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Pansy Duncan

Bored and Boringer: avant-garde and trash in Harmony
Korine’s Gummo

While bearing all the formal stamps of the realist avant-garde, Harmony
Korine’s Gummo (1997) is animated not by the powerful, oppositional
emotions of ‘shock’ or ‘anger’, but by a morally and politically devalued
‘boredom’ — a vacuous, trivial affect long associated with the consumer
culture that the avant-garde traditionally pits itself against. It should
come as no surprise, then, that Gummo was widely greeted as an avant-
garde failure. Contending, however, that recent radical shifts in the
status and dominion of emotion convert boredom from consumer culture’s
signature affect to consumer culture’s emotional trash, this article re-reads
Gummo's tedium as a function not of the film’s avant-garde failure but of
its effort to repurpose the avant-garde for changed economic and social co-
ordinates. Exploring the convergence of emotional and literal trash
through a semiotic analysis of the film’s junk-filled, over-stuffed frames,
I will suggest that precisely as a trivial, vacuous and a-political feeling —
as our emotional trash or affective waste — boredom possesses an unex-
pected utility to a newly configured avant-garde project.
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An emotion we might provisionally characterize as the painful, recursive
feeling of feeling nothing at all, boredom seems to leak through the
pores of what one reviewer called the ‘poverty-stricken, numbingly
boring’ town of Xenia, Ohio, to saturate every aspect of the film —
Harmony Korine’s Gummo (1997) — that takes Xenia as its setting.1
The dominant mood of the slackers, loners and misfits that make up
Gummo's motley cast of characters, boredom also permeates the film’s nar-
rative, which replaces the worthy, dramatic endeavours in which anger or
fear might find expression with the trivial, inconsequential mini-projects
more appropriate to apathy and ennui: a tawdry trio of sisters (Darby
Dougherty, Clarisa Glucksman and Chloe Sevigny) bathe their house-cat
in the bathroom sink; the feeble-minded Ellen (Ellen M. Smith) shaves
her eyebrows; delinquent teens Solomon and Tummler (Jacob Reynolds
and Nick Sutton) break into a rival’s home and riffle through his photo-
graphs.” Indeed, as much a critical metonym for artistic failure as it is a dys-
phoric emotion, boredom is as omnipresent in Gummo's critical reception
as it is in the lives of its characters and the turn of its plot. For Walter
V. Addiego, in a curiously mixed metaphor that combines the ‘off’ and
the ‘overcooked’, ‘Korine’s trying to offer a radical vision of rotten
America, but the whole thing seems warmed over’; for David Denby,
the film is ‘boring and redundant’; for Dennis Schwarz, ‘I found myself
becoming bored and tuning the film out’; while for Ed Scheid, ‘the film
loses interest because Korine never gets beneath the surface of his troubled
characters’.? While the intensity of the emotion varies considerably in these
reviews, from Addiego’s resentful frustration to Schwarz’s mild ennui, the
structure of the emotion seems remarkably consistent, in doggedly gauging
the gap between an urgent desire to feel and the lack of occasion for feeling,
between the promise of cultural ‘rot’ and the reality of culture ‘warmed
over’.

