Fan du Cinéma: Imitation, Europe and The Trip to Italy (2014)

Abstract:

This essay considers the role of imitation in Michael Winterbottom’s film The Trip to Italy, with reference to the performances of mimicry by its two protagonists (Steve Coogan and Rob Brydon), but also on the part of the film itself, both as a sequel to The Trip (2010) and through its inter-textual links to earlier works of European and English film, and American-Italian co-production. As I will discuss, this preoccupation with reproduction, situated within a travelogue format, brings into focus a series of related issues concerning the meaning of contemporary film, especially in terms of European cinema in a ‘post-cinematic’ age, as well as the place of cinematic travel in constructing an idea of Europe. 
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Imitation, in some form or another, is the beginning and end point of The Trip to Italy (2014), the film, and alternately the six-part BBC television series, directed by Michael Winterbottom, and starring Steve Coogan and Rob Brydon as fictionalized versions of their very public selves.
 A follow-up to 2010’s The Trip, set in the Lake District and the Yorkshire Dales, The Trip to Italy sees the pair embark on a motorized Grand Tour, following the trail of the poets Byron and Shelley down Italy’s western coastline, stopping for sumptuous lunches at a series of restaurants along the way. This structure allows time for plenty of talk – indeed, with the protagonists alternately seated in car seats and restaurant chairs there is not much scope for anything else – and this is what they do, for much of the film’s duration.

More specifically, Coogan and Brydon talk as other people. Especially if we have seen the first Trip, this comes as no surprise. Imitation is already structured into the expectations of The Trip to Italy, and in the broader Hollywood spirit of the sequel – more of the same, only different – we are given a virtuoso array of voices both familiar from the earlier film (Michael Caine, Roger Moore, Anthony Hopkins) and less expected (Gore Vidal), linked up with actors associated in the performers’ minds with Italy (the ever-present Al Pacino, Robert de Niro, and Marlon Brando’s Don Corleone from The Godfather [1972]).

As already hinted here, this emphasis on imitation at the level of content is merely the most prominent iteration of what the film itself is already doing. It is not just in its condition as sequel that The Trip to Italy acknowledges its status as imitation. References to other texts within the film, explicitly or otherwise, raise questions concerning the role of inter-textuality and its effects. In the same way that Coogan and Brydon’s reliance on impersonation offers a reflection on the possibility of their authentic ‘voice’, the influence of prior texts becomes part of the broader meaning of The Trip to Italy as a cultural product of its time and place.

One of the distinctive things about The Trip to Italy, in fact, is the tension between the pleasures of imitation and its status in the film as problem. In both Trips, Brydon’s incessant recourse to other people’s voices exasperates Coogan in his bid to talk seriously about things; or, more often than not, about himself. This resurfaces prominently when, in the Pompeii section of the Trip to Italy, Coogan tries to reflect on the mortality of the petrified bodies exhibited before him, only to find Brydon turning the 2000-year old corpse into the ‘small man in a box’, a popular turn in Brydon’s stage and screen repertoire. Brydon elsewhere can be seen only to communicate via imitation, trying as Hugh Grant to initiate phone sex with his wife, and then using the same voice to charm and seduce an English tour guide. As much as Coogan, obsessed by his self-image and sense of himself as a serious actor and public figure, feigns to rise above Brydon, he is himself constantly and competitively drawn into the game, illuminating his co-traveller on the nasal nuance of Peter Sellers (in The Trip), the timbre of Brando’s Godfather, or the rhythmic cadences and muscularity of de Niro (both in The Trip to Italy).

As James Walters discusses in a perceptive essay on The Trip, the repetitive aspects of the impressions mean that they become ‘overuse[d]…potentially obscuring any admiration we might hold for their craft and artistry’ (2013, 119). As Walters adds, this overuse of impersonation permits us ‘to look beyond the immediate pleasure of performance and begin to consider what motivates these people to engage in…shows of impersonation’ (ibid.). Walter’s analysis is a useful starting point for reading The Trip to Italy, though this second Trip is notably less concerned with psychological motivation, and more with the relationship between context and quotation; between the efforts to represent the setting of Italy and the relationship of inter-textuality, in its various forms, to that representation.

Where Walters’ conclusions are primarily informed by psychology, then, my argument is more concerned with mimesis. As I argue in this essay, The Trip to Italy is shaped predominantly around a central and etymologically inter-related tension: that between the idea of art capturing life (mimesis, in other words, as verisimilitude), and of art replicating art (figured literally by the act of imitation). The recourse on the part of the performers to other people’s voices touches ontologically on the nature of the voice itself: what it means, for example, to talk in one’s ‘own’ voice rather, say, than Al Pacino’s or Anthony Hopkins’; whether indeed there is such a thing as an ‘authentic’ performance, or whether all performances are themselves accumulations of other moments, mimetically absorbed and reiterated. 

