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Framing Siblinhghood
Written by Gabby Goss and Designed by Edie Lrving

N othing drives a plot quite like sibling ri-
valry. There are few people in this world who
will go from screaming at you one minute to
shamelessly asking for a ride to their friend’s
house the next. But few people in this world
who would lay hands for you more quickly
or pray for the downfall of your enemies
quite like a sibling. As an older sister, | cer-
tainly understand this, and | believe that Jo
and Amy March of Little Women (2019) are
two other sisters who understand this well.

This complicated and ever-pres-
ent love-hate dynamic that is so univer-
sal fascinates moviegoers of all sorts,
siblings and only children alike. While
we don’t know quite what it is that moti-
vates us to fight with but simultaneously
care for our siblings the way we do, we can
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look to films to help us make sense of this
interlaced dynamic. For many people,
siblings are the only people who have
been by their side since the beginning.
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They are often the only ones who truly un-
derstand your lived-experiences as they have
endured the same unique traumas and up-
bringing as you. Jo and Amy, two of four sis-
ters from the March family in Litle Women,
are depicted as having a tumultuous sister
dynamic. They fight over the same boy and
invoke a love triangle of sorts throughout the



film with Amy going so far as to light the book
her sister wrote on fire. But true sisterly love is
revealed when Amy falls through the ice on a
frozen pond, and Jo comes to her rescue. The
pair then reconnect over this sudden flash of
mortality and fear of losing each other. This
duality of love and hate perfectly captures the
essence of being a sibling. Throughout the du-
ration of the film, the March sisters face enor-
mous challenges and undergo various strug-
gles as they come of age. Ultimately, it is their
sisterhood and togetherness in the face of dif-

ficulty that binds them together. Siblinghood g

in cinema often represents a sort of home far
greater and stronger than a physical space.

If Little Women is a testament to the
power of sisterhood, Francis Ford Coppola’s
1983 screen adaption of The Outsiders pro-
vides a powerful addition to this fascinating
display of brotherly love. The central family in
the film, the three Curtis brothers, all have a
sense of emotional maturity about them. Their
backstory reveals that the unexpected death
of their parents left them to their own de-

For the Curtis brothers, their sense of home
revolves around their reliance on each other
and the friends they choose to call their kin.
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vices at a young age, leaving the eldest &%

to assume a parental role at home. The ®
level of responsibility that the brothers
possess makes for an interesting dynam-
ic in which they are both emotionally grown
up and stunted at the same time. Their world-
view is not shaped by a typical homelife with
two present parents and a stable routine. In-
stead, their home is marked by dysfunction
in an environment filled with teenage boys.
The house they live in is devoid of guidance
from the typical parental figures, empha-
sized by the eldest brother being forced to
step in as the guardian. His personal gaps
in knowledge and his own room for maturity
structures the Curtis home as a space of inde-
pendence and self-discovery in which each of
the brothers are forced to create their own
definition of home within their found family.

Johnny, Ponyboy’s closest friend,
comes from an abusive home. His parents are
alcoholics who are alluded to be emotionally
absent from his life. Johnny sources his most
genuine feelings of comfort and safety from
the boys who look out for him. The love he
lacks from parental figures is supplemented
by that of the friends he sees as brothers. In
fact, all of the boys in the tightknit Greas-
er friend group show a deep love for every
one of their own. The Outsiders was actually
criticized for its outward showcase of close
male platonic and familial relationships. Cop-
pola admittedly cut particular scenes out for
fear that audiences would interpret them as
homoerotic. An extended cut of the movie



his brother lying in bed together,
sharing a deep conversation. This interpreta-
tion of love was rarely depicted on screen at
the time, mainly in fear of showcasing emo-
tional vulnerability between men in a fam-
ily. Regardless, the Curtis brothers certainly
struck a chord with audiences as their close-
ness sends a message that brotherly love is
not just okay but even a lifeline for many.

When | was four years old, | became
an older sister. |, for one, was not happy
about this new development that rendered me
the center of my parents’ universe no longer.
When she arrived home from the hospital for
the first time, | attempted to send this newborn
a message by taping a sign to the front door

that read, “NO ONE UNDER 4 ALLOWED INSIDE.”
The sign, unsurprisingly, was not well-re-
ceived. As time went on, my resentment for
this small creature lessened and blossomed
into the purest form of love | have ever known.
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This girl wasn’t just my sister; she was my
responsibility. | was her most direct role
model, advice giver, and confidant. It's a
dynamic that is hard to explain to those
that haven't lived through it. | often felt
like a stand-in third parent: sometimes by
choice and sometimes by circumstance.
No matter how many disagreements or stolen
items of clothing I’ve undergone in my first 16
years of sisterhood, | wouldn't trade that part
of my identity for anything. Being an older sis-
ter has formed my personality and worldview
more than anything else.

In Disney’s 2002 animated feature,
Lilo and Stitch, older sister Nani becomes the
sole caregiver of her sister Lilo following the
sudden death of their parents. For Nani, sis-
terhood appears to be less so one facet of
her life but instead becomes her entire iden-
tity as she works to provide for her sister.
Lilo, Nani, and their alien friend Stitch may
not encompass a traditional family structure
in any sense, but they beautifully live out the
equally - if not more important - home that
is found within one’s “chosen family.” As Li-
lo’s famous line goes, “Ohana means family.
Family means nobody gets left behind or for-
gotten.” Nani is Lilo’s whole world, too. Her
life’s guidance all stems from the older sister
to whom she looks up. Nani gives Lilo’s life
purpose and direction, and Lilo gives Nani’s
life the same back.

| have long held a close association
between long car rides and My Neighbor
Totoro (1988). A child of the 2000s, | was
accustomed to a DVD player planted in the
backseat between me and my sister; my
parents’ attempt to distract us from fighting
in the backseat. Having a Japanese dad,
Studio Ghibli movies were a frequent go-to
with My Neighbor Totoro being a crowd-fa-
vorite. Unfortunately, | think the distrac-



tion tactic caused its own set of issues as my
sister and | often ended up arguing over
who had a better view of the DVD player.

You literally just tuened it fully in your
direction.”
Tcanbarelysee t!”
Tt's lke four inches closer to your side of the
carl”
Whatever, it's fine. Just leave #. I wanna

watch.”

About a decade older and potential-
ly wiser, | am finally able to see the irony of
the situation. While the two of us quipped in
the backseat, we unknowingly mirrored the
Kusakabe sisters on the screen in front of us.
Just like us, Mei and Satsuki held a deep sis-
terly love for each other while feigning an out-
ward sibling rivalry from time-to-time. | recall
a scene in which Satsuki snaps at Mei for her
lack of understanding as the youngest child.
While the girls’ mother is sick in the hospital,
the two attempt to navigate life without her.
In a state of distress, Satsuki takes her anger
out on Mei, yelling, ”You dummy! I'm not
talking to you anymore.” At the time, it was
easy for me to judge this older sibling’s break
in maturity. How did Studio Ghibli allow for
the development of such a mean older sister?

In retrospect, Totoro couldn’t have nailed
the sisterto-sister dynamic much better.
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Following their fight, Mei gets lost
in the forest outside their home. Older
sister Satsuki, unsurprisingly, is the first to
fear for Mei’s disappearance and desper-
ately seeks help in finding her. Like a true
eldest daughter, Satsuki is her younger sis-
ter’s biggest protector and advocate at the
end of the day. Mei, lost in a physical and
perhaps metaphorical sense, too, is only
found with the help of her older sister. The
argument between them is forgotten the
second Satsuki fears for Mei’s well-being.
Ultimately, Satsuki and Mei are the only
ones who understand each other’s big-
gest obstacles and fears. The film be-
gins with the Kusakabe family moving
into an old country house to be closer to
the hospital their mother is staying in. At
first, the house doesn’t feel like a home,
and the sisters struggle to adjust. Though
the threat of possibly losing their mother
may push them apart momentarily, it is ul-
timately what brings them closer together.



Despite the help they receive from the adults
and creatures around them, no one else un-
derstands what they’re going through quite
like each other. | believe that the beauty of
siblinghood lies in the balance between un-
filtered emotions and mutual devotion. Sat-
suki and Mei find home in each other and
bring the light into this home through their
love and commitment to each other as sisters.

Several months ago, in the midst of
my nightly scroll through TikTok, | stumbled
across a video of a girl describing her ex-
perience with “Eldest Daughter Syndrome.”
Though | originally wrote it off as yet anoth-
er dramatic term someone had ascribed to
a generic set of traits, there did appear to
be some elements of truth to the description.
The accuracy of the symptom list bore a sim-
ilar resemblance to many of the internal and

familial struggles I'd faced in my own life.
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Upon further research, | found an arti-
cle that defined this experience as “frequent-
ly feeling like you’re not doing enough, like

you're struggling to maintain a veneer of
control, like the entire household relies on
your diligence.” This trope of the sibling who
puts the needs of others before their own,
sometimes even at the expense of being true
to themselves, is well-exemplified by Violet

Baudelaire in A Series of Unfortunate Events
(2017-2019).

A true “eldest daughter,” Violet steps
in as a guide for her younger siblings after the
three of them are suddenly orphaned. She is
a clever and resourceful inventor and is fre-
quently the one who saves her younger broth-
er Klaus and baby sister Sunny from close
calls with death. Tragedy and loss are what
bind this trio of siblings together. Their shared
pain can only be truly understood by each
other. Throughout the series, the Baudelaires
undergo constant adventures in their attempt
to escape their evil, distant relative Count
Olaf, who seeks to steal the family fortune
their parents left behind. Even in the realm of
the fantasy world that the Baudelaire’s exist
within, the depiction of the unwavering sup-
port they have for each other in the face of
adversity is both touching and painfully accu-
rate.

The emotional burden of being a sib-
ling does not only apply to eldest daughters.
In many cinematic worlds, there are siblings
who are forced to assume the role of a third
parent in their household. All of the afore-
mentioned films depict some version of broth-
ers or sisters who have parental duties thrust
upon them circumstantially. Being a guard-
ian-like figure is an act that Casey Gardner
of the show Atypical (2017-2021) frequently
takes on in her household. Casey, though ac-
tually the younger sister of Sam Gardner in
this series, is burdened with the responsibility
of looking out for her older brother who is au-
tistic. Casey’s own achievements and choices



are largely dictated by what is best for Sam’s
well-being. When Casey, a talented runner, is
offered the chance to transfer to a prep school
on a scholarship, her mother outright oppos-
es this idea. She expresses concern over who
will look out for Sam at school if Casey is not
around. This not only diminishes Casey’s hard-
earned accomplishments but also reinforces her
role as Sam’s involuntary caretaker. Though
Casey loves Sam and wants the best for him,
her parents place an unreasonable amount of
pressure on her to be a support system for her
brother. Though the sisters in these shows are
dealt an unfair hand and expectation of paren-
tal-like responsibility, the deep love they hold
for their siblings overpowers any feelings of re-
sentment that they may feel.

Endnotes:

|. Little Women. Directed by Greta Gerwig. Co-
lumbia Pictures, 2019.

1. Vivian Manning-Schattel, What Little Wom-
en can teach us about the power of sisterhood
(NBC News, 2020).

3. The Outsiders. Directed by Francis Ford
Coppola. Loetrope Studios, 1183,

4. Lilo £ Stitch. Directed by Dean DeBlois and
Chris Sanders. Walt Disney Pictures, 2002,
5.KaraNesvig, Lilo £ Stitch ™ Put Sisterhood

Over Romance WayBefore Frozen,” Says

Director (TeenVoque, 2022).
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Despite the fights, competition, and ob-
ligations that accompany siblinghood, movies
and shows have played a formative role in
shaping my gratitude for it. Little Women, The
Outsiders, Lilo and Stitch, and My Neighbor
Totoro are just a handful of the films that cap-
ture what it means to share your unique child-
hood with another human. Atypical and A Se-
ries of Unfortunate Events remind us that our
siblings understand us in a way that few others
can quite match and are often the reason we
behave the way we do or make the choices
that we make. Siblinghood is a powerful force
in my life and in the lives of many others. Yet,
somehow, it is nearly impossible for me to cap-
ture fully in words. So | think it's best if | let the
movies do the talking to fill in the rest.

Wﬁdﬂ azf WMW 1. Sarah Sloat, The Plight of the Eldest

Miyazaki. Studio Ghibl;, 1188,

Daughter (The Atlantic, 2023).

8. A Serics of Unfortunate Events. Created
by Mark Hudis and Barey Sonnenteld. Netilix,
2017.

9. Atypical. Created by Robia Rashid. Netlix,
2017-202l.
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Fabehnans (2022)
dir. Steven Spiclberq

images of home:

amateur Filmmaking and home movics in Film
written by moises barajas,
desiqgned by edic irving

“lith the invention of smaller and cheap-
er film formats, motion picture technology
became a consumer product. Families used
this new ability to capture moving images in
the same way that they used still images; to
document life, and capture memories. The
subjects of these home movies remain famil-
iar today: birthdays, vacations, holidays,
and various other rituals. However, the lens
of the home movie camera does not capture
these memories objectively. Rather than
document, as most would assume, these
movies narrativize their subjects. Films like

The Fabelmans (2022), Aftersun (2022),

and We're All Going to the World’s Fair
(2023) illustrate how home movies construct
narratives about our lives, and how this has
changed with evolving technology.

From its opening moments, Steven
Spielberg’s The Fabelmans highlights the
artifice of home movies. The film begins in
1952 when a young Sammy Fabelman goes
to see his first movie. As he waits in line,
his parents Burt and Mitzi try to explain the
concept of a movie to a nervous Sammy.
Burt tries to explain the technical qualities
of a motion picture. But the camera pans
away from Burt to Mitzi, who simply says




that movics are, ‘a monderful dream
that younever mant to make up From.”

At this moment Spielberg is rejecting a con-
ception of film as objective. He accepts Mit-
zi’s characterization of movies as idyllic fan-
tasy escapes. This idea is then reflected in
Sammy’s eventual filmmaking.

When his family enters the theater to
see a screening of The Greatest Show on
Earth, Sammy becomes enraptured. He is
shocked and frightened by the loud and vi-
olent spectacle of the film’s train derailment
scene. Afterward, he asks for a powered toy
train for Hanukkah. Soon after he gets it, he
stages the toy set like the scene from the
movie and crashes it. When his father scolds
him for mistreating such an expensive toy,
Sammy simply responds, “| need to see it
crash.” By staging and recreating what has
caused him anxiety and stress, he is gaining

a sense of control over
it. Upon realizing this,
Mitzi gives Sammy
Burt’s 8mm movie
camera, so that
he can crash the
train once but
watch the film over
as many times as he
wants. Through the act
of filming his little train derailment mov-
ie, Sammy alleviates the fear and anxiety
caused by witnessing that scene. He takes
the memory and reduces it down into some-
thing that he controls. We see this process
in more detail further on. Years later, now
a teenager, Sammy goes on a camping trip
with his family and Burt’s longtime friend,
Bennie. Sammy, who has continued with film
making, films the vacation.

Soon after, tragedy causes Mitzi to
fall into a deep depression. Burt asks Sam-
my to put together a movie out of his camp-
ing footage to try and lift his mother’s spir-
its. But as he begins to look over the reels
in his editing machine, he notices something
peculiar. In the background and at the edg-
es of the frame, he can see Mitzi off alone
with Bennie. As he slows down the footage,
playing it back and forth he can see the
way they look at each other, the way they
touch each other. They are having an af-
fair. An unpleasant reality has penetrated
the dream. Sammy decides to cut out all of
these incriminating moments, as well as any
other unpleasant details of the trip. Through
this act of editing, Sammy’s home movies
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more explicitly take on Mitzi’s characteriza-
tion of movies as dreams. To bury this ugly

truth he manipulates these impleasant
imaqges into a drecam that the whole
Family can relish in.

As they watch the film together, fan-
tasy takes the place of memory. But this de-
nial of reality can only be maintained for so
long. When Burt uproots the family in pur-
suit of a promotion, the move to California
separates Mitzi from Bennie. Tensions in the
family rise as the truth about what is upset-
ting Mitzi slowly seeps to the surface. But just
before the situation hits its boiling point, the
film diverges for a moment. The perspective
changes as we watch Sammy’s home movie
depicting their family’s arrival at their new,
freshly built California home. The camera
follows Burt as he shows off the result of his
single-minded careerism; a luxurious house
furnished with every modern appliance. But
as everyone else runs around the house in
awe, Mitzi only watches from outside. See-
ing this, Burt goes to her, swings her up into
his arms, and carries her into the house. This
final moment is stretched out through slow
motion; Burt’s face is beaming, but Mitzi's
smile is strained. Then it cuts to a brutal scene
of the parents announcing their divorce to
their children. The film seems to have built
toward this cut, this juxtaposition of scenes.
This home movie is Sammy’s fantasy depic-
tion, not just of his move to California, but
of his family. Instead of being something
corrosive to his family, the movie turns Burt
bringing his family to this new home into a

happy event. But evidently, this dream can-
not sustain itself. Its artifice shines through
in Mitzi’s eyes and her forced smile. The cut
to the divorce solidifies this point. It is the
reality that the fantasy tried to cope with.

Charlotte Wells’ Aftersun, a film
about a young girl’s vacation with her fa-
ther, similarly thinks of home movies as in-
complete memories. However, while The Fa-
belmans focuses on the production of these
images, dFtersim is about looking back
on them, knowing that they are missing

dctails that cant be retriceved.