In itself, of course, a boring film is far from unusual in a mainstream
cinematic landscape dominated by practices of recycling, sequelisation and
pastiche. What affords Gummo’s tedium its profound if paradoxical critical
interest, however, is the fact that advance endorsements by directorial
luminaries Bernado Bertolucci, Werner Herzog and Gus van Sant
sought to position the film outside this mainstream cinematic order by
annexing it for the realist avant-garde.” Relying heavily on an avant-
garde rubric notorious for conflating artistic with political progress, ‘exper-
imental art’ with ‘historical change’, Bertolucci dubbed the film ‘a revolu-
tion in cinema’, van Sant called it ‘a completely original creation’, and
Herzog claimed, rather dramatically, that ‘it knocked me off my chair’.’
The rub here, of course, is that as a film almost universally decried as
boring, Gummo seems a remarkably weak example of an aesthetic mode
so long identified with shock. Shock’s significance to the avant-garde
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enterprise is well-established. While decidedly at odds in their accounts of
the avant-garde’s status and destiny, critics in the field, from Peter Biirger,
Clement Greenberg and Renato Poggioli to Fredric Jameson, Marjorie
Perloff and Hal Foster are almost indistinguishable in their accounts of
the mode’s animating affect, the emotional ‘stimulus’ through which its
vaunted social and political aspirations are actualised.® At the heart of
this argument are two assumptions: first, that in propagating the illusion
that ‘the institution of art [is] autonomous’, ‘bourgeois’ art short-circuits
art’s ability to effect social transformation; second, that avant-garde
shock can work to rupture this illusion, ‘break[ing] through the aesthetic
immanence and . .. usher[ing] in (initiate[ing]) a change in the recipient’s
life practice’.” To insist on shock’s centrality to avant-garde practice and
criticism is not, of course, to discount the prominent role that boredom
has played in historical avant-garde endeavours. From cinematic exper-
iments such as Sleep (1963), Andy Warhol’s five-hour, single shot docu-
ment of his slumbering friend John Giorno, and Jeanne Dielman, 23
Quai du Commerce, 1080 Bruxelles (1975), Chantal Akerman’s unrelenting
record of domestic tedium, to what Sianne Ngai calls the ‘systematically
recursive’ art of ‘Robert Ryman, Jasper Johns, John Cage and Philip
Glass’, boredom has been an ingredient in manifold avant-garde exercises
in serialisation and repetition.® Yet as Ngai’s own distinction between these
works” “shocking”, innovative and transformative’ critical status and their
‘tedious’ spectatorial effect suggests, the drudgery they demanded of their
readers and viewers was offset by the symbolic ‘shock’ they administered to
the artistic and critical norms of the day. Whether manifest at the level of
form, as a tactical utilisation of non-normative representational strategies,
or at the level of content, as a representation of dispossessed populations
resisting the social structures that oppress them, shock remains the domi-
nant emotional idiom in which the avant-garde’s artistic and political
agenda is articulated.

Shock’s powerful sway over avant-garde theory and practice makes
Bertolucci, Herzog and van Sant’s efforts to negotiate a place for
Gummo in this tradition seem worthy of scrutiny. Boredom, after all, is
more than just nor shock. Rather, the emotion dismissed by psychologist
Haskell Bernstein as ‘a trivial and unworthy feeling’ and by the Sizuationiste
Internationale as ‘always counter-revolutionary’ has emerged as shock’s
would be obverse, a prime contender for the emotion ‘least likely to play
a role in any kind of oppositional praxis’.” While some critics have
begun to float the idea that a newer avant-garde programme might
peddle in more muted, deferred or complex emotions — with John
Richardson, for example, arguing that a ‘neo- or even post-avant-garde
practice’ might deploy ‘wonder’ in place of shock — boredom is not
readily recuperated as an accessory to radical artistic practices.10 Indeed,
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this essay will avoid the temptation to try its hand at such a recuperation, tri-
umphantly revealing the emotional profundity and moral worth of an
emotion long denounced, as Patricia Spacks puts it, as ‘superficial, frivolous
and atomistic’.!! Should we conclude that Bertolucci, Herzog and van Sant
are simply mistaken in celebrating Gummo as a belated entry in the history of
the avant-garde? Or does their enthusiasm for Gummo suggest that the avant-
garde has learned to harness this most ‘superficial, frivolous and atomistic’ of
affects?

In answering these questions, we must set Gummo’s distinctive formal
and affective agenda against the backdrop of a more recognizable avant-
garde rubric. Though strongly disagreeing on the subject of the avant-
garde’s status and future, critics have reached a certain consensus on the
subject of avant-garde form — that is, on the stockpile of aesthetic strategies
that predicate its ability to shock or épater la bourgeoisie. Isolating as the
mode’s guiding formal precept a resistance to ‘the bourgeois principles
of an autonomous art and an expressive artist’, critics from Biirger to
Foster have cited its use of everyday, found or industrial materials, its prac-
tice of collage or fragmentation, and its aggressive assault on ‘beauty’, as the
formal strategies around which this resistance has crystallised.'> Michael
O’Pray’s three-pronged model of avant-garde film, meanwhile, adapts
this paradigm for a cinematic context, where the resistance to ‘bourgeois
[aesthetic] principles’ manifests as the use of ‘different distribution and
exhibition circuits’, the rejection of the formal protocols of ‘mainstream
cinema’, and the engagement with ‘radical social and political ideas’."?
Of greatest significance for this essay’s argument, however, is the fact
that, despite Gummo's overwhelmingly dreary tone and effect, it bears all
the classic formal stamps of the shocking avant-garde. The use of alterna-
tive production and distribution channels is cleatly in evidence, for while
financed and backed by Fineline features, Gummo was made on a
modest $1.3 million budget by a director whose vision pervades every
aspect of the film. The formal resistance to ‘mainstream cinema’ is there,
too. Not only does Gummo's mixture of film-stocks, formats and media
privilege the strategy of ‘collage’ or ‘fragmentation’ that Biirger dubs ‘the
fundamental principle of avant-gardiste art’ over the coherence of Holly-
wood continuity editing, but its use of found and stock footage calls to
mind the trademark avant-garde ‘embrace [of] everyday objects’.'* And
Gummo's apparent allegiance to the filmic avant-garde is rounded off by
its ‘radical social and political ideas’, namely an investment in the depiction
of dispossessed and marginalised populations that resonates powerfully
with Brazilian avant-garde director Glauber Rocha’s commitment to
‘draw[ing] the audience’s attention to ... poverty in order that it should
be capable of revolutionary action’.'” Reminiscent of the impoverished
thugs of Pier Paolo Pasolini’s Porcile (1969) and the cruel street-children
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of Luis Bunuel’s Los Olvidados (1950) — both realist avant-garde classics —
the film’s menagerie of wasters, outcasts and delinquents seems handpicked
to fulfill the aesthetic and political mandates of the filmic avant-garde.

