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MOVIES FOR HIPSTERS

Michael Z. Newman

Indie cinema and hipsters have long occupied the same milieu, and have been especially

synrbiotic in the early years of the 2000s. Juno (2007), (500) Days o;f summer (2009),

and the frlms of 'Wes Anderson lepresent and embody hipness and hipsterism, while

discourses of indie cinema and hipster subculture alike frequently invoke indie films'

address to hipsters. To some extent, to be indie is to aspire to hipness, and to be a

hipster is to invest one's identity in the aesthetic legitirnacy of indie. While it has always

been true that altemative foms of film (in particular art and independent cinema)

have appealed to vanguards, the indie era has seen especia\ close cor-respondence

berween some kinds of film and a specific, generutional audience formation. By

considering hipsterism in its recent and contemporary cultural construction in Noth
America, we can better appreciate the tenns on which indie trlms appeal to audiences,

and the tenns on which those audiences engage with and appreciate indie cinema'

After establishing the inrerconnection of hipsteris[r and indie cinerna, this essay

analyzes representative instances of two kinds of indie films: those seen as pandering

to hipsters, and those seen as models for hipster ethos and sryle - if not by dilect

example, then in terms of sensibility. The former includes films such as (500) Days of

Summer, whose indie authenticity is threatened by a sense of their striving at'repre-

senring, and thereby coufting the attention of, hipsters. An Amazon review ol (500) Days

of Swmmer describes it as'the American Apparel of movies, in that it cries really hard

to be hip - so hard it sometimes evokes an involuntary cringe', (Canny, n.d.). Dis-

courses of indie cinema often disdain such efforts to court a fashionable audience

through appeals such as indie rock soundtrack songs and quirky characters and styln,

The latter is most fu1ly realized in the oeuure of Anderson, whose 7he Li;fe Aqwafk

With Steue Zissou (2004) will be atalyzed in this chapter as a more potentially positivu

example of inclie hipster aesthetics by the so-cailed quintessential hipster auteur.

lndie hipster cinema is both a sociocultural formation and a body of films with

sharecl characteristics. As Jeffrey Sconce (2002) argues of the ironic/nihfistic 'nttrurt'
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film of a slightly earJier period, hipster movies appeai to a distinct audience rhat
positions its taste in relation to mainstream Holl1,wood cinema. Its distinctiveness is
likewise often realized in the realm of tone or sensibiliry, which cannot be reduced to
style, since it is only in a given context that rone is intelligible and meaningful to
a u diences.

Hip and hipster are obviously related, but hipsters are not simply the hip people. In
Hip: The History,John Leland obserwes that, as Leonard cohen says of poetry, ,hip 

is
a verdict, not an intenrion' Qa04 10). Hipsters are ciefinecl by their striving to be hip,
but among the crucial components of hipsterism are frequent failure at hipness, and
the rejection of hipsterism as inauthentic. Hipsters thus conprise a culture in pursuit
of hip rather than a hip culture.

Considerations of the hipster often include indie cinema within a range of illus-
trative examples. Leland names indie auteur Jim Jarrrusch as a hip exemplar: ,people

who have never seen a Jim Jarmusch movie or an arty music video can recognize
either as an articulation of hip. Specifically what they recognize is this: the elevation
of style and background as narative and foreground' (2004: 10). The cinema of hip is
a cinema of aesthetic distinction, of outsider identities and cultish admiration. The
Hipster Handbook begins a section on cinema by noting hipster disdain for Hollywood
and its biggest srars, and then presenrs a 'hipster canon of essenrial film, (Lanham
2002: 132-136). This includes a range of rypes of cinenra, inciuding Hollywood
classics of earLier eras (The Apartment, 196$, foreign films of indisputably artistic
reputation (B %, 1963), and cult fiJrns (pink Flamingos, 1972). Brt rhe most frequent
rype of film included is of the American independent scene of the Sundance-
Miramax era, including Doum by l_aw (1986), Do the Right Thing (19g9), Dazed and
confused (1993), Buffalo '66 (1998), and Rushmore (199g). The description of
Rushmore identifies -w-es 

