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Preface


Film semiotics, far from being the ‘fad’ denounced by its critics, actually forms part of the broad drift of contemporary thought.

Robert Stam, ‘Film and Language: From Metz to Bakhtin’, 109

Wes Anderson’s output should be considered as one continuous thread, each film informing the other, as he builds on his themes and his unique vocabulary.

Jamie S. Rich, ‘Criterion Confessions: The Darjeeling Limited’



An Experiment in Method. Guided by Peter Wollen’s provocative reformulation of auteur theory in the revised edition of Signs and Meaning in the Cinema (1972), I spent the last few years experimenting: mixing the methods of semiotics and film studies in equal measure to examine the invariant attributes (the symbolic storyworld) running through the films of Wes Anderson. These methods capture the hidden connections, the underlying structures and conflicts at the core of his films. I’m not alone in finding inspiration in Wollen’s book. Samuel Wigley reports that ‘When, in 2010, Sight & Sound magazine polled critics for the best books ever written about the cinema, Peter Wollen’s Signs and Meaning in the Cinema cropped up repeatedly on ballot sheets, 40 years after it appeared in its first edition’ (Wigley 2014). In his response to the Sight & Sound poll, UK critic Nick Roddick expressed a general opinion when he claimed that ‘if there is one book to rule them all, it is Peter Wollen’s Signs and Meaning in the Cinema. The revised and enlarged edition of 1972 is the most concise, lucid and inspiring introduction to thinking about film ever written’ (Roddick, quoted in Wigley 2014). Wollen’s book was instrumental in shaping the nascent discipline of film studies in the late 1960s, especially film aesthetics, film semiotics and auteur theory.

One outcome of Wollen’s auteur theory is that its study of auteurs, carried out via semiotics and structuralism, focuses on abstract qualities, which creates a certain analytical distance from the experience of watching films. This is because a film, and the experience of watching it, is the end result of a series of underlying abstract codes and structures. Structuralism and semiotics study this underlying level, not the film’s surface or its experience. More generally, like an X-ray, structuralism and semiotics isolate and subtract from tangible surface messages (speech, individual myths, a specific kinship relation, a literary texts, a film, etc.) the abstract codes that produce, organize and confer meaning on those messages. The surface level of experience consists of a vast array of contingent and heterogeneous phenomena; order and unity only exist on the underlying abstract level. Structural and semiotic analysis is conducted at this abstract level in an attempt to discover order and unity.

My experiment does not deny, of course, that Wes Anderson’s films consist of many other elements – mise en scène, acting, set design, costumes, music, emotions, affects (many of which have received detailed scholarly analyses: see, for example, Buckland 2012; Kunze 2014; Lee 2016; MacDowell 2010). Rather than repeat these studies, I have instead delimited my research to the analysis of one aspect of Wes Anderson’s films, the underlying abstract codes that confer order, unity and meaning on them. Chapter 1 outlines the concept of ‘the symbolic’ developed by Ferdinand de Saussure, Claude Lévi-Strauss, Jacques Lacan and Roland Barthes and conjoins it to the concept of storyworld developed in recent work of narratologists, including David Herman, Marie-Laure Ryan and Mark Wolf – although in the end I adapt Karl Popper’s philosophical concept of World 3 to the study of fictional storyworlds. Chapter 2 outlines previous attempts to use structuralism and semiotics to theorize film and conduct textual analyses, focusing especially on auteur structuralism. Chapters 3 to 10 analyse each of Wes Anderson’s films in chronological order. These chapters do not present general impressions of the films but instead analyse their internal abstract structures. As this book progresses chapter by chapter, analysis of each Wes Anderson film is complemented with comparisons with his previous films. Chapter 11 reworks these comparative comments and links Wes Anderson’s films together under an abstract organizing principle: the symbolic storyworld. This world is not a pre-existing empirical object that simply needs to be observed and described; instead, it has to be painstakingly constructed from the fragments manifest in each film. The key method for constructing this storyworld is ‘comparative paradigmatic analysis’ (discussed in Chapter 1): the films are compared in order to highlight the structural repetitions and variations among them.

