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Abstract

Between The Panels: How the interactions between commerce and art shape

superhero comic book film adaptations (2000-13)

This dissertation’s principal contribution to knowledge lies in its demonstration
of the thesis that while economic considerations are ultimately determinant, artistic
considerations have a degree of influence in shaping contemporary superhero comic
book film adaptations and, as a consequence, the genre as a whole. Specifically, the
dissertation argues that while the description of economic considerations as
determinant in the last instance is accurate in relation to the long term development
of the genre, in terms of each individual superhero film, a more accurate description

is that economic considerations are determinant in the first instance.

It focuses on the period 2000-13, at the beginning of which the superhero film
genre was restarted by Bryan Singer’s X-Men and during which franchises such as
The Dark Knight and Iron Man achieved unprecedented box office success for
studios such as Warner Bros. and the newly created Marvel Studios. The
dissertation considers how the relationship between art and commerce has been
theorised historically, with particular emphasis on Marx’s mode of production and
superstructure formulation and the subsequent modifications to it, including those of

Louis Althusser.
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The dissertation uses a multiple case study comprised of four significant film
franchises: Fox’s first X-Men trilogy, Universal and Marvel Studios’ Hulk films, Marvel
Studios’ Iron Man trilogy and Warner Bros.’” Dark Knight trilogy. Each case study
identifies specific changes made to the comic book source material in adaptation and
by combining readings of the films with a consideration of their commercial contexts,
demonstrates the extent to which each adaptation change is symptomatic of

commercial or artistic logic.
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Introduction

This dissertation explores a period within the current dominant trend in
mainstream American cinema for the adaptations of superhero comic book
narratives. Bill Ryan notes in the introduction to Making Capital From Culture that ‘it
is impossible to divorce [his] research project from [his] biography’ (1991, p 14) and
similarly, my personal and professional interests have long been bound up with
comic books and their adaptations. My fandom began not with the former but with
the latter. As a lifelong cineaste, it was Bryan Singer’s X-Men (2000), an adaptation
of the Marvel comic book series, which showcased the potential of the superhero
genre to me. Singer’s intelligent film provided the requisite thrills and excitement |
expected from a superhero narrative but also surprised me with its complex
characterisation of both heroes and villains and its metaphorical social commentary.
The film inspired me to delve into its source material, thereby starting a superhero
comic reading journey which would eventually lead me not only to a part-time job in
my local comic book shop, Chaos City Comics in St Albans, but also to study

representations of masculinities in comic books for my MA dissertation.

Inevitably, my interest spilled into my professional life. With my background in
teaching (initially primary and then later at university), | recognised the potential of
comics as literacy tools to capture children’s interest and develop their reading skills.
My love of comics was reflected in my first publications: | contributed entries on

Spider-Man and Superman to a literary history, The Little Black Book: Books (Daniel
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2007) and two chapters on teaching comics to an educational book, Teaching
Children’s Literature (Duncan 2009). Prompted by these positive writing experiences,
| spent two years researching and writing my monograph, Teaching Visual Literacy
in the Primary Classroom (Stafford 2011), which explored the ways that film, comics,
picture books and television can be used with children to help develop their literacy
skills. By the time | decided to embark upon my PhD journey, my master’'s
experience had proven to me that comic books were undoubtedly able to withstand
sustained literary analysis. In addition, the superhero comic book adaptation was by
then firmly established as a significant genre within mainstream cinema and
therefore | felt that research in this area would be timely and culturally relevant.
Another advantage of focusing my research primarily on the adaptations rather than
on the comics alone and of approaching the films from a commercial perspective
was that it would require me to expand my previous studies into new territory and
ultimately prevent me from repeating myself. Indeed, it is this aspect of my PhD
journey which has been the most transformative for me as a researcher, challenging
me to move beyond the purely literary analyses of my previous studies in Literature

in order to understand both text and context in a more holistic sense.

Yet personal and professional interests are only the initial justifications for
research and it is therefore also necessary to demonstrate the wider relevance,
interest and importance of my chosen subject area. The cultural visibility of
Hollywood’s current superhero obsession is undeniable. Superheroes were an
intermittent, if somewhat inconsistent, presence in the latter years of twentieth
century Western cinema but have been an ever-present and steadily growing force
since 2000. Indeed, this research is bounded by the period 2000-13 (for reasons

which will be articulated later), but it should be noted that mainstream American
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cinema’s love affair with the superhero comic book adaptation has transcended this
period and shows no signs of waning anytime soon. Now audiences across the
globe need only wait a few months between major superhero film releases.
Worldwide box office statistics show that from 2008-16, the superhero films of Marvel
Studios alone grossed over $10 billion (Thielman 2016)*, with the studio announcing
multiple releases up until at least 2019 (Couch 2016) while its rival Warner Bros. has

promised regular superhero films every year until 2020 (McNary 2016).

Superheroes have exploded beyond the confines of the cinema screen and
have become a cultural phenomenon that has expanded across a range of media
platforms including television (more than ten live action series based on superhero
comic characters were broadcast in 2017 alone?), apps and video games, not to
mention the billions of dollars’ worth of merchandise sold each year®. With financial
and commercial rewards such as these, the attractions of the superhero film to
studios is clear and it is little surprise that they are now able to lure some of the most
successful and respected directors, writers and actors to work on them. In short, the
superhero films of the twenty-first century have emerged as a distinct genre, one
which has ‘become firmly ensconced as the dominant Hollywood model’ (Brown
2016, p 136). This research aims to illuminate the phenomenon of the superhero film
and provide an interdisciplinary, more holistic account of how these films have

transcended the panels of the printed page and filled the panel of the big screen.

! please note, all S figures are in US dollars for the entirety of this dissertation, unless otherwise stated.

2 These include the CW network’s The Flash, Arrow, Legends of Tomorrow and Supergirl; Fox’s Gotham; FX’s
Legion; NBC's Powerless; ABC's Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D. and Inhumans as well as Netflix’s Iron Fist, The Defenders
and The Punisher.

*In 2014, sales of merchandise based around the character of Spider-Man alone generated approximately $1.3
billion worldwide (Block 2014).
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Research questions

This dissertation has been structured in response to a number of research
guestions which have been designed to explore superhero adaptations within the
context of the relationship between commerce and artistry. As such, the overarching

guestion is:

How can the superhero comic book adaptations released between 2000 and
2013 be theorised in a way which addresses both the artistic and commercial

aspects of the production of cultural goods?

This primary question inevitably gives rise to a series of related sub-questions which
are designed to divide the broader research goal into more specific areas. Two of
these focus specifically on the comic to film adaptation process, exploring how it is
reflective of commercial and artistic logic and what the consequences of this process

are for the films, in both a commercial and an artistic sense:

To what extent are the changes made to the source material in the page to
screen adaptation process reflective of commercial logic and to what extent

are they reflective of artistic logic?

What are the implications of the changes made between page and screen for

the films as commercial products and as artistic products?
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The final sub-question encourages a contextual, genre-specific consideration of

superhero films:

How has the superhero comic book film genre as a whole between 2000 and

2013 been shaped by the interactions between commerce and artistry?

Introduction to the conceptual framework and methodology

Broadly speaking, the dissertation adopts a cultural materialist approach in
the sense that it uses as its foundation Marx’s ideas about culture and its relationship
to economics. Whilst its theoretical framework is borne out of, and developed in
response to, some of Marx’s ideas, it does not share the explicitly political nature of
Marx’s arguments; it is perhaps more helpful to consider this analysis as Marxian
rather than Marxist*. Accordingly, | have drawn on the work of a number of writers
who have followed in Marx’s theoretical footsteps, specifically those who have
attempted to wrestle with, and refine, Marx’s theories of base and superstructure
such as Louis Althusser and those who, like Marx, have theorised the economic
aspects of the cultural industries and their artistic products, such as Pierre Bourdieu

and Theodor Adorno.

* There has for some time been much debate over the precise nature of Marxian schools of thought — such as
those discussed at length by Resnick and Wolff (1987) and Smart (2014; originally 1976) — but my intention
here is to draw a deliberately simple distinction between Marxist and Marxian approaches for the purpose of
this work. | describe my perspective as broadly Marxian in order to stress that my adoption of Marx’s work
avoids ‘situat[ing] the analysis in its explicit political context’ (Smart 2014, p 116) and that | am making no
attempt to reproduce the class-centric readings of traditional Marxist criticism. The reasons for this decision
will become apparent over the course of the dissertation.
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It is also essential that this theoretical foundation reflects the equally central
role that textual analysis (in this case my readings of superhero films) plays in this
piece of work. Consequently, the work of the linguist Frederic Jameson and the
cultural materialist Raymond Williams have been incorporated into a theoretical
trajectory which works towards the development of an appropriate analytical and

methodological framework.

This methodological framework takes the form of four case studies, each
based around a specific superhero film franchise: X-Men, Hulk, Iron Man and The
Dark Knight (Batman). It is in these case studies that the interdisciplinary nature of
the work manifests explicitly. For each film, a number of ‘adaptation changes’ —
changes that the flmmakers have made to the comic book source material — have
been identified and analysed in relation to what | argue is the essential dual nature of
film: the film as an artistic product and the film as a commercial product. Accordingly,
the case studies have been designed to draw on a combination of quantitative and

gualitative data sources in an attempt to answer the research questions above.

It is helpful at this point to briefly identify some of the things that this research
does not do. A study of the commercial and artistic aspects of contemporary
filmmaking could potentially explore a multitude of elements, processes and products
that are related, either directly or indirectly to the industry. This dissertation must
work within boundaries however and therefore, in order to investigate its chosen foci
in sufficient depth, other areas must inevitably remain largely unexplored. For
example, although one of the case studies does feature a consideration of how a
film’s content is reflected in its trailers, this research is not intended to be an explicit

investigation of how films are marketed and promoted. Similarly, the area of film

10
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music is not touched upon herein. A film’s soundtrack is certainly important in both a
commercial and an artistic sense and can often have a life of its own, independent
from the film it accompanies®. Whilst marketing and music are both important
aspects of the film industry and constitute fruitful areas of research in their own right,
neither are central components of this dissertation. Essentially, this is because the
research is primarily concerned with textual analysis and adaptation and therefore
focusing on areas which are not explicitly related to the adaptation process does not

help to answer the research questions.

Methodologically speaking, it is also helpful to clarify that this dissertation is
neither an audience study nor interview-based and thus the aforementioned
qualitative and quantitative data sources are not derived from primary audience
research or primary interviews with filmmakers and industry practitioners. While the
methodology will be outlined and justified in Chapter Five, it should be noted here
that, aside from the very real difficulties of obtaining useful access to industry
professionals such as directors, producers and writers, this research is built around
contextualised interpretative analyses of texts which do not require (and would not
be enhanced by) primary audience-response data. Similarly, the data gathered from
secondary interviews in the case studies sufficiently demonstrates that primary

interviews would be unnecessary and provide no additional advantages.

> Two notable examples of this are the soundtrack albums to Danny Boyle’s Trainspotting (1996) and Michael
Gracey’s The Greatest Showman (2017) (Various artists, 1996 and 2017).

11
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Thesis structure

The central thesis that | propose here is that while economic considerations
are determinant in the last instance, artistic considerations also have a degree of
effectivity in the shaping of superhero comic book adaptations. This proposition is
developed in stages and the design of the dissertation reflects this. It begins by
exploring the genre of the superhero adaptation (particularly its post-2000
renaissance) and considers some of the reasons for its current popularity with
studios and audiences. This initial chapter also establishes those aspects of cinema
and film studies which will be prominent in the case studies: theories of the process
of adaptation and the idea of the director as auteur. Following this, | begin to lay the
theoretical foundations of my dissertation by arguing that film is characterised by its

dual nature: it is both an artistic and a commercial product.

Having theorised film, the relationship between art and commerce is then
explored in a broader historical context including the work of the aforementioned
Bourdieu and Adorno. From this consideration arises a central focus on Marx’s
useful, but arguably flawed, construction of the art-commerce relationship and the
theoretical challenges it poses for this investigation. | argue that in order to begin to
solve these problems it is necessary to develop a more nuanced refinement of
Marx’s theories such as the one which Althusser offers — indeed, it is Althusser’s
reformulation of Marx’s model from which the thesis of this research is derived. The
final element of the theoretical foundation is discussed in Chapter Four’s
consideration of the role of the text, which establishes the importance of the textual
readings of the superhero films in this dissertation. Herein, | consider the ways that

the work of cultural materialists and literary critics such as Jameson and Williams

12
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has helped to shape this interdisciplinary research. This analysis concludes with an
examination of the process of textual mediation and in particular, the specific form of

it which will be central to the case studies: the ideologeme.

With the theoretical groundwork laid and the research questions subsequently
formulated, the methodology design is explicated and justified in the subsequent
chapter. The four aforementioned film franchise case studies comprise chapters six
through nine and the tenth chapter constitutes the discussion of these case studies. |
have subdivided this final chapter into several sections in order to achieve more
clarity in my conclusions. It includes dedicated subsections for each research
guestion and a two part thesis discussion which deconstructs the thesis in the light of

my conclusions.

13
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Chapter One

Up, up and away: Superheroes and their
adaptations

In the first fifteen years of the twenty-first century, the superhero comic book
film has risen to prominence as a mainstream Western film genre. Cinemas and
television screens are populated with numerous costumed characters and the trend
shows little sign of abating at present. Yet, comic book superheroes are by no
means a recent phenomenon and neither is the adaptation of them. This chapter
establishes the historical context of the superhero adaptation, placing it alongside a
discussion of the recent resurgence of the superhero film and a consideration of why
it is currently so successful. The final section considers the concept of adaptation

itself from a theoretical perspective.

Origin story: A brief history of superhero adaptations

Somewhat appropriately, the corporate histories of the two dominant
companies in the superhero film genre, Marvel Studios and DC Entertainment,
possess all the ingredients that might be expected from a typical superhero
narrative: both have undergone incredible transformations since their humble origins

as comic book publishers, overcoming significant challenges and threats to become

14
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muscular, industry-dominating behemoths, all whilst demonstrating fluid corporate
identities through the adoption of numerous alter egos and shifting business
models®. There are also structural similarities between the two, with both companies
being situated within vast multimedia conglomerates that are able to fully exploit their
extensive libraries of superhero characters or ‘properties’: Marvel was purchased by
the Walt Disney Company for $4.24 billion in 2009 (Walt Disney Company 2009) and
DC, which releases its films through Warner Bros., has long been a part of Time
Warner, Inc. Their original function of comic book publishing is now only a small part
of the two companies’ outputs, with both committed to bringing their characters to

audiences across a wide range of media platforms.

For Marvel, one of the central factors in its success (and one of the main
justifications for Disney’s purchase of the company) has been its feature film
production strategy which was developed in response to the success of the film
adaptations of Marvel characters such as X-Men and Spider-Man (2002). These
superhero films were made and released by major Hollywood studios that had
bought the cinematic rights to these characters years before when Marvel lacked the
ability to produce its own films. Thus Spider-Man and its two sequels were made by
Sony (Columbia) Pictures, the X-Men films, Daredevil (2003) and three Fantastic
Four films (2005; 2007; 2015) by Fox and Hulk (2003) by Universal. Although the
precise deals between Marvel and the film studios are confidential, it has been
reported that Marvel earned approximately 5% of the box office takings for each film
and split the merchandise revenues with each studio (Grover 2008). With the takings

for the Spider-Man trilogy alone totalling over $2.4 billion worldwide, this would mean

® These companies’ corporate histories have been documented by Morgenson (1990), Wright (2001), Raviv
(2002), Hammer (2006) and Flamm (2008).

15
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that even by conservative estimates, Marvel lost billions by not producing its own
films. The company showed signs of beginning to alter its approach to film in 2005
when it raised $525 million through a debt facility in order to finance films itself. The
arrangement allowed Marvel to take a significant step towards retaining creative
control of future adaptations by producing them in-house and, where possible,
reducing the role of major studios such as Paramount and Universal from licensees
to distributors (Bond 2005). Consequently, Marvel cleared the way legally for its
highly successful phased release plan, establishing what is now known as the
Marvel Cinematic Universe (MCU) wherein characters such as Iron Man and Thor
appear in their own (and each other’s) film franchises’ whilst also uniting every few

years as a team in The Avengers films (2012, 2015, 2018, 2019).

Seemingly attempting to catch up with Marvel Studios, Warner Bros.
announced in 2009 that it would be restructuring DC Comics, transforming it into DC
Entertainment, Inc. According to the official statement, the new company was
‘charged with strategically integrating the DC Comics business, brand and
characters deeply into Warner Bros. Entertainment and all its content and distribution
businesses’ (Warner Bros. 2009). In other words, Warner has begun to make better
use of its vertically integrated structure by granting DC the power to centrally co-
ordinate its characters across a range of media formats including television, film and
home video. This move, announced only weeks after the Disney buyout,

strengthened DC'’s role within Time Warner significantly and echoed Marvel’'s key

’ The term franchise is here used according to its meaning in the cultural industries. A simple definition is that
it is a series of films based around an intellectual property (a fictional world and its characters). Scott makes
the valid point that, for studios and producers, a franchise is built around ‘the exploitation of pre-sold or
familiar characters’ across more media than just film and extends into ‘the selling of media or ancillary
products based upon a proven property, with an established market, where the focus of advertising is on the
name of the character’ (2009, p 34). Two examples are Warner Bros.” Harry Potter franchise and Disney’s Star
Wars franchise.

16
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position within Disney.

But the increased reliance on superhero properties by multimedia
conglomerates is only the latest chapter in the history of the adaptation of comic
book superheroes, the presentation of these characters across various media having
been evident for almost as long as comic books themselves have existed. The first
adaptation appeared when the comic book genre was still in its infancy in the form of
the radio serial The Adventures of Superman which was originally broadcast in 1940,
barely two years after the archetypal superhero had made his debut in print. The
show proved to be extremely popular with listeners, running for over two thousand
episodes over eleven years and was quickly followed by the cartoon series
Superman (1941). This series constituted the first instance of a superhero being
converted into animation, a format which seemed to be a natural fit for comic book
adaptations due to its visual similarity to the original drawn texts. It was not a
coincidence that the first two mediums of adaptation were radio and animation: both
were pragmatic pecuniary responses to the problematic budgetary demands of
superhero narratives which often require spectacular special effects to realise their
fantastical storylines. Here, aural and animated versions were able to present
Superman’s incredible feats of heroism and superpowers with no significant increase

in production costs.

In the years that followed however, not only did the range of media used for
adaptations expand but so too did the number of superheroes portrayed. A range of
DC adaptations were produced in various forms such as the cinematic serials

Batman (1943) and Superman (1948)8, the television series Adventures of

® Short episodic twenty minute films which were shown before the main feature in cinemas.

17
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Superman (1952) and Batman (1966) and even a Superman stage musical, It's A
Bird...It’'s A Plane...It's Superman (1966). There are two points to be made here
regarding the significance of these numerous versions of Batman’s and Superman’s
stories. Firstly, they demonstrate just how versatile and replicable the characters are,
with each successive adaptation reinventing the superheroes for a different audience
and, often, a different generation. Secondly, the wide reach of the adaptations on
radio, television and in cinemas suggests that, even at an early stage in the history
of the comic book, the characters were familiar to many people outside of their
source material and that to be a fan of such superheroes did not necessarily require

detailed or, indeed, any knowledge of the original comic book texts.

Consequently, some of the most recognisable tropes of the characters have
originated from the adaptations rather than the original texts. Catchphrases such as
Superman’s ‘It's a bird!...It's a plane!” and the Hulk’s “‘You wouldn’t like me when I'm
angry’, Batman’s famous theme tune and even major elements of mythology such as
the Batcave were often inventions of the adaptations themselves which were later
subsumed into the accepted mythos of each superhero, becoming retrofitted parts of
each character’s archetype. With contemporary filmmakers and comic book writers
drawing on these tropes and incorporating them into their own retellings of the
stories®, it becomes clear that the notion of the authority and primacy of a pure,
uncontaminated original text is harder to establish for comic book narratives than it is

for other repeatedly adapted works which have more easily identifiable textual

? Louis Leterrier’s 2008 film The Incredible Hulk draws heavily on the 1970s television programme: Banner
humorously mistranslates his catchphrase into Spanish, claiming ‘You wouldn’t like it when I’'m hungry’ and the
film’s opening credits and score closely mimic those of the programme. Similarly, Marvel comics such as Battle
Scars (Yost et al 2011) have incorporated the character Phil Coulson, who was created for the MCU
adaptations, into the official comic book narrative canon. DC has published a new ongoing comic entitled
Batman ‘66 (Parker et al 2013) which, as its name suggests, is set in the universe created specifically by the
1966 television series rather than in official Batman continuity.

18
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origins such as the novels of Jane Austen or the plays of Shakespeare.

The comic book film that forms a more specific starting point for the pre-
history of this study is the 1978 adaptation of Superman. Richard Donner’s
film is not only notable for being the first attempt in modern mainstream
cinema to produce a blockbuster based on a superhero comic, but it is of
especial significance here because it connects this history of adaptation with
the corporate histories discussed at the beginning of the chapter. The highly
successful film (worldwide box office takings of nearly $270m*°) was the first
cinematic result of DC’s merger with Warner Bros.-Seven Arts, a deal which
automatically gave the studio the rights to all DC comic book adaptations.
However it was Tim Burton’s two Batman films Batman (1989) and Batman Returns
(1992) which, released during the formative years of Time-Warner, could be said to
be the first DC adaptations to fully exploit the transmedia ‘internal markets’ (Meehan
1991, p 53) of the vast Warner multimedia empire (detailed in Hardy 2010, pp18-19).
Burton’s films were also notable artistically for their dark Gothic presentation of the
source material, placing them at the other end of the tonal spectrum from the
comedic fantasy of Superman, their box office success proving that comics were

also capable of being turned into more adult-oriented cinema.

What the Superman and Batman films demonstrated in commercial terms was
that as sources of adaptation, comic books had the potential to spawn long running
franchises (both series lasted for four films) which, through regular sequels,
merchandising and licensing, could potentially provide ongoing revenue streams for

film studios over a number of years. However, the comparatively poor box office

1% Al box office figures can be found in Appendix |
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performance of the final films in both franchises — Superman 1V (1987) and Batman
and Robin (1997) — also proved that the audiences for these characters were by no
means guaranteed. This decline also suggested that, artistically speaking, significant
variations in tone between the relatively serious earlier films and the lighter, more

comedic later films of both franchises were unpopular with audiences.

