length of time and space by presenting some key moments
in the developments of the story. It is quite common to link some separate
shots of representative events with optical effects, such as dissolves and
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superimpositions, and to accompany them with non-diegetic music to signi-
fy the passage of time and to summarize the action. This narrative instance is
overtly self-conscious, as it acknowledges the presence of a ‘narrator’who
arranges purposefully these images to convey information and who, by
extension, breaks the continuous and seamless presentation of the story.
H o wever, this device has become strictly codified, i.e. it has become another
sort of formula that is easily recognized and comprehended by the viewer.
Therefore, as Bordwell notes,

Flagrant as the montage sequence is, its rarity, its narrative function,
and its narrowly conventional format assure its status as classical nar-
ration’s most acceptable rhetorical flourish (29).

Apart from the montage sequences, the classical narration tries painstak-
ingly to conceal any trace of self-consciousness by depending heavily on the
characters’ actions and interactions for the presentation of the causal chain
and the progression of the plot. This is a crucial strategy of the classical film
that works effectively to build an integral diegetic world and to efface the
narrational manipulation from the outside. Despite the fact that the camera
can be spatially omnipresent, the narration controls its omniscience by using
the characters for motivating the movement both in space but particularly in
time. The flashbacks are alw ays motiv ated through a character ’s memory ,
even though the actual information of a flashback exceeds that character ’s
consciousness. Moreov er , the characters are responsible for rev ealing or sup-
pressing information and they are charged with repeating decisiv e cues, so
that the view ers can follow the story. However, the classical narration does
not restrict its knowledge to a single person’s subjective view. It becomes
more communicative by smoothly moving from one character to another, by
occasionally employing impersonal sources of information, such as the
media, and by maintaining continuity in time and place. 

Another aspect of the Hollywood film that functions narrationally is the
use of the musical score. Music had always played an integral part in cinema
since its inception until Hollywood employed it consistently to strengthen
the sense of continuity that is so prized in the classical film. The classical
musical score is also characterized by degrees of self-consciousness, knowl -
edgeability and communicativ eness, although for the most part it follows the
same principles as the visual style. It can become self-conscious in the open-
ing scenes; it can occasionally heighten or anticipate crucial moments of the
action but, ultimately, it has to give way to the characters’ dialogues and to
confine itself to ‘a moment-by-moment heightening of the story’ (35). Like
the classical style, the music is another vehicle for the flow of information,
which tries to avoid dominating the screen and calling attention to itself.

Finally, the closing moments of a Hollywood film are also very indicative
of the nature of the classical narration. There is a very clear sense of closure,
into which the film gradually and efficiently builds, and this closure is fur -
ther accentuated by an epilogue that confirms the stability of the narrative
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state. At this stage, the narration can risk a modest degree of self-conscious-
ness with non-diegetic titles or an occasional direct address to the camera,
but as in the beginning, these devices wield very little influence on the actu-
al closing of the story, which has explicitly resulted from the characters’
actions. 

To conclude this epigrammatic overview of the classical narrative traits, I
w ould like to refer to another side of narration, the process of creating and
filling gaps 2. Bordwell borrows again some of Sternberg’s concepts to
demonstrate how the classical film handles the development of the story and
the spectators’ expectations by calling attention to informational gaps and by
inviting the formation of certain hypotheses. Even though creating gaps
seems to be a fundamental and indispensable goal for all narrative films in
cinematic history, what typifies the Hollywood film is that it steadily leads to
the filling of these gaps, to the confirmation of the hypotheses and to the cre-
ation of the feeling of certainty. While European art-directors close their films
leaving some questions – if not most – unanswered, the classical Hollywood
conventions dictate the need for the classical film to show it all, to tell it all
and to know it all by the time it reaches the end.

W ith these theoretical issues in mind and with Bordwell’s analysis as a
model, I will try to investigate how the post-classical narration manifests
Sternberg’s three narrative qualities and how post-classical films handle the
transmission of story information. 

The transformations of the post-classical narration

The features of self-consciousness, knowledgeability and communicative-
ness are molded primarily by the motivations that govern the system of nar-
rative logic of a film, as I delineated them in the previous chapter 3. For
instance, the classical model maintains a low degree of self-consciousness
and a moderate level of communicativeness because its narration is predom-
inantly shaped by the compositional and generic motivations, which create
tight causal relationships and demand a careful and predictable arrangement
of story information. The meticulous and firm planning of the plot, combined
with the systematic subordination of the realistic and artistic motiv ations,
results in an ‘invisible’ narration that encourages us to believe that it presents
a solid fictional w orld without any external narrational interventions.

Inevitably then, the transformations that took place in the post-classical
motiv ations have produced a different balance among these three qualities
and hav e refashioned the manner in which the films conduct their story-
telling capacity. As I have already established, the post-classical narration is
characterized by the prominence of the hypermediated realism and parody
as key motivational factors, which entail by definition the foregrounding of
the act of representation and the awareness that they are performing a nar-
rating operation. As a result, an extremely high degree of self-consciousness
becomes a vital trait of the post-classical films that acknowledge in every
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instance their constructed nature. Regarding the traits of knowledgeability
and communicativeness, the differences between the classical and the post-
classical are subtler. The post-classical narration is as knowledgeable as the
classical, in the sense that we understand that the film has all the story infor-
mation at its disposition. The influence of the soaring self-consciousness,
however, allows the post-classical film to disclose its knowledgeability more
freely than the classical, which would use the characters’ interactions as pre-
texts for hiding its ability to know it all and move without constraints in the
story world. Similarly, the self-consciousness affects the manner in which the
post-classical narration manifests its communicativeness. Although, both
classical and post-classical are fairly communicative types that transmit
increasingly more information as the plot develops, the post-classical films
often dare to reveal crucial secrets of the story even from the very beginning.
Therefore, the intriguing side of the post-classical self-consciousness is that
instead of thwarting the knowledgeability and communicativeness of the
narration for the sake of obscurity and ambiguity 4, it reinforces them to such
an extent that it produces a rich and multi-faceted narration that ‘knows it
all’ and ‘tells it all’ very explicitly. 

These preliminary observations will certainly be supported by detailed
examples from the sample films. Yet, before proceeding with the textual evi-
dence, I would like to dwell on the issue of self-consciousness and highlight
some of the different shapes and manifestations that it can take. My empha-
sis is purposefully placed on this particular quality, as it is the one that marks
a clear-cut differentiation between the classical and the post-classical, while
it also has a bearing on the materialization of the knowledgeability and com-
municativeness.

The aspect of self-consciousness, or reflexivity as it is commonly labeled,
has a long tradition in artistic practices.  According to a broad definition,
‘artistic reflexivity refers to the process by which texts foreground their own
production, their authorship, their intertextual influences, their textual
processes, or their reception’ (Stam et al. 1992: 200). Reflexivity as a narrative
strategy aims at revealing the principles of construction of a film or, in other
w ords, at ‘laying bare the device’, as I noted in the previous chapter. As a
result, the viewers are invited to regard the portrayed events as merely a fic-
tive account and to see through the cinematic conventions that regulate it. In
his book Reflexivity in Film and Literatur e (1992) Robert Stam dedicates a chap -
ter on the ‘genre of self-consciousness’ and presents some enlightening
insights on the subject, which I would like to use as a guide for my brief
overview 5. 

Starting with a concept familiar to us by now , Stam observes that parody
is a key expressiv e tool of self-conscious texts in their attempt to ‘defiantly
call attention to their artifice and operations’. Given that I have already ana-
lyzed rather exhaustively the workings of parody as a strong artistic motiva-
tion in the post-classical films in the previous chapter 6, at this point it w ould
suffice to summarize his central argument. In agreement with most of the
theorists that I have discussed, he argues that parody ‘can be seen as an ever-
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present tendency which renders explicit the intrinsic processes of textuality’
(Stam 1992: 134). As a reflexive strategy, parody highlights art’s historicity
and constructs itself on the destruction of cinematic codes that have become
outmoded and may be superseded. This justifies convincingly why parody
has become such a crucial weapon in the self-reflexive artillery of post-clas-
sical narratives in their endeavor to outgrow the classical and other cinemat-
ic traditions. 

Furthermore, self-reflexivity in the cinema aims at exposing or experi-
menting with the narrative process itself and the diverse structures it can
assume. One significant aspect of reflexive films is the overt manipulation of
the temporal and spatial coordinates of the story. While the classical narra-
tion favors continuity and smooth transitions from place to place and from
one point in time to another, in order to limit its omniscience and to minimize
its self-consciousness, the post-classical narration accentuates its reflexivity,
and by extension its high knowledgeability, by calling explicit attention to
the treatment of time and space through editing discontinuities, visual effects
and hypermediated images. The filmmakers enjoy the freedom to play with
temporal devices by moving back and forth in the story or by freezing, slow-
ing down and speeding up the image track in order to reaffirm their narra -
tive power. At the same time, the self-conscious construction of space pres-
ents no limits or prohibitions; the camera can be anywhere, it can mov e in all
possible ways and, above all, it can visualize anything 7. The same concept of
the overt manipulation characterizes the entire visual style of self-reflexive
films, as they refuse a transparent self-effacing cinematic language and opt
for a ‘re-materialization of the filmic signifiers’ (Elsaesser 1998b: 205). 

What should not go unnoticed is the affinity of these reflexiv e techniques
with what Tom Gunning has codified as ‘cinema of attractions’. Early cinema
until 1906 flaunted a set of stylistic elements that w ere distinctiv ely div erse
from the narrative films of the later years for the reason that they emphasized
the exhibitionist qualities of cinema. Big close-ups, recurring looks at the
camera and cinematic manipulations, such as slow-motion and double expo-
sure, were employed in order to address the audience directly and to rupture
the self-contained diegetic world. With the passage of time, the storytelling
ability of the cinematic medium prevailed and the ‘cinema of attractions’
went underground either as a component of avant-garde practices or as a
momentary aberration in classical narrative films (Gunning 1990: 57). This
parallel between pre-classical and post-classical narratives was also observed
by Miriam Hansen who claimed that they are both characterized by ‘a meas -
ure of instability that makes the intervening decades look relatively stable, by
contrast, for they are anchored in and centered by the classical system’ (quot-
ed in King 2000: 30). However, such parallelisms should not be overstated, as
the analysis of the sample films shows that they comprise a mixture of con -
tradictory elements, which cannot be easily reduced to oversimplifying
oppositions such as spectacle versus narrative (Buckland 1998: 167). While
they are employing anti-illusionist devices to problematize the image and its
sources, the post-classical narratives appear to be equally clinging to the nar-
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rative strength of the medium in order to explore more complex and chal-
lenging ways of telling a story, as I will demonstrate shortly.

And now I have reached the most central concern of this chapter: the way
self-reflexive narratives challenge the various components of the narrating
act, especially the role of the narrator/author. According to Stam, reflexive
artists tend to emphasize the narrative instance by employing overt narrators
as authorial stand-ins, who show off their omniscience and boast their autho-
rial interventions (Stam 1992: 149-150). This will be precisely the focus of the
close analysis of my sample films in this chapter, as they all constitute very
intriguing cases of ubiquitous and powerful voice-over narrators that chal-
lenge not only the classical Hollywood conventions but also the various nar-
rative theories. As Robert Burgoyne observes,

One of the most daunting problems for film narrative theory centers on
the status of the cinematic narrator, understood as the illocutionary
source or instance of emission of the narrativ e discourse. Because film
is a visual rather than a v erbal medium, and does not imply a literal
speaker or hearer , some theorists argue that the need to designate a
narratological source for the representation of the fictional w orld is
obviated: the ev ents of the fictional w orld simply ‘tell themselv es’, in
the words of Emile Benveniste (Burgoyne 1990: 4).

This is a strong point of contention among film narratologists 8 and, unfor -
tunately, Bordwell’s narrative theory is particularly problematic. He has
adopted a rather inconsistent attitude on the issue of the cinematic narrator,
as he uses the concept simply as another aspect of differentiation betw een the
classical and the art cinema narration. More specifically, he claims that the
need to identify a narrative voice is merely an ‘anthropomorphic fiction’
(Bordw ell 1985: 62). As he explains:

I suggest, however, that narration is better understood as the organiza-
tion of a set of cues for the construction of a story. This presupposes a
perceiver, but not any sender, of a message. (…) Most films do not pro-
vide anything like such a definable narrator , and there is no reason to
expect they will. (…) I need only signal that w e need not build the nar-
rator in on the ground floor of our theory. No purpose is served by
assigning every film to a deus absconditis (Ibid.).

On the other hand, the presence of an authorial figure seems to be essen -
tial in the case of art cinema where the filmmaker comes forward as the cre-
ator who wants to communicate a message or express a personal vision.
Bordw ell notes emphatically:

(…) I argued that there w as no good reason to identify the narrational
process with a fictive narrator. In the art cinema, however, the overt
self-consciousness of the narration is often paralleled by an extratextu -
al emphasis on the filmmaker as source. Within the art cinema’s mode
of production and reception, the concept of the author has a formal
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function it did not possess in the Hollywood studio system (211).

The idea that a narrator should be identified only when the filmmaker
possesses a well-established artistic persona that intervenes in the filmic text
w as rightfully faced with fierce criticism from the part of the theorists who
underlined that the concept of the narrator was logically and pragmatically
indispensable for all fiction films, regardless of their production values or
their institutional setting (Burgoyne 1990; Chatman 1990). At a very general
level, the activity of a narrator is a prerequisite for a film text to come into
being and to acquire a certain narrative form. Every film presents a fictional
w orld comprising both visual and aural information that has been carefully
selected and arranged by someone. However, the distribution and the pres-
entation of this information is not a simple or clear process, as it tends to
instigate complex narrative voices and employ diverse narrative levels,
which are usually responsible for the confusion and the lack of consensus
among film theorists. One of the theories that provide a comprehensible and
inclusive outline of the levels of narration that are usually at play in all films
comes from Edward Branigan in his book Narrative Comprehension and Film
(1992) 9. Branigan proposes a narrative schema with eight levels of narration
in order to demonstrate that the story data of a film is organized hierarchi-
cally along sev eral levels that function simultaneously with varying degrees
of explicitness and compatibility . He writes,

A text is composed of a hierarchical series of levels of narration, each
defining an epistemological context within which to describe data. A
particular text may define any number of levels to any degree of preci-
sion along a continuum from the internal dynamics of a character to a
representation of the historical conditions governing the manufacture
of the artifact itself (Branigan 1992: 87).

The narrativ e lev els that he identifies are the following:

1. Historical author : the biographical person and his public per -
sona.

2. Extra-fictional narrator: the outer limit of the narration, the tran-
sitional lev el between non-fiction and fiction.

3. Non-diegetic narrator: it gives information about the story world
from outside the diegesis. Examples would include intertitles or
non-diegetic music (only the audience can hear it).