Foregrounding theoretical concepts and methods frequently attracts criticism in film studies, no doubt because it can appear to be mechanical and routine. But such criticism reminds me of what Raymond Queneau said about the process of creative writing: ‘the inspiration that consists in blind obedience to every impulse is in reality a sort of slavery. The classical playwright who writes his tragedy observing a certain number of familiar rules is freer than the poet who writes that which comes into his head and who is the slave of other rules of which he is ignorant’ (quoted in McNulty 2014, 5). This principle is equally relevant to film analysis: following the rules of a method frees up the analyst because it offers an explicit reference point and defines the boundaries of research, making the research process reflexive. Foregrounding theory and methods also assists the reader in discovering exactly how the film analyses were carried out and how the results were achieved.

Foregrounding apparently ‘old’ theoretical concepts and methods (structuralism and semiotics) not only attracts criticism, but also outright condemnation. Peter Caws addresses this accusation in the opening pages of his book Structuralism: The Art of the Intelligible:


According to the calendar of cultural trends, structuralism has come and gone [ … ]. But according to the calendar of philosophy, as I read it, structuralism has only just arrived. It has been a serious possibility, as a mode (among others) of understanding some aspects of the world, since the early years of [the twentieth] century, but has begun to achieve focus and formulation only in the last few decades. (1988, xiii)



He adds that structuralism ‘managed to pass from novelty to fashion to cliché in a very few years, with hardly any interval of mature reflection’ (1988, 2). He dismisses superficial accounts of structuralism and semiotics – accounts that limit their scope and influence to the 1960s and reduce them to fashion and cliché – and instead traces their development back to profound changes in Western epistemology at the beginning of the twentieth century. Now that the fashion to be a structuralist is over, he argues, it is possible to develop mature reflection on its true scope and influence.

At the end of his book Twentieth Century Mythologies, Daniel Dubuisson looks further back in time, and concludes that we must


reconsider all the problems of the history of European thought within a substantially enlarged scale and frame. The field of contemporary mythological studies is organically tied to that of all Western thought and even at times extends beyond it. Structuralism itself should perhaps no longer be considered merely as a prime event in the history of contemporary thought [ … ]. Rather, structuralism has been subject to a slow preparation and was made possible by centuries of reflection on substance and form, on idea and category. And it is only because these problems have been turned over a thousand times, indefatigably taken up again and discussed, that it finally has been possible to present them with a new conception – the structural hypothesis – to be added to various earlier ontologies. (2006, 296)



It is worth emphasizing his point that the structural study of myth is ‘organically tied to that of all Western thought’; it is not a recent addition to Western thought, for its fundamental premises have been slowly developing for hundreds of years.

Finally, Eleanor Kaufman investigates the structuralism of the late 1960s in its most advanced formulations, especially by Lévi-Strauss and by Gilles Deleuze (in his seminal 1967 essay ‘How Do We Recognize Structuralism?’ [in Deleuze 2004, 170–92]). Kaufman considers why it was sidelined in 1968 with the advent of post-structuralism. She tentatively suggests that structuralism’s ontological mode of abstraction – leading to an extreme form of anti-humanism – was too disquieting and unpalatable (2013, 98–9), as was its discarding of narrative temporality as a mere surface phenomenon in favour of underling logical relations.

Similarly, despite the enormous impact of Signs and Meaning in the Cinema in the late 1960s and its historical significance, Wollen’s auteur structuralism was quickly superseded by a wave of post-structural film theory in the 1970s, in the form of psychoanalytic theories of subjectivity, ideology and sexual difference. But now it is possible to return to auteur structuralism and develop (to paraphrase Peter Caws) mature reflection on its true scope and influence. The present book studies Wes Anderson’s storyworld from the perspective of auteur structuralism, which involves examining core themes and hidden structures, including complex kinship systems and paradigms, supplemented with other symbolic codes such as binary oppositions, mediators, systems of exchange and rules of transformation. Wes Anderson’s films are ideal objects for analysis from the perspectives of auteur structuralism and storyworld, for he is renowned for creating a widely recognized, internally coherent fictional universe, one held together by repeated codes and structural principles.






Acknowledgements

The following friends and colleagues have read or listened to various sections of this book, and have offered helpful feedback: Robert Burgoyne, Govind Chandran, Thomas Elsaesser, Ruggero Eugeni, Radomír D. Kokeš, Sunhee Lee, Sian Lincoln, Agnieszka Piotrowska (who offered invaluable feedback on several chapters), Francesco Sticchi, Meryl Suissa, Yannis Tzioumakis and Kim Wilkins. Part of the writing was carried out in Berlin as a Research Fellow at the Freie Universität (Autumn semester, 2016), in the Cinepoetics Seminar run by Hermann Kappelhoff and Michael Wedel (and a special thank you to Michael for giving me a tour of the Babelsberg Film Studio in Potsdam-Babelsberg, just outside Berlin, where parts of The Grand Budapest Hotel were filmed).