Related to these ontological questions, the uses of imitation in the film also generate evaluative ambiguities, raising broader questions concerning cultural production. Impersonation, as a particular practice of imitation, is associated with the contexts of ‘light’ or popular entertainment, especially television, the medium in which both Coogan and Brydon achieved prominence,
 and also a main site of exhibition for The Trip to Italy. As an art form, though, while often associated with satire or parody (as, for example, in the ITV show Spitting Image [1984-1996], for which Coogan provided a number of voices), impersonation, like parody, involves an ambiguous attentiveness to the specificities of its subject. Our enjoyment of impersonation is commensurate with the level of artistry involved in its performance; yet for all that, as an imitation, and hence a form of copy, its cultural aspirations seem always out of reach, by their own nature a (pale) imitation of the ‘real’ thing. The more expert the imitation, in fact, the greater our recognition of its actual difference from an ‘original’ voice. How is this reconciled in The Trip to Italy, in terms of its broader cultural contexts and narrative content?

As I will argue here, these issues extend to The Trip to Italy as a whole, positioned as it is between its apparent pretensions toward ‘higher’ cultural value and its potential status as a ‘low’ vehicle for its performers’ imitations. To some extent this tension is exemplified by the film’s own exhibition contexts, being on the one hand a ‘niche’ cinematic property (the feature version had a limited international art-house release following its Sundance Festival premiere); and on the other, a television show, structured largely according to the prevailing episodic, half-hour format of TV comedy, albeit within BBC Two’s notionally more ‘cultural’ remit. For the purposes of this essay, I am less concerned with mapping the differences between the cinematic and televisual edits, partly because, in an era of media convergence, I am wary of making fast distinctions between film and television exhibition (hence my use of the word ‘film’ more broadly to discuss The Trip to Italy in either of its forms). But it is also because, as I will argue, such distinctions are problematized by the broader text itself, positioned ambivalently as it is with regard both to the traditional half-hour comedy show, and to the art-cinema product it in some sense acknowledges and reflects, and into whose typical cinematic distribution patterns it has slotted.
Above all, then, as a film much more referential of cinema than the first outing, The Trip to Italy reflects on the place and meaning of this medium, and on the film’s own meaning as a ‘cinematic’ work, in an era increasingly defined by the dissolution of media boundaries and cultural hierarchies. The film subsequently abounds in incongruous and unexpected juxtapositions. Given that its title is an alternative translation of Viaggio in Italia/Journey to Italy (1954), its own acknowledgement of Roberto Rossellini’s film is not surprising, and the lingering shots of Pompeii’s ash-preserved figures are quoted almost directly from this earlier work. Brydon’s comic intervention at this point, though, alongside Coogan’s efforts at seriousness, shifts the register more towards parody (in the earlier film, by contrast, the sight of a man and a woman’s bodies being revealed by archaeologists reduces Ingrid Bergman, confronting divorce from her travelling partner George Sanders, to a fit of weeping). In Winterbottom’s film, an interconnecting montage of the bodies behind glass, cued to the strains of Richard Strauss’s ‘Im Abendrot’ (which we hear frequently over the course of the film) reiterates the more elegiac tone of Journey to Italy, whose couple walk around Pompeii for the most part without speaking. Linked by the music as a sound bridge, this brief sequence is followed by a long rear-angle shot of Coogan and Brydon wandering down a path (a very similar one, it seems, to the path viewed at one point behind Bergman and Sanders in the 1954 film), describing the volcanic ‘blanket of death’ in the mannered vocal style of Frankie Howerd, star of the BBC comedy series Up Pompeii! (1970). Given The Trip to Italy’s broader narrative preoccupation with ageing and death (the subject of many of Coogan and Brydon’s conversations), the deflection of Pompeii’s mortality via mimicry can easily be read, as Walters might suggest, in terms of denial. Yet it can equally be seen in terms of the problem of representation more broadly: the function and significance of imitation and quotation as ways of seeing, and in turn, their impact on what we continue to analyse as ‘cinema’. As this essay’s title indicates, in its admittedly strained French pun, The Trip to Italy may indeed embody ‘the end (fin) of cinema’ in one particular form; though at the same time, this ‘end’ is paradoxically the by-product of a fan’s investment in cinema itself. As I will suggest, the ‘fan’, which I use here not in a literal sense but as a figure for practices of quotation and imitation, becomes by force of itself a form of end-point, or at least a significant moment of transformation, in our traditional understanding of what cinema means, or at least once meant. 
That The Trip to Italy is interested in imitation, and the meaning of the audio-visual image within a culture of reproduction, is hardly surprising, given its status as an already over-determined bundle of prior influences, of which Rossellini’s film is only one. It is a sequel, and one that in its format follows its original quite closely. Structured as this trip also is around the earlier Italian journey of the poets Byron and Shelley, to whom both men assume something of a fan-ish devotion, the film is also about two men retracing the route of two other men two centuries previously. More broadly, but just as pertinently, this journey to Italy – which, amongst its many things, can also be viewed as a travelogue about Italian cities, regions and its restaurants – also contends with the long history of European representation and travel in the country. The film and its protagonists are in fact positioned very specifically within this tradition of visiting and documenting Europe. Looking down at one point from the balcony of a Rome bar onto the bustling spaces below, Coogan echoes the Romantic poets’ own decrying of mass culture in his professed disgust for modern travel. ‘Too many tourists’, he drawls contemptuously. Coogan and Brydon are typically, and literally, presented in an elevated position as luxury travellers: here in Rome, in their valley-perched high-end hotel near Naples, and in the final sea-view restaurant in Capri, their vantage point distances them from the decried objects of contemporary tourism (the reiterated joke in the television series’ opening credits has Coogan, talking to Brydon by phone from another balcony – his Hollywood apartment – asking if the travel expenses for the trip can cover first-class air fare). Reflecting the similar ‘anxiety of authenticity’ that is a feature of recent European city films, in which metropolitan locals take up similarly lofty vantage points over the city (Archer 2011, 36-38), the pair take up positions in an effort to deny their conformity to the ‘tourist gaze’ (Urry 2001), disavowing, but in turn revealing, their incorporation into this same paradigm. 

