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Nostalgia, Trauma, and the Aesthetics of Blackness
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Drawing on the word’s Greek etymology, the writer Milan Kundera once defined “nostalgia” as the “suffering caused by an unappeased yearning to return.” It is perhaps surprising to hear the feeling of nostalgia, which often animates itself as the longing to relive the happiest moments of life, described as a kind of suffering. But Kundera’s statement speaks to the fundamental inaccessibility of the past, the grim realization that no matter how vividly we might remember what once was, we could never possibly experience it again. Nostalgia is, in a sense, the same feeling fundamental to the experience of great art: the joy of experiencing a beautiful work of art is always mediated by the saddening realization that what we see is but the poor reflection, or shadow, of the Platonic form that exists only in the imagination of its creator. If any one artist best captures this sentiment, it is perhaps Wes Anderson, whose films are not only caught up in themes of childhood nostalgia and the pains of growing up but are also often set in dazzling fantasy worlds that merely resemble reality. In The Grand Budapest Hotel, for instance, the mood and atmosphere of 1930s Eastern Europe is refracted through the prism of Zubrowka, a fictional world invented in Anderson’s distinctive fashion. Is the suffering of Anderson’s nostalgic vision, then, simply that Zubrowka never actually existed? A closer analysis of The Grand Budapest Hotel suggests instead that the film comments on the limitations of imagination by advancing an aesthetic theory in which the inevitability of blackness prevents nostalgia from ever truly repressing the suffering caused by real, historical trauma. A film like Jordan Peele’s Get Out, on the other hand, deals with the aesthetic “problem” of blackness by inverting the role of history, treating the very attempt to repress trauma as the ultimate source of suffering. 
From its very first shot, The Grand Budapest Hotel takes deliberate pains to place a single privileged motif at its forefront: that of frames. Even before the opening credits, the film begins with an exhortation to the audience to “Please set your monitor to 16x9.” This initiating action thus immediately calls to the viewer’s attention how the spectatorial experience of the film will unfold within the frame of a monitor, and in particular demands a specific framing to best present the events of its story. In effect, Anderson is breaking the fourth wall before it is even erected, keeping the viewer at arms length by reminding them that they are but a spectator watching a film within a frame, or an imagined artwork on a canvas. By beginning with the issue of framing in this way, the film also prepares the viewer for its narrative opening sequence, which itself unfolds as a series of intricately nested frames: a present-day scene where a girl visits a cemetery in the fictional setting of Zubrowka, before a flash-back to the Author’s study in the year 1985, which then cuts to the Author’s visit to the Grand Budapest in 1968, before finally cutting backwards to the central story of the film that takes place during the pre-World War 2 decade. By repeatedly cutting to scenes further and further back in time, the film functions as a series of framed readings of the past, each by a different subject: Zero, the Author, the little girl, and, finally, Anderson himself. The significance of the film’s insistence on frames, then, is to emphasize the subjective nature by which it studies the past. By presenting the past as nested memories of memories, and by continuously breaking the flow of the film’s narrative with flashbacks, match cuts, and title-cards, Anderson gives his audience access not to the real past (what actually happened) but rather to the artist’s rendition of the past (how each character imagines what happened).
	This tension is accentuated by the opening intertitle that establishes the film’s setting: “On the farthest eastern boundary of the European continent: The former Republic of Zubrowka, once the seat of an Empire.” Here, our attention is called to a very different kind of frame: that of the geographical boundaries and borders that frame nations, continents, and empires. And the textual choices Anderson makes in writing this description (the phrase “once the seat of an Empire” in particular sticks out), alongside the film’s setting in the 1930s and the traces of war that permeate its narrative, suggest that the film’s overarching subject is the historical violence of fascist imperialism. However, by setting his film in the fictional land of Zubrowka during a very real period of Nazi European history, Anderson resists the possibility of giving us a straightforward treatment of the historical past that is neither subjectivized nor fictionalized. The argument he seems to be making, then, is that we all wish to experience the past the same way his characters do: as nostalgic memories of imagined places. In this way, the tension Anderson sets up between imagination and reality, and between memory and history, suddenly turns over into a much deeper opposition: that of nostalgia against trauma, between the past as how we wish to experience it and the past as we are condemned to experience it. In other words, The Grand Budapest Hotel appears to posit a theory in which the subject (embodied in the film by the central character and innermost narrator, Zero, as well as Anderson himself) copes with historical trauma by creating their own imagined world, a reading of the past in which light-hearted comedy and romance is used to mask out the terrors of war and genocide. 
