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Abstract: The essay commences from contemporary examples from blockbuster and action
movies that present a completely different formal and structural approach to Hollywood
narratives than either the classical, studio period, or the later, new Hollywood films. The author
identifies three stages in the change of narrative models in Hollywood’s cinematic output
through the past century that in fact parallels some significant shifts in the global economy and
in the development of technology. An alternative model of the history of filmic narrative
structure gets its shape in juxtaposing the three different levels of economy, technology, and
cinema that sheds light onto the interrelatedness of these seemingly unrelated trajectories. The
essay offers an insight into the contemporary model-in-formation that it calls “platform cinema”
based on the economic and technological model of the platform as defined by Nick Srnicek.
The author situates today’s structural and formulaic changes in recent mainstream Hollywood
cinema in the framework of the new logic of the platform and proposes a critical-historical
model to argue for the contiguity of shifts rather than emphasizing the breaks in the way film
narratives developed in terms of structure and form in Hollywood.
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Jason Bourne finds himself in a tight spot with an anonymous adversary, his pursuer, in an
apartment room somewhere in the narrow streets of Morocco. There are no superweapons,
spectacular jumps, battle cries designed to intimidate and amount to a declaration of war, no
spectacular sequences of movements, just a barrage of blows, each one utilitarian in its own
way: all that matters is what hits the target, what disarms and immobilizes the other, knocking
him off balance for a moment. What has changed since Bourne’s close combat technique in the
1970s? Well, perhaps the most striking thing is not the economy of martial arts, a fighting style
stripped of frills, meditative character, formality, and choreography, but that I, the viewer, am
actually Bourne’s fist. A new cinematic fist that falls, rises, approaches, swings, stumbles, and
flies along with Bourne’s body; a disembodied organ with its own point of view, sometimes
even multiple points of view, receiving visual impulses at such a speed that it is impossible to
perceive them logically as a coherent whole. A bodiless struggle, detached from space, reigns
supreme, an uninterrupted flow of energy whose electrical discharges can be compared to
editing techniques. While in classical Hollywood storytelling, with its diamond-cut editing
technique, it made sense to examine the density of cuts in a single scene at most, today,
regardless of genre, it is the number of cuts per second that matters. While the goal of point-of-
view editing was to maintain the space-time continuum as smoothly and inconspicuously as
possible, it seems as if today filmmakers pay no attention to this: Godard’s or Antonioni’s jump
cuts have become such commonplace, established tools that their speed must be increased in
order for a sequence to have any effect.
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What happened? How did we get to the point where—even though it is slowly abandoning
almost all of its basic stylistic tools—Hollywood is still Hollywood, and viewers still easily
navigate the dense forest of representation techniques that are becoming more complex and
seemingly incomprehensible to the senses with each passing day? How did we get to the point
where today’s viewers no longer need the now rather didactic narrative spatial models that were
intended to mark the coherence of space-time in classic feature films, such as point-of-view
editing and causal editing structures? How did we get to the point where a continuous plot
becomes so fragmented, disjointed, fast-paced, and incomprehensible that we are only able to
follow it because of some kind of visceral connection—yet we are able to do so without any
effort?

It seems that, however sharp the change may appear, however different today’s films may seem
compared to those made before the twenty first century, there is a complex process behind the
changes, permeating the history of culture, the economy, and society (not so deeply, modestly
hidden, restrained) behind the changes, the effects of which bring mutual benefits in all areas—
at least as far as so-called “progress” is concerned. By development, we mean the process that
is perhaps best expressed by the principle of utility: utilitarian political considerations prevail
(Davies 2016), insofar as we accept that the goal is the “happiness” of the viewer, that is, their
satisfaction, to which all means (narrative, visual, technological, and distributional) must be
subordinated. In other words, the cinema experience must be made as comfortable and
enjoyable as possible, with profits reinvested in further development—in line with a typically
capitalist consumption model.

In this study, I will argue that feature films as cultural products, as forms, and as defining
cultural interfaces (Manovich 2001, 78) changed in close connection with the technological and
economic processes that took place during the 20th century, and that these changes were
continuously and gradually incorporated into their narrative and representational models. Since
these processes did not occur radically, overnight, the representational model of feature films
also changed almost imperceptibly before our eyes. The periodization, which here refers to the
categorization of processes, may seem somewhat arbitrary, as it necessarily has to mark
cornerstones; however, I do not link these to specific years or events, but rather to kinds of
convergence points when the three areas under examination—cinematic representation,
economic model, and technological development—result in a characteristic conjunction.