As with the first Trip, which engaged touristically with the Lakeland poets (the pair visit Wordsworth’s home in Grasmere; later Brydon recites, via the voice of Anthony Hopkins, parts of the same poet’s ‘Lines Composed a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey’), traces of the Romantic poets are here further echoes of an artistic tension that only becomes more pronounced in The Trip to Italy. This journey to a key historical site and epoch of European culture, via the trajectory of the two English poets, already calls up a conflicting path of artistic conception that the film will itself re-enact. The early-modern valuing of imitatio, which shares the same etymological root as mimesis, as well as imitation, has its theoretical origins in Greek and Roman poetry and essays, such as Longinus’ ‘On the Sublime’: ‘the genius of the ancients’, Longinus writes, ‘acts as a kind of oracular cavern, and effluences flow from it into the minds of their imitators’ (in Potolsky 2006, 58). Ironically, Italy’s own ‘genius’, reflected in much of the architecture Coogan and Brydon take in on their trip, was itself indebted to Greek models that the newly dominant Roman Empire sought to copy – or rather, perfect through the practice of imitatio. The Romantic movement that emerged at the end of the eighteenth century nevertheless gave particular emphasis to the contrasting idea of originality, coinciding as it did with the development of copyright law. This itself coincided with, and indeed assisted, the dwindling in European culture of imitatio as a literary practice to which writers should aspire (Potolsky 2006, 69). Romanticism’s call for originality and its belief in the force of individual genius, supported by legalistic conceptions which saw imitation as plagiarism, marked a clear and largely abiding distinction from past practices, initiating what Harold Bloom (1973) famously described as the ‘anxiety of influence’. Such anxiety forms at once the dramatic and comic centre of The Trip to Italy.

Repeat Performances and the European Cliché

This ‘anxious’ preoccupation with mimicry and authenticity in The Trip to Italy on the part of its protagonists feeds into the whole production, touching as it does on the provenance and status of film in the twenty-first century. This relates largely to the film’s identity as sequel, but also as both film and television series; part in fact of a potential ‘franchise’ of sorts, with possibilities for further episodes, and multi-platform commercial opportunities. 
 The film is therefore a type of re-production that is itself paradoxical in its main narrative drive. On the trail of the Romantic poets, largely self-defined in terms of their ‘valuing of the original creation and the originating creative genius’ (Hutcheon 2006, 3-4), The Trip to Italy inevitably becomes the exact thing that espousers of the (post-) Romantic school of thought denigrate: a form of adaptation, drawing alternately on the prestige and cultural memory of earlier works. As such, like much adaptation, it is straddled uncertainly between the assumed cultural value of the adapted text and the adaptation’s own status as commercial product and ‘copy’; and between, moreover, the conservative maintenance of a received cultural value, and the iconoclastic Romantic ideals it purports to emulate – or perhaps more accurately, imitate. 