The film signals this reflexive quality
from the beginning. As the opening credits
roll you can hear the beeping and whirring
of a miniDV camera beginning to play a
videotape. It is as if the movie itself were
a video the audience is looking back on.
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The film follows various moments throughout
the family vacation. The scenes are often
accompanied by a video taken at the time.
What's interesting about the juxtaposition
of the videos with the actual scenes is what
is left out of the recordings. These vacation
videos would look familiar to many. They
tell the story of a father and daughter; hap-
py and having fun on a trip. But outside the
videos, one detects an underlying sadness,
particularly in the father, Callum. This point
is exemplified by a scene in the middle of
the film. Callum is getting ready in the hotel
room with his daughter, Sophie. Sophie has
the camcorder connected to the TV, stream-
ing its recording onto the screen. Wells cap-
tures the scene in a static shot of the TV.
in essence, me are secing the moment

through Sophic's camera lens.

Sophie records her father having
fun as he tries to embarrass her with his
silly dance moves. But then she asks him
about his upcoming birthday and where he
thought he would be at this point in his life
as a child. Callum’s demeanor plummets
at these questions and he asks his daugh-
ter to stop recording before disconnecting
the camera from the TV. The television shuts
off, but we continue to see the scene in the
screen’s reflection. Sophie persists with her
mock interview, saying she’ll capture it with
her “mind camera.” Callum tells her a sto-
ry of when his parents forgot his 11th birth-
day, and they got angry when he tried re-
minding them. The moment contrasts video
with memory. The camcorder only captures
the happy and fun moments they wish to
preserve; it doesn’t capture the whole sto-
ry, nor does Sophie’s “mind camera.” The
memory - her father’s recounting of his 11th

birthday - is still only seen in the reflection
of the TV screen. It's distant and lacking in
detail. Like Sophie, we can only make out
a vague melancholy within their father, un-
able to completely understand him.

The film expresses the sadness in these
videos’ inability to wholly capture our loved
ones. In its final moments, we see the last
video Callum took on the trip; his goodbye
to Sophie at the airport. When the video
is over and the sweet moment comes to an
end, it freezes in its final frame. Suddenly,
the camera pans right, revealing that what
we were seeing was a TV screen. An adult
Sophie is watching the old vacation videos.
The camera continues to pan until we see the
reverse perspective of the airport farewell
video, only the setting is distorted. We see
Callum with his camera, but he isn’t in the
airport, he is in an empty room. He shuts off
the camera before walking away, through
a door at the end of the room, into a black
void. This single shot succinctly illustrates
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the film’s central point. Sophie reaches the
end of the vacation videos, but they hav-
en’t revealed anything to her. She can’t see
anything beyond that final moment before
he disappears into the void. As technology
evolved so did the ways in which we record
and view ourselves.

TuRgwe, €T 31

Jane Schoenbrun’s We’re All Going
to the World'’s Fair demonstrates how the in-
ternet has changed the way we use video to
narrativize our lives. The film follows Casey, a
teenage girl with a troubled home life, as she
takes part in an internet trend known as “the
World’s Fair challenge.” The film’s opening
scene introduces us to the mechanics of

the challenge. The scene
= g is  shot
entire-
ly from
the per-
spective
of Casey’s
webcam as
she produces
the video
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in which she performs the challenge’s initi-
ation ritual. Before she starts recording, she
rehearses her lines, arranges her bedroom,
and adjusts the lighting. The perspective of
the camera combined with the way Casey
treats her bedroom like a set, characterizes
these videos as performances.

What distinguishes these videos from
the home movies of the previous films is the
internet. Before, home videos existed strictly
in the context of the lives of the people who
produced them. Meaning is derived From
the producers oum personal relation to
the Film's subjects and scttings.

What World’s Fair demonstrates is
how, through the internet, the videos one

produces exist within a greater context in-
volving other people. Meaning is created
through one’s position in a network of other
producers. The film illustrates this point in se-
quences where Casey watches other partic-
ipants in the challenge. She sits in her room
watching participants’ videos detailing the
supernatural effects of the challenge on their
bodies and behaviors. The subject of one vid-



eo describes how they have lost all feel-
ing in their body. In the next scene, Casey
makes a video out in the freezing snow,
talking about how the temperature does
not bother her since taking the challenge.
The editing juxtaposes these moments to
demonstrate the way that narratives are
constructed through the network. Casey
watches videos that together form the
greater fantasy narrative of the World’s
Fair. To bring that fantasy into her own
life she produces videos that mimic those
that she has seen. Like Sammy’s home
movies, Casey’s videos are a dream that
distracts her from her home life. in mamy
respects, the mays that me photo-
qgraph oursclves and owr lives have
changed, bt at their core, the Fime-
tion of these images remains the
same.

Cndnotes

1. The Fabelmans. |
Directed by Steven
Spielberg, Univer- §
sal Pictures, 2022. &

ed by Charlotte

Wells, A24, Mubi,
2022. ;
3. We're All Go- ®
ing to the World’s &
Fair. Directed by £
Jane Schoenbrun, *#

Utopia, 2021.

Like the
characters of
these films,
we often try
to capture
the happy
moments.
We stage
the scene,
frame the image,
and cut out what we don't like. The resulting
images are at once both memory and dream;
narratives we construct out of our lives. But to
say that these films and videos are not reali-
ty is not to say that they are cynically manu-
factured. They may just be stories, but at their
root, they are usually stories about love.

—




ARTICLE : MIKE COLLIER « DESIGN/ART : JAZMINE NOGUERA

Growing up with Pixar, it’s safe to say that
as a child, one of the greatest joys was going to
the movie theater. The smell of popcorn as you're
walking in the door and begging your parents for
overpriced candy is a staple of many childhood
memories. Though, the trip I remember the most
was when Toy Story 3 (2010) came to the big
screen. I was so excited as I loved the Toy Story
franchise and wondered what fun adventure
Buzz and Woody would have
this time. In some mysterious
manner though, this film
felt different; it felt more
serious than the last two,
and its story seemed scarier.
At the time, I honestly hated
it. However, toward the end of the
film, I realized that my older brother —
who was eighteen at the time — began to
tear up. That’s when I recognized that this
film wasn’t made for me, but for him.

My brother was about to enter college
and was in a transitionary period of his life, just
like Andy. The concept of change and leaving
home was a terrifying concept and he didn’t
want to move away from family. He was scared
of abandoning his comfort zone to be alone in
a new place, just like many of us were when
we first started college. I didn’t realize how
important this film was until I was heading into
college myself. Toy Story 3 is about the terrifying

feeling of growing up and changing, something
that was much too complex for a nine-year-old
me to fully grasp. As college got closer, I began
to have feelings of uncertainty, and was afraid of
the change to come in the next couple months.

I thought back to how my brother felt
when we watched Toy Story 3 for the first time,
and I decided to see if all of Pixar’s filmography
was all just as impactful — also, I was hoping
that they might be able to help me tame my
\ anxieties about growing up. I dusted off the old

DVDs in my family’s home movie collection
and watched Up (2009) and Finding Nemo
: (2003) back-to-back. These films
felt almost too personal and I
felt a deep connection to my
hometown and family. Pixar’s
films are mostly about the fear
of change, something that most

— of us have struggled with. Leaving
home is probably one of the biggest changes a
human goes through in their lifetime and these
films are the perfect expression of these common
feelings.

Throughout these films, very similar
themes are seen and developed, but we witness
the characters utilizing different perspectives to
navigate their problems. These three films are
the pinnacle of the fear of leaving home, and each
shows us a new, helpful perspective for dealing



with said emotions. The fear of leaving home
is, at first, a terrifying concept, but through the
help of films such as these, one can have some
assistance in recognizing that the act of moving
away can be one of the most freeing experiences
you can have.

FINDING NEMO

Finding Nemo was the first film I
watched during my college dilemma, and in
my opinion, it perfectly describes the transition
between childhood and adulthood. The film
is primarily about how scary it is to leave
home for the first time and the fear of
being on your own. These themes
stuck with me because, as a child, I
had seen Finding Nemo hundreds of
times; however, at the time, I never ¥
understood the true themes of the
film. As a kid, it feels like you're going to
be young forever and that your parents will
always be there to fix our mistakes and help you
learn. However, the hard truth we learn later on
is that life challenges you the more as you grow
up and your parents won’t always be there to
protect you.

Although Finding Nemo is a children’s
movie, it delves deep into very adult themes.
To be thrown out into the ocean the way Nemo
was is what the majority of college freshmen
experience when leaving their homes for the
first time and get to truly experience being on
their own. The transition between childhood
and adulthood is a hard one and most people
have to work through their mistakes in order
to truly become an adult. Another theme of the
film is the bond between parent and child. I'd
imagine as a parent, having your child leave for

college must be a really hard thing to do. After
teaching and protecting someone since infancy,
it’s hard to let go of those parental instincts.
This is especially shown through Nemo’s dad,
Marlin. Although he is extremely overprotective
of Nemo, he ultimately just wants Nemo to be in
a safe and loving environment.

I related to this heavily as my father too
was concerned for me when I left my family for
the first time, not because he thought I couldn’t
handle myself, but because of the dangers of
the world that I wouldn’t be able to control.

» _ Although my dad would always tell me
how harsh the world could be, I related
heavily to Nemo and always wanted to
\’A leave home and explore somewhere
new. The concept of being on my
own was terrifying but exciting at the
same time. After three months of debate, I

finally decided for myself that I would move
hundreds of miles away and try my luck at being
on my own. Honestly, this was the best idea I
ever had, and I'm thankful that I gave myself the
opportunity to challenge myself and grow as a
person.

Finding Nemo is the perfect
representation of what it feels like to leave home.
Although it can be terrifying to put yourself
in a new environment, it’s the most beneficial
experience for growth as a human. This film to
me perfectly describes the college experience for
both the student and their parents. Pixar teaches
us that the world is scary but going outside of
our comfort zone is what makes us into the
people we need to become. g




TOY STORY 3
Toy Story 3is the

feels like to have to let go
of the past, childhood in

particular. Through the first
two Toy Story films, we see Andy grow up, but
by the time the third film comes along, Andy
is fully grown and packing to move away for
college. During the packing process, Andy
decides to give most of his toys away to a
daycare center so that they can be played with.
This terrifies the toys, particularly Woody, as
he wants to remain one of Andy’s toys forever.
The whole film is about the toys desperately
trying to get back to Andy. They eventually,
against all odds, make it back to Andy’s house.

However,

movie when
get back to Andy’s,
they’re given away
to a small girl instead. This ending was
a beautiful representation of the loss of
childhood. Although at times we may try to
go back to our childhood, we must realize that
everything happens for a reason. Growing up
is a terrifying concept, and I often wish to go
back to when times were simpler, but that’s
unfortunately not reality. The thought of not
seeing those you care about, or even worse,
growing apart from them, is a gut-wrenching
thought; however, the film teaches us that
confronting this fear is what’s needed for us
to grow. That new experiences are healthy and
necessary for each of us to become the people
we need to become. We all have to grow up at
some point, no matter how much we wish we

“NEW EXPERIENCES ARE HEALTHY
at the end of the AND NECESSARY FOR EACH OF US
they TO BECOME THE PEOPLE WE NEED
TO BECOME.”

didn’t. Although we may try to go back in time,
the past will not be there waiting for us.

UP

Up is my personal favorite out of this
list and the one that was the most impactful
for me. Carl, an old man who has lost his wife
and childhood best friend, Ellie, is looking to
go to Paradise Falls, a place where he and Ellie
always dreamed of living together. Following
her passing, he moves his entire house using
balloons and flies there himself. However, on
his way, he is met with Russell, a Boy Scout
trying to earn his “assisting the elderly” badge.
Together, they travel through treacherous
terrain and fight off different villainous animals
and people to eventually get to Paradise Falls.
However, in the end, Carl realizes that getting

the falls
that his wife
dreamed of

does not make
him inherently

happy.

Carlrealizesthat the only thingthat truly
makes him happy is his wife. He undestands
that by letting go of the past and accepting
his wife’s death, he can take her memory with
him. He was always an adventurer at heart and
wanted to take Ellie all across the world.

Despite missing
the opportunity
to travel with
Ellie while she
was alive, he
finds Russell
and eventually

takes him under



his wing. Although Carl may be old, he helps
Russell prepare for the future and becomes a
sort of father figure for him. Getting old is a
hard concept to grasp, even now I continue
to struggle with the feeling of becoming old.
Although we aren’t able to do everything
we used to, we can give our wisdom and
experiences to the younger generation to help
guide them, maybe even a little bit better than
our parents guided us.

These three films were monumental to
me, not just in my childhood, but in my day-
to-day life now. The themes of Pixar helped
me better define my morals and character.
Although these characters face crazy and
unrealistic challenges, the messages of each
film are deeply human and emotional. Each
film tells us the story of growing up in different
ways, and each character represents a different
stage of life, and I feel uniquely connected to
every one of them. Nemo represents youth and
innocence, not truly understanding the world
but having a unique energy and passion when
discovering it. Then, Woody expresses more of
the bridge between childhood and adulthood.
Often it’s been hard to look back at my
childhood and not wish to be there, but Woody
teaches us acceptance and that we should be
just as hopeful for the future as we were for
the past. Finally, Carl teaches us that although
we may lose things — whether it be people or
objects — acceptance and moving forward is

“ALTHOUGH THESE CHARACTERS
FACE CRAZY AND UNREALISTIC
CHALLENGES, THE MESSAGES OF

EACH FILM ARE DEEPLY HUMAN
AND EMOTIONAL.”

a natural part of life, and all we can do is love
and embrace the present moment. These three
characters represent not only the college
experience but also the human experience.
Pixar has created a unique and powerful group
of stories that not only tell a single story but tell
the story of all human emotion.
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" EXPLORING FEMININE
FRIENDSHIP IN TELEVISION

WRITTEN BY AVA FOUNTAIN - DESIGNED BY JAZMINE NOGUERA

| was recently searching for a new
show to watch, my mind went back to a clip
| saw circling the internet. The star of the clip
was a character | knew briefly from her pure,
pop-culture “iconic-ness.” That was Carrie
Bradshaw, standinginherVivienne Westwood
wedding gown, throwing her bouquet at Mr.
Big. The pure drama immediately caught
my attention — but it wasn’t what made me
want to watch the show. What really drew
me in was the way her friend (who | would
soon come to recognize as !
Charlotte York) tightly held &' 4

onto her and screamed the '

most powerful “No!” | had
ever heard, warding him away as
she carried her friend into the car.
While | had thought that Sex and the 8§
City (1998-2004) was a show about
women gabbing about their sex lives
and getting into messes (which it is), |
came to find that it also happened

to be a groundbreaking

display of the warmth
and honesty found
in feminine friend
groups that |
had never seen
before  on-

screen. After being introduced to this world
of sex, drama, and cocktail-filled brunches;
| began to discover that this silly dramedy
can be linked to significant progress in how
women went on to view sex and sexuality
through more open discussions of these
topics.

Sex and the City follows the lives of
four single New York women in their thirties
navigating their careers, love lives, and a
plethora of other insane plots (like when
Charlotte gets crabs in the Hamptons). What
immediately grabbed my interest in the show
is how open they are about everything. The
only other shows | watched in the past with
an all-female main cast were teen dramas
like Pretty Little Liars or Gossip

Girl, which stayed very surface-
level when talking about the main
characters’ sex lives and intimate
issues, understandably so since
these were about teen girls. But the
Sex and the City girls weren’t girls —
they were women, established women in
their thirties with well-paying jobs. They
were allowed to talk about everything
% from the beauty of the female orgasm
to Carrie’s politician boyfriend,
who liked when women peed on
him. Yes, some of these topics
weren’t discussed with grace or



| seriousness, but the fact that
i they were being discussed
¥ is crucial. A show focusing
S8 cntirely on relationships

M through the female perspective
A was essentially unheard of at

that perspective was centered
around sex.

In the television industry’s early
beginnings, a majority of broadcasted shows
were created to reflect traditional American
families. While strides were taken in creating
more versatile and fluid storylines for female
characters, almost all of their stories ended
in said characters centering their lives
around a man. As popular culture began to
change and adapt to the rise of the female
liberation movement,
television began to reflect
this. We began to see
stories of women who
strayed from the grasp of
purity culture. Friends, for
example, one of the most
popular shows currently
airing at the time of Sex
and the City’s release, featured three female
main characters who were, for the most
part, written in a realistic and relatable
manner. But Friends was a sitcom airing on
broadcast television, and its tone didn’t allow
for the exploration of deeply flawed female
protagonists like Carrie Bradshaw. It wasn’t
uncommon in television reviewing to make
sexist and demeaning comments about
Carrie, which unfortunately extended to

insulting her actress, Sarah Jessica Parker.
When referencing how Carrie
would occasionally break the
fourth wall and speak to the
audience in the first season,
a Washington Post reporter
wrote, “Sarah Jessica Parker
has an in-your-face face — she

*Many queer and (rans
characters appeared at
the butt of many of these
women’s jokes, entire
episodes being dedicated
to belitdling their lifestyles
and personhood”

always seems to be thrusting

it forward. She’s in love with
camera. Unfortunately, it’s
unrequited.” Women had

to be docile, beautiful, and /\ ‘
not display any signs of self- . 1
confidence or flaws. That is A
why Carrie was introduced to

the world through the premium cable

network HBO, where the show was able to
deliver less censored versions of real-life
stories — bringing the realism of sex to Sex
and the City, with all the messy faults that
came along with it.

While Sex and the City was
groundbreaking for the ways that it explored
sex and friendship through a new and
refreshingly honest viewpoint, that doesn’t
make it above very
important criticisms.