Ultimately, the study seeks to demonstrate that film has responded quite sensitively to economic
and technological changes throughout its history, to such an extent that it has been able to
change its own formal characteristics while retaining its fundamental properties. In other words,
the history of film, its formal changes, and its structural transformations have been strongly
influenced by the inseparable development of the economy and technology. As a result,
although it is quite far removed from the classic feature film model in terms of narrative
technique (since it breaks almost all of its rules), it still manages to create narrative cohesion.
Although technologically speaking, we can no longer talk about film in the classical sense
(since the medium has shifted almost entirely from analog to digital, thus completely losing its
fundamental physical characteristics), the development of digital technology has made it
possible to recreate the analog effect, which—from a visual point of view (despite cinema’s
irrealism (Stam 2000, 132))—is capable of creating a kind of photorealism that is typically
characteristic of physical recordings. The combination of all these factors can compensate for
what cinema incorporates into its own structure as a kind of reflexive response to economic
changes (some of which it has experienced firsthand): that is, as we shall see, changes in
economic models sooner or later (and rather sooner) have an impact on the appearance and
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execution of films of a given era. We are therefore claiming nothing less than that a given film
bears the symptoms not only of social, technological, or cultural models, but also of specific
economic (financing, production, and distribution) models. This brings us from the medium of
film to the era of platform cinema, an arc that can be clearly outlined even when taking into
account the radical differences between the beginnings and today’s situation.

1. “Everybody’s a dreamer and everybody’s a star” — The Dream Factory

Hollywood’s classical narrative style is perhaps the most striking example of how economic,
aesthetic, and formal frameworks intertwine, postulating and delimiting each other at the same
time. The perhaps clichéd recipe of the early 20th-century American “dream factory” (a phrase
coined by Hortense Powdermaker), which organized films produced on an assembly line into
genre clusters, is a topos in the cultural consciousness that likens the creation of cinema to the
operation of a factory. On the one hand (artistic, aesthetic, perhaps cultural), this established
idea seems disparaging and demeaning, as it does not seem to support the lofty ethos of the
“seventh art;” on the other hand, it suggests a mature, functional, self-sustaining model and a
forward-looking, sustainable system (economic, financial, perhaps marketing).

As John Belton puts it, the birth and functioning of cinema in the United States is not merely a
technological or artistic and cultural issue, but rather a story of institutionalization. This
institutionalization can be seen in the complete intertwining of culture and economics, as the
phenomenon can be observed on several levels: it has economic, social, technological,
psychological, and narrative implications (Belton 2012, 4-5). The popular belief that
Hollywood film production revolves around money in economic terms is not far off the mark.
In order to ensure that this was available in sufficient quantity and continuity, they had to build
a real industry, which included not only the studio infrastructure itself, but also the
superstructure built on it: precise recipes for genre films, mass-produced products that are
accessible everywhere, and a star system that makes the whole thing marketable in everyday
life (87). Belton explains the latter component as a kind of secondary mental mechanism that
works to ensure that the audience’s deepest desire is to visit movie theaters at every opportunity

(5).

Perhaps this is where the logic of its social institutionalization can be found: in the age of mass
culture, it provides the most suitable contact zone for the population raised in it (siphoning off
the income-generating social stratum from theaters that cannot even aspire to reach the
industrial level). Serving the demands of mass culture also entails continuous technological
development, so institutionalization closely related to and cooperating with the above can also
be observed in this area (5). Obviously, in the case of a cultural form as technology-dependent
as cinema, it is not at all surprising that there are significant developments going on in the
background, which are then able to transform the visual or even audio possibilities of feature
films, thus stimulating the structural and formal development of the medium as well. And
perhaps it is precisely this ability to constantly renew itself that promotes psychological
institutionalization, which conditions the viewer to make a pilgrimage to see the latest films.
This is based on the standardization of narrative, which becomes institutionalized in formal
terms and becomes the primary (and certainly the most profitable) form of film as a medium:
by 1908, ninety-six percent of American films released were clearly identifiable as narrative
films (10).
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The multifaceted, intertwined, mutually supportive institutional structure, whose operating
model was largely identical to that of Hollywood’s golden age, remained in place until the end
of the 1940s, and strengthened the cultural position of cinema to such an extent that even during
the downturn and subsequent period of searching for a new direction, no other cultural form
was able to shake its social and economic role. The epochal caesura perhaps already
foreshadows the relevance of the focus of the present study: it is not merely a cultural shift, or
a technological shift, or even an economic restructuring that is taking place as the Hollywood
dream factory falters, but rather a complex interplay of all these factors.

In order to clarify the radical changes we may witness in the future in terms of the appearance
of contemporary feature films, we must briefly review the consequences of the development of
the classical Hollywood style and the codification of film narrative. According to Albert Laffay,
the narrative formula prevailed over all other possibilities and became intertwined with the
representational tools of feature films because it makes the reality it presents comprehensible
(Casetti 1999, 66). It achieves this by rearranging the elements of the depicted world, which
forms the basis of diegetic composition. Narrative cohesion is provided, among other things,
by the pursuit of causality: a system of cause-and-effect relationships that creates the diegetic
world by connecting it through spatial and temporal coordinates (Bordwell and Thompson
1997, 90). All this is held together and driven by perspective, both on the optical and enunciative
levels of vision, meaning that focalization and narration form an indivisible unity through it
(Stam et alii, 1992, 83). The various modes of this fundamental narrative institution give rise to
genres, which remain mainstream narrative cinema’s common distinguishing feature. This is
what constitutes the system that, following Bordwell and Staiger, we call the classical
Hollywood narrative mode, which was a fundamental characteristic of virtually every product
within the system until the decline of the Hollywood studio era.