The superhero film renaissance: 2000 to the present

While the release and success of superhero films were somewhat inconsistent
in the late twentieth century, the genre has gradually achieved (and maintained) a
significant cultural presence since 2000. Between 2000 and 2014, at least one
superhero adaptation has appeared in the top ten biggest grossing films worldwide in
every year except three. A further breakdown of this period indicates that the genre’s
popularity shows no sign of waning at present. From 2000-2011, just over 9% of the
top ten biggest grossing films worldwide for each year were superhero adaptations
but more recently, between 2012 and 2014, the genre has accounted for one third of
the yearly top ten films (Box Office Mojo 2015a). The increased visibility of the genre
is reflected in more than just box office statistics however. Between 2006 and 2014,
38% of the issues of Empire magazine (one of Britain’s leading mainstream film

monthlies) featured a superhero adaptation on the front cover as the lead article.

Furthermore, the genre’s resurgence is now beginning to be felt outside of
cinema. In addition to the numerous cartoon series which regularly appear on
children’s channels, superheroes have once again returned to television in live action

form, a transition which has been made easier by DC and Marvel’s parent
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companies’ ownership of various distribution platforms. Disney broadcast the Marvel
spin-offs Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D (2013-ongoing) and Agent Carter (2015-16) on its
ABC network, both of which cross over characters and storylines from the cinematic
universe and Warner Bros. has used its CW channel to establish a range of small
screen DC adaptations such as Arrow (2012-ongoing) and The Flash (2014-ongoing)
which are interconnected with one another but unrelated to the cinematic narratives.
Additionally, Marvel has begun to exploit the new ways in which audiences consume
content by distributing the serial adaptations of its characters Jessica Jones,
Daredevil, Iron Fist and Luke Cage through the digital on demand service Netflix

(Spangler 2013).

Although produced by rival studios and based on a range of disparate comic
books, it can be argued that the film adaptations which were at the forefront of the
current superhero renaissance are identifiable as a distinct group or movement
within cinema history, for reasons beyond their chronological proximity. Firstly, the
majority of them have enjoyed unprecedented box office success with the
consequence that Hollywood studios have increasingly come to view the superhero
film as a gold mine of potential blockbusters. What is particularly significant about the
superhero films released since 2000 is that (excepting a small minority) their
popularity has been sustained for nearly fifteen years, suggesting that the subject
matter is less of a short term narrative trend and has now become more of a semi-
permanent genre (see figures 1.1 and 1.2). As David S. Goyer, writer of Man of Steel
(2013) and Batman Begins (2005) notes: ‘comic books have become a new genre...|
think they will ebb and flow like any other genre [but] | think it'll be a genre that will
stay’ (cited in Otto 2004). It is this sustainability which defines the post-2000

superhero films and separates them from their predecessors. While, as Goyer
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predicts, it is likely that audience demand will eventually wane, the relatively
consistent success of superhero films in the last fifteen years has allowed the genre
to become an established part of Hollywood’s output in a way that it could not have

done based on the sporadic releases of previous decades.

A second distinguishing feature of the current superhero renaissance is that
many of the films are interconnected, forming part of larger fictional universes.
Replicating the model long established throughout comic book history by DC and
Marvel, studios such as Disney, Warner Bros. and Fox are keen to forge connections
between their own superhero films, firmly locating them in broad narrative webs
which allow for both individual films and ‘crossovers’ — a term borrowed from comics
to denote those issues in which a character from one comic book would appear in
another character’s comic book. Thus, Marvel Studios released individual films for
Iron Man, Hulk, Captain America and Thor before uniting the characters in The
Avengers (2012), which was merely the first phase of a ten year fictional universe-
building plan (Graser 2014). Marvel’s long term strategy has been replicated by
Warner Bros. whose release schedule is based around the super team The Justice
League which includes Wonder Woman, Batman and Superman (McMillan 2014)
and also by Fox which has made, or is making, a number of spin-off films from its
core X-Men franchise including solo films for the characters Wolverine, Deadpool
and Gambit (McNary 2014 and 2015)*. This relatively ambitious model of
filmmaking sets the superhero films of the current period apart from previous

adaptations wherein no real attempt was made to forge canonical links between

10 2017, and therefore outside of this dissertation’s focus period, Disney purchased Twentieth Century Fox
and its properties for $54 billion (Littleton and Steinberg 2017). As Disney own Marvel, the studio now has the
potential to unite all of the major Marvel franchises, including X-Men, Deadpool and The Fantastic Four into
their existing Marvel Cinematic Universe. It is yet to be revealed if, or how, they intend to do this however.
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individual superheroes or to create a shared universe®?.

A third notable hallmark of these films is the significant creative talent involved
both in front of and behind the camera, something which suggests that the genre is
increasingly being viewed as more artistically credible. This phenomenon can be
traced to X-Men, in which Bryan Singer, previously renowned for low-budget,
independent dramas, directed a cast which included respected theatre actors such
as Patrick Stewart and lan McKellen. In the years since, a wealth of established
directors and actors have been involved in superhero adaptations including Ang Lee
and Jennifer Connelly (Hulk), Anthony Hopkins and Natalie Portman (Thor), Willem
Dafoe (Spider-Man), Michael Douglas (Ant Man), Michael Caine, Christopher Nolan
and Marion Cotillard (The Dark Knight Rises), Russell Crowe (Man of Steel) and
Hugh Jackman (X-Men). Of course, it would be naive to assume that all of the above
have worked on these adaptations for purely artistic reasons and the presence of
respected names in a cast does not necessarily mean that the films are viewed in
the same way that the other projects for which they have won acclaim are. Glenn
Close, for example, who appears in Marvel’s Guardians of the Galaxy (2014), is
proof that actors are just as likely to be motivated by financial reward as they are by
artistic satisfaction when choosing films, stating that she signed up for the adaptation
‘because it will then afford me to go do the other kind of movies that | really
love...those smaller movies’ (cited in Armitage 2013). However, the fact that the
genre is even capable of attracting such prestigious actors is nonetheless a sign that

the material is now a credible and fundamental part of Hollywood’s output.

12 Batman Forever (1995) features a brief reference to the wider DC universe when Bruce Wayne tells Dick
Grayson that his circus ‘will be halfway to Metropolis by now’, Metropolis being the city in which Superman
resides, but there is no serious attempt to link the two characters.
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Why are superhero films so popular?

1) The studio perspective

As with any cultural phenomenon, it is impossible to wholly account for the
alchemy of success, although it is certainly possible to speculate. To answer the
guestion of why the superhero film has proved so popular in the last seventeen
years, it is necessary to consider the question from two perspectives: the studios and
the audience. The first, industry-based, perspective is somewhat more
straightforward to explain: studios want to make superhero films because they fit the

model of the ideal blockbuster almost perfectly.

In his analysis of Hollywood’s mainstream films, High Concept, Justin Wyatt
describes the major studio blockbuster as a ‘high concept’ film, one which is
‘designed to maximise marketability and, consequently the economic potential at the
box office’. He argues that these films, which have the potential to earn huge
revenues, often share common features including being based on a ‘pre-sold
premise (such as a remake or adaptation of a best-selling novel) and having ‘a
striking...reducible narrative which also offers a high degree of marketability’.
Additionally he notes that the films can be easily represented visually by iconic
images or logos, naturally lend themselves to merchandising opportunities and also
provide audiences with ‘a point of reference...due to their familiarity with other
sources’ (1994, pp 1-16). Even from a cursory glance, it is clear that the most well-
known comic book superhero adaptations meet all of the above criteria and can even
be described as exemplary high concept movies. Measurement against Wyatt’s

criteria demonstrates just how intrinsically malleable the superhero concept is — it
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has the fluid potential to be adapted into a dark, violent science-fiction narrative, a
colourful, fun cartoon for children, a realist television drama or an action-filled video
game. In part because of the years of accumulated comic book mythology
throughout which each superhero has been systematically re-invented and rewritten
in a palimpsestic manner for each new generation, characters such as Spider-Man,
Hulk and Superman are able to be simultaneously presented in forms as diverse as
a child’s toy and a psychologically complex two hour film. This potential for constant
mutation makes superhero properties perfectly able to meet the multimedia demands
of contemporary blockbuster filmmaking and merchandising. As Graser notes,
‘studios are eager to produce more tent-poles® that...become franchises that
generate considerable coin from TV shows, DVDs, websites, videogames...theme
park attractions and other opportunities. Superheroes are simply more conducive to
such goals’ (2009, p 4). Additionally, the fact that most of these films are based on
iconic characters who have enjoyed decades-long cultural visibility means that the
all-important audience awareness which studios seek so desperately frequently
comes as given — something acknowledged by the Warner Bros. chairman’s
observation that “You don’t have to explain to the consumer what a “Batman v.

Superman” is’ (cited in Lang 2015).

Another advantage of superhero films for studios is that they are easily able to
deliver the requisite spectacle which is expected from the blockbuster. Narratives
that provide opportunities for frequent demonstrations of super powers and
phenomena, fantastical creatures and large scale destruction rendered through

expensive visual effects make them a natural fit for the types of film which

B ‘Tent-pole’ films are the biggest blockbusters released by studios once or twice each year which are
designed to generate significant revenue and thereby, as the analogy suggests, ‘prop up’ the studios
financially, compensating for the films which make a loss.
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traditionally fill the screens of cinemas in the summer (and more recently the winter)
months. As Walton suggests, it can even be argued that one of the reasons that
superhero films have risen to prominence in the twenty-first century is because
digital effects have finally caught up with the narratives and are now able to properly
realise the fantastical physiologies and powers of characters such as Hulk and Thor,
that the ‘renewal’ of the genre has ‘occur[red] at a technological level’ (2009, p 87).
On a related note, the renaissance of such a visually spectacular genre is perfectly
timed for studios to take advantage of recent advances in cinema technology such
as 3D and IMAX. With exhibitors charging increased prices to view films in both
these formats, it is unsurprising that Marvel Studios, Fox and Warner Bros. have
embraced these technologies in regard to their superhero releases, in the hope that
the films’ dynamic content will persuade cinemagoers to pay more for the

experience.

Another feature of comic book superhero narratives which makes them so
attractive to studios is their in-built sequel or franchise potential. Heroes such as
Superman, Batman and the X-Men come with over fifty years of ongoing storylines
and characters that studios can cherry-pick for cinematic treatment. More
importantly, large sections of the audiences for these films understand and accept
that superhero narratives are ongoing and unending, that the superheroes will not
die and that not only are sequels appropriate, they are expected. While comic book
adaptations remain popular, studios are, as mentioned previously, able to plan long-
term franchises consisting of regular tent-pole releases. The process of franchise
establishment (Warner Bros.” Harry Potter series and Disney’s acquisition of the
Marvel and Star Wars universes are just three examples) has long term financial

benefits, media analysts such as Michael Nathanson noting that as studios
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increasingly channel their resources into blockbuster tent-poles and their sequels,
they are ‘making fewer films and controlling costs...[which has] stabilised the
industry. This is appealing to Wall Street...[as] a coherent strategy that can be
articulated to investors’ (cited in Stewart 2013b). Of course, it is this last point which
is the overall reason why superhero films are so popular with studios at present: they
provide a degree of stability. For an industry defined by uncertainty in which, as
Caves famously notes, ‘nobody knows’ (2000, p 3) how films will perform, the risk-
minimising superhero film is currently the closest studios can get to the impossible

dream of the guaranteed hit.

ii) The audience perspective

Explaining why superhero films are so popular with cinemagoers is a less
straightforward process and one which, admittedly, is more speculative. The
unpredictability of audience tastes and trends is a recognisable, yet unquantifiable
phenomenon which requires a consideration of broader cultural factors. It is not
particularly useful to propose numerous possible theories for why audiences are
currently so responsive to these adaptations, but there are two factors which are

significant here.

A partial explanation for the current obsession with superheroes (in the West at
least) could be that it is a long term cultural response of America’s traumatised
national psyche to the events of 9/11 and that the genre is an artistic recourse for
growing fears of terrorism in an international climate which is perceived to be

unstable. Admittedly, any possible explanations of cultural products as specific
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responses to the events of September 11™ are often trite oversimplifications and it
should be remembered that X-Men and Spider-Man were in production long before
the attacks of 2001, yet it is notable that in the years immediately following the
terrorism of 9/11, audience demand for superhero narratives sharply rose. Heroes
such as Batman, Superman and Captain America are, in their simplest forms,
uncomplicated expressions of American justice who, through their strength, power
and morality, offer a comforting sense of protection from the worldwide threats
caused by mysterious ‘others’. Bainbridge argues that, due to the ‘way that the DC
and Marvel superheroes were originally structured and conceived’, the characters
are an obvious fictional source of reassurance from — and even revenge against —
terrorism for audiences, simply because they are personifications of ‘the perfect
revenge/control fantasy’ and the idea of ‘power without the constraint of law’ (2009, p
65). Accordingly, it is hard not to draw visual and thematic parallels with real world
acts of terrorism (and the responses to it) in scenes such as the alien destruction of
New York in The Avengers, the infiltration of Gotham by the sinister Eastern army of
The League of Shadows in Batman Begins and Iron Man’s singlehanded destruction

of a band of insurgents in Kunar province.

A second broader contextual reason for the popularity of such narratives lies in
the rise of geek culture. ‘Geek’ is the term used to describe fans of (usually science
fiction or fantasy) comics, films and television series. Just as the word itself has been
reclaimed from being a somewhat derogatory term to one which is frequently used
by fans themselves as an affectionate self-identifier, so too has geek culture evolved
from an apologetic ‘counterculture’ to something which ‘has gone mainstreanm’
(Laurie 2014, p 21). As Jenkins argues, this phenomenon of passionate fandom is

not necessarily something new, rather ‘what has shifted is the visibility of fan culture’
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(2006, p 131). Aided by both the internet, which has allowed fans to unite and form
vocal communities online and by an increasingly widespread obsession with
technology and ‘gadgets’ which were formerly considered the exclusive preserve of
the geek, this new culture is now evident across a range of markets, media and
industries (Feineman 2005; Caines 2010; Cohen 2014). Of course, the above cause
and effect relationship of geek culture to superhero films could just as easily be
inverted and it could be argued that the popularity of the latter actually gave rise to
the former or, as is most likely, the development of the two is symbiotic rather than
causal. It is not, however, the objective of this study to provide a sociocultural
analysis of the popularity of superhero films — their popularity is accepted as given —
and therefore the two factors above constitute sufficient contextual information for

the audience perspective.

iii)  The role of comic book readers

One thing which is extremely clear is that the immense popularity of the
adaptations cannot be explained by the existing readership of the comic books upon
which they are based. While this study’s research does not focus specifically on
comic book readership, the data does indicate that the reading audience for comic
books is significantly smaller than the audience for the adaptations, something which
the following relatively brief review of comic sales and box office revenue
demonstrates. In 2008, when the Batman adaptation The Dark Knight was released
in cinemas, taking approximately $534m in the US, the top selling issue of the

monthly Batman comic in America had estimated sales of just over 105,000 copies
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(ICv2, 2008). Taking into account the average cinema ticket price for 2008
suggests that there were approximately 74 million admissions to Christopher Nolan'’s
film in US cinemas alone — revealing that the film’s audience was over 700 times
bigger than the readership of the comic. While this is an admittedly simple
interpretation of the available data for one adaptation, it does suggest a

disproportionate difference in the popularity of superheroes across different media.
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Figure 1.3 — Sales of The Amazing Spider-Man, Batman and Captain America comics
before, during and after the release of their respective film adaptations: Spider-Man
(May 2002), Batman Begins (June 2005) and Captain America (July 2011). (Source:
Icv2.com, 2015)

As figure 1.3 shows with its three examples of comics which were adapted into
major films, there is a disproportionately small effect on monthly comic sales from

the release of their adaptations. A comparison of the sales two months before each

14¢7.18 according to the National Association of Theatre Owners statistics (NATO 2015)
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adaptation was released in cinemas with their sales six months after release shows
either a slight rise — a 3.2% increase for The Amazing Spider-Man and 11.8% for
Batman — or, in the case of Captain America, a decrease. It is important to note here
that all three films were successful at the box office (Spider-Man $817m, Batman
Begins $369m and Captain America $371m; all three generated sequels). There
would therefore appear to be very little correlation between the success of the
adaptation and its comic’s sales. The small increase in Batman’s and Captain
America’s sales is nowhere near as large as might reasonably be expected if even a
small fraction of the film audience was transferring to the comics and Captain
America’s decrease in sales could not logically be argued to be a consequence of
the film because it was successful at the box office and it would be difficult to sustain
an argument that it had damaged the brand’s popularity (if anything, the reverse is

more likely true).

Even in the long term, comic book readership has not significantly increased,
or certainly not in any way which is proportionate to, or reflective of, the films’
audiences. Comparison of US sales estimates for 2004 and 2014 reveals that there
has only been a 20% increase in the average sales of each month’s bestselling
comics™. The data suggests that while the comic book readership may well feed into
the audience for the adaptations, the relationship is not reciprocal. In short, the
markets for comic books and their adaptations are somewhat discrete entities: comic

readers may be viewers, but viewers are not likely to be comic readers.

!> Total sales of each month’s bestselling comic in 2004 were 1,991,220 compared to 2,399,158 in 2014, which
gives a mean average of 165,935 for 2004 and 199,930 for 2014. Percentage increase is 20.49% (Raw data
from ICv2, 2015).
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The theory of adaptation

Having established the broad historical and industrial contexts of comic book
adaptation, it is now important to consider the process of adaptation in a theoretical
sense. It is necessary to do this here because the next two chapters are concerned
with reviewing the considerable amount of literature on the relationship between art
and commerce and establishing the theoretical base for this study and therefore do

not focus on adaptation specifically.

To begin with, the very concept of adaptation requires some consideration. |
refer here, of course, to that specific form of adaptation which is book to film.
Perhaps the primary concern over this process, critically speaking, is the notion of
textual fidelity, wherein vocal sections of a film’s audience (both layman and critical)
focus almost exclusively on the differences and similarities between a film and its
source material. The body of literature on this subject is exhaustive — McFarlane
(1996), Naremore (2000) and Boozer (2008) to name but a few — and there is little to
add here except to note that nearly all serious critics and theorists express concern
that a focus on fidelity forms a barrier to any worthwhile analysis (as Vincendeau

puts it, “fidelity” becomes a negative yardstick with which to beat film’; 2001, p xii).

In his seminal text Novels Into Film, Bluestone notes that this comparative
approach to adaptations is unhelpful because it is ‘predicated on certain [erroneous]
assumptions’, for example ‘that the extent of the deviation will vary directly with the
“respect” one has for the original’ or ‘that such liberties are somehow a trick which
must be concealed from the public’. These assumptions, he argues, fail to accord the
necessary respect to both the book and the film as valid subjects of investigation and
the fact that ‘the end products of novel and film represent different aesthetic genera’
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(1957, p 5). Similarly, Welsh posits that an adaptation which slavishly attempts to
represent onscreen the format, content and structure of a novel could well be
accused of a different form of infidelity — that of not ‘being faithful to the potential of
the medium’ of film (2010, p 98). Furthermore, of especial relevance to this study,
Boozer argues that a punitive attitude toward textual changes in any adaptation
‘tends to constrain the discussion of each film’s immersion in its own particular
cultural and historical moment’ (2008, p 10), severing any analytical ties between the

adaptation and the social and economic forces which shaped it.

The fixation on textual fidelity is often symptomatic of deeply held cultural
prejudices towards cinema as an art form. In the same way that the perceived split
between commerce and art can be traced back to the Romantic era’s dichotomous
perceptions of the two, critiques which obsessively focus on how an adapted film has
tampered with a text are often extensions of the conception of literature as noble and
pure and film as a shabby and common attacker, hungry to debase it. Analogising
the pejorative view of adaptations more dramatically, Leitch notes that film versions
‘may be argued to feed like vampires off their source texts’ (2011, p 6), highlighting a
school of thought wherein, at best, film may represent a book well and not damage it
(although its successes will always be claimed as those of the book) and at worst

can act like a parasite, feeding off the creativity of the original piece of literature.

One possible explanation for such a view is the significant difference between
the ages of the two mediums, film being portrayed as the enfant terrible of art forms
in comparison to the written word’s longstanding history. A second reason may be
that film has more visible links to the commercial world (this criticism itself being a

present day manifestation of the Romantic art/commerce conception). Due to the
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way in which films are exhibited in cinemas where they are often preceded by
obtrusive advertising, the widely reported vast amounts of money associated with
box office earnings and A-list actors’ salaries, as well as the attendant glamour and
celebrity culture which surrounds mainstream film, the medium is often perceived as
being more cynically and crassly commercial than literature. This is of course a
fallacy; the publishing industry is as much a commercial enterprise as film only less
visibly so due to the press’s apparent disinterest in presenting all but a tiny minority

of authors as celebrities worthy of wider attention.

Such perceptions of the primacy and integrity of literature as an art form over
film echo a particular form of cultural snobbery which cites the supposed ease and
passivity of watching a film as opposed to the increased intellectual challenge and
harder work of reading a novel. These blanket prejudices refuse to accept the more
positive view of adaptation, that it can ‘make classical literature accessible to a large
audience’, and conveniently ignore the many sophisticated and subtle film
adaptations which ‘have led to illumination, not obliteration’ of their source material
(Sinyard 2013, p ix). Additionally, to dismiss film adaptations as signs of waning
creativity is to ignore the fact that some of the most respected artistic works are
themselves adaptations, including a number of Mozart’s operas and several
canonical plays by Shakespeare who, as Lehmann notes, often wrote “legend

”

play[s]” — ‘play[s] with a long history as another narrative form’ (2010, p 3).

This defence of cinema’s requisitioning of literature is justified even further by
the claim that the relationship between the two mediums is not so much parasitic as
symbiotic: novels need their adaptations. Cardwell baldly states that ‘Books that are

adapted for television will sell more copies’ (2002, p 2) and, returning to the analogy
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of vampirism, Leitch argues that just as the victim of a vampire’s bite also becomes
one of the undead, so too are texts granted a longer life span ‘through the process of
adaptation, which allows them to extend their life through a series of updated
avatars’ (2011, p 6). Admittedly, it has already been demonstrated that sales of
Marvel's and DC’s comic books have not necessarily reflected their adaptations’ vast
box office figures, but it is certainly true to say that the adaptations have revitalised
the companies’ properties — not to mention the companies themselves — and
significantly increased their cultural visibility across a range of platforms such as live

action television, animation, computer games and merchandising.