Anderson as 'the quintessential Hipster director for today,s
savr,y filmgoer', a designarion echoecl in many sites of disclrssion of Anderson, indie
cinema, and hipsterism. rn what was the Hipster? Mark Grief (2010) defines ,hipster

culture' by a short catalog of examples including Dave Eggers's fiction, The Belieuer
magazine, Be1le and Sebastian, and 

.wes 
Anderson's filrns Rushmore and rhe Royal

Tenenbaums. The Gothamisl biog names Anderson 'the annointed hipster auteur,
flil7ilson 2004). stuff white people Like, the satirical blog-cum*book that skewen the
cultural habits not of white people per se but of the affiuent, urban, culruraliy elite
circles that overlap to a large extent with hipsters, devotes an entry to the fi_1ms of'wes Anderson (Lander 2008: 11*12). rn a Time out New york ranr, christian
Lorentzen (2007) asks: 'Has the hipster killed cool in New york? Did it die the day'wes Anderson proved too precious for his own gooci, or was it when ch1o6 Sevigny
Gllated Vincent Gallo onscreen?' Hipsterism ancl its denial have founcl rich sources rn
indie cirrema, and in paticular in Anderson as an auteur and in his frlms as texts to
admire or dismiss, depending on one's invesrments.

Lorentzen in particular seems to have invested Anderson with both the promise of
being a singular force of hipster crearive genius, and the responsibiliry for having
declined artistically, signalling the fonunes of hipster cuhure itself. In an n*a1 review
of The Li;fe Aquatic with steue Zissou, Lorcttzen (2010) lamenrs: ,For a brief half
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decade or so, fAncrerson] seemed the voice of our genention, the hipster rlessiah. He
:::lt}.,r:,'|,f,cr 

the subculture anci 

",r-i. 
it the governing o,rr.,o^ in his firms,

,heir me,aphy,,;,: ili.iil"l:1,::;'::'[] :ii,i,.J:;;::.".J]*..;.,,,:I;ftilressential hipster aurcur,,but also fo. hrr;r-rg irrrpired a r,rru. of irrai".rr.rr. that bearshis influence, irritatr'g his comicar,"r",'rl*rr sense, ancl ,r".r*r. ru.r.tions. In 2007l: :';::' "!"L# J:#t' ;*r, g':l i,nuence d bv ;;, ;;;".,o,., more or
people (Hyden et al. ' of indie quirk aboi-rt precocious yourg
Ancterson's -.,. "n:1:? 

These include NaPol;on Dv')n"r'(;;;;; ;;r,. imitation of
s c i e n c e e 0 o 7 ), *n, j::J 

:,, 
j1ffi1,:,;" il: j"q:,]#:, f ,l:; :. 1i,.., 

0,, a n d R ocA er

the soundrrack; Carden smt, Boo:i5,,"'l"il.n Zach Braflplays ,a ,:#T::Ir:";,characrer'; LlttLe Miss.Su,rhrrr'e,OO)i, r"r'.r.Or, inspired O, 
^J...r.r,s 

approach torepresenting ollbeat fauillies; andJurito, *t r.i, ,t. a,rhors argue, shorvs rhe inflr-renceof Anderson's approach 
^,o 

.orrJrrrirrg 
';;;.,*r. 

The authors of this Garure are
;'i;:'*:i:;: ;:,'T.1'" '|i'l'I corrsider draw rhe wron5r kind orinspiration

;T:*Lif,t*::tx,i#::r:y'ffi :JJ,'.?jHt*xlff :,ff
Negation leeds hipstc-risnl as overe.yosed, too-popurar artifacts are left r:ehind in areguJar cycle of fashion and vangua.arrrr. ftr.