Many queer and trans
characters served as
jokes, entire episodes
being dedicated to
belittling their lifestyles
and personhood. While
the series makes amends
in some ways in the new spin-off series And
Just Like That...(2021-), these jokes still
leave a distasteful imprint on the franchise’s
legacy. While my experiences watching

Sex and the City were positive, and, in
many ways, transformative, | found myself
in search of a show that reflected more
diverse relationships — which is where |
discovered The L Word (2004-2009). This
Showtime series was labeled as “Same Sex,
Different City.” The series surrounds a group
of lesbian and bisexual women living in Los
Angeles who, similar to the Sex and the

City women, are navigating their love lives
and careers. Although there are some deep
flaws within the show, it revolutionized the
depiction of queer women in television.



At the time, (and still to this day if we’re being
honest) shows would throw in one lesbian
character and call it a day. The L Word not
only had an entire cast of queer characters
but it was also the first television series to
be written and directed
by predominantly queer
women. Despite making
television history
and featuring several
prominent figures such
as Gloria Steinem and Billie Jean King, it
iSs now seen as a corny soap opera from
the early 2000s. Granted, it was, but it’s
often looked past in discussions of
representation and cultural impact. 4
Like Sex and the City, The L §
Word’s characters foster a sense of |
a solid female community, acting .
as a family to each other since "
many of their biological families
did not support their sexualities. They
showcase the comfort and
support that can be found
in shared communities,
always helping each
other despite their
mutual exes and
complicated sexual
histories. One thing
Sex and the City
never had to worry
about was what

*The L Word not only had an
entire cast of queer charac
it was the first television series yansgender

(o be written and directed by
])l’(‘d()ll’lil]:“(‘,ly queer women.” transgender character to

would happen if the two protagonists started
dating, but the same could not be said for The
L Word. One of the longest-running bits of the
show is Alice’s “chart,” which connects all of
the queer women in their area via hookup.
This aspect of the show was used to highlight
the connections between each character,
tying their separate histories to their current
ones and highlighting an important moment
in queer history, expanding beyond just the
lives of the main cast. The show makes an
effort to explore many different aspects of
sexuality in a more sincere way than Sex and
the City, but being a series from 2004, there
were similar problems that Sex and the City
had in terms of representation.

One glaring issue at
the core of The L Word is
ters, the way the show treats
characters.
The first and only

enter the main cast of The
L Word was Max Sweeney in season three.
Sweeney was credited as being television’s
first transgender male regular series
character. While this was a historic
. moment in television history, his
) character has since been criticized
L for being an inauthentic and
| - offensive caricature of a trans
¥ man. While speaking about Max,
transgender filmmaker Rhys Ernst
stated, “Max in 2006 was a really
good example of cis [writers] telling
a trans narrative with no trans
people involved, point blank.”
The creators have since aimed
to make amends for these
mistakes in their spin-off,
The L Word: Generation Q
(2019-2023), with storylines
that represent a much wider
variety of queer people — as
opposed to the rich, primarily



white women who were
centralized in the original
plot.

Regardless of
these shows’ flaws, they created
essential waves in pop culture
history, influencing how generations
of viewers act, speak, and talk about
sex and sexuality. Continuing in my search
for relatable and entertaining shows with
a primarily femme main cast, | decided to
dive into HBO’s Girls (2012-2017). Girls has
been credited as the :
“millennial Sex and
the City” despite the
creator and star Lena
Dunham’s rejection of
that title. Dunham says || £ s
she “reveres that show '
just as much as any girl
of her generation,” but
wanted to emphasize the
differences between the ages of the women
in Girls and the Sex and the City characters.
While Sex and the City focused on women
in their thirties with their lives “put together,”
Girls centered on characters freshly out
of college, still trying to figure out what to
do with their lives and degrees. The show
garnered a lot of both negative and positive
attention, it is noted as more of a self-
referential piece, drawing lots of its plot from
Dunham’s personal experiences. One similar
detail in all of these shows is their refusal to
write likable main characters. Almost every
character on Girls has moments where you
have to question how someone could lack

*“Girls also features a much more
strained look on feminine friend
groups. featuring lots of large
fights between the girls. spending
huge chunks of the show with two
or more characters in a tiff.”

that much self-
awareness. | consider AJ
myself pretty resistant tm

secondhand embarrassment; however,

| had to stop watching some scenes because
of how hilariously uncomfortable they
became.

Girls also features a much more
strained look on feminine friend groups;
featuring lots of large fights between the girls,
spending huge chunks of the show with two
or more characters in a tiff. While Girls had a
less heartwarming tone
than Sex and the City,
there were moments
throughout the show
where we got to see
deep bonds between
the main cast. Hannah
and Marnie, in particular,
were an excellent look
into those complicated
friendships where you honestly kind of hate
each other yet would still die for one another.

Seeing as all of these shows served
as critical cultural standpoints for previous
generations, | began wondering what could
potentially be viewed as the Gen Z version.
One show | remembered feeling similarly
about when | had watched it was The Sex
Lives of College Girls (2021-). As the title
clearly implies, The Sex Lives of College Girls
follows four college freshmen as they




navigate through the new stage of early

adulthood and romantic relationships.
This show differs from the others, not only
because of the characters’ ages, but also
their lack of shared history. We’re able to see
how their relationships start and progress
— as opposed to the other shows where
they’ve known each other for years. Viewers
get to see more unique viewpoints through
each character (considering every main
character is from differing socioeconomic
backgrounds), clearly reflected in the show’s
central plot. The Sex Lives of College Girls
features several queer and transgender
protagonists without sensationalizing
them like The L Word. The main character,
Leighton, comes out at the end of season
one and | found it to be one of the most
beautiful and moving coming-out scenes
in modern television. Creator Mindy Kaling
has a distinct pattern of writing characters
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who are unlikeable yet very easy to love and
root for, similar to the way many feel about
Carrie Bradshaw. While | find this show to
lack a certain depth due to its newness and
differing form, there is still a strong potential
for it to hold a similar impact.

While each one of these shows was
created with the purpose of comedy and
entertainment, it’s essential to acknowledge
how they helped shape culture; especially
in conversations about sex and friendship.
While it’s easy to scoff at the absurdity of
some of these series (especially when you
see Carrie Bradshaw running around the
streets of Manhattan wrecking homes), it’s
crucial to remember that these pieces of
media were able to break past a culture
that sought to vilify women for straying
from (raditional gender roles and
expectations. So while they may focus on
characters that are deemed as “affluent, glib,
often frivolous and prone to prattle about
penises,” it doesn’t take away from the fact
thatthere is araw and beautiful display of love
and friendship that is reflected throughout
generations of women in television to this
day. | find that although these series’ are often
cast aside as “chick shows,” they provide
viewers with a refreshing perspective of sex
and friendship that | will continue to search
for in other media.




|
.
4

" WRITTENBY LENON HUTNE
BESIGNED BY RUEL EHJ!_IJI,[!

= I i AS people encounter distressing " B

| as exposure to distressing news, "%, ',
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experiences, it is common to
| develop a heightened tolerance or " |
desensitization to those experiences. - § '+ *
This applies to situations such §. .1

speaking about those topics casually
people show interest, concern,
or sometimes even judgment. |
This is what I've heard as someone

- who was born and raised in Oakland.
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Typically, when | introduce myself, |
share my name, occupation, and where | am
from. Often, the common reactions | receive
when | say I’'m from Oakland include remarks
like, “Isn’t Oakland considered a dangerous
city?” and references to the city’s high crime
rate. Though | do understand the sentiment, |
also find myself taking offense because of my
love for my city. But why am | offended when
it’s true that Oakland is a precarious place? |
believe this happens because people who are
unfamiliar with the area may not comprehend
the reasons behind Oakland’s reputation.
Their perception of Oakland is often shaped
by news outlets, media representations, and
statistics. While the numbers may be accu-
rate, they fail to authentically and realistically
capture the essence of the people, the cul-
ture, and the soul of Oakland.

Oakland has a rich history, previously
renowned for its Hyphy Culture and the influ-
ence of the Black Panthers. However, in re-
cent years, the city has garnered widespread
recognition, capturing attention through cin-

ema. Some of these film unique insights into
the multifaceted identity of Oakland and do
so by showcasing its vibrant culture, chal-
lenges, and distinctive character. Films like
Fruitvale Station (2013) and Sorry to Bother You
(2018) stand out as noteworthy examples.
Each of these movies portrays Oakland real-
istically in regards to themes such as pover-
ty, gentrification, and social injustice - many
issues that hit close to home. The films ad-
dress internal challenges within Oakland,
utilizing a poignant and emotional genre, as
well as incorporating a comedic and satirical
approach to tackle these hard-hitting topics.
| plan to analyze the films, focusing on an
evaluation of their authenticity and accuracy
by examining the themes, characters, and di-
alogue. Additionally, | intend to examine how
Oakland has changed since the release of
these movies, especially after the pandemic,
and discuss whether the problems in these
films have worsened, improved, or if there is
a nuanced combination of both scenarios. |
aim to delve into how film depicts Oakland
and offer insights into how these stories con-
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nect with the real identity of Oakland and the
changes happening in society.

Sorry
Bother You

“Sometimes it makes me feel fake,
like I’'m losing my sense of self”
- Joey, on Code- Switching
(21, Oakland native)

As | mentioned earlier, certain expec-
tations are tied to growing up in Oakland, the
use of Bay Area slang and dress, to be spe-
cific. But these expectations aren’t unique to
Oakland - many people, depending on their
cultural background, are shaped by their re-
gional upbringing, influencing their person-
alities and how they express themselves.
Unfortunately, because of our upbringing,
our way of expressing ourselves can im-
pact our ability to secure or even maintain
a job. When we find ourselves in new envi-
ronments, it becomes important to adapt to
make others feel comfortable. In an article by
the San Francisco Chronicles, Justin Phillips
wrote, “l could feel myself trying to convey
some unrequested sign of civility to the white
people around me...I could hear myself using
a voice with the worker at the register that
was slightly softer, more cordial, and maybe
an octave higher than normal...'l know you’ve
seen Black people do bad things before, but
don’t worry, I’m one of the good ones.””

This practice is commonly known as
code-switching. In my experiences working
in the Bay Area, especially in customer ser-
vice roles, | definitely had to change how I
communicated. Talking in my usual manner
might seem unprofessional and disrespectful
to others, and so | engage in code-switching,
altering how | express myself. It’s not about
being prejudiced; it’s a deliberate effort to
create a welcoming atmosphere for others
and present a more friendly image, especially
in professional settings.

That is why the film Sorry to Both-
er You hits home for me. The film is a dark
comedy directed by Boots Riley that fol-
lows the story of Cassius Green, or Cash, a
young African American man, who is strug-
gling to make a living. After landing a job as
a salesman at Regal View, Cash finds that he
has a unique talent for cold-calling, and he
quickly gets promoted in a short time. He is
specifically skilled in using a “white voice,”
or code-switching, that allows him to con-
nect with customers in a way “...they wished
they sounded like” (00:14:46). The start of the
movie accurately portrays an Oakland native
facing challenges in excelling at his job due
to issues related to his way of speaking. De-
spite the constraints that prevented him from
fully expressing his true self, he manages to
earn money and swiftly ascend the corporate
ladder. This raises the question of how an
individual’s way of expression impacts their
job performance, particularly in a corporate
setting as depicted. Speaking in an improper
tone is considered unprofessional, and com-
panies aim to avoid employees who might be
seen as “problematic” and could potentially
“harm” the company’s image. If an employ-
ee misrepresents the company, it can affect
how customers perceive the entire organiza-
tion. This is why many people of color born
in cities like Oakland often find themselves
jobless.

The movie also delves into the class
inequalities present within the company. Lav-
ish perks enjoyed by those who choose to
code-switch bring frustration and resentment
among regular employees, leading to uproar



and protest. Characters Detroit and Squeeze,
along with their activist group, choose to dis-
rupt the workplace during working hours,
aiming to unsettle their colleagues and the
company’s higher-ups, now including Cash.
While observing his friends who share his up-
bringing revolt against him, Cash began ques-
tioning the value of his wealth and the com-
pany, weighing whether it was worth pursuing
at the expense of his community - with his
identity and culture exploited. This impactful
scene reflects the social and economic di-
vide in Oakland, a divide perhaps even more
extreme now. Code-switching is a common
practice to secure or advance in a job, but it is
also a reminder that our employment oppor-
tunities often hinge on sounding white. Many
people recognize the reality of this and begin
to lose themselves in the pursuit of wealth,
while some revolt and fight back, creating an
ideological divide in our city today. This divi-
sion mirrors Oakland’s historical wealth gap;
even with wealthy companies headquartered
in Oakland, the presence doesn’t necessari-
ly translate into more job opportunities. “The
only real viable opportunities here in the Bay
Area is the high-skill, high-paying tech sec-
tor,” says Jones. “However, there isn’t a real
pipeline for folks who live in communities like
East Oakland and West Oakland to go work
for a Google or an Apple.” Instead, available
jobs often go to those who either conform
to certain expectations, overlook corporate
mistreatment, or those who are lucky enough
to be offered an opportunity to pursue a ca-
reer of their choice.

Fruitvale
Station

“l am happy to live here.

I wouldn’t be the same person
if it weren’t for my community”
- Kevin, on living in Oakland
(22, Oakland Native)

Fruitvale Station, a film directed by
Ryan Coogler, tells the heartbreaking true
story of Oscar Grant lll, a young Black man
whose life ends tragically in a police encoun-
ter at the Fruitvale BART station. The movie
not only sheds light on Oscar’s life but also
highlights the issues faced by communities
like Oakland, where racism and police bru-
tality are all too common. At the center of
the film is Oscar Grant, portrayed by Michael
B. Jordan, who struggles with his past while
trying to make a better life for himself and
his family. However, his life is cut short in a
devastating encounter with law enforcement.

This event serves as a painful reminder of the
systemic injustices that many Black people
face, not just in Oakland but across the coun-

try.

Animportantmomentinthefilmis when
Oscar meets a former inmate now working at
the grocery store. The film discusses prob-
lems in the criminal justice system, like find-
ing a job and fitting back into society. In an-
other article from San Francisco Chronicles,
Lempres wrote, “Dozens of people return to
Alameda County from jails and prisons in a
given week...If those people are not able to
secure work and housing, they’re likely to re-
turn to bad habits out of necessity...” Recog-
nizing the parallels, it becomes evident that
it’s not unusual for formerly incarcerated in-
dividuals to revert to a life of crime, primarily
due to the unjust and systemic issues deeply
embedded within Oakland and its communi-
ty. Despite efforts to address these issues,
instances of racial profiling and unjust treat-



ment by law enforcement continue to dis-
proportionately affect communities of color.
Additionally, economic inequality and lack of
access to affordable housing remain pressing
concerns, contributing to the cycle of poverty
and social marginalization. In Oakland, a city
with a strong history of activism, Fruitvale
Station encourages viewers to confront the
realities of racism and inequality by speaking
up and letting our messages be heard. The
film challenges us to reflect on our own roles
in perpetuating or dismantling these systems
of oppression. It calls on us to stand in soli-
darity with marginalized communities and to
work towards creating a more just and eq-
uitable society. At the end of the film, Oscar
is fatally shot to death by a police officer at
the BART station. The scene is a powerful
metaphor for the ongoing fight against police
brutality and racial injustice. Despite protests
and efforts to demand justice, incidents of vi-
olence against Black individuals continue to
occur. Oscar’s death symbolizes the count-
less lives lost due to racism and systemic
oppression, highlighting the need for system-
ic change. Fruitvale Station is a call to action.
It urges us to recognize each individual’s hu-
manity and advocate for systemic change. As
we grapple with these complex issues, the
film reminds us that the fight for justice is on-
going and that we all have a role in creating
a better future for everyone.

Fruitvale Station and Sorry to Both-
er You delve into themes of police brutali-
ty, racial injustice, and economic disparity,
echoing the socio-political realities of Oak-
land. The portrayal of Oscar Grant lll’s en-
counter with law enforcement in Fruitvale
Station reflects systemic violence against
Black communities, while Sorry to Bother You
highlights the challenges faced by people
of color in finding good jobs and economic
stability. Both films vividly capture Oakland’s
socio-economic dynamics, emphasizing
pervasive injustices and systemic barriers.
Through their exploration of pressing issues,
these movies spark critical discourse and

call for systemic reform, urging societal in-
trospection and collective action toward so-
cial justice. Oakland, a symbol of resilience
and hope, seeks a better tomorrow where
justice, equality, and opportunity are ac-
cessible to every member of its community.
Through the lens of Oakland-based films, sto-
ries of family, love, and culture foster a sense
of togetherness and understanding, com-
pelling audiences to confront uncomfortable
truths and strive for meaningful change with-
in and beyond the city’s borders.

Oakland’s vibrant persona lies in
deep-rooted systemic issues that must be
addressed. From racial inequality to housing
instability, the city grapples with many chal-
lenges that impact its residents daily. Despite
progress in some areas, many communities
still face barriers to opportunity and justice.
But as | delve into the films set in Oakland
and compare them with the city’s actual re-
alities, one prevailing motif stands out: unity.
Despite the diversity in race, culture, gender,
and socioeconomic status, Oakland natives
share a common desire for a city that pri-
oritizes the livelihood of its natives. Despite
facing challenges, the city continues to in-
spire with its diversity and activism. Films like
Fruitvale Station and Sorry to Bother You shed
light on the struggles of Oakland’s commu-
nities, highlighting issues like police brutality
and economic disparities. However weighty
the topics and issues portrayed in these
films may be, they ultimately showcase the
unique bond of solidarity among Oakland na-
tives, a characteristic not often found in other
cities.