Despite this ever present prejudice, adaptation has played a significant role in
the history of film. The industry has repeatedly relied on novels to sustain its output
with some of the most famous and financially successful films in cinema history
having been based on books, from classics such as Gone With The Wind (1939) and
The Wizard of Oz (1939) to more modern blockbuster franchises such as Jaws
(1975) and Jurassic Park (1993). From a studio perspective, the benefits of
adaptation are clear: it allows studios to tap into a proven success, bringing the all-
important advantage of pre-existing audience awareness. In the last twenty five
years alone, just over 40% of the top ten biggest-grossing films in each year in the
US have been based on a book or comic book®®. This figure includes direct
adaptations of novels and comic books only and does not even begin to take into
account indirect adaptations, for example film sequels to existing books such as the
James Bond film GoldenEye (1995), Shrek 2 (2004) and Sherlock Holmes: A Game
of Shadows (2011), or films which take existing literary characters and retell their

stories differently such as Maleficent (2014). In terms of plaudits, the results speak

'°101 out of 250 films (40.4%) source: Box Office Mojo 2015b.
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for themselves: of the 87 Best Picture Academy Award winners, 43 have been
adapted from a book and 13 from a stage play (a total of 64%).

For audiences however, the attractions of the adaptation are more complex. It
is impossible to ascertain individual audience member data for each film adaptation
but it can be safely assumed that, for the more high profile releases at least, the
audience is comprised of a combination of those who have read the book and those
who have not (although the exact percentages are unknown). For those who have
not read the book, the adaptation offers an opportunity to participate in the hype and
discussions surrounding books such as J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series or
Suzanne Collins’s The Hunger Games, discovering the stories without having to
actually read them. For those who have read the source material however, the film
offers a chance to see how the film is interpreted in another medium by actors,
writers, directors and designers. As | have argued in my previous work on adaptation
(Stafford 2011), the act of reading automatically encourages readers to mentally
adapt the written word into their own imaginations, the film offering an ‘official’
version for readers to compare ‘their own mental images’ with (McFarlane 1996, p
7).

But what is the process of adaptation? Boozer offers a useful three level
typology of literature adaptation categorising it into the ‘literal or close reading’, the
‘general correspondence’ and the ‘distant referencing’ (2008, p 9) depending on how
closely the film cleaves to its source material. Yet Boozer's model only really fits
literature and film and fails to cover the myriad forms which contemporary adaptation
may take, forms which reflect the ever evolving multimedia formats facilitated by new
technologies and the ever broadening range of ‘texts’ which are being used as

source materials. In contemporary culture, adaptation has become an umbrella term
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for the reciprocal relationships between media platforms and the processes by which
a film becomes a computer game (or vice versa), a comic book becomes a cartoon,
and theme park attractions such as Tomorrowland and Pirates of the Caribbean

become major films.

For comic books, the boundaries between text and adaptation are similarly
blurred. In one sense, most of the comic book films that are the objects of study here
are located somewhere between ‘literal or close readings’ and ‘general
correspondences’ on Boozer’s scale. But while the finite narratives of comic books
such as Watchmen (Moore and Gibbons 1987) and 300 (Miller and Varley 1999)*’
can be transferred to the screen relatively easily as evidenced by Zack Snyder’s
highly faithful films of the same names, adaptations of characters such as Thor and
Wolverine who have appeared in thousands of comic book issues published across
numerous decades present a far greater challenge. Marvel’s and DC’s superheroes
have passed through the hands of many different comic writers and artists since their

creation and most have been subject to multiple redesigns, retellings, and reboots™®.

Y Watchmen and 300 are often referred to as ‘graphic novels’ rather than ‘comic books’, but | avoid using the
former term in this dissertation. The main reason is for clarity and accuracy: | reserve the term graphic novel
for those (less common) examples of complete visual narratives that were initially published as whole stories
in the form of a longer book — I. N. J. Culbard’s 192-page Celeste (2014), for example. Even seminal texts such
as Watchmen, 300 and Art Spiegelman’s Maus (2003)— which have for years been described as graphic novels
because they can be purchased in book form and feature complete (rather than ongoing) narratives — are in
fact simply the collected editions of individual, shorter comics which were first published in monthly
instalments. In this sense, | would argue that the term graphic novel should exist only as a technical term to
distinguish between the publishing formats of visual narratives. Another reason | avoid using the term where
possible is because it is often used in a hierarchical sense to imply that a graphic novel is somehow superior in
content, prestige and quality to a comic book (the latter term being used pejoratively in such cases). In this
context, comic academic Bradford W. Wright considers the term ‘pretentious’ (2001, p 271) while Burke notes
that ‘the “graphic novel” is today, and perhaps always was, a marketing strategy’ (2015, p 8).

'8 A reboot is when a film franchise is restarted from the beginning. This is usually a case of remaking an
existing film or series of films with a new cast, director and even adopting a new tone. The continuity of the
existing films is ignored and a new one begun. The process takes its name from a method of restarting a
computer with a wiped clean memory, usually as a way of helping it recover from a serious error. Verevis
describes it as ‘a (legally sanctioned) version that attempts to disassociate itself textually from previous
iterations while at the same time having to concede that it does not replace — but adds new associations to —
an existing (serial) property...the category of the reboot thus re-imagines not simply a specific film (or films)
but the concept of the remake’ (2016, Z1)
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This rewriting (or ‘superscription’ as Round calls it; 2005, p 363), ‘alters details —
sometimes minor, sometimes dramatic — about aspects of a character’s mythology’
and ‘is freely acknowledged within the comic book community’ (Ndalianis 2009, p
272). The consequence of this is that the concept of the monographic, single
narrative becomes redundant and is replaced by ‘a dynamic fictional universe...filled
with intertextual exchanges and spatiotemporal paradoxes that confuse prior

continuities...As such the story is never stable and closed’ (ibid, pp 272-8).

Therefore, when adapting characters that have been subject to revision,
filmmakers are faced with a multitude of questions that have many potential
answers, all of which muddy the waters of adaptation. For example, which of the
character’s storylines are to be adapted — the original version, the most popular story
or elements of many? Who are the authors of these characters — the creators, the
publishers or the writers of the selected storylines? Can the comic book artist be
considered as much the author of the text as the writer? Is it even possible to

assume that there is such a thing as a monolithic, definitive version of the character?

This complex process of navigating through a multiplicity of comic book
narratives that constantly reinvent characters, have been authored by disparate
writers, drawn by different artists and published across decades characterised by
often contradictory continuity is best illustrated through an example. The recent
Avengers sequel Avengers: Age of Ultron (2015) is based on a comic storyline from
Avengers #54 (Thomas and Buscema 1968) which tells of the creation of a
monstrous artificial intelligence named Ultron who attempts to destroy the superhero
team. Whilst the film follows the basic storyline of the comic story, it takes its title

(and the visual design for Ultron) from a much more recent comic book, Age of
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Ultron (Bendis et al 2013). The film inevitably makes changes too: Ultron’s creator is
changed from Dr Hank Pym to Tony Stark (Robert Downey, Jr.) because the latter is
an established member of the cinematic Avengers team whereas the former is not
and the ensuing conflict is presented differently due to the substantial differences
between the Avengers’ rosters in the comic and the film. The film must primarily
make sense as a sequel to the first Avengers film, drawing on the characters and
relationships already established by its predecessor, meaning that there will need to
be significant interpolations in the storyline of the original comic. The film therefore
defies attribution to a single textual source and instead directly draws on the
narratives and images of numerous Marvel comics, films and television series in its

screenplay and visuals.

It is perhaps more useful to think about the process of adapting a comic book

as ‘the gradual development of a “meta-text” as Cardwell puts it, in the sense that ‘a
later adaptation may draw upon any earlier adaptations, as well as upon the primary
source text’. Here, each version of a superhero’s narrative — be it film, comic book,
cartoon series or video game — ‘can be regarded as points on a continuum, as part
of the extended development of a singular, infinite meta-text: a valuable story or
myth that is constantly...being retold, reinterpreted and reassessed’ (2002, p 25).
One possible disadvantage of this view is that it risks dismantling the analytical
framework of adaptation analysis: if each version is simply a slightly different take on
a narrative or character that is in itself nothing more than a name (‘Superman’ or
‘Batman’ for example) that masks or attempts to unify a morass of variations on the
character as a myth, then what is the point of attempting to track changes between

versions? Is the search for the original source material of a comic book adaptation

simply an endlessly deferral of version upon version?
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The implications for this study are not so negative however. Whilst the above
is true, especially for comic books, it is not true to say that all tracing of adapted
material is fruitless. What separates comic book characters such as Superman and
the Hulk from texts such as Shakespeare’s legend plays or ‘ur-text[s] that stand
outside and before each retelling of the story’ (Cardwell 2002, p 26) and cannot be
traced to a single origin, is the corporate aspect. Here, identifying Marvel and DC as
the authors of their characters forms a useful boundary of ownership for anyone
studying the texts. Certainly, it can be argued without too much difficulty that
superheroes as an archetype undoubtedly echo the more ancient narrative
prototypes of gods, legends and myths which transcend the creation of these
specific comic book characters but for ease of analysis it is logical to locate the
origins of specific characters in texts which are the intellectual property of the comic
book publishing houses for which they were created. Once this is accepted, it
becomes a more straightforward task to begin to identify the specific comic book
texts and storylines which each film is adapted from. By then comparing the changes
between source material and film, it is possible to gain an insight into how adaptation
works both commercially and artistically, something which will be more clearly

outlined in the methodology chapter.

The role of the director as author/auteur

Any discussion of the potential multiplicity of authors of an adaptation must at
least consider the role of the director who is not the author of the source material but
takes on an equivalent role in relation to the film. In the context of directing an
adaptation of something as iconic as a superhero narrative, the question of how far a
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director’s signature is identifiable on the work (and how far audiences want it to be
identifiable) is pertinent. This is an especially relevant question considering some of
the directors who have been hired by studios to bring their comics to the screen.
Since Fox’s rather surprising choice of Bryan Singer for X-Men, a filmmaker who had
worked exclusively on low budget character dramas, studios have often been eager
to employ less obvious directors for their comic book material. While there have
been a number of more prosaic examples of the hiring of directors whose previous
work has been in mainstream filmmaking such as Jon Favreau (Iron Man), Brett
Ratner (X-Men: The Last Stand) and Louis Leterrier (The Incredible Hulk) there have
also been several auteurs who could not be described as obvious choices. These
include Tim Burton (Batman), Ang Lee (Hulk), Christopher Nolan (The Dark Knight
trilogy) and Michel Gondry (The Green Hornet).

‘Auteur’ theory, translating literally as ‘author’, is a method of identifying
directors who have strong and recognisable flmmaking styles, not only in terms of
visuals but also in terms of their film’s thematic concerns, writing and structure. The
concept was first discussed in reference, appropriately, to the act of adaptation by
Truffaut in 1954 when he used the term to denote a selection of directors of
adaptations ‘who...themselves invent the stories they direct’ as opposed to simply
filming the novel with little artistic interpretation (1976, p 232). Three years later,
Bazin helped to clarify the concept when he noted that the auteur’s ‘personal
stamp...however run-of-the-mill the scenario, can be perceived even minutely’ when
watching their films (1985, p 255). But it is Sarris who offers a more precise definition
of the auteur as being a director whose ‘body of...work...must exhibit certain
recurrent characteristics of style, which serve as his signature’. By arguing that the

American studio system of the time was more likely to create auteurs because so
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many of the projects were ‘commissioned, [meaning that] a director is forced to
express his personality through the visual treatment of material rather than through
the literary content’ (2004, p 562), Sarris also supports Truffaut’s assertion that the
act of adaptation can be fertile ground for the potential auteur.

Warner Bros. was one of the first studios to employ an auteur for a comic
book adaptation in 1989, when it hired one of the most distinctive filmmakers of
contemporary cinema, Tim Burton. Even at this relatively early stage in his career,
Burton’s highly stylised films were easily identifiable through their repeated use of
visual motifs, monotone colours and Gothic-Expressionist-influenced sets and
costumes. Characteristically, Burton redesigned many elements of Batman and
Batman Returns (which, thanks to their comic book origins, already had numerous
visual referents) to fit his own personal aesthetic.

The hiring of auteurs for comic book films can be a sound commercial
strategy. Sarris and Truffaut’'s linkage of auteurs and adaptation is pertinent here:
more unique directors are potentially able to create a distinctive superhero film which
will stand out in a saturated and often formulaic market. This has advantages even
before the film has been released, with the attachment of an artistically respected
name bringing kudos and creating anticipation for a project. Conversely, there are
risks. Commercially speaking, the hiring of directors who are less practised at
delivering a film which is expected to be among the biggest grossing and most
marketable films of its year is fraught with danger. Artistically speaking, there are
potential pitfalls inherent in selecting auteurs who have developed a unique and
uncompromising style to work with material which is iconic, features characters and
storylines that already have a strong sense of authorship in the figurative sense and

which has a pre-existent and often possessive fanbase. This is something which
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Leitch notes when discussing the work of Hitchcock, who was notorious for the
‘obscurity of his cinematic sources’ and eschewed ‘films based on classic novels’
because their ‘authorship would leave no room for his own’ (2007, p 239). How these
directors navigate between their responsibility to fulfil the criteria of film as a
commercial product and film as an artistic product, as well as between their own
sense of style and that of the source material is something which will be returned to

later in this study.

The history of superhero adaptations is therefore demonstrative of how a genre
has been shaped by a combination of business and artistry. From its beginnings in
radio and animation through to the billion dollar cinematic genre of the twenty-first
century, the superhero adaptation has demonstrated its longevity and its ability to
generate significant financial rewards. It is not risking hyperbole to state that as a
cultural movement, the genre has never been as visible and dominant in Western
culture as it is presently. This is true both commercially and artistically, demonstrated
by the range of often prestigious directors and actors who are willing to work on
superhero films. All of this suggests that not only is an analysis of it timely and
relevant but also that it is has value as a subject of investigation on an artistic and
commercial basis. With the historical and cultural context and significance
established, it is now necessary to review the literature that will lay the foundations of
this study’s wider understanding of film and of the ways that art and commerce have

been theorised.
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Chapter Two

What is film?

The first stage in this investigation of how commerce and artistry interact in
the adaptations of superhero comics is to clarify its terms. This chapter therefore
seeks to identify the various elements and qualities of film itself. It begins with the
argument that the view of film as an indefinable and enigmatic medium is not
particularly helpful and uses Marx’s description of commaodities to illustrate film’s
commonalities with more prosaic, non-artistic products. This description is then
gualified by a consideration of what makes film different from a traditional commodity
— its mental dimension. Carchedi’s definitions of mental and material knowledge
production are also incorporated at this point in order to work towards this study’s
conception of film as having a double function as a commercial and an artistic

product.

Whilst the answer to a question such as ‘What is film?’ may seem self-
evident, a deconstruction of the medium is necessary for a number of reasons.
Firstly, given that it is the primary subject of analysis in this dissertation, it is vital to
clarify precisely how this research conceptualises film. No analysis should assume a
universally agreed definition of its subject and therefore an attempt to explain and

clarify the assumptions about film that this study works under is a necessary first
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step. Secondly, the following discussion of film is a direct precursor to the
sociocultural theory of later chapters. The conception of film that this chapter works
towards — that it is a product characterised by a doubled identity as both artistic and
commercial product — begins an ongoing theoretical conversation about the ways in
which art and commerce interact in this medium which will be continued over the
course of this dissertation. Consequently, the aforementioned discussion of Marx’s
ideas about commodities initiates a theoretical through-line that is identifiable in

Chapter Three’s exploration of Marx’s sociocultural theories.

It is necessary to consider one further point here. The inclusion of a chapter
such as this which considers the very nature of film may prompt the question of why
there is no corresponding chapter for the other textual form explored in this research:
comic books. As source material for the adaptations at the centre of this research,
comic books inevitably play a vital part in the analysis, a fact which is reflected in
their significant role in the case studies. However, it is important to reiterate here that
the primary foci of the research are the film adaptations and as such the comics
themselves are secondary. This is not, of course, to say that they are insignificant —
were it not for the comics, the adaptations would not exist — but in this research, the
methodological process begins with the films themselves and then works backwards
to consider selected aspects of the source material that have influenced or inspired
them. As the previous chapter’s ‘Theory of Adaptation’ section argued, it is important
to remember that comics are only one (albeit important) element of the source
material of a superhero film and none of the films explored in this research are solely
based on one single comic book text. In the context of this research into superhero

adaptations therefore, the films and the comic books are not given equal weighting.
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Film as a commodity

The assertion that film is, in essence, a product is the starting point for this
analysis. Much has been made of the unquantifiable nature of film with even the
most financially focused analysts noting that ‘whereas the essential attributes of
most commodities can be easily described and measured, this is not the case for
movies’ (Ravid 1999, p 464). Such a view assigns to film the same elusive qualities
that Harold Becker assigns to works of art in general when he stresses their
‘fundamental indeterminacy’. Of course, such a description is, as Becker himself
acknowledges, ‘a negative contribution’ to understanding its nature (2006, pp 24-5).
While it is certainly important to emphasise that film is a different type of product
from, say, a freezer, and to understand that the former is created and used in a way
that the latter is not, as a starting point it is not necessarily helpful to stress film’s
differences from non-artistic products or to suggest that as a product it is ‘other’,

imbued with an ephemeral, mystical quality which cannot be understood.

Thus, to reiterate the initial assertion: a film is a product, the end result of a
process of filming and other actions. Initially, it is necessary to use the widest
definition of film’ as any moving image that is recorded, from a family holiday
documented on a camcorder, to a cinema release such as Star Wars. Regardless of
its length, the size of its audience, the money spent on making it and the aesthetic
and technical quality of its content, it is still true that any piece of recorded film is the
end product of a labour process by an individual or a group of individuals either paid
or unpaid (the term film’ is of course used with full awareness of the irony that, due
to the advent of digital technologies, most moving imagery is not even captured on

physical film — celluloid or video tape — anymore, but the term is sufficient for ease of
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use here).

For the purposes of this particular research’s subject area, this definition can
then be narrowed down to the less technical and more common use of the term film
to describe a specific form of recorded material: some kind of story, either real or
fictional, told through recorded moving imagery that is intended for viewing by
audiences either in a cinema, on a television screen or on other devices via digital
technology. A further descriptor may help here, namely that the above definition is
closest to the notion of the feature film — a film of seventy minutes or more that tells a
narrative of some sort and involves actors playing roles. This definition is of course
not perfect. Films can be different lengths, made specifically for television broadcast
or even feature no real people onscreen, however in these cases the word film would
likely be prefaced by another descriptor of some kind, for example a short film,
television film or animated film. What is important here is the concept of purpose: the
film as it is defined here is one that is almost always made to be viewed by the
widest audience possible, who will be expected to pay to see it (in whatever format)

so that it can earn revenue and ideally make a profit.

One of the key features of this definition is the commercial element, meaning
that here, film like any other traded good becomes, according to Marx’s definition, a
commodity, simply ‘a thing which through its qualities satisfies human needs of
whatever kind’ (1976, p 125). The film, as defined here, is now clearly differentiated
from some of the examples listed earlier such as the family holiday film due to the
fact that the latter is not intended to earn revenue. Marx’s observation that ‘a thing
can be useful, and a product of human labour, without being a commaodity’ clarifies

that the person who makes his own film for pleasure is an example of someone ‘who
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satisfies his own need with the product of his own labour’ but whose labour product

does not become a commodity (p 131).

Remembering that, initially at least, this is a consideration of the similarities
between film and other commodities, it is also possible to broadly compare film’s
production process to that of other products. Inevitably, the earlier description of film
as the end result of a labour process needs to be refined to allow for the scale of this
process. Whether its budget is relatively small or large, almost every feature film will
be the end product of a series of specialised labour processes. In this sense it is
similar to the division of labour of any other manufacturing process described by
Marx: ‘the assembling together in one workshop, under the control of a single
capitalist, of workers belonging to various independent handicrafts, through whose
hands a given article must pass on its way to completion’ (1976, p 455). Of course,
the myriad production processes undertaken in the creation of a film (editing, sound
work and design for example) are not bound together geographically speaking, but
are in essence still ‘independent’ processes under the control of a ‘single capitalist’ —

the film’s producers.

A film, like any other commodity, could therefore be schematised in the form
of a commodity chain, ‘a network of labour and production processes’ (Hopkins and
Wallerstein 1986, p 159) that depicts the production of a commodity, in which
‘specific processes [are represented]...as boxes or nodes linked together in
networks’, each of which ‘involves the acquisition and/or organization of inputs’
(Gereffi et al 1994, p 2). In fact, Coe and Johns do precisely this, with a commodity
chain for film (2004, p 193). Their model is only a general outline of how a feature

film can be put together and is in no way ideal. It fails, for example, to correctly
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account for the latter stages of film production due to its subsuming of marketing,
promotion and advertising under the umbrella heading of ‘distribution’. The difficulty
here is that the term distribution suggests more the logistical and contractual
processes involved in getting the film to audiences and does not describe the often
complex and creative ways in which films are promoted, marketed and
merchandised (Coe and Johns do acknowledge that ‘in the fifth phase, the finished
project is promoted through various advertising media, and distributed...both
domestically and abroad’, but give no other explanation as to why these two
disparate processes are conflated into one stage; p 194). Additionally, it is important
to note that elements of the commodity chain will vary from film to film depending on
the type of production, the film’s size and even its subject matter. The commodity
chain for a superhero film, for example, would differ in its early stages to allow for the
fact that the process begins not with a writer selling an original idea for a screenplay,
but more often with the studio’s ownership of the comic book as intellectual property
which they then seek to develop by hiring writers to adapt it. A modified version of
their commodity chain, one which is more specific to an adaptation of a comic book,

is therefore shown below in figure 2.1.

Thus far, the relatively straightforward argument has been proposed that in
many ways a film (defined here as a feature film made to be released to, and viewed
by, an audience in exchange for money) is a commodity like any other — a table, for
example. It is made by a studio or company that provides the means of production
and employs labour to make a product which it then releases into a market in order
to make a profit. Even at this final stage, when the commodity is released to the
consumer, film could be said to share broad similarities with other commodities.

Much of the research into the film industry reiterates that ‘nobody knows’
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Figure 2.1 — A commodity chain for a comic book adaptation film (adapted from Coe and Johns, 2004)-
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(Caves 2000, p 3) which films will be successful and stresses that the industry is
‘characterised by high degrees of randomness and unpredictability’ (Turner 2007, p
32). Vogel’s cautionary statistics may warn that ‘of any ten major theatrical films
produced...six or seven may be broadly characterized as unprofitable’ (2007, p 65)
due to the unpredictability of audiences’ tastes, but this is just as true of nearly all
commodities in a capitalist economy. As Callinicos observes, the shift under
capitalism from the production of goods for direct use to the production of goods for
exchange means that ‘individual producers do not know in advance whether their

products meet a social need’ (1983, p 110) and film is no different in this sense.