Yet if Gummo's reliance on a battery of avant-garde strategies is indis-
putable, these strategies seem to fall, as if inevitably, under the lack-lustre
sign of boredom. Though the film’s fragmented, episodic format and use of
found footage is an avant-garde signature, for example, it can hardly be
called radical, for not only have avant-garde film-makers been exploring
the possibilities yielded by anti-narrative, mixed media film-making for
several decades, the techniques have migrated into advertising, television
and mainstream cinema. Far from inspiring shock, then, they seem old-
hat, even cliché. Likewise, though a degraded, impoverished setting is a
realist avant-garde mainstay, Gummo’s scenes of poverty seem divested of
both urgency and extremity. A montage of grainy stock footage of Xenia
locals, the film’s opening sequence clearly telegraphs the flavour of these
lives: a skinny, bare-chested boy shows off his puny pectoral muscles; an
obese woman reclines on the steps of a cheap, clapboard house, petting a
cat; a man with a goatee and a death metal t-shirt grins toothlessly from
the front seat of a wrecked car; an adolescent boy races by on a bike.
Pettily cruel rather than brutally violent, poor rather than dying, structu-
rally disenfranchised rather than violenty downtrodden, these are, as
Wall puts it, ‘the ordinary poor: the vulgar, the vernacular, the most
innocuously impoverished of the socially overlooked’.'® The signature
effect of this ‘poverty-stricken, numbingly boring place’, then, is less hard-
ship or suffering than yawning ennui.'

Boredom’s antagonism to the classical avant-garde agenda is fore-
grounded only too clearly by Gummo itself, a thematic and visual set
piece in which shows a group of Xenia locals gather for a drinking
session in a typically derelict kitchen, only to find themselves palpably,
manifestly bored. One character leans against a fridge; another sits
slumped at the table; a third watches lazily from the doorway. Whereas,
as Philip Fisher has argued, ‘strong’ or ‘vehement’ passions like shock
and anger ‘fill up awareness’ and possess an ‘outward-streaming energy’
that expresses itself in powerful and potentially revolutionary action,
boredom seems to empty out — and consequently immobilise — its suf-
ferers. On the one hand, the figures are touched by an internal emptiness
that finds external expression both at the level of mise-en-scene, in the
barren, formica-clad kitchen that is the scene’s setting, and at the level of
characterisation, in the film’s failure to afford them the depth or backstory
traditionally granted filmic character. On the other, postures stultified and
dialogue atrophied, they are living embodiments of boredom’s colloquially
attested power to immobilise and fatigue, their conspicuous lack of the
‘desire’ that customarily propels a narrative’s ‘move forward’ a linchpin
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of Gummo’s air of narrative exhaustion and repetition.18 Unsurprisingly,
perhaps, boredom’s lack of subjective force — and its consequent inhibition
of powerful action — is key to its critical theorisation. The sociologist Bern-
stein, for example, identifies a kind of ‘hollowness’ or ‘emptiness’ at the
heart of the bored subject, while the psychoanalyst Otto Fenichel attests
to its ‘lack of instinctual impulses’ that makes powerful action imposs-
ible.! Given this notoriously ‘empty’ emotion’s vexed relation to action,
then, boredom’s conscription to an aesthetic mode inextricably bound
up with action seems incongruous to say the least.