;'ffil,*.ff Tr#is 
c o u rs e s 

" 
r,, i,. .,,.-, :;' il|;::H;;# .; ji";:.,X

rrAmazor,co,,,,,n,n,,J"..::,'"l]:l'[]1:l:,;:"Lil,Li,"".:,ift 
?:,yrt::#f ir;r'|ustrn n.d.). Both of rhese lists are n.rf'",ui.*eat, indie titres. Frayonuin,s includesIl/aking LLfe Qool) an! coLlie *,'t crg',uutrrr'Boorr, while Amazon,s fearLrres CJerk1ee4) and stacker (199-t) 

3::1""1,i *r" i* 
.ru*uski 

(.1998).rt is notable thar alloirhese are frr'rs rhat r,oder LGsq4es.ro *..i0 views. They are nor just beloved _
:i,,H'::h::,,TT""' but potenuallf 

""uo*.a as nri'ors helcl up ro a desirabre

inreresrs and habits r,rrl.,l?l.iJides 
ro living, co ways of speakinu or dressing, to

Negation of hipsteris,r and Anderson,s hipstensh influence can be just as significanrror the production of incrie authenticiry 
^ l'*-rlrrrro,r, and so much of the discour.seci indie hipsterisru is negative trrat deniar and de*auther.*..uo,r' ,l*rt b. , k"y

#;::,111ffi:i'ffjj::::::',1 ,' 
l:,,, ori,.ai. .ur,u." -... ;;;;, 1*.*n,,,

rororvs ,r,,. a,a..,o,,;:H:;:::#lifl:sterish and hipsterism,,.,,, b. clenied, it

*:1ffi ; ;ip""'u'"*1 
in Ft au o*i re' s' i, ;ll:J,T: ;:,::'ffi ffi.T*:J

Anderson's work might inspire on rhe level of sensibiliqr, of hipsrer rvorjd vierl,,':nd though so,re ofhis filrru are juclg.o -.* i.*y rhan others, hi, *o.k is generariy:eld to a higher regard rrran ,o,,.. o,h", o,r"r'r*r,l',1'T lltllr^ll11?*.:erism to the hipste".s. other films and filn,,akerttt "" 
seen as cynically selling hip-

:heir striving rhe negative characrerizatio-n-;;ilHH:;'lf:Ii:"T*':t#Ji"fJ
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to those tll-,s that do see,r e:iger to rerprc-sent taste as a rnark of chlracter, slrch as()arden state, in $'hich the musical prefe.-ences of chalacter:s are projected as centr:rl tcr
their iclentlries. Sam in cdrden srate prorrrises Anclrelv thar Tl-re Shins ,wiu 

cl.ranqe
your 1iG' The tlesation of thesc llhns as hipsterisl'r is itself a negltiorr o1-hipsrerism as
a lomt of social strivir:rg.

The hipster lus been a figr-rre on the curtur:rr scene :rt least since rhe .1 
9,tr0s, r,r,hcn

Anatole Brovard (1 948) w.ote r-ris ess:4,'A porrait of a Hipster.,rn a rvrsrfu] pasr rense.
The hipster in this itlcarnalion u,as a ''White Negro', as far'ouslv rlt-f;recl a fe,,v vears
later- b1, Nonnan Marler (1957). Outsiders rqr.ctlnq rq.r... ,,,.i.,u U1, .aop,ir1g ri;
style lncl nlrnnel of jazz mr.rsicians, postr,r,ar hipsters drerr,. much of their corln.er-
cultural charge fronr identilving u,irh a racial other-. The hipstey,5 noncontirrmity *,as
a product of nanv soci:rl forces. including the atonlc anxietv of the cold war
er:r r,d the pos*var consensus ancl prospc-r-iry that ure nou, trrink of as ,th,^ 

