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Letter From the Editors
May 2nd, 2025
Isla Vista, California

Dear Readers,
It is currently 4:42pm on a Friday night in the drab, windowless SSMS 

room where we have been meeting for the past nine months. Why 
did we spend all this time piecing together this journal a�er a six year 
hiatus? Who knows what Focus is? Our hair is graying. Our faces are 
wrinkling. Our teeth are yellow from the Arbor co�ee we need to stay 
awake. We seem to be addicts of several substances�chief among them, 
literature and cinema. So you could call this a sel�sh endeavor. And in a 
way, it was. 

Our theme for this year was one of the �rst things we decided on. We 
agreed that if we were going to work on the journal�s revival, we needed 
to make it engaging. What is a revival without some innovation? We 
felt an obligation to expand beyond Focus�s previous issues and discuss 
di�erent forms of media, �lms, and perspectives in light of the journal�s 
long hiatus and the many campus and cultural changes that occurred 
during this time. Hence, we decided on our theme: �Out of the Blue.� 

Our theme re�ects not only a desire for novelty, but also a response to 
the chaotic, ever-changing media landscape we now inhabit. Between 
Instagram reels, YouTube shorts, and TikTok, we have watched our 
devices butcher our attention spans, heighten our creativity, and alter 
our relationships. Arti�cial intelligence and other rapid technological 
shi�s have called into question what it means for undergraduate 
students to write and create like never before. As we hypothesize about 
what these changes mean for the future, we also recognize that since 
its inception, the camera has been evolving, and so too have the ways 
we engage with it. Ultimately, we are continuing the work of the 40 
editions�and the many decades of �lm history�that preceded us. 

Perhaps it is easier to be cynical�to write sarcastically about the bad 

co�ee, the stale jelly beans abandoned in our meeting room, and the 
tumultuous state of the world in and outside of our campus. When 
we look at the news, it seems that there is no reason to be optimistic 
about anything. Yet it is precisely this predicament that motivates 
aspiring academics like us to write. Critical research in �lm and media 
studies bridges the past to the present, the present to the future, and 
interrogates how artists express the inexpressible. Maybe we can�t write 
our way out of our present predicaments, but we can write our way 
forward. 

And so we present to you this journal: an exercise in making meaning, 
when the rest of the world makes little sense. �e 40th exercise to be 
precise, and one conducted at UCSB for the past 50 years in some form 
or another. �is is for us, for those who did it before us, and for those 
who will do it a�er us. We hope you enjoy reading this volume as much 
as we did creating it. 

Until next year,

Focus Media Editorial Board
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Interview with Martin Scorsese

FILM SOCIETY: I thought you�re 
supposed to be in the middle of 
shooting Taxi Driver? 
MARTIN SCORSESE: I was 
supposed to be in the middle of 
shooting but Bob De Niro is stuck 
on Bartolucci�s new �lm (1900)
FS: What is the Taxi Driver about?
MS: It�s a New York movie, but not 
really. It�s written by Paul Shrafer. 
Paul used to be the editor of Film 
Comment� It�s (Taxi Driver) sort 
of based on Arthur Bremer in a 
sense� you take the character 
of Arthur Bremer and you put 
him as a taxi driver in New York, 
who drives a cab at night, and 
the loneliness, the whole idea of 
loneliness in the city� The city 
becomes like�I hate to use this 
word�metaphor, in a sense. It has 
to be New York but the way it�s 
going to be shot it�s going to be kind 
of surreal, rather than naturalistic... 
The only thematic connection with 
Mean Streets is that it deals with 
repression and violence, and in that 
respect it�s similar to Mean Streets� 
But also and most importantly it 

deals with a certain attitude towards 
women.
FS: Why do you think so many 
young directors are fascinated by 
the criminal mentality?
MS: What else is there? We�re 
talking about Watergate, we�re 
talking about the CIA� I mean, 
really, our country was made in 
blood!
FS: Who in�uenced you a lot in 
American �lm?
MS: Roger Corman a lot. I like Sam 
Fuller, and, of course, the great 
ones like Orson Welles, but John 
Ford is my favorite.
FS: Why did you cast yourself as 
the hit man who shoots Johnny 
Boy and Charlie in the end of Mean 
Streets?
MS: It was economical. I had to play 
in both New York and Los Angeles 
and I couldn�t �y in a bit actor back 
and forth so I decided to do it. And 
then of course, I was shooting my 
own self, the character that played 
me (Charlie). Also it happened to 
be my thirtieth birthday. 

FS: The drunk scene in Mean Streets 
was perfect. Could you comment on 
it?
MS: The subjective camera work in 
the drunk scene is a trick that Ken 
Wakeford came up with. I wanted 
to show him drunk. I just had it in 
the script that he was having a great 
time, so he (Wakeford) said, �Why 
don�t we do something crazy?� So I 
said, �Let�s try it.� The camera was 
strapped to him and we had some 
fun� That, to me, was the only 
tricky thing. The scene was going to 
go any minute, but when I saw the 
e�ect of the trick in the picture on 
an audience, I said, �Hold it, let�s 
leave it because it does something. It 
wipes you out. It just wipes you out.� 
FS: How do you draw the line there 
as far as too much technique or 
not enough technique? With the 
audience reaction? 
MS: The audience can�t tell. The 
audience doesn�t know.
FS: Do you get a feel for it yourself?
MS: Yeah, you and a couple of 
friends of yours, people whose 
opinions you trust. 
FS: What was your style in Alice 
Doesn�t Live Here Anymore?
MS: I tried to make Alice look as 
American as possible, in other 
words, old fashion close-ups. 
There�s only one major close-

up in the picture; where they�re 
sunbathing, that�s it. So when the 
close-up does hit, it really hits. I try 
to stay away from close-up shots and 
medium shots because when you 
show it on TV it�s a TV �lm. I looked 
at The Way We Were on television, 
on closed circuit, and it was perfect, 
it looked great; close-up just right, 
framing, angles, perfect, even 
despite the scanning. I don�t want 
that to happen to my �lms!
FS: How do you see the ending of 
Alice?
MS: The thing about the ending of 
Alice is that it�s basically two people 
trying to make a go of something 
and reeling that they�re not the most 
advanced emotionally�they�re not 
emancipated enough� They realize 
they�re making the same mistakes 
they made with their spouses and 
saying there has got to be another 
way�We�re not talking about a 
woman who becomes Germaine 
Greer. The �lm is more about people 
than about women.
FS: Do you feel like you are making 
any concessions at all working in 
Hollywood?
MS: Who knows? You do your 
picture, you�re lucky to get a picture 
to make. You try to do strange 
things. You get a million, six-
hundred thousand dollars to do. It�s 
a playground, have fun, really enjoy 
yourself...

In commemoration of the revival of Focus Media Journal, we thought 
it �tting to publish interiews representative of the state of the journal, past 
and present. And to kick it o�, we, the members of Focus Media Journal, 
proudly (kind of) present the �rst piece published in the �rst Volume of 
this journal. The following abridged inrerview with Martin Scorsese was 
conducted by an anonymous Film Program student the week Scorsese 
visited UCSB in 1975, back when we were known simply as FOCUS. And 
now 50 years and 40 Volumes later, we present it to you once again in all 
its glory. We hope you enjoy it as much as we did.

April 3rd, 1975
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Interview with Patrice Petro

FMJ: How would you re�ect on 
your time at Focus; how you started 
and what your experience was?

Patrice: I pulled out some of the 
versions [of Focus magazine] that I 
was here for. I remember designing 
the edition Women in Film and Film, 
Art and Politics. I would have been 
a graduate student when I was 
working on them.

I started my undergrad at UCSB 
in 1975 when Film Studies was a 
program and not a department. 
When I graduated in 1979, I won the 
A. Russell Buchanan Award, and  I 
had to give a speech to the faculty 
on why historians should study 
�lm; not just documentary but also 
�ction. Imagine, I must have been 
your age!

 Anyway, I graduated but I had 
no idea what to do. I applied to do 
my own interdisciplinary masters, 
but the History department rejected 
it. Finally I wrote my masters on 
German �lm history, the burden of 
history.

I am not a �lm historian, I am 
a historian interested in  looking at 
how �lm and media help or hinder 
us in looking at history. My focus is 
broader.

So where does Focus come 
in? There used to be this piece of a 
place called �Skips� on Pardall, it�s 
now I.V Bike Boutique. Andy, my 
husband, was also a graduate student 

at the time. He had turned that place 
into an English pub-type of scene. 
So Focus was part of that scene. We 
were graduate students interested 
in speaking about �lm, writing 
about �lm, conducting interviews, 
speaking to intellectuals, and getting 
student writing. 

FMJ: Across your professional 
career you�ve written or somehow 
contributed to fourteen books, 
served two terms as President of 
the Society for Cinema and Media 
Studies, and of course acted as the 
Dick Wolf Director of the Carsey-
Wolf Center. Do you think Focus 
or resources like it shaped your 
academic ventures or aspirations? 
And if so, how? 

