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Introduction: Analog and Digital Forms and Star Wars

The sale of George Lucas’s Star Wars franchise to Disney in 2013 came with the announcement of three new films to be set chronologically following Return of the Jedi (1983), with J. J. Abrams to direct the first installment. Abrams announced that Star Wars: The Force Awakens would be shot on 35 mm, stating, “We are working really hard to make a movie that feels as emotional and authentic and exciting as possible.” Abrams added, “I remember . . . reading someone wrote about just wanting [The Force Awakens] to feel real; to feel authentic. I remember I felt that way when I was 11 years old when I saw the first one [Star Wars: A New Hope (1977)]. As much of a fairy tale as it was, it felt real. And to me, that is exactly right.”1

It should be of no surprise that many devoted fans of the franchise welcomed the news that The Force Awakens would be shot on celluloid. After all, one of the many disapproving comments about the Star Wars prequels (1999, 2002, and 2005) was Lucas’s overuse of digital effects, as conveyed in the documentary The People vs. George Lucas (Alexandre O. Philippe, 2010). But what does Abrams’s desire to capture the feelings and experiences of the original world of Star Wars suggest about the relationship between digital and celluloid? Has celluloid become a novelty format? If so, how did this change occur in the entertainment industry?

Abrams’s choice to film The Force Awakens on celluloid raises a number of points regarding cinematic realism, practices of digitization, and the state of the analog format. The heightened realism of digital effects, as Nicholas Rombes explains, produces “strange side effects . . . it creates nostalgia for the ‘less realistic’ special effects and stunts of analog of cinema.”2 As in the case of Robert Rodriguez and Quentin Tarantino’s double feature film Grindhouse (2007), both films (Planet Terror and Death Proof) attempt to recapture the experience of analog movies of the 1970s by intentionally putting effects of time and human errors into the physicality of the film, such as print scratches, disruptive sounds, and unplanned jump cuts. Rombes interprets Rodriguez and Tarantino’s intentional errors and degraded images in Grindhouse as reflections of Raymond Williams’s notion of residual culture: the lived, practiced, and shared experiences, meanings and values shaped in the past, but are “still active in the cultural process, not only and often not at all as an element of the past, but as an effective element of the present.”3 Indeed, Abrams’s decision to film The Force Awakens on celluloid attempts not only to aesthetically depict the film with a “real” and “authentic” look, but also to recreate the cultural values and meanings associated with the original Star Wars universe that impressed him as a young viewer.

Consider, for example, Lucas’s use of model special effects, stop motion photography, the flash frames inserted during the light saber fight with Darth Vader and Obi-Wan Kenobi (Alec Guinness), and nascent computer-generated effects of the early 1980s—much of these older effects Lucas updated in the rerelease of the original Star Wars movies. Yet as conveyed in The People vs. George Lucas, many fans cherish the imperfection of Star Wars’s older special effects. It is interesting to add that Lucas’s vision of the original Star Wars film involved creating a dirty space aesthetic. Will Brooker observes that a key aesthetic of Star Wars is its polar opposites of “dirty versus clean”4 in the film’s production design, such as the worn down and earthly look that reflects Luke’s (Mark Hamill) farm life on Tatooine, and Han Solo (Harrison Ford) and Chewbacca’s (Peter Mayhew) “rough edged” smuggler space ship the Millennium Falcon that happened to float away “with the rest of the garbage” before escaping to Cloud City in The Empire Strikes Back (Irvin Kershner, 1980). Lucas described this aesthetic as a “used universe” that contrasted with the ordered, formal, and technological world of the Empire.