Brydon’s specific response to Coogan’s lament at tourism, seated on the Roman balcony, is that they are themselves merely reiterating what E.M. Forster chronicled a hundred years before; namely, the romanticization of Europe on the part of English tourists in A Room with a View (1908). Notably, Brydon’s reference – via an attempted impersonation of Daniel Day-Lewis that is actually closer to Hugh Grant – is more specifically to the 1986 film adaptation (in which Day-Lewis starred) set and filmed partly in Tuscany. This is just one of the ways that The Trip to Italy’s status as a film about that particular country, and about the experience of travelling to that country, makes it part of a specifically European cinematic history and context, inviting us to consider the function of Europe in contemporary screen culture. The Trip to Italy forms part of a continuity that includes Rossellini and Fellini; but in a global cinematic culture in which representation is so many palimpsestic layers, its Italy is also one filtered through an already transnationally-mediated popular vision: one synonymous, for instance, with Hollywood’s runaway productions of the 1950s, its ‘travelogue romances’ (Shandley 2009) such as Three Coins in a Fountain (1954) and Roman Holiday (1953). The more specifically articulated reference points, meanwhile, are less to the auteurs of European post-war art cinema, but to a rather different context of Anglo-European (and very specifically in the case of A Room with a View, Anglo-Italian) negotiations, at both a cultural and economic level, but above all through the prism of tourism. The hotel balconies, bars and restaurant tables at which the pair sit, discuss and comment, not to mention the disavowed barrier of the transparent-yet-solid car windscreen, through which so many of the sights are contemplated, position the pair very much within the same touristic frameworks through which Forster allows his protagonists to see Tuscany (Buzard 1995, 16). 
Unlike Forster’s Lucy Honeychurch, though, given Coogan and Brydon’s pre-established trajectory within cities and landscapes already shaped and channelled by the effect of mass tourism, they can hardly ever get lost (unless we include getting stuck in the middle of Rome’s traffic flow). Forster’s title, of course, slyly alludes to the expectations of visual consumption, but also the physical distance as its corollary, in the ‘real’ tourist experience. This is an idea that the marketing of both the 1986 film and also The Trip to Italy in fact reassert: original poster images for A Room with a View, as well as the packaging for more recent DVD issues, have the film’s two young stars, Helena Bonham-Carter and Julian Sands,  seated at a window with the sunlit rooftops of Florence behind them (an image extrapolated from the film’s concluding scene); while equivalent publicity for Winterbottom’s film has Coogan and Brydon posing at a dining table with the distant view of the Italian coast in the background. And as already noted, one of the latter’s key visual motifs, inevitably motivated by the contexts of privileged travel within which Coogan and Brydon operate, is the distant, downward gaze from a series of physical vantage points, whether these be hotel-room windows or restaurant balconies.
Indeed, it is one of the criticisms traditionally levelled at James Ivory’s film of A Room with a View that it expands Forster’s specifically framed narrative voice within a more objectively ‘frozen’ (Higson 1996, 118) or ‘spectacularized’ (Collins 2010, 133) type of vision, wherein the protagonist herself (in this case) is effectively incorporated into the view: a key example being the scene in which Bonham-Carter’s Lucy emerges into the long grass of a Tuscan field, as a Puccini aria swells on the accompanying music track. Historical contexts informing the narrative’s inherent tensions, and perspectival issues that generate uncertainty and unreliability, are obviated by a tendency in the film’s mise-en-scène towards the panoramic and the photographic: there is less room in this sense for ‘any one character’s psychological space’, given that the visual rhetoric informs a ‘shared psychological space’, in which both character and audience ‘converge’ (ibid.). Such audio-visual aesthetics subsequently risk confirming and feeding into a received idea of the Italian imaginary: in fact, this is not significantly different from the approach in The Trip to Italy, oscillating as it perennially does between its protagonists’ conversations and – through long- and travelling shots – the ‘spectacularized’ backdrops or foregrounds in which the pair find themselves, are sometimes looking at, or is simply there, beyond the characters’ vision but available to ours.
As David Denby notes in a New Yorker review of the film version, however, the ‘decidedly mature’ art-house audience amongst whom he attended the screening, ‘apparently expecting a beach-and-mountain travelogue…maintained a puzzled silence’ (Denby 2014). As noted above, The Trip to Italy exploits much of the mise-en-scène of the travelogue, though without it ever cohering within the shared, spectacular terms otherwise noted in the Anglo-Italian filmic vision. Passages of imitation in this regard actually interfere with the potential coherence of viewer and protagonist vision, inasmuch as they regularly intrude upon the visual image. The Pompeii sequence is only one example of the ways Coogan and Brydon’s alter-egos seem only to process experience through existing voices, or in other words mediations. Hence, a sailing boat trip off the sparkling Ligurian coastline, accompanied once more by the Strauss motif, is accompanied on the sound track by the hectoring sounds of Coogan and Brydon competing to do the best Anthony Hopkins, here as Captain Bligh from the 1984 film The Bounty. 
Yolanda, a Spanish photographer who briefly joins the pair along both trips, suggests in the first film that Coogan and Brydon are like Don Quixote and Sancho Panza: an apparently throwaway observation that takes on more significance the further we go along the route. René Girard’s origin point for his concept of mimetic desire – his contention that modern western subjectivity constructs itself only in imitation of other models, of other (symbolic or actual) figures against which to compare or compete – is situated at the point where narratives can be printed and reproduced en masse; for which reason he begins his study with Cervantes’ early 17th-century novel (Girard 1976, 4). This underlines the synchronicity between the development of the novel as mass publication and the impact of reproduction on subjectivity and representation. As Julian Barnes has put it in his reflections on Flaubert, whose novels deal so frequently with this mimetic dilemma, is the writer or critic consumed by the influence of other works ‘much more than a sophisticated parrot?’ (1984: 18). We may well ask the same about The Trip to Italy’s skilled imitators; but as in Flaubert’s and Barnes’ writing, the concern extends more broadly across the whole field of mediation. The figurative use of ‘cliché’ to refer to a redundantly reiterated idea – the Flaubertian idée reçue, or what Roland Barthes called the doxa – has its etymological origins in modern printing processes (Prendergast 1986, 183), referring to a form of typographic plate. In French, cliché also refers to a photographic negative, and this problem of mimesis becomes only more pronounced in the contexts of the screen image, with its capacity for mass reproduction across various media, narrative or otherwise. 
That there is no ‘authentic’ image, especially in terms of the sites and sights associated with mass tourism, is itself a cliché of the discursive kind. But it is worth stressing in terms of the way this search for the historical moment, pursued so assiduously in The Trip to Italy, is thwarted less by the form this particular film takes, than by the difficulty of contemporary vision and representation to move past the reiteration of the received idea. In other words, the type of audio-visual interference Coogan and Brydon practice in the film only inflects what is already problematized by reproduction and cliché. The sound of a second-order Anthony Hopkins on a Ligurian yacht is semantically incongruous, but what might otherwise be interpreted as verisimilar within the image, before the intrusion of the pair’s imitations – long shots of the surging boat and the strains of another aria (this time by a German) – are, to borrow Prendergast’s Flaubertian terms, no less mimetically ‘stupid’ than any other representation.
This is one of the factors that makes Winterbottom’s film especially significant in the context of a globalized European cinema, one that The Trip to Italy both pursues and maintains. The long, travelling shots and point-of-view sequences that allow the vicarious consumption of already-cinematic sights, such as the Roman Coliseum and Pompeii, serve as what Mariana Liz calls the ‘cinematic postcard’ (2014): something that has had an increasingly prominent role in the aesthetic strategies of European cinemas within the global marketplace, beyond its earlier associations with the Hollywood travelogue romance. The aesthetic pleasures and cosmopolitan cultural associations of western European cities have found new emphasis in films such as Woody Allen’s Match Point (2005), Vicky Cristina Barcelona (2008), Midnight in Paris (2010) and To Rome with Love (2012), all of which benefited from local sources of funding, and which reprise and rework the late-classical narrative of America’s love affair with (and economic use of) Europe. As Liz notes, though, Allen’s recent output is only the most clearly transatlantic manifestation of a tendency that is increasingly European in its strictest sense, featuring not only in ‘portmanteau’ films such as Paris je t’aime (Assayas et al. 2006), but also in films with more obvious claims to auteur status, such as Cédric Klapisch’s L’Auberge Espagnole/Pot Luck (2002) and Paris (2008), or Pedro Almodóvar’s Todo sobre mi madre/All About My Mother (1999) (Liz 2014, 5). Liz’s key point is that, beyond its apparent characteristic as cliché, the cinematic postcard has more metaphorical implications for the ways contemporary European cinema projects itself. Not just a means of contributing ‘to the promotion of European cities and of Europe’, such images are ‘central to the establishment of interconnections between cinema [and] tourism’ within this understanding of Europe and the European (2014, 8-9); born of what Ewa Mazierska and John Walton describe as ‘the converging historical trajectories’ of tourist culture and the technologies of the moving image (2006: 7).