This idea is codified into the film’s aesthetics by Anderson’s principled and brilliant use of color throughout. In other words, color functions as the aesthetic register of the subject’s movement to mask trauma with nostalgia, as if expressing the unconscious wish to literally “paint” the past with brighter strokes. In the opening cemetery scene, for instance, the film begins with a bleak, muted color palette made up almost entirely of beiges, whites, and dull greys. As the only scene in the film to take place in the present day, this scene’s color palette stands in stark contrast with the bright, saturated, and hyper-stylized color palettes typical of Anderson’s oeuvre that dominate the rest of the film, as if the simple fact of moving subjectively into the past injects color into the world. The most obvious instance of this occurs when the camera suddenly zooms into the Author sitting at his desk as he describes the origins of his novel idea before cutting to an extremely bright, pink-toned shot of the scenery surrounding the Grand Budapest Hotel. As the Author begins to tell his story of his past visit to the Grand Budapest, the color palette immediately becomes not only brighter but also more anti-realist, as we see a shot not of an actual landscape image but of a painted image. When the camera pans to show the Grand Budapest itself, the hotel is visualized as a miniature model rather than a physical building and is seeped in beautiful, bright pastel pinks and blues. As colors entirely absent from the preceding scenes, blue and pink seem to appear in the world as a direct result of the Author’s act of remembering the past. And the Author conceives of the past specifically as a painted, fictional world of the sort one might see in a picture within a storybook, evoking a mood of nostalgic imagination. This feeling is emphasized by the suspended nature of this shot – we see no caption labeling the image or the time period, and the old Author’s voice hangs in the air narrating the scene, as if the shot we see is not of the real world but of the Author’s mental portrait of it.
The importance of color to remembrance becomes clear when Anderson gives us a match cut from the storybook image of the miniature model to an actual shot of the Grand Budapest Hotel building exterior. This time, we see a caption labeling the date as the year 1968, and the narrator’s voice switches to that of the actor who portrays the young Author (Jude Law), giving the impression that we have transitioned from the Author’s nostalgic memory to the actual historical scene of him arriving at the Grand Budapest. And in making the transition from an imagined account of the past to a real one, the frame is drained of color; the vibrant, vivid pastel colors give way to a dirtied and faded, overwhelmingly brown color scheme. The old Author’s imagined perception of the hotel – as brightly colored, as inspiring splendor and grandeur – stands in pathetic opposition to the dilapidated, quite ordinary building that it actually was. Even after moving into the hotel, the opposition between history and memory is visualized in terms of color. In particular, the dull, saturated, rusty orange-yellow palette of the hotel interior as seen from the young Author’s perspective suddenly gives way to a bright, ornamental pink, yellow, and gold color scheme once Zero begins his story of his adventures with M. Gustave. Once again, a framing act of storytelling – in this case, the title card with the words “Part 1: ‘M. Gustave’” is used to frame the subsequent events as Zero’s subjective, imagined remembrance of the past rather than pure history – is accompanied by a corresponding shift towards a more painterly and aesthetically ornate color palette. 
If color – and in particular, bright, stylized, almost artificial palettes that overflow with color in both saturation and number – symbolize the effect of nostalgia on our perception of the past, then it is black, or the complete absence of color itself, that is associated with historical trauma and violence in the aesthetics of the film. Anderson sets this idea up in the opening cemetery scene; as the little girl enters the cemetery and approaches the bust of the Author, she quickly walks past a bench in the background upon which sit 3 old men dressed completely in identical black overcoats and hats. It is fitting that in her approach towards her intended destination – on a literal level, the statue of the Author, and on a figurative level, her imagination of the Author’s backstory behind writing his novel – the little girl walks right past the three figures of blackness without a single glance. If black represents trauma, then the girl’s action is the visual manifestation of the nostalgic impulse to walk away from trauma in search of a happier, more palatable conception of the past. However, the image of three figures in a cemetery also calls to mind the Greek mythological conception of the Fates, thus associating black in this way with death and, in particular, the inevitability of death. Thus, if black is the signifier of trauma, violence, and death in The Grand Budapest Hotel, Anderson stages a drama in which trauma is always in pursuit of, or at the heels of, nostalgia, and in which it will always arrive at its destination. Nostalgic longing can defer but never completely eradicate the trauma that is felt upon revisiting the past. This becomes clear when we consider how the only characters dressed in black throughout the rest of the film are Madame D.’s son Dmitri and his hired assassin Jopling – in other words, the figures who not only function as the perpetrators of violence in the film’s narrative, but who are also the ones constantly in literal pursuit of Zero and Gustave.