For Rombes, the tendency of digital cinema to insert flaws, mistakes, and purposely degraded images is primarily because digital texts neither deteriorate nor leave a trace of the original. A digital file can be shared from user to user without the loss of sound and/or visual quality. The analog image or sound, however, is vulnerable to time and can deteriorate from copy to copy. As such, the analog image’s fragility, as Rombes points out, is akin to what is human and organic and thus, imperfect.5 Certainly intentional mistakes and “realist” styles of filmmaking can be problematic, as in Abrams’s excessive use of the lens flare in Star Trek (2009).6 For this reason, Abrams explains that his desire to depict The Force Awakens with a “real” or “authentic” look should not be interpreted as synonymous with “gritty.” Rather, as he states, “it’s real in that the Star Wars world feels like a real place, and I think that’s why the property has endured.”7 Abrams’s choice to film The Force Awakens on 35 mm, arguably, is not only to recreate the experiences of the original Star Wars movies as a form of residual culture, but also to incorporate the organic and imperfect so as to balance out the sterility and perfection of digital in the same manner that Lucas created a dirty space aesthetic to contrast the formal and pristine world of the Empire.8

Certainly this approach is not meant to suggest that advances in digital technologies do not play a role in viewers’ movie-going experiences, or that viewers and filmmakers are rejecting digital visual effects (VFX).9 Part of this project is to not only track aesthetic expressions of imperfection of the moving image, but also consider the role of digital in recent cinema spectatorship. Audiences continue to be astounded and dazzled by the progression and precision of VFX, ranging from the life-like dinosaurs in Steven Spielberg’s Jurassic Park (1993) and the futurist bullet time sequence in The Wachowski’s The Matrix (1999), to the sublime 3-D effects of James Cameron’s Avatar (2009), Martin Scorsese’s Hugo (2011), and Scott Derrickson’s Doctor Strange (2016). Alongside larger-than-life VFX, filmmakers are combining live-action and computer-generated imagery (CGI) to create transparent and flawless moving images that increasingly challenge the viewer’s ability to detect the mediation of digital effects. Martin Scorsese’s The Wolf of Wall Street (2013) illustrates how CGI can transform spaces seamlessly, such as a hangar siding digitally transformed into the waterways of Venice, a Brownstone turned into a whitewashed London flat, or a lion walking through a business office, with the lion’s trainer digitally removed.10 Part of this experience is balancing the simulation codes of computerized digital effects and live-action photography—a process known as photorealism. The goal of photorealism is to produce a synthetic digital image that appears seamless and “natural,” and corresponds accordingly within the 3-D space of the film’s story world. Indeed, mapping the intersection of the analog and digital formats is not simply about nostalgic consumption, as in the recreation of the grind house experience of Planet Terror and Death Proof. Practices of digital imaging, as Lisa Purse explains, also serve “narrative cinema’s longstanding illusionist project, joining continuity editing, set facades, trick photography and physical special effects (among others) in the creation of fictional spaces and events.”11 A tenet of classical Hollywood realism is unifying the film’s narrative through causality, continuity, and motivation. Here photorealism’s blending of live action and digitization follows the classical Hollywood’s seamless and transparent narrative style. As such, photorealism preserves Hollywood’s tradition of subordinating the mediation of the moving image to the unifying effect of narrative causality.

Yet a scene such as the bullet time sequence in The Matrix temporally derails the narrative as a VFX digression, where realism and the avant-garde momentarily lose their distinction. This is most noticeable in viewing a 3-D movie outside of 3-D theatre exhibition. The “flying fish” 3-D sequence in Ang Lee’s Life of Pi (2012) is a case in point. The film briefly digresses to emphasize its 3-D effect, as fish cannon-ball out of the ocean. Watching this sequence without 3-D glasses on cable television is an act of visual experimentation—one that complicates the firm boundary between realism and avant-garde that traditionally defined the classical Hollywood narration system. More so, viewing Life of Pi’s flying fish 3-D sequence outside theatrical exhibition not only illustrates an instance of imperfection (unintentionally) that briefly derails narrative fluidity, but reveals how digital has attributed to the blurring of cinema’s and television’s medium-based specificities.12