As this suggests, what we might notionally understand as a pre-existent or ‘real’ Europe is in fact already shaped by the consumption of cinema, therefore calling into question putative distinctions between the authentic and inauthentic cinematic image. But most important here is the tension between the specific cultural associations of Europe and its cinema, and its projection through such ‘promotional’ images, as the pleasures of exclusivity and cultural difference that motivate such representations are offset by their technological reproduction. The European city becomes in the process ‘simultaneously universal and unique…combining ideas of tradition and authenticity with notions of popularisation and massification’ (Liz 2014, 10). As we have seen, The Trip to Italy alludes to the tension between the desire for exclusive travel experience and one’s consequent participation in the despised practices of mass tourism.  In a similarly antagonistic way, Coogan and Brydon’s pursuit of their poetic predecessors only leads them further into a designated tourist route; one that their own bid for cultural distinction ironically perpetuates. Referring to A Room with a View tacitly links their own film to the types of British ‘heritage’ cinema often connoted in terms of its own mode of cinematic tourism (Higson 1996). Broadcast as it also was by a BBC heavily predisposed to the production of drama in attractive foreign locations, in British-European productions such as Wallander (2008-2016) and the Rome-set Zen (2010), The Trip to Italy is quite complicit in this ‘popularisation and massification’ of the ‘unique’ and ‘authentic’.

We subsequently cannot separate The Trip to Italy from the same cultural condition and media contexts it draws on, with significant implications for how we see it as a piece of European cinema. But because, as previously noted, the film is also plentiful in its allusions to cinema, it serves as a significant focal text for the way we understand and locate cinema more broadly within the modern mediascape. Significantly, though, The Trip to Italy is not exclusive in attributing particular classifications of cinema to opposing sides of a reproductive/authentic binary. The film’s allusions to an earlier tradition of European art cinema might suggest an affinity running through The Trip to Italy itself, discursively identified and promoted in auteurist terms as a ‘Michael Winterbottom film’. Yet the film proves ambiguous at best toward this apparent discursive link.