4. Diegetic narrator: information limited by the laws of the story
w orld.

5. Character (non-focalized narration): the character as an agent.
6. External focalization: it gives us the information that a character

is also aware of. For instance, an eye-line match is usually exter-
nally focalized.

7. Internal focalization (surface): w e see through a character’s eyes.
8. Internal focalization (depth): w e see in the character’s mind.
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The importance of this narrative schema lies in its ability to accommodate
all types of narration, even the most intricate and peculiar ones. The classical
Hollywood filmmaking tended to center the narration on the middle levels
(4-6), resorting only occasionally and momentarily to the extreme ones (1-3,
7-8) in order to maintain a low degree of self-consciousness. As I previously
noted, the classical narration limited its self-consciousness and its knowl-
edgeability by delegating the transmission of information to the characters,
their dialogues and the external behavior. For instance, we would learn about
their personalities by witnessing their typical activities or they would com-
municate their goals and wishes through their conversations. 

On the other hand, I would like to argue that the post-classical narration
boasts about how self-conscious and knowledgeable it is by switching
emphasis from level to level in an abrupt and explicit manner and by com-
bining non-diegetic voice-overs with the most internally focalized images. In
the analysis that follows, Branigan’s theory is going to prove an invaluable
tool for identifying the various narrative voices and for tracing the sources of
the extreme self-consciousness and knowledgeability that the sample films
manifest. 

O verall, with this theoretical framew ork in mind, I w ould like to move on
to the close analysis of eight sample films in order to highlight the key nar -
rativ e characteristics that I have already foreshadowed. In this chapter, I have
decided to discuss the films as separate case studies because I wanted to pro-
vide a dense and multi-faceted analysis that will justify my arguments about
post-classical narration. At the same time, I decided not to analyze the whole
sample in order to avoid repetitions and redundancies that would not add
much to the expositional strength of my theory. 

Case studies

Europa

I w ould like to commence the film analyses with Eur opa , a film that I often
call the ‘archetype of post-classical cinema’, as it provided me with the inspi-
ration to w ork on this topic. My focus here will be on its use of the voice-over
narration, a recurrent device in contemporary cinema that contributes to a
highly self-conscious nature. According to Sarah Kozloff’s definition,

(…) ‘voice-over narration’ can be formally defined as ‘oral statements,
conveying any portion of a narrative, spoken by an unseen speaker sit-
uated in a space and time other than that simultaneously being pre-
sented by the images on the screen’ (Kozloff 1988: 5). 

For a v ery long time the narrative technique of the voice-over faced the
prejudice of the film critics and filmmakers alike, on the ground that cinema
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as a visual medium should privilege images over words and should avoid lit-
erary devices that emphasize the ‘telling’ rather than the ‘showing’. The
voice-over was considered redundant and was rejected as the ‘last resort of
the incompetent’, as it was apparently the easiest way to convey information
about the story world (22). In the classical Hollywood tradition, the voice-
over narration was never a prominent narrative choice and it invariably
depended on the predilection of some key figures, like Orson Welles, or on
the peculiarities of certain genres, such as the film noir in the 40s. On the con-
trary, voice-over narration was more warmly embraced in French cinema,
from Max Ophuls and Robert Bresson to the New Wave directors in the 60s
(38). From the late 70s onwards, however, the voice-over narration seems to
have gained unprecedented ground in international filmmaking – from the
New Hollywood representatives to Wim Wenders and Wong Kar-wai – hav-
ing apparently deflected all previous reservations and criticisms. In the
hands of contemporary directors, the voice-over technique has been trans-
formed into a powerful tool for increased self-consciousness and complex
narrative mastery. Although Kozloff wrote her book on voice-overs in 1988
and consequently missed some of the most extraordinary voice-overs in the
past fifteen y ears – some of which are featured in this sample, – she made the
following insightful observation:

But I believe that the way narration is being used today differs from the
w ay it was used in the 1940s. This difference lies in an increased ten-
dency tow ards a deliberately nostalgic tone, a certain careful self-con-
sciousness that often slides into overt parody (39).

With this parenthetical remark as a springboard, I would like to introduce
the analysis of Eur opa where the v oice-ov er constitutes an exceptionally dom -
inating source of narrative power, a true emulation of the voice of God. The
deep hypnotic voice of Max von Sydow functions as an unusual type of non-
diegetic narrator who seems to be entirely in control of the diegesis and the
protagonist’s fate. His absolute power in this film is established from the
opening sequence, which shows overhead images of a railway track while a
compelling v oice says:

You will now listen to my voice. My voice will help you and guide you
still deeper into Europa. Ev ery time you hear my voice, with every
w ord and every number you will enter a still deeper layer, open,
relaxed and receptive. I shall now count from one to ten. On the count
of ten, you will be in Europa. I say one…and as you focus your atten-
tion entirely on my voice, you slowly begin to relax. Tw o … your hands
and your fingers are getting warmer and heavier. (…)

It takes exactly tw o minutes and tw enty seconds to complete the count -
down until the state of hypnosis is supposedly reached. How ever , the film
has yet not shown us anything but the rails and, therefore, it is not clear
whether the voice addresses the audience or a character in the story world.
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On the count of ten, the diegetic narration begins by opening up to a fiction-
al world where we see the addressee of the voice-over: a young man who
arrives on a raining night in Germany in 1945 after the end of the war. But
still, the non-diegetic voice-over refuses to withdraw and continues with the
following lines:

You are listening to the noise of rain beating against a large metal
drum. Go closer. There is a fence and you have to stop. You are walk-
ing across the rail yard and you have been travelling by a train from
Bremen and before that on a ship from New York. You are in Germany.
The year is 1945.

As he pronounces the last words, an intertitle – another type of non-
diegetic narrator – appears on the screen saying: ‘Frankfurt Germany
October 1945’. Evidently, Europa deliberately creates narrative redundancy
with all these narrative levels conveying more or less the same information.
The flamboyant style and the playfulness that I discussed in the previous
chapter as a sign of hypermediated realism is equally manifested in the w ay
Lars v on T rier handles his narrative devices. Throughout the film the voice-
over narrator consistently dominates the overall filmic narration, resulting
thus in an extreme type of self-consciousness which constantly evokes the
role of the filmmaker.  He flaunts his narrative omniscience and omnipotence
by explicitly performing a wide range of functions, such as setting the time
and place of the story, linking the different segments of the plot and giving
Leopold instructions and advice. For example, there is a scene with an over-
head shot of Leo lying in his bed looking at the ceiling while the camera is
spiralling slowly around him. The narrator talks to him:

You are in Germany just after the war. You are cold, you are covering
yourself up with clothes you have in your suitcase. You are to start your
training as a sleeping-car conductor . When y ou’v e rested, y ou’ll be on
your way to your new job. Get up! Get up and be on your way!

Leopold is fully ov erwhelmed by the authority of the voice-over narrator
who is in charge of the development of the story and can penetrate even his
innermost thoughts and feelings. The most thrilling quality of this narrator ,
however, is the ability to know the outcome of the story and to foreshadow
future ev ents. Again, he parodies in a way the filmmaker’s capacity to deter-
mine the destiny of the characters and emphasizes the latter’s powerlessness
in the hands of their creator. The closing sequence emblematically re-asserts
his superiority:

You are in a train in Germany. Now the train is sinking. You will
drown. On the count of ten, y ou will be dead. One, two, three, four,
five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten. In the morning, the sleeper has found
rest on the bottom of the river. The flush of the stream has opened the
door and is leading y ou on. Above y our body , people are still alive.
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Follow the river, as days go by. Head for the ocean that mirrors the sky.
You want to wake up, to free yourself of the image of Europa . But it is
not possible. 

The use of the second person in the voice-over is overtly incompatible
with the classical mode of narration and it is even rare in the art cinema par-
adigm. A similar use of ‘you’ in the voice-over is found in Alain Resnais’ La
Guerre est Finie (1966) but the influence seems to come not so much from art
cinema as from television commercials. According to Lars von Trier, an ad
addresses the audience directly because its ultimate goal is to hypnotise the
public and lure them into buying a certain product (Danton et al. 1991: 37).
For that reason he claims that,

It would be great to be able to hypnotize the public with some images
and then not to have to show them a film but only the word ‘end’ w ak-
ing them up after an hour and a half. That would really be the absolute
film (Ibid.) [my translation from French].

Lars v on T rier ’s statement indicates how other contemporary media
forms, such as television, have had an influence on the cinematic language
and have encouraged a hypermediated mode of expression. In sharp contrast
with the classical cinema where the narration depends on the notion of the
invisible observer and the film effaces the marks of enunciation, the direct
address of the narrator in Europa purposefully makes the narrational act
exceptionally self-conscious and knowledgeable. By drawing so much atten -
tion to the voice-over narration and by emphasizing the use of ‘you’, the film
acts out the process of enunciation and interpellation that classical cinema is
thought to perform in a concealed w ay. The dominating voice that controls
the narration hypnotizes and guides Leopold to a certain time and space imi-
tating the cinematic apparatus that is considered to hypnotize and guide the
view ers to the story w orld. 

O verall, this intriguing type of voice-over commentary, along with other
devices, endows the narration with a high degree of self-consciousness and
knowledgeability . In a way, the film confesses from the start that it will tell us
a story and that it possesses all the information about it. These two qualities
then sustain the function of communicativ eness that reveals more and more
facts as time progresses and facilitates the viewers to construct a clear under-
standing of the story . As a whole, Eur opa exemplifies how the post-classical
narration plays with the higher levels of narration in order to become more
self-conscious and knowledgeable, while it maintains an increased level of
knowledgeability from start to finish.

Lola Rennt

Tom Tykwer’s film was previously discussed at length for both its com-
positional and realistic motivations, as it constitutes a particular case of
episodic structure or ‘forking path’ narrative with an overtly hypermediated
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visual style. These two principal characteristics result almost inescapably in
an increased narrative and stylistic self-reflexivity that exposes the means of
its own construction. 

Firstly, the three parallel plotlines and the story variations demonstrate
how a filmmaker can shape the destinies of his characters in numerous ways
and can give different endings at will. Although Lola is seemingly empow-
ered with the ability to change the outcome of the action and get her own
w ay in the end, it is in fact the extra-fictional narrator who flaunts his pow-
ers through the three separate drafts. Secondly, the multiplicity of narrative
plots is paralleled with an even more intense multiplicity of styles that strug-
gle for prominence. The ‘bricolage aesthetics’ that Bordwell indicated 10 is
exemplified in the variety of visual images that Tykwer employs in his
attempt to exhaust the possibilities of cinema. His following statement is
indicative:

A film about the possibilities of life, it was clear, needed to be a film
about the possibilities of cinema as well. That’s why there are different
formats in Run Lola Run; there is color and black and white, slow
motion and speeded up motion, all building blocks that have been used
for ages in film history (quoted in Whalen 2000: 37).

The self-consciousness of the narration in terms of the different plotlines
and the visual formats emphasizes the constructed nature of the film and
invites the viewer to realize that everything there is on-screen ‘could have
been done otherwise’ had the director wished for it. 

The authority of the filmmaker is equally asserted in the pre-credit
sequence of the film where various non-diegetic sources of information func-
tion as an introduction to the diegesis. First, there are the following two
epigraphs:

After the game is before the game. (S. Herberger)

W e shall not cease from exploration/And the end of all our explor-
ing/W ill be to arrive where we started/And know the place for the first
time. (T.S. Eliot)

After the epigraphs, we see a clock’s pendulum swinging back and forth
across the screen, while the camera slowly tilts up to plunge into the mouth
of the clock, as if it were a tunnel. When it emerges on the other side, it enters
a fuzzy world full of people in soft focus and begins to wade frantically
through the crowd. Occasionally , it slows down to select some individuals,
who stand out in bright colors and sharp focus. These are going to be the sec-
ondary characters of the story , although we do not know it yet. At the same
time, the wandering movement of the camera is accompanied with this
voice-over: 

Man, probably the most enigmatic species on our planet. A mystery of
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open questions. Who are we? Where do we come from? Where are we
going? How do we know what we believe we know? Why do we
believe anything? Innumerable questions searching for an answer, an
answer that will generate a new question and the next answer the next
question, and so on, and so on. But in the end, isn’t it always the same
question, and always the same answer?

When the voice-over ends, a man from the crowd wearing a guard’s uni-
form and holding a soccer ball looks directly into the camera and says: ‘Ball
is round, game lasts 90 minutes. That much is clear. Everything else is theo-
ry. And here we go!’ As he kicks the ball into the air, the camera cranes up
and shows us an overhead view of the crowd, which coalesces into the film’s
title ‘Lola Rennt’.

This non-diegetic introduction is a highly self-reflexive commentary on
the film and its thematic concerns. All these diverse narrative voices seek
redundantly to demonstrate that what will follow is a type of game, as the
game of life that begins and ends, trying to answer unsuccessfully the same
question about the meaning of existence. Tykwer ostensibly addresses his
audience in order to anchor his film on this philosophical premise and to pre-
pare them for the narrativ e and stylistic choices that follow . The logic of the
game, and particularly the video game, is further pursued in the credit
sequence, which is more typical of video games than of fiction films. An ani-
mated sequence shows us a redheaded girl running in a tunnel and smash-
ing the clocks on her w ay. The names of some collaborators such as the set
decorator , the costume designer , the editor and, finally , the director appear
on the screen but we still do not know the actors. The latter are introduced in
a separate sequence in a video-game-like manner as if they were players;
their snapshot pictures are shown from the front, the side and the back and
they are accompanied by their real and fictional names. From the first few
minutes, it becomes quite evident how the film plays with the cinematic con-
ventions and adopts the hypermediated logic of contemporary media.

Although the film remains exceedingly self-conscious throughout the 81
minutes of its duration, it is important to note that the narration simultane -
ously maintains a high degree of knowledgeability and communicativ eness.
Even though we mainly follow Lola’s trajectory in all three episodes, the film
repeatedly informs us about Manni’s situation and crosscuts to other more
secondary characters as well. This spatial and temporal omniscience is
flaunted by the use of either crosscutting or split-screens, which regularly
present the progression of the story from different points of view and trans-
mit information about the various spots of action. Right from the start, it
becomes evident that the intense reflexivity of the visual style and the use of
higher levels of narration do not jeopardize the functions of knowledgeabil-
ity and communicativ eness and additionally contribute in creating a highly
pleasurable narration. 

Magnolia
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In an astounding pre-credit sequence that lasts five minutes and 30 sec-
onds, Paul Thomas Anderson flaunts his mesmerizing power as a storyteller
by exhausting all the cinematic possibilities that have been available
throughout film history. This prologue contains three short vignettes that
depict three separate outwardly bizarre occurrences, which prepare the
ground for the equally peculiar stories that are going to follow in the main
part.