As I mentioned, it is not enough to examine the institutionalization of narrative as Hollywood
film production and, building on this, the rise of feature film narration and its production logic.
Perhaps every film history book worth its salt mentions that in order for the system to operate
at a sophisticated level and at the highest possible rate of production, it was necessary to adapt
the model of another production system: that of automobile manufacturing. The obvious answer
as to why it was an inevitable move is that this was a period when demand for motor vehicles
suddenly increased, creating a stable customer base that needed to be served as efficiently as
possible—something the newly formed institution of the cinema strived to achieve as well.
Although by the beginning of the 20th century the automobile had become a mass product,
four-wheeled vehicles were not rolling out of factories in the volumes required by the radically
increased demand. Henry Ford implemented a solution that met all requirements—i.e., demand,
optimal utilization of production capacity, economical operation, and profit interests—with the
production of the Model T, which was literally designed for assembly on a conveyor belt.

Ford’s solution served as the basis for the Hollywood studio system in the 1910s and 1920s,
even though in this case it did not involve the manual assembly of individual parts: the
coordinated interaction of subtasks is achieved by the added work of many participants at a
given time and place, which is held together by central control (Belton 2012, 65). According to
Hortense Powdermaker, this production structure resembles a totalitarian dictatorship:
everything from raw materials to human resources to work processes and delivery to the viewer,
i.e., the consumer, was concentrated in one hand (65). This model, which is fundamentally
based on exploitation, is perhaps most strikingly illustrated by the Warner Brothers ethos. The
so-called “workers’ studio” enjoyed its heyday during a period that saw the rise of the working
class: this was now a mass that had to be served. In Warner’s case, a cycle develops that is
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characteristic of the capitalist model, in which workers labor to generate the profits necessary
for the studio to operate, which then, as a solvent class, further enriches the studio’s target
audience. Warner Bros. also took targeting seriously in terms of style, as it proved early on with
its well-known, legendary atmosphere that style and form are influenced by everything that
goes into their creation (both technologically and economically). In addition, the vertical
integration model (68) characteristic of large studios, which combines the areas of production,
distribution, and exhibition, provides the basis for treating film as an industry in every respect—
a model that, although it could not function in a formal and manifest form, nevertheless
reappears in a modernized form in contemporary film production.

2. “Bye, bye, Hollywood hills, I’'m gonna miss you” — Intensified Continuity

After World War II, Hollywood reached its peak in terms of audience numbers, vertically
integrated systems, and advanced genre production lines. Although it is customary to blame the
rise of television for the decline of this golden age in the 1950s and 1960s, with studios,
production, and viewer engagement plummeted to an all-time low, the situation is much more
nuanced, and it was not necessarily this aspect of social processes (i.e., the rise of suburban
residential areas and the rapid decline of the cinema culture that typically flourished in city
centers) that was decisive. The economic significance of the film industry had grown to such
an extent that its organization attracted the attention of the state, resulting in the largest studio
at the time, Paramount, being sued after World War II. At stake in the USA vs. Paramount
lawsuit was the finely tuned, well-oiled operation of the studio system, the vertical integration
that underpinned the system itself, which undoubtedly produced considerable overlaps with the
prohibited practices of the trust. In 1948, the state prevailed in court, and the integrated studios
were forced to dismantle their hermetically sealed operations, removing some fundamental
operating modules: for example, they had to get rid of their movie theaters, or employ writers
and producers in a different system, or even outsource distribution. The point was to prevent
film production, distribution, and exhibition from being concentrated in one hand, thus giving
those who were unable to achieve this level of integration a chance to succeed.

Added to this, of course, is the path toward a welfare society, television as a radically time-
consuming form of entertainment, which, having moved into the living room and, to some
extent, recycled film offerings, contributed significantly to the decline of the seventh art.
Furthermore, we can also include among the reasons for the decline the uncertainty of
Hollywood producers as to what kind of films a rapidly changing social and cultural
environment would crave. According to Belton, the political conservatism of the 1960s in
Hollywood was a function of the economy, but this aspect did not take into account the fact
that, at the same time as the economic boom, more and more highly educated young people
were appearing among consumers, whose expectations were already quite different from those
of the previous generation (351). This new, educated class was quite diverse from a social
perspective—we can see this reflected in the civil rights movements, which had quite complex
backgrounds. However, Hollywood was no longer able to cater to this diversity. With a
dwindling, more conservative audience in mind, filmmakers were unable to address the more
sensitive social and political issues of the era, and the new generation gradually turned away
from the mainstream and began to look elsewhere.