To say that the bored subject’s internal emptiness forecloses strong
political action is not, of course, to say that the bored subject does not
act at all. If inert stupor is boredom’s minor key, a restless, giddy search
for distraction is its major one, and the scene’s episodes of tedious lassitude
alternate with garrulous sing-alongs and arm-wrestling matches. As if mir-
roring a subject restlessly scanning the visual field for interest, the hand-
held camera that records their exploits sees the camera shift erratically
from face to face, opportunistically dolly in on movement and whip-pan
to capture a speaker in action, until one man — egged on by encouraging
cries from his pals to ‘Kill it and ‘Get that motherfucker!” — resorts to
wrestling a chair, an absurd simulacrum of conflict that underscores the
pathos of boredom’s indiscriminate investment in feeling something
rather than nothing. Recalling Fenichel’s suggestion that ‘instead of man-
ifesting itself in the form of instinctual impulses, [boredom] require[s] inci-
tements from the outside world’, and Bernstein’s observation, that, lacking
any internal emotional spur, the bored subject will ‘create external situ-
ations calculated to evoke feelings of so much intensity that those feelings
will break through their internal insulating barriers to awareness’, the bored
subject seems forced to seek out external objects to supply the emotional
arousal with which other, better-resourced subjects appear to come fully
equipped.”® Yet this idiosyncratic inversion of the conventional relation
between emotion and action brings us to the second snag in boredom’s
conscription to the avant-garde: that if boredom is not subjective enough
to animate the avant-garde project, it also seems somehow oo subjective,
reducing action in the world to distractions for the self. Whereas the
angry or shocked subject has feelings that are expressed in action, the
bored subject acts in order to feel, seeking ‘incitement[s]’ or ‘creat[ing]
external situation[s]’; whereas the angry or shocked subject’s feelings are
orientated around an object in the world, the bored subject merely uses
objects to create vibrations within the recesses of her private sensorium.”’

Simultaneously inadequately and excessively subjective, then, bore-
dom’s capacity for mobilisation within avant-garde praxis already seems
strikingly tenuous. Yet as if boredom’s distinctive composite of subjective
atrophy and subjective indulgence were not damning enough, this
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morphology of the bored subject seems to map all too readily onto models
of the consumer subject — icon and cipher of the commodity culture that
the avant-garde has traditionally pitted itself against.”” Like the bored
subject, the consumer subject is routinely distinguished by a singular com-
bination of self-absorption and vacancy. For Mike Featherstone, for
example, the consumer subject is marked by a ‘new Narcissism, where indi-
viduals seek to maximise and experience the range of sensations available’,
while for Stephen Miles, conversely, postmodern consumer practices are
indexed to ‘a spiritually empty and immoral society where money is all
and where the soul is degraded’.23 In this respect, it should come as no sur-
prise that scholars like Jean Baudrillard, Fredric Jameson and Gianni
Vattimo have enlisted boredom as the emblematic emotion of a critically
devalued postmodern consumer culture — the characteristic condition of
hyper-consuming and hypo-affective subjects whom the commodity has
lost its power to move.”* An undeniably negative emotion, then,
boredom is not, however, an oppositional one. Far from resistant to the
mainstream consumer culture that is the avant-garde’s traditional target,
boredom’s querulous protests are merely a plaintive, irritable cry of
inadequate immersion in it. Whereas an emotion like anger is capable of
delivering up an affective critique of capitalist consumer culture,
boredom simply registers a frustrated desire to be more satisfactorily or
more completely a part of it.

Yet there are still further oddities to be observed in Gummo’s use of
the emotion that Reinhard Kuhn - opposing boredom to ennui —
dismissed as a ‘superficial and vague disquiet’.25 For more than just inap-
propriate to its clear avant-garde oppositional agenda, boredom is all r00
appropriate to a widespread and demeaning stereotype of the uneducated
rural white populations the film depicts, in which that population is rou-
tinely cast, as Gail Sweeney puts it, as a group of ‘total consumer(s] and
non-producer(s]’.?® Best condensed in the vicious pejorative label ‘white
trash’, which metonymically identifies as their very essence the ‘trash’
that these groups supposedly produce through their voracious, uninhibited
habits of consumption, this stereotype is a function of a wider tropological
procedure by which, as Daniel Miller has it, ‘materialism, understood as a
concern for increasing one’s possession of goods often at the expense of a
concern for other people, tend[s] to be strongly associated with poverty
rather than wealth’.*” Unsurprisingly, perhaps, this imaginary alliance of
poverty and consumerism has been a key rhetorical projectile in the
effort to explain and justify the social dispossession of poor white popu-
lations through reference to their supposed moral and spiritual inadequacy.
In these terms, Gummo’s identification of Xenia’s residents as bored — a
term burdened with its own hyper-consumerist overtones — serves
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merely to reinforce the stigmatising moral and social discourse that already
circulates around these marginalised populations.