Two scenes in particular support this reading of black in The Grand Budapest Hotel. The first occurs when the lawyer Deputy Kovacs tries to escape from Jopling by entering the art museum. In his attempts to flee the assassin, Kovacs travels through sections of the museum corresponding to earlier and earlier periods of art: 18th century naturalist oil paintings, Renaissances era sculptures, Medieval suits of armor, and Egyptian sarcophagi. Despite Kovacs’ efforts to escape into the past through the imaginative, subjective mechanism of art (a diegetic imitation of the very task Anderson sets out to do in making a film like The Grand Budapest Hotel), he is ultimately unable to evade Jopling and meets his end in a moment of gruesome violence. In the scene, Jopling almost loses his figuration, becoming more of a literal shadow or the embodiment of blackness itself than a person. Thus the scene establishes black as what the past is always in flight from but must inevitably succumb to.
The second and most important visual manifestation of this idea occurs in the second train scene, the only scene in the entire film to be shot in black-and-white. Given the ornate and painstakingly designed color palettes in the rest of the film, the sudden and diegetically unexplained shift into black-and-white produces a disruptive effect for the viewer, a type of “bleeding” effect that Brigitte Peucker writes about in her reading of the spectatorial gaze in Hitchcock: 
Egginton distinguishes between a mode that insists on the ‘reality’ of the medium, ‘presenting the medium (the film image) as if it were the object—reality itself,’ and one that suggests to the spectator that the object he or she sees stands in for another object. Whereas the first mode is predicated on the separation of spectatorial space from diegetic space, Egginton argues, in the second mode this separation if often undermined. The resulting collapse of spectator space and diegetic space in the first mode results in a ‘reality bleed,’ a term…[that] refers to the phenomenon in virtual reality games wherein the ‘real world’ enters the world of the game…Egginton describes ‘bleeding’ as a collapse of the distinctions between two levels of reality, usually a sudden collapse that catches the spectator off guard (96).
In The Grand Budapest Hotel, the second train scene induces a feeling of the filmic image bleeding into reality because of the eerie similarity of the black-and-white scene to real, archival footage of the Holocaust and SS death squads. In other words, after spending so much of the film using exaggerated framing and color schemes to convince the audience that we are simply viewing the nostalgic, subjective imagination of the past as experienced by Zero, Anderson suddenly and jarringly collapses the distinction between the imagined past and the real past, drawing on our contextual knowledge of the Nazi occupation to create a scene that feels brutally more violent than what is shown on screen. Anderson’s argument, then, is that this spectatorial experience is precisely the movement of trauma; despite our best efforts to imagine memories of the past free of violence or horror, history – and blackness – finally catch up, catching us completely off guard. What we have seen so far in in the film, no matter how beautiful or seductive, only seemed “real”; what it “stood in for” was actual reality, or the historical trauma that can never be outrun.
It is significant, then, that Anderson chooses to visualize trauma through the loss of color that is black-and-white. After a long sequence of dazzling scenes, the death squad scene feels positively drained of color, as if we have peeled back the canvas to unveil what was hidden underneath the artifice. This, of course, is on purpose; trauma manifests itself as a loss, as a peeling back, as an absence. The thing that is lost is our imagined memory of the past, symbolized by the narrative of the film itself. It is for this reason that the film begins as a series of framed readings of that which has already occurred: by doing so, Anderson emphasizes the feeling of experiencing the past as something lost. It is fitting that we see the Grand Budapest Hotel in its dilapidated present state before we see it in its marvelous, color-soaked heyday; that we see Zero as an old, lonely widower before we see him as a wide-eyed boy in love; that we approach Anderson’s study of the quirky Eastern European land of Zubrowka with the contextual knowledge of the impending Nazi occupation firmly in our mind. The past is always experienced as a backwards look, a look that fully recognizes the enormity of what is lost. Anderson’s greatest genius is to visualize this feeling through the aesthetics of color, and in particular through the loss of color that is blackness.
If The Grand Budapest Hotel is viewed as the chromophobic reading of black – black as dangerous, violent, and traumatic – then one way that Jordan Peele’s Get Out can be read is as the chromophilic reading of black, a film in which black becomes the object of fetish. Unlike The Grand Budapest Hotel, however, this reading of blackness in Get Out considers an aesthetic regime in which black is placed in opposition to white rather than to color itself: in particular, the regime of race. In this way, Peele’s use of black in Get Out varies from Anderson’s in that, rather than use specific color palettes in his set design or mise-en-scene to mark a relation between the aesthetics of color and the issue of trauma, Peele draws on historical and contemporary racial tensions instead. In particular, Zadie Smith writes in her review of Get Out,
But there is an important difference between the invented “nigger” of 1963 and the invented African American of 2017: The disgust has mostly fallen away. We were declared beautiful back in the Sixties, but it has only recently been discovered that we are so. In the liberal circles depicted in Get Out, everything that was once reviled—our eyes, our skin, our backsides, our noses, our arms, our legs, our breasts, and of course our hair—is now openly envied and celebrated and aestheticized and deployed in secondary images to sell stuff. As one character tells Chris, ‘black is in fashion now.’