The material aspect of film

When considering how film differs from other commodities, questions of aesthetics
and materiality may be argued to be categories which highlight its difference. Yet in
terms of these notions, film can still be argued to be similar to other goods. If the
term ‘aesthetic’ is used here in the ‘ordinary language sense...as applied to
everyday experience’ (Duncum 2007, p 286), or as Raymond Williams puts it,
something which is generally to do with ‘visual appearance and effect’ (1976, p 28),
then it is true that almost every commodity has an aesthetic dimension and that a
film differs from a table not because the former has an aesthetic element and the
latter does not, but simply by degrees. The visual element of film is one of its
defining elements but a table also has an aesthetic element, although the importance

of aesthetics to its design will vary depending on the price, purpose and
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manufacturer (aesthetics are less definitive for an inexpensive fold-out table than
they would be for a designer coffee table, for instance). The point here is that almost
all commodities have an aesthetic element (whether it is a minimal or dominant part
of their design) and the central importance of this element to film does not

necessarily separate it from other commodities even on this basis.

A second point which might be argued in order to prove that film is a radically
different type of commodity is that of materiality. The term itself is far from
uncontested and has been applied in a range of ways depending on the area of
study and the writer (see Gilder 1998 and Harman 2011 for example). At this point in
the analysis, the concept of materiality is limited to a very specific definition, meaning
having a physical and observable existence, a ‘real, objective’ quality (Papadopoulos
2010) — a definition in line with a more traditional view of materiality as being the
opposite of ‘mental...substance’ (Ladyman 2011, p 92)*°. In short, it is ‘anything that
can be proven to exist’ (Carchedi 2011, p 199). Just as the above example
demonstrates that the aesthetic difference between a table and a film lies not in the
misconception that the former lacks this dimension and the latter does not, it is
similarly true to say that both a table and a film have materiality, and that it is only
the degree and nature of that materiality which is different. Clearly, it is unarguable
that film has a different material nature, or physicality, from a table. While a table’s
materiality is directly related to its function in the sense that its legs and top perform
an obvious duty, film’s materiality differs because the same film can appear in a
variety of formats and also because its actual physical form (a DVD, Blu-ray or a
hard drive) does not immediately reflect its use. Of course, these formats require

other technology to play the film they contain, but this does not make them less

® The notion of ‘mental substance’ is something which will be returned to later.
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material.

Similarly, though it may be argued that the imagery of the film as viewed is
immaterial (after all, it is not possible to physically sense beyond hearing and seeing
the things which the film portrays) this does not mean it is immaterial. Film in its
original form is an image created by projecting light through moving celluloid while, in
its contemporary form, it is either contained on a disc whose encoded information is
displayed on a screen or, alternatively, is stored and projected digitally. The celluloid,
the discs, the memory sticks and even the memory space taken up inside a
computer are all tangible and certainly material, yet obviously these physical items
are not the actual film itself but merely the repositories or containers of it (the
‘material shell[s]’ which store ‘knowledge’ as Carchedi would have it; 2005, p 277).
Yet the images that comprise the film — that are the film — despite being intangible,
are certainly material also. Whilst it is not within this research’s remit to debate the
intricacies of light and matter — something which will be left to scientists (Jones-Bey
1997) — it is enough to state here that the film itself (the images and sounds
projected or transmitted on to the screen) is considered material in the sense that it
exists, that it is the result of material processes (it is created by and transmitted
through electrically powered technology) and that it is formed of the same images
every time it is viewed. In other words, the images which make up the finished film

are not imaginary — they are real, observable and form a discrete unit of fixed length.

In addition to the physical materiality of film and its shells, those material
inputs which contribute to the filmmaking process (as shown in figure 2.1) cannot be
ignored. After all, a finished film is in one sense a representation of the totality of its

material inputs. From the more obvious, onscreen aspects such as sets, costumes
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and make-up, to the unseen aspects such as the on-set catering and the cameras
themselves, a film is constructed from many material components and processes.
Certainly, consumers of the commodity are removed from this materiality in a tactile
sense when they watch the film as they are not able to touch the costumes or sets
for themselves, but this does not negate the material status of the finished product
(after all, consumers cannot see and touch all of the material inputs that have gone
into the making of a table either). These material inputs, combined with the

physicality of its various formats, are all indicators of film’s materiality.

The mental aspect of film

Notions of aesthetics and materiality are therefore unable to convincingly
prove that film is a wholly unique and radically different class of commodity from any
other. The above analysis serves to illustrate the point that on one level, film shares
many commonalities with other commodities. Yet it would be entirely disingenuous to
imply that these arguments can provide a sufficient and full account of film. It is of
course indisputable that film is not by its nature the same type of good as a pen or a
cushion and that although it shares common features with them, its purpose and the
needs it satisfies are entirely different from those which clothing, food or furniture
satisfy. Any detailed analysis of film, therefore, must consider the nature of these
differences. To identify film’s real and unique differences, another notion must be

considered: the mental aspect of film.

Returning to Marx’s definition of a commodity as being something which

satisfies a human need inevitably begs the question: What needs does a film satisfy?
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Admittedly, the reasons why people might decide to watch a film will be as diverse
as the people themselves, although it can be assumed that most people watch a film
for one or more of the following reasons: to be entertained — as an enjoyable or
relaxing leisure activity to move them on some emotional level when they are not
engaged in labour; to be diverted — as a means of occupying their mind or ‘switching
off’ from other, more stressful activities; to be educated — either as part of an official
curriculum or as a non-compulsory method of education (watching a documentary to
learn more about a subject for example); aesthetic, technical or cultural appreciation
— when a film is watched not out of a genuine desire to experience the whole but
rather as a way of appreciating its technical or aesthetic achievements or because it
is highly regarded. A film may of course be watched for just one of these reasons or
possibly a combination of them. For instance, a viewer might watch Gone With The
Wind as a means of relaxing in her leisure time but also in order to educate herself
about the Civil War, to appreciate its technical mastery or because it is frequently
cited as a ‘classic’ that she feels she needs to see to better engage socially with
those who have already seen it. The point here is that all of the above needs are
primarily classified as mental needs. The viewing of the film may well be a physically
sensory experience in terms of sight and sound but its visuals and soundtrack exist
to transmit the ideas (the mental content) of the film. When what is seen on screen
scares viewers, makes them laugh or cry or engages them (or even if it bores them)

it is because of their mental interaction with the film.

It could of course be argued that if a film is watched purely for educational
purposes, it is indirectly serving a material need in that by studying the film as a
required component of a course, it is possibly being used to gain a qualification with,

perhaps, the overall aim of getting employment. Alternatively, watching a film in
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order to make socialising with others easier will lead to material benefits, but these
material needs are secondary to the primary mental needs that are immediately
satisfied by watching a film. Although it has been established that film is material in
many senses including its shells, an individual would not go and see or buy a film for
its physical properties because the experience of simply sitting in a cinema or
looking at the packaging a film comes in is not the primary reason he is purchasing
it. Admittedly, with a DVD or Blu-ray, he might find the physical packaging of the film
attractive and something which he would want to display, but this is a secondary
advantage and not the main reason he is buying the commodity (an exception here
might be an enthusiast or collector who purchases discs for their limited edition

packaging, but this does not apply to the average consumer of film).

The mental aspect is dramatically different from the aforementioned material
dimension of film. Previously | argued that one of the ways in which it is possible to
ascribe a materiality to film is because it forms a discrete unit of fixed length,
comprised of the same images every time it is viewed. These images may not be
tangible but they exist and the film itself is not an imaginary concept but something
which is fixed and unchanging. After all, the content and running time of Toy Story
(2005) is the same whether watched yesterday or five years ago®. For film as a
mental product however, the opposite is true. Because film transmits ideas and

carries content which satisfies mental needs, it is a commodity which is constantly

2%t should be acknowledged here that it is not unusual for there to be multiple versions of any given film.
Cinema versions may vary slightly from country to country as a result of national censorship rules and a
television broadcast of a film may be edited to fit scheduling constraints or to meet the requirements of its
broadcast time (pre-watershed broadcasts in the United Kingdom for example). Additionally, a film may be re-
released years after its cinema debut in the form of a ‘Director’s Cut’ which claims to restore the filmmaker’s
original vision, pre-studio interference. One famous example is Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner (1982) which was
re-released not just once, but twice: Blade Runner: The Director’s Cut (1992) and Blade Runner: The Final Cut
(2007). The fact that various iterations of each film exist, however, does not negate the point regarding the
film as a material product: whichever version is watched — be it the director’s cut or a television edit — the
content of that specific version would remain the same were it to be rewatched at any point in the future.

58



Between the Panels

unfixed and fluid, one which is different for every single person who consumes it.
Indeed, not only is the film different for every viewer but it can also be different for

each viewer every time they watch it.

This point perhaps requires further clarification: obviously, the real (material)
content of the film does not change with each viewing — it is fixed — but in mental
terms, the film that one viewer absorbs or understands upon watching is different
from the one absorbed or understood by another. These differences are admittedly
down to variations in highly subjective notions such as perception, intelligence,
sense of humour and levels of empathy yet nevertheless they do not simply make for
a different experience of the film, but actually create a different version, mentally
speaking. Take, for example, Lars Von Trier’s film Melancholia (2011), which tells
the story of a young woman’s breakdown and ultimate acceptance of the impending
destruction of Earth by another planet. This could be viewed as, variously, a drama
about sibling rivalry and love, a study of depression, a critique of marriage and
patriarchy, a science-fiction film about the apocalypse, a character study of its
protagonist, all of the above, none of them, or indeed any other interpretation which
could possibly be imagined. Each of these ways of reading the film creates a
different film depending on who has viewed it. To read Melancholia as a metaphor
for depression is to highlight some aspects of it and to potentially ignore (or attach
less importance to) others, interpreting dialogue, character and plot in a completely
different way than if it is read purely as a science-fiction film. Even if a viewer
recognises more than one way of reading the film and accepts that Melancholia is
about several different things at once, this still only creates one overall way of
reading it which is exclusive and unique to the individual concerned — albeit one

which acknowledges that several possible readings exist.
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My point here is not simply a reiteration of the longstanding literary theory that
the individual figuratively remakes a text every time they read or watch it — as
summed up by Barthes’s statement that ‘a text is not a line of words releasing a
single...meaning...but a multi-dimensional space in which a variety of
writings...blend and clash’ (2000, p 149) — but rather a recognition that every film
text has two dimensions: material and mental. If a film is considered as a material
product, it must be accepted that it exists as a fixed and unchangeable object, one
which is only able to be fixed and unchangeable because in this material dimension,
any meaning, reading or interpretation remains deliberately unattached to it. Indeed,
if the logic of the material dimension is followed to its furthest point, it is true to say
that any attempt to even describe what is seen onscreen is open to accusations of
interpretation, that any attempt to express the film’s content through language
becomes an act of subjective reinterpretation that is biased and coloured by the
words used. It is possible, however, to note the facts of the film — its cast and crew,
production details and its running time — as long as this material description is devoid

of any symbolism.

Alternatively, a consideration of film as a mental product must start from the
conceptual understanding that any given film will constitute an entirely different
mental product for each and every consumer. This is the case because if it is
accepted that film is being interacted with on a mental level, this interaction can
never be anything other than a subjective one because one person’s subjective,
mental experience is always at least slightly different from anyone else’s. Here, the
film is comparable to an idea, in that it can exist in a material form when it is
translated into language through writing or speech (verbal statements are, after all,

material and real — just not tangible), but in its mental sense, the sense in which it is
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transmitted from the consciousness of one person and received by the
consciousness of another, an idea has no defining materiality and is therefore
different for every individual, who will interpret it in a unique way. Therefore the film

exists in material form but can never exist in one definitive mental form.

Working towards a holistic definition

This relationship between the mental and the material can be examined
through the lens of Carchedi’'s work on knowledge production. However, there are
some caveats to the application of his ideas. Firstly it must be acknowledged that his
work revolves not around film per se, but around the idea of knowledge production
(those ideas created through labour of the ‘mind’ as Carchedi would have it; 2005, p
268). The two, of course, are not easily interchangeable, but Carchedi’s work is
useful because at the very least it provides a valuable opportunity to further consider
where film stands in relation to the mental and material. Secondly, Carchedi’s initial
assertion that, in production terms, the distinction between the mental and the
material is false and should be collapsed must be addressed. He argues that even
the production of ideas and knowledge is reducible to the category of the material
due to the simple fact that knowledge always starts from a material point — the
human mind: ‘the reason why knowledge is material is that thinking, the learning
process, is an expenditure of human energy that causes a change in the nervous
system...This is a material change...lt is this synaptic modification that changes our
perception of the world, that is, our knowledge of it’. From a biological standpoint,
Carchedi’s view is correct. He accurately acknowledges that ‘to deny materiality

to...knowledge means to ignore the results of neuroscience’ (2011, p 194) and,
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admittedly, | applied a similar principle when | argued that film’s materiality can at
least partly be demonstrated by the material processes which it originates from. Yet
to subsume the idea of the mental under that of the material is to inevitably reduce
any discussion of film to a simplistic analysis and prevents any useful or necessary
distinctions being made between the (very different) components of film outlined
earlier. The argument therefore is a theoretical one, not a scientific one. It is
essential to acknowledge that Carchedi’s biological argument remains true whilst
also retaining the mental/material dichotomy which, as will be demonstrated later, is
a crucial one for this research in both a theoretical and a methodological sense.
Whilst this inevitably means that the hitherto established definition of the term
‘mental’ is perhaps less literal than Carchedi’s, the earlier analysis of film as a
commodity has hopefully demonstrated that extrapolating the mental and material
dimensions of film from one another is a useful way of understanding how it operates

as a product.

These reservations notwithstanding, Carchedi’s work does assist the
conceptual understanding of film here. This is primarily due to the way in which he
compensates for his collapsing of the distinction between intellectual and manual
labour (an argument borne out of the earlier scientific argument for removing the
distinction between the mental and the material) by constructing a more nuanced
analysis of labour and production that instead sees the production process for any
given product as a ‘transformation’ created by combining, in various ways, labour
power, knowledge, the means of transformation and the object of transformation. His
process relates to this discussion of film because he identifies two types of
transformation: material and mental. Crucially however — and necessarily, if he is not

to contradict his earlier argument which stated that the mental is ultimately material —
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Carchedi also makes clear that ‘a labour process is always the combination of both
types of transformations’. The only way to therefore decide whether the process has
ultimately produced a material product or knowledge is to see ‘which type of
transformation is determinant’, something which can only be done by exploring ‘the
social validation of the outcome...at the moment of exchange’. Carchedi gives
examples of a concert, where the mental content is dominant or of chief importance,
and a car, where the material content of the product is most important, reiterating
that a product always has a double aspect (‘the physical and the mental one’) and it

is simply a matter of which aspect is ‘dominant’ (2005, p 278-9).

Using Carchedi’s formulation, film would be classed as the product of a
mental labour process because, as argued earlier, the material dimension (the
packaging or digital device that houses a film) is the less important aspect of the
process and is almost irrelevant compared to the mental content. Thus Carchedi’s

formula (p 279) can be slightly adapted to show that:

FILM = DOMINANT MENTAL CONTENT + SECONDARY MATERIAL CONTENT

(knowledge) (material processes)

‘Material processes’, of course, refers not only to the material shells that contain
films but more importantly to those aforementioned material inputs (costumes,
equipment, catering and others) that help to create the film. In terms of the
epistemological aspect, it can safely be assumed that Carchedi is not referring to a
limited definition of knowledge as meaning factual knowledge, but rather some

broader kind of mental content. This mental content can be linked to the reasons that
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a viewer might watch a feature film which have already been listed: for
entertainment, distraction and education as well as for its aesthetic, technical and

cultural significance.

The doubled logic of film

Although the ways in which film is uniquely different from more prosaic
commodities cannot therefore be ignored, it is arguable that, even allowing for the
complexity of its mental content, film is better served by Marx’s definition of a
commodity than it is by Becker’s notion of ‘fundamental indeterminacy’ (2006, p 24).
From the discussion thus far it can be concluded that film must fulfil two roles. It must
function as a commodity according to the rules of capitalist production in that it must,
put simply, make a profit — its total revenue must be more than its total cost. Yet it
must also function as a piece of art in that it has to have mental content and be a
means of producing knowledge, as Carchedi would have it. As a result of these joint
functions, film operates within ‘two circuits, one of commodity production proper, the
other, the circulation and exchange of value forms’ (Ryan, 1991, p 12). This latter
circuit is representative of the aforementioned mental aspect of film, a subjective
dimension which considers the film’s artistic and aesthetic worth, rather than its
monetary value. These two circuits are a fundamental part of film’s DNA, evident in
every aspect of flmmaking. For example, a costume designer will have to meet two
basic demands: the costumes need to be as good as they possibly can be in terms
of the materials used, their historical accuracy, their aesthetic design and their
artistic and symbolic meaning, but they must also be made for a certain cost and
within a given budget. Similarly, the sets for a film need to fulfil a plot function and an
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aesthetic function but must also be produced for a cost which will be set as a result
of the film’s budget. This is what underscores Moeran’s theory of creativity when he
observes that creative products such as film are defined by the choices that are
made by the workers, choices such as ‘how to shoot a particular scene’. These
choices, he argues, are determined in the first instance by the fact that they are
responses to ‘constraints...specifically the different kinds of material/technical,
temporal, spatial, social, representational and economic conditions under which all

industries...have to function’ (2011, p 17-18).

It is possible to argue, therefore, that film as a product can be described as
having two sets of elements: the commercial and the artistic. Defining these sets is
not necessarily straightforward however. One method — theoretically speaking — is to
define the two aspects negatively. For example, the artistic criteria of film can be
defined through a consideration of all the features which are not explicitly related to
its commercial function. These would be the direction of the piece, the storyline, the
characters and the film’s aesthetic elements. The commercial aspects of film can be
identified as, conversely, the elements which, theoretically, would be the defining
factors of the process if artistic and aesthetic issues were not present. These would
be the desire to produce a film for the lowest possible cost, the need for the film to
reach the largest audience possible and the need for the film to generate as much
revenue as possible. Of course, such simple definitions present art and commerce in
their purest, most extreme forms and in reality the process of making a film is often a
series of nuanced and complex compromises and negotiations between all of these
artistic and commercial considerations. However, as a theoretical starting point, it is

necessary to attempt to separate them.
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The above elements can be reframed in a more practical manner by following
the assertion that film must reflect two types of logic: the logic of the commercial
product and the logic of the artistic product. Logic here means the functions that the
film must perform in order to work as a commercial and as an artistic product. To
establish what the commercial and what the artistic logic of a film is, it is necessary
to reduce both to their most basic elements, making as few assumptions as possible.
For a film to be a successful commercial product, it needs to make a profit by
ensuring the revenue it generates is more than the cost of producing it — ‘the
minimization of production cost and maximization of potential box office revenue’
(Wyatt 1994, p 15) — something it can only do by reaching the widest audience
possible. This, of course, is commercial logic at its most simple and could be cited as
the blanket rule for any feature film. However, here the particular type of film which is
the subject of this research must be taken into account — the superhero comic book
adaptation. As the previous chapter noted, the superhero film is currently one of the
most suitable fits for the studio blockbuster format and therefore the list of
requirements must be modified accordingly because a tent-pole studio film is
expected to perform differently from a smaller, more niche film, commercially

speaking.

At this point then, Wyatt’s aforementioned notion of the ‘high concept’ major
studio release is useful, because, as previously shown, the superhero blockbuster is
its contemporary expression. Wyatt notes that these types of films must have ‘a
striking, easily reducible narrative’, which ‘[relies] heavily upon the replication and
combination of previously successful narratives’. While this is, strictly speaking, less
of an expectation and more of an interpretation of the blockbuster film, it is still listed

as one of the criteria here on the basis that, as Wyatt observes, the formulaic
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structure of the film stems from an economic imperative, namely that ‘audiences
have a point of reference for...[a] film due to their familiarity with the other sources™".
Certainly, the formulaic structure of nearly all recent superhero films (and this is not a
pejorative observation) is evidence of the attempt to replicate their successful
predecessors wherever possible??. Another requirement of this type of film as a
commercial product is that it has ‘a high degree of marketability’ (1994, p 13). The
term marketability translates as a film being easy to market in terms of its
iconography, core concept and plot, which do not have to be simplistic but do need
to be able to be expressed easily. Additionally, the film needs to be merchandisable,
with the ability to generate ‘licensed products constructed around the film and its
characters’ (ibid, p 148). Here, Wyatt’s model needs to be updated to take account of
contemporary blockbuster production which, as Marich notes, needs to create
opportunities for promotional tie-ins with other companies and include product
placement where possible, both of which reduce costs by ‘providing some form of
compensation’ and ‘help to carry the marketing load’ (Marich 2013, p 147). It is also
essential to identify another very specific commercial requirement of the
contemporary superhero film, one which is symptomatic of a Hollywood
phenomenon so recent that even Marich does not list it: the need to generate a
narrative universe. Whilst the idea of sequels is nothing new in filmmaking, studios
are currently attempting to ape comic book publishing and locate their properties
within a larger narrative network such as the Marvel or DC cinematic universes and

Warner Bros.’ expansion of Harry Potter’s ‘Wizarding World’ with the prequels

2 Ryan calls this recourse to formula in cultural products ‘formatting” and argues that it is ‘based on corporate
attempts to confront the uncertainties of the cultural marketplace [by]...‘presuming that audience preferences
can be known in advance by measuring what already exists’. In short, ‘formatting is oriented towards echoing
the past’ (1991, pp 160-2). Formatting in Hollywood (and indeed in other regions of major film production such
as Bollywood) explains why genres comprised of clusters of similar films tend to emerge and then fade in
cycles historically (the Western or the vampire film for example).

2 See Chapter Seven and Appendix V for a more detailed discussion of this point.
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Fantastic Beasts and Where to Find Them (2016) and Fantastic Beasts: The Crimes
of Grindelwald (2018). As this trend is particularly applicable to the fantasy worlds of
comic book superheroes (Cheney 2014; McMillan 2015), universe building must
therefore also be considered part of the commercial logic of the contemporary

superhero film.