Patrice: I went to Iowa to do 
my PhD, it was very big on literary 
theory. That was a time when only 
public institutions were doing work 
in cultural studies and feminist 
studies. So when I went to Iowa, I 
felt that I could be part of this culture 
because I had already been involved 
in writing and publishing about �lm 
thanks to Focus. Focus was one of 
the �rst professional things we did 
outside of class, we were trying 
to do serious things; talk about the 
intersection of �lm culture and �lm 
makers and we had a lot of love for 
�lm theorists. So thanks to Focus, 
I had a little cred going into a very 
competitive PhD program, I felt like 

Conducted by
Sandy Ganesh & Maximo Perez

Patrice Petro is a Professor of Film and Media Studies at UCSB, Dick 
Wolf Director of the Carsey-Wolf Center, and the Presidential Chair of Media 
Studies. In her time as a graduate student at UCSB, she was the Editor-in-Chief 
of Focus Media Journal for the years 1981-1982.

a proto-professional. I wanted to be 
an intellectual, a thinker, to write 
and teach.

FMJ: Our theme this year is Out 
of the Blue, and our reasoning behind 
it was our brief experiences in the 
ever evolving media-scape. How 
would you describe the evolution of 
Focus throughout the development 
of the Film and Media Studies 
department? 

Patrice: After I graduated, I 
continued to keep in touch. I would 
occasionally get a Focus Magazine in 
the mail. It became more and more 
professionalized. The early versions 
were an experiment in what �lm 
culture would look like. 

I was a graduate student in 1977-
1978. Chuck [Wolfe] came in in 
1979, he was the �rst person with a 
PhD in �lm. He had pitched the idea 
of making a Film and Media Studies 
department, and so it became in 
1992. When I came back [to UCSB] 
in 2016, Focus was a full �edged 
hard copy journal, that wasn�t the 
case in my time. In the pandemic 
it [Focus] went out of publishing. 
The timing was awful because 
just In 2019 we were talking about 
supporting it by making it both 
online and also a physical copy. The 
discipline professionalized but as the 
scholarship became more rigorous it 
became restrictive. Undergraduate 
research is  not just working with a 
faculty member on their research it 
should be more collaborative. If we 
bring more generations in, we can 
have more diverse programming.

Films are seen everywhere: 
home, churches, theatres, not just 
famous �lm festivals or professional 
theatres. So when you [Sandy and 

Maximo] pitched to the [Carsey-
Wolf] Center for support, I was 
thrilled.

FMJ: If you could invent any 
resource or program or any sort of 
opportunity for any student in the 
Film and Media Studies department, 
what would it be? 

Patrice: That�s a question I have 
been asking myself for 9 years. 
When I �rst arrived the development 
o�ce told me I should give a speech 
about my vision. The last thing 
this place needs is a vision; what it 
needs is a shared vision. I want to 
hear from undergraduate students, 
what could we do to help their 
professional development. We are 
trying to do it around screenwriting 
and storytelling, have workshops, 
bring in professionals, give them 
what they would not usually get in 
class. But yes, I feel like we still have 
a long way to go.

FMJ: At any point between your 
time with Focus and now, was there 
something that you wished would 
have been included, or that you 
think deserves space in Focus today? 

Patrice: I�m always for 
innovation, I like to shake it up. At 
the time, I kept making a plea to 
look more at international �lms, 
not just Hollywood. Now, maybe 
having an online presence would 
be interesting. Scholars, even great 
scholars, often end up having a very 
narrow discourse. I feel like, when 
it began, Focus was a space that was 
not conventional. Of course, you 
have to know the convention. But, 
yes,   the �eld was born out of that 
spirit.
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FMJ: How would you describe the 
evolution of Focus throughout the 
development of the Film and Media 
Studies department? 
Joe: Oh, wow, okay. The �rst issues 
were mimeographs, a pre-xerox 
thing. So there would maybe be ten 
pages that were stapled together. It 
was like a fan-zine almost at �rst; it 
was very grassroots. It just started 
like, �here�s these kids that are 
writing all this stu� at a great level.� 
You all are pushed very far with 
what you write, and so there was 
very much almost graduate-level 
writing, [but] in a fan-zine. It went 
through the mimeograph phase, 
it went through a folded magazine 
[phase], [a] cardstock kind of thing, 
and at that time, they switched over 
to the once a year [publication]. And 
they were able to do photographs 
and then funding� It became a 
big production. It went from very 
grassroots to a magazine that was 
getting sent around to grad schools 
and libraries across the country, 
and sent to all the alumni. So it went 
through a really great growth. 
FMJ: What kind of careers have you 
seen come out of Focus, whether 
that be from the editorial board in 

general, or speci�c writers? Do 
you have any general advice about 
breaking through in the industry or 
�lm through academia?
Joe: [For] a lot of the [students that 
joined Focus], it was a way of getting 
published. So as they were doing 
their grad school applications, they 
could send this o� and be like �here�s 
this publication�. Some of them 
[were] going o� into journalism, 
which was, at that time, a huge �eld. 
It�s harder and smaller now. We had 
graphic artists that came through 
and were doing layouts. Also, we 
had �lm producers. Basically, what 
you�re doing when you look at 
Focus, is you�re looking at creative 
content, you�re gathering source 
people, you�re getting technology 
together, you�re �nding funding, 
you�re working with deadlines, 
you�re working with printing. The 
organizational side of that is much 
like producing a �lm. One of the 
people, Tony Sa�ord, [worked at] 
20th Century Fox. Patrice Pietro was 
one of the contributors; she went 
o� into academia. The main thing 
I always tried to push, and that the 
department tried to push, is that the 
things that you wanted to do later 

Interview with Joe Palladino
Conducted by
Max Briggs, Phoebe Mitchem, and Theo Mulholland

you could do on some small level 
right now. [We had] CamCon for 
all the people who wanted to do 
cinematography, WordFarm for 
the screenwriting, WIM (Women 
in Media) for the business side of 
it. So Focus was kind of like that. 
It was not just your academics and 
not just a simple extracurricular, 
but a really concrete thing that you 
[could] walk away with. 
FMJ: You�ve started to answer our 
third question, which is why does 
Focus matter for undergraduates, 
[and what is the]?value of media 
analysis in today�s landscape?
Joe: I think [the value is having] 
�something to say.� Focus, before 
[the Film department] were even 
embracing media and we were more 
like �we�re a �lm school,� they 
were like, �we like media, we watch 
television, we watch streaming.� So 
the importance of [the journal] is 
being able to get out there and say 
things. It helped [students] �nd a 
voice. Not just for the journal, but 
for themselves. You write these 
papers for classes and it feels kind of 
�nite in a way. You turn it in, you get 
it back, you get a grade, and that�s 
it. But Focus gives you� you think 
about a project, you think about 
what you want to say, a bunch of 
other people read it and then maybe 
they disagree with you or maybe 
they agree with you, and so maybe 
you build the camaraderie [between] 
people with shared opinions. Focus 
gives you the opportunity to do that. 
FMJ: If you could invent any 
resource or program or any sort of 
opportunity for any student in the 
Film and Media Studies department, 

what would it be?
Joe: [I would want] to create some 
sort of platform that is not Facebook, 
not Instagram, but a place where 
conversations can be had. [A place 
where] you can [ask], �hey, I am 
interested in this anime museum, 
who are the people who have done 
research on this?� [It could be]social 
media, [or] physical salons, or [even 
a] newsletter. Jobs are bleak [in the 
industry right now], but there�s a lot 
of change going on too. So how do 
you, as a student, talk to someone 
about what you should do? [Even for 
graduates who have] been out there 
�ve years, [it would be nice to have 
somewhere where they] can say, 
�Hey, what�s the leap that I can make 
next? I�ve been doing this job and I 
can�t stand it anymore. What�s my 
next step?� Something like that, [a 
place to have] mentors. 

Photo Courtesy of Benjamin Hurst, The Bottom Line

UCSB Film Studies alum Joe Palladino was the Academic Advisor for 
the Film and Media Studies Department from 1996 to 2022. After working 
in the �lm industry in Los Angeles, he helped launch a variety of student 
programs a�liated with the FAMST Department, including Word Farm, 
UCSB�s annual screenwriting workshop. He was the Sta� Advisor for Focus 
Media Journal from 1997 to 2019. 
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FMJ: Can you talk about your 
experience with FOCUS as an 
undergraduate, and do a little 
comparing and contrasting with your 
observations of our experiences this 
year? 
Ian: Yeah, totally! I was a transfer 
student here in the Film Department 
and Joe Paladino, who was an 
undergraduate advisor at the time, 
said, �Ian, you should be in Focus.� 
And that �rst year they [the board 
members] voted me to be editor-
in-chief, and I wasn�t there, and 
they all swore that I was, but I was 
NOT, I promise. Anyway, it was all 
a little hectic the year that I came in 
because the person who was going 
to be editor-in-chief dropped out at 
the end of Fall, and it all crumbled a 
little bit, so we only had two quarters 
to put that issue together instead 
of the normal three, which was 
exciting. We had some emergency 
calls from the board and that kind 
of stu�, but we had so much support 
from Joe. I wouldn�t have made it 
through without the help of the folks 
who were on the board with me, 
especially Elizebeth Cook, Matthew 
McFerson, Makinzley Finnelow, 
and Alejandro Galarte. I was really 
bad at admin. I mostly was higher 
level ideas stu� and everyone else 
was really incredible at admin, so I 

really wouldn�t have been able to do 
it without them. Our next year was 
a little less chaotic, and we weren�t 
struggling for submissions which 
was really nice. We got to turn people 
away and we got to have a lot of time 
to go back and forth with authors 
in the copy editing process. We had 
a great graphic designer for both 
issues. That was Tina Phan. That�s 
also the year that Esteban Berenda 
was the graduate student mentor. 
The department decided that it 
would be nice for him to have some 
form of contact with the undergrads. 
And so they decided to create the 
position of graduate student mentor 
for the journal for him. And of 
course, now, is really my role model 
in acting as a graduate student 
mentor this year. All of that said, I 
think it is so stunning, and I feel like 
I�ve told you guys this every single 
meeting, that it is unbelievable to me 
how much more organized you guys 
are, and how much more creative 
you guys are, and much more you 
are really willing, and I think in a 
very good way, to question what 
the journal historically was, is, and 
can be. So I�d say that�s the biggest 
and encouraging and awesome 
di�erence between those years. 
FMJ: How do you blend formality 
and personal voice in your work, 