What, then, is at stake in Gummo’s engagement with boredom? Why
would a film with clear avant-garde aspirations establish as its dominant
affective climate an emotion not only hand in glove with the late-capitalist
consumer culture that the classical avant-garde strives to resist, but defama-
tory to the very groups the classical avant-garde strives to defend? Quick to
register its craving for avant-garde status, and equally quick to observe its
apparent falling short, most critics diagnosed a simple case of directorial
deficiency, a study in shock aesthetics falling flat. For Walter
V. Addiego, ‘Korine’s trying to offer a radical vision of rotten America,
but the whole thing seems warmed over.”® Russell Smith dismissed
those who, apparently mistakenly, believe ‘they’re seeing something orig-
inal or groundbreaking in Gummo > For Paul Tatara of CNN, mean-
while, whereas the true avant-garde was ‘railing against social and
economic oppression’ through ‘instantaneous, disposable outbursts’,
Gummo is merely ‘making fun of people’ to no apparent political
purpose; whereas the true avant-garde was doing something new,
Gummo is ‘not telling us anything we don’t already know’.%° Indeed,
just as the film itself was roundly condemned as an aesthetic failure, so
its characters were denounced as failed dissidents. Janet Maslin’s descrip-
tion of one character’s conspicuously weak effort at public dissent — ‘spit-
ting and urinating on the highway below [a bridge] in silent protest’ — is
exemplary here in its unbridled contempt for what she construes as the
characters’” futile attempts at provocation and incitement, attempts that
are measured unfavourably against a persistent cultural fantasy of a spon-
taneously animated, angered proletarian subject.”’

Given boredom’s manifest antagonism to traditional avant-garde
aspirations, however, what is most curious about Gummo is its sheer insis-
tence on the emotion — an insistence that invites us to read the film’s
numbing effect not as mere directorial failure, but as deliberate, calculated
policy. While an uneventful evening at a friend’s might seem a relatively
appropriate object for boredom, Gummo routinely articulates boredom
not just to everyday tedium, but to the more disastrous and destructive
implications of poverty, occasions on which a much stronger, more
radical emotion might seem called for. Exemplary here is the opening
sequence of the film, in which a series of grainy, poorly shot stock
images of disaster (a dog is caught on a television antenna; a boy lies
injured on the road) are synched to a voice-over narration’s litany of
horror:

A few years ago. A tornado hit this town. It killed the people. Dogs

died, cats died, houses were split open and you could see necklaces
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hanging from the branches of trees. People’s legs and neckbones were

stickin’ out. Oliver found a leg on his roof. A lot of people’s fathers
died or were killed . ..

Despite the sensational informational content of both sound and image
track, however, the voice itself is torpid to the point of being catatonic,
constantly on the point of expiring into a feeble whisper. The palpable
boredom the voice both communicates and elicits is all the more marked
in that, judging by the speaker’s strenuous efforts to transfigure a scene
of violent death into visual spectacle (‘people’s legs and neckbones were
stickin’ out’), the narrative’s purpose is precisely to evoke intense
emotion of some kind — an intuition corroborated by the speaker’s last-
ditch attempt to endow the panorama of violent death with the additional
titillation of the semi-pornographic, in the story’s brief post-script (‘I saw a
girl fly through the sky and I looked up her skirt’).

