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Every exit from the book is made within the book.



—JACQUES DERRIDA, “EDMOND JABÈS AND THE QUESTION OF THE BOOK”


PRELUDE

Bryan Batt

Bryan Batt is an American actor, author, designer, and philanthropist, known for his multiple roles on Broadway, in film, and as Salvatore Romano in the acclaimed AMC drama Mad Men (2007–2009).



When I was asked to write an introductory note for a book entitled _Deconstructing Brad Pitt, to be completely candid, I was a bit reluctant. The title was somewhat reminiscent of those skewering tabloid trash-rag headlines that surely Mr Pitt must be thoroughly disgusted with. However, knowing one of the editors as a kind and honorable gentleman, husband, and father, I gave it a read, and was thoroughly entertained.

I have never met Mr Pitt, although he and Angelina have shopped on Magazine Street for their children just steps away from our shop Hazlenut, causing quite a stir. Customers clamored to get a glimpse of the A-stars while they raved, “She’s so gorgeous. …” She’s gorgeous? Look at him!

I was hoping to meet Brad when I worked on the film 12 Years a Slave, but alas, his car was racing away from the plantation as I was pulling in. Once again, I was hoping to make his acquiantance at his Make It Right Foundation Gala, but unfortunately work took me out of town.

So now, I am taking this time to tell you what I would tell him. As a New Orleanian and as a person that supports equal rights for all, thank you, Mr Pitt, for doing what you do. It’s one thing to talk about it, but it’s a completely different thing to put your money and time where your mouth and heart are and make a difference. His helping to rebuild New Orleans and producing such socially important films as the Oscar-winning 12 Years A Slave and the brilliant The Normal Heart just demonstrate his commitment to making things right. Bravo!


FOREWORD

Robert Bennett

The first rule of Brad Pitt Studies is you do NOT talk about Brad Pitt.

I should know. I learned the hard way. I was a young, idealistic professor fresh out of graduate school when my first graduate student, Chris, suggested that we present papers about Brad Pitt at an academic conference. The suggestion immediately intrigued me. After all, the field of cultural studies continually explores new lines of critical inquiry, and Pitt seemed almost too obvious a choice. At the time Pitt’s films were both critically acclaimed and widely popular, and he even vaguely resembled other Hollywood icons like Robert Redford. Beyond their obvious co-involvement in A River Runs Through It, both were good-looking, talented actors who first established their careers with a few significant Western films before branching out to explore a wider range of roles. More importantly, both had early performances that many considered to be generation-defining roles—most notably in Fight Club and All the President’s Men—and yet, both actors also share the curious distinction of never having won an Oscar for their acting. From this perspective, the real question seemed less whether or not we should study Brad Pitt than why hadn’t someone else already done it?

Boy, were we wrong. As soon as we issued our call for conference papers, the mere suggestion that we might tentatively explore Pitt’s films struck a raw nerve among other academics.1 The Chronicle of Higher Education quickly picked up our call, and—with an openly sneering grin—reprinted it as proof that the cultural studies lunatic fringe had once again gone off the rails.2 Soon thereafter, The Chronicle’s derision went viral, circulating among bloggers and online pundits who, with less nuance and reserve, outright ridiculed our project. While one blogger insinuated that I must be a reliable source for pot, another suggested that Brad Pitt Studies shared a natural intellectual alliance with studies on the gendering of public toilets.3 Calling our interest in Pitt “roba da pazzi” (“crazy stuff”), an Italian blogger suggested that our project would likely lead to future explorations of “Fat Studies, The Cultural Production of Ignorance, Medieval Video Gaming, Filthy Ideas and Indecent Expressions.”4 (Never mind that, nine years later, most of those things have indeed become valid fields of study.) We even “bristle[d]” the blogger at Acephalous—though I’m not exactly sure why, since it was he, not us, who used the insult “jackasses”—while an “annoyed” respondent to that post called us “nut-jobs” who had chosen to explore “some totally shitty topic.”5 Unbristled ourselves, we persisted, not realizing that the worst was yet to come.

The most impassioned and vitriolic responses would soon come in a barrage of personal hate e-mails, mostly from scholars in the Humanities, angrily denouncing the very premise of studying Brad Pitt. Their arguments were less principled than visceral, seething, and practically primal. Long-winded and angry, most of them spoke with a sense of self-righteous outrage. Somehow we had struck a chord in the profession, in individual scholars, and in the web intelligentsia that ran far deeper than we had ever expected. I was not surprised that an individual or two might roll their eyes bemusedly, but I had never imagined that a professional publication of record, legions of bloggers, and irate academics would even notice our work, let alone openly assault it. One disgruntled academic was so infuriated that he telephoned both my department chair and my dean demanding that my university should fire me for pursuing such frivolous studies. With people calling for my head, I started to feel more like a losing Big Ten football coach than a middling English professor. One thing, however, was certain: there was a line in the academic sand, and we had crossed it.