The artistic criteria of film must, by necessity, be defined in a less specific way
than the commercial ones. It is tempting, if unhelpful, to resist any definition,
following the lead of Morris Weitz who famously proclaimed ‘the very expansive,
adventurous character of art, its ever-present changes and novel creations, makes it
logically impossible to ensure any set of defining properties’ (1987, p 149). However,
in the same way that this chapter has demonstrated at length that film is not a
mystical, unquantifiable product, it is possible to identify some of the features that

are common to fiction generally, whether it takes the form of film, drama or prose.

Firstly, the film must have a plot of some kind, some expression of narrative.
This is included as an essential criterion because it is unarguable that narrative
predates film and that it is one of the central components of fiction — if a fiction film
has no story it is not, after all, a fiction film. Cobley goes further, observing that the
urge towards narrative is a universal one and that ‘wherever there are humans there
appear to be stories’ whether they manifest through ‘life history...psyches...musical
notation’ or even ‘scientifically’ (2001, p 2). Indeed, works by the anthropologist
Claude Levi-Strauss (The Raw and the Cooked, 1964) and the narratologist Vladimir
Propp (Morphology of the Folktale, 1968) have demonstrated that narrative is a

timeless and mutable concept which manifests throughout world history.

A second criterion of fiction films which is linked to narrative is character.
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Whether the concept of character is considered to be at the core of narrative, that
‘the objects and the events of fiction exist...because of the character’ (Ferrara 1974,
p 252) or that ‘characters come second’ and are merely the instruments of the plot
as Aristotle believed (cited in Brooks 1984, p 11), they are inextricably bound up with
narrative, as Propp’s formulations again demonstrate. This is even truer in relation to
superhero films for which the character is often the defining element. For these films
it is their superhero protagonists, rather than their plots, which are almost always the
feature that distinguishes them from others in the genre and gives the films their

titles and distinct visual identities.

To character and narrative, three more elements which define film as an
artistic product can be added: theme, tone and symbolism. | have purposely grouped
these three facets together because they are necessary, but less obvious, artistic
elements of film and because they are quite different, conceptually speaking, from
narrative and character. In the light of Carchedi’'s conception of film as having a
mental and a material content, it is possible to split these five elements of the fiction
film — narrative, character, theme, tone and symbolism — between the two aspects of
film. Narrative and character are more predominantly ‘material’ aspects of film (or to
put it another way, relatively easier to identify objectively) — although they are
certainly mental aspects as well — whereas theme, tone and symbolism are more
predominantly ‘mental’ aspects of the film (less easy to identify objectively). | make
this distinction because narrative and character are less subjective elements of the
film in the sense that, even allowing for differences in interpretation, most viewers
could reach consensus on the facts of a film’s plot and identify its characters (leaving
aside their feelings about them). Theme, tone and symbolism, on the other hand, are

more subject to individual interpretation — if, indeed, they are identified at all — and
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therefore belong more firmly in the mental realm of film. A useful way to think about
this is that the more material aspects of the film would be clear in the screenplay
(plot points and characters) whereas the themes, tone and symbolism may be
implied through dialogue and visuals but would not be explicitly stated. In fact, a
film’s themes, tone and symbolism might not even be conscious inclusions by the
filmmaker in the way that narrative and character are, yet can still be discerned by a
viewer and are therefore central elements of the film’s artistic make up. Hawthorn
makes this point in his distinction between two types of equally valid themes: overt,
‘consciously intended...by the author’ and covert ‘discovered by the [viewer] (2005,
p 122). This is also what Strachan and Terry mean when they define tone as being
determined by both the ‘atmosphere’ (audience interpretation) and by ‘the stance
taken’ by the filmmakers (authorial intention) (2000, p 192). As with narrative and
character, these three other artistic features can be argued to be distinct from
commerce for the purposes of this taxonomical model because they predate the
medium of film, Hawthorn noting that symbolism is particularly ‘central to all known

cultures’ (2005, p 123).

Obviously, a task such as this which attempts to separate the commercial and
artistic aspects of film can never be undertaken without making certain
methodological assumptions. Here, the commercial features/logic have been
specifically refined to fit the contemporary manifestation of the superhero genre
whereas the artistic elements are far more archetypal and simplified, and this is
deliberate (it is, for example, stated above that a superhero film must simply have a
narrative and characters but not that it must particularly have a superhero origin
story and contain stock character types such as the superpowered hero and villain). |

have made the commercial elements genre-specific but the artistic elements more
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broad and archetypal in the above formulation for two reasons. Firstly, doing so
removes subjective expectations of what art should be and instead allows for an
identification of its most basic elements. A superhero film could, after all, be told in a
myriad of ways and does not have to have a list of required elements (even if many
such films do feature those elements). Secondly, rejecting a genre-specific definition
of artistic elements allows for a clearer separation of the commercial and artistic.
Identifying more archetypal and universal artistic elements as opposed to listing how
they ‘normally’ manifest within the films of a particular genre ensures that this
definition of artistic logic predates the mediums of both film and comic books and
thereby ensures as far as possible that the artistic elements are not a product of

audience expectations or of the commercial requirements of the film industry.

While there are certainly many different ways to conceptualise film, the
discussion in this chapter is intended to clarify and justify the assumptions about the
medium that this study starts from. It is these ideas about the dual nature of film and
the doubled logic which it must conform to that will form the foundation for the further
theoretical discussions, literature reviews and case studies which are to follow.
Having delineated this study’s conception of film, the next stage of the investigation
is to consider some of the ways in which the relationship between the realms of art

and commerce have been theorised.
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Chapter Three

Theories of the art/commerce relationship

Having clarified this research’s conception of film and its functions, the next
task is to consider how existing literature has theorised the interactions between art
and commerce in order to lay the theoretical foundations of this analysis and thence
develop a theoretical proposition. With the initial starting point for this work being the
acknowledgment that film has a double function as both an artistic and commercial
product, it is inevitably accepted that the only way to approach film theoretically is via
an interdisciplinary route. Within any single discipline, there are numerous
approaches to film and the question only becomes more daunting when an attempt

is made to combine more than one discipline.

The interdisciplinary approach: an overview

In the academy, both Business Studies and Humanities have made significant
but radically different contributions to the body of knowledge about cinema. The
former discipline alone provides a wealth of ways to understand film. Seminal texts
such as Caves’s Creative Industries (2000) and Vogel's Entertainment Industry

Economics (2007) offer solid foundations for any study of the business aspects of
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film and Caves’s oft-cited seven fundamental truths of creative industries (that
demand is uncertain, that creative workers care for their products, that creative
products require diverse skillsets, that these products are unique and different from
one another, that artists’ skills are vertically differentiated, that time is vital to the
artistic process and that the durability of some artistic work requires copyright issues)
should be kept in mind as a background to any study of this area (2000, pp 2-9). In
addition to studies such as these which take a broad view of the way that the film
industry is organised, there are a variety of other approaches covered by the
umbrella term of Business. These focus on topics as diverse as industrial
organisation (Morawetz et al 2007), government policy in relation to filmmaking
(Dickinson et al 2005) and profitability (Pokorny and Sedgwick 2010) as well as more
mathematical theories of revenue which seek to make links between factors such as

stars, genre, certificate and box office performance (Ravid 1999; De Vany 2004).

What all of the aforementioned studies have in common is that they are
almost totally unconcerned with reading the films as texts. This is only to be
expected considering the discipline and sub-disciplines within which the work is
located; their purpose is not, after all, to read the films as cultural texts but rather to
explore the ways in which the industry works in various organisational, political and
financial contexts. However, even a straightforward industry analysis such as Vogel’s
cannot ignore the fact that the experience of viewing a film involves being
‘transported far away by your imagination as you watch’ (2004, p 42) and, in a study
such as this, which intends to explore in detail the way that a genre operates both
behind and in front of the camera, the non-financial aspects of film must also be
considered. Vogel's assertion that ‘what is seen on the screen is there because of a

remarkable history of tumultuous development that is still largely in process’ (ibid, p
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42), highlights the importance not only of ‘development’ and ‘process’, but also
(perhaps inadvertently) of that other inescapable and equally necessary focus of film
analysis: ‘what is seen on the screen’. An economic perspective is just one part of

the bigger picture.

The ways in which subjects such as Media and Film Studies have tended to
read films have traditionally been derived and appropriated from the teachings of
Literature and Art. The notion of close reading has long been a central tenet of
literary studies and while the particular specificities of the approach may vary,
consensus is generally reached within literary circles on the basic method. Peck and
Coyle accurately state that close reading is ‘the analysis, interpretation and
evaluation’ of a text and that it involves identifying ‘the central themes of the work
and then seeing how the text presents and develops these themes’. Commentary on
technique and form are also crucial and they are careful to add that any ‘critical
account becomes something more substantial than a mere summary or description
the moment you begin to highlight some of the distinctive ways in which a text
develops and presents a theme’ (2002, pp 177-8). Following Literature’s lead, Film
and Media Studies have widened the definition of a text to encompass the moving
image in its various forms and adopted the idea of reading textual elements such as
genre, narrative, structure, character, style, tone and theme. They have combined
these features with elements of traditional art criticism, such as the study of colour
and framing and the reading of visual symbolism. In addition, these disciplines have
also developed their own unique critical tools to address the specificities of the art
form. These include a focus on technical elements such as the use of sound, lighting
and camera techniques alongside the central notion of ‘mise-en-scéne’ (literally

translated as ‘putting on stage’), a catch-all term which describes ‘all the elements of
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film direction that overlap with the art of theatre...the director’s choice of actors and
how they are directed, the way the scene is lit, the choice of setting or set design,

props, costumes, and make-up’ (Fabe 2004, p 3).

Film theory has developed into a distinct and valid part of the critical culture in
recent decades. In addition to work which acts as an overview of the study of film
(Monaco 2000; Dix 2008), specific schools of thought have focused on theories of
the auteur and film authorship (Caughie 1981), the ways in which genre is
represented on screen (McArthur 1972), the social, philosophical and political
aspects of film (Kracauer 1997) as well as the emergence of more journalistic film
criticism as work in its own right (Kael 1996). By focusing solely on readings of the
films as texts and deriving meaning from their imagery, these schools of thought
could of course be accused of being, in their own way, as problematic as the
economic analyses. In other words, privileging close reading prevents a fuller
understanding of film by excluding the role of the commercial factors that ground any

reading in an historical or social context.

The above summary of some of the various approaches to film is intended to
be nothing more than a theoretical starting point, the briefest of sketches to help map
out the boundaries of academia’s artistic and commercial interpretations of film. It
also goes some way towards illustrating the importance of gaining multiple
perspectives on an industry which requires significant amounts of financial and
artistic input. While elements of some of the above theories will be incorporated into
parts of this research, it is essential to acknowledge that merely picking and
choosing various economic and cultural approaches to film will not produce a sturdy

enough framework for this study. The challenge here then is to develop a theoretical
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method which will fuse differing approaches together in a compatible way whilst
identifying the unique advantages and disadvantages of each. The ultimate goal is to
develop a methodology which reflects Kellner’s assertion that the ‘study of the
encoding of media texts is enhanced through study of the system of production in

which they are generated’ (2007, p 109).

As has been done for film, it is important to identify this study’s starting points
and acknowledge as accurately as possible the assumptions that it is based on. In
the previous chapter it was established that film is comprised of both material and
mental content and that it has a double function as a commercial and an artistic
product. It should be clarified here that these are two separate points: mental and
material are not synonyms for art and commerce. The former two are aspects of film
whereas the latter two are functions of it. If there is any link to be made, it is only that

both pairs are loosely related manifestations of film’s inherent split identity.

The selection of the broad terms ‘art’ and ‘commerce’ is deliberate. While a
desire for less specific, more general language may seem to run contrary to the
requirements of a detailed analysis, it is necessary here because it is more
appropriate for the overarching approach that this examination of cultural and socio-
economic theories initially requires. This is not to say however that art and
commerce cannot be usefully defined for the purposes of this chapter or that the
relationship between the two will not be renegotiated in more specific language as
the argument evolves. It is also necessary to clarify that the two spheres of art and
commerce are not placed into any hierarchy. This reflects the need to move away
from prejudiced assumptions that pure art possesses something noble and untainted

and that pure commerce is crass and an anathema to it; for the purposes of this
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research, objectivity must be maintained in regards to art and commerce.

But how can the relationship between art and commerce in the film industry
begin to be characterised? Are they locked into an antagonistic, damaging
relationship? Do they act as mutual antidotes, each one usefully checking the
excesses of the other? Or are they in fact symbiotic, with the combination of both
more often than not allowing the ‘best’ art works to become a successful reflection of
commercial and artistic logic? While the answers to such questions may be highly
subjective depending on who is asked and whether their position is within or outside
the artistic industries, or on which artistic product or text is being examined, the

debate is nevertheless still pertinent.

The interactions between art and commerce have been theorised and
debated for decades. It is a relationship which reaches its most intense expression in
Hollywood filmmaking, where the costs and potential rewards of making art are high.
Even contemporary directors still debate the forces which drive their work. David O.
Russell, director of | Heart Huckabees (2004) and The Fighter (2010), offers a
pragmatic view of his role, claiming that alongside artistic concerns ‘it’s also great to
be responsible, financially, about [making films]. | think that’s how everyone gets
their wish on a film’ (cited in Giroux 2010). On the other hand, Francis Ford Coppola
argues that historically ‘Artists never got money...l would say, “Try to disconnect the
idea of cinema with the idea of making a living and money.” Because there are ways
around it’ (cited in Anderson 2011). Similarly, Quentin Tarantino asserts the
importance of artistry and a belief that financial revenue is fundamentally irrelevant in
his claim that “The real test [of film] is not the Friday it opens [but]...how is the film

thought of ten years from now?’ (Film 2013, 2013).

77



Between the Panels

The ways in which artistry negotiates with the creative industries have even
been commented on by films themselves. The climax to Robert Altman’s fictional
satire The Player (1992) shows what happens when Hollywood executives adapt
‘Habeas Corpus’, a screenplay intended to be a gritty, bleak drama with no stars: the
resulting film is a Bruce Willis-Julia Roberts action spectacle complete with a
rewritten happy ending. More recently, a scene from The Coen brothers’ Inside
Llewyn Davis (2013) shows the eponymous singer (Oscar Isaac) masterfully
performing a beautiful song to a record company boss (F. Murray Abraham). As the
last notes fade into silence, the businessman tells Llewyn bluntly: ‘l don’t see a lot of
money here’. Whilst it may seem that there is nothing particularly original to
contribute to this ongoing debate, it will help to review some of the established

positions in order to expose any erroneous assumptions.

Renaissance and Romanticism: an historical perspective

Historians have argued that notions of the artist as a creative genius who
possesses an almost mythical sense of inspiration that can only be alloyed by the
forces of commerce are quite specific social and temporal constructs which are
nothing more than received wisdom shaped by the artistic prejudices of the
Romantic era (Drabble 1985; Wu 2012). The dichotomous relationship between the
stereotypical figures of the divinely inspired artist and the mercenary businessman
was the logical consequence of leading poets such as Wordsworth ‘turning away
from society’ (Day 1996, p 65) and championing nature at ‘the moment at which
Britain industrialised itself’, a commercial process which many believed threatened
England’s idyllic traditions and accentuated the ‘squalor of the...working people’ (Wu
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2012, p xxxiii-xxxvii). As Banks observes, the inevitable result of this was that ‘the
artist was defined and became recognised as the antithesis to the rational and
calculative subject of the modern age’, even though such a construct was ironically a
‘product of the very commercial society from which it claimed to stand apart’ (2010, p

253).

Yet an even earlier historical context demonstrates that pragmatic economic
considerations have often been as central to the creation of works of art as any
artistic impulses. The notion of the ivory tower-sequestered prodigy separated from
society by a pure and unknowable imaginative gift is disproved by the biographies of
many of the most celebrated artists. Shakespeare’s plays were written to be
performed and produced by his company in order to make a profit from a ticket-
purchasing audience and much of the work of near-legendary painters such as
Leonardo and Michelangelo was produced as commissions for paying clients. Zell
notes that Rembrandt worked ‘at the centre of a complex and continually negotiated
web of relations’ (2011, p 3) and Welch argues that within the artistic professions of
Renaissance ltaly, art production took on a very real social dimension, with groups of
artists ‘working together for a common profit’ and understanding that even an
individual painter ‘could only...flourish once he had gained a wider local network of
patrons, suppliers and assistants’ (1997, pp 83-4). Thus historical context
demonstrates that even the greatest works of art are often firmly rooted in — and

sometimes owe their very existences to — financial and commercial interests.

Indeed, the commercial organisation of art extended beyond Renaissance
Italy both geographically and temporally, with Europe later using it as a template.

DeMarchi posits that the history of European art production is characterised by
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artists who were employed by dealers, collaborated frequently with one another, sold
their work directly at markets, travelled in response to work offers and frequently had
contracts which ‘suggest that the real value of payments was roughly equalised by

employers across contiguous markets for artists’ skills’ (2011, p 300).

Such a realistic acknowledgment of the role of commerce in the creation of art
is just as prevalent among today’s artists according to the interviews with art
students and graduates conducted by Taylor and Littleton (2008) and Oakley (2009).
Similarly, Angela McRobbie’s research into contemporary artists’ attitudes reveals
that ‘where in the past the business side of things was an often disregarded aspect
of creative industries best looked after by the accountant, now it is perceived as
integral and actively incorporated into the artistic identity’, that there is a ‘new relation
between art and economics [which] marks a break with past anti-commercial notions
of being creative’ emerging across the arts industries (2002, pp 520-1)?3. After all, as
Hesmondhalgh notes, ‘all creators have to find an audience, and in the modern
world, no one can do this without the help of technological mediation and/or the

support of large organisations’ (2013, p 82).

It should also be remembered that the reason some works of art are still made
available today is ultimately due to the involvement of selected financiers,
businesses and organisations that privately purchase them and donate or lend them
to the public. The fact that donors such as these are largely hidden from the view of
the gallery-attending art lover effectively ‘diminishes our ability to understand the

interaction of art, institutions, and...the economics that make art acquisition and

2 In her earlier work, McRobbie also makes the point that the need for commercial partnership is more crucial
for artists working in those artistic mediums and genres which are ‘located at the bottom end of the cultural
hierarchy where there are no grants or Arts Council funding’. She gives the example of ‘dance culture
musicians and DJs [who] have no alternative but to go for the best possible deal with a record company’, but
notes that this ‘does not negate [these artists’] primary commitment to artistic values’ (1999, p xi).
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donation possible’ (Freudenheim 2008, p 364).

Admittedly, the above examples do refer to art in the sense of painting,
sculpture and architecture, rather than film. Whilst it is always vital to keep in mind
the fact that each artistic medium interprets and navigates the relationship between
art and commerce very differently and is organised in very specific ways, the above
discussion does at least go some way toward demonstrating that the notion of art
and commerce as sworn enemies is nothing more than a specific social construct, a

product of an ideological moment rather than an accepted truth.

Art versus commerce: Bourdieu’s theory of opposition

If the historical context opens up the debate on the relationship between art
and economics, then it is Pierre Bourdieu’s work which moves it from the empirical to
the theoretical. Bourdieu’s belief that ‘the opposition between the “commercial” and
the “non-commercial” reappears everywhere’, that ‘it is the generative principle of
most of the judgments which in the theatre, cinema, painting or literature, claim to
establish the frontier between what is and what is not art’ (1980, p 268), suggests
that this division is the artistic industries’ central motor, shaping art’s organisation,
production, criticism and opposition. This, Bourdieu believes, is the inevitable result
of ‘a production based on denial of the “economy” and of profit...[but] which secures
success and the corresponding profits by adjusting to a pre-existing demand’ (ibid, p

268)*,

2 Ryan describes a similar relationship to Bourdieu’s when he notes that there are ‘fundamental disjunctions
created when the structures of capital are combined with the structures of art’. He argues that art and capital
‘when combined...give rise to sets of contradictions’ and that, historically speaking, ‘artists exist in opposition
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This opposition is also expressed in the form of the rewards, or capital,
accrued by artists and creators as a result of their work which Bourdieu argues exists
in two forms: economic and symbolic. Economic capital is the more straightforward
concept of the two. Bourdieu presumably uses the term in accordance with Marx’s
famous definition of capital as ‘money which has been changed into commaodities,
and reconverted into more money by the sale of these commodities’ (1976, p 256)
and thus the artists and/or producers who desire economic capital are producing
artistic work for financial gain. Here Marx’s formula of M-C-M (money converted to
commodity and then back again to money; ibid, p 248) applies, with the artistic
product being the commodity used in the process of accumulating wealth. Symbolic
capital, on the other hand, is the artistic reputation and critical acknowledgment
received when an artist rejects financial reward and incentives for their work, the
‘prestige’ earned when ‘economic or political capital...is disavowed’ (Bourdieu 1980,

p 262).

Thus far Bourdieu seems to be echoing earlier arguments which suggest that
the art industry offers a simple choice between money and kudos, but his theory of
symbolic capital goes further. This latter form of capital, is after all, still a process of
capital accumulation and Bourdieu’s crucial argument is that the act of rejecting the
economic rewards in artistic industries is, ultimately, a method of securing economic
reward in the long run. This is achieved by the artist either feigning or genuinely

expressing financial ‘disinterestedness’, an act which will then allow them to make a

to capital and present capitalists with major difficulties in incorporating them in the production process as
labour power’ (1991, p 59; p 28). | am by no means suggesting that Ryan’s argument is exactly synonymous
with Bourdieu’s or that they are interchangeable. However, | focus on Bourdieu’s work here not simply
because he predates Ryan but because | wish to outline an example of a theory of the art and commerce
relationship which is somewhat oppositional and, for the purposes of this chapter, Bourdieu’s is the more
straightforward of the two. Ryan’s contradiction theory is primarily interpreted in relation to a more explicitly
political Marxist examination of labour relations, an area into which this dissertation does not go.
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reputation and name for themselves, eventually imbuing them with the ‘power to
consecrate objects (with a trademark or signature)’ so that they can ‘give value [to
their work] and...appropriate the profits’ (ibid, p 262). Thus Bourdieu claims that
artists working in cultural industries are always ultimately chasing economic reward
(whether they realise it or not) and that the dichotomy of the industry is not,
therefore, sharply demarcated between those who sell out (the businesspeople) and
those who do not (the artists), but is rather structured around an opposition between
‘ordinary entrepreneurs seeking immediate economic profit and cultural
entrepreneurs struggling to accumulate specifically cultural capital, albeit at the cost
of temporarily renouncing economic profit’ (ibid, p 268). In Bourdieu’s view, both
groups are striving for the same economic goal, the only differences being the time
frame in which it is achieved and, by implication, the honesty (or pragmatism) of

those who admit it (or are able to see it) and those who do not.