ENDNOTES
1. Fruitvale Station. Directed by Ryan Coogle
2. Sorry to Bother You. Directed by.B




Enter Paul Thomas Anderson, a homegrown
Gallforma ﬁlmmaker from the San Fernando Valley. In ]
the tradition of literary and cinematic figures, Anderson’s
filmography displays a sense of specific regional preference in
focus and aesthetics, with seven of his nine current films prom-
~ inently set in California and five specifically exploring the Valley.
Unllke other films, whlch ﬂa.tten location details for a homoge-
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neous settlng, Anderson s Qallforma 1s the one experlenced by locals not tourists.
Anderson has a touch for capturlng details that reveal the essence of the location.
,H1s films in the Valley take this even further, craftlng a lived-in ecosystem that bor-
ders ona lovmg d(_mument toa place thatxqften 1sn’t taken seriously. : ‘
_' A T % J}eyond‘hls h'q]:we ,roots, Anderson p:ossesSesa bm:;der scope, almost approach- L
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Valley. Each film functions as a chapter of a grander epic on the social and historical forces that
shaped the state from its previous iteration while sowing the seeds for the next step. Taking

those seven films, I rearranged them chronologically to highlight how they individually build L
upon shared subjects and synthesize an expansive theme of how actions cascade across history -g;.‘_‘
into modern California.

His earliest setting in There Will Be Blood (2007) recreates California in the last days of the
Wild West, as it was host to oil and supplementary businesses. In execution, Anderson takes histo-
ry and orchestrates it into what critic Adam Nayman describes as a “As a Californian origin myth.”
Befitting this description is the film’s second dialogue-free ten-minute sequence in which Daniel Pla-
inview oversees his workers. The film later clarifies the location as Coyote Hills, the contemporaneous
name for an area of Orange County, only a short stop away from the Los Angeles center of Anderson’s
universe. As the earliest scene in his timeline, the discovery of oil anoints a still nascent California of
the Wild West into the escalating march of industrialization and the cutthroat businessmen who main-
tain it. Perhaps the most striking image is when the camera lingers on one miner doting his infant’s
forehead in oil in a pointed mirror of Christian baptism, soon followed by that man dying in the same

pit. Oil is a new source of wealth that comes at a cost. Anderson’s frames are attuned to small
gestures of human connection, but more than any of his other films, Blood is ruled by cold
market forces. By the film’s coda in the 1920s — electric lighting, bowling alleys, and luxuri-
ous mansions have replaced vistas of desert and untamed grassland. Daniel Plainview will
have long been dead, but the hand of the oil 1ndustry remains in the background as em-

The Master (2012), though occupying California for less time, portrays a crucial junction
in Anderson’s historical timeline. After a brief prologue during the final days of World War
IT — arguably the defining event of the 20th century — the film explores post-war America.
The film’s protagonist, Freddie Quell, is Anderson’s avatar to explore the prosperous post-war
American boom through the lens of a man at the margins. Quell, a former sailor, is haunted
by undiagnosed mental illness, compounded by PTSD, “before it had a name,” and before the
afflicted could get any meaningful help.



California locales in The Master span further
north and rural than typical in Anderson’s films.
A shot of a boat underneath the Golden Gate
Bridge encapsulates Freddie’s life intertwining
with the cult in a reprise of his traumatic origins
on a Navy ship. Aided by the meticulous produc-
tion design of Jack Fisk, Anderson invokes the
typical

“representation of the fifties
as a life of stability,”

a faithful recreation that highlights the quali-
ties of “stagnation, repression, and conformity”
embedded in the social fabric. The most crucial
sequence occurs in an Oakland department store.
Freddie works as a portrait photographer, lead-
ing into a striking montage of portraits showing
people holding still, faces frozen in smiles. The-
matically, Freddie is creating the stereotypically
golden 50s look common to commercials and
nostalgia. They are an American ideal that can
be purchased and displayed, but Anderson’s films
toy with that concept. The figures he is interested
in empathizing with are people from fractured
origins yearning for connection.

1970s America is the period Anderson
revisits most frequently. Though those three films
far from shy away from the darker elements
seeped into the culture, they are also the most
affectionately realized. Licorice Pizza is an amal-
gam of tales of 70s California, mixing anecdotes
from a Holywood who inspired the lead char-
acter, the starring Haim family, and Anderson’s
childhood in the Valley. In an interview, Anderson
refers to the motorcycle jump centerpiece,

extracting from a childhood story of Evel Kniev-

el at a local hangout. A viewer can feel how the
California in these movies draws from a sense of
lived history. With Licorice Pizza, textbook histori-
cal events are featured in the background, holding
less weight than sketched scenes with the feel of a
family in-joke.

In interviews, Anderson references the Val-
ley’s cultural reputation as a pedestrian attachment
to Los Angeles:

“The San Fernando Valley has al-
ways been epic to me... my goal
was to make the valley cinematic.
It seemed rather easy, because of
my frustration with how others
had tried to do it.”

If that is the outsider’s outlook, then Licorice Pizza
and Boogie Nights (1997) show the Valley through
Anderson’s camera-eye. One where the hills of
Encino hide the most electric and thrilling comedy
setpieces, all staged in a routine that could only
play out in this specific suburban landscape.

While these 70s films are not overtly po-
litically focused, Anderson imbues them with the
counterculture movements of the time. Often, they
function as a unifying factor for social outsiders:
hippies, the Black Panthers, and even Boogie Nights
frames its seedy porn industry as a film collective
bastion. But at the same time, the 1970s are marked
in a transient period. The reformations in the air
are soon to fade away. Through its opaque plot, An-
derson’s adaptation of Thomas Pynchon’s Inherent
Vice (2014) sketches in the margins how these




ments were hijacked. It’s a tangled web of dealings
movethat’s difficult to parse, yet broadly pointing
to how drugs and outsider culture were taken as
extensions of control — be it governmental or big
business.

In contrast to the screwball noir of Inherent
Vice, Licorice Pizza hones that perspective through
a grounded story. Fitting the film’s significant motif
of pinball, the two leads ricochet through different
cultural pockets, from celebrity culture to local
politics.Each provides a stopgap for an entertaining
vignette, but nothing lasting. Instead, the charac-
ters pass on to the next step, and at times, are left
disillusioned hy their experiences. In some ways,
Licorice Pizza is a love letter to the California of An-
derson’s youth. But he pointedly does not shy away
from the seedier aspects that were socially endem-
ic. Glamorous movie stars turn into crass drunks
and racist caricatures are a staple of adult humor.
Yet, Inherent Vice and Licorice Pizzaboth find spots
of true solace in a shared image. Two lovers run-
ning through the wide sidewalks of Los Angeles
in blithe joy. In those scenes, the long Californian
sprawl appears as a runway, where they don’t need
anything else as long as they move.

The march of time most viscerally mani-
fests in Boagie Nights during the 1979 New Year’s -
Party, where the 70s literally ends as the film’s
structure collapses into a series of losses, failures,
and devastating incidents for its cast. Though tales
of murder and drugs have an operatic but still
fictional quality, other changes appear to ring truer
to Anderson personally. Most notably, he places the
industry turnover from film to digital video as a
marker for the turn away from quality and work
ethic as an industry pride. This incident is about
a niche culture long before the mainstream shift
from film to digital, of which Anderson is one of the
biggest stalwarts of film photography. But as Adam

-

Nayman analyzes, this scenario serves as a micro-
cosm for Anderson’s greater theme,

“a counterculture and its corpora-
tization.”

It can be easy to mock porn formats as a subject
deserving of seriousness, but Anderson treats it with
genuine pathos. Director Jack Horner’s insistence
that he’s a real filmmaker who makes real movies
can be self-deluded. But it’s not a leap to relate to
someone defending their creative environment from
encroaching business cuts.

With anffinity for period settings,Anderson
thus far has depicted coontemporay california only
twice. Magnolia (1999) and Punch-Drunk-Love (2004)
comprise a narrow slice of the turnover from the
20th to the 21st centry. Gone is the freedom and
counterculture that he lovingly portrayed; modern
times are a sadder affair. Both films center around
his loneliest and saddest characters, but there is no _
hippie movement or band of artists for them to latch
on to for community. Conversely, Frank T.J. Mackey —
a modernization of the manipulative business tactics
regularly featured before, fosters a community of -
male hate and resentment, twisting shared pain

~towards resentment from which he can profit.

The California locales in these films are
among the most mundane of Anderson’s career.
Anderson’s period films exchange a certain kind of
glitz and glamor, exciting but also distancing. His
recreations of the past are authentically detailed,
and the textures feel lived in of the time. In lieu of
the epic-scale awe of the oil derricks of Blood, these
films traffic in melancholic reality that.can be more
directly potent to a given audience. Punch-Drunk-
Love stages a set. piece where its anxious protagonist
crashes through a typical fluorescent supermarket. -
Or Magnolia, where the camera barrels through a
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multitude of suburban homes at an almost relentless
pace. If Anderson, in his words, wanted to make the
Valley “epic,” then these two films are his most signif-
icant effort. He reconstructs the most ordinary places
through film as exciting, purely cinematic spaces.

The Valley may have been considered an
uncool hub, but Anderson’s filmmaking exalts it for
all its Southern Californian glory. There is a quality to
how Anderson films the Valley in both framing and
lighting. If one had to boil down his stylistic tenden-
cies and trademarks, perhaps the most signatory
technique in Anderson’s arsenal is his employment
of blown-out highlights in a frame. But far from
being the result of amateur (with love) filmmaking or
unavoidable sethacks, this blinding white light is de-
ployed with precise deftness. As early as Boogie Nights,
when Dirk ambles through Jack Horner’s poolside
villa, and as late as Licorice Pizza’s sunbaked suburbs,
Anderson lets the warm California sunlight bathe the
images. In select shots, the sky burns white instead
of blue, or blue flares add an artificial texture to the
film. Likewise, in Punch-Drunk-Love, the opening scene
shows its protagonist leaving his dim office, drowning
the celluloid in an enveloping layer of white light. It’s
a sensation that many California residents can relate
to during the peak of summer. As a palette tool, An-
derson and his cameraman, Robert Elswit, blend the

unvarnished white to complement bold primary colors

for a uniquely Golden State image.

Endnotes:

For as much as Anderson’s films paint a
loving portrait of California locales, he simultane-
ously portrays its almost inextricable links to cap-
italism and conniving salesmen, who transmute
in form and medium over time. Oil is the first, but
traveling down the chronology shows how religion
and cults, Hollywood filmmaking, and sexist self-
help gurus are further vectors laced in a collective
mindset of salesmanship and acquiring capital
from the masses. If these films together examine
the state’s development since the 20th century,
then this observation is one of the principal roots
of their narratives and themes, even if they take
place in different stories and genres. At the time of
this writing, Anderson is in the midst of filming his
new movie in Eureka, California. From set photos,
it appears to be contemporary, his first since 2002.
Whatever the film ends up being, it surely will be
an exciting new addition to Anderson’s vision of
California, his most recurring character.
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What is a cult film? There |s_n’t an ex-= ragegusly and unintentionally so. However,

act definition, as the term encompasses an
extremely wide range of movies, but cer-
tain qualities have remained constant in
cult films throughout history. The “cult” in
cult film (or cult classic) refers to its central
identifying feature: a small, yet extremely
dedicated fanbase. Cult films are typically
rejected by critics and the mainstream pub-
lic upon their initial release, but adored by
underground counterculture groups. This
is because more often than not, cult films
address disturbing or taboo subject matter,
which leads to controversy and censorship.
The film may eventually be given a reevalua-
tion after decades and embraced by the gen-
eral public, but that is not always the case.
Even then, cult films are still viewed as bi-
zarre in comparison to mainstream films - in
no small part due to the frequency with which
they display qualities of camp.

Now, it’s important to define what
the term “camp” actually means,-as-it-has
been used in a wide array of contexts and
is crucial to exploring the significance of
cult films in cinema. The term was coined
by Susan Sontag in her 1964 essay “Notes
on Camp” in regards to works that are en-
tartaining because they are bad - often out-

films can be intentionally camp-as-well:-In
fact, many films are more self-aware of their
outrageousness than we tend to give them
credit for. For this reason, I’d like to define
camp simply as the opposite of realism: a
specific tone and style of filmmaking re-
volving around the nature of being an over-
the-top, transgressive, & satirical reflection
of reality. Camp reveals truth: not through
trying to accurately replicate every detail
of the real world like realism or formalism
does, but by defying so many filmic conven-
tions that it forces us to confront why those
conventions exist in the first place. This is
why it has resonated so strongly with coun;,
terculture audiences throughout history;
most prominently the queer community.
Camp reclaims the nature of being

an outcast, and can transform trauma into ™L_
something cathartic by simultaneously ex- ﬁ:
of the mainstream. The frequency w.ﬂh_n

which 'disturbing subject matter is depict- .
ed thrai‘iﬁ‘n camp-is—alsoiwhy cult films are
so closeli(.,tied-. to the 'horror genre, and
precisely why | find them so fascinating.
This article will e)_(amine three instances
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posing andszrejecting the social confines

of cult filimmaking. Specifically, films sur-
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rounding the terrors of idyllic suburban
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All of these examples were initially con-
sidered to be “bad” films, yet as time has
passed they’ve each been given retro-
s.pectives - albeit in very different ways.

Perhaps no director is more suit-
ed to portraying domestic abuse through
camp than John-Waters;-whose-entire-body
of work is purposefully distasteful and

“provocative in order to expose the hypoc-

risy behind mid-century social norms and
family values. His protagonists partake in

crime and debauchery such as sexual as-

sault, incest, cannibalism, and murder -
all of which are played for laughs. At the
fralt and center of nearly all his films is

~—“drag queen Divine, whose persona Waters—

describes as “Godzilla and Elizabeth Tay-
lor put together.” Her screen presence is
inimitable; she delivers Waters’ -hilarious-

, that was precisely the point. His films were
crafted specificallyl for social outcasts
to enjoy,' queer audiences in particular.

The same,cannot be said for Frank
Perry’s 1981 biopic drama Mommie Dearest,
which has acquired a particularly infamous
reputation. The film was an adaptation of
Christina Crawford’s memoir, detailing the

—childhood-abuse-she-suffered-at-the-hands

of her mother, Joan Crawford. Uponrelease,
the film was met with abysmal ratings - all
targeted toward lead actress Faye Dun-
away. Her performance as Joan Crawford
was deemed outrageously awful by critics
and so-bad-it’s-good by general audienc-
es. Naturally, the film became a cult clas-
sic. John Waters himself described Dun-
away’s portrayal of Crawford as “the first
drag queen played by a woman,” and it’s
not hard to see what he means. Dunaway’siay
overexaggerated physicality and nearly opE"I

ly drawn out and creatively insulting lines
as if her words could kill, and her-phys-
icality is indulgent, confident, and cha-
otic, the human represe'ntati'on-o.f-camp
Though extremely removed from reallty
“in tone, the actions expressed on screen
in Waters’ films remain bold and visceral.

Take Pink Flamingos (1972), which

used real pyrotechnics to burn down the

main characters’ trailer home, and ends

d

with a scene of Divine actually-eating-dog—
poop on camera. Waters’ 1981 film Polyes- '

ter significantly-tones down the filth fac-
tor, instead upping the ante on his flair for

" kitsch. Obnoxious floral wallpaper, white

picket fences, and hair_rollers galore are
used to explicitly satirize 50s Technicol-
or_melodramas like those of Douglas Sirk.
The general public was never the target au-
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eratic line freadings are immediately rem-
iniscent of Divine. Her screaming of “no
wire hangers!’and “Tina, bring me the ax!”
-were-so-instantly iconic that they’ve been .
referenced time and tlme again in queer
pop culture""'r
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The film has gained a new life among queer
audiepces, -but pasi:their comedic reinter-

<l
" it
pand the show’s world: rather, it complete-

ly shattered it. The literal smashing of a

pretations of the film and critics’ distaste ~television screen at the end-of-the film’s

for it lies a third reading of Dunaway’s per-
formance: that of stark realism: If you read
the YouTube comments undel*r"l_tihrl'l‘é clip of the
infamous wire hangefrg scene, most of them
are from victims of parental abuse wbo con-
sider Dunaway’s over-the-top meltdowns to
be eerily similar to how their own parents

opening credits isn’t exactly subtle when it

comes to addressing how the film is meant

to relate to the show. While Twin Peaks was
campy and subversive, these qualities were
removed from the underlying horror and
‘violence -intrinsic to the story. In Waters’
films and Mommie Dearest, camp works—to

acted towards them. What has been- dis-,, accentuate violence - not distract from it.

missed as bad acting by some is' frighten-

ingly realistic for many others. This draws

an unlikely parallel to another film of nearly
the exact same content, but whose back-
lash was for an entirely different’ reason.

The original 1990s run of David
Lynch’s surrealist mystery drama Twin Peaks
- while strange, campy, and highly satirical
of melodramas (just like Waters’ films and
Mommie Dearest) - was actually beloved
right off the bat. However, its 1992 prequel
film, Twin Peaks: Fire Walk With Me, is an en-
tirely different beast - and audiences were
not ready for it at the time. The complete
antithesis of Twin Peaks, FWWM didn’t ex-

. Twin Peaks was explicitly about mur-
der and abuse, but such harrowing subject
matter was heavily sanitized for television
audiences to maintain a more lighthearted
tone. Murder victim Laura Palmer was sim-
ply a-beautiful dead. girl: a symbol for the
strange but enticing environment of Twin
Peaks. In FWWM, there is no semblance of
nostalgia, no fan service, no exciting mys-
tery to latch onto. Audiences were forced to
confront the horrifying nature of what Twin
Peaks had always been about: the abuse and
eventual murder of a young woman. FWWM
is a bleak two hours of nothing but terror,
misery;,-and-suffering:-Even-the dreamy visu-
al atmosphere of the show has been turned
into a nightmare, the retro kitsch aesthetic’
now a symbol of horror. Family homes are
liminal spaces, childhood bedrooms a sur-
realist hell. Lynch is uncompromising in his
depiction of the horror of Laura’s situation,
and it is deeply-uncomfortable to watch.
However, this is all Eone with the specific
purpose of centering Laura’s experience
and showing how -she perceives the town
that aﬁences'ha&' romanticized for two
seasons of the'show. The unwavering ad-
herence to her perspective and emotions re-
gardless of the.viewer’s comfort gives Laura
agency, and more importantly, compassion
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- & - two things she was never granted in the
| original show. The final scene is most evoc-
- 'H-a‘tive of this, in which she is greeted by an

angel after her death and we see her smil-
"ﬁ ing in relief. It feels like Lynch'is trying to

- glve Laura some semblance of a happy end-
"ﬂ ing after all she’s been through. Thus, while

FWWM is undoubtedly an exercise in misery,
it is also an exercise in visceral empathy.