All these changes initiated new processes in terms of the formal characteristics of feature films.

As it was demographically predictable that Hollywood could not remain conservative and deny
reality, by the 1970s, it had become a financial fact that 70 percent of moviegoers were young
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people under the age of thirty (356). For this demographic, the new cinematic experience
defined by the unexpected success of Easy Rider (Dennis Hopper, 1969) was the form of
entertainment. Meanwhile, the total cultural institutionalization of film was also realized
through the establishment of a critical-theoretical canon in universities: the Americanized
version of the French New Wave (Sarris 1968, 27-29) began to make its impact felt, and a
generation that had turned away from Hollywood’s mass-produced films and was building on
theoretical and critical studies now had different expectations of the motion picture lineup. This
induced not only thematic changes but also changes in style and form, and created a new
demand that practically forced Hollywood to take action.

The quasi-censorship inherited from the studio system, which was already in decline due to the
import and growing influence of European art movies, was undergoing a transformation when
mainstream film production finally turned its attention to the stages of Broadway. The new
voices, new themes, and new approaches proved to be radically different from what audiences
had been accustomed to. The changes are perhaps most clearly illustrated by the sudden
mainstream success of Tennessee Williams’ plays: the way his works were adapted for the
silver screen was quite similar to the aforementioned art films from Europe, which were
becoming increasingly popular. As foreign productions, these were not subject to the rules of
the Production Code Administration, so they were mostly shown uncut in movie theaters across
the United States. According to D. A. Miller, the most striking benefit of this for American film
production was that the adapters of Williams’ plays could refer to the artistic value of avant-
garde forms of expression, which were difficult to criticize in terms of either content or form
(1999, 124). These adaptations thus “were given the green light to follow the path paved by
European art films after 1946 (Dragon 2012, 37), just as the Hollywood system was faltering
in many respects (Palmer 1997, 214).

The attention paid by European critics to filmmakers, as well as the American art film
movement (231), which had gained a stable position in the meantime, combined with social
changes, essentially reinforced each other and demanded radically new mass-market films from
the producers. Meanwhile, the economy showed gradual strengthening to such an extent that
during Nixon’s presidency, the dollar’s peg to gold was abolished, meaning that money finally
lost its material basis, and purchasing power became definitively and clearly virtualized. This
level of dissolution of referentiality parallels changes in postmodern narrative techniques in
literature, with fragmented storytelling (or rather sophisticated plot deconstruction),
fragmentation, and elliptical structures that lack closure or at least question it, often resulting in
incoherence (Belton 2012, 374).

In economic terms, the slow and then accelerating recovery in the West following the first great
economic crisis led to a noticeable slowdown in the 1970s, culminating in the 1979 oil crisis,
which forced governments to revise the liberal economic policies they had pursued until then.
The virtually free-market capitalist system, based on the principle that the market always
corrects itself, had become untenable, and after the disappearance of material value relations, it
entered an overheated spiral that ended in a very rapid collapse. According to Nick Srnicek, the
previous consensus, which was liberal at the international level but rather social democratic at
the national level, and which still based its industries on the Fordist production model (2017,
14), was forced to face its own unsustainability. At the political level, the world’s leading
powers were increasingly moving towards a neoliberal economic system, while in terms of
production, another car manufacturer, Toyota, was becoming dominant with its process model,
which was more economical in line with the principles of lean manufacturing and relied on the
maximized use of minimal resources (16—17). The Toyota system was much more specialized
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and had a clearer product portfolio, but as a result, it was a model that operated within a diverse
supplier structure.

Could it be that Hollywood had been increasingly applying this model? It is clear that the
outsourced creative and production processes were later brought together under the studio’s
umbrella to form a unified product, which—unlike vertical integration—suggests a kind of
horizontal organization, but in any case appears as a reflection of a streamlined corporate
management system. And although it is by no means a rule that the form of a product bears the
history of its creation, film increasingly took on the many colors of production and
technological diversity in its formal features, incorporating them more and more into its visual,
stylistic, and narrative solutions. The economic and socio-political environment proved to be a
perfect incubator for the formal changes in film, which were further supported by technological
developments that had reached their peak in the meantime.