Auteur Cinema as Tourism

As already noted, The Trip to Italy is a road movie of sorts: from one point of view, in fact, an exemplary one, in its post-classical, art cinema-inflected emphasis on ‘an open-ended, rambling plot structure’, occupied by ‘frustrated, often desperate characters’ (Laderman 2002, 2). It is not only the foregrounded link to Rossellini’s earlier film that situates The Trip to Italy within these terms, given its resistance to a clear plot, and its preference for talk over action. Yet in its own institutional nature as sequel, and in terms of its pre-conceived structure, the film can never separate itself from its own status as reproduction. For road movie historian David Laderman, this is the inevitable fate of the road movie in its postmodern contexts, doomed to become ‘a commercialized, or depoliticized, repackaging of modernist aesthetics’ (2002, 132). In the now traditional Jamesonian terms of postmodern production, the originary modernist moment devolves to the ‘blank parody’ of ‘pastiche’ (1991, 17). As the Pompeii sequence of The Trip to Italy suggests, though, there is something slightly different at work here, in the sense that there is an incongruous and ironic disconnect between the ‘modernist aesthetics’ it acknowledges, and the apparent failure of its protagonists to play their allotted roles within the point of reference.
In the final Capri section of the film, for example, Coogan’s assistant Emma spots on a boat trip the Villa Malaparte Jean-Luc Godard used as a setting in his film Le Mépris/Contempt (1963); the building we subsequently see, via long shot, effectively in a point-of-view shot from the vantage point of the boat. In the same way that Emma earlier notes the fascination of Pompeii to fans of Journey to Italy, her reference to Contempt, in some ways Godard’s own take on Rossellini’s film, forms another part of The Trip to Italy’s network of associations. As Laura Mulvey has discussed, Contempt is elaborately constructed as a ‘fabric of quotations’, incorporating not only Journey to Italy’s tale of a disintegrating marriage, but various allusions to the recent and older history of cinema. An Italian-American co-production shot in a slightly fading Cinecittà, its walls plastered with tattered film posters (most prominently, to Godard’s own Vivre sa vie/My Life to Live [1962] and Howard Hawks’ Hatari! [1962]), Contempt was made at a point when the Hollywood studio system was going into a period of decline, and the prevalence of runaway- and international co-production – exemplified by Contempt itself – had been on the rise. Quotation in Contempt, then, embedded within its tale of art struggling with the demands of commerce, ‘enables an elegiac commentary on the decline of one kind of cinema while celebrating another’ (Mulvey 2011, 227). If this ‘declined’ cinema was the Hollywood auteur cinema beloved by Cahiers du cinéma critics such as Godard, this ‘other’ cinema would be the inter-textual cinema of quotation and allusion that, as typified by Godard’s early films, would both commemorate and replace it. 

Taken on face value the specific reference to Contempt in The Trip to Italy asserts the latter’s kinship with Godard’s film, yet the explicit nature of the allusion in Winterbottom’s film complicates this notion. ‘Quotation’ is in fact not so specifically marked in Contempt, but comprises a set of allusions to be inferred and pieced together by the viewer, understood in the film’s narrative contexts of nostalgia and loss. When the Euro-cinephile Emma identifies the house from Contempt, though, this moment has no obvious narrative or affective dimension, but is simply something else to look at. Once more, it is processed within the privileged and consumerist terms of a high-end tourist experience, on their way to another largely exclusive dining experience. As with her previous mention of Ingrid Bergman in Journey to Italy, in fact, such auteurist references barely register with either Coogan or Brydon (Coogan quips that Contempt’s plot structure – sexy beginning with a tragic ending – sounds like ‘the opposite of a massage’). Whatever might be at work originally in Journey to Italy or Contempt is therefore subordinated to such films’ new status as tourist sites/sights, fragments of cultural history to be ticked off alongside other forms of destination. 

Quotation of auteur cinema here, therefore, is merely one reference among others, flattened of its evaluative meaning, or its signification within an aesthetic of loss. At the same time, this in itself does not consign Winterbottom’s film to the domain of depthless postmodern pastiche, as it establishes a tension between the reference and its location within the newer film. At one point in the first Coogan-Brydon-Winterbottom collaboration, A Cock and Bull Story (2005), based around the attempt to film Laurence Sterne’s novel Tristram Shandy, another assistant tries with embarrassing lack of success to convey her enthusiasm for Robert Bresson’s Lancelot du Lac (1974). As Bruce Bennett rightly observes, the film’s comic undermining of European art cinema at this moment seems to indicate a ‘fear of intellectual pretentiousness’; and yet its humour paradoxically relies on ‘an informed cine-literate audience’ (2014, 136) who would understand the points of reference being ignored. In The Trip to Italy, the protagonists’ obliviousness to such allusions within the setting itself imposes – depending on your viewing position – either an ironic gap between them and the film’s wider narrative address, or a shared sense of miscomprehension.  But whether or not we get the joke, and even if we enjoy them within the parodic context of either A Cock and Bull Story or The Trip to Italy, we are effectively allowing such auteurist references to exist ‘blankly’ at the same comic register as anything else. What does the concept of auteurist cinema actually mean when it can be so easily mobilised to incongruous, comic effect? The Trip to Italy shares an awareness of Godard’s dialectic, and Contempt’s manner of ‘mediating between past and present’ (Mulvey 2011, 225) to express ‘the decline of one form of cinema’ (2011, 227). But when Contempt and Journey to Italy themselves become tourist destinations, and part of a de-hierarchized cultural grab-bag of associations and quotations – when indeed a high point of the European auteur tradition jostles alongside Frankie Howerd – it is clear that this paradigm has shifted. 