Gummo ratchets up its commitment to boredom even further in
repeatedly leading us to expect the revelation that a stronger, more pro-
found emotion underpins the prevailing boredom — only to just as fre-
quently dismiss these expectations. In one brief, transitional scene whose
simultaneous sweetness and inconsequence exemplifies what Wall has
identified as the film’s ‘incongruously gentle placidity’, Tummler plies
Solomon with a string of poignant questions about his mother, who will
appear repeatedly in film’s second half.** ‘Does your mother ever make
you food? Tummler asks, picking up his bike. ‘Has she ever made you
crépe suzette?” In their wistful conflation of emotional and physical nour-
ishment, the questions cannot help but drive home the absence of Tumm-
ler’s own mother from the film’s narrative and diegesis. Appealing to the
popular assumption that, as Patricia Meyer Spacks puts it, the politically
and artistically anaemic emotion of boredom usually ‘masks another con-
dition’, the now-conspicuous absence of Tummler’s mother holds out the
tantalising promise of an elaboration of fuller, more profound motives for
the boy’s delinquency than the peculiarly hollow, etiolated figure of
boredom has thus far been able to provide.” Yet immediately after intro-
ducing the charged motif of the mother, the film abruptly shifts from the
realist register associated with fuller emotions to the direct-address format
characteristic of vaudeville or stand-up comedy, cutting to a long shot of
the two boys on their bikes accompanied by Tummler’s voice-over
singing a frivolous popular song: “This man I know ... had gravy on his
vest, gravy on his tie, gravy on his shirt, gravy all over him ... that dirty
old man’. At the very point that we are expecting Tummler to reveal the
roots of his boredom in, say, maternal loss, the film effectively recodes
the character’s gesture toward deeper issues as yet another attempt to
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distract himself from tedium. If Gummo is boring, it seems, it is meant to
be boring.

The methodical, even systematic character of the film’s engagement
with boredom suggests that the tedium that reads on first sight as aesthetic
failure or misstep might be more accurately read as deliberate, calculated
strategy. But why would a film so committed to staking out its avant-
garde credentials install the weak, trivializing emotion of boredom as its
dominant mood and effect? One ready answer might seize on the fact
that scholars in the humanities have expressed a profound scepticism
about the avant-garde’s continuing political efficacy that is encapsulated
in Stephen Best and Douglas Kellner’s slightly plaintive observation that
the avant-garde has ‘lost its sharp critical and oppositional edge’.** Critical
explanations for the avant-garde’s emotional and thus political neutralis-
ation differ, of course. For Biirger, art itself is the culprit, as the post-
war neo-avant-garde’s recycling of forms and strategies from the first two
decades of the twentieth century evacuated those strategies of political
and emotional traction.?” For Jameson, by contrast, the blame lies squarely
with postmodern consumer culture’s assimilation of avant-garde practices
into the cycle of commodity production, such that ‘our clothing, furniture,
buildings and other artefacts are now intimately tied in with styling
changes which derive from artistic experimentation; our advertising ...
fed by modernism in all the arts and inconceivable without’.>® While dif-
fering in their causal account of this trend, however, critics as diverse as
Jameson and Biirger are akin in their observation that, whether through
the law of diminishing returns, or through its appropriation by consumer
culture, avant-garde shock has effectively ‘exhausted its potential’.?” In this
light, Gummo's engagement with boredom would register as a reflective
rumination on a broader historic crisis in the function and efficacy of
the avant-garde.

But while the above account of the film’s trademark tedium is not
without explanatory power, this article’s gambit is that, far from a
symptom of or engagement with the avant-garde’s demise, Gummo’s delib-
erate tedium is part of an effort to remodel and repurpose the avant-garde
for changed social and economic conditions. Both defenders of the avant-
garde’s continuing relevance, like Jean-Francois Lyotard, and eulogists of
the avant-garde’s failure, like Jameson, champion or eulogize the same
avant-garde. This is an avant-garde that struggles for formal innovation,
that orientates itself around strong emotion, and that culminates in revolu-
tionary political action. As Hal Foster argues, however, in his impassioned
1994 defence of the avant-garde, “What's Neo about the Neo-Avant-
Garde?”, we can only begin to trace the contours of the postmodern
avant-garde if we allow the possibility that its form and agenda may
diverge somewhat from its modernist forebear. Subscribing, then, to
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Sianne Ngai’s contention that ‘the nature of the sociopolitical itself has
changed in a manner that both calls forth and calls upon a new set of feel-
ings’, this article will argue that Gummo exemplifies an avant-garde practice
whose emotional ethos — and thus its relation to formal and political
change — is specifically tailored to the economic and social co-ordinates
of affluent Western societies in the late twentieth and early twenty-first cen-
turies.”® Importantly, this argument that Gummo's distinctive affective
atmosphere marks the transformation rather than the expiry of the
avant-garde will be advanced through an overhaul of orthodox conceptions
of boredom itself. While often dismissed as an emotional accessory of con-
sumer culture, boredom is, I will show, more properly understood as con-
sumer culture’s ultimate trash — an abjected status that affords it an
unexpected utility to an avant-garde project intent on resisting consumer
culture’s siren-like call.