fifties,.
Neithel the ilnt nor the most rebellious .rountercLllture, beat gencration hipsters
nevertheless solidifiecl sonre oithe ntost important coltventions b1, 1y]ri.1, subseqluenr'west'^rn countetcullrttal 1'ltovcrnents u,otr]d functron. lJc.rts nlere .r generatior:rl
rlovell]ent of yor:ng rebe]s r'vho subscribc'cl to the rlass socieqv critique ancl ftshro,eci
thcir rJcrrriri.., in.li.rirrctron Lo., ]\er.\.eived.qrr.rrc n);rirr\trc.rnr. I)1.ss.. s|q.s1.[.,11111
music have ever since becr central to a1l subculturcs. l)ruqr or dnnk. farrored modes
of tr'rttrpolrariotl' .rtld l,r11s ip I:rcrartrre. .rlt. .le, or. or ( inemd. nrjghr [.rtLr].(. ,rorc ir)
sorne than othel subculturcs ancl cor-lntercultures. The ,,r-,..1.,rr,,r, jazz records, ancl
poetry books of I9.10s an.i 1950s hipsrers vr.,oulcl later be supplanrcd b' stvles of
populal: music :rtrcl cinena, by hailcr-rts, brands of bcer, and fashio,s in bic1.cles ancl
bocly nroclificatron. courtercrdtur.al movenlents are b' neture evanescent anclrrtutatirq, ertrerging *,ith ,e*, generations a,d findir:rg their. po*,er of rebelLious
shock dissipatinq ls st,t,les grou, firrniliar ancl parucrpants.t!ac. B..,vrr,j observed in
19'18 that t]-re hipsters of u.ho* he \\,l.ote had been ,bought 

a,cl pleced in the zoo, i,
the 52rrd Sr,oet chp joinrs, irr ca,neqie H:r11, and Life, (19rg: ziz;. r,rai. hrpsters or
the 2000s are proclucts of their own contexr, satisfying their pirrticipanrs' historicaily
specifLc clesi.es. The neu. hpstc-rs h:r'e also fbund the,rseir,., bu.rgit a,cl placcd in
the zoo - ln indie zoo rhat incrr.rcles Fox Searchlghr rereases tr."irr,u pro,otecr onNPR (ibrmerll' National p,bric Raclio) and i'r the Arcri, yor* Tintcs.

As Dick Hebclige (1979) argues of pr-rnk sryle in the 1970s, coLrnrercLrirures
depencl, in cor-[plicated ancl contradrctow u.ays, on their replesentario, in meclia of
the u'idcr c,lture The beat gener:rtio, becanre a nroclel of countercr,ritural style and
ethos by being pr:ofiled in the rikes of Lili t:n.tg:tzine, g.hich in irs Nover,ber 30,
1959, issue (i14) illr-rstrated to its reaclers horv ro outfir a rear be:rt pad u,ith Mles
Davrs records, a marijuana planr, ancl a hot plare Ibr br:eu,inq.rp."rro. Hrpsters nrav
resent pllblicity arld thc- ,scenester.s, 

n hose counter_cultural stlrle is leanrecl fi-ont
mainstreanr sollr-ces. Negations of hrpstcrisn'r might cien,v tirc' authentrciry a,d lep;itr
macy of styles gonc mainstleam, only to perpc-tllate the pr-rrsuit of the aLrther:rtic rrdlegitin,te bleeding c'dge of hip. B,t cor.interculturcs can o,lv exist i, rel:rrio, ro a
Illril)\trc llll .,u.lttlrt rr lrit h the\' (,lr) rn\..1\ult' thcir oppo.rrion. c\ cr ,lr tlt(. rtarrl.a.\.l1Ir
incorporates the st\'les and even rhe varues of the counterculture. Indic- cinerna
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funcrions effectively as both hipsrer source and style, akin to the poetry of the beats

ancl rhe folk and rock music of rhe hippies, but also as a popularizer of hipsterism

requrring its negation as mass-market, as pandering to scenesters, as a guide to wannabes.

Negation thus functions to police the borders of legitimacy around indie hipsterism

and protect it from the threat of incorporation'

The indie hipster is recognizable by a number of distinct features of identiqr'

outwardly, by fashionable items such as fixed-gear bicycles, ironic faciai hair, mesh

trucker hats, colour{u1 1980s*sry1e sneakers, and thrift shop graphic T's. Such a catalog

cannot help but niss the mark, as sryles go out and in and out of fashion. The values

of indie hipsters, of their signifying system, however, are fairiy stable and infornative.