This is the period when the attention of creators and audiences increasingly shifts from the film
narrative, from the actual story, to other aspects. The “second sound revolution” (Stam 2000,
212) of the 1970s transformed the cinema, paving the way for the rapid evolution of the Dolby
sound system (Dolby Sound, Dolby Stereo, Dolby Surround, Dolby Pro Logic, Dolby Digital,
and most recently Dolby Atmos) (Cristian and Dragon 2008, 13—14), and at least began to break
down the hegemony of the viewer’s point of view in terms of the coherence of the film’s
diegesis, since, for example, surround technology (and the recently introduced Atmos system)
is designed to fix the viewer’s spatial position against any kind of visual fragmentation. In this
way, film production is embarking on a path that leads to the elimination of the central role of
visual unity, which can be considered the cornerstone of the classical Hollywood narrative style.
At first glance, it may seem excessive to claim that economic or political processes have brought
about this change, as a concrete causal relationship can obviously be assumed with
technological change, but it is important to see that these technological developments are a
direct consequence of new, striking trends and practices in the socio-political and production
models. As Srnicek points out, technological development goes hand in hand with industrial
transformation (2017, 7), so it is perhaps not surprising that a medium that is entirely dependent
on technology reacts sensitively and visibly to any kind of change.

All these processes coincide with shifts in the creative vision and structure of film. On the
formal side, point-of-view editing is increasingly breaking down, and the speed and intensity
of cuts are increasing, as David Bordwell points out. According to him, it is particularly evident
in the commercial films of the 1970s: “the faster cutting rate, the bipolar extremes of lens
lengths, and the reliance on tight singles are the most pervasive features of intensified
continuity” (Bordwell 2002, 20). It is important to note, however, that although this may seem
like a radical change, especially in terms of its overall effect, it is mostly just a matter of a ‘new
style” that “amounts to an intensification of established techniques” (16). Thus, the basis of
feature film narration does not change, nor does the primacy of narrative in terms of visuals,
form, or causality—everything remains subordinate to stable viewer identification, operating
as if all this were appearing at an ever-increasing pace in order to adapt to the times.

However, Belton identifies something else in this change regarding the formal aspect of film,
as he perceives the influence of postmodern art and literature in it, which is largely in line with
Fredric Jameson’s opinion when he says that the postmodern era, often referred to as late
capitalism, is basically “Godard, post-Godard, and experimental cinema and video, but also a
whole new type of commercial film” (1990, 1). This new type is clearly the result of a radically
new era, a new order, which is the post-industrial social order that we can also call “consumer
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society, media society, information society, electronic society or high-tech” (2). What connects
these seemingly eclectic terms in terms of the cinema is precisely the diegetic representation,
the new style that characterizes the mainstream films of this era and which already foreshadows
both the cinematic and socio-economic changes that will radically transform our lives in the
new millennium. The cinema of the 21% century is no longer mere pastiche and nostalgia, as
Jameson describes this new type, but something that, according to Steven Shaviro, rewrites the
foundations of feature film narrative, in that it overturns the narrative coherence that was
previously treated as sacrosanct in almost every respect, or at least makes it secondary (2016,
51-52). As he points out, such films can no longer be discussed purely from a narratological or
formal perspective: “a critical aesthetics of contemporary culture” (60) is needed instead.

In terms of subject matter, the Reagan presidency builds a kind of nostalgic, revisionist history
(the Rambo films are striking examples of this), while at the same time, technology and visions
of the future are taking up an increasingly large slice of film production. Meanwhile, a new
generation of filmmakers with a film school background is entering the scene, capable of
redefining what we might call the revival of Hollywood, as the film industry—once again in
perfect parallel with economic processes and social changes—finds its footing again in terms
of both audience numbers and innovation after the ever-deepening spiral following World War
II: long-forgotten genres are revived, creating new forms not only on their own, but also in
combination with other genres and styles (look at the many incarnations of noir in both sci-fi
and thriller). All these stylistic changes are easily finding their way into the new world forced
upon us by technological progress, while the institutional system of cinema continues to
fragment as a result of the endless stream of new technologies, and all this is now inevitably
leaving its mark on the films of the new millennium.

3. “To infinity and beyond!” — Platform: The New Logic of Culture

While the new Hollywood era varied the formal characteristics of classic storytelling in terms
of intensity, thereby initiating a kind of search for new paths and experimentation, the box office
hits of the new millennium have abandoned the idea of pushing stylistic boundaries from within.
The economic boom of the 1990s and the accompanying general optimism surrounding
technological development raised the integration of digital tools into the film industry to such
a level that it became an unstoppable process, reforming not only the equipment pool but also
the formal aspects of mainstream film production. This has several consequences: on the one
hand, from a technological point of view, while some established directors recur to the use of
film stock, by and large we can now talk almost exclusively about digital filmmaking (from
camera systems to editing software to the final composite product), which has brought new
media possibilities—more precisely, mixing possibilities, an endless vortex of hybridity—that
differ from those that existed before; on the other hand, the formal and stylistic characteristics
of other branches of digital technology have also begun to strongly influence the way in which
a typical, big-budget Hollywood film is constructed.