Within Coogan and Brydon’s imitative play, in fact, we can effectively trace the shifting of cultural reference, and the concomitant breakdown of cinematic and cultural hierarchies. Sat over breakfast in their Capri hotel, the pair reflect on the fact that Sicily is not on their itinerary, leading Brydon inevitably to launch into his impersonation of Brando’s Don Corleone. When Brando devolves to Pacino’s Michael from the same film, an enacted conversation between the latter and Diane Keaton – who plays Michael’s wife in The Godfather – slips into Keaton’s famous ‘la-di-dah’ refrain from Annie Hall (1977). From this – in what we might analogically describe as a hyperlink movement of associations, with one impersonation opening up another, unfolding progressive degrees of pop-cultural separation – the pair improvise a face-off between Pacino’s young mob boss and Woody Allen’s twitchy nebbish, staving off imminent execution via a litany of familiar Allen utterances (‘I’m allergic to death!’). The two-minute sequence ends with Brydon’s brief reflection on Pacino’s performances in coffee adverts; via which final link, he associates himself with the great man, on the basis of his own voiceover work for Kellogg’s Crunchy Nut Corn Flakes.

The eventual slippage here from acting into advertising implicitly levels out cultural production: a colonization of culture by consumerism that, for Jameson, is a defining tendency within postmodernism. To assume though that we might simply map a (problematic) postmodernist framework onto The Trip to Italy, on the one hand, overlooks its capacity to negotiate different cultural contexts, and to position them accordingly and separately within the narrative and mise-en-scène. Because the film foregrounds the practice of imitation, the cinematic high-modernist moment of the auteur is not here merely subsumed into aspects of style: a typical assimilatory practice of so-called ‘high concept’ Hollywood, in fact, since the 1970s (Wyatt 1994, 60-64). By segregating the formal properties of high modernism from their reference points in The Trip to Italy, Winterbottom underscores the problem or impossibility of retrieving or reproducing this originary cultural moment – a point that, in the film, is itself mapped onto Coogan and Brydon’s futile search for a Romantic trace, or Emma’s pursuit of auteur cinema, within their journey. But more to the point, Winterbottom and his collaborators make this itself the source of comic pleasure. The film, if anything, invites us to celebrate this dismantling of the auteurist moment, in favour of a more diffuse grab-bag of associations and imitations.

Indeed, in so vividly prioritizing skillful imitation, which acknowledges the uniqueness of its subject, while at the same time undercutting its importance, The Trip to Italy emphasizes the vitality and democracy of this approach. These ‘longstanding parodic energies’ that Simon Dentith sees erupting from popular culture more generally (2000, 161), and not out of some late-capitalist postmodern malaise, do not from this view represent a problematic devaluing of culture; rather, they suggest a political reconfiguration of the evaluative, hierarchical Arnoldian concept of ‘Culture’. And significantly, this shifting towards imitation represents less some obviously ‘postmodern’ turn than it is a return to a pre-Romantic conception of artistic production. This would explain why The Trip to Italy is so generous to its protagonists’ relentlessly imitative play; but it also accounts for the casting of Coogan and Brydon more broadly, who as figures from popular entertainment, and skilled imitators, embody the disruptive energies and carnivalesque disregard for cultural boundaries in which Dentith locates parody’s political value.
Conclusions: The ‘End of Cinema’?

As Colin MacCabe has pointed out (2003, 157), Contempt’s film-within-the-film exemplifies its own processes of cultural and narrative transmission, as the Greek characters and Gods of The Odyssey, already translated into their Latinised equivalents, are rendered as sounds and images in a modern technological medium. One of the intriguing points made by Contempt is that the cinema as an art form and institution comes into being at the point when ‘any simple return to a classical origin is impossible’ (ibid.): indeed, the cinema’s practices of technological reproduction bring this to fruition. Contempt’s more specific allegory asserts the point that cinema’s ‘classical origin’ in the form of American studio filmmaking is itself beyond return. While the phrase fin du cinéma becomes most famously associated with the end credits of Godard’s later Week-End (1967), it is the same phrase uttered here, as an interpretive gloss on the American producer’s speech about selling the Roman studios, by Francesca, his assistant and translator (Mulvey 2011, 230). Mulvey’s point though that Godard constructs his own auteur aesthetic out of this ‘end’ indicates the degree to which his idea of cinema is founded on a productive tension between loss and the efforts to recapture the past.