An artist, therefore, who attempts to reject the mainstream and its
stereotypical populist money-making strategies, does so by developing work which
may be radical, marginal and rebellious (in terms of its content and/or its production
and distribution methods) and which has the potential to earn symbolic capital. As a
result of the artist garnering a reputation through an anti-establishment stance
(whether this be a conscious statement or simply due to the fact that their work
differs from the mainstream) this symbolic capital can, over time, be converted into
economic (‘real’) capital and rewards, which manifest differently depending on the
nature of the product. In terms of painting and sculpture, economic rewards come
with the exchange value of the artist’'s work increasing, whereas for a product like
film, which has a relatively inelastic exchange value that does not vary according to

the ‘names’ involved in making it, the economic rewards come when directors,
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writers and actors with established reputations are able to demand higher salaries
and have greater choice and influence over the films they are involved in. Two of the
more notable examples of creative workers whose careers have exemplified
Bourdieu’s theory are the enigmatic street artist Banksy, whose work was initially
identified as guerrilla-style free public graffiti on the sides of buildings but which now
sells for hundreds of thousands of pounds (Gleadell 2012) and the filmmaker
Quentin Tarantino, who has progressed from making independent, low budget crime
dramas to occupying a central role in Hollywood as an Oscar-winner whose work

has been aped numerous times.

Interestingly, Bourdieu’s theory does not assume that these artistic workers
have ‘sold out’ by becoming part of the establishment (a view that echoes Oakley’s
interviewees’ notion that ‘selling out’ occurs not when artists make money from their
work but only when they abandon their art work completely; 2009, p 289) and
instead suggests that this trajectory from margin to centre is simply the unalterable
cycle of the artistic industries, one in which the ‘revolutions’ of independent, radical
artists ‘are only ever partial ones, which displace the censorships and transgress the
conventions but do so in the name of the same underlying principles’ (Bourdieu
1980, p 269)%. Bourdieu ultimately acknowledges that the economic side of the
commerce/artistry divide is the more significant and two of his assertions support
this. Firstly, his suggestion that all artists are inevitably working towards economic

reward on some level unequivocally expresses his belief that artistic products are

2> |n his wider discussion of Bourdieu, Hesmondhalgh notes that often ‘major film studios and television
channels sign production deals with independent production companies [and] major record companies sign
distribution, licensing and/or financing deals with “independent” record companies’ (2006a, p 222). Assuming
that at least some of these partnerships are formed because the major companies recognise that the
independent companies have particular films or artists which are artistically respected and have generated
symbolic capital that can be converted into economic capital by bringing them to a wider audience, these deals
arguably constitute corporate-level examples of Bourdieu’s theory of the margins moving to the centre.
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shaped and developed in response to what there is demand for. This is the logical
conclusion to reach here because even if an artist’s initial impulse is to work against
the commercial mainstream, Bourdieu states that they are doing so on the
understanding (either consciously or subconsciously) that their work will ultimately
become popular precisely because it rebels against the mainstream. Therefore, the
motivation for the production of art is either to conform to formulas and models which
are currently commercially successful (in an attempt to make money) or, conversely,
to produce work which reacts against these models (in an attempt to earn artistic
kudos). Either way, in Bourdieu’s articulation, the artistic product (or art as a whole)
is still being defined, positively and negatively, by that which is commercially

successful within each medium.

At production level, these differing motives manifest in each artistic industry
through two organisational approaches: on the one hand, the production of artistic
products that ‘correspond to a pre-existent demand...in pre-established forms’,
characterised by ‘a short production cycle...intended to ensure a rapid return of
profits [from]...products with built-in obsolescence’ and on the other, products with ‘a
long production cycle based on acceptance of the risk inherent in cultural
investments’, products that, it is hoped, will in the future ‘rise to the status of cultural
objects’ (ibid, p 280). Clearly, Bourdieu’s description of production is here better
suited to the painting, sculpture and publishing industries than the film industry. In
terms of film production, while it is certainly true that films which capitalise on current
trends are often ‘fast-tracked’ for relatively speedy productions and releases, the
nature of the industry, with its emphasis on theatrical distribution, means that it is not
the case that any film — even a low budget production — would be made with the

intention of sacrificing immediate profit for a long term increase in cultural status.
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Although Hesmondhalgh is accurate in his observation that Bourdieu’s
comments really apply to ‘the restricted production end of any field of cultural
production’ and that ‘large-scale production is...largely unexamined’ (2006a, p 223),
Bourdieu’s theory can still be applied to the contemporary film industry through the
production strategy of diversification. Here, film studios and producers will invest not
only in big budget, mainstream projects but also smaller projects which are less
expensive and therefore carry less risk but which are still intended to reach a specific
audience and make a profit. Therefore films such as Manderlay (2005) and
Melancholia (2011), with budgets of approximately $14.2m and $9.4m respectively,
are certainly intended by their makers to be profitable but are also made with a
realistic understanding that their audiences will be more select than a blockbuster’s.
Films such as these are the industry’s equivalent of products which are intended to
accrue both economic and symbolic capital. Unlike an artist who might produce
paintings that will ideally increase in value over successive years, companies do not
produce these less mainstream films intending them to make the majority of their
profit in years to come — the profit, like that of all films, must ideally come relatively
soon after release. However, it is also the case that the success of many less
mainstream films can also be measured in terms which go beyond the box office,

such as through critical praise and industry awards.

Yet even in these terms, Bourdieu’s theory is borne out in that the ultimate
reward is inevitably financial: for actors and directors involved in critically successful
and award-winning films, the rewards are more (as well as a broader choice of) work
and a higher salary for future projects (successive films can be promoted as ‘from
the director of...”), whereas studios benefit by extending theatrical release windows

for films with positive word of mouth, re-releasing award winning films post-success,
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negotiating better broadcast deals and increasing DVD sales by emphasising awards
won and critical praise in the films’ marketing. Thus symbolic capital is finally
‘cashed-in’ and becomes an economic reward (albeit over a shorter period than
Bourdieu describes for paintings and other works of art), proving that it is not equal
to economic capital and that, as Loesberg observes, it is worthless unless what lies
‘behind the symbolic power of symbolic capital is some real power...symbolic power

must always be referred to some more “authentic” power’ (1993, pp 1042-3).

The second of Bourdieu’s assertions that supports the conclusion that
economic motives are the driving forces of the artistic industries is more self-
explanatory, namely his notion (discussed earlier) that the revolutions of the radical
artists against the mainstream are only limited to revolutions of artistic content and
that the real revolution against the system’s structure as a whole — the structure
which ensures that the mainstream always and inevitably absorbs the radical into
itself, commandeering it by making it commercially viable — can never, and will
never, take place. Bourdieu describes this localised revolution as a delusion of the
artistic industries. In his articulation, new modes of expression may constantly arise
within music, painting, sculpture, literature and film that claim to be radical responses
to, and rebellions against, the formulaic and commercially populist models of each
medium but the hegemonic system of economic control which determines that
today’s radical art is merely tomorrow’s mainstream product remains unchallenged;
any revolution or change is limited and fails to go beyond individual artworks or texts.
Thus, the logical extension of Bourdieu’s argument is that artistic revolutions against
the mainstream are anything but threats to the commercial forces which supposedly
strangle art — they are in fact its life blood and its fodder. The supposedly defiant

movements that offer alternatives to commercially dominant models eventually
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attract symbolic capital, then economic value, and finally come to form a ‘new’ (yet
fundamentally unchanged) mainstream, perpetuating the very thing they set out to
oppose. It would seem that the commercial/artistic dichotomy is therefore, according
to Bourdieu, structured less along the lines of a balanced divide and is instead more
of a hierarchical structure with artistry and artistic forms being subordinate to, or

consequences of, commerce?®.

It is necessary to address a number of points in Bourdieu’s argument. The
most obvious difficulty with his theory from the perspective of this research is his
notion of the split which he believes is manifested in every aspect of the artistic
industries. Bourdieu argues that this dichotomy is apparent in the arts in relation to
criticism, production (producers versus marketing) and types of text (classics versus
bestsellers and also the texts which snub mainstream commercial formulas versus
those which cleave to them). To accept this unquestioningly is to work from the initial
assumption that art and commerce are in fact locked in opposition. As was
established earlier in this chapter, this investigation of film does not commence
under the prejudice that the two drivers of the industry are antagonistic; to do so
mires any analysis in the defeatist Romantic and corporate myths that personify both
art and commerce as archetypes. | use the word defeatist here because to accept
the inaccurate construction of artists as ephemeral creative geniuses who are out of
touch with the corporate world already implies submission to capitalist hegemony in

the most negative sense. The idea that an artist can never understand the logic of

%% This is not to be disingenuous: it is unarguable that some of Bourdieu’s later work presents a revised view of the above
relationship in which artistry plays a subordinate role to commercial considerations. Loesberg notes that in The Logic of
Practice (1990), Bourdieu presents ‘a field reversal’ by arguing that ‘the greater extension of uneconomic practices of
exchange [make] symbolic capital the larger category...symbolic capital, then, is not merely a symbol for economic capital
but the capital that exists when economic interests are denied or negated’ (Loesberg 1993, pp 1045-6). While Bourdieu’s
work in The Logic of Practice is interesting, his reengineering does not render the original formulation invalid in regards to
the application of it here because the description above is still one possible explanation and a valid proposition in its own
right.
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commerce already enables a capitalist ethnocentrism to assign victory to the world of
commerce on the grounds that artists’ refusals to acknowledge or adapt to the
‘realities’ of the market makes them incompatible with the rules of capitalism.
Certainly it is naive to suggest that artistic motivation and commercial motivation

never come into conflict, but it is also reductive to assume that they always do.

It is fairer to start instead from the assumption that it is in the interests of
everyone involved in the making of a film to create what they believe to be the best
film possible and that they therefore set out to do so (after all, it is reasonable to
assume that any writer, producer, studio executive, actor or director does not set out
to deliberately make a ‘bad’ film, even if they are doing the job purely for economic
reward rather than because they want to tell a story that passionately matters to
them). It is also realistic to acknowledge that along the way, there may be many
clashes between those who believe that elements should or should not be changed
for the sake of making a better piece of art and those who feel that these elements
need to be altered in order to make the film more attractive to a wider audience and
therefore maximise its potential to make money. But just as it is naive to assume that
there would be no conflict, it is equally naive and clichéd to assume that such
conflicts are necessary and unavoidable parts of the flmmaking process, even for
major studio blockbusters such as superhero comic book adaptations. This research
therefore starts from a more nuanced understanding of the process by not taking as
given that filmmaking is characterised by a division between the studio executives
(producers, marketers, accountants) and the artistic labour (directors, writers,
actors). If commercial versus artistic conflicts do arise, it should be recognised that
the two sides of the argument are not simply populated by businesspeople and

artistic labour respectively — in any given conflict on any particular film, commercially
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motivated decisions could just as easily be made by a writer or a director and artistic

decisions supported by studio executives.

It is therefore important to emphasise that, if the conflict between art and
commerce is not assumed to be a constant element of the filmmaking process, a
methodological framework must be constructed that permits films to be analysed
individually whilst still maintaining an awareness of the larger structures that they are
part of. This individual analysis is something which Bourdieu’s theory cannot
engender. His notion of the split that is manifested in every aspect of the production
and distribution of art encourages at best only a wide, industry level analysis of film
because any investigation which has this as a central tenet surely has a foregone
conclusion. This is the case because any discussions of specific films would not be
able to investigate whether or not there is a conflict between artistic and commercial
pressures or consider how they might perhaps work symbiotically but would instead

merely be demonstrating in the most passive sense how the split is manifested.

Adorno: commerce as the destroyer of art

Bourdieu describes the art-commerce relationship as a split which is always
being contested (regardless of the fact that his argument ultimately suggests the
triumph of commerce) but Theodor Adorno’s assessment of the relationship is even
starker in its conclusion. Where Bourdieu characterises art and commerce’s
interactions as a conflict, Adorno declares that, in terms of mainstream culture at
least, the battle is over and art is dead, having been robbed of all creativity and

originality by relentless commercial forces. His basic argument is that ‘the
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commercial character of culture causes the difference between culture and practical
life to disappear’ (1991, p 53) and that art is trapped in a self-referential, self-
contained realm wherein it is endlessly recycled and repeated over and over,
conforming to the same formulas. Here, ‘every product refers back to what has
already been preformed, the mechanism of adjustment towards which business
interest drives it anyway is imposed upon it once again’ (ibid, p 58) by a culture
industry which is, according to Adorno, literally an industry, with all Romanticism’s

negative connotations of that term.

Much of what Adorno says is accurate. His hyperbolic assertion that,
artistically speaking, ‘whatever is to pass muster must have already been handled,
manipulated and approved by hundreds of thousands of people before anyone can
enjoy it’ (ibid, p 58) is an acute observation of the ‘art by committee’ approach to
mainstream film and television which, over the course of the twentieth century has
experienced increasing incursions from marketers, promoters, advertisers and focus
group researchers. The numbers of people involved seem somewhat exaggerated
but, assuming that Adorno is referring to the previous audiences of artistic products
who (from the producers’ points of view) supposedly create the demand for similar
products in the future, his point is clear: the culture industry is devoid of creative
originality and merely cynically re-presents previous successes. Similarly, it is hard
to argue with his observation that the marketing for many new films frequently ‘now
boasts of [their] similarity with the successful prototype rather than trying to conceal
the fact’ (p 58) when film posters such as that for the crime drama The Iceman
(2012) proudly proclaim that it is ‘Zodiac meets Goodfellas’ (The Iceman poster,
2013). An appropriate analogy for the culture industry here would be a recycling

plant which takes used materials (successful artistic formulas) and pulps them only
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to produce products which, despite their claim to be new, are nothing more than the
old material reconstituted. In this sense, Adorno’s observations accord with
Bourdieu’s description of the culture industry’s relentless process of absorbing the

margins into the amorphous whole of the mainstream.

Adorno’s argument has implications not just for the producers of mainstream
cultural products but also for audiences. Here, the consumers of these products are
both victims of, and complicit in, the process. If the industries produce artistic
products which are ultimately ‘baby food: permanent self-reflection based upon the
infantile compulsion towards the repetition of needs which [the industry] creates in
the first place’ (Adorno 1991, p 58), then the implication is clear: the audience are
the babies who perpetuate it through their continuing demand. Adorno’s baby food
analogy can be taken further in that he sees mass culture as sanitised, safe and
utterly unprovocative in its content. In what could almost be interpreted as a direct
retort to Bourdieu’s theory of art versus commerce, Adorno claims the opposite —
that the culture industry’s output is actually defined by a complete lack of conflict. His
argument that in film ‘the technique of mechanical reproduction as such already
betrays the aspect of resistancelessness’ (ibid, p 62) may be something of a
subjective response which cannot be proved empirically but does at least hint —
albeit in a somewhat obscure manner — at his belief that any conflict in art, such as
the Bourdieusian struggle between art and commerce, is crushed by the powerful
commercial imperative. Adorno’s theory that commerce has already utterly destroyed
art, that ‘monopoly is the executor, eliminating tension, [that] it abolishes art along
with conflict’ (1991, p 67) is a dramatized critique of the profit imperative, in which
producers working in high risk industries such as film are forced to replicate the

formulas which have proven to be successful in order to attempt to maximise
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revenue.

As a counter argument to Bourdieu and a second perspective on how art and
commerce interact (or not, as the case may be here), Adorno’s work is interesting, if
highly subjective. His central point is valid — indeed, the commercial logic derived
from Wyatt’s ‘high concept’ model has already shown that the replication of familiar
material is a key feature. As a theoretical position to base an investigation on
however, Adorno’s work has limitations. Just as Bourdieu’s conclusions form an
investigative dead-end (through his assumption that art and commerce are
stereotypically antagonistic), so too do Adorno’s constitute a theoretical impasse. To
adopt the view that culture and art are ideologically and creatively dead whenever
they enter the mainstream in any artistic industry is to begin from a point of prejudice
which is incompatible with any useful research into a mainstream genre such as the
superhero comic book adaptation. This study does not adopt the view that
mainstream film is completely original or beyond criticism — indeed, it can be argued
that many of Adorno’s points are accurate — but neither does it begin from a point of

prejudice towards the material.

Instead, critical judgements must (at least initially) be set aside in favour of
objective facts: the film text exists as a finished product, the result of particular
factors and production processes and must be investigated accordingly. In addition,
it is important to reiterate that this investigation is undertaken under the reasonable
assumption (which, while it may not be a fact, constitutes a helpful starting point
nonetheless) that all parties involved, be they responsible for artistic content or more
baldly commercial aspects, are attempting to make the best film they can or, at the

very least, are not setting out to make a deliberately poor product. Adorno’s and
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Bourdieu’s cultural commentaries are useful for establishing broader theoretical
perspectives and, indeed, ideas such as symbolic and economic capital and the
repetition of narrative formula will be reconsidered in the light of the case studies
(Chapters Six through Nine), but their work does not provide a framework for a
specific method. The next task is to lay a theoretical foundation which combines a
micro (text level) analysis with a macro (genre and industry level) analysis. Yet to
undertake this is not simply a matter of deciding to. Instead, using the above
assumptions about the non-antagonistic nature of commerce and art combined with
an understanding of the central role of the text as guiding principles, the broader

theoretical level must now be refined into a more nuanced approach.

Towards a theoretical framework: a Marxian approach?’

The aforementioned perspectives on art and commerce are useful in that they
expose the respective stereotypes and prejudices of this area and, to a large extent,
reveal them to be socially constructed myths which are largely inapplicable to the
reality of contemporary artistic work. This theoretical review will now be extended to
consider some of the more complex ways that the art-commerce relationship has
been theorised. This begins with Marx’s attempts to present what he believed was
an accurate articulation of the relationship between the economic organisation of a

capitalist society and its social organisation (I deliberately avoid the erroneous yet

7| reiterate at this point that | use the term Marxian, rather than Marxist, very deliberately here. In this
dissertation, the Marxian approach signals an application of, and interaction with, some of Marx’s specific
ideas and theories but is also employed as a way of clarifying that the readings of the films which comprise this
research’s case studies are not Marxist in an explicitly political sense. In other words, they are not intended to
be Marxist readings of film in the literary criticism sense of the word. This will be explained in more detail in
the section ‘The uses of cultural materialism’ in Chapter Four.
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common oversimplification here that Marx is simply exploring the relationship
between economics and culture). Earlier | stated that when embarking upon a
critique of theory it is essential to be aware of potential bias in the sense that the
very act of selecting theorists and their work constitutes an inherent privileging of
them, regardless of how they are to be critiqued. Accordingly, it is necessary to
consider why such importance is given to Marx here. After all, it could be argued that
because the bulk of Marx’s thinking and writing is fundamentally economic in its
concerns, to privilege it theoretically is already to weight the bias of interdisciplinary

research toward economic rather than textual analysis.

The use of Marx as a central part of this study’s theoretical foundation
however is more an acknowledgment of the centrality of his work to both economic
and cultural theory (in the same way that Freud’s is to psychology). So much of the
thinking in this area is either a development of, or reaction against, Marx’s work that
it is essential to consider its relevance. Indeed, Marx’s work is used primarily as a
starting point here and it is the theories developed from the responses to his writings
which are equally, if not more, important in shaping the argument. Additionally, with
the embracing of Marxist theory by many Humanities academics in the latter part of
the twentieth century, its use as an analytical tool in areas beyond the economic has
become widespread. In Literature for example, his work is not used as a blanket to
smother any analysis of texts with economics, but rather constitutes an attempt ‘to
explain the literary work more fully...[and pay] a sensitive attention to its forms,
styles and meanings...[and to grasp] those forms, styles and meanings as the
products of a particular history’ (Eagleton 1990, p 207). Indeed, the view of Marx as
simply an economist is reductive and erroneous. Certainly, his legacy-defining work

Capital (1867) is a detailed and specific dissection of how the capitalist economic
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system operates, yet much of his other work is characterised by a multidisciplinary
approach. This is part of the reason why, despite significant critiquing in the
intervening years, his ideas have endured and been adopted by many disciplines
including Philosophy (Qu 2011), History (Plaw 2006), Religious Studies (Ling 1980)
and even the sciences (Brown 2012). Marx, then, plays a vital part in establishing an
historical and social context whilst a consideration of the ways in which his theories
have been adapted by later authors will also help form the foundations of this

interdisciplinary work.

A suitable starting point is therefore a consideration of Marx’s formulation of
the relationship between a capitalist mode of production and its superstructure?®,
although it should be clarified here that this formulation is not being transposed
directly on to the art/commerce debate. Rather, his theories are expressive of a
wider social totality, certain parts of which are a manifestation or a translation of the
relationship between art and commerce. An early version of one of Marx’s central
theories appears in the 1859 Preface to A Critique of Political Economy in which he
proposes a model that would come to be known as the mode of production and

superstructure:

‘In the social production of their life, men enter into definite relations that are
indispensable and independent of their will, relations of production which
correspond to a definite stage of development of their material productive
forces. The sum total of these relations of production constitutes the economic
structure of society, the real foundation, on which rises a legal and political

superstructure and to which correspond definite forms of social

28 I, like Wayne (2003), avoid the oversimplified term ‘base’ and instead use ‘mode of production’, for reasons
which will be made clear later.
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consciousness. The mode of production of material life conditions the social,

political, and intellectual life process in general’ (1977, p 389).

This is summarised neatly by Wright et al:

‘Marx argues that the overall course of human history can be divided into a
series of distinct epochs, each characterised by a distinctive set of relations of
ownership and control of productive resources, social relations of production.
These relations of production explain critical properties of the society’s
political and ideological institutions, its superstructure, and are themselves
explained by the level of development of the society’s technology and overall
organization of the production process, its forces of production’ (Wright et al

1992, p 13).

Marx’s key idea is expressed in his final sentence: that it is the material needs of
people and society which are in fact the engine of history and that it is these
‘relations of production’ which shape and define the ‘intellectual life process|es]’
including, but not limited to, cultural life and artistic output. His work was chiefly
developed in response to the idealist theories of Hegel, one of whose central
philosophical positions was the assertion that ‘the substance of the universe is
homogenous with and identical to that which composes ideas and mind’, that
‘cognition is not merely recognition; it is a creative act’ (Walker 1978, p 68).
Conversely, Marx’s insistence that it is the material concerns of life which give rise to
ideas (and other intellectual and social phenomena — the superstructure) effectively

inverted Hegel’s theory of the primacy of thought.