The film begins with a black screen and a voice-over saying: ‘In the New
York Herald, 26 November 1911, there is an account of the hanging of three
men’. An iris-in opens to a black-and-white sequence shot entirely with a
Pathé camera from 1909 to create an ‘early cinema’ tone. This is the story
about the murder of a pharmacist who was stabbed outside his Greenberry
Hill pharmacy by three vagrants with the names: Joseph Green , Stanley Berry ,
and Nigel Hill .This short episode is completely narrated by a non-diegetic
narrator who delivers the crucial pieces of information in the voice-over and
accompanies them with precise visual proof. The images constitute a mixture
of ‘cinema of attractions’ strategies, such as close-ups on the key protago-
nists, tableau compositions, looks in the camera, and of more contemporary
filming techniques, such as dynamic camera movements, crane shots and
rapid zoom-ins. 

The non-diegetic narrator proceeds swiftly to the second incident saying,
‘As reported in the Reno Gazette, June of 1983, there is a story of a fire, the
water that took to contain the fire and the scuba div er named Delmer
Darion’. In this slightly longer episode, the voice-over narrator informs us
about the odd mixture of coincidences involved in this story by combining
his ‘telling’ with the ‘showing’ of the events in great detail with the help of
many exhibitionist strategies. He moves freely back and forth in time and
dramatizes the story by means of slow and fast-motion cinematography,
freeze frames and mannerist camera maneuvers.

The third section of this introduction is dedicated to the death of a young
man called Sydney Baringer who tried to commit suicide by jumping off
from the roof of a nine-storey building but w as accidentally killed by a bul -
let that w as fired from one of the apartments. As the film shows his fall, the
narrator freezes the frame and takes ov er the narration saying: ‘The coroner
ruled that the unsuccessful suicide had suddenly become a successful homi-
cide. To explain.’ and he goes on to give us all the details of this absurd case.
For example, he rewinds the free fall and shows us the detail of the suicide
note that Baringer had in his hand. Then, he explains that the bullet w as fired
by the victim’ s mother who at that moment w as having one the regular fights
with her husband. He shows us the whole incident from inside the apart -
ment and includes some of the diegetic dialogues that took place. In the end,
he even shows us a long shot of the building and re-enacts the story by indi-
cating on the screen the various steps with a yellow marker. That is the point
where the narration reaches the limit of its self-consciousness and celebrates
the omniscience and the omnipotence of the non-diegetic narrator who emu-
lates the filmmaker’s absolute control over the images and the sounds of the
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film. Finally, this extended prologue ends with the narrator’s personal
remark on these stories:

…and it is the humble opinion of this narrator that this is not just
‘Something That Happened’. This cannot be ‘One of those things’. This,
please, cannot be that. And for what I would like to say, I can’t. This was
not just a matter of chance. Oh… These strange things happen all the
time. 

The function of this exceptionally long and self-reflexive introduction is
to set the tone for the multiple and intricate stories that are going to follow.
The lives of the numerous characters are constantly connected by coinci-
dences and accidental incidents that often compete in uncanniness with the
three opening vignettes. The narration moves continually and explicitly
between different narrative levels – autonomously from the characters’
actions – in order to connect the different plotlines and remains omniscient,
ubiquitous and communicative throughout the film. It gives us information
that the characters themselves ignore and provides all the insights into their
personal situations. Furthermore, there is a regular non-diegetic intrusion in
the form of an intertitle that informs the viewers about the weather forecast,
whose meaning we can only infer retrospectively after the frog rain. 

In addition, the film plays with its fictional constructed nature in a scene
where Phil P arma, the male nurse that takes care of Earl P artridge, is trying
to trace Earl’s son Frank in order to reconcile them. He is talking on the phone
to one of Frank’s assistants saying that the scene looks like the numerous
ridiculous scenes in the cinema when ‘a guy is trying to get hold of a long lost
son’ but that is exactly what he w ants to do as w ell. Thus he pleads with him
with these words: ‘This is the scene in the movie where you help me
out…this is that scene’.

Moreov er , P aul Thomas Anderson exhibits his authorial powers in anoth-
er inv entiv e sequence when the camera captures ev ery character while they
are singing along to Aimee Mann’s song ‘Wise Up’. After countless moments
of emotional tension and physical pain, Magnolia ’s characters are united by
the wry lyrics of this song in a highly melancholic atmosphere. Claudia
begins to whisper the words, as she sits alone in her apartment, and then
each character picks it up consecutiv ely. The non-diegetic song brings them
all together with the help of the all-powerful narrator. 

Lastly, an epilogue appears right before the final resolutions, closing thus
the parenthesis that opened in the prologue. An intertitle with the phrase ‘So
Now Then’ is follow ed by brief images of the three strange stories, as the
voice-over addresses the audience directly for one last time:

And there is the account of the hanging of three men, and a scuba diver
and a suicide. There are stories of coincidence and chance and inter -
sections and strange things told and which is which and who only
knows. And we generally say: ‘well, if that was in a movie, I wouldn’t
believ e it’. Someone so and so met someone else so and so, and so on.
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And it is in the humble opinion of this narrator that strange things hap-
pen all the time. And so it goes and so it goes and the book says we may
be through with the past but the past ain’t through with us.

Thus, the film maintains symmetry between the beginning and the end-
ing and concludes its impressively self-conscious narration. As a whole,
Magnolia provides us with another valuable example of how the post-classi-
cal narration uses the high level of self-consciousness to reinforce the quali-
ties of knowledgeability and communicativeness in a steadily increasing
manner until the final resolution.  

Fight Club

David Fincher’s film is undoubtedly one of those that present serious
challenges to the narrative theories. Fight Club ’s story is built on a complex
narrative structure and is dominated from start to finish by a highly subjec-
tive voice-over narration. In contrast to the three films I have already dis-
cussed, the voice in this case belongs to a homodiegetic narrator who
recounts his innermost experiences and transforms the film entirely into his
visual stream of consciousness. The role of the voice-over is utterly decisive
in guiding the narration and in reinforcing the subjectiv e dimension of the
story. The enthusiastic attitude of post-classical filmmakers towards this nar-
rativ e device, as I hav e emphatically indicated in the preceding analyses, is
reflected once more in Fincher’s comments: 

The first draft had no v oiceov er , and I remember saying, ‘Why is there
no VO?’ and they w ere saying, ‘ev erybody knows that y ou only use the
VO if you can’t tell the story’. And I was like, ‘it’s not funny if there’s no
voiceover, it’s just sad and pathetic’ (quoted in Smith 1999: 61). 

Apparently, Fincher not only overcame this common prejudice but also
put all his energy and imagination in creating a fascinating voice-over that
holds the film together and takes the spectator on a bumpy ride into his pro -
tagonist’s mind. The self-consciousness of the narration is constant in both
the visual style and the narrator ’s account that enjoys complete freedom to
play with w ords and images. In order to untangle the plot and highlight the
key self-reflexive moments I will often depend on Branigan’s narrative levels
and their fine distinctions.

As I have already noted, the film begins from the fear centre of the narra-
tor’s brain and, as the camera emerges in the outer world, we see him in a
close-up with a gun barrel in his mouth, telling us in the v oice over: ‘People
are always asking me if I know Tyler Durden’. With a brief non-diegetic tour,
our narrator promptly informs us about his situation by having the camera
drop thirty stories below, go through the sidewalk into the underground
garage, pass through the bullet-hole in the v an with the explosiv es and then
move out to the side. Those images are accompanied with his voice explain-
ing:
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W e have front row seats for this theatre of mass destruction. The dem-
olitions committee of Project Mayhem wrapped the foundation
columns of a dozen buildings with blasting gelatine. In two minutes
primary charges will blow base charges and a few square blocks will be
reduced to smoldering rubble. I know this, because Tyler knows this.

As soon as the camera returns to the top floor, the narrator tries to remem-
ber how the story began, initiating thus a flashback that shows him hugging
a man named Bob with ‘big tits’ in a support group for men with testicular
cancer. Yet, a few seconds later he changes his mind and stops the flashback
saying, ‘No wait! Back up! Let me start over’. Then a new flashback begins
and takes us further back in time when his problem of insomnia first
appeared. As Robert Stam observes, this kind of ‘self-correcting style’ is a
common self-reflexive device in the works of self-conscious fabulists who are
incapable of telling stories straight, ‘both in the sense of telling them with a
straight face and in the sense of telling them linearly, sequentially’ (Stam
1992: 152-3).

The new flashback, which contains almost the entire film, is a particular-
ly intriguing segment that baffled most view ers and critics alike. The key
characteristic of this flashback is that it constitutes an extreme type of deep
internal focalization and depicts the narrator’s subjective psychotic state.
This means that when he creates his imaginary alter ego, named Tyler
Durden, w e cannot know that he exists only in his mind and not in reality .
When the narration is internally focalized, w e hav e access only to the char -
acter’s mind and not to the objective world. The screen is taken over by his
mental images and his subjective views, shutting us off from the real events.
In this sense, the narrator is neither unreliable nor deceptiv e, as many critics
observ ed. In fact, he is completely truthful to his inner visions and seeks to
transmit his personal experience of the story. The only trick is that he does
not tell us about his split personality problems from the beginning because it
is exactly the suppression of this information that creates suspense in the
plot. 

In the flashback, our narrator suffers from insomnia and starts attending
in his free time some support groups for people with deadly diseases. On one
of his business trips, his double personality disorder fully manifests itself
and his alter ego appears in flesh and bones with the name Tyler Durden. The
same night an explosion in his condo destroys all his possessions and he
moves into an old dilapidated house on Paperstreet with Tyler. The presen-
tation of Tyler’s character to the audience is an extremely self-conscious,
knowledgeable and communicative moment because it amounts to a sepa-
rate, highly informative non-diegetic insert. More specifically, as the two
friends come out of a bar and T yler asks the narrator to hit him as hard as he
can, the latter freezes the frame and says: ‘let me tell you a little bit about
Tyler Durden’. In a short non-diegetic clip the narrator looks at the camera
and informs us about Durden’s night activities. The following extract of their
dialogue is very enlightening:
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Narrator (looking directly in the camera): ‘Tyler was a night person.
While the rest of us slept, he worked. He had one part time job
as a projectionist. See, a movie doesn’t come all on one big reel.
It comes on a few. So someone has to be there to switch the pro-
jectors at the exact moment that one reel ends and the next one
begins. If you look for it you can see these little dots come in to
the upper right hand corner of the screen’.

Tyler (pointing with his hand at the upper right hand corner of the screen
where a small circle is momentarily drawn on the film to indicate the
dots) : ‘In the movie industry, we call them ‘cigarette burns’’.

Narrator (looking at the camera) : ‘That’s the cue for a change-over’
(…).

Tyler (looking at the camera) : ‘Why would anyone want this shit job?’
Narrator (looking at the camera) : ‘Because it affords him other inter-

esting opportunities’.
Tyler (looking at the camera) : ‘Like splicing single frames of pornog -

raphy in the family films’ (…).

When this two-minute non-diegetic insert ends, the film continues the
progression of the story with the two friends fighting in the street for the first
time. Some months later , after dozens of fight clubs hav e sprung all ov er the
country , T yler disappears. The narrator tries to find him by visiting the v ari -
ous places where T yler had trav eled and thus gradually realizes that he is
Tyler . As he is in a state of shock, Tyler returns to play with his mind and to
take charge of the situation. During their conv ersation, which I should point
out is once more imaginary and takes place completely in the narrator’s
mind, the narrator tries to see some of the past events with a clear perspec-
tive and the narration replays some shots from an objective point of view,
albeit in a disjointed style and slow-motion – something that would normal-
ly be reserved for subjective moments. 

As the flashback reaches the end, there is a scene with the two ‘protago-
nists’ fighting in the basement of the building in Franklin Street. Now that
the secret is revealed we can witness the incident both from the internally
focalized images that show T yler fighting with the narrator, as well as from
the surv eillance cameras that give us the objective (diegetic) view of the sit-
uation where the narrator is fighting alone. When we approach the time of
the opening moment, his v oice says, ‘I think this is about where we came in’,
and this is the last time he talks to us. 

The closing scene portrays the narrator’s struggle to free himself from his
hallucination, which is finally accomplished when he shoots himself in the
face. When his girlfriend Marla comes to find him, he reassures her that
everything will be fine in the future. As the buildings explode, a shot of a
penis flickers for a split second on the screen, reminding us of the extra-
diegetic authorial figure that can tamper with the film just as T yler tampered
with the cartoons earlier. 
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On the whole, Fight Club is an extremely intricate and multi-layered self-
conscious narrative that my analysis here could not possibly exhaust.
H o wever, the selective moments I have described and the overall structure
that I have delineated demonstrate that this film could never fit into the clas-
sical paradigm of narration. The complex narrative levels, the play with sub-
jective and objective images, the continuous voice-over commentary and the
direct address of the audience would never be justified in a classical film. On
the other hand, what is it that differentiates Fight Club from a film such as
Alain Resnais’ Last year in Marienbad (1961) that contains all the aforemen-
tioned qualities? I believe that the difference can be traced in the fact that the
former plays with the self-reflexive devices but does not abolish the causali-
ty of the events and, hence, the need to tell a story. The narration in Fincher’s
film maintains a high level of knowledgeability and communicativeness,
revealing the secrets and filling the gaps to a sufficient degree, while Resnais’
film is so suppressive that renders the construction of a story impossible.
And there exactly lies the duplicitous nature of the post-classical narration,
which is simultaneously self-conscious, knowledgeable and communicative,
and combines reflexivity with accessibility. 

Moulin Rouge

Baz Luhrmann’ s film is also v ery far from boasting an ‘invisible’, ‘trans -
parent’ and ‘seamless’ narration. In the previous chapter I analyzed its open -
ing sequence to illustrate the hypermediated realism that motivates the post-
classical narrative logic. This strong motivational factor resulted in a highly
self-conscious visual style that privileges discontinuity, multiplicity of tech-
nical devices and an artificial construction of the image. Moulin Rouge is lush-
ly wrought as an excessive spectacle that freely acknowledges and invento-
ries the variety of its expressive means. 

The act of narration is openly exposed with the blatant use of multiple
lev els of narration that both open and close the film in complete symmetry .
As I already noted, in the opening scene the reflexiv e setting of an old movie
palace is follow ed by an expository intertitle, which then giv es w ay to the
song of the first non-diegetic narrator , a white-faced clown who is identified
as Toulouse-Lautrec. With the words ‘There was a boy, a very strange
enchanted boy’ from the classic song ‘Nature Boy’, Lautrec introduces us to
Christian, the writer who sits in his room in Montmartre and decides to tell
the w orld about his tragic lov e story . As Christian begins to tap the first
words of his nov el, his v oice-over initiates a flashback that takes us back to
the time when he first came to P aris from England. From that point onw ards,
the voice-over narration re-appears frequently to punctuate the key events of
the story and to remind the viewers that Christian is our frame narrator. As
w e approach the ending, after the death of Satine on stage, the camera cranes
up out of the theatre in order to leave the diegetic world both literally and
metaphorically. We see again the white-faced Lautrec singing ‘There was a
boy…’ and then Christian in his room typing his closing words:
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Days turned into weeks, weeks turned into months. And then, one not-
so-very special day, I went to my typewriter, I sat down and wrote our
story. A story about a time, a story about a place, a story about the peo-
ple. But above all things, a story about love. A love that will live forev-
er. The End.