Most viewers-had-not-been-interest-
ed in empathizing with Laura, and thus dis-
missed the film for being too “dark and de-
pressing” in its depiction of her suffering.
Many failed to consider that this may actual-
__ly be a more accurate portrayal of an abuse
[ ! victim’s experiences. There is a scene in
| FWWM where Laura’s father, Leland, goes
- into' a rage over Laura having not washed
— _her hands before eating breakfast. The way
.l this scene plays out is nearly identical to
. many sequences within Mommie Dearest -
=E| the cartoonishly exaggerated outburst over

=
£
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or soap operas. This starkly contrasts the
extreme violence occurring within them,
and directly links this aesthetic of kitschy
Americana to an underlying depravity.
Dunaway’s poorly drawn-on eyebrows and
feathered robes, the forever smiling face

of:|LEaura Palmer in her homecoming photo,

and Divine’s massive wigs and drag make- j§

up all appeal to this nostalgiazdriven des- -

a miniscule detail, the exhaustingly drawn-
out nature of the suffering, the sheer terror
| _ o ‘lingering in the air. So why is Mommie Dear-
[-E! est laughed at while FWWM-isn!t{’-F'i‘.rs~t,—it»’s-
important to establish why each of these
& =" "three examples were initially so despise;i.
; This relates back to a key element of cult
' ﬂ films: their maccessmlllt); to the main-
ﬁ stream public on account of not only the
films’ subject matter, but the way in whlch
I -
»
=

such subject matter is portrayed. AII-the
films PPve brought up are textbook exam-
ples of-transgressive-fiimmaking, with two
central parallels between their depictions

—of abusive households. The first is the aes-
thetic subversion of tradltlonal heterosexu-
ﬂ al suburbia. The homes in these films are all

r decorated with a retro feminine gaudiness
ﬂ similar to that of Old Hollywood melodramas

]
I =y

thetlilc SO aggressively that‘i_t’s nearly sinis-
ter. Furthermore, the performances wﬁithin
these films all showcase “extreme” acting
-k (ﬂ-screen bql?évior (in this case, unorth- *
odox depictions, of abusive parents) that
c__gmpletely' algall'dons filmic conventions.
The Iackl':;f conformity to repressive
cineméatic styles can actually make these
films more truthful and powerful, but' it’s
also a lot harder for audiences to'embrace.
People really don’t like it when their own
personal comfort is disrupted, and the na-
ture of all these films is very intentionally
disruptive. When works attempting to ex-
pose_a_certain_flaw_within_societal norms
actually succeed in doing so, they are met
with backlash. If you’re makin'&‘a Fnovie
about domestic abuse that stays within the-
bounds of filmic acceptability and pléyﬁ it
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alized audiences tend
to gravita't(-; more ito-
wardsifilms that are
actually transgressi\'rg. John Waters’ films
have always been loved" by qu*eer audienc-
es, but only in recent years has he been

embraced by more highbrow film circles.

ic conventions really are. It begs consid-

7.

2.

Last year an exhibit dédicated to Watersm,

opened at the Academy Museum'in Los An-
geles, now being considered “prfzstige art”
by the very normies he was making fun of
back in the 70s. Meanwhile, mucll_l of FW-
WM'’s shifting reception can be attributed
to its relationship with the original Twin
Peaks, challenging viewers to see the show
they loved in an entirely different light.

Now that decades have passed,

FWWM has been granted a critical re-
evaluation and is rightfully -regarded
by most as the masterpiece it always

was. Mommie Dearest, on the other hand,
has not been met with the same fate.
At best, it has been treated as if it were a
lighthearted Waters film, yet its content
reflects something nearly as terrifying
as FWWM. The truth is, Mommie Dearest
can be both of these things at the same
time - but because it is so multifacet-
ed, audiences don’t really know what to
make of it. It makes sense that critics
dismissed the film as “bad” rather than
reflecting on what conventions Dun-
away may be shattering. The correlation
between poor mainstream reception
and underlying catharsis through-camp
speaks to how restrictive many cinemat-

~of power or privilege ering: who exactly g;ets to define what is B
s “are challenged. For “good” taste and “bad” taste, and why?
this reason, margin-g.
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We all know and love the classic, cozy, and" nisms. This world that we’re transported to through-
nostalgic film C" raline (2009) directed by Henry out the film is seemingly colorful and wondrous, but
Selick. This film serves as a childhood Just as Coraline realizes all that glitters is not gold,
favorite, bringing us back to endearing we as the audience can understand that the
times cuddled up on the couch with a film means so much more than just
warm blanket and comforting our- an average tale of a child’s adven-

i

selves with the riveting adventure " ture. Coraline serves as a fantastical
Coraline endures. But there’s somth- P . representation of unhealthy coping
ing slighly off about this tale, " | - mechanisms in regards to parental
something rather unsettling that i n':l‘y 1‘;‘E\I - neglect, via Coraline’s recreation of
sets it apart from the many T : her reality which is tailored to what
fond childhood mov- - she’s missing in her real life.

ies we know, love, and ~ She delusionally (and might | '

remember. - add, subconsciously) creates




a trail of crumbs leading us to a I
of what’s really going on in Co
get to the bottom of this by diy
er implications
of  Coraline’s
dream world, =

the objects and
scenes she cre-
ates, and fur-
ther, how those
mirror her in-
ternal mental
workings!

L et
us start at the
quaint yet
creepy Pink
Palace. From
the jump, it’s
apparent to us
that Coraline feels out of place
Her parents blatantly ignore he
den with her, casting her away
nuisance. These first few scene
terize her toxic familial dyna
for Coraline’s eventual motives
world. Further distinguishing C
stood character, have you ever s
that a majority of the character
world mispronounce her name
Bobinsky, Miss Spink, Miss Fo
newly found friend, Wybie, al
name, thus becoming a microc
overall lack of acceptance and
Interestingly enough, Mr. Bobi
correct him on his pronunciatio
and lest we forget that these mice
to Coraline’s alternate world.

Thisbeingsaid, let’s take a
dream world, and what makes
sorevealing of her psyche. Whe
her dream world we are faced
of colors, animated stuffed ani
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wasn’t the same here with-
out you kiddo” (00:19:48). ‘
Coraline isn’t only understood
here, but she’s wanted, thus S
projecting the void she ‘;

feels in her reality. Her ab- - )~
sence makes a difference
to the other parents, while
in her real world, Coraline =
has to beg and plead for 5‘
her real parents to play 5
games with her. From this,

her alternate reality becomes

a safe place; it is a place of de-

sires where her subconscious mind

can run wild...

Taking a step back into Coraline’s real
world, Coraline recounts a dream she had, ex-
citedly sharing her visions with her parents.
Immediately her dad discredits her by calling
her a dizzy dreamer. Within this scene, we can
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see that Coraline’s parents belittle her imagina-
tive qualities, and consider her silly and naive.
These dreams are comforting to Coraline (and
are inherently her second home), yet foolish
to her parents. As of now, we can understand
Coraline’s dream world as being a manifesta-
tion of her desires, or otherwise her subcon-

e AU AN NN

scious thoughts. Each night that
4 she falls asleep in the real world,

o

her dreams transport her into

an alternate reality. But the

#  curiosity of Coraline’s other

"~ world coaxes her into visit-

ing the magical door mid-

A day, leading us to believe

& = that Coraline really does

seek escapism. In this

scene, the portal opens

up just as it would in her

dreams at night. It’s here that

the audience is presented with

the idea that the other world

Coraline imagines may not just be a dream,
but perhaps a cognitive dysfunction.

The lines between what is perceived
and what is reality become blurred as aspects
from Coraline’s dream world seep into her real
world, leading us to believe that Coraline has

dissociative qualities. In an article discussing
dissociative qualities in children, FW Putnam
adds how dissociative disorder can manifest
itself in multiple fashions, including auditory
and visual hallucinations, and vivid imaginary
companionship.
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feeds our understanding of Corali
As she enters into Mr. Bobinsky’s h:
with cotton candy cannons and a ro
machine, the dancing circus mice get
tion and magically spell out her name. T
can be seen as a physical representation of
being “seen” in her alternate world, because |
forget the characters in her real world don’t eve
pronounce her name correctly. The jumping mice
perform a wonderful circus routine, entirely creat-
ed for Coraline, making her feel like the star of the
show.

Shortly after this fantastical mice show,
Coraline and Wybie enter into Miss Spink and Miss
Forcible’s theater for yet another spectacle. To-
wards the latter half of the show, Miss Spink and
Miss Forcible miraculously strip out of their home-
ly suits, and transform into two beautiful trapeze
artists. At once they begin to recite a poem that goes
by the name of “What a Piece of Work is Man?”
from the Shakespearian play, Hamlet. To place
some context here, Hamlet is found in shambles by
two university students sent by his uncle to spy on
him. Before reciting the poem, Hamlet expresses his
feelings of depression, and how the world around
him brings him nothing but despair, essentially al-
luding to the idea that the life he lives makes him
depressed. Selick’s tasteful Shakesperian reference
places Coraline and Hamlet as equals, given that
both are craving more from their life, and are liv-
ing in a depressing reality that doesn’t suit them.
The only difference here is that Coraline acts cog-

feline friend.
d slowly starts to
white environment.
Nothing out here, she only
would impress you. She wants
ve, I think, something that isn’t her”
. The way in which the cat explains the
Other Mother’s world is synonymous to Coraline’s
own cognitive functioning, in that she created an
alternate reality that she believed would satiate her
unmet needs. This world is a noncontiguous reality
to her own, and is filled with things that Coraline
believes will make her feel loved. 1 personally
viewed this conversation as a mirroring effect of the
Other Mother’s behavior onto Coraline’s, becoming
a commentary on how Coraline’s brain is function-
ing in her alternate reality. She creates things that
are idealistic to her, but more importantly

things that act as a veil overher =~ . s
trauma. vy < o




Visually, the scene shows the fleeting effects
of Coraline’s alternate reality, and even deeper, the
inadequacy of unhealthy coping mechanisms. We
can see that the world she has created isn’t truly ful-
filling, hence why it is mostly empty. As Coraline’s
alternate reality morphs into her worst nightmare,

they are covered in snow, an illusion that Coraline
had envisioned in her alternate world. They are un-
aware of the snow, further proving Coraline’s dis-
illusionment in the present. This tells the audience
that Coraline really is seeing things, deeming her
“dream” world a dissociative manifestation.

Coraline prompts its audience with top-
ics hardly touched on in PG films. We’ve looked
through the real meaning of Coraline’s dreams,
and how they function as more than just a child’s

ion at play but a complex manifestation
ism when faced

Endnotes

Ed. “What a Piece of Work
Is Man’, Meaning.” No Sweat
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2. Putnam F. W. (1993). Disso-
ciative disorders in children:
behavioral  profiles and
problems. Child abuse & ne-
glect, 17(1), 39-45.




Finding Refuge Elsewriere

A Deep Dive into Achieving Etonnal Sundtine
Written By: Avalon Neal
Designed By: Avalon Neal & Mirabel Hunt

If you had the opportunity to erase
the memories that broke your heart the most,
would you? Would having a spotless mind lead
to never-ending eternal sunshine? Michael
Gondry’s Eternal Sunshine of the
2004) dives into this complex issu
; tory of two heartbroken i

held for each oth

his memories fl

with Joel’

tion. The

parably toan in

tivated by emotic

activate a past mem

ear and fairly melancholic




ave-(

] ﬂ"' lled 1nto his i

s forced to face .= ' s

ing h hadlearné and

e knowledge | he

"' mgs1de his Clem-
ting 'n ough Clementine,
nelancholic Joel was able to see the
ighter };ght and have the power to
e more exciting and ever-changing.
ry of Clementine, Joel’s own
't stagnant. Professor Havi
Jniversity of Bristol remarks on
ndition individuals find themselves

) in when resorting to memory erasure

instead of allowing them to confront
heir emotions organically. She states,
‘Mourning is healthy because its
ultimate aim is to allow the mourner
to return to erotic life and to reinvest

en (.)ryw1pe of her recent ex
5 process leads the heartb 01e

fol low in her footsteps, as he feels he s 1

0 go through life without her. The two lover :
ck in a monotonous state of grlef f.le er

_'lef'hng themselves go through the mournin

process of heart
take over. Even if th I;L_r 1Y
no longer exists, t 3 n
tions continue to persist
were not able to escape
they amplified and prolonged it by
repetition of actions and emotions.

Throughout the film, the ethics be-
hind erasing one’s memory are consistently
being questioned as a resurgence of emotions
towards past lovers continues to stand as nat-
ural instincts and emotions do not disappear.
To illustrate this idea further, Michael Gondry
introduces the audience to two seemingly un-
related characters. Upon further inspection, we
learn that they know each other a lot better than
previously seen. The man behind the madness,

andlettl melanck
i TG 3




collaborates with his colleagues and his
assistant, Mary Svevo (Kirsten Dunst), to
erase the memories of those hurting the
most. While working on Joel’s memory
erasure procedure, Dr. Mierzwiak and Mary
are left alone with each other. The young
"and eccentric Mary cannot push aside her
feelings towards her boss and passionately
kisses the married doctor. Unsurprised by
this action, Dr. Mierzwiak recounts to Mary
" hat he is a married man with chil_dren, -

together. Despite these factors, the two kiss
each other once more and are caught in the
act by Dr. Mierzwiak’s wife. As Howard and
Mary race off after his wife to console her
for their own wrongdoings, the defeated and
dispassionate woman claims, “You can have
- him, you did.”
This information dumfounds Mary
~ as she was unable to recall any memory of
having been with her boss before this mo-
ment. The doctor quietly utters to the young
assistant, “We have a history.” At this mo-
ment, Mary realizes she is stuck in a repet-
itive state of heartbreak, constantly getting
heartbroken over the same man over and
over again because she is unable to hide her
instinctual emotions. Instead of letting her-
self mourn, she decided to have her memory
erased of Howard, which led her to end up
right where she began.

In a similar fashion, Clementine and
Joel could possibly be stuck in the same
monotonous loop, as they are both unable to
rid themselves of their innate emotions for
each other despite having no recollection
of one another. Nearing the end of the film,
Clementine and Joel reconnect with each

i =+ == ,&— E£7’ = tzﬁ— =

other after all memories of each other
have been erased. They continue to meet
eye to eye, but they still look at each oth-
er as if they were just strangers. Despite
just recently “meeting” each other, their
innate emotions for one another emerge,
and they fall for each other once more.

While falling for each other once again,
Mary decides to boldly release all infor- e
mation about the patients affected by the

memory erasure procedure to ensure tha
nobody will be harmfully affected by thi
method ever again. Clementine and Joel

are left appalled over this revelation as
they are left with no recollection of their
uplifting or disheartening experiences
with each other.

Nevertheless, the two decide to give
the relationship another chance in spite
of the risks that stand in their way. The
film ends on an ambiguous but uplifting
note, with Clementine and Joel attempting
once again to be with one another despite
the circumstances. Although this decision
is seemingly heartwarming, it could ul-
timately lead to their own demise. There
is a reason why they decided to split ties
with one another, and even though they are
unable to recall this situation, it still shad-
ows their hearts and relationship with one
another, for they were meant to grow away
from each other, not towards. The inability
to separate themselves from someone they
once considered their home continuously

exemplifies the immoral nature of memory
erasure, further \

( ]
ability to cause Meet m m
more destruction

proving its prob-
than satisfaction. M : é V4
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TW: Mention of sexual assault, suicide, domestic
abuse, state violence, underage drug/alcohol use

t the turn of the mid-20th century, cine-
matic censorship had begun to dissipate.
Notably, exploitation films, which are
characterized as cheaply-funded pro-
ductions portraying taboo imagery and

gW@'WJW current trends, started to rise in popularity. Between the

1960’s and 70’s, mainstream films still diverted from
including such content; thus, exploitation films fed the
masses’ darker desires. The visibility of the skate sub-
culture similarly blossomed by the late 70’s, asserting
values of autonomy, resilience, and community support.
“To outsiders, skaters are thought of as rebels, social de-

viants, or simply different.” Historically, prohibitive le-
gal measures have been made against skate culture, due
to stereotypes of laziness and disorderliness. In a similar

sense, exploitation films have been discerned as shock-
ing and disruptive to the status quo. Sometimes shunned
for their approach to realism — Larry Clark, director of
the cult-classic Kids (1995), documented inner-city Tul-
sa teens, who lose themselves to the shattering bliss of
the present moment. Clark returned to themes of deso-
lation, screamo, and self-destruction in his obscure pro-
duction: Marfa Girl (2012). Critics were underwhelmed

”y by his recurring interest in working-class Latino youth,

which had been previously featured in Wassup Rockers

sl-INHHSIRIAl (2005). In his films, the contemporary adolescent faces
the issue of having too-much time. Is the idle adolescent

privy to being exploited in films made under the guise
of art?