As early as a decade before the Preface was published, Marx, along with

Friedrich Engels, was already acknowledging the fundamental importance of social
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and economic factors in the genesis of artistic works and indeed entire movements.
In The German Ideology they note ‘how greatly Raphael’s works of art depended on
the flourishing of Rome at that time’ and posited that his and other artists’
development ‘was determined by...the organization of society and the division of
labour in his locality, and...by the division of labour in all the countries with which his
locality had intercourse’ (Marx and Engels 1977, p 189). Their assertion that the
artistic and economic realms are not mutually exclusive but are, on the contrary,
intricately related to one another, was the foundation upon which Marx built his more
well-known thesis. This is not, of course, a radical suggestion, as has already been
discussed. Engels and Marx’s theory that ‘the production of ideas, of conceptions, of
consciousness, is at first directly interwoven with the material activity and the
material intercourse of men’ (ibid, p164) finds its contemporary expression in
Moeran’s examination of creativity cited in the previous chapter, which argues that
artistic ideas and creations arise in the first place as a response to the constraints

and limitations imposed on artistic labour by finite material and economic resources.

It is clear even at this early stage that Marx’s work has implications for my
structural analysis of film that was refined over the course of the previous chapter.
There, | argued that film as a product is defined by possessing a dominant mental
content and secondary material content. In this formulation, and according to
Carchedi’s definition, the mental content is dominant due to the intellectual and
emotional nature of the viewing experience, yet the material aspect is still an
essential part of the product. This identification of mental as dominant and material
as secondary is used for taxonomic purposes only. It is employed in order to
establish a more detailed breakdown of film as a product and the analysis

deliberately avoids placing the mental and material aspects of film into any kind of
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hierarchy. In this conception, the mental dimension dominates purely at the reception
stage in terms of the product’s use from the consumer’s perspective but the analysis
makes no such claim for the actual production process or the initial stages of a film's
creation, instead it simply acknowledges the material and mental as parallel inputs.

Marx, however, places the two into a clear causal relationship wherein the material is

the progenitor of the mental.

Updating the mode of production: refining Marx’s theories

It is tempting here to simply apply what Marx says to the debate regarding the
relationship between art and commerce established thus far, with the superstructure
taking on the role of ‘art’ and the mode of production masquerading as ‘commerce’
but this is a gross oversimplification. This reductive view of the mode of production
runs throughout Marxist literature, with even the common term for it — the ‘base’ —
being itself a generic description implying passivity and inertia. In his essay ‘Base

and Superstructure in Marxist Cultural Theory’, Raymond Williams suggests that:

‘when we talk of “the base”, we are [or rather should be] talking of a process
and not a state...we have to revalue “the base” away from the notion of a
fixed economic or technological abstraction, and towards the specific activities
of men in real social and economic relationships, containing fundamental
contradictions and variations and therefore always in a state of dynamic

process’ (2006, p 132).

It is Wayne who takes up this challenge and is quick to reiterate that the base is not

1173

the economy” and needs to be considered not as ‘an economic or technological
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“thing”; fixed, inert, imposing itself on human beings as if it existed outside their
activities and practices’ but rather as a ‘more dynamic, process-orientated and above

all contradictory foundational concept — the mode of production’ (2003, pp 118-9).

Wayne has two solutions to this, both of which help to make the theory more
active and relevant to the real world. His first is to imbue the mode of production with
a dynamic energy by situating a new category or analytical approach inside it —
namely Castells’s ‘mode of development’ which acknowledges both the central role
that technology has played in enabling ‘information itself to become the product of
the production process’ (Castells 2010, p 78) and also that, by doing so, it has
reconfigured the mode of production. Wayne’s and Castells’s arguments are logical
given that Marx himself ties the notion of capital (and by association capitalism) to
physical machinery. His argument that ‘machinery appears as the most adequate
form of fixed capital; and fixed capital...as the most adequate form of capital in
general’ (Marx and Engels 1987, p 84) stresses the importance to capitalism not only
of technology per se but also of the particular form of that technology (constituting

the forces of production as Wright earlier summarised).

Marx also acknowledges however, that machinery is not (and from Marx’s
historical perspective, would not always be) the definitive form of capital when he
states that ‘capital as value is indifferent to every particular form of use value, and
can with equal indifference adopt or shed any of them as its incarnation’ (ibid, p 84).
Here he opens the door for future analyses to show that the capitalist mode of
production is not fixed and mired in the period of its creation but rather that it is a
constantly evolving organism which changes as the technology which upholds it

changes. Placing Castells’s recognition of the growing centrality of information and
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the technologies which have made its centrality possible (the forces of production)
alongside the mode of production is a shrewd move, investing the static base —
formerly viewed as an unchanging model of an economy — with an energy and life
force which gives it the capability to constantly fluctuate, update, adapt and change
as society’s material needs and methods of production change. Additionally, it helps
to create a more nuanced analytical tool for the specific application of film industry
research as it encourages a more focused consideration of the ways in which the

industry and its methods of production evolve and change.

Wayne’s second solution lies in a more practical view of the base which
involves thinking in terms of ‘two levels in the...mode of production’. The firstis ‘a
general category with no particular content...the social form which all or at any rate
almost all production must take within a given society’ (and this is certainly the way
in which many analyses view Marx’s idea of the mode of production — as a
generalised, amorphous notion of how a capitalist society organises itself to
produce). The crucial second level however is what Wayne describes as ‘more
concrete...referring to actual industries, actual companies, actual production and so
forth’. The benefit of refining this second level of analysis in terms of particular
companies within various industries is clear: it forges connections between ‘the
general social form and specific media’ (Wayne 2003, pp 134-5). Through this simple
act of anchoring the mode of production to the real world, Wayne provides a more
dynamic and useful analytical tool for a focused dissection of actual media products
by establishing a strong link between Marx’s theoretical categories, real producers
(the studios) and real texts (superhero films) themselves. Wayne’s method also
naturally lends itself to a micro-macro approach, with the micro analysis of film texts,

companies and production strategies manifesting as a specific form of the macro
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analysis of how meaning is created and texts are shaped.

Therefore, to clarify: this awareness that Marx’s existing category of mode of
production is insufficient for any contemporary analysis of a specific media industry
is coupled with an understanding that Wayne’s recommendations are to be followed
if it is to be made sufficiently dynamic and complex. However the mode of production
is defined, the original point is certainly clear: it is far more than simply ‘commerce’ or
the economy (it is Althusser who gets closest to establishing the mode of
production’s relationship to the economy when he states that Marx ‘understands
abstract economic reality...as the effect of a deeper, more concrete reality: the mode
of production of a determinate social formation’; 1977, p 110). Admittedly, if the
mode of production were to represent either commerce or art for the purposes of this
ongoing discussion, it would be more akin to the former in that the notion of
commerce as a motive force can be viewed as part of (or a product of) the mode of

production, providing it is acknowledged that the two are not synonymous.

Similarly, the superstructure is not a monolithic concept. The superstructure
itself, in its most straightforward definition, ‘comprises everything cultural — religion,
politics, law, education, the arts’ (Sim and Van Loon 2004, p 21), so an obvious but
necessary qualification to Marx must be made here by saying that just as the base is
not the economy, the superstructure is not simply ‘art’. Art and its attendant concepts
(aesthetics, criticism, art theory) are however, according to Marx, located within the
superstructure so that, just as the mode of production is more akin to commerce (if it
must be assigned to one or the other), art can be represented by the superstructure
at this stage of the argument. Of course, this is an acknowledgement that the

argument is somewhat broad at this point but this does not render it useless. Marx’s
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theory and the work of his subsequent detractors and supporters are cited here not
to provide a specific framework for a methodology (which will be presented in a later
chapter) but simply so that the various perspectives on the relationship between
commerce and artistry may be examined and reviewed. To clarify then, using Lee
and Murray’s useful definition (which is neither too simplistic nor unnecessarily
complicated), Marx’s argument in his mode of production-superstructure theory is
that ‘the means and the social relations of production brought together in the wage

relation...shape the nature of the state and popular culture’ (1995, p 139).

Critical responses to the mode of production-superstructure

model

Before the most significant responses to Marx’s theories are considered, it is
necessary to discuss the immediate reservations that this model prompts in terms of
this study’s aim to undertake an interdisciplinary approach to the analysis of film.
These reservations naturally arise in answer to the question of whether or not Marx’s
work forms a suitable theoretical base for analysis. However, it must be reiterated
that starting with Marx’s theories neither signifies a passive acceptance of his ideas
as correct nor introduces them as a straw target which will be deliberately destroyed.
Rather, the starting point must be a recognition that his formulation has value as a
metaphor, a model which facilitates an ongoing dialogue and is ‘used to discuss the
relationship [both historical and contemporaneous] between...general dimension[s]
of society’ (Lee and Murray 1995, p 139) — in this case, the relationship between film

as an art form and socioeconomic aspects of society. The more sophisticated
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discussions of this theory have refused to dismiss Marx’s work completely and have
demonstrated that it is relevant and useful as long as it is understood that it is ‘just
an analogy’ and that ‘in reality the structure is less absolute and less clear’
(Hebblewhite 2012, p 206). Similarly, Smith’s description of it as “an intellectual
Proteus” capable of a number of possibly conflicting constructions that pull in
different directions’ (Smith 1984, p 941, citing Wells 1946, p 91) suggests that it is
less a prescriptive piece of determination and more a malleable framework which

can be adapted and modified.

At this point, if the framework is to be useful to this particular study, some of
its more problematic aspects need to be addressed and worked through. These
conceptual difficulties are bound up with the design of Marx’s original model,
primarily its tendency to prioritise the mode of production at the expense of the
superstructure and its related failure to provide a sufficiently detailed account of that
superstructure. This research aims to begin from a neutral position in relation to
commerce and artistry and therefore it is essential to interrogate the apparent
disparity between the value that Marx’s model attributes to the mode of production
and the value it attributes to the superstructure. The following consideration of my
own and others’ chief reservations about the mode of production-superstructure
model and discussion of some of the more helpful critical responses to it, will
hopefully facilitate the development of a more specifically nuanced and appropriate

theoretical basis for this study.

Admittedly, from a methodological point of view the model tends to fall short if
it is expected to provide a nuanced analytic toolbox that can be used to dissect the

contemporary film industry. Eagleton summarises the frequently repeated criticisms
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when he asserts that ‘however much the model may be refined and
sophisticated...this whole binary opposition would seem to remain stubbornly
reductive and mechanistic’, a theoretical formulation through which ‘the activity of
material production becomes fetishized and the rest of social life relegated to
secondary status’ (1989, p 165). This view of the mode of production-superstructure
relationship was particularly prevalent among many theorists working in traditionally
unrelated (non-economic) subject areas such as Literature and Cultural Studies,
subjects which had come into contact (or, perhaps, conflict) with Marxist theory in the
latter half of the twentieth century and which sought to take Marx’s ideas and
appropriate them for their own disciplines. Whether or not these literary and cultural
theorists viewed Marxism from a fundamentally prejudiced perspective and were
therefore only too willing to dismantle a theory that placed economic factors centre
stage whilst seeming to marginalise the cultural and artistic products which were
their stock in trade, is open to debate. Certainly Stuart Hall, the renowned cultural
critic, acknowledges the obvious incompatibilities between the two approaches,
stating that ‘There never was a prior moment when cultural studies and Marxism
represented a perfect theoretical fit...there was always-already the question of...the
things that Marx did not talk about or seem to understand which were our privileged
object of study: culture, ideology, language, the symbolic’ (1999, p 100). Here, Hall
effectively articulates the fear that many literary and cultural critics have over fully
embracing a theory which, at its worst, could be construed as a downward slope
inevitably and ultimately leading to the seemingly alien territory of economic

determinism.

This fear is only compounded by Marx and Engels’s observation that ‘we set

out from real, active men, and on the basis of their real life-process we demonstrate
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the development of the ideological reflexes and echoes of this life-process. The
phantoms formed in the human brain are also, necessarily, sublimates of their
material life-process’ (1977, p 164). Admittedly this passage from The German
Ideology was written some time before Marx’s 1859 model, in which he presented a
more tempered, less vitriolic response to idealist philosophy, yet it does expose
some of the basic prejudices inherent in the materialist view. Descriptions of the
superstructural elements as ephemeral ‘echoes’ and ‘phantoms’ which seemingly
lack any substance alongside the constant, repetitive reiteration of the ‘real’ nature of
the life-process with its attendant implication that artistic products are not ‘real’
(assumedly as a result of the fact that they cannot be considered as directly
contributing to the material and physical maintenance of human life), suggest an
intrinsic privileging of the material means of production. The implications for a
potential art-commerce analysis are clear: even though Marx’s definition of material
life processes is not a straightforward equation with commerce or the economy, the
fact that these elements arise from the material means of production means that his
theory will inevitably be translated into a privileging of the economic over the cultural
from the start. This is not, of course, to say that Marx renders art and culture
completely worthless (far from it - as a social scientist, he actually gives detailed
consideration to these topics) but they are certainly weakened by the emphasis on

the robust materiality of the mode of production.

The difficulty here is not a conceptual or logical one but rather one of
interpretation. There is nothing radical or overly problematic about Marx and
Engels’s basic assertion that thought and ideas (the products of thought) can only
exist if there is a ‘real’ human conscious mind to produce them. To agree with this is

surely to acknowledge a biological perspective, something which in no way
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diminishes the importance of artistic products or privileges the economic.
Accordingly, it is the literary theorist Eagleton who states that ‘the fact that we are
natural material objects is a necessary condition of anything more creative and less
boring we might get up to’ (2000, p 232). The problem comes, however, when this
assertion is simplified erroneously into a statement that everything is determined
solely by the economic. To start with an uncritical embracing of a theory which, to put
it simply, repeatedly and inescapably returns to economic determinants, allows no
room to explore the possibility that other, non-economic factors can also be

determinants.

If Marx’s attribution of primacy to the material life-processes is instead
interpreted more as an example of scientific consequential logic, rather than as a
claim that the superstructural elements lack agency or importance, it can be
accepted that agreeing with the former does not have to mean agreeing with the
latter. | suggest that to do this, there needs to be more emphasis on the ‘life-
processes’ part of Marx’s statement and less significance placed on the ‘material’
part which, as argued, carries implications of being real and substantial as opposed
to an ephemeral alternative. It is Garnham’s landmark essay ‘Contribution to a
Political Economy of Mass-communication’ that articulates the relationship between
the life-processes and the superstructural elements most effectively and without
prejudice. He states that ‘material production...is determinate in that it is only the
surplus produced by...labour that enables other forms of human activity to be
pursued...There still remain direct, narrow material constraints upon
individuals...everyone has to eat and sleep...thus...every economy is an economy of
time’ (1979, p 126). What Garnham does here cannot be overestimated: his

articulation of the mode of production-superstructure relationship is useful in that it
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provides a logical pragmatism, recognising that wants such as art and leisure
activities must be secondary to needs or life processes such as eating and
sleeping®. As a consequence, the consumption and creation of artistic and cultural
products must also be defined overall by the amount of labour (in time) that people
must work to cover the cost of their material (here meaning physical) needs, with the
surplus (in terms of both time and income) determining the ‘amount’ and range of
artistic production. The conclusion of this is that ‘the greater the surplus to immediate
physical reproductive needs the greater the autonomy of the superstructure and
indeed the greater the possible variation and diversity within superstructural

organization’ (ibid, p 126).

A logical assumption flows from Garnham’s work in reference to the
art/commerce analysis. If, as Garnham states, there is a positive correlation between
wealth and art production, it should logically follow that for the film industry, the
bigger and the more successful production companies are, the more diverse and
varied should be their output in terms of the films they make. An argument such as
this challenges Adorno’s view of mainstream Hollywood as only producing formulaic,
repetitive films and suggests that commercial success will actually have a positive
effect on the variety of artistic work created. Garnham’s work is therefore refreshingly
free from the defensiveness of those who attack Marx on the grounds of economic
determinism and, like Wayne’s reconstitution of the mode of production, begins to

move the theory beyond the realms of pure analogy and apply it practically to the

*® John Howkins provides an effective analogy for this relationship, calling it ‘the ladder of desires’. He argues
that ‘our first needs are air, water and food; then...shelter and safety...As each need is satisfied, so people
become more conscious and desirous of the next one up. As they satisfy their physical needs, so some seek
emotional pleasure and a few seek intellectual satisfaction’. Howkins posits that intellectual satisfaction is at
the top of such a ladder and that ‘we should not be surprised if people, whose material needs are largely
satisfied and who have a high level of disposable income...put a premium on matters of the mind’ (2001, pp
Xiv-xv).

108



Between the Panels

real world.

Fundamentalism and overdetermination

The critical responses and modifications to Marx’s theories demonstrate that,
if it is adapted in a nuanced fashion, Marx’s model holds the potential to constitute a
relevant foundation for analysis. Whilst this discussion is not intended to be an
exhaustive history of responses to Marx, a review of the main schools of thought that
have been generated by his theories is helpful. Smith (1984) provides a breakdown
of some of the ways in which the mode of production-superstructure theories have
been interpreted. Two of these are particularly useful here: fundamentalism and
overdetermination. These two responses by no means fully represent the numerous
ways in which Marx has been read by successive theorists but do present differing
arguments regarding the mode of production-superstructure theory, or rather present
a theory (fundamentalist) and a detailed response to it (overdetermination). It is
these two perspectives which constitute another step towards the development of an

investigative approach for this research.

The first, fundamentalist, takes Marx’s statement that ‘the mode of production
of material life conditions the social, political, and intellectual life processes in
general’ (1977, p 389) at face value, asserting a determinist reading of the piece. If
this is to be translated (and it has already been established that this is only a very
loose translation) into the context of this investigation, the fundamentalist argument
would essentially state that superhero comic book films are shaped purely according

to commercial considerations and that every aspect of their content is the direct
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result of commercial logic. Although this school of thought should not be dismissed
out of hand before consideration, the previous discussion of Marx’s theory will
hopefully have already demonstrated the main contentions with this approach. The
points addressed earlier, which included the difficulties caused by the need to
develop an appropriately complex notion of the base and superstructure, the fact that
the model as it stands is too basic a formulation to be considered as anything other
than an analogous starting point and the concerns raised over its inbuilt privileging of
economic factors, have already suggested that a literal interpretation of Marx’s work
is not only highly reductive but also utterly useless from a methodological point of
view. As Wright notes, the orthodox school of thought in relation to this theory is
flawed due to the fact that Marx’s original brief argument ‘became frozen into dogma,
immune from the...often trenchant criticisms levelled against it’ (Wright et al 1992, p
14). The consequence of this is that, in practical terms alone, the fundamentalist
view that ‘one factor “X” can be isolated from another factor “Y” that can be seen to
follow from it sequentially or temporally’ (Smith 1984, p 942) is barren ground for any
investigation that intends to consider appropriately complex interactions between art
and commerce. To begin from the assumption that such a theory is anything other

than simplistic, is too narrow a starting point.

Almost inevitably, contemporary cultural theorists are quick to denounce as
outmoded these fundamentalist interpretations of the early, relatively undeveloped
form of Marx’s theories. McRobbie warns against both the ‘crude and mechanical’
application of Marx’s model and the ‘rather old-fashioned notion of determination’
(1994, p 39; p 29), Ryan likewise advises that any analysis should ‘discard the
common Marxist tendency to presume determinant conditions at a high level of

abstraction’ (1991, p 8), while Hesmondhalgh bluntly terms it ‘the problem of
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economic reductionism’ (2013, p 61)*°. Yet even Marx’s contemporary Engels was
wary of the fundamentalist interpretation and offered his own clarification of the
theory in order to dispel any misunderstanding of the proposed relationship between

the mode of production and superstructure. He wrote:

‘the production and reproduction of real life constitutes in the last instance the
determining factor of history...Now when someone comes along and distorts
this to mean that the economic factor is the sole determining factor, he is
converting the former proposition into a meaningless, abstract and absurd
phrase. The economic situation is the base but the various factors of the
superstructure...exercise an influence upon the course of historical struggles’

(Engels, 1890a).

Engels argues that those who have taken the model literally have misunderstood the
proposition. He instead acknowledges that there are, in reality, an ‘endless array of
contingences’ (ibid) and interconnected factors that affect one another rather than
just one economic determinant of the development of history and society. This view

is expounded further and illustrated in a later letter to Conrad Schmidt, in which he

% This is not to say that these contemporary cultural analysts have abandoned Marx entirely —far from it, in
fact. In Making Capital from Culture, Ryan states that his ‘theoretical and methodological framework is more
or less Marxist’ but that he is simultaneously careful not ‘to canonise Marxist analysis’ (1991, p 2). McRobbie
similarly notes that while she wishes to avoid ‘a reductionist Marxism[,]...the abandonment of what Marxist
cultural theory has taught us about...the meaning and the modalities of the mass media, would be nonsensical’
(1994, pp 38-9). Even Hesmondhalgh suggests that ‘a good analysis will set processes of economic
determination alongside other processes and pressures in culture and think about how they interact’ (2013, p
61) rather than reject such ideas entirely. Broadly speaking, the work of Hesmondhalgh, McRobbie and Ryan
demonstrates that while Marx’s ideas are at the root of cultural analysis, it is the subsequent development of
his ideas by later authors which ultimately proves to be more fruitful; a philosophy which this dissertation
shares. Ultimately, these three authors take their cultural analyses in markedly different directions from this
study: Hesmondhalgh’s primary interest lies in the processes of media production and in providing an
exhaustive account of the cultural industries as a whole (see also Hesmondhalgh 2006b) while Ryan explores
the specific contradictions of culture and capitalism through a consideration of the production processes of
cultural goods. Alternatively, McRobbie’s work tends to focus on interrogations of the organisation and
conditions of labour in specific cultural industries (primarily fashion and music) often in relation to gender.
Perhaps the most obvious distinction between this dissertation and Ryan and McRobbie’s work in particular is
that their writing is more explicitly political in tone and content.
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states that:

‘The final supremacy of economic development even in these realms is now
established but it takes place within the conditions which are set down by the
particular realm: ...e.g., through the effect of economic influences (which in
turn exert influence through disguised...forms) upon the existing...material
which our predecessors have handed down. Of itself economics produces no
effects here directly; but it determines the kind of change and development

the already existing intellectual material receives’ (Engels, 1890b).

What Engels proposes then is a shifting of the object of study from the mode of
production which Marx privileges, to the superstructure itself and its internal

construction. He goes on to argue that:

‘The economic situation is the basis, but the various factors of the
superstructure [such as the]...political form of the class struggle...forms of
law...philosophical and legal theories, religious views...also have a
bearing...It is in the interaction of all these factors and amidst an unending
multitude of fortuities (i.e. of things and events whose intrinsic
interconnections are so remote or so incapable of proof that we can regard
them as non-existent and ignore them) that the economic trend ultimately

asserts itself as something inevitable’ (Engels 2001, pp 34-5).