The theatre stage is then superimposed on these last words and, as we see
the red curtain falling, Lautrec sings the last sentence of his song: ‘The great-
est thing you’ll ever learn is just to love and be loved in return’. The film clos-
es thus with the same successive narrative layers that it opened, signaling the
end of the narrative act in a consistently outspoken manner.

In addition, the self-consciousness of Moulin Rouge is equally demon-
strated in the mise-en-abyme construction of the plot. According a broad def-
inition,

Mise-en-abyme refers to the infinite regress of mirror reflections to
denote the literary, painterly or filmic process by which a passage, a
section or sequence plays out in miniature the process of the text as a
whole (Stam et al.: 201).

The film takes advantage of its backstage rhetoric and the production of
the musical show to play out the intricate relationships betw een the charac -
ters in the story. The French Duke transforms into a Maharaja, the British
writer into a sitar player while the setting is transferred to exotic India.
Moreov er , the tw o y oung lovers try to ensure a happy ending for their love
affair by first manipulating the story of the play where the beautiful courte-
san chooses the poor sitar player over the evil Maharajah. The happy resolu-
tion in the show becomes a serious point of contention betw een Christian
and the Duke, which in turn causes the break-up of the couple in their ‘real’
life. Finally, the song ‘Come What May’, which was written for the play in
order to function as a secret code for the lov ers, performs this function out -
side the show in the closing moments, when Satine sings it to Christian to
show that she still loves him. 

Lastly, as a wholehearted musical, Moulin Rouge contains various musical
numbers that usually halt the narration so that the characters can burst into
song and dance. Although this is a typical generic code of all musicals, the
novelty and the exceeding self-consciousness of Moulin Rouge could be attrib-
uted to the overt parody that characterizes the musical numbers. As Marsha
Kinder observes,

(…) the film is distinguished primarily by its humorous audio pastiche:
a promiscuous poaching of familiar words and music from a diverse
melange of songs from different decades that acquire new meaning
within this new narrative context (Kinder 2002: 54).

When we see Satine on stage for the first time, she sings ‘Diamonds Are a
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Girl’s Best Friend’ with a detour to Madonna’s ‘Material Girl’, while later she
and Christian sing a medley of love songs, including ‘All You Need Is Love’,
‘I Was Made For Loving You’, ‘One More Night’, ‘I Will Always Love You’,
to name just a few. The familiar lyrics and tunes make it impossible for the
viewer to miss the allusions, while some musical numbers also evoke com-
positionally the original artists. For example, as Harold Zidler sings
Madonna’s ‘Like A Virgin’ to the Duke, he grabs a pair of aspics to imitate
Madonna’s Jean-Paul Gaultier cone bras. 

O verall, the self-conscious handling of the love story of the two protago-
nists not only lays bare the artificiality of the narrating act but also increases
the levels of knowledgeability and communicativeness. From the first min-
utes the film shares with us the knowledge that a tempestuous love affair will
end with the death of the heroine, diminishing the traditional notion of sus-
pense. In contrast to the classical model that reveals the resolution of the
story at the very end, the post-classical narration dares to reverse the process
and unravel the mysteries from the beginning. 

Le Fabuleux Destin D’Amélie Poulain

W ith the help of a ‘veritable arsenal of cinéma du look motifs and tech-
niques’, as Ginette Vincendeau observes (Vincendeau 2001: 24), Jean-Pierre
Jeunet creates a film that exults at the self-conscious hypermediated play .
Previously, I discussed it with respect to its clear and overt presentation of
the characters, its multiple storylines and its abundant use of subjective real-
ism. Here I will try to highlight the narrative and stylistic devices that con-
tribute to an immensely self-conscious narration.

First and foremost, a powerful non-diegetic voice-over is in charge of both
the ‘showing’ and the ‘telling’ in this film, as a very palpable stand-in for the
filmmaker ’s role. This omniscient and omnipotent narrator competes with
the images for prominence and boasts his supernatural pow ers ov er the lim-
ited knowledge and abilities of the characters. His non-diegetic interferences
significantly confine the diegetic world and it is indicative that we have to
wait for eleven minutes after the film has started for an entirely diegetic
scene to occur. An actual description of these first eleven minutes, however,
would be quite illuminating regarding the various self-reflexive means that
Jeunet efficiently masters. A fast-paced voice opens the film with the follow-
ing words:

On September 3 rd 1973, at 6:28 p.m. and 32 seconds, a bluebottle fly
capable of 14,670 wing beats a minute, landed on Rue St. V incent in
Montmartre. At the same moment, on a restaurant terrace nearby, the
wind magically made tw o glasses dance unseen on a tablecloth.
Meanwhile, in a 5-floor flat, 28 Avenue Trudaine, Paris 9, returning
from his best friend’ s funeral Eugène Colère erased his name from his
address book. Always at the same moment, a sperm with one X chro-
mosome, belonging to Raphael Poulain, made a dash for an egg in his
wife Amandine. Nine months later, Amélie Poulain was born.
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W ith this startling preface accompanied by corresponding images, the
film not only introduces us to our heroine from the moment of her concep-
tion, but also prepares the ground for a rich and playful narration that explic-
itly seeks to draw our attention. After the credit sequence, the narration sur-
prises the viewer even more with a very self-reflexive portrayal of Amélie’s
family. A long shot of a man in a doctor’s uniform standing in front of a build-
ing and looking at the camera comes along with a voice-over explaining:
‘Amélie’s father, an ex-army doctor, works at a spa in Enghien-Les-Bains’.
The camera zooms rapidly in his face while the phrase ‘tight lips, sign of hard
heart’ with an arrow pointing at the man’s lip is superimposed on the left
hand-side of the screen 11. This exhibitionist staging carries on, as the narra-
tor flaunts not only his knowledgeability but also his fondness of the ‘cinema
of attractions’ mentality. His voice tells us assertively: 

Raphael Poulain dislikes: peeing next to someone else. He also dislikes:
catching scornful glances at his sandals, getting out of the water with
clingy w et swimming trunks. Raphael P oulain likes: peeling off large
strips of wallpaper, lining up all his shoes and polishing them, empty-
ing his toolbox, cleaning it out and putting ev erything back.

The same eccentric presentation is then repeated for Amandine P oulain,
Raphael’s wife, and then continues with some key events of the family life
until Amélie becomes of age and leaves for Paris. After completing the
description of her childhood, the narrator moves on to the present but still
refuses to hand over the narration to the diegesis and the characters. His
voice informs us:

Fiv e years later, Amélie is a waitress at the Deux Moulins. It is August
29th . In 48 hours, her life will change forever but she doesn’t know it
yet.

As he utters the word ‘forever’, a flashforward shows us swiftly a string
of images that will appear again later on (the car crash, the photo album and
Amélie dressed as Zorro) but neither Amélie nor the viewer can understand
their significance. For the moment, the narrator seems to have more charac-
ters to introduce before letting the story begin, so he picks one by one the
employ ees and the regular customers at Les Deux Moulins and gives us a
summary of what they like and dislike. Whereas a classical film would let
these characters unfold their traits to the audience through their diegetic
interactions, the post-classical film, as we have clearly seen so far, needs to
draw attention to the process of giving information and therefore empha -
sizes the higher levels of narration and the non-diegetic sources.

Although the entire film is unvaryingly self-conscious, one of the note-
w orthy self-reflexive moments comes when Amélie’s routine is presented by
both the narrator and the heroine together. The voice-over begins: ‘Some
Friday ev enings Amélie goes to the cinema’ and then Amélie – sitting in a
film theatre in the middle of a screening – looks at the camera and says qui-
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etly: ‘I like turning around and looking at people’s faces in the dark’. After
confessing her favorite habit, she continues saying: ‘I like noticing details that
no-one else ever sees’. As we catch a glimpse of the film showing on the
screen, the French classic Jules et Jim , the camera zooms in a shot of the female
protagonist sitting on a train in order to show that there is a fly on the win-
dow. In addition, a red circle appears around the fly in order to highlight
even more explicitly the sort of ‘detail’ that the heroine likes noticing. Then,
Amélie looks conspicuously into the camera, which is now placed beside her,
and says: ‘But I hate it in old American movies when drivers don’t watch the
road’, while a relevant clip from Minnelli’s Father of the Bride is projected on
the screen. 

After some more habits are described, the voice-over finally reaches the
beginning of the story with the words: ‘Finally, on the night of August 30 th

1997, comes the event that will change her life forever’. I would like to under-
line a small paradox here; the last time the narrator signaled the time was the
morning of August 29 th and warned us that in 48 hours Amélie’s life would
change forever. That point in time, however, has no diegetic significance in
itself because the narration then makes an entirely non-diegetic detour in
order to present the characters’ routine, which is certainly not meant to occu-
py these 48 hours. A close narrativ e analysis indicates that the diegesis actu -
ally begins on the night that ‘changes Amélie’ s life forev er ’, which is August
30th , and everything that preceded was a highly self-conscious exposition of
some important background information about the story and the people that
w ould participate in it.

From that point onwards, the numerous plotlines gradually develop
diegetically with regular non-diegetic interventions until they reach a final
resolution and the central heterosexual couple is formed. The epilogue of the
film echoes the prologue:

September 28 th 1997. It is exactly 11 a.m. At the funfair , near the ghost
train, the marshmallow twister is twisting. The same moment, on a
bench in Villette Square, Felix Lerbier learns that there are more links
in his brain than atoms in the universe. Meanwhile, at the Sacre Coeur
the nuns are practising their backhand. The temperature is 24º C.
Humidity 70% and the atmospheric pressure is 999 millibars.

O verall, for an hour and 52 minutes Jean-Pierre Jeunet displays his story-
telling abilities and enjoys the freedom to play with the actors, the images,
the voices and the audience without any concern about breaking the classi-
cal notion of the ‘window to the world’. Amélie is a continuous play with
multiple ‘windows’ that compete for attention and prominence. For all these
reasons, it is a film that exemplifies articulately the characteristics of the post-
classical narration that the previous case studies have already substantiated. 
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Chungking Express

Chungking Express features two separate stories about how people deal
with the vicissitudes of love. The relatively simple and light-hearted story-
lines are empowered with a beguiling visual style and a psychologically
acute use of the voice-over. First and foremost, the photography of the film is
highly self-reflexive and the overall style consists of fractured compositions,
jump-cuts, different color schemes, freeze frames and jerky camera move-
ments. Wong Kar-wai experiments with disruptive visual effects and refuses
to be constrained by the specific and limited options that classical continuity
allows. His creative freedom is evident in his following statement:

People are always very curious about the visual effects in my works.
The not so romantic truth is that lots of those effects are in reality the
results of circumstantial consideration: if there is not enough space for
camera manoeuvring, replace the regular lens with a wide-angle lens;
when candid camera shooting in the streets does not allow lighting,
adjust the speed of the camera according to the amount of light av ail -
able; if the continuity of different shots does not link up right for a
sequence, try jump-cuts; to solve the problem of color incontinuity,
cover it up by developing the film in black and white…Tricks like that
go on forever (quoted in Ngai 1997: 113).

In contrast to the carefully and strictly coded classical style that ‘escapes
observation by dint of being excessively obvious’ (Bordwell et al. 1985: 11),
Wong Kar-wai often prefers the ‘circumstantial consideration’ that offers
unlimited choices and results in images that call attention to their own con-
struction and the act of filmmaking. The wide variety of the self-conscious
stylistic devices that appear in the film create a continuous confusion
between diegetic and non-diegetic levels and keep the viewers aware of the
presence of the camera. 

At the same time, the filmic images are invested with frequent and dom-
inant voice-overs that navigate the narration through both the external and
internal lives of the characters. All the four main protagonists in Chungking
Expr ess are giv en the opportunity to speak in the voice-over in order to give
us their own point of view of the story, to talk about their feelings and inform
us about future developments. It is rather unusual for a film to give this
chance to all the main characters and it is even rarer to switch from person to
person so rapidly and randomly. Some examples from the first episode could
be enlightening. 

The whole opening scene is shot with the step-printing method 12 that
gives it a captivating sense of simultaneous animation and suspension and
creates a blurring impressionistic look. An intense musical score accompa-
nies the camera as it follows a mysterious w oman in a blonde wig, sunglass -
es and raincoat while she is walking into Chungking Mansion. After a few
seconds, the title of the film appears briefly on the screen and then gives way
to a tilted-up shot of the sky and the chimneys, openly reminiscent of Ozu.
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W e see the dawn breaking in fast-motion and we hear the voice of Officer 223
say: 

W e rub shoulders with each other everyday. We may not know each
other. But we could become good friends some day. I am a cop. My
name is He Qiwu. Serial number 223. 

The next shot shows the cop in plain clothes chasing somebody in
Chungking Mansion and when he bumps into the woman with the blond
wig, he says, ‘At our closest point, we’re just 0.01 cm apart from each other’.
As she turns and looks at him running away, the frame freezes and his voice
informs us: ‘57 hours later, I fell in love with this woman’. In this first
sequence, the voice-over plays a crucial role in identifying the two main char-
acters, the blond woman and the cop, and helps us make sense of the images
that are incredibly blurry and unsettling. However, despite the fact that the
narrator is homodiegetic and participates in the story of the film, the voice-
over appears to be explicitly omniscient and communicative, to a degree that
transcends the actual knowledge of the character. 

Moreover, throughout the film the voice-overs endow the narration with
an additional dimension; all the things that the characters cannot say to each
other, they say them directly to the audience, as if they are having imaginary
conv ersations at the non-diegetic lev el. For instance, the w oman with the wig
tells us, ‘I do not know when I became such a cautious person. Now when -
ever I w ear my raincoat, I will also put on my sunglasses. Y ou will never
know when it will rain or shine’. How ever, when the young cop meets her in
a bar – 57 hours after their collision in Chungking Mansion, – he asks her
about the sunglasses and she refuses to tell him. Furthermore, the cop is
obsessed with pineapple cans because it was his ex-girlfriend’s favourite fruit
and he wonders: ‘Somewhere, somehow, things come with an expiry date.
Sardine will expire, meat sauce will also expire, even Glad Wrap will expire.
Is there anything on Earth that will not expire?’ As the two protagonists are
sitting at the bar, the woman says to us, ‘Knowing a person doesn’t mean
having a person. A person changes. Someone who likes pineapples today
may like something different tomorrow’, as if she is trying to explain to him
through the v oice-over why his ex-girlfriend may no longer want him. 

Lastly , as the first episode comes to an end, the young cop bumps into
another woman mirroring his first encounter in the beginning of the film. In
a highly knowledgeable and communicative narrative moment his voice-
over says: ‘At the high point of our intimacy, we were just 0.01 cm away from
each other. I knew nothing about her. Six hours later, she fell in love with
another man’. This phrase initiates the second episode and sets up the tone
for a new love story, which is equally dominated by the voice-overs of the
new characters. 

