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Assessment 2 (50%): Essay (2500 words) 
‘Only the most mediocre of genre films rely entirely upon conventions, while the best of them include a great deal of inventiveness’. Discuss Lehman and Luhr’s statement in relation to at least TWO module texts. 
In this essay I will be discussing the statement made my Lehman and Luhr in relation to the two films, The Life Aquatic with Steve Zissou (2004) and Withnail & I (1987). 
‘Only the most mediocre of genre films rely entirely upon conventions, while the best of them include a great deal of inventiveness’ (Lehman and Luhr, 2008).
Cult films are inventive, and are often overlooked, as mediocre genre films can be overlooked, if a film doesn’t fit in a genre then it can also be overlooked. If a film can be put in the comedy genre, then that doesn’t give enough of a description, if you liked Super-hero films, you would watch on and expect everything you would see and enjoy it, but with a comedy film they can vary so much, that it is not straight forward in the same way.
Most films that rely entirely to conventions to a genre are often ones that will be made as they are more likely to do well, the films with inventiveness are risky, while perhaps not doing terribly well in box office figures, these are the films that have the inventivness to move genres along to evolve and develop. For example, the last few years, the films that have thrived in cinemas are those of the super hero genre, they are just as to be expected, everyone relies entirely upon conventions. 
While I do agree with Lehman and Luhr’s statement, most films can be placed within a genre easily, though perhaps not always intentional and sometimes the genres don’t exist at the time that the films were made. For example, the first film of the Film Noir genre, The Maltese Falcon (1941), there was no such group of films in 1941, it only sat in that genre afterwards. Genre means the category or style, be that art, music or literature; what category a film sits in. To put more context to this statement, the prior sentence by Lehman and Luhr says people and critics sometimes presume ‘that genre films are little more than their predictable formulas’. With each new film that can fit within a genre, the genre evolves every year, it evolves and takes different paths, it changes from what it was to be something very different. In terms of music genres for example, Jazz gave way to Rock and Roll, which gave way to Heavy Metal eventually, which gave way to numerous sub-genres such as Death metal, Doom metal and Funeral doom. So as one genre of music can spread so far, so can films. As Lehman and Luhr (2008) also wrote, ‘All genres are a mix of convention and invention’, all genres have evolved and continue to due to the inventiveness part.
Some genres have been able to stagnate and gradually be looked at as purely just convention, mostly being these ‘mediocre genre films’ which has made the decline in horror films since the 1970s huge. Once one of the most popular genres, it never evolved enough to keep people interested, all horror films feeling the same with predictable outlines. The original horror films being mainly about vampires, werewolves and various beasts; this evolved into slasher films and films full of jump scares which bored viewers. Since the 90’s very few horror films have done very well and very few horror films have left the land of jump scares and predictable story lines, until this last year, where films such as The Quiet Place (2018) and Bird Box (2018) have done very well with views, due to them being new, unexpected and inventive. The same can be said for the hugely successful television series of Black Mirror (2011) and The Haunting of Hill House (2018). Black Mirror has tackled very relevant and current affairs and been very innovative in its latest episode Bandersnatch which is an online interactive adventure on Netflix where the viewer chooses the story which plays out. The Haunting of Hill House is series not seen before in the way of storytelling, there are no jump scares and the non-linear story is very engaging. These four recent examples of innovative change but still within the horror genre and really helping in making the genre relevant again and especially so with the Bandersnatch episode, creating a new sub-genre within the genre.
The two films I am going to look at in more depth are both comedies, with very different subject matter, very different universes and various stages of believability. As Saunders (2009) says, comedy films ‘demonstrate a healthy disregard for the manmade structures of society’, which is definitely true in these three films, and include a great deal of inventiveness. A comedy is obvious when being watched, even if an individual doesn’t necessarily find it funny themselves, they can recognize that it is intended to be funny, but trying to pin down what a comedy is can’t be done exactly, or at least, very easily. It is a mix of several different genres. Thinking back to the early films of Buster Keaton, these were made of solely of unrealistic stunts, but since then comedies have evolved drastically. At the basics of it a comedy can be seen a series of misadventures. It is clear that it is hard to fit them into a singular genre due to their inventiveness.
Looking first at Withnail & I, this film is a black comedy meaning is incredibly dark, and is also a ‘dramadie’, a drama-comedy, and dubbed by the Independent as a ‘British disaster Movie’. Yes, it is a comedy, but is much more than that and that is why it works so well and could never be called a mediocre comedy. It follows the lives of two men who are actors struggling to get work, they ‘cope’ by taking drugs and drinking, the pair city dwellers take to the countryside to ‘get away from it all’ and a serious of misadventures befall them. The film is hilarious, but is at the same time incredibly dark, it portrays many characters which are relatable and which are very sad. Those who are failing to do what they want, who lack of motivation, have missed opportunity or who have just never had the chance and be beaten down by life. The tone of the film is dark, in colour and in the locations used, they are tired, dilapidated and feeling like they are waiting for something, either waiting to be torn down or waiting for something better to befall them. Some people don’t find this film funny for the seemingly ridiculousness of the situations that the characters have got themselves in and the unrelatability to the characters, perhaps this is a naïve viewer to not be able to relate, who have not known these characters. This is the case for many films, people look for something, someone or anything they can relate to in what they watch regardless of genre and if it is not there then it is interesting how some people can find I so funny and others not at all. Though looking at from the other hand, some people don’t find it a comedy because the characters are too relatable, these people exists everywhere, all the time, it’s real life, and in that aspect is just a drama with the occasional amusing incident. It is an interesting combination and how it can be viewed so differently. 