What underpins this shift in boredom’s cultural standing? It has
become commonplace in cultural and social theory to identify the tran-
sition from mid to late capitalism with the transition from a society predo-
minantly structured around production to a society predominantly
structured around consumption — a society variously styled as ‘multina-
tional, consumer or late capitalism™” This transition’s implications for
boredom, however, only come clearly into relief when we observe that,
for many theorists, it entails a wholesale metamorphosis of the social
and economic organisation of emotion, in which not one emotion but
emotion as a category is converted into an object of productive labour
and commodity consumption. Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s
concept of ‘immaterial labour’, for example, stitches ‘ease, well-being, sat-
isfaction, excitement or passion’ into the fabric of late capitalism’s ‘ensem-
ble of intellectual, communicative, relational and affective’ commodities,
while Zygmunt Bauman limns the shift from a producer to a consumer
society as a passage from the ethics of work to the aesthetics of consumer-
ism that ‘puts a premium on the sublime eXperience’.40 In this model of
mutual imbrication between a ‘commodified’ emotion and an ‘emotional’
commodity, the commodity becomes a vehicle for emotional frisson it gen-
erates, while emotion, in turn, becomes a parasite on the commodity.
Whereas Baudrillard, Jameson, Mestrovic and Spacks have earmarked
boredom as excessively and uniquely dependent on the commodity,
Bauman’s insistence that ‘the excitement of the new and unprecedented
sensation is the name of the consumer game’ draws all emotions — even
supposedly oppositional or radical ones — into the orbit of the commod-
ities that radiate through late capitalist consumer culture.*! By implication,
emotions like shock and anger become forms of emotional merchandise
that are bought and sold within the very cultural formations they are rou-
tinely represented as resisting.
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While the changed status of emotion in late capital is now well-
trodden critical territory, the knock-on effect of this change for
boredom — that peculiar feeling of feeling nothing at all — remains rela-
tively neglected terrain. A notable exception here, is Bauman, who in
placing strong, oppositional emotion under the aegis of the commodity,
singles out boredom as the emblem of a pained, desiring distance from
the commodity — the trademark emotion not of the happy participants
in an affectively charged consumer culture, but of those ‘shut off or
excluded from the social feast’.*? As Bauman puts it with characteristic
bluntness, ‘common remedies against boredom are not accessible to
those in poverty’.43 For Bauman, the emotion’s socio-economic reassign-
ment reflects the changed relation to work inherent in the shift from a
‘society of producers’ to a ‘society of consumers’ — a shift in which an
industrial society that deploys the entire labour force is displaced by a
post-industrial society that ‘produces everything needed without the par-
ticipation of a large and growing section of its members’.** As work and
its attendant purchasing power becomes a privilege, a tedious leisure
time unrelieved by the distractions and stimulations of consumption
becomes the curse of the underprivileged — those ‘flawed consumers’ dis-
carded by what Lauren Berlant has called ‘the impersonal pulses of capital-
ist exchange’.45 At the heart of Bauman’s vision of boredom, then, is a
striking reversal of the model of the emotion that percolates through post-
modern social theory. For Bauman, far from uniquely implicated in con-
sumer culture, the recursive emotion of boredom is visited upon those ‘shut
off or excluded from the social feast’. Far from an emotion with a special
constituency within consumer culture, boredom is capitalist culture’s
other, the only emotion not on the market, the emotional economy’s
discard or waste-product: a kind of emotional trash.*® Far, then, from
intrinsically incompatible with the avant-garde, boredom may be unu-
sually serviceable to it.