Our detractors’ point was clear and unequivocal: do NOT talk about Brad Pitt. So we put the project on the back burner for a while until Chris picked it up again. One thing led to another until we ended up with this anthology of academic essays on the actor and celebrity Brad Pitt. Titled _Deconstructing Brad Pitt, this anthology aims neither to simply praise Pitt nor to brutally bury him, but more modestly it seeks to seriously and critically analyze his career from a wide range of scholarly perspectives or, as the title of this anthology puts it, to deconstruct him.

Notes

1Here is our original call for papers:



CFP: The Cultural Logic of Brad Pitt

    For the 2005 Western Literature Association Conference in Los Angeles, we plan to organize a panel on the film icon, Brad Pitt. Why Brad Pitt? As one of this generation’s most popular actors, Pitt has explored many of the cultural tensions of our emerging postmodern era. Depicting masculine American whiteness in various states of crisis, his characters generally enact complex postmodern agencies; they are never wholly coherent, they are often self-destructive, and they generally rely on a certain amount of play—between stability and instability, between life and death, between autonomy and alter-dependency, between control and abandon. Simultaneously reifying and challenging hegemonic codes of race, class, gender, and regional or national identity, his characters explore the complex and changing postmodern cultural landscape. Tracing his performances through a variety of films and theoretical texts we hope to explain Brad Pitt’s multi-dimensional postmodernity by exploring: 1) the cultural logic of his performances, showing how they dramatize postmodern cultural tensions, and 2) the kind of cultural or political work that his performances accomplish, or the difference that they make and the impact that they have on the audiences who watch them. Some of the kinds of issues that we hope to explore include:



•   Brad Pitt’s West: From A River Runs Through It and Legends of the Fall to Thelma and Louise and Kalifornia, many of Pitt’s performances explore the physical and cultural landscapes of the American West. How do Pitt’s performances both reenact and revise more traditional western narratives and identities?

•   Brad Pitt’s postmodern subjectivity: How do Pitt’s performances, especially in films such as Fight Club and 12 Monkeys, explore new postmodern constructions of race, class, gender, and national identity? What makes these characters compelling or illuminating for contemporary audiences, and what do they tell us about how American culture is changing in response to new postmodern economic and historical contexts?

•   Marketing Brad Pitt: While Brad Pitt has clearly emerged as a mainstream Hollywood star and box-office favorite, his characters frequently bristle with an undeniably rebellious and countercultural energy. But do his characters really explore radical or marginal locations outside the boundaries of the dominant culture, or are they only pseudo-revolutionaries-posing as rebels, but ultimately conforming to privileged, white, male, heterosexual, and American cultural norms? What do his performances teach us about the complex relationship between the culture and the countercultures of the postmodern, especially in the popular media? How is his revolutionary persona used as a marketing device to sell movies and/or postmodern culture?

•   Please send a 1-page proposal and 1-page CV to Robert Bennett by Friday June 10, 2005.

•   Proposals may be sent either by email (preferable): bennett@english.montana.edu [since changed, though I still accept hate e-mail] or by regular mail: Robert Bennett / 2-270 Wilson Hall / English Department / Montana State University / Bozeman, MT 59717

•   More info about the conference is available online: www.usu.edu/westlit/conference2005.html.



2James Brian Wagaman, “Postmodern Brad,” The Chronicle of Higher Education online, https://chronicle.com/article/Postmodern-Brad/24659 [Accessed November 19, 2013].

3Roger Kimball, “The Hermeneutics of Brad Pitt.” http://www.newcriterion.com/posts.cfm/hermeneutics-of-brad-pitt-3962 [Accessed November 19, 2013]; Rufus, “Proof that Academics Read the National Inquirer.” http://gradstudentmadness.blogspot.com/2005/06/proof-that-academics-read-national.html [Accessed November 19, 2013].

4“La Logica Culturale di Brad Pitt.” http://bottone.blogspot.com/2005/09/paperi-call-for-crazy-papers.html [Accessed November 19, 2013].

5“The Cultural Logic of Brad Pitt, or Does Tyler Durden Reify or Challenge Hegemonic Codes of Race, Class, Gender, or Regional and National Identities?” http://acephalous.typepad.com/acephalous/2005/05/the_cultural_lo.html [Accessed December 3, 2013].


PREFACE

Christopher Schaberg

For many years the book you are holding in your hands existed as something of a joke: who would seriously write a serious book about Brad Pitt?1

In 2003, as a first-year PhD student at the University of California, Davis, I wrote an essay about how several of Brad Pitt’s roles revealed contradictory ideals of the American West, and I presented this paper at the annual Western American Literature conference that year. Robert Bennett had been my mentor at Montana State University-Bozeman, where I had previously earned a Master’s Degree in English, and he shared my obsessions with Pitt. At one point we hatched a plan for a whole book on Brad Pitt, and we attempted to put together a panel on this topic at another WAL conference. That panel never materialized, but our proposal for it produced strong reactions, as Robert delineates above in the Foreword. Luckily, I was obscure enough in my existence as a graduate student that I escaped the wrath of the responses to our call; but I do recall pulling off the road somewhere in Maine during a family trip in the spring of 2005, to entertain the skeptical and leading questions of a Wall Street Journal reporter who had picked up the story (nothing came of that interview—probably for the best).