As Steven Shaviro notes, contemporary action films, for example, no longer bother to precisely
define the coordinates of the action (51), meaning that there is no longer any need to reconcile
the classical triad of space, time, and plot, yet the film remains comprehensible nonetheless. In
his book Post-Cinematic Affect, Shaviro introduces the concept of post-continuity, which refers
precisely to this kind of narrative structure that seemingly disregards traditional continuity,
which can be observed in individual shots or across an entire narrative spectrum (2010, 123).
His insight and formulation reflect on Bordwell’s concept of intensified continuity discussed
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above, but also differ from it in fundamental ways: while Bordwell described how the formal
repertoire identifiable in classic Hollywood narratives became more intense in the earlier New
Hollywood period, Shaviro’s concept refers to how the traditional creation of continuity is no
longer a central issue today (2016, 55).

Take, for example, the rebooted Star Trek film universe, where the final action sequence of Star
Trek: Into Darkness (J. J. Abrams, 2013) shows Khan (Benedict Cumberbatch) being pursued
and hunted down on Earth. The point-of-view editing ceases when we see the characters
running after each other from one side to the other with jump cuts, with the right or left side of
the screen rising accordingly. The camera movement is jerky, with no stable position, and,
merging with the aesthetics of the chase, the image not only represents the moments of pursuit
but also becomes an integral part of it. The consequence of the hectic camera work is that there
is no stable spatial experience, which the filmmaker compensates for by not covering the space,
but only showing fragmented motifs, building and street details rushing by, in which the figures
move so airily that it no longer matters whether the viewer believes, even within this diegetic
system of rules, that they are capable of the movements and stunts they perform. The scene of
the clash typically does not take place in a stable location, but on a constantly moving platform,
which is practically impossible to locate due to the billowing smoke and steam, the rapid and
continuous movement, and the spatial relativity, and is not connected to any single coordinate
of the diegetic continuous space, thus making it impossible to establish an emplacement, which
has become known as one of the cornerstones of viewer identification.

The fragmented editing, the constantly changing, moving space deprived of its coordinates, and
the rapid and radical shifts in perspective make identification in the traditional sense impossible
and deprive the viewer of the classic coherence of the scene. Yet, it still seems to work, as
Shaviro also notes with reference to Matthias Stork’s term “chaos cinema” (52) in relation to
other similar sequences: the chaotic space-time system not only does not disrupt the scene, but
also creates a sense of chaos and disorientation that is characteristic of the film’s overall
atmosphere. As an example of chaos cinema, far from distracting the viewer from their classic
activity, the chaotic space-time system draws them even further into the heart of the action, thus
providing a much more immersive experience. And what is the cinematic component that holds
together this editing style, which is divergent in every respect? Well, it is the soundscape, which
envelops the audience with the sound effects of the virtual Dolby system and creates an
indivisible cohesion by placing reference points in real space, facilitating physical immersion
in the action.

As Shaviro mentions in relation to scenes similar to the examples above, the function of precise
visual-narrative continuity, which plays a classical, prominent role, has now become secondary
in the editing of contemporary commercial films (57). This does not mean that narrative as such
has disappeared or been eliminated: it is simply that the space and time in which it is expressed
and unfolds differ from the classical conception based on a continuous and strict convergence
of the spatial and temporal aspects (58). According to David Rodowick, due to the spread of
digitalization, this is actually the outcome of an expected and completely natural process, in
which filmmakers, theorists and critics alike must be prepared for the fact that what we knew
as cinema in the twentieth century will undergo increasingly drastic changes: as the material
basis of the image disappears, virtually every aspect of film will begin to change (2007, 90—
107).

The formal changes obviously did not appear and spread on their own, /'art pour [’art, by now
covering a wide spectrum of genres. Convergence and powerful hybrid media influences can
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be seen in many seemingly new editing techniques or plot solutions, the most prominent of
which is perhaps the editing technique imported from video games. As Manovich points out,
the definition of film has become a much more complex issue than that of any other art form or
visual representation: while the definition of motion graphics, for example, which is becoming
increasingly prominent, can be easily resolved on a technical basis, the disappearance of
previous media-specific characteristics as a result of the spread of digital possibilities has
almost completely dissolved the boundaries of film as a medium, thus complicating the
relevance of simpler explanations (2013, 248-249).

Something similar can be observed in the case of popular narrative feature films, which
Christian Metz directly referred to as a “super-genre” (1976, 100): formal changes have now
reached such proportions that it is particularly difficult to define the genre. This is not only due
to the obvious shifts brought about by hybrid media solutions, but also to the use and
codification of alienating effects that originally functioned as mistakes or artistic solutions—
namely, jump cuts, which functioned as a kind of disorientation in Godard or Antonioni, are
now so common in action movie scenes that they are almost mandatory (perhaps it is no
coincidence that in the new Hollywood era, Antonioni himself worked in Hollywood for a
while, albeit with little success)—which were actually formulated in opposition to the
commercial nature of the genre. What once prevented viewers from identifying with the
characters is no longer an issue for today’s viewers, as the disordered, fragmented
representation of the diegetic world—or, in some cases, its simulation, taking into account the
effects of irrealism (Stam 2000, 132)—has become completely “natural.” Just as the
perspectives of a video game can be changed hectically, making the appearance of the game
world random, a chase scene in a contemporary action film does not adhere to the syntagmatic
sequence that is still considered a set form in the grand syntagmatique as defined by Metz.