As a whole, the narration in Chungking Express is unremittingly self-
reflexiv e and obtrusive, and yet remains accessible and comprehensible to
the viewers. The simple storylines and the informative voice-overs combined
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with the rich visuals reveal how post-classical narratives can harmoniously
unite experimentation with narrative pleasure by combining the quality of
self-consciousness with a large degree of knowledgeability and communica-
tiveness. Without a doubt, Wong Kar-wai’s film shares many similarities with
the previous case studies and, therefore, supports even more my argument
about the consistency of the post-classical paradigm in its treatment of the
three narrative aspects that are under scrutiny in this chapter.

Trainspotting

This series of case studies will be concluded with Danny Boyle’s
Trainspotting , a film that flawlessly exemplifies most of the traits of the post-
classical mode. An adaptation of Irvine Welsh’s 1993 novel, Trainspotting w as
released in the United Kingdom in February 1996 and was followed by rave
reviews, on the one hand, and a wide public controversy on the other. The
film seeks an authentic approach to drug-addiction from the point of view of
the addicts and, as a result, the notion of hypermediated realism proves to be
extremely accommodating for representing their turbulent emotional states.
It also tries to give the viewers a sense of what every-day life is like in
Edinburgh without any attempt to glorify or romanticize Scotland in the
style of Braveheart or Rob Roy . 

In terms of the different narrative motivations, I would like to underline
that Danny Boyle saturates the various episodic storylines and the multiple
protagonists of the film with a heavy dose of hypermediated and subjective
realism that results inevitably in an excessively self-conscious narration. The
entire film is perv aded with the v oice-ov er of the leading character , Mark
Renton (Ew an McGregor), who describes his and his friends’ struggle with
drugs, boredom and the meaning of their own existence. For the most part,
Mark talks about his feelings, his thoughts and his personal experiences but
he occasionally displays a non-diegetic omniscience, oscillating thus betw een
a diegetic and an extra-fictional narrative authority.

The opening sequence is once again the most arresting moment of the
film; with Iggy Pop’s song ‘Lust for Life’ throbbing on the soundtrack and a
stream of words coming from the voice-over, a series of non-diegetic scenes
flash on the screen without any apparent causal links. More specifically , we
hav e the following combination of visual and aural elements:  

a. Image : A young man with a razor cut is running down the
street, chased by two store detectives, and is almost run over by
a car . He stops and starts laughing at the camera. The frame
freezes and his name Mark appears superimposed on the right.
Voice-over : ‘Choose life. Choose a job. Choose a career . Choose a
family. Choose a fucking big television. Choose washing
machines, cars, compact disc play ers and electrical tin openers’. 

b. Image : Cut to Mark standing in a room and smoking a ciga-
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rette with a lost look on his face.
Voice-over : ‘Choose good health, low cholesterol, and dental
insurance. Choose fixed interest mortgage repayments. Choose
a starter home. Choose your friends’.

c. Image : Cut to an indoor football court where Mark and his
friends are playing football. The camera selects them one by one
with freeze-frames and gives us their names. The ball hits Mark
on the head and knocks him down.
Voice-over : ‘Choose leisurewear and matching luggage. Choose a
three-piece suite on hire purchase in a range of fucking fabrics.
Choose DIY and wondering who the fuck you are on a Sunday
morning. Choose sitting on that couch watching mind-numb-
ing, spirit crushing game shows, stuffing junk food into your
mouth. Choose rotting away at the end of it all, pissing your last
in a miserable home, nothing more than an embarrassment to
the selfish, fucked up brats you spawned to replace yourself.
Choose a future. Choose life...’.

d. Image : Match-cut to Mark falling down on the floor in the
same room as in b.
Voice-over : ‘But why would I want to do a thing like that? I chose
not to choose life. I chose somethin’ else. And the reasons? There
are no reasons. Who needs reasons when you’ve got heroin?’

With a frantic pace and a distinctiv e freedom in changing time and place,
the film manages in the opening sequence 13 to serve various narrative func-
tions, such as introducing the narrator and his credo in life, presenting his
friends and their group activities, such as playing football and engaging in
petty crime, and acquainting us with the theme of drug-addiction. All this
information is provided in a knowledgeable and communicative segment
that does not comprise a single diegetic scene.

The extreme self-consciousness is an unfailing characteristic of the film
from start to finish and it takes on several different shapes. One of them is the
direct address of the audience by the main characters on v arious occasions,
which is not only limited to a glance at the camera, as it was in early cinema.
For instance, when Mark talks to us about the pleasures of heroin use, he
admits that the principle drawback is that other losers tell y ou that y ou are
w asting your life. However, instead of paraphrasing or even quoting their
w ords, Mark makes use of his extra-diegetic powers to take us directly to
these people and hear them say to the camera things such as ‘It’s a waste of
your life, Mark, poisoning your body with that shit’. 

This freedom to acknowledge the presence of the camera and ignore the
rules and constraints of the diegetic world is a recurring feature that becomes
even more tangible in the following scene that could be analyzed in three
parts:
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1. All the friends are sitting in a bar and are listening to Begbie talk
about a pool game. Begbie brags about how he beat Tommy at
that game and how he scared away an annoying onlooker. As
soon as his recounting stops, the frame freezes and Mark says in
the voice-over: ‘And that was it. That was Begbie’s story…or at
least that was Begbie’s version of the story. Tw o days later I got
the truth from Tommy’. The freeze-frame of Begbie changes to a
freeze-frame of To m m y. 

2. A flashforward begins. Mark is at Tommy’s place and hears the
true version. Tommy initiates a flashback where we see the
whole incident of Begbie losing the pool game and almost
killing an innocent customer at the bar. The flashback ends and
the two friends comment on Begbie’s psychotic behavior.

3. The flashforward ends and we are back at the freeze-frame of
Begbie. Mark says, ‘What a dick can one do? Just stand back and
w atch and try not to get involved?’ and as he utters the last
words, the frame unfreezes and the scene continues diegetical -
ly . 

The elaborately complex construction of these scenes not only demon-
strates the narrator’s non-diegetic authority but also exemplifies the exhibi-
tionist tendency of the entire narration which resorts to freeze-frames, flash-
forwards and flashbacks in order to expose promptly and manifestly Begbie’s
violent and unreliable character. 

Lastly , there is one more crucial example of Trainspotting ’s flagrant self-
reflexivity that should not be ov erlooked. Although Mark uses the first per -
son in his v oice-ov er narration to conv ey his personal perspective on the
story world, there is a point where he parodies himself and the act of narrat-
ing by changing to the third person and by replacing his slang expressions
with a more formal and literary language. This voice-over begins as follows:
‘The situation was becoming serious. Young Renton noticed the haste with
which the successful in the sexual sphere, as in all others, segregated them -
selv es from the failures’, and then he continuous to describe his strong sexu-
al desire with elaborate and eloquent metaphors. 

On the whole, Danny Boyle’s film possesses all the characteristics of the
previous case studies and helps us understand the functions of self-con-
sciousness, knowledgeability and communicativeness in the post-classical
paradigm. In other words, it proves how a filmic narration can combine an
extensive use of self-reflexive devices with flagrant omniscience and com-
municativeness and can bombard the viewer with information stemming
from constantly shifting narrativ e lev els. 

Conclusion

This chapter has tried to delineate the characteristics of the post-classical
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narration along the lines of Meir Sternberg’s concepts of self-consciousness,
knowledgeability and communicativeness and their textual manifestations.
The considerable changes in the narrative motivations that I traced in the pre-
vious chapter, and particularly the prominence of hypermediated realism
and parody, have caused irrevocable transformations to these three narrative
qualities. The close analysis of the sample films brought to the surface the
key distinctive features of the post-classical narratives that are characterized
by an exceptionally high degree of self-consciousness materializing with the
help of a large assortment of self-reflexive techniques. In sharp contrast to the
solid diegetic world of the classical films and their unobtrusive visual style,
these case studies demonstrated irrefutably that the post-classical films dare
to break the diegesis and the ‘window to the world’ in order to explore the
numerous possibilities of the storytelling operation. The use of a hypermedi-
ated and fragmented style, the multiplicity of the stylistic options, the direct
address of the audience and, above all, the powerful voice-over narrators
aimed at revealing incessantly the constructed nature of the narrating
process and accentuating the knowledgeability and communicativeness of
the films. Instead of depending on the characters as the main agents of the
transmission of story information, the post-classical filmmakers show ed a
clear preference for the higher narrative layers and made use of the immense
narrativ e pow ers of the non-diegetic narrators, either in the form of a het -
erodiegetic voice-over narrator or in the form of intertitles, superimpositions
and non-diegetic inserts. Although my analyses often focused on the open-
ing and closing scenes, it is important to stress that – unlike classical films –
the self-consciousness in these cases is a constant and persistent element that
permeates the narration completely and calls attention to the surface of the
text from start to finish 14. 

Undoubtedly , the aspect of intense self-reflexivity in the post-classical cin -
ema raises certain issues regarding its relation to other self-reflexive cine-
matic traditions, such as the av ant-garde mov ements in the 20s and 30s as
w ell as the European art cinema in the 60s and 70s. I have already hinted at
this connection when I compared Fight Club with Last Year in Marienbad and
tried to explain what differentiates them, despite the similar techniques that
they employ. The broader question that arises then is: What is it that distin-
guishes the post-classical self-reflexivity from the modernist? The answ er
could be given at two different levels of generality.

Firstly, as I have already noted, the post-classical narratives respect the
compositional motiv ations and maintain an essential chain of causality , ev en
if they loosen it or make it more episodic. They also sustain very strong
generic motivations that provide the films with well-codified characteristics.
The fact that the hypermediated realism and parody become crucial narra-
tiv e factors brings important changes but it does not eliminate the workings
of the other two types of motivation that ensure a necessary level of narrative
coherence and intelligibility. 

Secondly, the vast prominence of self-reflexivity in the post-classical films
is also accompanied by a high degree of knowledgeability and communica-
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tiveness, which guarantees their accessibility to the audience. My analysis
showed that the narration is extremely informative about the characters, the
plot and the resolutions and refuses to leave any narrative gaps unfilled. On
the other hand, the modernist narratives used self-reflexivity in order to
attack the classical Hollywood realism and to alienate the viewers by deny-
ing them the pleasure of identification with the characters, among other
things. Thus, they accompanied the self-consciousness with a limited com-
municativeness that resulted in highly suppressive narratives that the view-
ers could not fully grasp.

O verall, the systematic scrutiny of the sample films demonstrated that the
post-classical mode of narration exploits and reconfigures some of the
options that were available to other cinematic practices and generates narra-
tives that both challenge and reinstate the narrative pleasure and coherence.
My analysis of a wide range of contemporary international filmmakers has
tried to prove how the post-classical narration could be regarded by now as
a well-established and fully developed paradigm that can sustain individual
creation and can accommodate very diverse personal visions and thematic
concerns. From Lars von Trier’s post-war Germany to Oliver Stone’s media-
saturated America and from Danny Boyle’s drug-afflicted Edinburgh to
W ong Kar-wai’s lovelorn Hong Kong, the post-classical narration displayed
an impressive consistency in renegotiating the functions of self-conscious-
ness, knowledgeability and communicativeness and in differentiating itself
both from the classical and other cinematic traditions. 

Endnotes

1 For an ov erview of these tw o tendencies, see chapter one.
2 I choose not to discuss this part of Bordw ell’ s account in detail because it focus-

es on the spectators’ activity and on how they generate meaning following certain
cues in the film. Bordwell’s observations hint at a cognitive approach in film theory
but this theoretical realm is outside my scope, as I explained in chapter one. 

3 At this point, I would like to emphasize that the different chapters of the thesis
are intricately interwoven and affect one another. They all explore the post-classical
narration at various levels of generality and they depend on one another. For instance,
the narrativ e motiv ations shape the degrees of self-consciousness and that self-con-
sciousness is often translated into certain manipulations of time and space, which is
something I will discuss in the following chapters. I have put particular effort in
organizing the material in a clear and distinctive way that illuminates the relations
between the various observations but a certain overlapping and repetition is
inevitable.

4 The mode of art cinema narration is also characterized by a high degree of self-
consciousness but in that case the narration relinquishes its knowledgeability and
communicativeness in order to create ambiguity and uncertainty about the story.



99The post-classical narration

5 The fact that I discuss another theorist about this issue is due to Bordwell’s lack
of emphasis and interest in reflexivity in his account of the classical Hollywood cine-
ma, since Hollywood films have excluded this element from their expressive reperto-
ry. On the other hand, Bordwell does indeed refer more to self-consciousness with
respect to other historical modes or narration, such as art cinema, historical-material-
ist and parametric. Yet, his piecemeal references and the lack of a clear theoretical
approach to this concept have only resulted in some significant inconsistencies
regarding the act of narration, and especially the narrative voice, as I will shortly
demonstrate.

6 See the section Artistic motivation in chapter two.
7 All these elements of spatial and temporal articulation in the post-classical par-

adigm will be analyzed thoroughly in chapter four and five respectively. At this level
of generality, I am simply interested in inventorying the various self-reflexive devices
that contribute to the high degree of self-consciousness and omniscience that distin-
guishes very clearly the post-classical from the classical paradigm of narration.

8 For a brief but thorough overview on this topic, see Burgoyne (1990).
9 Although Branigan’s main focus is narrative comprehension, as the title clearly

denotes, he develops a narrative theory that takes into consideration all the elements
of the narrativ e system (sender , message and receiv er) and can be particularly illumi -
nating in the case of post-classical cinema, which employs complex narrativ e devices. 

10 In chapter one I referred to Bordwell’s analysis of Lola Rennt and the term ‘brico-
lage aesthetics’ that he used to describe its visual style. 

11 Some of the images I discuss here with regard to their self-conscious qualities
are included in the illustrations of the fourth chapter on post-classical space. 

12 Step-printing is a technique they use in post-production to show fast action
moving slowly via duplicated frames. See next chapter on space. 

13 It is difficult to identify the boundaries of what we would call an ‘opening
sequence’ in the film. There are two main options: a. the short version is to consider
as opening sequence the part I hav e described, b. the long v ersion is to consider as
opening sequence all the scenes before the appearance of the title ‘Trainspotting’ since
there is no credit sequence. 