As members of what has become known as the Millennial generarion bom from the

mid to late 1970s and sometimes known as "echo boomers," ollspring of baby

boomers, the indie hipsters are younger sibLings or cousins of Generation X, the

slacker and grunge cultures of the 1980s and 1990s. Generations are by definition

broad; vanguard subcultures tend to draw from the ranks of culturaliy privileged,

affiuent whrite kids. Like earlier waves of alternative scenes, the indie hipsters con-

stitute a habitus rjch in cultural capital, and hipsterism is its means of reproducing this

capital. Millennials coi:re of age in a time of al1eged1y'post everything': Post-Fordist,

post-industrial, post-consensus society, but also postfeminist, postlacial, and post-

modern culture. Theirs is a hypersaturated consumer capitalism and also a world of

fluid identities and hyperconsciousness of cultural difference, meritocracy, and egali-

rarianism, especially within the privileged communities of white, eLite cosmopolitan

culture wherein educational institutions Promote such ideals as received wisdom'

Millennial inclie hipsters ale especially at hone in neighborhood clusters of bigger

metropolitan centen including New York city (in particular Brooklyn, NY), Chicago,

Toronto, and Portland, and college towns rich in cultural capital fuke Madison,'Wisconsin,

and Austin, Texas. Inclie cinema and indie hipsters are products of this context.

The sry1es of indie hipsterism are thoroughly nostalgic and ironic. Indie hipsters

must be masters of authentic inauthenticity, embracing gestules of faux naivet6.

Indie culture fully intemalizes camp, the attitude of seeing an aesthetic dimension in

everyrhing, of celebration of excess, of snatching failure from history's dustbin- Indie

hipsterism is thus often a culture of appropriation. Hipster style demonstlates the

complex signification involved in any practice of cultural appropriation, with the 'in

qoot tior-rr,nature of hipster culture demanding an in-group, in-the-know'reader' of

cultural signs. Broyard reGrs ro a 'second-removism' among hipsters, a distanced

appreciation and practice of culture in which everything has a layer of meaning

inaccessible to the 'sqLlares'. He describes the hipster 'as keeper of enigmas, ironical

peclagogue, a ser-appointed exegete' (L948: 724). Hipster authenticity can be under-

srood as ,shorving doing' rather than 'doing' cultural practices. As Michael Mario

Albrecht explains, hipster culture per{orms authenticiry in such a way as to make

apparent the per{ormance, marking the distance between the origins of culture and

the terms of its appropriation (2008: 198-213). In an ironic covel song, for instance,

Albrecht argues, the recontextualization of a problematic cultural source (his example

is Dr. Dre's 'Bitches Ain't Shit') is appreciated at once as an object for celebration and
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as a subject of critique (in Ben Folds's hipster rendition). Showing doing rather thandoing, Folds presents an authentic inauthenticitl, as the mark of i"rrai. sophistication.And although he covers brack mr-rsic in this instance, the avoidance of hip-hop styrein Folds's cover - he sings and plays in a white singer-songwriter style far removedfrom the rhythms and vocal inflections of hip-hop, as if ironically to ,square up,a hipperformance - accentuates its performanc. ,'rot ;rrrt of misogyrrist, aggressive rap, butalso of whiteness.

This dynamic surfaces in one of the most fundamentar and revealing themes to befound in indie hipsterism: the questioning and chalrenging of adurthood ancl thesenrimentalizing of childhoocl, realized as thehipster,s ,"r.rrrt to grow up and articulatedas a performance of -iuvenile iclentity. counte.cultur., ,r. gJrr"r*ly -ou.,,..rrt, orliminal post-adolescents, benveen child and adult idenritier, ,"r***rrrg ,o negotiate aplace in sociery distinct from their parents' culrure without duplicating its icleologicalfailures. In indie hipster culture, the prolongation of childhood, the unsentimentalpreserwation of its style and ethos, is a way of perpetuating the consumer identities ofyouth into adurrhood, and of rescuing th. *o.th*hie consumprion of the past fromthe becoiuing forgotten. The centraliry of whimsy and quirk in indie cinema of thisperiod is one exampre of-this interest in the prolongation of childhood into adurt_hood, asJames MacDowen (2010) h", ,rgrr.dlsee also MacDowell,s contriburion tothis volume). The frequent idearization of chirdhood in -wes 
Anderson rs a keyexample of this, as are the precocious teenage characten at the centre of indie tjlmssrch asJuno, whose clevemess and taste, in combination with youthful innocence, areoffered up as paragons ofhipster sty1e.