Part One

Theory





OEBPS/html/images/FC.jpg
A SEMIOTIC ANALYSIS

b 'IW miﬂl'l LA NN | L1 Y
»u ERE W






OEBPS/html/images/title.jpg
Wes Anderson's Symbolic
Storyworld

A Semiotic Analysis

Warren Buckland

BLOOMSBURY ACADEMIC

NEW YORK « LONDON « OXFORD « NEW DELHI « SYDNEY





OEBPS/nav.xhtml








		Cover



		Half Title



		Title Page



		Contents



		List of Figures



		List of Tables



		Preface



		Acknowledgements



		Part One  Theory



		1 Symbolic Storyworlds



		 Syntagms and paradigms



		 Paradigm and mediation



		 Paradigmatic analysis



		 Elementary and complex structures of kinship



		 Stories and kinship



		 Storyworlds and world logic



		 One theory and the principle of pertinence











		2 Film Theory, Film Analysis



		 Abstraction and analysis



		 Auteur structuralism



		 Structural theories of genre



		 Textual semiotics



		 Second wave feminist film theory



		 Diegesis and film worlds



		 Film style















		Part Two  The Films



		3 Unintentional Mediation: Bottle Rocket



		 Plot synopsis



		 Paradigms



		 Planning paradigm



		 Robberies paradigm



		 Celebration of robberies paradigm











		 Gifts and exchange



		 Dignan as (unintentional) mediator



		 Binary oppositions



		 Above/below, sky/water











		 Kinship



		 A note on variations











		4 Dead Relatives and Intergenerational Relationships: Rushmore



		 Plot synopsis



		 Oppositions and paradigms



		 Max and Miss Cross paradigm



		 Max’s mother and Edward Appleby sub-paradigm



		 Max’s plays paradigm











		 Paradigms and mediation



		 Water paradigm











		 Kinship











		5 Imperial Kinship: The Royal Tenenbaums



		 Plot synopsis



		 Kinship conflicts



		 Kinship and marital residence



		 Paradigms and mediation



		 Paradigm (a): Royal–Etheline–Henry



		 Paradigm (b): Royal–Margot



		 Paradigm (c): Richie−Margot−Raleigh−Eli



		 Paradigm (c) (i): Richie−Margot



		 Paradigm (c) (ii): Tenenbaum roof



















		6 Conflicts of Ambivalence: The Life Aquatic with Steve Zissou



		 Plot synopsis



		 Exchange



		 Kinship



		 Paradigms and (the lack of) mediation



		 Steve−Ned Paradigm



		 Ned−Jane paradigm











		 Binary oppositions: Individual/collective, water/sky











		7 Fraternal Rivalry: The Darjeeling Limited and Hotel Chevalier



		 Plot synopsis



		 Fraternal kinship



		 Gifts and exchange



		 Paradigms



		 Running for the train paradigm



		 Feather ceremony paradigm











		 Binary oppositions











		8 Human versus Animal Subworld: Fantastic Mr. Fox



		 Plot synopsis



		 Kinship



		 Paradigms



		 Robberies paradigm



		 Apple paradigm











		 Binary oppositions











		9 The Orphan and the Bachelor: Moonrise Kingdom



		 Plot synopsis



		 Kinship



		 Orphan paradigm











		 Paradigms



		 Preparation and sharing of food



		 Reading fiction paradigm











		 Exchange (gift/theft)



		 Water: The flood











		10 Rules of Descent and Laws of Inheritance: The Grand Budapest Hotel



		 Plot synopsis



		 Kinship, gifts and theft



		 Binary oppositions



		 Verticality paradigm



		 Lift paradigm



















		Part Three  Finale



		11 The Symbolic Storyworld of Wes Anderson



		 Form versus structure



		 Archi-film revisited: Storyworld as World 3



		 Kinship (1): Death/absence of parents or spouses



		 Kinship (2): Intergenerational relationships



		 Kinship (3): Interethnic relationships



		 Death/life (funerals and pregnancies)



		 Exchange and gifts



		 Mediation



		 Relative worlds



		 Water and drowning



		 Verticality



		 Verticality, movement, water











		 Coda: Wes Anderson’s film style















		Works Cited



		Index



		Copyright Page