14 One of the issues that I have not included in this chapter is the analysis of the
function of music in the post-classical paradigm. Bordwell’s work always privileges
the image ov er the sound and I felt that I should follow his steps in order to be able
to maintain the consistency of my method of inquiry. As a provisional observation,
however, I would like to note that the role of sound in general, and music in particu-
lar , become significantly more prominent in the post-classical films. The motiv ation
of hypermediated realism and parody create many more opportunities for sound to
come forward and contribute dynamically to the narration. Although I would have to
write an entire new thesis if I were to do justice to the workings of music in the sam-
ple films, one of my preliminary observations at this point is that use of musical ele-
ments adheres completely to the rules that govern the overall post-classical narration.
This means that the music in all case studies is highly self-conscious, knowledgeable
and communicative and works as a supplement to the images for the satisfaction of
the four main motivations of the post-classical narrative logic.
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Chapter 4

The post-classical space

The spatial qualities of the cinematic image: the classical mode

‘space exists only at twenty-four frames per second’
(Branigan in Heath 1986: 389)

In his famous essay called ‘Narrativ e Space’, Stephen Heath provides an
analytical account of the parameters that determine the construction of space
in the cinematic medium and the different functions that the narrative
acquires in relation to the filmic space. He explains that the study of space in
the cinema can be roughly divided into two parts: firstly, the examination of
the space ‘in frame’, of the space that is held and organized within each
frame, and secondly, the examination of the space ‘out of frame’, of the space
that is created by the editing of the shots or the camera movements and its
reframings (Heath 1986: 390).  These two distinct dimensions of the cinemat-
ic space are constantly welded together in order to serve the process of nar-
rativization, which is the need, on the one hand, to turn space into place and
on the other, to endow this place with continuity, coherence and unity.  As he
observes,

The classical economy of film is its organization thus as organic unity
and the form of that economy is narrative, the narrativization of the film.
(…) The narration is to be held on the narrated, the enunciation on the
enounced; filmic procedures are to be held as narrativ e instances (v ery
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much as ‘cues’), exhaustively, without gap or contradiction (397)
[emphasis in the original].

The wholesale commitment of the filmic space to the narrative concerns is
also the main argument that David Bordwell puts forward in his chapter on
space in the classical film. He claims,

In making narrative causality the dominant system in the film’s total
form, the classical Hollywood cinema chooses to subordinate space.
Most obviously, the classical style makes the sheerly graphic space of
the film image a vehicle for narrative (Bordwell et al. 1985: 50).

Although the two theorists share a lot of common ground, it is essential
to point out that while Heath examines the construction of space in cinema
in more broad and ontological terms in order to reveal the ideological under-
pinnings of the narrative practice in general, Bordwell focuses more explicit-
ly on the classical Hollywood cinema, as a specific paradigm in time and
place which has crystallized particular techniques for its spatial articulations.
The goal of this chapter is to continue Bordwell’s historical poetics project
and inv estigate the spatial system of the new post-classical paradigm of nar -
ration that I have set out to delineate. As in the previous two chapters, the
characteristics of the classical mode of narration will be an important point
of reference that will enable me to trace the particularities of the post-classi-
cal. For that purpose, I will begin by looking into the classical spatial system
and the options that w ere av ailable to the classical filmmakers both with
regard to the image composition and the editing methods. 

Firstly, at the level of the frame construction the Hollywood cinema fol-
low ed some of the old traditions in the visual arts and especially in post-
Renaissance painting. One of the main characteristics of the classical shot is
the centrality of the human body in the filmic space, reflecting the position of
the human agent in the center of the narrative. This central positioning is
consistently maintained with the help of the camera, which pans or tilts to
follow the figure mov ements, or with the use of frame-cutting, which accom -
modates the entrances of the characters into new story spaces.  The natural
consequence of this centering is an overall visual balance between the actors
and the settings, which culminates in the case when a vacancy in the frame
space is ostensibly reserved for the entry of a character to complete the image
(51). 

Another borrowing from Western painting, which originated in Greek
and Roman scenography, is the use of frontality in the staging of the action.
The classical film has specific rules for placing the bodies in front of the cam-
era in order to sustain its address to the spectators. For example, the charac-
ters can face each other directly with their heads but not with their bodies, or
they cannot turn their back to the camera unless such gesture bears a partic-
ular narrativ e significance. At the same time, it is essential to emphasize that
this type of frontality is fairly modified, as the direct address of the audience
is strictly avoided in the films of the classical era. In contrast to the recurrent
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looks at the camera that we often find in early cinema, the Hollywood con-
ventions exclude full frontality in their attempt to control and moderate the
self-consciousness of the narration and to achieve a large degree of trans-
parency 1.

Furthermore, the realistic effect of the classical space relies on its repre-
sentation of depth. The flat screen is transformed into a plate-glass window
with the careful manipulation of the different planes and volumes in the
scenographic space. Staging in depth requires the placement of the figures
and the objects at distinctly different distances from the camera in order to
establish a clear demarcation of the foreground, the middle-ground and the
background. Moreover, the character movements, the colors, the textures, the
make-up, the selection of lenses and, above all, the lighting are the key ele-
ments that contribute to the creation of depth in the frame. Most of the prin-
ciples of the linear perspective are applicable to the composition of the shots,
especially in the long ones, while the sonic space strives to accomplish an
equal sense of realism by precisely articulating the v arious visual planes. In
terms of shot scale, the plan américain and the medium shot are the most
common, as they offer a balanced view of the action, in contrast to the
extreme close-ups, which are avoided for the reason that they create a sense
of disconnectedness. 

O verall, the characteristics of the classical frame support the narrative
purposes of the film and help the spectator to attain their orientation in the
story world. As Bordwell asserts,

Centering, balancing, frontality and depth – all these narrational strate -
gies – encourage us to read filmic space as story space. Since the classi -
cal narrativ e depends upon psychological causality , w e can think of
these strategies as aiming to personalize space. (…)  In all these w ays, the
classical cinema declares its anthropocentric commitment: Space will
signify chiefly in relation to psychological causality (54) [emphasis in
the original].

The same anthropocentric commitment is evenly found in the second
dimension of the classical spatial system, the space ‘out of frame’, which
results from the joining of the separate frames. As I have already noted, the
commitment of Hollywood cinema to the classical Bazinian realism is mani-
fested in the use of ‘continuity editing’, an editing style whose primary pur -
pose is to ensure the smooth transition from shot to shot and to prevent the
disruption of the narrativ e action 2. The most basic principle of this type of
editing is the so-called ‘axis of action’ or 180° system, which organizes the
space of a scene as a half circle or a 180° area. This means that a classical film-
maker has to place the cameras, shoot and edit a scene only on one side of
the action respecting an intelligible line in order to maintain a common space
from shot to shot and to create a clear screen direction, especially when the
characters are moving in the frame. The organization of the scenes according
to the 180° system is thus fundamental in delineating space unambiguously
and in clarifying the position of the characters in their surroundings.
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Furthermore, the continuity style breaks down this general rule into several
other devices, beginning with the concept of ‘analytical editing’. The most
frequent pattern of analytical cutting consists of an establishing shot to pro-
vide a general view of the location, then a closer shot to move into the heart
of the action, and finally a reestablishing shot to remind the viewer of the
overall space. Another standard technique is the shot/reverse-shot cutting for
joining the two end-points of the 180° line. This is particularly convenient for
editing the shots of characters facing each other in conversations by alternat-
ing repeatedly the view of the one (shot) with the other (reverse-shot).
Moreover, the use of eyeline-matches and point-of-view shots adds to the
directional capacity of the classical system and facilitates the personalization
of space by providing subjective or semi-subjective visions. The eyeline
match contains a shot showing a character looking off in one direction and a
shot showing the space that is contained in his glance. The point-of-view shot
is even more specific because the second shot shows the object of the glance
from the exact position of the character that looks. Lastly, another powerful tool
for ensuring spatial continuity is the match on action that connects smoothly
two framings of the same action in progress and downplays the interruption
that takes place. For example, when a careful match on action shows a man
opening a door and then cuts to him entering the adjacent room, the viewer
is likely to ignore the change of shots and focus on the ev olution of the mov e-
ment. 

All the aforementioned editing devices constitute a concrete stylistic par -
adigm that presents the classical filmmakers with particular editing options.
At the same time, it is a redundant paradigm because it requires the consis-
tent repetition of the various cues in order to reinforce each other’s work and
build a very systematic and solid representation of space. The stability and
rigidity of the continuity editing has created the impression that this is the
‘normal’ or ‘neutral’ w ay of making a film, whereas in fact it is merely one of
the numerous possibilities of the cinematic medium (57).

In sum, it is important to stress how the tw o dimensions of the classical
spatial system, the image composition and the editing, w ork consistently to
subordinate the construction of space to the compositional and realistic moti -
vations. The compositional motiv ation requires the prominence of the story
information, the character development and the centrality of the plot, while
the classical realism begs for an ‘ideal’ positioning of the viewer in front of a
plate-glass window to the fictional w orld. As we have previously seen, the
dominance of these tw o types of motiv ation in the Hollyw ood cinema has
equally forced the classical narration to maintain a v ery low degree of self-
consciousness and to conceal the means of its own making. Inevitably , the
classical space obeys the same mandate and tries to mask the meticulous
planning behind the seemingly neutral and invisible classical staging and
continuity editing. However, what happens to the spatial system of the sam-
ple films when their narrative motivations are reconfigured in the ways I
have indicated in the second chapter? What are the specific transformations
that their spatial features undergo when hypermediated realism and parody
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become priorities and the narration no longer needs to be transparent? In the
following part I will present an overview of the issues that arise in regard to
the spatial formations in the new paradigm and then I will proceed to the
film analyses. 

The post-classical shift: from photographic to graphic spaces 

According to the sample analysis, the system of narrative space in the
post-classical paradigm manifests some considerable divergences from the
classical mode.   Paradoxically enough, it is once again Bordwell who has
aptly described some of these new developments in his article ‘Intensified
continuity: visual style in contemporary American film’. Adhering to the typ-
ical Bordwellian research methods, the article presents some innovative sty-
listic elements coined as ‘intensified continuity’, after an extensive analysis of
a large body of contemporary American films from the last four decades.
Although Bordwell’s main goal remains to firmly sustain his well-known
position that the classical paradigm is still in full force, he makes the follow-
ing statement:

Still, there have been some significant stylistic changes over the last 40
years. The crucial technical devices aren’t brand new – many go back to
the silent cinema – but recently they’v e become v ery salient, and
they’v e been blended into a fairly distinct style. Far from rejecting tra -
ditional continuity in the name of fragmentation and incoherence, the
new style amounts to an intensification of established techniques.
Intensified continuity is traditional continuity amped up, raised to a
higher pitch of emphasis. It is the dominant style of American mass-
audience films today (Bordw ell 2002b: 16).

The fact that this ‘fairly distinct’ style of intensified continuity does not
negate the traditional continuity supplies sufficient evidence for Bordwell to
deny once more the existence of a post-classical cinema. And undoubtedly ,
this is a tricky argument, given that the majority of American films that he
analyzes are indeed fairly classical and comply largely with the classical
rules of storytelling. On the other hand, his claim becomes considerably
more problematic when he argues about the international baseline of the new
trend: 

More broadly, intensified continuity has become a touchstone for the
popular cinema of other countries. The new style was a boon for mar-
ginal filmmaking nations; close-ups, fast cutting, sinuous handheld
camera moves, long lenses on location, and scenes built out of singles
were friendly to small budgets. (…) It is now the baseline style for both
international mass-market cinema and a sizable fraction of exportable
‘art cinema’ (21-2). 

I believe that the stylistic options that belong to intensified continuity are
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too limited in themselves to prove either the persistence of the classical or the
emergence of the post-classical 3. They are technical devices that could be eas-
ily incorporated in different cinematic traditions, ranging from Hollywood
blockbusters to international art films, without determining in a definitive
manner whether there is an entire paradigm shift or not. In the case of the
post-classical mode of narration that I am trying to demarcate, I cannot
ignore that the sample films use intensified continuity as an integral part of
their spatial system. For that matter, I would like to present a brief overview
of the four distinct choices that according to Bordwell fall under the umbrel-
la of intensified continuity and, thus, prepare the ground for the wider explo-
ration of the post-classical space. 

The first important change from classical to intensified continuity regards
the rapid editing pace, which is reflected in the drastic diminution of the
Average Shot Length (ASL) 4 of the films within the last forty years. While the
average ASL of a Hollywood film from the period 1930-1960 ranged from
eight to eleven seconds, the typical feature today is likely to have an ASL
betw een three to six seconds 5. The significance of this modification, how ev -
er, should be neither overstated nor understated; as a standard characteristic
of current filmmaking, the fast cutting rate has not replaced the spatial con -
tinuity with visual incoherence and disorientation, as many would have
expected. On the other hand, it has led to an elliptical type of editing which
eliminates many of the redundancies of the classical continuity, such as the
many establishing shots and the long tw o-shots. 

The second aspect of this new style is the extensive use of extreme lens
lengths. The short (wide-angle) lenses became a popular option amongst
young filmmakers in the 70s as a result not only of their ability to film expan-
siv e establishing shots and bizarre close-ups but also of their typical distort -
ing effects, such as the warping on the frame edges and the amplification of
distances betw een the front and back planes. Alternativ ely , the long (tele -
photo) lenses with their documentary-like immediacy and the stylized flat-
tening of the screen space w ere transformed into an ‘all-purpose tool, av ail -
able to frame close-ups, medium shots, over-the-shoulder shots, and even
establishing shots’ (18). The two stylistic devices that were favored by the
combination of the extreme lens lengths were the ‘wipe-by’ cut and the rack-
focus. Instead of the classical deep staging and deep focus cinematography,
the filmmakers nowadays employ them as an easy way to shift focus and dis-
tance either from shot to shot or within the same shot.

The closer framing of the dialogue scenes is the third characteristic of
intensified continuity that Bordwell identifies. This paradigm privileges the
use of ‘singles’ that show in a medium or close-up shot only one person at a
time and allow the surroundings to take up the rest of the frame, obliterating
thus the need for establishing and re-establishing shots. Moreover, regarding
the shot scale in contemporary films it is evident that the choices have
become v ery limited; with the abandonment of the plans américains and the
group framings, the filmmakers choose within the range of medium shots to
extreme close-ups. 
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All the above stylistic options are combined with and reinforced by the
powerful free-ranging camera movements. It has become a rule that when
there is a long take, the camera needs to move fluidly in the filmic space.
Thanks to lighter filming equipment and flexible cameras like the Steadicam,
it is common to follow the movement of the characters at all possible places
(corridors, staircases, streets etc.). Whereas the classical spatial system
reserved ostentatious camera movements for highlighting the points of dra-
matic action, the intensification of the classical continuity has turned the
grandiose crane shots of Orson Welles into a staple element of current cine-
matography. Moreover, the standard shot/reverse-shot pattern is often
replaced by dynamic push-ins and pull-outs that emphasize the characters’
emotional reactions, while an arcing camera is the most recurrent device in
group gathering scenes. 