Interview with Ian Laughbaum
Conducted by 
Tom Cafaro, Tony Martinez, Max Orcutt

and how would you give advice for 
readers on how to do that?
FMJ: That�s huge. I think, especially 
in a discipline like Film and Media 
Studies. There is this constant 
balance between professionalism 
and �nding your own voice, and it�s 
about �nding your own professional 
voice. But I think what�s really 
important in the work that I do, 
and the work that I write, is one: 
just considering audiences. I want 
my mom to always understand my 
papers. That is always important to 
me. I think when you are writing 
humanities work, take a step back 
and ask, �could someone who isn�t 
in the discipline understand what 
I�m saying?� And then, I think that 
what�s really important, for where 
I try to balance formality and my 
own personal voice, is that when 
I�m providing evidence, when I�m 
creating backup, when I�m building 
an argument, that�s where I try to 
stay professional, and it�s about the 
explicating of the argument, the �so 
what?�. But there, in the why, that�s 
where I can�t help but get personal 
about things. I�m thinking about how 
human to non-human interactions 
are really important, and the ways 
in which we take these interactions, 
either for granted or just don�t think 
about them at all. And that�s where 
I can�t help but speak [personally], 
because when I really care, and 
I�m really thinking about it, I�ll stop 
citing other people and just sort of 
go o� for a little while *chuckles*. 
And I �nd oftentimes it�s actually 
some of the best parts of my own 
work, when I sort of let myself 
become more personal. But, it�s 

not convincing unless you put the 
professional stu� �rst. Going as far 
back as ancient civilizations, people 
have cared about arguing, so people 
have tried to argue for thousands of 
years, and so if you collect all of that 
data, you actually have a pretty good 
idea of how to form a solid argument. 
So it�s about doing that, making sure 
you have really read that stu�, so 
you can go on, and really speak your 
heart, speak your truth.
FMJ: What types of media besides 
�lm do you hope to see get more 
coverage, especially in the academic 
setting?
Ian: I�m gonna say it�the state of 
Table-Top Role Playing Game theory 
is�I don�t love it. I almost went to 
graduate school trying to think about 
Dungeons & Dragons. I think this is 
a good piece of advice to put under 
this question. There�s a temptation, 
when you�re the kind of person that 
wants to go to graduate school, to 
turn everything you�re interested 
in into your research. Leave some 
stu� to just enjoy it. I loved the 
aquarium and then I decided the 
aquarium is what I was gonna study. 
Now I believe all aquariums should 
be destroyed with hammers. The 

Ian Laughbaum is a PhD student in the Film and Media Studies 
department. They used to be the president of the FOCUS Media Journal 
during her  undergraduate years. He is Focus Media Journal�s current 
graduate student advisor.
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advice I could give is to pick one of 
the things you really like, let that be 
the thing that you study. It�ll get a 
little ruined. It�ll get di�erent�not 
ruined�it�ll get di�erent.
FMJ: Do you think the �old-guard� 
academics are receptive to the newer 
media and treat it as a legitimate �eld 
of study?
Ian: A little bit of history for you 
guys�the institutionalization of 
Film and Media studies emerges 
after May �68�the big student 
protests in France. And because 
of that it emerges as this discipline 
that is always marked by Marxism, 
marked by radical semiotics, marked 
by a burgeoning queer movement. 
Cinema itself took so long to become 
accepted within the academy, and 
there was a lot of struggle around 
it, and then it got birthed out of this 
revolutionary moment. The only 
people who were trying to go, �I 
don�t think that media form should 
be studied,� are the minority I think. 
They were even the minority in the 
70s and I think they�re extra the 
minority today. It�s almost the fascist 
question�when there�s a bigger boot 
above you, do you push up against 
the boot or do you decide to become 
a boot as well? Literature dominates 
the humanities for hundreds of 
years and �lm is under the boot. 
But the second you�re accepted, 
in my opinion, it�s cowardly to 
then go, �Now I�ll become the 
boot.� I think that coming out of 
this very politically revolutionary, 
very Marxist tradition that �lm 
studies has, very few people are 
interested in pursuing those kinds of 
respectability politics.
FMJ: Do you think the May �68 

protests and their inability to upset 
the rule of the de Gaulle has colored 
media studies in a fatal way?
Ian: Have you played Disco Elysium? 
Film studies just feels like living in 
Ravachol. You�re always living in 
the shadow of this failed revolution. 
You�re telling me we could have had 
Communism in Western Europe 
and instead what we got was getting 
to think about movies in college? It 
is tragic. I would trade not getting 
to think about movies in college for 
Communism in Western Europe 
anytime. This is always very true of 
the history of cinema. The history of 
cinema is marked by a lot of people 
going �How do we turn this into 
something revolutionary?�
FMJ: Our last question is: how dare 
you?
Ian: How dare I? I dare because 
it�s important and I dare because 
I think one of the most important 
things you can do is enable yourself 
to interact with like-minded people 
and not like-minded people. This 
is something that I�ve thought a lot 
about as a queer person who works 
in interspecies relations. Everyone 
always talks about the fact that 
venomous animals are colored 
brightly to tell other animals �Hey 
don�t e� with me.� But is it not also 
true that venomous animals are 
also those colors to attract other 
venomous animals? It�s why I often 
try to dress like a venomous animal. 
You want to demonstrate that you�re 
scary to those who you think should 
be scared of you and that you are 
loving to those who you think you 
should love and should love you 
back. That�s how dare I.

Cinema in
Dialogue
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Topology of Sirens: 
Assessing the Ambient
Max Briggs
Art by Angelina Valadez

	 Pioneering English artist 
Brian Eno�s de�nitive foray into 
ambient music started with the 
release of his 1978 album titled 
Ambient 1: Music for Airports. 
In the record�s liner notes, he 
writes that ambient �must be able 
to accommodate many levels of 
listening attention without enforcing 
one in particular; it must be as 
ignorable as it is interesting� (Eno, 
1978). Ambient music�s meditative 
structure possesses a similar quality 
to slow cinema (categorized by 
the use of long takes and minimal 
narrative). The e�ect of slow cinema 
is conjured through a speci�c type of 
attention given toward the �lm by its 
spectator; an amorphous perception 
renders itself visible through 
the examination of an attention 
spectrum de�ned by passive and 
active engagement. Ambient music 
necessitates one�s repeated and 
wide-ranging engagement, similar 
to how slow cinema generates a 
nebulous atmospheric structure 

through sustaining attention. Slow 
cinema in particular retains this 
sensibility; narrative signi�cance 
can arise via a passive interaction 
with the �lm yet metamorphose 
into a tool that directs the viewer to 
engage with the atmosphere through 
an active acknowledgment and 
guiding of attention, regardless of 
the physical space a viewer inhabits 
when watching the �lm. Conjured 
through a combination of the visual 
and sonic layers that propel the 
narrative�s shift from a mystery 
to the mystical, Jonathan Davies� 
2021 �lm Topology of Sirens utilizes 
ambient music to conform to the 
viewer�s state of attention through 
the combination of realization and 
repetition. As this progression 
occurs, the spectator�s state of 
attention through an inadvertent and 
delayed yet functional form of short-
term narrative pleasure, rede�ning 
the traditional expectations of the 
�lmgoing process by eliminating its 
singularity.�
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� Davies� �lm centers around a 
woman named Cas who moves into 
a new house and discovers a set 
of microcassette tapes containing 
experimental music. As the narrative 
structure unravels, the viewer�s 
initial curiosity generated via the 
intricate nature of the mystery 
transforms into an appreciation for 
the atmospheric, indexical feelings 
generated through the tracing of 
Cas�s journey. Nonsensical drawings 
are scribbled upon cassettes that 
lead Cas to investigate various 
avant-garde instruments, isolated 
media archives, and to seek out the 
knowledge of others. The narrative 
of Topology of Sirens harnesses 
attention akin to that of ambient 
music through its frequent inclusion 
and prominence throughout the 
story.