So the idea that there might be a whole academic book organized around Brad Pitt was, for about a decade, simply a line that made people grin, cringe, or guffaw in disbelief. It was a good-humored joke about the capaciousness of cultural studies, about academics’ ability to look at anything and “think critically” about it. (This technically falls under the long shadow of semiotics, or the study of signs.)

And yet, as Robert and I brainstormed this line of inquiry (let’s call it Brad Pitt Studies), and we kept talking about this book idea with various scholars and students over the years, people inevitably insisted it could be done—even that it should be done. Brad Pitt represented certain hot button issues. For instance, his outspoken feelings about religion put rather bluntly what various philosophers have argued over the years, if in more elaborate language.2 Then there are the ways that Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie’s relationship and parenting challenge the institutions of marriage and traditional family norms—these things running parallel to (if not outright precipitating) political shifts around who can marry who and how families are formed. Legalizing marijuana? Check. Sustainability? He’s on it.

Still, there was always a lingering sentiment that scoffed at the very idea: Why think (much less write) about Brad Pitt at all? Isn’t he just a pretty boy, a propped-up celebrity icon with passing interests in cool things like motorcycles, airplanes, exotic child adoptions, and postmodern architecture? Or even worse, if we were to take him seriously, might Pitt be little more than indicative of the most galling aspects of American white male privilege, the entertainment industry, and/or advanced global capitalism? In other words, don’t we already know exactly what we will discover lurking in Brad Pitt, barely hidden under the surface?

Robert and I kept this book idea percolating for over a decade—half as a running joke, half as a real quandary. And in the meantime, celebrities became an increasingly respectable topic of inquiry: admirable books appeared on Johnny Depp, Lady Gaga, Clint Eastwood, and Tiger Woods (to name just a few). One potential contributor for this book (a poet and critic who writes very insightfully about popular culture) declined an invitation to write on Brad Pitt, but said he would have been glad to write about Daniel Day-Lewis. (Whether he was being sarcastic or not, I can’t be sure; e-mail is tone-deaf.)

When I moved to New Orleans in 2009 for a tenure-track job at Loyola University New Orleans, my interests in Brad Pitt flared up again. At one point I met Andrew Horton, a former film professor at Loyola, and he gave me a copy of a film he had written the screenplay for—Pitt’s first feature-length role—The Dark Side of the Sun. This deferred, “lost” film blew me away: its curious blend of 1980’s Americana mixed with European art cinema stirred something in me. And then of course, there was the emergent Pitt—everything there, yet disguised before his time.

Pitt is known around New Orleans for his post-Katrina work in the Lower Ninth Ward: his Make It Right project committed to building 150 green-designed affordable houses for residents who lost their homes when the levees broke. As of this writing, nearly 100 homes have been built under the auspices of Brad Pitt and Make It Right.

As Robert described above, our earliest ideas for this book were met with scorn and disbelief. Yet since moving to New Orleans, when I mention working on an academic study of Brad Pitt, people more often than not immediately respond, “What a great idea!” Around New Orleans, Pitt is generally taken seriously not only as an extension of the entertainment industry, but also as someone who has done something real for the city in the wake of a disaster. There’s criticism mixed in with appreciation, for sure—but the point is that he is more than just a celebrity. (We have plenty of celebrities in New Orleans, thanks to the economic incentives for local film production; hang out at Whole Foods Uptown and count down from 60, and you’re sure to spot at least one celebrity.)

To visit the Lower Ninth Ward in late 2013 is to see a space still ravaged by the flood after Hurricane Katrina, and yet that same space is also interspersed with brightly colored structures sprouting up amid empty lots and tombstone-like stoops and piers where old shotgun houses once stood. The “Brad Pitt houses” (as they are sometimes called) exhibit architectural audacity and verve; they also already show signs of wear, from the subsequent hurricanes and tropical storms since Katrina. Pitt’s involvement in this effort has been instrumental and meaningful to many residents of the Lower Ninth Ward and to plenty of New Orleanians at large. I had known for a while that Pitt had a penchant for architecture—and that he had even completed an unofficial apprenticeship with Frank Gehry, one of the most influential architects of the last half century—and I felt an affinity with him when I learned that Pitt admired the work of Frank Lloyd Wright. My grandparents were proud owners of a Frank Lloyd Wright house that was designed and built for them in the 1950s, and many of my earliest memories involve that Usonian home.3

For me, then, this book involves personal attachments and my own narrative threads. Near and distant relations to architecture: my grandfather’s love for Frank Lloyd Wright; my brilliant cousin architect Emily White, whose work I admire hugely; Brad Pitt, adjunct architect, who got involved in the rebuilding of New Orleans post-Katrina. Owning a 125-year-old shotgun house in New Orleans, I’ve become entranced by collisions and seepages between architecture, ecosystems, geography, and climate. Walking around the Lower Ninth Ward in October 2013 rendered me speechless. An incomplete project with its fair share of criticism, the Make It Right homes are nevertheless real acts of construction—even as they are enmeshed with politics, history, and questions of architectural style. Speaking of collisions, I’ve spent the last ten years writing seriously about airports and air travel, and
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