The qualities of intensified continuity are fairly widespread in the sample
films but their presence is far from gratuitous. Given that the post-classical
paradigm puts an enormous emphasis on the hypermediated realism in its
attempt to capture the energy of the action and break the transparency of the
image, the strong expressive power of the camera movements, the fast cut-
ting pace and the contrasting lens lengths become indispensable tools for the
new narrative needs of the post-classical narration. The powerful expressive
qualities of this new type of continuity did not escape Bordw ell’ s attention
either:

Intensified continuity represents a significant shift within the history of
moviemaking. Most evidently, the style aims to generate a keen
moment-by-moment anticipation. Techniques which 1940s directors
reserved for moments of shock and suspense are the stuff of normal
scenes today. (…) Here is another reason to call it intensified continu-
ity: ev en ordinary scenes are heightened to compel attention and
sharpen emotional resonance (24). 

H o wever, the need for hypermediacy, which is so important for the post-
classical model, as I demonstrated in the previous chapters, is only partly sat -
isfied by intensified continuity. The post-classical spatial system, in fact, pro-
ceeds with a much more fundamental transformation by shifting the empha -
sis from the photographic to the graphic qualities of the cinematic image.
This important shift in the visual representation has been articulately theo-
rized in Lev Manovich’ s writings on the ‘new language of cinema’. In the
book The Language of New Media (2001) Manovich takes up a two-fold task; on
the one hand he seeks to define and scrutinize the characteristics of the new
media in close relation to the cinematic medium and its intrinsic mode of rep -
resentation, while on the other, he wants to trace or even anticipate the strong
influence of digital technology and computerized representation on the cin-
ematic language of the present and the future. The second dimension of his
project makes an inv aluable contribution to the study of the ev olution of the
cinematic expression and is worth discussing in more detail, as it reveals the
underlying principles of the post-classical spatial construction.
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First and foremost, Manovich’s main argument claims that the advent of
digital technology imposed a distinct logic to the moving images by subor-
dinating the photographic and cinematic qualities to a painterly and graphic
spirit. Whereas traditional cinema emphasized its recording capacity by
using live-action footage and representing space realistically with the help of
the continuity editing, the digital techniques re-established the features of
the rather marginal practice of animation. As he notes,

The opposition between the styles of animation and cinema defined the
culture of the moving image in the twentieth century. Animation fore-
grounds its artificial character, openly admitting that its images are
mere representations. Its visual language is more aligned to the graph-
ic than to the photographic (298).

All the technical devices and special effects that were central in anima-
tions, such as back projections, matte paintings, miniatures and optical tricks
remained peripheral to the mainstream filmmaking for fear that they could
reveal the constructedness of the moving image and thus contradict the prin-
ciples of classical realist representation. However, the dominance of the com-
puter logic and the wide use of digital tools in the 90s brought all these ele-
ments back in the limelight and shaped the characteristics of what Manovich
calls ‘digital cinema’. The principles of this new type of cinema are summa-
rized as follows:

Live-action footage is now only raw material to be manipulated by
hand – animated, combined with 3-D computer generated images, and
painted over. The final stages are constructed manually from different
elements, and all the elements are either created entirely from scratch
or modified by hand. Now we can finally answer the question ‘What is
digital cinema?’ Digital cinema is a particular case of animation that uses
live-action footage as one of its many elements (302) [emphasis in the orig-
inal].

Apart from animation, Manovich acknowledges that digital cinema is
strongly affiliated with another marginal tradition, the av ant-garde film-
making practice of the twentieth century. The avant-garde artists had devel-
oped various experimental strategies, like collage, painting, scratching and
wild juxtapositions of images with other images or texts within a single
frame. All these revolutionary processes have been ‘appropriated’ by the dig-
ital technology and have become common every-day functions of the film
editing software. And he concludes:

All in all, what used to be exceptions from traditional cinema have
become the normal, intended techniques of digital filmmaking, embed -
ded in technology design itself (307).

The key aspect of digital cinema is its preoccupation with the spatial
dimensions of the moving images, in contrast to the traditional film practice
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that favoured the temporal articulations of the cinematic medium. The tech-
nique of digital compositing provides numerous spatial possibilities for the
digital moving images that have not been fully exploited by mainstream
Hollywood cinema yet. Manovich indicates that the commercial narrative
cinema is still dependent on the classical realistic mode of representation and
subordinates the digital tools to the need for invisible effects that create
transparency and not hypermediacy 6. However, the dynamic of digital cine-
ma lies elsewhere; as an alternative to the classical temporal montage, the
properties of the computer screen have paved the way for a new type of ‘spa-
tial montage’, defined as follows:

In general, spatial montage could involve a number of images, poten-
tially of different sizes and proportions, appearing on the screen at the
same time. The juxtaposition by itself of course does not result in mon-
tage; it is up to the filmmaker to construct a logic that determines
which images appear together, when they appear, and what kind of
relationships they enter into with one another (322).

The spatial montage breaks the logic of one image/one screen and intro-
duces the logic of addition and coexistence, allowing a number of ‘texts’ to
appear simultaneously on the surface of the screen and compete for promi-
nence 7.  Manovich further distinguishes two types of spatial montage based
on compositing; the ‘ontological’ and the ‘stylistic’. The former allows incom-
patible elements to coexist within the same time and space, while the latter
facilitates the merging of different media formats, such as 35mm and 8mm
film, within the same shot or more generally within the same film. Both these
forms of frame construction entail a large degree of informational density
that exceeds enormously the capacity of the classical device of ‘depth of field’
(328). 

In order to be able to assess the role of the digital operation, maintaining
a sense of sobriety and historical perspective, Manovich is quick to highlight
the fact that the technique of spatial montage or the creation of dense and
lay ered images is not a new inv ention. The method of compositing is prima-
rily a conceptual operation that can be traced in the history of v ery different
media such as painting, photography, music, television and video art long
before the adv ent of computer technology 8. How ever, the introduction of
digital tools not only in filmmaking but also in other media 9 has facilitated
the creation of spatial montage and has invited the widespread use of com-
positing for constructing spatial images and clusters with more complex nar-
rative and stylistic functions.

H o wever enlightening and insightful Manovich’s account of digital cine-
ma may be, one question remains inescapable; Where do all these new aes-
thetic possibilities of digital cinema materialize? Which cinematic tradition
exemplifies the disrupting qualities of compositing and spatial montage?
Manovich’s answer is rather ambivalent, as his examples are far too scattered
and dissimilar to be able to draw overall conclusions. For example he dis-
cusses Zemeckis’ Forrest Gump (1994) along with Rybczynski’s Tango (1982) 10
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and Czech filmmaker Konrad Zeman’s Na komete (1970) for their ontological
and stylistic montage. Moreover, while arguing that the mainstream
Hollywood cinema is still latched onto the classical mode of spatial repre-
sentation, the music videos and the CD-ROM-based games constitute text-
book cases of digital cinema. 

My argument is that all the properties of digital cinema constitute funda-
mental constructive elements of the post-classical system of spatial represen-
tation with indubitable potential for further future development. Therefore,
w e need not search for the embodiment of digital cinema in quasi non-nar-
rative cinematic forms like music videos or video games, since the post-clas-
sical mode of narration has already begun to explore the spatial possibilities
of the digital technology and has generated a clear shift from the photo-
graphic to a graphic space that defies transparency and challenges the classi-
cal distinction of space ‘in frame’ and ‘out of frame’ that I presented in the
opening of this chapter. The analysis of the eight films that follows will try to
bring to the surface the manner in which post-classical filmmakers handle
their cinematic spaces, while highlighting once more the intricate relation of
this new paradigm with its predecessors.

Case Studies

Europa

This film is a quintessential case of digital cinema with not a single digi -
tal image in its entire 110 minutes. Although Lars von Trier strictly refrains
from indulging in computer technology, he enthusiastically embraces the
logic of compositing, as a conceptually creative operation.  Aiming at the
kind of hypermediated realism that I described extensively in my second
chapter, Europa offers a rich and impressive play of images by transforming
each frame into a complex visual cluster with a highly dense narrativ e mean -
ing. Instead of abiding by the rules of the classical realist representation and
the continuity editing of the classical era, Trier uses paradigmatically most of
the old technical methods in order to construct a screen w orld that consists
of discontinuities, ruptures and excessive visual opacity. However, his aim is
not to destroy the classical space and its narrativ e value; what he meticu-
lously tries to achieve is a playful reworking of the classical techniques and
a blatant exposure of their artificiality and constructedness. A careful exami-
nation of his stylistic choices will reveal an excellent knowledge of the clas-
sical rules and a conscious innovative departure from them that epitomizes
the post-classical treatment of cinematic space.

Firstly, one of the classical devices that are consistently challenged is the
staging in depth, which is replaced by an impressiv e spatial montage with
the extensive use of back and front projections. As a replacement for the deep
focus cinematography , the combination of multiple projections, superimpo -
sitions and the mixture of black-and-white images with color create an
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unusually high tension between the different planes of the image and the
actions that take place in each plane 11. As Trier has pointed out,

Sometimes we have up to seven layers of images in black and white
and color. We can thus combine two or more images filmed with dif-
ferent lenses, such as a background shot with a telephoto lens and a
foreground shot with wide-angle (quoted in Kennedy 1991: 69).

What is intriguing about the self-reflexive cinematic space that results
from the blending of several image layers is that not only it does not relin-
quish its narrative function but also adds enormous dramatic value to the
story. A very illuminating example is the scene of Leo and Kate’s first meet-
ing in the train compartment, where we find the two following shots:

1. Medium black-and-white shot of the interior of Kate’s compart-
ment from a low angle. In the foreground on the left, Leo is on
his knees making the bed. In the background on the right, Kate
is looking at Leo and she gradually slips out of focus. Leo pulls
up the sheets covering the whole frame (figs. 1.1, 1.2).

2. Cut to a medium close up. Leo is in the foreground in color now
and Kate in the background in a black-and-white back projec-
tion. Kate slowly walks behind his back and leaves the frame for
a moment. She then re-enters the frame in the foreground and
in color next to Leo. At this point the two protagonists are both
in color against a black-and-white back projection. Kate starts
making the bed herself and Leo leaves the frame. He re-enters
the frame in the black-and-white back projection, which appears
in the background (figs. 1.3-1.5). 

This very small fragment plainly illustrates the visual density of the
images of Europa and the intricate staging of the action in separate planes,
projections and colors. The relationship between the two characters and the
unbridgeable gap that separates their lives becomes palpable in the scene
with the continuous shifting of their places in the foreground/background,
foreshadowing the fatal ending of their affair. More specifically, Kate begins
the conversation from the background first out of focus and then in a back
projection. She next tries to approach Leo by entering his color foreground,
yet they cannot occupy the same space for very long and she soon ‘pushes’
him away to the black-and-white back projection, confirming the distance
that separates them with the following w ords: ‘What you say seems to come
from a place far away’. This type of frame construction is a typical feature
throughout Europa and displays Trier’s impressive ability to maintain bal-
ance between his artistic virtuosity and the film’s narrative exigencies.

Another classical device that is significantly transformed in his hands is
the point-of-view shot pattern. One strategy is to ostensibly refuse to show
what the characters are looking at; for example in a scene at the first dinner
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party at the Hartmann family, Kate’s brother asks the guests to come to the
window to see the blasts of the allies and they all soon squeeze together to
catch a glimpse of the view (fig. 1.6). Nonetheless, the camera denies this
view to the spectators and the fact that the characters remain in front of the
window for an entire minute makes the lack of the point-of-view shot not
only perceptible but also disturbing. The other tendency is to use color and
slow-motion with some of Leo’s point-of-view shots, especially when he
looks at Kate. We often see him in black-and-white and then we see her as the
object of his look in color that also connotes his loving feelings towards her. 

Moreover, the analytical editing that typifies the system of space in the
classical paradigm is replaced here by the spatial montage and the multi-lay-
ered images of the various projections and superimpositions. Trier opens
numerous scenes with fairly classical exterior establishing shots but he then
breaks the realistic effect by fragmenting the interior spaces into different
front and back projections and downplaying the feeling of the unity of space
that the analytical editing is supposed to achieve. In addition, the function of
cutting is significantly altered, as the change of the back projection often indi-
cates the change of the story space in a rather surreal manner. For instance,
there is a scene where Leo and Kate are framed in a close-up in color against
the black-and-white projection of a river. Kate says, ‘Marry me please’ to Leo
and he says ‘y es’ and kisses her . When the kiss is ov er , the back projection
dissolv es into the figure of a priest in a church and the tw o protagonists turn
to face him. A 360° degree cut shows the priest in the foreground and the cou -
ple in the back projection in their wedding clothes (figs. 1.7-1.9). The use of
the dissolve in the back projection to signal the shift of the narrative space not
only makes the former even more visible but also demonstrates how the
mixed projections equally strive for prominence throughout the film. 

In terms of the general framing of the action and the camera movement,
Europa displays many of the elements that Bordwell identified as intensified
continuity. The dialogue scenes are often filmed in extreme close-up single
shots (figs. 1.10, 1.11), while the racking focus often prev ents the need for cut -
ting. In the longer takes w e find a lot of crane shots that mov e in and out of
buildings, while parts of the dinner scenes are shot in long spiraling mov e-
ments of the camera around the actors, a technique that has become a com -
monplace around the mid-90s (Bordwell 2002b: 20). The film is also rich in
overhead shots (either stable or accompanied by intense camera movement),
which provide impressiv e views of the action (fig. 1.12). At the same time, it
is remarkable to find some excessiv ely classical shots amidst the ov erload of
visual tricks, such as the classical staging and the deep focus cinematography
in figs. 1.13 and 1.14, which now seem strange digressions from the manner -
ist norm. 

Back to the visually stunning aspects, however, I would like to underline
the director’s predilection for figurative, subjective and impossible places. In
fig. 1.15 we see a low-angle shot from inside the bathtub, which shows the
blood coming out of Max Hartmann’s hand in color. This impossible view of
the suicide scene took several layers of images, including a very small back-
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projection of the blood, as Trier explains (Sauvaget 1991: 70). In fig. 1.16 we
have a shot from Leo’s dream, while figs. 1.17-1.19 are figurative shots that
occur in moments of high drama. 

Lastly, I would like to refer to two intriguing shots that make particular
use of the back projection system to indicate separate places within the same
frame. In fig. 1.20 we have the handling of a telephone conversation between
Kate and Leo who appear together in different projections. In fig. 1.21 we
have a very ambiguous case of a visual cluster that makes sense only with the
help of the voice-over; there is Max Hartmann on the left looking towards the
paper in color on the right. However, the voice-over says to Leo: ‘You have left
the house. (…) Before you is the questionnaire’ and only then does the view-
er realize that the paper on the screen is in front of Leo and not in the bath-
room, despite Max’s misleading look. This is an extremely unusual construc-
tion of narrative space that can only become intelligible with the aid of the
narrator. 

O verall, Lars von Trier’s experiments with the classical stylistic devices
and the spatial possibilities of the screen surface result in a consistently dis-
ruptiv e narrativ e space that shatters the illusion of reality of the classical rep -
resentations. On the other hand, the consistency of his cinematic language
coupled with the simplicity of the basic plot information provides the film
with a general narrative coherence. As a result, Europa manages to balance
the different narrativ e motiv ations – the compositional, the realistic and the
artistic – by telling a clear-cut story with an expanded spatial repertoire and
a dense visual language.  