The �lm begins with several 
long takes of tranquil nature in 
Los Angeles, establishing a rhythm 
between the sonic and visual. 
Fading, smooth superimposition 
makes way for ambient noise, 
working to supersede any literal 
change or transition in visual stasis. 
A meta-layer immediately unravels 
itself in the second scene, where 
Cas stumbles upon an impromptu 
ambient performance in the 
middle of a secluded forest area. 
This unbroken shot features the 
�rst sequence of many extended 
experimental forms of music that 
are appreciated in their entirety, 
all of which conform speci�cally 
to their environment. Rain stops 
the performance after it enhances 
it; the nature of ambient music 
ignites attention. Environments are 

not neglected, as experiencing the 
�lmic ambient requires a continued 
breaking and re-arranging of pre-
existing attention. The audience�s 
passive engagement may 
subconsciously guide them to seek 
out a narrative connection between 
the performance and the larger 
narrative as the presence of ambient 
music takes root.

As a lone musician con�gures 
her intricate ambient setup, the 
creator of the piece in real life 
idly observes on the left of the 
frame. The woman standing to the 
side is played by Sarah Davachi, 
a composer of minimalist drones. 
While her fans often categorize her 
work under the term �ambient,� she 
believes that the term being used as 
a blanket categorization toward her 
body of work cannot encapsulate 
the entirety of what arises when 
listening to it (Yeoh, 2022). One�s 
realization of this layer of meaning 
can only be spurred by repeated 
viewings and a desire to engage with 
the experience beyond the short-
term entertainment derived from 
narrative cinema. Jenny Odell�s 
book, How to Do Nothing, Resisting 
the Attention Economy, expands 
on this notion, outlining multiple 
perspectives on how attention�s 
modern identity as a resource 
can be countered through active 
recognition. This is relevant to the 
�lmic identity that Topology of Sirens 
adopts; instead of outright denying 
the capabilities of the negative 
qualities of instrumental reason 
found within the conventional three-
act structure, the movie utilizes 
ambient to disguise an �I-thou� 

(appreciation something for what it 
is, rather than what it provides for 
you) relation perpetuated by the 
thinly veiled narrative structure, 
which is representative of the �I-it� 
(a form of objecti�cation through 
viewing). (Odell 107)��

The initial intrigue is developed 
through questions surrounding the 
tapes themselves, prompting the 
viewer to search for the ultimate 
goal to satisfy a larger question. In 
this case, the seemingly primary 
objective of the viewer is to position 
Cas into the role of a detective hired 
to answer the viewer�s overarching 
desires. As the narrative progresses, 
the complexity of the search for 
answers exists only to ful�ll the 
initial intrinsic desire of the �I-
it relation.� The meaning behind 
the tapes constantly shifts; cryptic 
symbols seemingly must correlate 
with progression in the story. The 
purpose of the tapes and how they 
end up in Cas� house are not relevant 
to her experience of the music. It 
parallels how the answers that the 
audience seeks continue to lead 
toward the presence of the ambient 
in various forms, all of which mold 
our attention through temporal 
elongation.

Buber further expands on how an 
opposing �I-thou� mode of thinking 
can counter the reductive nature of 
the aforementioned perspective: �the 
tree is no impression, no play of my 
imagination, no aspect of a mood; 
it confronts me bodily and has to 
deal with me as I deal with it � only 
di�erently� (Odell 105). Ambient 
music�s inherent improvisation 

stems from a consistent reimagining 
of sound that the artist cannot 
perceive or control; the people 
who guide Cas are predetermined 
through her interest in the music 
itself. Close-ups are seldom used 
in the �lm and the audience�s gaze 
is directed toward the environment, 
subliminally activating an attentional 
prosthesis (an apparatus. This 
realigns how one pays attention 
to a subject and is represented by 
Cas� present-mindedness generated 
through her interaction with ambient 
music that commingles with the 
nowness of nature.

American experimental 
musician Dan Barrett champions 
how mediums of art, particularly 
music, have the ability to induce 
speci�c �trance states.� Under 
his solo project moniker Giles 
Corey, Barrett�s ambient album, 
Deconstructionist, attempts to 
convey the emotional extreme 
via cathartic sounds that alternate 
between intensity and rumination, 
rendered to the forefront by 
atmospheric manipulation. Barrett 
began his musical career with fellow 
Connecticut native Tim Macuga 
under the name Have a Nice Life; 
they released their �rst album in 
2008 titled Deathconsciousness. 
The project cost less than $1,000 
to record, and the original highest-
quality recordings of the album 
were destroyed, giving the record 
an amateur-like feel. Rather than 
opt for higher-quality sound, they 
embraced the accidental technical 
imperfections, blending them into his 
style. Topology of Sirens capitalizes 
on a similar lack of �nancial 



1716

resources by shooting on location 
and using non-professional actors 
that contribute to its realism. Avant-
garde �lm pioneer and theorist Stan 
Brakhage notes the importance of 
art that retains the aforementioned 
sensibility, writing: �the amateur 
photographs the persons, places, 
and objects of his love and the 
events of his happiness and personal 
importance in a gesture that can 
act directly and solely according to 
the needs of memory� (Brakhage 
149). When applied to the context 
of �lmmaking, the appreciation of 
the amateur should be applied to 
�lmgoing. There is no monopoly on 
the �professional� �lmgoing space�
the individual�s attention dictates the 
experience.

The microbudget status of 
Topology of Sirens directly correlates 
with that of Deathconsciousness, 
where the passive, unintentional 
e�ects of the structure itself blend 
into the work�s core. Ambient in 
its musical form embraces the 
practicing methodology of an 
�amateur� in the spirit of Brakhage�s 
essay In Defense of Amateur, where 
all negative connotations behind the 
term are stripped, resulting in the 
work �seeking a hold on time and, 
as such, is ultimately attempting 
to defeat death� (Brakhage 149). 
In slow cinema, depictions of the 
ambient take hold of the listener by 
conforming to the atmosphere of a 
�lm through an inadvertent process.�

Gleaning from Barrett�s 
philosophy outlined in the booklet 
of Deconstructionist, passive ambient 
attention can be transformed into 

something active as �an attempt to 
expand the consciousness enough 
to include an egoless universe in 
a manner similar to meditation 
and ceremonial possession� 
(Barrett 31). All the technical 
aspects of a microbudget �lm are 
at play here, working to achieve 
a hold on time established by the 
rhythmic tendencies or atmospheric 
progression through the blurring of 
temporal structure. Harkening back 
to the ideas brought forth by Brian 
Eno, the ethos of ambient music can 
simultaneously shape a listener�s 
experience while conforming to their 
pre-existing mindset, a technique 
carried over when presented in 
cinematic form.

In Nathaniel Dorsky�s Devotional 
Cinema, the implication of the cut is 
present in all forms of �lmmaking. 
Dorsky classi�es the technique by 
how it operates visually: it prompts 
�two aftershocks� (Dorsky 45). 
�The �rst,� he claims, �is in the area 
of dream connectives, or poetry � 
the way our mind uses images in 
its own nighttime arena� (Dorsky 
45). The implications of these cuts 
are bound together by a logical 
rhythm dependent on repetition. 
Poetic musings develop in relation 
to the di�erence outlined via the 
personal or collective depiction 
of ambient performance. Cas�s 
inherited collection of cassettes 
is only listened to through her 
headphones, providing a correlation 
between the passive and active 
forms of listening that the audience 
engages with through a �lter. An 
un�ltered connection establishes 

itself when the ambient is generated 
via live performances, simulating 
the stoppage of time. Dorsky 
describes the �literal implications 
of the sequence of images� through 
the induction of what Barrett would 
classify as a �trance-like state� 
(Barrett 21) that �activates the logic 
and thought processes that are in our 
daytime mind� (Dorsky 45).

By combatting the traditional, 
transitional state depicted through 
classical Hollywood cinema, 
ambient here fails to reduce itself to 
establishing shots or B-roll, rejecting 
the depiction as a mere change in 
setting. Transitions are not made 
via the depiction of landscapes in 
Topology of Sirens, rather the usual 
time granted toward a transition is 
allotted instead to sequences that 
reinforce how �sudden shift(s) in 
space caused by the cut enliven the 
unnamable� (Dorsky 45). By using 
slow cinema, the ambient assumes 
an all-encompassing control of 
Davies� narrative and establishes 
revelation through repetition. 
Barrett encourages listeners of 
Deconstructionist to embrace this 
experience, stating that �repeated 
listenings will actually decrease the 
amount of time needed to entrain 
fully, resulting in deeper and more 
profound experiences� (Barrett 
33). Buber�s notion of the �I-Thou� 
acknowledges the �equality of the 
other� (Odell 104), demonstrated 
through the magical realist sequence 
in which Cas opens a literal and 
metaphorical door through the 
ambience of ringing a bell, freeing 
the sirens.