Notably, then, some of the recent discourse around the so-called ‘end of cinema’ has internalised Contempt’s melancholic perspective as a form of creed. Writing in light of the deaths (on the same day) of Michelangelo Antonioni and Ingmar Bergman, Peter Matthews, stating that the era of auteur cinema is at an end, admits to the perverse pleasure he feels in ‘enumerating the symphony of ruin’ represented by modern movies, ‘because [it] permits us to love better what we’ve lost’ (2007, 18). As Jim Collins anticipates as early as the mid-1990s, such critical lamentations about the ‘death’ of cinema disavow an awareness of the medium’s historical and contingent nature, reifying either film’s high-modernist moment or its classical narrative peak as characteristics beyond which ‘cinema’, self-servingly, cannot exist at all (Collins 1995, 140-143). By its own nature, to narrate cinema’s ‘death’ is to impose a nostalgic and ahistorical framework around its originary moment and continuity, defining it in terms of its past-ness. But this death of cinema may also be an opportunity to do away with the idealization and essentialism of past categories: the more historical and dialectical point is that these categories can no longer mean the same thing within contemporary contexts of exhibition and reception, and the regimes of technological reproduction with which cinema as an invention is itself connoted. It is impossible to recreate the past: The Trip to Italy in turn meets Collins’ conception of a postmodern cinema that tries to map our ‘new mediated landscape’ (1995: 142), reflecting the ‘fundamental shift in what constitutes both entertainment and cultural literacy in the “information age”’ (1995: 140).

As I have argued in this essay, imitation in The Trip to Italy serves at once to flag up both the cultural pretensions of its protagonists, and at the same time, the cultural limitations of these same protagonists, for whom culture becomes a flattened, de-hierarchized set of reproductions. In this sense the practice of imitation stands in analogously for the work of technological reproduction itself: these are literalised repeat performances, the acknowledgement of reiteration and influence made visible. But this very visibility of imitation marks its crucial distinction from mere formal reiteration or pastiche, as well as identifying the limitations in our pursuit of the ‘real’ cinematic image. The kind of doubled articulation involved in these practices, based as it is on an oscillation between repetition and difference, allies such imitative performance with the strategies and styles of parody. Incongruity, and not simply replication and similitude, is central to parody’s comic aesthetic. But such comic incongruity as is on display in The Trip to Italy is ultimately as instructive as it is pleasurable, highlighting as it does the ways in which cinematic texts flow and interrelate within contemporary contexts of representation and reception, and in turn, the bathetic disparities between the efforts (on the part of its protagonists, if not the film itself) to retrieve the cinematic and wider cultural past, and the eventual work that ensues.

The Trip to Italy therefore highlights the insufficiencies of its culturally callow travellers, but also engages in a pointedly comic way with its irretrievable cultural world; one whose attempted melancholic reiteration cannot but result in a laughably hollow form of quotation. The productive effect of this context is to highlight the notion that trying to recapture a Romantic or high-modernist moment – in the references, alternately, to Byron and Shelley, or to Journey to Italy and Contempt – would only be to enact an equal, though less self-effacing or self-parodic, act of imitation. Consistent with The Trip to Italy itself, Winterbottom has expressed his own deep reservations about the notion of cinematic authorship, dismissing the concept as a ‘bourgeois, liberal-romantic idea’, and quipping that the notional distinction and authenticity of the auteur lies in ‘mak[ing] the same film over and over again’ (in Fitzgerald 2010: 118); all of which suggests to me that The Trip to Italy’s marked reiterations and repetitions are having a bit of a joke about what an auteurist ‘Michael Winterbottom film’ might be like. The serious point to the film’s joke is that any effort towards artistic distinction via the reiteration of prior auteur texts would be, in effect, to piggy-back disingenuously on these precedents and their assumed cultural value. If, as The Trip to Italy suggests, there is (or ever was) nothing new under the Mediterranean sun, value lies in the foregrounding of this fact, not its denial behind the spurious trappings of auteurist allusion. Winterbottom’s own reservations notwithstanding, then, The Trip to Italy eventually defines its own original cinematic identity, precisely through its comic failure to be original. 
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� The film was premiered at the Sundance Festival in January 2014 prior to a limited worldwide release. The television version was first screened on BBC Two, April-May 2014. 


� Coogan is largely known for his character Alan Partridge, in the series Knowing Me Knowing You (BBC, 1994-1995) and I’m Alan Partridge (BBC, 1997-2002);  Brydon came to prominence in Marion and Geoff  (BBC, 2000-2003) and Gavin and Stacey (BBC, 2007-2010), both shows produced by Coogan’s production company Baby Cow.


� At the time of writing, a third outing, provisionally entitled The Trip to Spain, is scheduled to be filmed toward the end of 2016. In a further erasure of the distinctions between popular television and art-house cinema, the rights to screen the film have been bought by Sky Atlantic; the wider televisual exhibition site for a number of HBO series, including Game of Thrones (see Brown 2016), and therefore a central platform for the exhibition and reception of so-called ‘quality’ screen drama.