These forms of perfection and imperfection do not mean that tensions cannot emerge in the assignment of meanings and values of a cultural artifact. A popular text such as Star Wars has become an arena of tension over its meaning in both its consumption and production. A notable example is fans’ outrage at Lucas’s digitally changing the look of scenes and character actions of the original Star Wars films, such as altering the famous showdown at the Cantina bar in Mos Eisley, where Greedo shoots first instead of Han Solo. Or consider Lucas not releasing the original Star Wars versions on DVD. When Lucas did release the original films on DVD, he did not enhance them for 16:9 high-definition television (HDTV), stirring indignation among many fans. On the one hand, Lucas’s use of digital effects in order to manipulate scenes of the original Star Wars films raises concerns of ownership of the text. In this case, fans want to preserve the cultural values and meanings associated with the “imperfect” look of the original trilogy. On the other hand, fans seek a perfect presentation of the original Star Wars films (with all of its flaws and imperfections) as a digital format such as DVD or Blu-ray. Here it is important to stress that imperfection and perfection should not be read exclusively as binaries. The interrelation of imperfection and perfection can cause disruptions, evoke sites of tensions, and blur boundaries in how meanings are assigned to moving-image texts.

Joss Whedon, for instance, expressed frustration with Fox’s broadcasting of Buffy the Vampire Slayer (1997–2003) in widescreen for HDTV, a show that was photographed in the standard 4:3 aspect ratio. Whedon stated that 


adding space to the sides simply for the sake of trying to look more cinematic would betray the very exact mise-en-scène I was trying to create. I am a purist, and this is the purest way to watch Buffy. I have resisted the effort to letterbox Buffy from the start and always will, because that is not the show we shot.13

Fox’s attempt to make Buffy appear cinematic exemplifies digital’s contributing to the blurring of cinema and television’s medium-based specificities. More so, Whedon’s use of the term “purist” to describe his frustration with Fox altering Buffy’s native aspect ratio speaks directly to the ideal of the perfection of digital and the promises it offers in terms of exhibiting a movie and/or television series’ native aspect ratio. The transmission of high-definition content to one’s living room, laptop, or mobile device not only involves industrial decisions such as the cost to remaster television and film texts and syndication rights to wide-screen titles, but also includes industrial assumptions made about the aesthetic tastes of audiences. These decisions can compromise digital’s potential to exhibit the perfected product, a topic explored in Chapter 8.

Indeed, these aforementioned examples illustrate how digital media has impacted the production, consumption, and exhibition of moving-image texts. But we cannot interpret these developments of digital purely from a technological standpoint. We must also consider the psychical activity in our engagement with technology, specifically in regard to experiences of time and space.

Jacques Lacan’s concepts of desire and drive provide a basis in understanding the temporal and spatial dimension of digital technology. For Lacan, the logic of desire is energized by the object cause of desire, or what he terms objet petit a.14 Capturing the object cause of desire is the ultimate satisfaction, the zenith of wholeness. Since the object cause of desire is primordially “lost,” it cannot be recovered, resulting in desire as a force of perpetual lack for the subject.15 As Slavoj Žižek states, “Desire stands for the economy in which whatever object we get hold of is ‘never it.’ ”16 The object cause of desire identifies an absence that arouses the subject’s desire. As such, the logic of desire functions on the necessity of lack. Paradoxically, it is the unattainable object cause of desire that becomes the subject’s source of enjoyment in the pursuit to capture it. The DVDs I purchase, the coffee I drink, or books that I buy are never enough to stand in for the “lost object.” Yet I derive enjoyment searching for books online or traveling to DVD stores. I look forward to drinking coffee in the morning. As such, desire does not operate on plenitude, but on the absence of the object cause of desire. It is this very absence that fuels desire.

Whereas desire seeks the impossible “lost object” as the acme of enjoyment, drive manifests enjoyment in not obtaining the object cause of desire, but in repeating loss. The circularity of the drive finds enjoyment in the movement for the sake of movement rather than locating the lost object. As Žižek explains, drive “resists being enmeshed in a dialectical movement; it circulates around its object, fixed
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