The sirens interact with 
the world around them without 
speaking. Dorsky states that �pure 
nowness transcends the passage of 
time� (Dorsky 31), and the camera 
similarly moves alongside in a 
mystical motion, space detaching 
itself from time in the scene. The 
notion of indexicality is brought 
into play here: the sirens were 
brie�y referenced in a painting, 
providing a hidden narrative thread 
disguised under Cas� quest to �nd 
a hurdy-gurdy. Each woman treats 
the environment as an extension 
of herself, representing the literal 
manifestation of ambient music. 
Unbiased observation is the only 
necessary factor to engage with the 
world�physicality holds no weight. 
The ending of the �lm in particular 
features a �ve-minute-long, 
unbroken take in which Cas sits 
on the precipice of a baseball �eld 
and listens to music. If one were to 
experience this in the seclusion 
of the theater, the �nowness� they 
would experience would not be 
reduced if they were outside, for 
their experience would directly 
mirror that of Cas. In an interview 
with Davies for Split Tooth Media, 
Davies explains that the �lm aims to 
capture � the experience of being at 
a show where you�re seeing a person 
play a set and there are no breaks� 
(Davies) as well as �being carried by 
the sound throughout its duration� 
(Davies). Cas is frequently engaged 
in this speci�c nowness induced by 
the ambient, completing the cyclical 
nature of its very goal and form.

However, the audience�s 
questions pertaining to the narrative 
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remain unanswered. Filmmaker and 
writer Paul Schrader outlines this 
in Transcendental Style in Film: Ozu, 
Dreyer, and Bresson, highlighting 
how �e�ective slow cinema �lm-
makers are masters of anticipation� 
(Schrader 20). Ambient music is 
built on anticipation through the 
combination of introspection and 
attention to detail, and in �lmic 
form, can often be described as 
�employing striking visuals and 
auditory tricks and bits of activity� 
(Schrader 20). In this instance, �the 
slow �lm director keeps his viewer 
on the hook, thinking there is a 
reward, a �payo�� just around the 
corner� (Schrader 20). This never 
arrives in Topology of Sirens, but the 
viewer�s emotional state develops 
and conforms to the trance the �lm 
generates. Attention is captured 
through the repetitive cycle that 
arises with the amorphous structure. 
Cas�s appreciation for the world and 
the people around her transcends 
time, with the sirens representing her 
bodily consciousness and its peace 
with the outside world beyond her 
will, a feat that absolves the viewer 
of all agency. Schrader states slow 

cinema aims to �hook the viewer� 
and �use boredom as an aesthetic 
tool� (Schrader 20), paralleling how 
the ambient alters one�s perception 
of attention, leading the characters 
to undergo the same transformative 
process as the audience. The rise 
of ambient music�s popularity 
through a contemporary lens can be 
attributed to artists like Brian Eno 
and Aphex Twin, who each signify 
the continued desire to achieve 
and maintain a feeling of nowness. 
Slow cinema�s ability to stop time 
through attaining Dorsky�s idea of 
�nowness� and establishing �the 
I-thou� generates a �lmgoing culture 
devoid of spatial requirements by 
dissolving the relationship between 
space and time. Topology of Sirens 
utilizes the potential of the landscape 
by turning a traditional urban space 
like Los Angeles into a mystic space 
where attention prevails through 
listening closely to the fading and 
rising drones. No matter where one 
may be, the diversity of cinematic 
perception can provide di�erent 
paths that lead to the same outcome, 
where a viewer can see and perhaps 
even become the ambient themself.
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Twin Tramps: Resisting Consumer 
Culture in Modern Times and Elf
Phoebe Mitchem 
Art by Winter Hierholzer

Following the�  September 
11, 2001 attacks, former labor 
secretary Robert Reich questioned 
the market patriotism of the Bush 
administration in an op-ed for The 
Washington Post. The government 
rhetoric of the previous twelve 
days�that Americans should 
�demonstrate [their] resolve to the 
rest of the world by investing and 
consuming at least as much as we did 
before, preferably more� (Reich)�
was echoed by President Bush on 
9/11�s one-month anniversary, 
where he implied that the true threat 
of the attack was not security, but the 
creation of a nation where �people 
don�t shop� (�User Clip�). Yet 
according to Reich, this neoliberal 
rhetoric diverged signi�cantly from 
the frugal spending encouraged 
during previous national crises. 
By exploiting the public�s fear and 
turning never say die into together we 
buy, Reich believed that Bush�s post-
9/11 market patriotism was moving 

the country away from true patriotic 
resolve: �a willingness to sacri�ce 
for the good of the nation.��

At �rst glance, the 2003 
Christmas �lm Elf bears little 
connection to this discussion, yet 
Will Ferrell�s title character Buddy 
is in many ways a rejection of 
the consumer world and patriotic 
rhetoric he is thrust into. Released in 
the middle of the Great Depression, 
Charlie Chaplin�s 1936 �lm Modern 
Times featuring the Tramp�s 
�nal adventure o�ers a similarly 
determined and at times anti-work 
attitude for its audience amidst a 
national crisis paralleling that of Elf�s 
own release (by anti-work I mean an 
opposition to monotonous factory 
work, or broadly work without 
passion). In this paper, I will examine 
the rejection of consumer patriotism 
found in both Elf and Modern Times 
through rebellious, alien characters 
in societies that unceasingly demand 
more of workers and consumers. By 
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analyzing Buddy and the Tramp�s 
antics in the shared setting of a city 
department store, I propose that Elf 
carries on Modern Times� anti-work 
legacy in a setting of consumption 
that is simultaneously unfamiliar, 
irrelevant, and inaccessible to 
the �lms� childlike protagonists, 
reshaping what national resolve can 
mean in the oppressively capitalist 
world we dream of resisting.

National Contexts of Elf and 
Modern Times

	 Released in 2003 and �lmed 
in New York City a year earlier, Elf 
displays a unique connection to the 
economic crisis and fallout of 9/11 
in the early 2000s. Film critic Rad 
Simonpillai draws attention to the 
prevalence in Elf of images of the 
American �ag and other national 
symbols like the Empire State 
Building in the mise-en-scene as 
re�ective of hope in an uncertain 
time, noting as well the contrast 
between the defensive demeanor 
of the New Yorker characters and 
Buddy, an elf who maintains an 
unrelenting quest to �nd joy (Eqbal). 
We might compare this with Carmion 
Von Wiegand�s 1936 analysis of 
Modern Times as a response to a 
national attitude of despair during 
the Great Depression: the economic 
crisis had �changed the audience,� 
so Chaplin�s approach to hope, both 
as a director and a character, had to 
change as well (251). Both �lms set 
out in part to inspire resolve in their 
audiences as a response to American 
crises, yet the economic guidance at 
these respective times diverged. �In 
America,� writes Emily Stewart for 
Vox, �there is a pre- and a post-9/11, 

and it is marked by the presence of 
�ags � Consumers were hungry 
for the American brand and for 
products that expressed the values 
they felt were under threat.� The 
argument was that the public could 
buy its way out of national anxieties, 
and in this way perseverance, 
per Reich�s analysis, became 
inseparable from the American 
wallet. There are multiple hints in Elf 
of the pervasiveness of this attitude, 
including the over-eager store 
attendants who try to upsell perfume 
as Buddy enters, and the image of 
Emily, Buddy�s adoptive mother, 
weighed down with shopping 
bags during a last-minute shop on 
Christmas eve. In contrast, the Great 
Depression and the following war 
economy limited the accessibility 
of mass consumption. In some 
respects, the language used by 
government and corporate sources 
to build a public sense of patriotism 
was quite similar to the post 9/11 
landscape. Stewart, for example, 
cites a 2001 marketing campaign 
from General Electric in response to 
9/11 that was infused with the same 
patriotic imagery found in Elf: �We 
will roll up our sleeves. We will move 
forward together. We will overcome. 
We will never forget.� These words 
bear a remarkable resemblance 
not only to those spoken by FDR 
during his Depression-dominated 
terms, but the Tramp�s �nal title 
cards after he and his companion, 
the spritely Gamin, lose all material 
and economic prosperity. �In these 
days of di�culty, we Americans 
� shall choose the path of social 
justice � the path of faith, the 

path of hope, and the path of love� 
(Franklin D. Roosevelt) is hardly 
distinguishable from the Tramp: 
�Buck up. Never say die. We�ll 
get along.� For the Tramp and the 
Gamin, there is no money available 
to spend their way out of the crisis. 
Yet the attitude evoked with these 
words is undoubtedly patriotic and 
connotes the Depression and post-
9/11 allusions to work (i.e. rolling up 
sleeves and bucking up), communal 
resilience, and forward progression. 
For Buddy and the Tramp who each 
endure the transition from factory 
laborer to department store worker 
and thus gain a closer proximity 
to American consumerism, the 
question arises of where and who 
they should look to for community 
and hope. Stewart points out that 
American brands during national 
crises often claim that they are 
�here for [their customers],� but 
neither Buddy nor the Tramp are 
part of that consumer base, and the 
appeal of consumption for relief is 
foreign to them. Thus a rejection of 
consumer culture and subversion of 
the department store as a symbol of 
capitalist allegiance occurs in both 
�lms, where Buddy and the Tramp 
o�er audiences an alternative notion 
of resolve through the very rejection 
of the market sources that claim to 
o�er it.�

Buddy and the Tramp: 
Pantomimic Rebellion

As Charles Musser explains 
in an analysis of Chaplin�s iconic 
persona, the Tramp�s attitude toward 
work is one of pretense: he appears 
�as he believes people want him to 
be, masking his true self but never 

losing his grasp of who he is and 
what he wants� (Musser 46). The 
anti-work legacy of the character is 
no di�erent when he is employed 
at the department store, using 
it to ful�ll domestic and playful 
purposes like feeding the Gamin 
and entertaining himself rather than 
abiding by the expectations of the job 
he was hired for. Once inside his own 
department store, Buddy similarly 
misuses it, and the pantomimic 
parallels of rebellion begin to unfold. 
In a comical scene, Buddy sprays 
perfume into his mouth, confusing 
it with an edible fruit spray. This 
subverted use of a purchasable object 
is entirely visual, an unconventional 
and quintessentially Chaplinesque 
approach to �things� as described 
by French critic AndrØ Bazin (145). 
Further, Buddy and the Tramp both 
comically misuse their department 
stores� escalators: we laugh at 
seeing the Tramp stuck, trying to 
walk down the stairs as the machine 
continuously moves in the opposite 
direction. We react similarly to 
Buddy�s awkward splits on the 
steps of this moving contraption as 
he breaks from the norm of typical 
consumers in the store. Referencing 
the subliminal pro-consumer e�ect 
of the department store, Kerryn 
Higgs writes that the �escalator 
of desires� represents a �stairway 
to heaven � and [progressive 
ascension] to what were once the 
luxuries of the a�luent.� While 
the escalator and department store 
represented an introduction to the 
�new needs� anticipated and created 
to encourage consumption (Higgs), 
Buddy and the Tramp subvert 
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the store�s use and the ascension 
to a�luence as a plaything. As 
Lawrence Howe suggests, the 
Tramp and his companion are 
�not actual consumers in the retail 
sense� (Howe 58). Despite the fact 
that they lack the �nancial means to 
consume what the store o�ers, their 
enjoyment of it is hardly hindered by 
this absence: the Tramp sees no point 
in dutifully ful�lling the terms of his 
employment in pursuit of income 
for consumption, and opts instead to 
roller skate, skip, play with toys, and 
lounge beneath expensive bedding 
on an upper �oor. Similarly, Buddy 
uses his own job as a fake-elf to ful�ll 
his communal responsibilities as a 
real devotee of Santa, transforming 
the store overnight without pay and 
solely to induce Christmas cheer. 
For each character, work for pay is 
a nuisance if anything, and hardly 
the soul of their identities. While 
consumption, apathetic labor, and 
proper behavior in the department 
store setting may constitute 
the �trappings of adulthood� 
(Ferrigine), true happiness (and, it 
may be argued, the determination 
patriotism requires) is found in what 
Howe describes as the �carefree 
experiences of childhood� that each 
tramp embodies.�

While the corporate and 
government responses to the Great 
Depression and 9/11 exploited 
national unity to deliver their 
economic guidance, both Modern 
Times and Elf imply that true hope 
is found not in these dominant 
economic and political institutions, 
but in actual community on a 
smaller and personal scale outside 

of them. While the department store 
job and later positions for both the 
Tramp and the Gamin as performers 
imply temporary �nancial stability, 
it is only their togetherness that 
makes these conditions livable and 
achieves true optimism in the �lm�s 
closing. On a similar note, Buddy�s 
equally sporadic employment at the 
department store and mailroom are 
oppressive precisely because they 
discourage true human connection; 
Buddy is reprimanded for speaking 
to Jovie during his shift, for 
organizing a drunken dance-o� 
with fellow depressed mailroom 
employees, and his father Walter 
eventually abandons his unethical 
job at a publishing company because 
it steals away the time he can spend 
with his sons.�

Referencing modern anti-
work platforms of expression like 
the Reddit community r/antiwork, 
Kelsey Taylor Alexander claims 
that �as people vocalize workplace 
grievance and exploitation, a 
potential rearticulation of workers� 
desires and work identity come 
into play.� Explaining r/antiwork�s 
de�nition of the term anti-work, 
Alexander clari�es that such a 
position is not �anti-job,� because 
paid labor as a transactional and 
fair exchange is not inherently 
unethical; rather, anti-work rhetoric 
opposes the idea that one�s worth 
and livelihood are dependent on 
allegiance to capitalism and the state. 
The Tramp is not opposed to getting 
paid in exchange for his work in 
the department store, nor is Buddy 
troubled by making toys in Santa�s 
workshop or operating the Gimbels 

toy section. Instead, their dilemmas 
come from being forced into this 
�capitalism and the state� structure, 
where a factory and a mailroom 
reduce the worker to that status alone, 
negate their humanity, and forbid the 
pleasurable expression of desires 
like a�ection for others outside 
of the worker identity. The pair 
perform poorly at their jobs for the 
same reason they appear uninclined 
to buy anything even when it is 
within their power: a relationship to 
anything other than people is of no 
value to their identities. The only 
reason that Buddy makes purchases 
is to achieve and express a�ection 
to other people, exhibited when he 
humorously gifts his father lingerie 
and buys his Gamin-like companion 
Jovie a bad cup of co�ee on a date. 
Contrary to Bush�s rhetoric, neither 
purchase itself leads to a sense of 
camaraderie in patriotism. Rather, 
the �rst purchase further drives 
Buddy and his father apart, and if 
anything the cheapness of the second 
is what builds trust between Buddy 
and Jovie: she recognizes his desire 
to give her �the best cup of co�ee,� a 
naive aspiration but one nevertheless 
driven by humanity rather than a 
duty to spend. The Tramp allows the 
Gamin to steal food from the store�s 
display during his shift�the closest 
equivalent to a purchase�yet this 
action is grounded not in a duty or 
desire for consumerism, but the 
intention to ful�ll human connection 
and basic needs.�

In each case, a job at the 
department store, while �eeting 
for both characters, is used not to 
achieve a full, triumphant cycle from 

factory worker to consumer, but as 
a stage for play and rest, which the 
corresponding national crises outside 
the �lm and the accompanying logic 
around consumer oppression or 
encouragement would inhibit. The 
store therefore becomes removed 
from its signi�cance as a capitalist 
institution, and the antics displayed 
by both tramps can be classi�ed 
as anti-work rather than merely 
childlike, disruptive, or naive. 
Chaplin himself was well-aware 
of the economic solutions to the 
Depression that were proposed, 
and believed in a socialist-adjacent 
solution of his own that involved a 
�more equitable distribution not just 
of wealth but of work� (Robinson). 
Further, the Depression era 
possessed a consumer patriotism 
opposite that of the post-9/11 era, 
in which an encouraged cut-back 
on spending was equated with 
hardship, but one undertaken in 
the name of the country. One may 
read Modern Times� opening title 
card��humanity crusading in the 
pursuit of happiness��as Chaplin�s 
ironic rejection of the notion that 
the capitalist machine embodies 
the patriotic vision set out in the 
country�s founding. This direct 
quotation of the phrase �the pursuit 
of happiness� from the Declaration 
of Independence is paired with 
decidedly unhappy factory 
conditions, the dismal atmosphere 
of which can only be escaped 
with the assurance of the Gamin�s 
friendship�not with eventual 
wealth, job security, or possessions.�

Corresponding Legacies
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Having established the di�erent 
manifestations of consumer 
patriotism promoted during the 
two �lms� respective eras, I will 
now elaborate on speci�c instances 
that suggest Elf was imbued with 
Modern Times� anti-work rhetoric 
and subverted consumerism 
to purposefully reject the pro-
consumption messaging of the 
early 2000s. Elf directly counters 
the notion of consumer patriotism 
that �reduces civic participation 
to spending money� (Stewart) by 
working through the predicament of 
Santa�s sleigh failing to �y. The �lm 
explains in magical terms that the 
loss of Christmas spirit and belief in 
Santa has caused the sleigh, itself a 
sort of factory machine and symbol 
of an integral commercial holiday in 
our society, to cease to function. The 
loss of spirit is a quite literal analogy 
for the national malaise post-9/11 
as well as during the Depression, 
yet the �lm�s solution to build 
resolve and get the machine working 
again is not achieved through hard 
work in a technical or capitalist 
sense, but through communal 
organizing around a notably non-
commercial interaction: song. Song 
is a prominent form of rebellion 
that the Tramp and Chaplin himself 
undertake in Modern Times, 
subverting the pressure to transition 
to sound cinema by having the 
character perform a gibberish tune 
while employed as a singing waiter. 
In each case, the expectation for the 
characters to roll up their sleeves 
and put in the dispassionate work 
is refused, and song instead is what 
helps build community optimism. 