Requiem for a Dream

I have previously discussed Requiem for a Dream for its highly subjective
realism, which consists of an emphatic and hyperrealistic depiction of the
characters’ inner emotional and mental states. The attempt to achiev e a high
dose of hypermediacy and to get as close as possible to their actual experi-
ences demanded a very self-reflexive use of cinematography. As Aronofsky
explains,

We always knew we were going to try to break down some barriers
narrativ ely, visually and aurally; we wanted to try to make a film that
w as completely different from anything that had been done before. (…)
Of course, all of the special techniques we applied had to advance the
story, because we didn’t want the film to turn into this self-indulgent,
MTV type of thing (quoted in Pizzello 2000: 51).

Breaking ‘the barriers’ and yet serving the story purposes were the two
goals that the filmmaker consciously set for himself on the onset and the
close analysis of the film will reveal that he was, in fact, highly successful. 

Instead of back projections, superimpositions and the old techniques of
image manipulation, Aronofsky shows a predilection for the digital tech-
nologies and the spatial montage by making widespread use of split-screens.
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The frame is constantly broken into two separate windows that belong either
to two different fragments of the same story space or to two entirely differ-
ent locales. The function of the vertical or horizontal split-screens is multi-
faceted, as they often replace some of the classical devices such as point-of-
view shots or crosscutting. For instance, in fig. 2.1 we see Sara on the top of
the frame looking downwards and we simultaneously see the pills in the bot-
tom, from her own point of view. 

H o wever, the most usual purpose of the split-screens is to depict the same
event from two different subjective positions. Apart from the opening
sequence, which I briefly discussed in the chapter on motivations, there is a
scene of an intimate conversation between Harry and Marion that is shot in
an unconventional manner. The first shot (fig. 2.2) shows them in close-up
next to each other against a black background, creating a misleading impres-
sion that they both occupy the same screen space. The next shot, however,
reveals that they are actually contained in separate split-screens, which fea-
ture shifting close-ups of their faces and bodies (figs. 2.3-2.7) for the entire a-
minute-and-a-half scene. 

The disrupting effect of the split screens is further intensified when there
is intense camera movement or changes of focal length in one or both frame
sections. For example, as Sara tries to refrain from eating, we see a medium
shot of her on the left and the object of her thoughts, the fridge, on the right
of the screen (fig. 2.8). A slow zooming-in begins in both sections and ends in
extreme close-ups (figs. 2.9, 2.10). The synchronized zooms in Sara’ s face and
the fridge transform the screen into a particularly subjective space that
attempts to capture her increasing fixation on food.   

Given that all four protagonists struggle with their addiction to drugs,
either heroin or dieting pills, the film strives to represent their mental states
rather than the actual physical place they live in. The attempt to penetrate
their minds is heavily assisted by the use of macro and high-speed photog-
raphy, fisheye lenses and special body-mounted camera rigs that offer
unique perspectiv es of the action. For example, there is a scene with Sara
tidying up her house under the influence of the pills; her hyper -activity is
signified by the exceeding fast-motion of the images while the ov erall visual
effect is ev en further accentuated by the fact that the camera pans on these
high-speed images (fig. 2.11). Similarly, when the characters take drugs, their
state of euphoria is signaled by fast-motion and fisheye distortion or slow-
motion and white fade-outs (figs. 2.12, 2.13).

In terms of shot scale, there is a constant juxtaposition of long shots, usu -
ally from a high-angle (fig. 2.14), with extreme close-ups in order to indicate
the passage from the real outer w orld to a more subjectiv e one. Many con-
versations are shot in extreme close-up singles, while crane shots and spiral-
ing camera movements are used in the opening and closing moments of var-
ious scenes. The pace of the editing becomes gradually frantic, as the film spi-
rals into the living hell of the protagonists. An equally relentless crosscutting
within split-screens, especially in climactic scenes, makes it impossible to
register all the shots and aims more at conveying the energy of a situation,
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reminding us of Raymond Durgnat’s speaking of the ‘headlong, tense,
unbroken, ‘you are there ’ movement of cameras and cast, the confused
imbroglio of bodies, gestures, shouted accusations, the sense of mounting
spectacle’ 12.

On the other hand, as Aronofsky clearly explained from the start, the
highly stylized camerawork and the digital effects that materialized a sub-
jective and hypermediated type of realism, had to complement and reinforce
the progression of the story and its compositional demands. The adventur-
ous filming techniques and the groundbreaking cinematic language succeed
in meeting the narrative ends through their dramatically consistent and
meaningful use, which is established from the first minutes in the film.
Therefore, the viewer can easily grow accustomed to this ‘new’ style and fol-
low the story, which otherwise develops in a rather linear and unambiguous
manner.  In other words, the self-reflexive construction of space by no means
aims at contradicting the plot and the character development in order to cre-
ate ambiguity , as w as the case in art cinema. In fact, the fragmentation and
the deconstruction of the classical realistic space with the help of digital com-
positing not only do not obliterate the narrative space where the predica-
ments of the characters unfold but they also enrich it with several other
dimensions. 

Moulin Rouge

The hypermediated realism of Moulin Rouge and Baz Luhrmann’s delib-
erate attempt to achieve high dramatic energy were briefly touched upon in
the chapter on motivation. Here a further examination of the film’s spatial
composition will bring to the surface in much more detail all the principles
that govern its post-classical narrative space. These principles are knowingly
introduced by the cinematographer Don McAlpine who designed the look of
the film in accordance with the director ’s concept of ‘heightened realism’. As
he explains,

There is an unwritten style manual for Hollywood films, but that book
doesn’t exist when you work with Baz. If he thinks it’s best to put the
camera at somebody’ s nav el, looking up his or her nostrils, then we do.
(….) If y ou at least know the rules, you know when you’re breaking
them. And on this film we broke every rule in the book (quoted in
Bosley 2001: 42-44). 

Although there are in fact numerous written manuals for the classical
Hollywood style, McAlpine’s statement raises two crucial points: firstly, they
had to break every classical rule in order to visualize their core idea, and sec-
ondly, their knowledge of the classical style was fundamental in providing
them with norms and principles that they could w ork against. Both these
aspects reflect fairly accurately the intricate relationship of constant reference
and contradiction betw een the post-classical and the classical tradition,
which I have been trying to develop throughout my thesis. 
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Turning to the film itself 13, it is its setting and iconography that make a
powerful impression in their effort to establish the lack of any sense of clas-
sical realism. Although the story is set in Paris at the turn of the century, the
reconstruction of the city is based entirely on miniatures, models of buildings
and matte paintings (figs. 3.1, 3.2). Being shot exclusively in soundstages in
Australia and Madrid, the film focuses mainly on the interior scenes and
leaves hardly any time to register the exterior shots of the Moulin Rouge (fig.
3.3) or Christian’s room (fig. 3.4). At the same time, the artificiality of the sets
and the sumptuousness of the colors, as for example in the exotic ‘Elephant’
(fig. 3.5), prevent the viewers from noticing any details in the surroundings
and place the focus on the performance of the characters. Furthermore,
Moulin Rouge employs numerous digital effects and contains several com-
puter-generated images that contribute immensely to its heightened energy.
In figs. 3.6 and 3.7 we see the characters under the influence of Absinthe and
their hallucinations of the ‘green fairy’, while in fig. 3.8 the two protagonists
dance in the skyline of Paris under a Meliès moon. The filmmaker resorts
several times to digital enhancing techniques and experiments very widely
with different lighting and color schemes.  

Apart from the spectacular special effects, the film draws enormous visu-
al power from its frenzied editing pace. As a reviewer notes, ‘cuts always
come just before you expect them to, and there’s a wealth of detail, visual and
narrative, packed into every one-and-a-half second shot’ (Jones 2001: 22). The
rapid cutting produces startling effects from start to finish, but it reaches its
peak in the dance scenes and the spatio-temporal transitions among different
segments of the story. For instance, the can-can dance seeks to transmit a
massiv e energy and a ‘y ou-are-there’ feeling by cutting frantically from long
shots to extreme close-ups and from the dancers to the audience. The same
editing speed is repeated ev ery time Christian initiates a new fragment of his
narration and takes us from his attic to the past ev ents in the Moulin Rouge. 

Yet, on the other hand it is impressiv e how Luhrmann holds onto the nar -
rativ e control of the film and ensures the clear and intelligible progression of
the story . The pyrotechnics of the style had to remain ‘slav e to the story’, as
he explains 14, and this goal required not only a tremendous discipline but
also recourse to some classical techniques, such as careful character place -
ment and meticulous staging of the action. For example, in the scene where
Christian and the Duke go to the Moulin Rouge to meet Satine, some shots
aim at maintaining a strong narrative function amidst the hectically extrava-
gant movements of the dancers and the loud rhythmic music. In fig. 3.9 we
hav e a very balanced and centered composition of the two men sitting sepa-
rately and yet close enough for Satine to misunderstand who the real Duke
is. In fig. 3.10 we have a long shot showing Christian in the foreground,
Satine in the middle and the audience at the back, as she invites him to dance
and prepares the ground for the intimate meeting that is going to follow .
These classically shot moments often serve as punctuation marks that con-
tain the hectic camera mov ements and the other special effects.  

Moreover, the film plays consciously with various classical devices such
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as establishing shots and shot-reverse shot patterns. For instance, there is an
interior shot of the dance hall where the customers throw their hats on the air
and the film cuts to a bird’s-eye-view of Paris showing the hats above the sky
of the Moulin Rouge (figs. 3.11, 3.12). Another interesting scene is the
moment Christian embraces Satine for the first time in the elephant because
the editing breaks the 180° axis and establishes a 360° space (figs. 3.13, 3.14)
that nevertheless does not destroy our orientation in the space. Additionally,
most of the conversations between two or more characters are shot in singles,
while there is often a juxtaposition of extreme long shots with extreme close-
ups that exaggerates the analytical editing in the scene.  

The other two stylistic aspects that compete in prominence with the edit-
ing are the hyperactive camerawork and the varying speeds of motion.
Lurhmann enriches his heightened language with spectacular 360° tracking
shots and long upward or downward crane shots that punctuate numerous
scenes by taking us from the time and place of an action to another one in the
future or the past. For example, the shots in figs. 3.15-3.17 constitute parts of
a long crane shot, which begins with Satine and Christian on the balcony of
his hotel room and slowly draws away giving us a bird’s-eye-view of the city.
H o wever , the shot continues in order to enter a new space (figs. 3.18, 3.19),
which reveals a picnic scene with the two protagonists and the Duke. The
replacement of the cutting with long distinctiv e crane shots to signify the
spatial transitions adds to the artificiality of the narrative space and gives it
a floating quality. Moreover, there are some camera moves that try to evoke
the kinetic zooms of fast-paced electronic games, especially as they race into
the night club and then withdraw with the same frantic haste (Kinder 2002:
35). Another standard strategy is the use of swift ‘push-ins’ and ‘pull-outs’ of
the actors’ faces, which capture dynamically the various facial expressions,
whereas recurrent whip-pans augment the energy of the scene. The highly
polished look of the entire film is at some point blemished by a shaky hand-
held camera that records some personal moments betw een the tw o lov ers
behind the scenes. Although this technical choice seems rather out of place
compared to the ov erall style, it denotes the filmmaker’s daring gesture to
indeed break the rules, even those of his own personal consistency. Finally, a
regular use of fast or slow-motion and step-printing cinematography 15 suc-
ceeds in sensationalizing the action and captiv ating the viewers’ attention.

On the whole, it seems that Moulin Rouge follows the example of Requiem
for a Dream and Europa and displays a flamboyant cinematic language that
breaks most of the classical Hollyw ood rules and experiments with the wide
range of technical options that old and new media provide. This language
builds a hypermediated space that defies any notion of classical realism both
in terms of the pro-filmic (settings) and filmic (editing) events. The film’s
‘spatial effects’ constantly acknowledge their constructed nature and yet do
not relinquish their narrative strength. Instead, the large sum of discontinu-
ities, slanted camera angles, rapid-fire cutting, impossible shots and relent-
less camera movements remain faithful to their ultimate goal to tell a heart-
wrenching love story that remains engaging and moving from beginning to
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end.  

Million Dollar Hotel

W im Wenders’ Million Dollar Hotel is a visually beautiful film that takes
advantage of digital technology to create a poetically intense atmosphere.
Compared to the three case studies that have preceded, it is essential to point
out that the German filmmaker, unlike Luhrmann or Aronofsky, did not set
out to break ‘every rule in the book’ and remained closer to some funda-
mental principles of the classical spatial system. For example, a large part of
the film consists of centered and stable compositions that are punctuated by
continuity editing techniques in a fairly normal cutting rhythm. However,
the film diverges from the classical norm on several occasions and in differ-
ent ways that are worth a detailed examination.

First and foremost, Wenders put enormous emphasis on the visual quali-
ties of the film, especially the lighting schemes, in order to transform a dilap-
idated hotel into an enchanting Edward Hopper environment (figs. 4.1-4.3).
Moreover, the numerous night scenes, both interior and exterior, are excep-
tionally dark and most of the time the figures of the actors are hardly dis -
cernible. The play with the dark lighting becomes even more prominent in
the scene of Geronimo’s arrest that takes place in the lobby. In fig. 4.4 we have
an extremely high-angle shot of the lounge where we can barely discern the
figure of a policeman arresting Geronimo. As soon as he puts the handcuffs,
the frame rate increases and the characters start fighting with the policemen
in fast-motion, while the camera cuts to a ground-level angle (fig. 4.5). As the
fight goes on, the shot in fig. 4.6 slowly freezes and the lights are switched
off, except for a spotlight on Tom Tom’s body as illustrated in fig. 4.7. 

Apart from the lighting, there are v arious other mannerist elements that
add to the film’ s visual w ealth. For example, Wenders likes to sporadically
insert images from other sources, such as photo stills (fig. 4.8) or TV extracts
(fig. 4.9), indulging in a ‘stylistic montage’ in Manovich’s terms. Moreover, in
another scene he tries to fuse the story space with T om Tom’s mental images
by superimposing his thought in the window frame by his bedside (fig. 4.10).
He also shows a preference for extreme low- or high-angle framings and
overhead shots, while he often emphasizes the fluid camera movements and
the aerial shots from the roof of the building. How ever, the most frequent
violation of classical continuity comes from his repetitive jump-cuts, espe-
cially during the meetings between the two protagonists or when Tom To m
dances alone in his room. Similarly, the regular use of fast or slow-motion
endows the scenes with high energy or romantic aura respectively. As the
film’s cinematographer, Phedon Papamichael, observes,

Tom Tom and Eloise are always involved in a sort of dance, with each
moving back and forth and around while checking the other out,
almost like animals sniffing one another out. (…) This was used espe-
cially in Tom Tom/Eloise scenes to create a different reality around








































































































































































