Similar scrutiny followed the Serbian director
Maja Milos’ indie-sleaze feature, Klip (2012). The
film explores frantic teenagehood from an honest,
heart-wrenching perspective, but depicts (staged) gratu-
itous sex scenes between adolescents. The fourteen-year
old lead, Jasna, clad in waist-cinching puffers and fur-
lined boots, parties throughout freezing Belgrade nights.
Through her phone’s camera, she and her peers glam-
orize their lifestyles, concealing the bleakness of their

TFINITE dilapidated suburb. Marfa Girl, meanwhile, features
| s found-talent Adam Mediano, a Mexican-American boy
who skates the Chihuahuan desert’s high plains.
@B | LA 41

=E=ESES Jasna and Adam are pressured by adult expecta-

B TN tions, and they are emotionally isolated. Both characters
exhibit voidness from the (impending) loss of a father
L figure. Jasna’s father is dying from a health condition,

s and she seeks relief from various highs. Meanwhile,




i Adam’s fa-
ther is unpre-
sent; he cheats
on his devoted
girlfriend and
gets into trou-
ble often. Adam
and Jasna fre-
quently engage in =
withdrawal coping
techniques, whereby
they remove them-
selves from their
home-centered
anxieties. One
study stated
how the
highest
levels *
of =

stress
were determined to be
parentally-related. Jasna and Adam’s
mothers are burdened with financial
instability and lack an emotional support
system. Jasna holds resentment against her
family’s structural decline. On the other hand,
Adam briefly expresses his distress but omits any
dedication towards envisioning a brighter future.
Thus, the teens utilize sexual enticement and drug
use as distraction strategies.
Disrespect towards state institutions is ex-
plored through the teenagers’ reactionary actions.
These filmic choices metaphorize the predatory
breaches made by members of disciplinary institu-
tions. In Marfa Girl, Adam walks into school late,
as students pledge allegiance to the flag of the
United States and Texas. He does not vocalize the
pledge, and falls asleep during class. His female

teacher awaits for the room to be cleared, and she takes
advantage of Adam’s disengagement. She threatens to
paddle him, as a means of tantalizing him. Her false
embodiment of intimidation is unsettling. Additional-
ly, Adam brushes off the aggravation he endures from
Border Patrol. His disconnect with his white mother is
highlighted, as her advice is “not give them a reason [for
officers]” to harm him. Due to the colonial history of
Marfa, a town sixty-miles from the US-México border,
manifestations of white supremacy affect Adam, as well
as others within Marfa’s Latinx community. The iden-
tifier of Marfa Girl is a young, unnamed white wom-
an; she is an artist interning for the Chinati Foundation,
recognized by locals as a gentrifying force. Marfa
Girl’s relationship with the townsmen is as fetishis-
tic as it is consistent — she sleeps with
many of the younger Latino
men she encounters. Marfa
Girl’s white gaze reinforc-
es the exoticization of Latinx
people. Arguably, Clark may be un-
consciously conserving this stereotype.
In white American-produced media,
tropes of the Latin Lover and
Spicy Latina indoctrinate de-
meaning perceptions of Latinx
man/womanhood.  Colonialist
assumptions of Latinx sensuality
and sexual availability preserve
the idea that the oppressed subject is easier to
groom, or capable of withstanding mutilated boundaries.
In Klip, Jasna’s school district offers poor academ-

ic support. In one scene, Jasna and her friends giggle,
as she films her professor falling asleep while lecturing.
Secondly, the institution fails to monitor the violence and
bullying that often occurs. Jasna’s love interest, the sev-
enteen-year old Djordje, even defaces school grounds
as a hobby, stirred from his rebellious disdain towards
his home and school life. As he and his friends routinely
wreak havoc, they shout from rooftops, shouting their
nationalistic pride. However, their ruinous actions ex-
hibit their lack of faith in their country’s economic pros-
perity. For context, Serbia is ranked the sixth poorest
country in Europe. In 2012, 8.8% percent of the Serbian
population lived below the poverty line. In 2013, 24.5%
of the population (which consists of less than 1.8 million
people) were at risk of living below the poverty line.
Those at such risk also tend to live in lower-income ar-
eas, which are densely populated neighborhoods. This is




apartment complexes. In a particular scene of vandal-
ism, the friend group sets school property afire. Djorje
then unleashes the fire extinguisher. The friends frolic
in the thrill of the short-lived, smokelike savior. This
imagery alludes to the blinding elation felt from smoth-
ering of one’s ailments. Djordje and Jasna run through
the white smoke, symbolizing the clouded nature of
their flammable lifestyles.

Both Jasna and Adam find themselves in
compromising and toxic dynamics,
due to early sexualization,
gender norms, and their
socio-economic con-
ditions. Jasna is
influenced
by social -;

) 1 F
media and
her peers, and
she equates her
self-worth to her
promiscuity.
Slavic ex-
pectations of
masculinity
lie in war-
riorism and
chauvinism,
which entails the exer-
tion of physical power and misogyny. Thus, Djordje
is enabled to misuse Jasna’s assumption of self-subor-
dination. Meanwhile, Adam is being preyed upon by
adults and figures of authority. At the beginning of the
film, he has just turned sixteen. Marfa Girl tells him she
is waiting for him to reach Texas’ age of consent, sev-
enteen. Adam is hypersexualized, due to the adultifica-
tion of Latino youth. Though Adam is receptive to the
attention, he is most likely accustomed to the predatory
nature of their advances.

Both Jasna and Adam’s mothers are loosely un-
aware of their children’s safety, as they lack the time
and resources to mitigate their childrens’ whereabouts.
In Klip, Jasna’s mother asks her to sell her phone for
money, despite how Jasna’s rich uncle in Azerbaijan
refuses to assist her family financially (he gave Jasna
the phone). In Marfa Girl, an initial instance of sexual
harassment occurs within the first five minutes: Adam
is chased by a Border Patrol agent, Tom, due to bypass-
ing juvenile curfew. These curfews were researched to
disproportionately impact Black and Hispanic children,

and they were found to
create problematic scenarios,
as enforcers were also not
trained on how to identify
underage subjects. Tom later
claims he stopped Adam due
to suspicions of
him be-
-#. ing an
undoc-
umented
immigrant,
or a “terrorist.”
However, Adam knows the
attack was inten-
tional. When
he is tackled
by Tom, and
Adam spits
out, “Hom!”
This insult
insinuates Tom’s
repeated behavior.
Later in the film, Tom
even kidnaps Adam, and at-
tempts to sexually abuse him. Tom
tends to harass individuals unprotected
by an adult male’s machismo. However,
Adam reaps his revenge in a culminating
scene: he shoots Tom with a rifle, sav-
ing his mother’s life. “ [
The climactic moment in

Klip is the day Jasna’s father

is hospitalized. In the bath- “RAHS
room with Djordje, she

pours her heart out,

and cries. This is “[Il wnlsls
the first time she y
R TN
Djordje
™ PROGEED TOKISS
y
FROM HER NOSE

-

epresses grief



uncomfortable with her externalized sorrow.
Though it is implied Djordje and his mother were by
the father, he responds with a gentle caress, and sug-
gests cocaine will aid Jasna. A study discovered how
“romantic love and cocaine addiction behaviors share
survival system activation in the brain,” which illus-
trates why an obsessive need can generate so fiercely.
Furthermore, “romantic love can become a destructive
form of addiction,” upon instances of rejection.

This observation is concretized when Jasna be-
comes increasingly attached to Djordje, as he arbi-
trarily devalues her advances. His dismissive tendency
is epitomized when Jasna confesses her love for him,
amidst a passionate kiss. He shoves her away, disgust-
ed. His reaction triggers a mutually fight
or flight response. Thus, Jasna attempts
to recapture his desire. She kisses
another boy, and upon him notic-
ing, he begins to beat her. Co-
caine is researched to instigate
hyperactivity within the limbic
neurotransmitter system, its im-
pulsive aggression in response to
negative stimuli. Djordje, intoxicat-
ed, feels provoked to punish Jasna for
her attention-seeking betrayal. Jasna
then attempts to throw punches at
him. He grabs her wrists, and the two
proceed to kiss, as blood still runs
from her nose. In Marfa Girl, cocaine
use is also shown as a warning signal.
The unnamed woman engages in
snorting the substance with a local
man. He speaks about his past, which
includes “living on extremes.” He de-
scribes an evening by which he took
his motorcycle two-hundred miles-
per-hour down a highway, party-hop-
ping from San Antonio to Austin:
“There’s no processing anything. No
looking side to side. It’s just you on
this really fast horse.” His compari-
son of a motorcycle to a horse evokes
the history of a Wild West Texas, and
its symbolism of being unbound to
law. As his speed causes him to sur-
pass highway patrol, he accessed the
feeling of being briefly undefeatable.
As the man’s evasion of boredom

results in damaging distractions, his cocaine habit then

developed into adulthood. Overall, the man represents

a cycle that Adam and his peers may be susceptible to

following.

Withdrawal coping, primarily with addiction,
keeps many of the characters afloat. “When people are
uncertain about an important outcome, they can hardly
think about anything else.” When an individual cannot
be promised an outcome, they begin to ruminate over
the possibilities. They could get consumed by negative
speculation, as they fixate upon undesirable outcomes.
As Jasna is against her family’s downward spiral, she
finds solace in empty spaces. Her struggle is illustrated
through jump cuts. This technique is used throughout

the film. In one example, Jasna’s
mother begs for her
daughter to help with
errands. She begins
to have a breakdown
when Jasna declines.

The mother is overwhelmed
by her husband’s upcoming
surgery and disheartened by
how Jasna refuses to support

her family. She sobs, hugging

her daughter; however, Jasna’s
position is stagnant, incapable
of offering consolation. Jasna
mutters, ““You’ve already
buried him,” implying how
morbid grief already eats at the
family’s crumbling hope. Jasna is
constantly leaving her home, as
she avoids absorbing her mother’s
emotions.

The somber scene suddenly
switches to Jasna in Djordje’s em-
brace. Their moment of intimacy
soon escalates into a degrading, yet

oddly playful sex scene. Jasna is
catering to Djorjde’s sexual desires,
in order to receive validation from
him. Thus, their immersion in a
high-geared fantasy underlines the
psychophysical stimulation she and
Djordje crave. The final abrupt jump
cut changes from this intense scene,
to Jasna’s relatives silently eating in
the kitchen. This footage is provided



through Jasna’s flip phone, as she also films her
father, asleep on the couch. The phone footage sug-
gests Jasna’s childlike approach to her technology. It is
a reminder of her naivety, and her vulnerability to the
depraved realities surrounding her. Comparably, Clark
utilizes jump cuts in Marfa Girl to emphasize contrasts:
he slices between self-consuming highs and depressive
lows, as underlying mundanity lies in their shadows.
Although there is a visually stark difference between
the teenagers’ self-made environments and their par-
ents’ homes, they all suffer from tattered sources.

Clark’s Marfa Girl may be a voyeuristic, ex-
ploitative, and beautified perspective of banality. And
though Klip’s sex scenes are quite graphic, the sharp
turns between love and violence eerily parallel real-life
dynamics.
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A mix of narrative, documentary, and ex-
perimental film — “Unprovoked Narratives”
encapsulates the complexity of the Palestin-
ian experience and transports us into their
homeland of Palestine. One standout from
the collection, a film titled, Scenes of the Oc-
cupation from Gaza (1973), provides visceral
documentary footage of the Israeli occupa-
tion. It is one of the earliest films made on
occupied Palestinian territory. Directed by
Mustafa Abu Alj, one of the founders of the
first filmic arm of the Palestinian revolution,
Palestine Film Unit (PFU), this film and oth-
ers like it highlight the anti-colonial struggle
and compare the Palestinian people’s strug-
gle for liberation to similar anti-imperialist
movements in Vietnam, Cuba, and Angola.
Scenes of the Occupation from Gaza features
narration and reclaims footage from a French
news team which depicts some of the earli-
est film footage from Israeli-occupied Gaza.
Ali’s identity as a revolutionary filmmaker
is made obvious through the radical work
he creates. The film provides an in-depth
critique of the ways imperialism and colo-
nialism have plundered land and harmed
indigenous people across generations. Ali’s
knowledge of history, colonialism, and inter-
national solidarity is made apparent in this
deeply touching documentary film. Scenes
| of the Occupation from Gaza is the quint-
essential example of an engaging
form of media which immerses

you into an unfamiliar world.

From the drama

collection,  Habibi G o~
. W

(2011), directed by Su- / Coe

san Youssef, struck me i"{ »\}

as a unique subversion
of romance conventions. {‘,3

The film is a reconfiguration of the famous
ancient Sufi parable “Majnun Layla,” set in
Gaza amidst the Israeli occupation. Habi-
bi, the Arabic word for “beloved,” explores
themes of class struggle, forbidden love,
and political turmoil through its two star-
crossed lovers, Qays and Layla, who choose
love despite the harsh realities of life under
the occupation. Throughout the film, Layla
is pressured by her family to marry wealthy
as a way to stabilize. She grapples with so-
cial and religious expectations, as well as
her feelings for Qays who is unable to pro-
vide financial stability. The cinematography
features intimate moments of love in both
the romantic sense but also in the form of
Qays’s writing and poetry. The camera also
captures the beauty of Gaza and its land-
scape, showing a deep appreciation for the
land as well. By viewing this film through
an intersectional lens, we are able to un-

derstand how Qays and Layla’s love
story is directly affected
by their ethnicity and
religious upbring-
ing. In a capi- R
talistic, re- \{’O
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pressive, and fascist regime which strips
Palestinians of sovereignty over their land and
government —marriage becomes an economic
move and a survival tactic. Their love for each
other is an act of resistance and a way to re-
claim joy and power, rather than to fall entire-
ly victim to the occupation. She states, “Joy is
important. We have a right to love. We have
a right to write poetry about love, even if our
country isn't independent. We have a right to
be happy even if people around us go hun-
gry and are dying. To lose those things would
mean to give into the occupation completely.”

The experimental film, Ouroboros (2017) by
Basma al-Sharif; is eccentric in its sound, im-
agery, and thematic structure. Gaza is framed
through symbolic actions, eerie score, and
hopeful narration. The ‘ouroboros’ refers to
a circular symbol originating from ancient
Egypt, that depicts a dragon or snake eating
its own tail. This imagery is meant to chal-
lenge our conventional understanding of the
relationship between opposites; in this case —
destruction and rebirth, symbolizing the par-
adox between self-annihilation and infinity.
al-Sharif’s Ouroboros highlights paradoxical
movements throughout the film, most notably
in its opening shot of waves lapping away from,
rather than toward the Gaza shore, followed by
drone footage of the city’s destruction. A
similar reverse force seems to be guid-
ing a hijabi woman in the next scene,

where she moves throughout her house, but
backwards. The audience can interpret this
sequence as a metaphor for the ways in which
the occupation disrupts the daily life of Pales-
tinians, yet forces them to be resilient and con-
tinue on with everyday responsibilities. Ouro-
boros weaves together landscape shots from
Palestine, Italy, Los Angeles, Brittany, and the
Mojave Desert, expressing a shared erasure of
history which is remembered more by the land
rather than those who inhabit it. The central
character continuously speaks to his feeling
like a prisoner in his own home of Palestine
and grapples with his love for Gaza and the
threat to his safety if he were to continue living
there. Ouroboros depicts the paradoxical strug-
gle for ‘return,” a commentary on the displace-
ment of individuals living in Gaza, but also
illuminating the hope of the masses for
when Palestine will return to its origi-
nal state before destruction.

The concept of ‘home,
for many is marked b
the
comfort, secu-
rity, loved
ones,

promise g
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“Palestinians have been denied and
stripped of access to all the things
we think of when we hear the word
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‘home.
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war-profiteering and weapons manufactur-
ing which directly funds the Israeli forces.

The University of California and its invest-
ments in Blackrock and other weapons man-
ufacturing companies has inextricably linked
its students with funding the genocide in
Gaza. In protest, UC Santa Cruz students
and community members are organizing
through mobilizations, art shows, and the-
ater performances — only a few examples of
the many creative ways people are condemn-
ing the UC’s complicity in these acts of ter-
ror and showing their support for Palestine.

On Jan. 14, 2024, UC Santa Cruz’s City on a
Hill Press, along with other local publications,
published a letter signed by UCSC faculty
written in solidarity with the Freedom Theatre
in Jenin, Palestine, calling for the immediate
release of three performing arts professionals
who were abducted by Israeli forces. In the let-
ter, the faculty states, “If we do not stand up in
solidarity with our friends at Freedom Theatre,
the oppression of artistic and cultural voic-
es lives on in all of our creative communities.
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‘A threat to artistic freedom anywhere is
a threat to artistic freedom everywhere.”

As students in one of the largest university sys-
temsin the United States, we are uniquely posi-
tioned to advocate for underrepresented voices
through our scholarly work. We have the priv-
ilege to freely express ourselves through art
and the opportunity to extend our sympathies
by organizing alongside each other, research-
ing, and most of all, by amplifying Palestinian
voices. We must understand the importance of
preserving artistic freedom in areas like Pales-
tine, where it is under attack. Protecting artis-
tic endeavors and creative spaces is a way to re-
sist colonization and the active genociding of
not only people, but of culture. By analyzing
Palestinian films, we employ our viewership
as a tool for resistance. Our consumption and
conversations are preserving and protecting
Palestinian culture in the face of the ongoing
genocide. Through the power of cinema, Pal-
estine’s resilience has been kept aflame. Let
Palestinian voices guide our revolution against
genocide. Through the power of cinema,
Palestine’s resilience has been kept aflame.
Let Palestinian voices guide our revolution.