The Tramp puts on a successful 
show while breaking away from 
the demands of the proper worker, 
and Jovie is able to unite carolers 
and generate Christmas spirit 
under Buddy�s guidance. Modern 
Times� legacy is referenced in other 
moments within the department 
store, such as the movement of the 
characters. Buddy rolls and leaps 
as he decorates, just as the Tramp 
and the Gamin skip and roller skate 
around the shop �oor; the Tramp 
is found sleeping underneath a 
clothing display at the store counter 
after it opens, while Buddy is seen 
waking up from a slumber amongst 
a window display of toys. The 
suggestion in each instance is that 
of an anti-work rebellion, where the 
consumer capitalist location of the 
department store, when reimagined, 
supplies shelter, entertainment, and 
joy, rather than dividing its occupants 
into �workers� and �consumers� 
without regard for the real identities 
beneath these labels.�

What, then, is the signi�cance of 
the correspondence between Buddy 
and the Tramp as �gures who �nd 
resolve in companionship rather 
than consumer action or consumer 
restraint? Remarking on Elf�s 
legacy twenty years later, Gabriella 
Ferrigine questions whether Buddy�s 
foreign approach to the city�s 
consumer world and divergence 
from work norms are any di�erent 
from anxieties we have collectively 
internalized and quieted. She posits 
that the apparent innocence of 
Buddy amidst the �gritty honesty 
and adultness� of the Manhattan 
setting conveys an uneasiness about 

adult responsibilities that we all feel 
yet rarely give voice to. �Adulthood 
carries along with it some inherent 
roles and responsibilities,� Ferrigine 
writes, �but not all of them are 
humdrum and grey-suited.� The 
playful alternative to a stoic work 
culture that Ferrigine alludes to 
exempli�es what Rob King calls 
the �imagining of a new order� 
to destabilize a �hegemonic 
understanding of the world� through 
Chaplin�s comedy (277). The Tramp 
was the pioneer of such subversion. 
The grim sense of duty to capitalism 
and restraint of both one�s spending 
and oneself is addressed in Modern 
Times as absurd through the lens of a 
character who appeared at �rst to be 
absurd himself, but gradually became 
familiar, loved, and even relatable. In 
replicating the Tramp�s subversion 
for a new age, Buddy o�ers another 
reexamination of hegemonic belief 
in the wake of 9/11, as seen through 
the eyes of a character who has yet 
to be conditioned into subservience 
under the market patriotism boot. 
Allegiance to work and consumption 
are not values held by the 
Tramp�instead he values human 
connections, companionship, and 
fun, all of which would�ve been 
fantastic aspirations for an audience 
similarly stressed by economic 
and political turmoil at the time of 
the release of Chaplin�s various 
�lms. Instead of being defeated by 
the forces against him, the Tramp 
always manages to live to another 
day�he embodies the de�nition 
of determination in the face of 
uncertainty, achieved by removing 
himself from the consumer and 

dispassionate worker roadmap 
entirely rather than abiding by it. 
By harkening back to the spirit of 
the Tramp, Elf implies that a similar 
resolve is found amongst comrades 
rather than companies, and that 
pursuits of happiness and spirit are 
achieved not by anxious purchasing 
and hard labor but by togetherness.�

Conclusion
The �path of hope� intoned by 

FDR manifests in camaraderie and 
a decisive escape from consumer 
society for both Buddy and the 
Tramp. Elf�s �nal minutes show 
Buddy back in the North Pole with 
Jovie and their eventual child, 
enjoying the simplicity of family 
after raising hope through this same, 
noncommercial resolve in New 
York. In Modern Times, the Tramp 
eases the Gamin�s despair with a 
pantomimic �rming of the arm and 
a helping hand; the Gamin, already 
in a short-sleeved dress, furthers 
this alternative symbol of �rolling 
up our sleeves� outside of traditional 
work and consumer promises. 
There is no money to be made or to 
be spent, but the Tramp�s �never say 
die� is undoubtedly patriotic, and 
the two walk arm-in-arm with bright 
if uncertain smiles, down a literal 
road and o� the consumer roadmap 
that the world considers �the road 
of progress� (Higgs). Rather than 
festering in their respective cities�
symbols of the department store 
and pervasive work and consumer 
culture, as well as the locations 
where the Depression�s original 
stock market crash and the 9/11 
attacks �rst took hold�Buddy and 
the Tramp trailblaze a new path 
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If My Car Could Only Talk: 
Analysis of Christine in Light 
of Marx and Freud
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Near the opening of the script for 
John Carpenter�s 1983 �lm Christine 
(based on the Stephen King novel of 
the same name), Arnie, a nerdy high 
school student, accompanied by his 
apprehensive best friend Dennis, 
admire a rusted out, candy-apple red 
1958 Plymouth Fury:

Arnie lovingly tries to close her 
trunklid, but it springs back up. He 
runs exuberantly around the car, 
tries the driver door. It comes open 
with a [rusty scream]. A hot billow 
of dusty air pu�s out of her door. 
Arnie bounds in and settles into 
the ripped and faded seat. Dennis 
reaches in, pulls up a little pu� of 
upholstery, examines it, and blows 
it away.

Dennis: This is a piece of 
shit, Arnie.

Arnie: She could be �xed up. 
She could � She could be tough, 
Dennis.�

Arnie runs his hands all over 

the interior. (Philips 19).
From the moment our 

protagonist lays eyes on the 
eponymous Christine, he is smitten. 
In the instant of perception, the 
object�s omnifarious properties 
begin to in�uence him and cloud 
his view of objective reality. What is 
literally just scrap metal takes on not 
only a gender in Arnie�s eyes, but 
beauty and symbolic potential. In the 
�lm, the car Christine has apparent 
autonomy as well as magical 
powers, but the sort of magic we 
witness in this scene is not limited 
to �ctive worlds. Commodities in the 
realm of market capitalism have a 
distinct power over the consumer, 
whose varied expressions prevent 
us from engaging in a lucid and non-
symbolic relationship with them. In 
this essay I intend to examine the 
ways in which Christine promotes 
an understanding of our attachment 
to market commodities in terms of 
the automobile�s magical hold on the 
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�lm�s protagonists. For this analysis, 
I draw on Karl Marx�s idea of 
commodity fetishism and Sigmund 
Freud�s de�nition of fetishism. 
Then, I will demonstrate how the 
�lm not only presents the fetishistic 
nature of car culture, but proposes 
a solution to the misattribution 
and alienation that cars represent 
today: that automobiles must return 
to a singularly utilitarian role in 
production and culture. 	

	 Cars today, and perhaps 
even more so in the 1980s when 
this �lm was released, have been a 
(if not the) preeminent commodity 
for fetishistic investment in the 
dominant American culture. As 
Roland Barthes writes, �[C]ars 
today are almost the exact equivalent 
of the great Gothic cathedrals; � 
the supreme creation of an era, 
conceived with passion by unknown 
artists, and consumed in image if 
not in usage by a whole population 
which appropriates them as a 
purely magical object� (88). Cars 
in America are not simply tools 
which provide the basic utility of 
easy, self-motivated transportation; 
through culture they have been 
transformed into powerful symbols, 
�consumed in image� rather than 
directly and straightforwardly 
utilized. This appropriation of the 
object takes on a quite speci�c and 
peculiar character in the automobile: 
�the machine has become modern 
society�s main source of magic. 
It has become Western culture�s 
totem animal�half god, half slave� 
(Mumford qtd. in Mackintosh 16). 
Christine constructs its titular vehicle 
in precisely this way: magically 

powerful and yet subservient to 
its �owner.��  In the course of the 
�lm, Christine performs acts and 
exhibits traits which, for a car, seem 
astonishing and extend into the 
realm of the supernatural: apparent 
intelligence, autonomy, driving 
without a driver, control over her 
various parts (e.g. hood, door locks, 
radio), self-healing properties, and 
the ability to mysteriously cause 
the deaths of passengers. Despite 
possessing this �nal incredible 
power, the car remains steadfastly 
faithful to, and quite literally in love 
with, its driver and owner Arnie. 
These qualities constitute a �ctitious, 
somewhat faux-naïf exaggeration 
of the car-object�s �magical� 
qualities previously mentioned. 
The �magical� properties which a 
commodity takes on become actual, 
and �our unconditional love a�air 
with the motorcar� (Mackintosh 6) 
is powerfully reciprocated.�

	 By examining the �lm 
in light of Marxist frameworks, 
particularly Marx�s key 
conceptualization of commodity 
fetishism, the narrative function of 
the magical properties of the car-
object can be more fully understood. 
In his massively in�uential 1867 
polemic on capitalism and its 
economic systems, Capital, Marx 
argues that commodities take on 
and appropriate properties which 
are distinct and di�erent from their 
use value. The utilitarian purpose 
of the product leads, in Marx�s 
thesis, to its use�or utility-value�
and is actual and �real.� This is 
in contrast to the exchange-value, 
which is the value a commodity 

takes on while circulating in a 
market economy. This exchange-
value makes the object take on new 
meaning; meaning which obscures 
and alienates the product from its 
�real� value, and allows it to take on 
a mystical character. Marx writes 
that commodities appear within 
the mind �as autonomous �gures 
endowed with a life of their own, 
which enter into relations both with 
each other and with the human 
race� (165). Christine is presented 
as exactly that: a commodity which 
is an autonomous, living �gure 
who enters into a relationship 
with a human. As part of his 
criticism, Marx also notes that as 
the exchange-value subsumes the 
utility-value in the de�nition of a 
commodity, the origin of the object 
as a product of labor is obscured. In 
this vein of thinking, Barthes wrote, 
�[an] object is the best messenger 
of a world above that of nature: ... 
an object at once a perfection and 
an absence of origin, a closure 
and a brilliance, a transformation 
of life into matter (matter is more 
magical than life) � which belongs 
to the realm of fairy-tales� (88). The 
commodity is at once a �perfection� 
and has an �absence of origin�: it 
simply exists magically. This idea is 
expressed in the opening sequence 
of the �lm, when as Christine 
rolls along the assembly line, one 
of the factory workers attempts 
to peer into the engine (i.e. to 
view the object as �real�) only for 
Christine�s hood to suddenly clamp 
shut onto his hand, injuring him. 
The car literally forces the man 
into the role of fetishizer, just as 

the consumer is compelled into that 
very same role. As stated, the �lm 
opens on a Fordian assembly line, 
and Christine�immediately upon 
construction or birth�develops 
meaning beyond functionality (and 
as such magical properties). This 
is strikingly di�erent from the 
original King novel, which states 
explicitly that the car is possessed 
with the spirit of some deceased 
individual. Carpenter�s �lm instead 
potently opts for making the magic 
of Christine inherent as a feature 
of its existence as a commodity 
perceived. By literalizing the e�ects 
of commodity fetishism, Carpenter 
demonstrates the power of said 
relationship.