Like the historical trauma of Nazism that underlies The Grand Budapest Hotel, it is the historical trauma of racial violence against African Americans – the violence of lynching, Jim Crow, and of slavery itself – that lurks under the surface of Get Out, a film about invading, selling, and possessing black bodies for the benefit of white Americans. But Peele inverts the role of trauma completely in his film. Whereas black functions in The Grand Budapest Hotel to signify the fear that trauma might return in our re-reading of the past, it plays the exact opposite role in Get Out: it symbolizes the fear that trauma might be completely forgotten or eradicated. The aesthetic role of blackness in Get Out is to embody the dangerous implication of the very idea that we live in a post-racial world: erasing the history of trauma and violence done to black bodies by fetishizing them as objects of desire.
	This inversion is at stake from the very beginning of Peele’s film, which opens with Lakeith Stanfield’s character Andre Hayworth walking on the sidewalk of an empty suburban street. The scene is dimly lit, casting Hayworth’s body in a dark shadow that paints him as both literally and figuratively “black,” and the camera faces Hayworth but moves steadily backward, as if constantly retreating from his approaching presence out of fear. In this way, Peele plays on the stereotypical, prejudiced fear of the lone black man stalking the streets at night by creating an expectation for a brief moment that this shadowy figure is to be suspected and feared. The reality, of course, becomes clear when Hayworth steps out of the shadow with the line of dialogue, “I feel like a sore thumb out here.” At this point, the camera also stops tracking back, allowing Hayworth to step into a close-up shot and fill the screen, building empathy with his character at a moment when, despite being fully out of the shadow, he still feels like he “sticks out like a sore thumb” because of the aesthetic mark of his blackness. This idea is reinforced when the camera rotates around Hayworth to start following him from behind – thus marking him as a target – and when a white car drives by, only to turn around and start pursuing him. Already Peele has provided us with an inversion of both blackness as an aesthetic concept and of the racial stereotype of the lone African-American male; rather than being the assailant to fear and run away from, the black figure has switched positions and become the victim futilely trying to escape pursuit. The scene ends with Hayworth being kidnapped and stuffed into the trunk of the white car, as the camera remains motionless surveying the scene and the song “Run Rabbit Run” plays louder and louder; not only has Hayworth’s black body been victimized and completely possessed by the figure of whiteness, but the long shot of the suburb and the music suggest the ambivalent ignorance of the world around him. 
	By ending this scene in this way, Peele makes the case that even more dangerous than remembering the traumas of the past is the possibility of forgetting the past entirely: it is the camera’s ambivalence at the end of this scene that shocks the viewer more than the violent assault on Hayworth. The rest of the film echoes this initial idea that the most terrifying thing to fear is thinking that trauma – whether historical like slavery, or personal like Chris’s mother’s death – has been dealt with and can be gotten past. This becomes most clear in the scene when Rose’s mom Missy Armitage first hypnotizes Chris, plunging him into the Sunken Place. The scene opens by setting up an aesthetic opposition between the two characters; not only is Missy white and Chris black, but mise-en-scene is also used to accentuate the contrast between the two. In particular, the lamp next to Missy as well as her shirt are both pale white, and the light sources in the room are also concentrated on Missy’s side, casting her in bright white light while Chris’s face is kept in shadow. Cinematographically, this opposition also sets up a strict power dynamic; Missy is consistently shot from slightly below and in close-up, causing her to fill and dominate the screen over Chris, who is shot from slightly above and at more of a distance.