10. Salih, Ruba, and Sophie Richter-Devroe. “Cultures of Resistance
in Palestine and Beyond: On the Politics of Art, Aesthetics, and
Affect.” The Arab Studies Journal 22, no. 1 (2014): 8-27.

1. Santa Cruz Performing Artists and Organizations, “Santa Cruz
Performing Artists and Organizations in Solidarity with the Free-
dom Theatre of Jenin”. City on a Hill Press. January 14, 2024.

12. The Fabrica. “Art Show and Fundraiser for Mutual Aid to Gaza.”
Facebook. January 24, 2024.

13. Trujillo, Sayda. “Win the War or Tell Me A Story.” Presented by
the Department of Performance, Play, & Design. UC Santa Cruz
Arts. January 17, 2024.

14. “Unprovoked Narratives.” Palestine Film Institute, October 21,

* _Il-l-"'

o et

:f:l

1.
-

s




T O P P Tl L Tl T T T e R R L T G e -, TR LT T






ex in film and
television  has
been dwindling

-. as the century
ARTICLE a decade of cin-
CONT AINS ema where sex on film hit its
falter as the 2010s rolled along
USES OF “Only 1.21% of 148,012
THE RD since 2010... contain depic-
tions of sex.”
circling the industry: what is the
worth of sex scenes in films?
DISCRETION sexually active than the ones
I S before it, as cited by the CDC’s
the “Prevalence of Sexual Be-
haviors and HIV Testing from
Many critics
B sex
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AB U peak (the 1990s), sex started to
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- VI ER With a generation that is less
data graph detailing trends in

N
ADVI ED 1991—2015.”
scenes

do not come from a place of
media literacy, nor open-mind-
edness but of an ideology tied
to puritanism.

An NPR article titled,
“Looking for ‘nomance’: Study
finds teens want less sex in their
TV and movies,” cites a study
conducted by UCLA about the
need for sex on screen with
Gen Z participants:

“Nearly 40% said they
particularly want to see more
non-romantic relationships or
asexual characters on screen”
as well as one respondent
saying that they don’t get the
“point of sex scenes” and of-
ten “turn it off” if any media
has one.

What led to this rise in
conservative or puritanical
views on sexual con-
tent in films; with a
majority of Gen Z
participants
asking
similar
ques-
tions?




Consent, abuse, discomfort, and incompetent di-
rectors are all serious issues that should be discussed in
this argument. Two directors in particular would be Sam
Levinson and Abdellatif Kechiche.

Blue is the Warmest Color (2013), Kechiche’s con-
troversial film, is a coming-of-age story about adoles-
cent sexuality that explores lesbian themes — directed by
a straight, white man. The film got backlash in recent
years for Léa Seydoux and Adele Exarchopoulos’s
infamous sex scene, which garnered the film an
NC-17 Rating.

Both actors came out with their own sto-
ries of shame and discomfort after filming the
scenes for 6 hours:

“Of course, it was kind of humiliating
sometimes; I was feeling like a prostitute,”

“He was using three cameras, and when
you have to fake your orgasm for six hours ...
I can’t say that it was nothing. But
for me, it is more

for me to show my feelings than
my body.”

I feel that part of this is-
sue with sex scenes stems from

exploitation of actors’ consent and forcing them to do
things they aren’t comfortable with — thus leading to this
Puritanism.

To say Sam Levinson’s works are horned-up mess-
es is an understatement. He’s the director who created
Euphoria (2019) and The Idol (2023), shows about the
melodramatic sex lives of their often pre-pubescent pro-
tagonists and characters... very profound...

Levinson and Kechiche utilize the Male Gaze not
to bring substance to the viewers or come to a new un-
derstanding of the characters but instead to do what the
Gaze is made to do: titillate and arouse the generalized
hetero-male viewers.

Euphoria’s second season became infamous after a
story surfaced about actress Sydney Sweeney fighting
to reduce the number of nude scenes she did, which in
the original script was more than what was shown to
audiences.

What was the purpose of
showing more tits? Was it to
critique Cassie’s hypersexual-
ity? Was it to critique viewers’
Gaze and reclaim her charac-
ter’s onus of sexuality? or was
it to thrill and show sex for the
sake of it?

Compare this direction
to John Cameron Mitchell’s
magnum opus film
Shortbus (2005).
Mitchell plays
on the themes
of sex and
sets these

ideas at
a more



is seen as a part of life rather than disgusting or disre-
spectful.

Its plot pokes at the comedy regarding sex in Amer-
ican culture — the most closeted country in the world —
by showing these moments in ways that audiences can
understand and enjoy. In a Q&A screening of Shortbus,
Mitchell states how many films that utilize sex scenes
effectively were all depressing stories about adoles-
cence, trauma, and abuse, bringing up Mysterious Skin
(2004) and international sex dramas like Fat Girl (2001)
and [rreversible (2003).

John Cameron Mitchell wanted to make a film that
views our cardinal pleasures as beautiful, messy, funny,
and engaging. His direction of the film was to have the
actors get comfortable with the subject by having them
create their characters and the film’s narrative. Mitch-
ell highly regulated the audition process to ensure the
actors’ comfort in portraying the sex and intimate mo-
ments. The sex scenes themselves are unsimulated, so
every moment had to be precisely choreographed and
rehearsed through Mitchell and his team to ensure an
ethical production for all crew.

Believe it or not, communicating, encouraging a
collaborative environment, and disclosing these explicit
scenes can lead to an ethical sex scene that isn’t ex-
ploitative nor incompetently made!

The reason for the negative outcry
against sex on screen is mainly caused
by incompetent directors rather than
other ethical reasons. While these
valid critiques should push
Hollywood into
telling

more aromantic and asexual stories, they also miss the
critical disconnect between affected marginalized com-
munities and their stories.

As early as the 50s, many queer artists of the under-
ground film scene tried to fight oppression by depict-
ing sex. Renowned and controversial director Kenneth
Anger paved the way for sex on screen and fought for
general artistic expression and freedom in Hollywood,
as seen in his films from the 50s, including his infamous
1947 short Fireworks.

Alternatively, look to the works of Cheryl Dunye
to view the history of intersectional directors covering
broad topics of sexuality in their works. Dunye, notably
with her break-out film, The Watermelon Woman, deals
with a retail movie worker researching a long-lost Black
lesbian actor of the 40s and unraveling the truth behind

the erasure of Black queer voices in art. The film’s de-
piction of sex is brought to show the character’s
emotional arc with her lover, and the portrayal
of the sex scene is — by today’s standards — rel-
atively tame and respectful to the actors at hand.
However, this depiction of sex is what prompted
another setback to the sex scene (especially regarding
queer sex), the X or NC-17 rating which accompanied
the film.

Time and time again, we see ratings disproportion-
ately used to stunt queer stories and queer directors.

Films such as Gregg Araki’s The Doom Generation
(1995) which was heavily censored for the violent
ending and depictions of polyamorous
sex. Another example is Tom

Ford’s adaptation
of 4 Sin-
gle Man
(2009), rat-
ed PG-13 in
other countries.
Yet, America rates the film R
for featuring ‘sexual themes.’
A piece of media that summarizes this irritating
reality is the documentary This Film is Not Yet Rated




(2006), a detailed history of how the MPAA rates
films, along with an outline of their discrimination
against queer and radical political films. One such
film is Sweet Sweetback s Badass Song (1971), a
film about a Black liberation that was rated X
by an all-white jury.

Another note about The Watermelon
Woman (1996) is that distribution be-
came difficult. It led to a mediocre box
office run, sparking a separate debate
that grew into something more tha
Cheryl could have ever
imagined. The film
was funded by the
National Endow-
ment for the Arts
Grant, a public grant
funded by taxpayers’ mon-
ey to help fund various art projects, whether
film, paintings, or photographic installations
which raised debate.

This program was also under fire in the 80s for a
similar hysteria surrounding the controversial works of
Robert Mapplethorpe and his many photographic piec-
es depicting the gay S&M club scene along with other
homoerotic and sexualized art. Mapplethorpe’s art was
critiqued when he displayed it at the Cincinnati Contem-
porary Arts Center in 1985. This led to a steady victory
for the NEA grant, despite the exhibit owners being ar-
rested for obscenity by Ohio state law.

Dunye’s example became another victory for the
NEA and her film. This court case is a testament to how
closeted and puritanical our society was, even at the
height of eroticism in film. Many directors from this era
looked at Cheryl’s case and shyed away from the sex
scene altogg cading to a divide within Hollywood.

Recession

Many films in the 2010s had a decline in sex scenes
due to the rise of superhero films, streaming, and the
#MeToo Movement, which prompted a large discussion
in Hollywood about exploitation. While there are many
notable examples of sex in TV’s Golden Age, they all
seem to have strayed away in their later seasons. Game
of Thrones (2011) stopped focusing on the sex and joy

of its char-
acters and in-

stead gave into the gen-
eral violence and complex narrative in
later seasons.

In the wake of Hollywood trends, inde-
pendent cinema has had a resurgence
with the sex scene. Recent-
ly, we’ve seen it popular-
ized by the it-girl/it-boy
effect
with
stars

and Sydney
ney in Euphoria or Jacob
Elordi and Barry Keogen in
Saltburn (2023).



Saltburn, to me, feels like this gen-

\ eration’s cry for help when it

comes to sex scenes. We
are desperate for provoc-
ative art again, and the
tame content
and queer
baiting of
Saltburn is
evidence
of this
disparity.
Where are our queer
voices in these discus-
sions? After the successful
works of Paris is Burning
(1990), Queer as Folk

(2000), &
The Ad-
ventures of
Priscilla,
Queen of
the Desert
(1994) —
we’ve
returned to
the closet
after the 90s. Hollywood found these ventures into
the LGBTQ community unviable. Artists like Lourdes
Portillo, Dee Rees, Jerrod Carmichael, Luca Guadagni-
no, and Andrew Haigh made films separate from their
identities to get funding, as seen in Dee Rees, Lourdes
Portillo, and Cheryl Dunye’s very vocal stories about
the lack of funding due to their identities, whether that
is being a person of color or
expression of queerness. Op-
pression of another or other-
ing of one’s self. Something
that irked me about Saltburn
was how it did not shock or
impress me with its sexual
content, but instead, it made
me realize how much better
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other films are at portraying sex on screen — one being
Andrew Haigh'’s recent film A/l of Us Strangers (2023).

Emerald Fennell’s fanfiction of The Talented Mr.
Ripley (1999) uses sex to shock or arouse the viewers
instead of keying us into the emotionality and vulner-
ability of the characters. Haigh approaches the scene
with the opposite intent — giving character to the action,
an emotional resonance lost in Fennell’s work. Haigh
also utilizes the plot to discover a deep meaning behind
acceptance and grief, uplifted by cuddling and loving in
an embrace and in the joys of fornication.

It’s tame, dull, and not nuanced; with a little bit
of sex in the lives of these characters, we could may-
be see more depth or explore exciting and new top-
ics on film. We are living in Hollywood, in both a

“post-racism” and “post-queerphobic” America, yet we
still have disproportionate stories and disproportionate
representation.

Recently, stories of mass shootings, hate crimes, an-
ti-queer and transphobic legislation passed in countries
like the UK and the US (including Florida’s Don’t Say
Gay bill, which banned the teaching of homosexuality
from K-12 grade and Ohio’s SAFE Act which targets
trans youths’ ability for hormonal treatment).

Still, we see queer characters relegated to the side or
off-screen kisses that can be edited out for homophobic
countries. In a time where the sex scene is as low as it
was in the 1960s, we need to be bold, and we need to ex-
press ourselves in unapologetic ways. No longer should
we be shackled by puriteens and prudes; we should give
into our cardinal pleasures. As a Queer 80s British pop
band once said: “Come to me, cover me, hold me, to-
gether we’ll break these chains of love.”
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The neat rows of tiles that line
the Netflix home screen are reminis-
cent of the products on the shelves
of a drugstore. They call out to you
in swirling rainbow colors: take me,
I’'ll satisfy your craving for cheap ro-
mance!Or: no, me, I'll provide catharsis
through lurid violence and off-kilter
humor! And: I'm here too - I'll distract
you with a wacky cast of characters in
a fantastical parallel reality! Addictive
“binge-worthy” series are Netflix’s
specialty. Many series are entertain-
ing, and some are quite unique, but
the vast majority follow convention
and formula. They consist of “pre-
dictable storylines, narrative-driven
cinematic structure, sprinkled with a
plethora of ‘star’ names and copious
doses of violence and/or sex to lure in
audiences.” However, as Netflix loves
to point out, there are some “hidden
gems” amid the monotony. Every now
and then, I'll click on what | expect to
be another tin of “eye candy,” only to
become enveloped in a world of the
“real.”

One such movie that delighted
me with its divergence from the norm
is David Moreton’s 1998 film Edge of
Seventeen. (I should note that this mov-
ie has absolutely nothing to do with
Kelly Fremon Craig’s better-known
2016 film of almost the same name.) In
the opening shots, Edge of Seventeen
seems like any other 80s high
school flick. It opens with a
disillusioned teacher bid-
ding his class farewell
for the summer, cuts toa
mousy adolescent ap-
proaching a locker next
to what could very well
be his girlfriend, and
establishes them as
social “rejects” by
the passing call of
some classmates.

Even by the sec- .

ond scene, however, | began to sense
something different about it. In this
scene, a stationary shot shows the
protagonist Eric’s alarm clock ringing
until it is abruptly silenced by a flying
Converse shoe. The shot then cuts
to a pair of plump, motherly hands
placing circular slices of turkey onto
a piece of white bread. When 1 first
watched the movie, | couldn’t have
quite explained what it was about this
sequence that captured my attention.
I simply saw in it an eye for detail, a
personal touch. Now | can explain it a
bit more specifically: the simplicity of
the first shot enhances the comedy of
Eric’s disgruntled reaction, while the
switch to the second shot diversifies
the cinematic flow and advances the
exposition. Later I realized this open-
ing sequence reminded me of a style
of modern dance | was exposed to in
a class | took last year. Instead of de-
faulting to symmetry - shuffle to the
left, shuffle to the right - the movie
falls into a flow, like a little metal ball
on a wooden track. It lets the shuffle
to the left carry it to something new.

By the time | got to the first
scene between Eric and his perpet-
ually smirking, nonchalant cowork-
er Rod, my premonition that the film
was elevated somehow above its
counterparts solidified into recogni-
tion. The two are on their lunch break
at the amusement park
restaurant they work
at together; Rod no-
tices Eric and sits

down. As they're
\  making casual
conversation,
Rod dismisses
the music on
Eric's Walk-
l man (Annie
Lennox) as
“freak” -ish.




“I'm more into Madonna,” he says with
a shrug. “Madonna, oh,” Eric mocks, as
he brings a bite of food to his mouth -
only to drop it in his lap. There is a mo-
ment of silence - a bemused Rod looks
on as Eric smiles abashedly. They be-
gin to talk again, but a few moments
later, Rod casually reveals that he is
gay. Eric chews, glances up at

him, nods, smiles slightly —
it’s clear he’s trying to act
as normal as possible. But
when his best friend Mag-
gie slides onto the bench
next to him, he can’t
keep it together any lon-
ger. He rises and eeks
out a disjointed string of
words about being on
his break as he grabs g
the various articles
of his lunch and his
walkman and somehow manages to
drop them all before exiting the frame.

The thing I love about this scene
is how real the awkwardness feels. It's
not exaggerated, like someone drop-
ping an entire lunch tray on themself,
but the tension between Eric’s dis-
comfort and Rod’'s bemuse-m e n t
is palpable. Mainstream movies can
produce incredible performances, but
it's clear that they are performanc-
es; the actors are restricted by the
bounds of the script. Movies like Edge
of Seventeen, on the other hand, have
a delightfully unpredictable quality. |
couldn’t find any evidence to suggest
that the production process includ-
ed improvisation, but it feels like the
actors chart their own story, moment
by moment, rather than like they are
following a clear-cut track. There is a
rhythm to the character interactions
that | don’t notice in blockbuster films.
The conversations ebb and flow. Eric’s
inward-pointed exhalations of laugh-
ter often fill uncomfortable silences,

but, as in life, not all silences are un-
comfortable. There is room for empty
space in Edge of Seventeen.

Another movie that embraces
empty space is Alex Lehman’'s Blue
Jay. Netflix’s description of the film is
“Two former high school sweethearts
unexpect-
edly reunite
in their old
hometown,
where they
rediscover
their mag-
ical bond
and face a
shared re-
gret.” For
months, I
would see
the title and

cllck past it, not interested in what |

assumed was a romantic melodrama.
Interestingly enough, the writer (and
lead male actor) himself, Mark Du-
plass, has admitted to drawing on the
melodrama format for the film. How-
ever, | argue that while Blue Jay mimics
the melodrama form, it isn’t a melo-
drama at all. Where melodramas are
marked by a corniness and airbrushed
glow that lends them their laughably
caricatured quality, Blue Jay is secure-
ly grounded in reality. Melodrama
characters tend to view their conflicts
with intense seriousness and lack
self-awareness. In Blue Jay, there are
dramatic declarations of love and sor-
row, but there’s also a “kitchen sink”
element that pervades the film. Jim
and Amanda are not above laughing at
themselves, and this makes space for
the audience to appreciate the more
serious moments.