rven the twenqzsomething characren of (500) Days of summer are childrike in theirboy-meets-girl roles, their.record-store courtship, their romp through ,h. ,hor"roo^,of IKEA presented as playing house, making b.Ii".,. they are 
" 

*rJ.d couple havingdinner in their kitchen a'd settling do*i o., the couch to watch American ldol,though the fi1m generarly represents them as mature adults with job, ,.rd ,pr.t-.nts andgrown-up ambitions. The chidlike qualities of the charact"., ,rd ,roor'*r., extenclespecially to the film's nostargic and retro touches, rike the ,r. of iro-.a( res.u.d 19g0spop music by Hal1 and oates. Tom (]oseph Gordon-Levitt) is a romanri. .1."r*". ryp.,and the film's narration introduces his crush on Summer (Zooey Deschaner) to thenon-diegetic accompaniment of 'She's Like the winci,, a bordly romantic cheesy loveballad sung by Patrick Swayze from 19g7's Dirty Dancingsounclrrack. The exuberant,fantastical musicar number on the occasion of his faling in love with Summer is adance sequence perfonrrecl by a sizable troupe staged by an erupting fountain, withan animated bluebird landing on Tom's shourder and a brass marchirrg blrra *rterirtizrrgto root him on, set to Ha, and oates' 'you Make My Dreams:. These songs aretokens of innocent, romandc emotion, and of a young person,s narve appreciation ofpop music, an earlier stage in the marurario, or" r."*J hip identity ,rT.orrorrr..r,of more advanced styres' They are also presumabry songs remenabered fondty from anearlier time in the characters, lives (or those of the film,s creators).
Summer's preference for Ringo among the four Beatles, and for ,Octopus,s 

Garden, asher favorite Beatles song, is another hipster gesture at the celebration of vouth and
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lrinocence. Of the four bandmates, Ringo has the cutesiest name, the least musically

'ophisticated 
reputation ('Octopus's Garden' was apparently the second song Ringo

ever wrote), and the neost childlike vocal sryle. 'Octopus's Garden' is a sil1y song about a

*olic among sea creatures, one of the Beatles' several absurd animal songs from
rheir later stage of drug-aided imaginative exploration. The song makes clear its
subject as an adult's ideal of a child's desire for secure amusemenr: 'Oh what a joy for
every gr1 and boy/Knowing they're happy and they're saG'. It also expresses a

ivpical child's fantasy: '-We would be so happy you and melNo one there to te11 us

rvhat to do'.
But the prevalence of music in the film ranges even more widely, continually

defining the relationship at the heart of the narrative. Popular songs and bands mark
the characters by theil taste culture, and signal tire allinities and distances between
them as the nar:rative moves lrom meeting through courtship to an inevitable breakup

and ultimately a time for moving on. 'We admire the characters and are invited to
share a taste culture .,n.ith them (or aspire to do so). The introduction of Summer in
a stylized flashback ear\ in the {llm presents her quotation ofthe indie group Be1le and

Sebastian in a high school yearbook as inspiring a spike in their sales. She impresses

Tom during a shared eievator ride when she recognizes that the song playing in his

headphones is by The Smiths, and she dramatically sings a few measures of their song

'There Is A Light That Never Goes Out': 'To die by your side is such a heavenly

way to die'. Later Torn plays The Smiths on his computer hoping she will hear lr,hen
passing his work station. As their courtship develops, they go to sing karaoke and

their choice of songs fr,rrther confims their compatibility in terms of musical taste.

She sings 'Sugar Town' by Nancy Sinatra (she had hoped to sing 'Bom to Run') and

he sings 'F1ere Comes Your Man' by The Pi-xies. These choices impeccably mark the

characters as appropriate romantic partners, and as objects for the hipster audience's

admiration as weil. In such representations ol courtship through cultural consumption
and preference, we find ample evidence for Bourdieu's observation that 'Two people

can give each other no better proof of the afinity of their tastes than the taste they
have for each other' (1987:213).