With the rise of new media, the aesthetics of video games have become almost indistinguishable
from those of film. While there used to be a clear trend for video games to adopt and adapt
cinematic solutions in order to make the gameplay more enjoyable, the situation has now
reversed, and film is forced to learn the visual solutions native to computers. This explains the
emergence of feature-length films that are still perhaps experimental in nature but are gaining
ground, operating with a setting reminiscent of FPS (first person shooter) games: it is likely that
for the younger generations (the millennials, but especially the Z and alpha generations) what
was once a special feature of film history as an experimental subjective camera angle in Lady
in the Lake (Robert Montgomery, 1947), which was a special feature in film history with its
experimental subjective camera angles, will be a completely commonplace solution.

However, alongside these visual and representational changes, we can also witness a continuous
adaptation of deeper structural changes. For example, it is almost imperceptible how, in the
scene set at Waterloo station in The Bourne Ultimatum (Paul Greengrass, 2007), the officers
directing the agents sit in front of computer monitors and direct their agents based on the camera
images coming in from the observation stations, as if they were strategists in a video game.
Bourne acts in the same way: he uses his cell phone to remotely control the journalist he wants
to save—in both cases, the same game logic applies. Beyond the staging, or the mise-en-scéne,
the narrative structure itself has changed, as has the viewer’s reception and understanding.
According to Joseph Natoli, even narratives that appear traditional on the surface are now
largely governed by Boolean-based digital logic—the same logic that is reflected in web search
keywords and the principles of data organization. According to him, while earlier generations,
raised primarily on book culture, understood narratives by trying to connect everything in the
world from one word to the next in a linear fashion, “word to world” (2003, 32), the “new
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computer generation consumes narratives digitally, moving from screen to screen without
making linear or temporal connections between or among them” (Belton 2012, 413). This
hypertextual mode of editing “does not demand that spectators connect the previous shot or
scene to the next, constructing story out of raw audiovisual data; it does not rely on memory”
(Belton 2012, 413).

Obviously, in a different form, but the same fragmentation appears in the economic background
that drives the contemporary Hollywood system: studios outsource tasks to external contractors,
performing individual tasks externally, just as in the lean manufacturing system. The difference,
however, is that the digital platform creates a kind of common denominator: just as the formal
and structural characteristics of film are affected by the ubiquitous digitalization, so too is the
production system. The Fordist system of vertical integration was replaced by the horizontally
segmented Toyotist system in the New Hollywood era, which has now grown into a kind of
strange hybrid and fundamentally convergent platform. The film and the cinema experience do
not end with the credits: as Richard Grusin points out, this is when the film’s real conquest as
a product begins, during which it is scattered across various collectible products, from DVDs
and BluRay, and other extended editions, to streaming and torrent servers, and it is precisely
this dispersive nature that defines its operating logic today, in the 21% century (2016, 71-72).
This networked cinema is described by the term “distributed cinema,” which extends the
traditional concept of film: it is not merely a question of form and structure, but also of
economics and technology.

Nick Srnicek reports that following the global economic crisis of 2008, the primacy of the
platform model has emerged as a clear trend (2017, 25-34). Although the boom of the 1990s
and the influence of venture capital were somewhat dampened by the domino-like collapse of
financial markets, investors’ renewed interest in technology is steering economic logic toward
a new, more stable concept. Automation, the sharing economy, the Internet of Things, and the
Uber model all point toward a technology-based economic convergence (37). According to
Srnicek, “we live in a cognitive, or information, or immaterial, or knowledge-based economy”
(37) where “collective cooperation and knowledge have become sources of value” (38). As a
result, work processes are increasingly losing their material nature, as are the fruits of labor
themselves, and the real property, the value to be acquired and accumulated, will be
information, in its raw form, i.e., sheer, unprocessed data (38—40). The new economic format
that operates on the extraction of data, monopolizing, analyzing, and exploiting it, is the
platform, which is a “digital infrastructure that enables the interaction of two or more groups”
(43). It is an intermediate technological mediator that creates a common space for different
users, as “buyers, advertisers, service providers, manufacturers, suppliers, and even physical
objects” (43) can be connected, and it supports all this with the appropriate toolkit so that even
more business activities generating even greater amounts of data can be carried out through it.
Compared to previous models, the advantage of the platform is that, on the one hand, it positions
itself among users and, on the other hand, it establishes this connection from the outset—in
other words, it is practically indispensable in the digital economy (44).