In Edge of Seventeen, it took me
a few scenes to really notice the
film’s realistic quality. In Blue Jay,



the film's realistic quality. In Blue
Jay, however, this quality is pretty
much evident from the first scene. It
opens with a series of grocery store
vignettes, and when the action of the
scene really begins - when Jim notic-
es Amanda down the aisle from him

- it still feels like it could be hap- /i
pening in your neighborhood
grocery store; their interaction
feels much more organic than
staged. This is probably large-
ly due to the fact that Blue Jay
didn’t have a script. Duplass
wrote an outline, but the
majority of what actual-
ly got shot was im-
provised. Where
Edge of Sev-
enteen flour-
ishes quietly
within the bounds of a conventional
framework, Blue Jay grows wings and
escapes the framework altogether.
Rather than working inward from the
lines, Blue Jay's Duplass and Paulson
work outward from intent. In oth-
er words, when Jim sees Amanda, it
reads less like someone has told the
actor (Duplass) exactly what to do and
more like he just feels what his charac-
ter feels, and reacts from there. When
the two begin to talk, their conversa-
tion is awkward. Jim asks Amanda the
same question twice. Later Jim fills a
silence by blurting out that he didn't
brush his teeth before leaving the
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house. It's deeply uncomfortable, but
in a deeply real way.

There isn't anything wrong
with the mainstream style some of
the time, but a steady diet of cari-

catured images can harm our
conception of reality and of

ourselves. In the same way

that people curate how they

present themselves on plat-
forms like Instagram, film
production companies
often present narratives

that are similar to re-
ality but slightly al-
_ tered. For exam-
ple, take the

2016 The Edge

of Seventeen
I mentioned
earlier (the one that is unrelated to
the 1998 film | have been describing).
The main character Nadine is a high
school underdog who has one friend,
hates her mom and brother, and has
a playful relationship with a dryly wit-
ty teacher. She often launches into
the style of soliloquy made comic by
so constant a stream of words that
she barely pauses for breath. In one
scene, her mom cuts her off after ask-
ing her how her night was - ostensibly
so caught up in her own unhappiness
that she won't listen to a response. In
several scenes, a classmate who has
a crush on Nadine performs self-con-




won't listen to a response. In several
scenes, a classmate who has a crush
on Nadine performs self-consciously
after making awkward attempts to
engage in conversation.
There is a relaxing element to this
formulized, simplistic model of life.
It's easy to watch someone perform
the scratch-n-sniff sticker version of
awkwardness,to exaggerate self-ob-
session and lack of attention to oth-
ers’ problems, or to speak so fast that
others can’t get a word in edgewise.
However, when this style of perfor-
mance becomes the norm instead
of the exception, people can begin
to think that what they see on their
screens is reality - or at least the
model of it.

I have a personal example of
this phenomenon: when | was in
middle school, | began “performing
awkwardness.” Initially, this “perfor-
mance” mostly consisted of simply
calling attention to it - “I'm so so- _,
cially awkward!” Over time, how- /4
ever, | began to manifest it, sub- §
liminally changing my everyday
behavior until | embodied the
“bumbling antihero” arche-
type. | exchanged bits and
pieces of my uniqueness,
my quirks and quandaries,
for cliché.

In the mid-20th cen-
tury, when “the movies” §i
were a weekly American B
commodity, production
companies didn’t have to
worry about losing viewer-
ship. However, with the rise
of TV over the next several
decades, Americans became
much less reliable consumers
and production companies
began to concentrate more
resources into fewer mov-

ies. This made it all the more im-
portant that each movie “succeed,”
which meant they had to be rela-
tively “safe.” There was little room
for experimentation - for the bizarre,
uncomfortable, or boring. Instead,
as Derek Thompson explains in an
Atlantic article, “Hollywood has be-
come sensational at predicting what
its audiences want to see. And, ironi-
cally, for that very reason, it’s become
better at making relentlessly average
movies...” The movie industry has ad-
opted the business model employed
most glaringly by the drug and social
media industries: get people hooked
and keep people gratified. They don’t
have any use for “empty space.”

But just as we can’t live on pills,
we can’t subsist solely on blockbust-
er pictures. Sometimes we need to
see ourselves reflected back to us.
Not simpler, neater, less weird ver-
sions of ourselves, but ourselves as

= We are, complex & curious beings

with animal bodies and opales-
cent hearts.

Edge of Seventeen (1998)
is not only a “coming-of-
age” narrative, but a “com-
ing out” narrative. The pro-
cess of coming to terms
with one’s sexual identity is
i deeply personal and can be
il quite lonely, especially if it
! happens in a less accepting
time and/or place (like 1980s
[f Ohio). This reality makes it

all the more important that
we have access to unsani-

tized, unsimplified portrayals
of such a narrative. Similarly, Blue
Jay portrays a universal human
experience: life doesn’t always
go the way we want it to,
and we don’t always end up



human experience: life doesn't al-
ways go the way we want it to, and
we don’'t always end up with the per-
son we want to be with. Melodramas
are generally relegated to women's
domain, but women are not the only
ones who benefit from seeing stories
of love and heartbreak represented on
screen. By stripping the story down
to its scaffolding, Blue Jay avoids the
cotton candy fluff of the “melodra-
ma"” and creates space for the univer-
sal and the personal. Jim and Amanda
are just two people with quirks, beau-
ties, and flaws, and we get to watch as
the current of their reconnection car-
ries them from moment to moment.
A film doesn’t have to record reality
without any alteration in order to sat-
isfy my notion of the “realistic.” On
the contrary, the art of cinema must
have style and subjectivity. Howev-
er, it must also be unafraid to cap-
ture whatever it needs to tell its story.
This may include things we find odd
or ugly, cringeworthy, or uncomfort-
able. But if we resist the urge to re-
coil, to close ourselves off from it, we
can experience a kind of beauty you
only find watching a middle schooler
sing “Lights” in a school tal-ent show
despite the immense discomfort of
baring their heart to a potentially
quite insensitive and unreceptive au-
dience. It is the beauty of sincere, un-
conditionally authentic soul expres-
sion.

In much of the 2lIst-century
world, we live in the light of screens,
bombarded ceaselessly by disjoint-
ed images and discordant senti-
ments. For me, discovering “hidden
gems” like the ones | have described
in this article is like discovering iso-
lated sprouts of greenery amid the

rubble of itall. When I'm sick to my

stomach from all the eye candy,
these movies are my vegetable soup.
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“Home” can be a challenging word to
many people. The word can come with emotions
tied to family, friends, and even hometowns.
Hometowns make us who we are, they build us
up but can also tear us down. Going back and
forth between my hometown and school through-
out my almost four years of college has given me
time to reflect on my complicated feelings. | come
from a smaller town with about 25,000 people,
but besides parks, there wasn’t really much to
do. So once you grew up, you'd already done
everything that could be done. | always searched
for movies that featured characters growing up
in bigger cities, and looked to see if they felt

" =

the same way | did in my small town. It seemed
as though there was always a similar desire of
wanting to leave your home and your hometown.
Going back and forth all four years of college
has given me time to reflect on my complicat-
ed feelings. | grew up close with my family, so
going a little further away to somewhere like
Santa Cruz wasn’t originally part of my plan. |
planned on going to colleges closer to my home-
town, like San Francisco State or Sacramento
State. But once | got the acceptance letter from
UC Santa Cruz, | knew | had to say yes. | moved
out and into Santa Cruz in my second year, and
at the beginning, it was extremely difficult, as |
had never been that far from home without my
family. But | decided to look at some of the films
that had inspired me to go outside of my comfort
zone, like Lady Bird (2017). And recently, | was
able to find a film that | related to even more,
Real Women Have Curves (2002). Both films
left me interested in going outside my comfort
zone; the protagonists had been able to move
across the country, so why couldn’t | move two
hours away? Both of these movies are able to
express the feelings of joy and worry of grow-



ing up and learning to navigate life away from
family and becoming your own person. The
journey of the main characters, Ana and Lady
Bird, shows them going through their hometown
to find themselves outside of their families. For
example, Lady Bird becomes active in theater
and works at the local cafe, while Ana works
in the sweatshop her sister runs. These young
women working shows how they were
able to slowly build their agency, pro-
viding a contrast to the small-minded lim-
itations  disseminated by their families.

Talking more specifically about each
movie first, I'd like to delve into Real
Women Have Curves. The movie takes us through
the life of Ana, a recent high school graduate
growing up in a Latine household in Eastern Los
Angeles. We see the world through Ana’s
eyes, and this insight is enhanced with close-
ups. Through the faces of the various charac-
ters in RWHC, the close-ups show the charac-
ters during their most intimate moments and
struggles. They’re used to juxtapose Ana’s
different relationships with her family. She is al-
ways smiling or cheerful with the men in her fam-
ily, but when she is with the women, tensions be-
gin to rise and fights break out. The close-ups with
the women in her family are the most revealing,
as they are used in personal moments, like when
Estela explains to Ana about the costs of the
sweatshop. The best moments in which these
tight shots are used are when they are between
Ana and her mother, Carmen, revealing the
dynamic relationship between the two and fur-
thering the relatability. In one scene, when Ana
is working in the sweatshop, she burns herself,
and Carmen comes to help. In a two-shot, both

of their faces are clearly shown, and it is one
of the only times where Ana and Carmen smile
at one another. These small glimpses help re-
veal how Carmen isn’t all bad. Though she has
difficult moments throughout the film, where she
criticizes Ana for almost everything. To con-
trast these close-ups, long shots of Ana are
established as she walks through Los Angeles,
depicting her confident stride through the city.
Used in the beginning and ending sequences of
the film, it's used to signify Ana’s independence
and confidence in being able to navigate any
situation. The long shots

demonstrate how she

has come to terms
with  moving away
from her family due
to her comfort in
getting from East
L.A to Beverly Hills
for high school.

In tandem with

the long shot is

a dolly shot at

the end where

the audience
gets a sense

of Ana being
overwhelmed

but taking in

New York City
confidently,

like her moth-

er taught her.

To move
on to Lady Bird,
while rewatching,
many familiar feel-
ings arose. | found
Lady Bird’s dissent-
ing opinions about
her hometown highly
relatable. She con-
stantly struggles with
where she grew up
and perpetually looks
for ways to escape it. |



found myself feeling claustrophobic in my home,
and | found ways to escape by having a safe
space through my friends. With the help from
her friends, Lady Bird goes through a journey
of self-discovery through two shots with medi-
um close-ups. Close-ups can show how the two
people in the shot feel through facial expres-
sions. Whenever Lady Bird and her friend Julie
are shown together, it's always in a two-shot,
emphasizing their friendship, whether good or
bad. It demonstrates an intimacy only they know
where they help each other through whatever
they’re going through. When Lady Bird is pic-
tured this way with her rich friends, like Jenna
and Kyle, they’re distanced in the background
and demonstrate the lack of connection Lady
Bird has with them, even in the scene after Kyle
and Lady Bird have sex. However, through her
friendships with Julie and Danny, we see her
more intimate moments that help her understand
how to move on. She is there to support others,
like her friends and family, being there for Dan-
ny when he comes out, and being there for Julie
towards the end of the movie when they go to
prom together.

The most interesting part of the movie,
though, is the mother-daughter relationship be-
tween Lady Bird and her mom, Marion. They
are shown in various ways that depict their com-
plicated relationship. The first shot opens up on
a medium close-up with Marion and Lady Bird
in a fetal position, showing a vulnerability be-

tween the two and how they view each other as
co-dependent. Throughout the film, settings
in which their relationship is explored include
in doorways and in the thrift store, with these mark-
ing how the two function with each other. Marion
is always shown through doorways, but she keeps
boundaries and typically doesn’tgo through them.
One scene that demonstrates the importance of
these doorways is when she finishes Lady Bird’s
dress for her meeting with Danny’s family, and
she leaves the dress hanging on the door. How-
ever, when she ends up going beyond the door-
way and into Lady Bird’s room while she sleeps,
Marion stares at Lady Bird in a contemplative way
and reflects on her growing up. By going through
this doorway, she crosses into Lady Bird’s world
and can see how she lives, not in the way she
usually does to lecture Lady Bird, but to see her
in a light that shows she’s evolving as a person.
These techniques combine to make a complex
demonstration of a mother-daughter narrative.
To go back to my own experience with the films,
| realized | had seen Lady Bird first. It helped
me recognize my own feelings of wanting to
separate from my family and wanting to learn
more about myself. Yet, it always felt like there
was something missing until | found Real Wom-
en Have Curves. As a coming-of-age Latine
film, it has been able to capture my feelings of
growing up in a Latine household, where fami-
ly is extremely important and interconnected. It
shows the difficulties of leaving behind familial
obligations that Lady Bird couldn’t. Finding these
movies at such different times made me ask, why
hadn’t | learned about RWHC first and been

able to see a part of myself represent-
ed when it hardly ever is? | looked
further into the receptions of the




films, and found that Lady Bird was released to
much fanfare, with fans immediately deeming
it a “classic.” Meanwhile, Real Women Have
Curves, despite having a similar premise, did not
receive nearly the same fanfare as Lady Bird,
however its popularity has increased throughout
the years. One of the main arguments for why
this is is the fact that Lady Bird was written, direct-
ed, and acted by white people in a setting and
plot revolving around mostly white characters.
Real Women Have Curves was written,
acted, and directed by Latine folx, depicting the
intricacies of being a Latine woman. The two
films are comparable because both deal with
overbearing mothers, going to good schools
where they are in a lower financial status than
their peers, leaving California for New York,
and dealing with mothers wanting to stop them.
With these comparisons, a noticeable difference
separates these movies besides the plot, one
depicts a Latine family, and the other depicts a
primarily white family. As | learned more about
the films and their origins it made me beg the
question: why would one get so much critical ac-
claim, while the other is left up for individuals
to stumble across, if the stories are so similar?

In my curiosity, | went down a rabbit hole
in the portrayal and marketing of the two films,
and | began to make connections. To give an ex-
tremely brief examination,
there has been an in-
stitutionalized hiding
of people of color
in Hollywood for
the entirety of
its history. It
has been well-
known through-

out  history
that white
people
are pri-
oritized
and

that

there is an emphasis on detailing the perspec-
tives of white people in the media through white
writers, directors, and actors. Talking through the
politics of Hollywood, Maryann Erigha writes:
“Hollywood insiders, who have the power to
shape cinema from within the industry, structure
film production around unequal racial hierar-
chies and justify inequality using statements that
value and privilege white movies and directors
over Black, Asian, and Latino/a movies and di-
rectors.” Where Real Women had been inde-
pendently produced for a budget of $3 million
and distributed by the up-and-comers at HBO,
Lady Bird was produced and distributed by ma-
jor studios like A24, Universal Pictures, and Fo-
cus Features, with a $10 million budget. Through
the funding of the movies alone, it can be seen
how white voices are prioritized throughout film-
making from inception.

The two films explore nuanced mother
-daughter relationships, growing up, wanting to
get away from home, and journeys of indepen-
dence. The partnerships between these women
give each individual a feeling of shame, which
provides a sense of home to move forward from.
Marion, Lady Bird, Ana, and Carmen have ex-
tremely complex relationships involving shame.
The girls are shamed for their bodies and deci-
sions, yet they're also in a strange partnership
with their mothers. Ana is there for Carmen when
they go to the doctors and
find out Carmen has
menopause or when
Carmen has one of
her episodes, and
Ana has to calm her.
Marion seemingly
always has Lady

Bird’'s  back,

like when

she sees

' Lady Bird
" : and her
RN friends
+ . high



in the kitchen, and she brushes them off, or when
Lady Bird says she wants to be sexually active,
Marion gives her advice rather than judge her.
The partnership of these women, though at times
toxic, gives the other the ability to move forward
and become more confident in themselves, build-
ing off of each other’s experiences. The building
of these relationships throughout the movie helps
ground the mothers and daughters, which allows
for there to be a sense of home to miss or move
forward from. Both of the daughters end up not
getting closure with their mothers and the deci-
sions they make, so on that note, they are similar.
However, Ana and Lady Bird deal with this in
different ways; Ana takes it as a challenge when
she gets off the subway with

great posture and a brisk g
walk toward her future,
as her mother taught
her. Meanwhile, the au-
dience sees Lady Bird
struggling with going to
college and having
a difficult time
grasping  the &
world around
her  without
the “home” i
she could
go back

to in Sac-
ramento.
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IS BARBIE REALLY ALL THAT?

“AT THE END OF THE DAY, BARBIE IS A CHARICHATURED MOVIE THAT LOSES ITSELF IN
PLASTIC SLIDES, FUR COATS, AND CHASE SCENES. AWARD SHOWS DON'T NECESSARILY
PROVIDE AN ACCURATE REFLECTION OF CINEMATIC MERIT, BUT | THINK IT'S WORTH
NOTING THAT BARBIE IS NOMINATED FOR AN OSCAR IN SET DESIGN, NOT DIRECTING."-
AVELLA DEGENNARO

UC WES ANDERSON COLLEGE?!

“ANDERSON’S KNACK FOR CAPTURING THE BEAUTY IN THE MUNDANE ALIGNS SEAM-
LESSLY WITH THE UNIQUE ATMOSPHERE OF UC SANTA CRUZ, ENCOURAGING VIEW-
ERS TO APPRECIATE THE ORDINARY IN AN EXTRAORDINARY WAY."”-CAIRA JORDAN

T A WOMAN’S FILM?

“NOT OF SUSPICION OF BEING A COMMUNIST BUT OF BEING A LOW-ART DIRECTOR WHO
MADE MOVIES FOR WOMEN YET DEEPLY TIED WITH HIS PERSONAL BELIEFS AS A COMMUNIST
OF WORKING CLASS STRUGGLES, THE DECEPTION OF CAPITALISM, AND THE CULTURE OF OP-

PRESSION IT PERPETUATES, BRINGING US TO THE MAIN FILM | WANT TO DISCUSS: WRITTEN
ON THE WIND (1956)..”-ALEX VARGAS
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