	 An absolutely crucial aspect 
of Christine is her gender: she is 
portrayed as and thus is feminine, 
not only in name but in gender 
perception and presentation. Not 
only that, but Arnie enters into an 
explicitly romantic and implicitly 
sexual relationship with the car, 
actualizing the fetish. These aspects 
of gender and sex are, of course, 
de�ning foundations of Freud�s 
de�nition of fetishism within 
psychoanalysis. Freud de�nes 
this fetish as �a substitute for the 
woman�s (mother�s) phallus which 
the little boy once believed in and 
did not wish to forego� (Sexuality 
215). The fetish is then for Freud 
an �improper� response to�and a 
way to placate�the natural feeling 
of castration anxiety, in which 
the object, most notably in this 
instance a commodity, becomes 
the object of sexual attraction. 
This is signi�cant in the case of 
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Arnie, who appears ine�ectual 
and e�ete when challenged by 
his bullies: Arnie clearly feels 
outsized fear regarding the threat 
of castration, as emblemized by 
the threat of male violence toward 
him. Thus, Arnie was primed for a 
fetishistic relationship, and simply 
needed an object for it. Notably, 
Freud also writes directly about the 
development of fetishistic, sexual 
relationships between humans and 
modes of transportation in his 1905 
work Infantile Sexuality:�

[B]oys take such an extraordinary 
intense interest in things connected 
with railways and � use [them] as 
the nucleus of a symbolism that is 
particularly sexual. A compulsive 
link of this kind between railway 
travel and sexuality is clearly derived 
from the pleasurable character of the 
sensations of movement. (Complete 
Works 201)

It is �rst important to glean 
that Freud is arguing here that 
this kind of sexual fetishizing 
of the vehicle commodity is an 
inherently male phenomenon, and 
directly involves male psychology. 
Next, there is a signi�cant basis 
for the development of fetishistic 
relationships between humans and 
vehicles in psychoanalysis. It is clear 
how Christine becomes perceived as 
an object of sexual fetishism in the 
sense that �she� provides pleasure, 
and can act symbolically as an object 
of power (i.e. phallus) which can be 
desired�but why is it that Christine 
(and the car-commodity, more 
broadly) is a speci�cally female 

object? The noted German professor 
Andreas Huyssen argues that this 
relates to the history of technology 
and existential anxieties:�

[W]e can conclude that as soon 
as the machine came to be perceived 
as a demonic, inexplicable threat 
and as harbinger of chaos and 
destruction�a view which typically 
characterizes many 19th century 
reactions to the railroad to give but 
one major example�writers began 
to imagine the Maschinenmensch� as 
woman � The fears and perceptual 
anxieties emanating from ever more 
powerful machines are recast and 
reconstructed in terms of the male 
fear of female sexuality, re�ecting 
in the Freudian account, the male�s 
castration anxiety. (70)

This a�rms that the car, as an 
object of fetish, is in that relationship 
expressly feminine because of the 
castration anxiety of men. This 
is shown in Christine simply in 
that she is perceived as feminine, 
therefore she is such, but it is also 
literally expressed by making the car 
animately feminine, and in a sense 
by virtue of being in a heterosexual 
(they are literally di�erent, as she is 
a car and he a human) relationship 
with a man. There is a fetishistic 
�sexual� relationship between the 
male driver/fetishist and the female 
car/object. Barthes illustrates the 
driver�s fetishistic view of the car 
with the following quote: �The body 
work, the lines of union are touched, 
the upholstery palpitated, the 
seats tried, the doors caressed, the 
cushions fondled; before the wheel, 

1 Literally �machine-human�, drawn from the �ctional humanoid robot in the novel and 
�lm adaptation of Metropolis

one pretends to drive with one�s 
whole body� (90). In terms of the 
relationship between Christine and 
Arnie, the �lm is not content with 
simply indicating that the driving of 
Christine is in some way empowering 
or pleasurable and have that be the 
extent of their relationship; instead, 
the �lm makes it pointedly clear 
that they are in a �real� romantic 
relationship with one another. This 
is represented succinctly when 
Arnie is dying near the end of the 
�lm, in the moment where Christine 
plays the 1954 song Pledging My 
Love by Johnny Ace from her radio. 
This explicit manifestation (and 
added reciprocity) of the Freudian 
object fetish relationship develops 
an a�ecting, if highly colored, 
representation of the power of the 
commodity.

By turning the mystical 
properties of the commodity of the 
car as fetish into the actual magical 
capabilities of Christine, Carpenter 
is able to more directly demonstrate 
the impact of fetishism on the 
fetishizer. When we endow an object 
with certain mystical properties, 
consciously or otherwise, it does 
not leave us una�ected. Perceiving 
the object and the world in this way 
directly a�ects how we perceive 
ourselves: �The �horror� of fetishism 
� is that this practice of endowing 
inanimate objects with magical 
powers, whereby they appear to 
take on a life of their own, drains 
the humanity from the idolater� 
(Mackintosh 5). This is precisely 
what happens in the �lm. As 
Arnie and Christine�s relationship 
deepens, Christine becomes more 

and more powerful, while Arnie 
begins to appear as a sort of puppet 
of Christine, who bends to her 
jealous and vengeful will. When we 
elevate an object and imbue it with 
animation, magic, and sex, we in turn 
lower ourselves; the object becomes 
anthropomorphic and the human 
becomes less anthropoid. However, 
it should be acknowledged that cars, 
despite their many metaphysical and 
theological aspects, can be useful to 
humanity. Marshall McLuhan does 
not mince words when he states that 
the �simple and obvious fact about 
the car is that � it is an extension 
of man that turns the rider into a 
superman� (197). The access to 
the freedom of movement that the 
automobile provides, particularly 
in the modern infrastructure of 
America, cannot be understated. 
This is why, despite the fact that the 
�lm ends with Christine crushed 
into a rectangle in a junkyard after 
being mangled by a bulldozer 
commandeered by Dennis and 
Arnie�s ex-girlfriend, the �lm does 
not present an argument against 
cars or car ownership. Rather, by 
having Christine be defeated by 
a bulldozer, the pinnacle of non-
consumer and supremely utilitarian 
automobiles, the �lm clearly posits 
a treatise that cars as a product 
should become more like their 
heavy industry cousins: pragmatic, 
austere, and functional. The way to 
save ourselves from these magical 
and dangerous cars is not to change 
ourselves, but to change how we 
make the consumer automobile, and 
in turn change our relationship with 
them.
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Blurring Boundaries:
A Cultural Transition in 
Western Culture
Celia Bueno Sanchez
Art by Hannah Helmy

Introduction
With the rise of streaming 

platforms and the digitalization 
of multimedia content, the 21st 
century has witnessed a surge 
in the systematic production of 
audiovisual material aimed at 
entertainment�understood here as 
a mass production system that relies 
on standardized tools and resources 
with the goal of reaching the largest 
possible audience. This system of 
production has rede�ned several 
concepts traditionally considered 
in the audiovisual content creation 
process. One such concept is the 
target audience�the speci�c group 
of individuals for whom the product 
is intended. While the target audience 
can be classi�ed according to a wide 
range of criteria, this paper will 
focus exclusively on age and how it 
has ceased to be a category de�ned 
solely by the viewer�s chronological 
age. Instead, it has become a more 
ambiguous parameter due to the 

infantilization of multimedia content 
and the incorporation of adult 
elements into content designed for 
children.

Two decades ago, creating 
content for children was clearly 
distinct from producing material for 
adult audiences. Today, however, 
media industries increasingly 
target both groups simultaneously, 
adapting and reimagining content 
that was once exclusively aimed 
at children through the process 
of infantilization. Infantilization 
can be de�ned as the tendency to 
incorporate elements, narrative 
styles, aesthetics, or themes typically 
associated with children�s content 
into media intended for adults. 
Conversely, children�s content often 
features adult elements, such as a 
level of narrative depth that allows 
for dual interpretations, or even the 
sexualization of certain animated 
characters.








































