The characters' expressions of taste also mark the painful disappointment of their
relationship's demise. In a scene indicating that Tom and Summer are failing ro sus-

tain a rrue emotional connection and are like1y to go their separate ways, he tells her,
'It pains me that we Live in a world where nobody's ever heard of Spearrrrint'. When
she says that she hasn't heard of this fairly obscure British band, he tel1s her that theirs
\vas the first track on the naix he made for her. The failure of a relationship is marked
by a failure to align cultural preGrences, and a faiiure more pointedly of Summer to
fo11ow his lead in developing a common set of cultivated taste judgments. At one
point post-breakup (the film is not presented chronologically) Tom is lisrening ro
'She's Like the'Wind' on Lris headphones in a crowded city bus, and is asked to leave
when, reminded of Summer, he screams, 'I hate this song!' The kitschy irony of a

bad old love ballad is only tolerable given its positive associations for the listener, and
the colouring of cultural preGrences by life experiences makes every expression of taste

ultimately personal. T'his sense of the individuality of taste flatters the ar-rdience for
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sci-&s and other altemative afiisrs. The thread is launched with the observation
-1i'; a film that definitely carers ro a very specific people group, and it trades in
cuj:ure references meant for those people, and not for others'. commenters

-Jre point that Tom and Summer are themselves hipsters, but the general
reputation of the film remains as an afiifact appealing to, if not directly

the hipster subculture.

N[ oithis makes (500) Days o;f summer problematic for some consumers of indie
*-ho see this as failed hipsterism and negate the film's ar-rthenticity and cred-

i&r-- Negation and denial are especially likely when indie culture treads too closely
5 r:inrlsam media and its representations of vanguard subcultures as the new cool
erg- I' similar dynamic also infor:rns the reception of 'wes 

Anderson,s work, though
a cudcal comrrrunity generally treats hirn rluch more admiringly.

Tne ufe Aquatic with steve Zissou rs the fourth major feature frlm by wes Anderson,
s:r Bottle Rocket, Rushmore, and rhe Royal renenbawms (2001). By the time of its
de.rie, Anderson had become a rauch beloved indie film figure, and his sryle had
h*n codified by admirers in terms of its visual signatures such as symmetrical com-
n:xirions and use of Futura Bold font in titles; thematic concems such as precocious
uolescents and childlike adults yeaming for father figures; and meticulous, refined
resie for popular music. By the time of Li;fe Aquatic, Anderson had cultivated a sig_
arure of high-sryle quirk. It was both a good and bad fearure, according to vrr-lous

=lElonses to the frlm, that Life Aquatic is so identifiably Andersonesque, but whar
r:tals to some viewers as glorious further development of the characteristics of thh
-'r.lltre seemed to others to be the calcification of styie as a cluster of mannerisms
n:rked by a pretentious failure to support a meaningful narratrve.

The film is set on the vessel of ream Zissou, a film production unit in the
-\lediter:ranean Sea shooting underwater docu,rentaries ) la Jacques Cousteau. Its
l:ader is an eccenrric man-chiId played by frequent Anderson star Bill Murray. He
--rucfits the unit in matching light blue uniforms and orange hats with pom-poms.
The ship is a stylized set open at cross-secrion, in which d6cor and equipnert are
;harmingly retro. The narative is ostensibly focused on a quest to hunt the jaguar
ihark that devoured a team member and dear friend of Steve's, but Ned plimpton, a
pilot from Kentucky who might be steve's son, appears seeking Sreve our, and the
iilm shifts focus from pursuit to intelpersonal dynarnics. Steve seems eager to have a

;on to groom as an heir to his life's passion of leading Team Zissou. Ned is a narve
and rmpressionable young man, and Steve quickly assumes a patemal role, giving him
the name Zissou and showing him the ropes.