Looking at inventiveness in Withnail & I, there are no other films like it, the story hasn’t been done before or again and nor have these characters been matched in anything else, though there is one exception, one character Danny, ‘The purveyor of rare herbs and proscribed chemicals’ as Marlow calls him, was lifted to the film Wayne’s World 2 (1993) as a ‘roadie’ called Del Preston who is played by the same character and is also acted by the same actor, Ralph Brown. Wayne’s World (1992) and Wayne’s World 2 both pay homage to many films and Withnail & I is one of them. This was because the character was so memorable, as are the others, as Witnhnail & I was such a cult classic.
While Withnail and I is a black-comedy-drama or a ‘dramadie’, The Life Aquatic with Steve Zissou (2004) by Wes Anderson couldn’t be further away in style and theme, it is indeed a comedy but a world away, set in an Andersonian world. What these films have in common is they both have a cult following. Though a cult film doesn’t fit as a genre, there are certain traits that can fit a great deal of films that could be called a cult film. A cult film is hard to categorise, at it’s basics is a film that did not do well on release but later gained cult following and/or is later looked at critics to be more than first thought and the films have a dedicated fan base who could for example watch the film 80 times, quote the film frequently and know it inside it. 
When Withnail & I was released, it was not thought of greatly, or a great deal. The film faced many difficulties through its production and when it reached released it did not reach acclaim. The film years later had a resurgence in America and then became a cult classic, it is unclear when the term came to be used, but was roughly in the late 80s/early 90s. 
‘Cult films do not produce orderly fictional worlds‘ says Smith (2010), ‘ They manifest an oblique sometimes surreal attitude to the world of objects without resorting to complete fantasy.’ This is true in both texts, they are surreal but do resort to complete fantasy. Withnail & I is closer to reality than being surreal but the dialogue is heightened in that every line is hilarious in it’s delivery and is so unexpected and so ridiculous at times. With nearly every line from Uncle Monty there is a strange poetry with his words such as the following line:
I think the carrot infinitely more fascinating than the geranium. The carrot has mystery. Flowers are essentially tarts. Prostitutes for the bees. There is, you'll agree, a certain je ne sais quoi oh so very special about a firm young carrot.
As ridiculous as it is, it could be imagined to be something that an eccentric upper-class English ‘chap’ might say, it is not complete fantasy.  
Although The Life Aquatic has a cult following it is not a cult classic, this is due to it being made with far too much money by a large Hollywood production company which is also a categorizing feature of a cult film, though in all the other ways I have stated The Life Aquatic would fit as one. It was overlooked by critics on release, being called by some the weakest of films that he has made which I disagree with, but as is the case exactly in this example in the matter of a film becoming cult, the film was only released in 2004 which may not enough time elapsed for it be revisited and seen as more than originally thought as is the way with cult films. Smith (2010) says, ‘They [cult films] display an unusual respect for rules and rituals.’ This is incredibly true in this film, things carry on much as they should, people behave roughly as they should. Steve behaves as a sea captain following rules for the most part, he and his crew wear uniform. 
The Life Aquatic is a comedy and a drama, but incredibly surreal. As well as the dialogue filled with many funny lines, they are not jokes exactly, they are more a parody of how the characters may act. The film follows documentary film makers searching for what could be described as the holy-grail of fish, which is part to finish their journey after losing a member of crew in their first voyage to this fish. As with most Wes Anderson films the colours are bright, saturation, unusual camera angles with side pans, cameras moving through different levels, and unusual clothing choices.
What is also true in both films is they give the feeling of nostalgia. I believe this is why Withnail and I was overlooked when it came out because it wasn’t old enough and represented the state of things at the time too closely. Wes Anderson nostalgia is incredibly strong throughout but is more nostalgia for a time or place that doesn’t actually or ever did exist. It is a mix of many different things, in his on Andersonian world he created.
In conclusion, comedy as a genre is so far reaching, encompassing so many films of different sorts and is and aspect to most films. Mainly the mediocre genre films would be the high profit, box office success films which do no more genre’s along. These are necessary for the success of the film industry but it would be much more interesting to see the progress of film and genre’s if these weren’t so prevalent and thought of so highly. If someone was to not like comedy films entirely, which would be very hard and perhaps only leave very dark films. Even the darkest films have an edge of comedy at times because it is something that make people human and comes out in the darkest of times. 
Cult films play with genre’s idealogy and tropes, while keeping to conventions and helping to shape the future of genres and create new ones.
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