Engels’s work immediately opens up the narrow analytical route suggested by
economic determinism. By ascribing agency to the superstructure he creates a more
promising theoretical alternative, positing that it is less a passive reflection of the
mode of production and more a dynamic force with the ability to influence events.

Those realms of the superstructure which were previously presented as separate

112



Between the Panels

spheres (such as law, politics, religion, aesthetics) are now described not merely as
active but as interactive with one another, each with the potential to be a part of a
larger cumulative effect. Engels here attempts to do for the superstructure what
Wayne and Castells do for the mode of production, regenerating its previously static
nature with a dynamic social energy that gives it the power to adapt and evolve.
Applying such thinking to this study suggests the more promising theory (from an
investigative standpoint if nothing else) that superhero comic book films are shaped

not just by economic considerations but also possibly by artistic ones.

Engels’s explanation raises two important points. His statement that the
‘multitude of fortuities...things and events whose intrinsic interconnections are...so
incapable of proof that we can regard them as non-existent’ is at once problematic
and utterly honest but appears to be a red rag to the analytical bull. The notion that
the web of determining factors that lies behind any one event or superstructural
occurrence is so complex that it is virtually impossible to elucidate any of the strands
clearly is certainly preferable to the notion that there is only one factor (economics),
yet does appear to be an argument which cannot be proved. To state that there are
so many factors that it is simply impossible to demonstrate them is to go from one
extreme to the other and lays the concept of overdetermination open to attack,

almost defeating his theory before it begins.

Secondly, the idea that economics ‘ultimately asserts itself’ is interesting. This
phrase reminds us that Engels is really presenting more of a qualification to Marx’s
theory, rather than a radical overhaul. Louis Althusser notes that this gives the
impression that ‘the economy picks its sovereign way’ between the myriad effects of

the superstructural interactions (1977, p 118), yet it is unfair to accuse Engels of
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merely regurgitating the fundamentalist message in a slightly different way. Critiques
of Engels’s formulation such as Smith’s argue that ‘if the economic is determinant
even if only “in the last instance”, then the autonomy of the superstructure
automatically becomes vitiated’ (1984, p 951), but such a reading is unnecessarily
pessimistic and oversimplifies Engels’s point. Callinicos’s interpretation is more
positive: Engels is simply saying that ‘the forces and relations of production [merely]
set limits to developments in the superstructure’ (1983, p 97) as opposed to wholly
determining it. Whilst the fundamentalist theory has been rejected on the basis that it
is an insufficient starting point for analysis, this idea proves more promising in an
investigative sense because it offers a better balance between economic and non-

economic interpretations of artistic products.

What Engels’s work (and that of his critics) accentuates chiefly is the fact that
the account of the superstructure as Marx creates it is insufficiently complex and
requires refinement. As shown, in the formulation’s original description the mode of
production constitutes the ‘real foundation’ or base which, in turn, creates the
political, legal and cultural superstructures. Although Marx provides no visual
representation, due to his choice of language and imagery which suggest a building
(‘foundation’, ‘on which rises’; 1977, p 389), he appears to be describing a vertical
model similar to the simplified version depicted in figure 3.1 (Althusser confirms this
with his observation that the upper levels of the superstructure ‘could not “stay up” -

in the air - alone, if they did not rest precisely on their base’; 1971, p 129).

When presented thus, the inherent weaknesses (or absences) become clear,
Marx’s original model as it stands seeming to constitute a curious dead end, with the

mode of production producing a superstructure which appears to be the final stage.
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What the model fails to account for sufficiently, however, is what happens within the
superstructure. This has been noted by critics such as Balibar who claims that Marx
is ‘remarkably vague’ about these concepts, concepts which ‘have no other function
than to indicate where provisionally, Marx is not going to go on this occasion’ (1970,

p 206).

Legal and political superstructure/forms of consciousness

Relations/mode of production or base

Figure 3.1 — Simplified visual representation of the mode of production-superstructure
model
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Certainly one of the central difficulties of Marx’s work for this research is that it
implies that the superstructural systems and products which originate from the base
are a definite end in themselves, seemingly lacking any agency or capacity for
further development. The model is therefore incapable of answering any questions
regarding their effectiveness beyond this point, suggesting that they simply float off
into the ether like radiation from the superstructure, without consequence. Even
Engels provides no help here, with Althusser noting that his stresses on the
superstructural effects’ overall importance are significantly undermined by the
aforementioned refusal to attempt to account for them: ‘the effect of this infinitesimal
dispersion is to dissipate the effectivity granted the superstructures in their
macroscopic existence into a microscopic non-existence...How could Engels pass
so rapidly over these forms...?’ (Althusser 1977, pp 118-9). The choice is therefore
between two unsatisfactory options: Marx’s reduction of the superstructure to a
simplistic dead end or Engels’s version which is supposedly so active and multi-

causal that it cannot even begun to be picked apart.

A potential way forward: an Althusserian solution

This inability to describe the superstructural processes adequately supports
Frederic Jameson’s claim that ‘for the most part Marxism itself has...failed to provide
a really systematic exploration of superstructures’ (1972, p 102). To suggest that the
process simply ends with their creation robs ideas, art and cultural products of both
their very real power to transcend their origins as dependent offspring of the relations
of production and of their potential to influence, transform and shape the genres and

sometimes even the mediums which they belong to. Theories which claim either that
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the superstructure does too little or too much cannot be used as a theoretical basis
because they do not allow for sufficient investigation. It falls to Althusser then (some
of whose ideas have already been cited here) to attempt to make some sense of the
mode of production—superstructure relationship. Althusser’s reconfiguring of Marx’s
theory (and only the parts relevant to this superstructure argument will be focused on
here) eschews the latter’s notion of beginning from a point of human, material needs
and instead places the idea of practices at the centre of his argument. For Althusser,
‘practices’ are ‘process|es] of transformation of a determinate given raw material into
a determinate product’, the ‘determinate moment’ of which is the point of the ‘labour
of transformation itself’ (1977, p 166). Already, Althusser’s thinking suggests a break
with classic Marxist theory by highlighting the central process of transformation
rather than tracing the creation of a product chronologically from need through to
finished commodity (thereby rendering it nothing more than a satisfaction of the
original need). Crucially, Althusser opens up Marx’s notion that the base produces
and controls superstructural elements such as law, politics and art, with the key idea
that these elements or levels are not passive but are able to interact with one
another. According to Althusser, these levels work alongside the economic level,
which is not the sole determinant by any means but is the ultimate determinant
because it establishes how the other levels relate to one another (which if anything is
surely a more schematised version of Engels’s previous assertion to Schmidt that

‘economics determines the kind of change’ within the superstructure).

It is necessary to clarify at this point that Althusser groups art with religion,
politics, morality and the law, locating them within the level of ideology which
‘transforms men’s consciousnesses’ (1977, pp 166-8). Althusser’s theory of ideology

is extensive and complex and | have avoided being drawn into an analysis of it in this
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discussion (although not for these reasons). This is because an exhaustive survey of
Althusser’s concept of ideology is not helpful to either the overall context of this work
or its specific research goals. As the methodology chapter will hopefully further
demonstrate, Althusser’s work is used here to help structure this study’s conception
of an art/commerce relationship that can then be investigated through a practical
method of textual analysis. With this goal in mind, Althusser’'s more abstract
conception of the ideological level would be something of a theoretical diversion. It is
therefore sufficient and, indeed, necessary to limit the application of his work to the
understanding that the artistic realm is one of the superstructural elements that make
up the levels which Althusser identifies. In other words, this study is more concerned
with how Althusser conceives the interaction between these elements rather than
how he groups them. Benton summarises the aspects of Althusser’s theory which

are relevant here:

‘economic relations...are always determinant (in the last instance) with respect
to the other levels or ‘instances’ in a society, and with respect to the
configuration of society as a whole, but ...determination by the economic
structure takes the rather indirect form of assigning to the other, non-
economic levels, their place in a hierarchy of dominance with respect to one

another’ (1984, p 72).

Thus Althusser provides a more fertile argument by positing that the
relationship between the relations of production (located in Marx’s ‘base’) and the
superstructure is not one way but rather more reciprocal. In fact he goes further,
positing that the superstructural forms are in reality ‘conditions of [the forces of

productions’] own existence’ (Althusser 1970, p 177). This radical restructuring of the
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hitherto causal relationship between mode of production and superstructure is
illustrated with an example of the way in which labour power is negotiated between
the owners of the means of production and the workers — in other words, a relation of
production. Althusser argues that this process is dependent on ‘formal legal
relations’ and ‘a whole political and ideological superstructure which maintains and
contains the economic agents in the distribution of roles...[meaning that] the whole
superstructure of the society considered is thus implicit and present in a specific way
in the relations of production’ (pp 177-8). His argument here is solid: whilst it might
be the case that there was, theoretically speaking, a (very) early original point in the
capitalist mode of development when Marx’s separation of the mode of production
and the superstructure held true — in other words, when humans’ initial material
needs first determined the earliest forms of social relations — Althusser posits that as
the capitalist society has developed, the superstructural elements have fed back into,

and are now inextricable from, the relations of production in many senses.

The application of Althusser: developing a central proposition

If Althusser’s theoretical position is applied to the film industry, the logic of his
ideas is borne out through illustration. Just as his example shows how
superstructural elements have become key components of the labour relation, so too
could the same be said of the film industry. It could be argued, for example, that
labour relations are influenced and defined by legal and ideological issues in the film
industry such as the acceptance of both extremely high wages for a tiny minority of

above the line talent and of short-term contract-based employment for most workers

119



Between the Panels

in the industry. It is at this point that Wayne must once again be called upon to assist
with the argument. Earlier | discussed how Wayne re-presented the mode of
production as a category by incorporating the analysis of specific (actual) companies
and production alongside the understanding of production as an abstract concept
(Wayne 2003, p 134). What Wayne does produces the same effect as Althusser’s
notion of identifying superstructural effects in the relations of production: it reveals a
two-way relationship between mode of production and superstructure and provides a

way to explore how the latter feeds back into, and influences, the former.

Althusser’s theories have several important ramifications for this study’s
exploration of the way in which artistry and commerce interact to shape films. By
restructuring Marx’s original formulation into one which reflects Lee and Murray’s
notion that ‘it is more useful to think of the relationship between the base and
superstructure as reciprocal’ (1995, p 140), Althusser bestows a sense of agency on
the superstructure and, by association, on to one of its spheres, artistry. This act
finally opens up the theoretical dead end that is Marxist fundamentalism. Althusser’s
argument that the relations and mode of production are influenced by, and thus
become echoes of, the superstructural elements allows him to challenge a
fundamental assertion about the primacy of economic forces. If, he argues, it is
accepted that the relations of production constitute or ‘define the economic’ as the
base proposition supposes (and | have already argued that the mode of production
cannot simply be reduced to the ‘economy’, but is certainly a part of it) and if it is
accepted that the superstructure is ‘present in a specific way in the relations of
production’, then the very definition of the concept of economics and its claim to
being the motive force behind history and society is questionable (Althusser 1970, p

178). Instead of beginning with a pure, unconstructed sense of an economic force
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which causes every other phenomenon, Althusser suggests that in actual fact it is
the superstructural elements which are the conditions of existence of the mode of
production, forces of production and economic structures. In doing so, one of
Althusser’s overarching aims is clarified: the exposure of the constructed nature of
the thinking which elevates the economic to a natural, definitive category and ‘to
reveal the site occupied in the structure of the whole by the region of the
economic...to reveal the articulation®! of this region with other regions...and the
degree of presence (or effectivity) of the other regions in the economic region itself’
(Althusser, 1970, p 179). In short, Althusser attempts to put economics ‘in its place’,
challenging the omnipotence assigned to it by fundamentalists. His interpretation
transforms Marx’s original model from one which seems to imbue the economic with
supreme power at the expense of everything else, into one where the economic
‘region’ instead ‘cede[s] to the determined element [in this case, art] a whole region

of effectivity, but subordinate effectivity’ (Althusser 1972, p 53).

From these ideas, the theoretical proposition that underpins this research
emerges, one which allows this study to take advantage of its interdisciplinary
strengths and encourages investigation and analysis whilst reflecting the realities of

the film industry. This proposition is that:

While economic considerations are determinant in the last instance, artistic
considerations also have a degree of effectivity in the shaping of superhero

comic book film adaptations.

There are two key parts to this statement which make it an appropriate

3! Bloch clarifies Althusser’s use of the term articulation as meaning ‘a type of connection where what is joined
does not consequently form a whole (1983, p 154) and in doing so usefully reinforces Althusser’s notion of a
series of discrete social elements which are capable of interacting with one another.
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reflection of this subject area. The first part is the understanding that ‘economic
considerations are determinant in the last instance’. This has been incorporated as
an acknowledgment that Althusser’s notion of ultimate determination appears to be
an inescapable truth of the film industry (the latter word reinforcing the fact that it is
an industry after all). It is extremely difficult to contest the fact that superhero films
exist (as do nearly all films) as a result of studios deciding they should be made and
allocating budgets to them. At this decisive level, the very existence of a film is
undeniably dependent on and controlled by economic imperatives and this is

something which is accepted here with no sense of defeat for this analysis.

This is not to say however that this truth must necessarily be accepted as a
complete explanation for the production of film and this is where Althusser’s work
encourages a greater degree of theoretical and analytical exploration than Marx’s
original formulation does. His view that the economic sphere is not the sole
determinant and that the superstructural elements have agency in that they ‘are
present in a specific way in the relations of production’ (Althusser 1970, p 178) is
clearly intended to be a theory about social structure, but one which is applicable to
the chosen area of film production. This is why the second part of the statement, that
‘artistic considerations have a degree of effectivity in the shaping of superhero comic
book film adaptations’, is so important. As a representation of the Althusserian idea
that superstructural elements and their products are ‘not mere epiphenomena of
“‘primary” ones’ (Jay 1984, p 406), it provides the impetus for this study’s active

investigation.

At the outset of this study, | argued that to fully account for film it is necessary

to combine an analysis of film’s commercial context with textual readings. With the
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theoretical proposition having been established, it is now necessary to consider the
ways in which textual analysis can contribute to this research in both a theoretical
and a practical sense. Therefore, the final stage before the research questions are
identified and the methodology is outlined will be the next chapter’s discussion of the

role of the text.
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Chapter Four

The role of the text

The previous chapter established a theoretical basis and a central proposition
for this study of how art and commerce shape a particular genre of film. The
following chapter is an essential addition to the theoretical review because it helps to
account for the role of textual analysis in a process such as this, which uses both
close readings of films and the organisational and economic contexts of the film
industry as equally valid evidence sources. In truth, this chapter is partly an
addendum to the previous chapter’s theoretical review and partly the beginning of
the development of a methodology. | offer this description because, even though it
conforms more to the former than the latter, the chapter does consider some of the
potential ways in which an exploration of art and commerce can be structured
around individual textual readings. Having established this, | should also clarify that

the methodology chapter proper follows this one.

This chapter therefore begins by considering the role of textual analysis and
some of the responses to the mode of production-superstructure theories by cultural
theorists. It then goes on to demonstrate how the work of Marxist critics Raymond
Williams and Frederic Jameson provides ways forward for a study such as this which
attempts to situate textual readings within a broader socioeconomic context. The

importance of the ideologeme as a method of uniting artistic and commercial
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analyses is also discussed before the research questions which have arisen from the

review of the theoretical literature are identified.

The textual approach

This study explores two types of text: the original comic book source material
and the film adaptations of the source material. Of these two mediums, the readings
of the film texts will be the primary focus of the study as it is the film industry which is
the subject of enquiry here rather than the publishing industry although, as the
process of adaptation is also central, both types of texts will be subject to analysis.
Accordingly, Wilson notes that the exact definition of what a text is has altered to
keep abreast of new technology and that ‘originally confined within philological and
bibliographic bounds’, it later ‘began to subsume the written-or-printed word as such,
in all its manifold forms’ (2012, p 341). Therefore, here the term is employed in line
with its use in Media Studies, as a description of any media product which is subject
to analysis or ‘reading’, be it book, film, music or painting — ‘any cultural object of
investigation’ in other words (Payne 1996, p 530). This is arguably a wider
interpretation of the term than that employed by most of the late twentieth century
theorists cited in the following discussion and is not intended to imply that a film is
read in the same way as a book is. Technical differences of each medium aside
however, in reference to the broader argument, the application of the term ‘text’ does

not have to presuppose any particular format.

Using the text as an object of study is of course a practice which is reflective

of the analytical methods employed by Humanities subjects such as Literature, Art
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and Film. Traditionally, these subjects have tended to prioritise the text as a
freestanding object ‘rather than bringing...extrinsic information into their criticism’
such as the author’s biographical information, the way the text was produced or the
historical period (Hawthorn 2005, pp 170-1). This approach is perhaps most
famously discussed in Roland Barthes’s essay ‘The Death of the Author’ which
criticises the notion that ‘the explanation of a work is always sought in the man or
woman who produced it, as if it were always in the end...the voice of a single
person’. The reason, as Barthes argues, that it is essential to avoid this is because a
text should be ‘that neutral, composite, oblique space where our subject slips away,
the negative where all identity is lost’ (2000, pp 146-7). For Barthes, the text cannot
be freely analysed unless the umbilical cord linking it to the conditions of its

existence is cut.

As Foucault puts it, society’s need to link the text with its author makes the
creator of the work ‘a certain functional principle by which, in our culture, one limits,
[and] excludes...by which one impedes the free circulation...the free composition,
decomposition, and recomposition of fiction’ (2000, p 186). The advantage of the
idea of focusing solely on the text is that it makes the reader a more active agent in
the process and allows them to work at interpreting the text in a way that grants
sovereignty to any subjective reading. The disadvantage however is that by imposing
an unending series of readings on to the text the very concepts of meaning and
analysis collapse and become meaningless themselves (the irony of the echoes of
economic fundamentalism and overdetermination is not lost here). Whilst it may be
limiting and elitist to suggest that there is a ‘correct’ way to interpret any text, how is
it possible to avoid the disadvantages of the deceptively easy solution which

proclaims any interpretation is correct if the reader/viewer wishes it to be, a solution
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which renders any empirical research pointless?

It is at this point that literary theory can be of assistance. As the study of texts
developed throughout history, academia witnessed a proliferation of ways of reading
texts that grouped interpretations thematically as opposed to biographically. Various
approaches have been established which focus on political and social theories such
as feminism (gender), queer theory (sexuality) and postcolonialism (race) as well as
more technical approaches like modernism and postmodernism (period and genre)
and structuralism (form and language). These schools of criticism certainly broaden
the frame of reference for a text beyond the narrow limits of biographical readings,
yet it goes without saying that, methodologically, they do not necessarily solve the
Foucauldian problem of textual limitation — they still impose limits, just less narrow
ones. To read a text in the light of any theory is of course to bring a predetermined
series of ideas to it — however flexible those ideas may be — and on some level
requires the reader to ‘impose meanings on it, or find what he or she wants to find in

it (Peck and Coyle 2002, p 179).

The uses of cultural materialism

Given the broadly social bent of the schools of criticism that emerged in the
twentieth century and considering the common overarching objective of literary
theory is to focus on the marginalised elements of society, it was almost inevitable
that Marxist criticism with its emphasis on class and oppression would become a
lens through which to read texts. Marx’s ideas of class struggle and the ways in

which social forces are repeatedly manifested in various forms provided the basis of
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the critical approach known as cultural materialism, the very term itself signalling its
intention to offer textual analyses which take account of the material production
processes of artistic products. In the very broadest sense, cultural materialism, which
was first championed by the critic Raymond Williams, has the intention of linking
‘literary criticism and socialism’ (Laing 1983, p 147), an aim which exposes its
Marxist origins. Its more specific objective is to reflect the understanding that ‘the
literary text...is always part and parcel of a much wider cultural, political, social and
economic dispensation’ (Bertens 2001, pp 176-7). Williams’s own more integrationist
description of cultural materialism is that it is ‘a theory of the specificities of material
cultural and literary production within historical materialism’ created out of a need to
‘see different forms of Marxist thinking as interactive with other forms of thinking,

rather than as a separated history’ (1977, p 5).

At this point in the discussion of cultural materialism it should be reiterated
that, just as | previously emphasised that my application of Marx’s theories should be
described as Marxian, rather than Marxist, the readings of film included in this
research are, likewise, not politically Marxist in the sense that Williams’s work is.
Simply because the theoretical proposition is rooted in some of Marx’s specific ideas,
does not mean that a traditional Marxist approach to film reading would be
appropriate. Typically, Marxist literary criticism is practised by those ‘who...[seek] to
transform hermeneutics into a vehicle for emancipatory critique’ (Prasad 2002, p 21)
and produces explicitly sociopolitical readings in which ‘the idea of class struggle is
central’ and ‘which raise political questions about the sense of order conveyed in a
literary text’ (Peck and Coyle, 2002, pp 191-3). In terms of genre, this form of
criticism naturally lends itself to more realist social commentaries such as the films

and novels of the 1950s and 60s (that which Dollimore terms ‘the “angry” literature’
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dealing with ‘class and antagonism’; 1983, p 65). Whilst such an approach could be
taken to superhero comic book adaptations if the aim was to produce a reading of
how class and capitalist ideology manifest in the films, this is not the objective of this
research and it would not, therefore, constitute an appropriate theoretical or
methodological fit. A purely literary, political and class-based reading of the films
would be too limited and result in a failure to achieve the research objective of
exploring how these adaptations are shaped by commercial and artistic forces.
Indeed, Bourdieu vehemently attacks this way of reading texts, branding ‘the
supposition that a group [in this case a social class] can act directly, as final cause
(function), on the production of the work’ as ‘naive’ and asking: ‘[if] one manages to
determine the social functions of the work, that is, the groups and the “interests” that
it “serves” or expresses, would one have advanced the least bit an understanding of

the structure of the work?’ (1993, p 181).

This is not to say however that the work of the cultural materialists is not
helpful in regard to this theoretical discussion. In fact, Williams’s work is useful
precisely because he challenges Marx’s notions and in doing so prompts a
consideration of the role of the text in the art/commerce debate. His concerns over
Marx’s more simple conception of the mode of production-superstructure relationship
reflect those expressed in the previous chapter, raising warning flags over the way in
which it diminishes the importance and power of culture and cultural products,
thereby implying their inferiority to economic forces. He not only argues that ‘cultural
history...was made dependent, secondary, “superstruc