In fact, what Grusin is talking about in relation to the dispersing or distributed cinema becomes
clear in the platform model described by Srnicek. Let’s take the case of Netflix, which has
become one of the most influential moving image platforms today. Launched in 1997 as a video
rental service, the company first introduced a flat-rate rental model in its material-based system,
which was groundbreaking at the time, and then, after restructuring its finances, it continued to
develop its business in the direction of streaming services with the help of technological change.
They realized that if they could predict with a high degree of certainty what style or genre of

193



film a given user would like to watch, that user would become increasingly loyal to them, using
their service and thereby revealing even more about their habits, which would make targeting
even more accurate. Launched in 2008, the streaming service had already gained 32% market
share for Netflix six years later, becoming a prominent platform in its segment. Taking
advantage of its increasingly strong position, it began to compete with its own products,
following the example of another giant platform: its own series and films can afford to
experiment with their form, narrative structure, and in some cases even their visual aesthetics.
House of Cards (Beau Willimon, 2013-2018), for example, introduced a distribution model
whereby the entire season could be streamed at the same time, which perfectly adapted to the
viewing habits of users. By basing the entire season on the logic of binge watching, they
effectively attracted their target audience, which they were able to maximize by involving new
geographical areas. In addition to direct revenue from the flat-rate subscription model, they can
increase profits by mining and evaluating user data without the need to replace or upgrade their
hardware, and Netflix is increasingly becoming a platform for other cable channels—even
Hollywood cannot escape its fate.

4. “There’s something in the air in Hollywood” — Economic, Production and Formal
Convergence

The above line of thought attempted to prove, by comparing several areas, perspectives, and
stories, the assertion that commercial, Hollywood-style feature films do not exist in isolation,
for their own sake, and can only be interpreted in their own context, as evidenced by the fact
that contemporary examples differ in virtually every aspect from what we refer to as classic
feature film narratives. As Shane Denson and Julia Leyda have noted, “[qJuestions of aesthetics
and form overlap with investigations of changing technological and industrial practices,
contemporary formations of capital, and cultural concerns such as identity and social
inequalities” (2016, 4). In their view, the study of contemporary feature films cannot be
separated from a deeper understanding of the mechanisms of globalization and the processes
that monetize human activities, which go beyond obvious digitization. Although they do not
explicitly refer to what Srnicek is talking about, it is clear that by human activity, they mean
precisely what drives the platform: it is as if we were identifying the means of production and
the logic of exploitation along the lines of some kind of neo-Marxist theory, with the difference
that in the present situation, all this involves immaterial means and goods.

Cinema—which, thanks to Edison, has always functioned as an economic institution in
American society—has been and continues to be in constant interaction with the social and
economic order surrounding it. However, this also means that it has not only been economically
sensitive to its environment, but has also continuously reflected on its circumstances in formal
and structural terms. In the table below (see Figure 1),  have compared the three major narrative
shifts in feature films outlined in the study with the prevailing economic and production model
of the era and the film production system that developed in parallel with it.
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Economic model Cinematic form, structure Film production model

Fordism (classical capitalist, | Classical Hollywood, Vertical integration
liberal) continuity
Post-Fordism—Toyotism New Hollywood, intensified | Fragmented, no integration
(neo-liberal) continuity
Platform (late capitalism, Post cinema. post-continuity | Distributed, transmedial
convergence)

Figure 1

I deliberately left the division seemingly loose, omitting dates and further specifications, no
matter how seemingly vulnerable this might make my arguments above. I believe that, apart
from the decision to dismantle the Hollywood studio system, it is more a question of processes
and mutually reinforcing changes than of sharp breaks, which, although easier to categorize and
temptingly logical when fitted into a linear timeline, would necessarily distort the dynamics
inherent in the division. As opposed to this approach, the dynamics and the apparent looseness
of the structure are intended to emphasize precisely the volatile common intersections that seek
to explain the logic behind the changes we witness in terms of mainstream cinema all around
the world.

Contemporary forms of classical narrative cinema are breaking more and more radically with
everything that made Hollywood and feature films the leading cultural interface of the twentieth
century. Narrative techniques that were once considered immutable have now undergone a
complete reversal in many cases, fundamentally reshaping the logic and modes of film
narrative. Film production cannot escape the fate dictated by media convergence, and thanks to
its continuous hybridization, it is increasingly integrated into the platform model, which—
feeding on a new type of consumer culture and operating in a new type of economic system—
results in new types of feature film formats. Understanding this new—yet still reminiscent of
the old—feature film is now inseparable from the economic and market arrangements that give
rise to it, which enrich the history of the motion pictures with increasingly radical structural
schemes.

This essay is a translated and reworked version of my essay, “Plaform-mozi: Gazdasagi, strukturdlis és formai
konvergencia a hollywoodi kommersz jatékfilmben” (Metropolis 2017/2, 38—-51. (2017)).
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