While this aesthetic privileging of white over black bears a straightforward comparison to the historical trauma of black subjugation, particularly once Missy forces Chris to “sink” into the Sunken Place, Peele also draws an interesting parallel between this historical trauma and Chris’ personal trauma from the night his mother died in a hit-and-run. The visual similarity is indexed by a specific match cut between Chris as a child clawing his bedframe with his fingers and adult Chris uncontrollably scratching the arms of his chair, but it also permeates the color palettes of both scenes. The shot of Chris as a child is seeped in a dark blue, translucent color scheme where the main light source illuminating his body is the TV screen he stares at, and once Chris falls into the Sunken Place the atmosphere becomes seeped with the same dark, shadowy blue tone, with the only source of light being the small rectangular, TV-like “screen” at the center of the frame in which Chris can see Missy in the room. Narratively, the two scenes also resemble each other because of Chris’ paralysis, which renders him unable to get out of his seat and take action to prevent the upcoming violence, whether it be his mothers’ death or Missy taking control over his body. By creating this link, Peele suggests that it is precisely Chris’s decision to forget this traumatic childhood memory, his inability to deal with it in a healthy way (note how, when Missy asks Chris where he was the night his mother died, he responds immediately by saying “I don’t want to talk about that”), that allows him to fall victim to the violence of racial aggression. By treating Chris’s memory of the past as the locus for Missy to take control over his body, Peele argues that attempting to bury traumatic memories ironically leads to the subject drowning in them instead. It’s significant, then, that when Chris finds himself in the same position at the end of the film – sitting in the basement immobilized and forced to stare at a TV screen – it is not by forgetting his past but by remembering it, by “picking cotton,” that he is able to free himself and break the cycle of violence perpetuated by the Armitages. 
If there’s a similarity between Peele’s and Anderson’s theories of trauma, it is that both believe that trauma is inevitable, and that the figure of trauma is blackness: note how the hypnosis scene ends with the first closeup of Chris’s face, his eyes wide open and tears streaming down, before Missy shuts his eyes open and casts him down completely into the black void. Although the two directors may fear trauma for entirely opposite reasons, both nevertheless associate trauma at the aesthetic level with black. A second similarity between the two is their use of color to “bleed” filmic and spectatorial reality. The flash of blue as Chris falls back-first into the Sunken Place functions as a similar sort of bleeding as the use of black-and-white in The Grand Budapest Hotel. In particular, Peucker’s insight into “color bleed” in Hitchcock’s Spellbound finds almost immediate application to Get Out:
The film penetrates spectatorial space as the gun goes off ‘in our faces.’ As the bullet is figuratively shot into the space of the theater, a single flash of red perforates the otherwise black-and-white images of the film, as though to suggest that the film frame was indeed bleeding into the space of the spectator, momentarily triggering the collapse of representation and reality into one another. Equated with Dr. Murchinson as he points the gun simultaneously at himself, at the camera, and hence at the spectator, the spectator has figuratively become the suicide’s (blinded) victim. Once again a flash of red marks the image of the gun at the moment of shooting, suggesting that it is Murchinson’s retinal image that we see (97).
In Get Out, this “collapse of representation and reality” is literalized when Chris falls backward into the Sunken Place and we see Missy quite literally through his eyes; the blue flash of light right before Chris sinks has the same effect as the “flash of red” retinal image in Spellbound in that it produces a feeling that the subjective and spectatorial gaze have become one. This, combined with the momentary loss of sound (the soundtrack cuts to white noise for a few seconds) and voice (Chris, like the audience, is unable to speak out in the diegetic world) produces a jarring effect that makes the viewer feel as if they have sunk into their own seat. In this way, Peele intimately implicates each and every one of us; we all might as well be the victims – or the perpetrators – of the very violence against black bodies that we see onscreen.
	If Get Out is a cautionary tale that warns against thinking trauma can ever truly be overcome, then it is in a way fitting that Peele chooses to end the film with Chris experiencing a repetition of his childhood trauma: driving away and leaving Rose to die on the street, in a direct narrative analog to his own mother’s death. Chris ultimately survives his visit to the Armitages; the unspoken cost, of course, is the repeated brutalization of his body, culminating in him committing the very act of violence that has always haunted his life. The Grand Budapest Hotel ends on a similarly solemn note, with Zero confessing that he kept owning and living in the hotel not for his memory of Gustave, but instead for his deceased wife Agatha: “We were happy here, if only for a moment.” The Marxist scholar Fredric Jameson once said, “History is what hurts.” For both of Peele and Anderson’s protagonists, it is in the constant replaying of history – in their constant reliving of the trauma of personal loss and death – that such a statement might start to make sense. Whether or not you forget the past, one thing is clear: you’re certainly doomed to keep repeating it. 

Works Cited
Anderson, Wes. The Grand Budapest Hotel. Fox Searchlight Pictures, 2014.
Peele, Jordan. Get Out. Universal Pictures, 2017.
Peucker, Brigitte. “The Scene of Art in Hitchcock II.” The Material Image: Art and the Real in 
Film. Stanford: 2007, pp. 87-103.
Smith, Zadie. “Getting In and Out”. Harper’s Magazine, 2017.