This is in some ways an ideal Millenniai hipster fi1m. It celebrates the childlike
qualities of adults who refuse to g1'ow up, who extend their sense of wonder and
deLight well into rniddle age. It presents a furly realized nostalgic world in which
seemingly obsolete technology is fetishized. (Roger Eberc 12004] observes that Team
Zissou's laboratory contains 'lots of equipment that looks as if it might have been
bought at auction from a bankrupt high school in 1955'.) It extends the Anderson
oeuure akeady admired by the subculture, for insrance by reruming the Bill Mu'ray
rype of Rushmore and Tenenbaums in an old-new role, ancl by continuing in the
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sarae visual directions, but it also ventures into nerv territory of colorfu.l visual

expression in an underwater submarine scene and in the use of the cutaway set. It is

also an ideal in particular in the way it was criticized for being excessively stylized and

hipsterish.

The Life Aquatic revels in its own artifice. If hipsterism is about 'showing doing',

this film appeals to a hipster sensibiliry by seeming to be an appreciation of aesthetic

quaLities, of sufice charms of design, of classic sneakers and spa tiies and pinball

machines. Little about it appeals on a level of naturalism, but much is offered for the

audience's contemplation as well chosen for qualities of imagery and sound. Stephanie

Zrcharck (2004), reviewing {or Salon, compales the film to 'a very elaborate diorama

in a shoebox' and complains that it is 'far too taken with his own clevemess'. Michael

Atkinson (2004), ol The Village Voice, complains that the filn 'is all absurd-ironic

concept'. A reviewer for Iawence.corl', refels tct The Life Acyatic as 'Anderson's latest ode

to ironic hipsterism' (Niccum 2004). A review in Film Comment identifies Anderson

as 'a wrirer-director who matten most to the iPod set' (Agger 2005). It continues:

Just as those sleek rectangles provide a personal soundtrack for your 1iG, his movies

celebrate the cultivation of an idiosyncratic worldview'. In The LiJe Aquatic this

includes a soundtrack of Portuguese covers of David Bowie songs, the characters'

forrrral diction, the care with which costumes and sets have been chosen and con-

stlucted, and the emphasis on fine and eye-pleasing details such as the fantastical

candy-striped seahorse given to Steve in the film's opening sequence. The fiim can be

read as a carefully crafted toy set built by Anderson and his cast and crew as a space in

which to explore and have fun, and the hipster audience is invited not olly to engage

with the narrative of quest and interpersonal affairs, but also to admire and appreciate the

filmmaker's curatorial work of assembling perGctly ironic or beautiful or nostalgicaliy

charning images and sounds. As the Film Commenl reviewer argues, Andenon's

central characters 'tend to be malcontents who burror,v into their own obsessions',

which the critic compares to teenagers decorating bedroom wa11s. He obserwes that

this is 'an attitude that suits the cultural moment' (Agger 2005). Numerous popular

press reviews in addition to those quoted above found fault in the film's lavish

attention to style, and it is hard to find one lacking the terms 'whimsy' and

'idiosyncratic' suggesting shades of negative meaning, but hipsterism is all about the

fashioning of idiosyncratic personal identiry within a subcultural milieu. As the n-F7

review quoted earlier asserts, the kind of attention to sufaces that we find in
Anderson comes at the perceived price of 'a determined hostility to storyteliing'

(Lorentzen 2010). But the hipster sensibiliry is always one of emphasis on surface and

style, as Leland describes referencingJarmusch (2004: 10). It is just this emphasis that

makes Anderson into a hero of indie culture. Thus even with a fi1m widely regarded

as a minor work or interesting failure, the confirmed status of Anderson as auteut, o{ a

subcultural voice, an authentic representative of hipster aesthetics and sensibility,

can rnake for a redeemable text. The Life Aquatic was released as a tr,vo-disc Criterion

Collection D\D, a badge of cinephile value. It is an object of serious criticism in

acadernic work on Anderson that takes him as an imponant expressive artist (Gooch

2007; Orgeron 2007). Ald it is evidence along with other entries in the Anderson
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.vuure o{ a consisrent world-view and style, which endures as the inspiration for an
aging hipster subculrure whose identity is tied up with its aflection for Arderson
.rnd also sometimes with the negation of this affection. Thus in stwf white people

Like, the aurhor reconrmends that when discussin g The LlJe Aquatic with ,white people,,
rou try as your comment: 'I know a lot of people said rhey didn't iike this tllm, but
i thought it was fantastic' (Lander, 2008: 12).
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