A quick survey of Gummo bears out this sense that, in the new affec-
tive and emotional economy, boredom is less an emotion morally repre-
hensible for its complicity in mainstream commodity culture than an
emotion socially forsaken for its position on the squalid margins of econ-
omic life. Gummo embeds its tonal and characterological tedium in a series
of conspicuously trash-strewn bedrooms, hallways, and kitchens — from
the junk-lined hallways and corridors of Solomon’s mother’s house, to
the kitschy mess of the girls’ upstairs bedroom, to the literal rubbish-
dumps in which a coterie of neighbourhood boys play. Critics everywhere
commented on the film’s clutter: Maslin, for example, noted of the pro-
duction design that ‘directorial instruction d[id] not apparently extend
beyond asking the cast to conserve about a year’s worth of laundry and
litter’; the Chicago Reader critic observed, of the scene between Solomon
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and his mother, that it transpired in ‘a basement piled high with junk’;
while Nathan Adams of FllmSChoolReJects mentions ‘the crap-packed,
filthy houses that much of the movie takes place in’.*’ But while its
status as junk is indisputable, the rubbish ‘pack[ed]’ and ‘pile[d]’ into
Gummo's frames is no more abundant than the furniture that lines the
walls of, say, the middle-class suburban home of Modern Familys
Dunphy family. The persistent critical preoccupation with the sheer abun-
dance of Gummo's trash, then, effectively confirms its status as trash in its
resonance with the classic Marxist opposition between the ‘commodity’
and the ‘thing’ — an opposition which, in conferring exchange value on
the commodity and stripping it from what Peter Stallybrass calls a ‘mere
thing’, effectively affords the former a kind of ethereal abstraction, while
conﬁrmmg the latter in its stubborn materlahty As Stallybrass’s
concise gloss of Marx’s analysis suggests, ‘the commodity becomes a com-
modity not as a thing but as an exchange value. It achieves its purest form,
in fact, when most emptied of particularity and thingness’. 4 In their incor-
rigible ‘particularity and thingness’, Gummo's mountains of old clothes,
bits of broken furniture and stacks of newspapers clearly fall into the
category of things, and thus visually ‘fill up’ the frame in a way that the
commodity — abstracted into a moment of pure, transparent exchange
value — does not. If Gummo’s characters are bored, then, their boredom
should be traced not to their immersion in commodity culture but to
their immersion in the graveyards of its refuse.

For the majority of the film’s critics, of course, the boredom that satu-
rates the film’s narrative and mise-en-scene invites criticism not for its bio-
logically dubious position on the fetid periphery of consumer culture, but
for its morally dubious over-implication in consumer culture. Yet even as
they reassert this hackneyed critical equation of boredom and consumer-
ism, their attacks on the film’s tedium register the more recent cultural
coupling of boredom and trash. Maslin’s disgusted denunciation of the
film is exemplary here in its mobilisation of an account of the film’s
rubbish-filled mise-en-scene — the ‘trash-strewn’ bridge on which
bunny-boy walks, the ‘tawdry’ clothes worn by the three sisters — to
stand in for assessment of its aesthetic failure as an avant-garde text. In
making it near-impossible to distinguish between her revulsion at the
film’s failure as an oppositional text, and her revulsion at its abundance
of trash, she dramatises a crucial slippage between two divergent reasons
for repudiating its tedium: because it is not sufficiently opposed to consu-
mer culture or because it does not sufficiently embody its norms. Ken Fox’s
review in the TV Guide is marked by a similar ambivalence. Arguing that
‘Korine’s loose, improvisatory script is all over the place, picking up the
garbage-strewn lives of Xenia’s other inhabitants in fragments’, he effec-
tively collapses the difference between inadequately radical film form
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and junk-laden mise-en-scene, using terms with strong associations with
the vernacular rubric of trash (‘loose’, for examgle, tends to echo
‘garbage strewn’) to condemn the film’s formal failure.”® The same slippage
afflicts Edward Guffman’s review in the San Francisco Chronicle. For
Guffman, the film’s tedium can be traced to its immature grasp on the
mechanisms of shock, as Korine ‘takes the festering rot that hid beneath
the surface of David Lynch’s Blue Velves, brings it completely into the
open and then congratulates himself for having the artistic courage to
show us the raw, grotesque truth’.”" Yet in Guffman’s evocation of the
film’s ‘festering rot’ and ‘raw, grotesque truth’, it is hard not to hear
echoes of his earlier description of the film’s Ohio setting, ‘a filthy place
that got hit by a tornado 20 years ago but has yet to sweep up its literal
and emotional debris’. These figurative oscillations between attacks on
the film’s overly consumerist form and attacks on its inadequately consu-
merist content register in real time the shift that historically marks
boredom itself — from an emotion tainted by the moral stigma of consu-
merism to an emotion tainted by its association with literal waste.

This critical tendency to attribute boredom, if only implicitly,
trash, culminates in a no less noticeable tendency to cast boredom itself
as trash. In the regular critical variations on the claim that the film was
‘pointless garbage’, ‘the vilest waste of two hours of my life’, or ‘wastin%
88 minutes of my time’, boredom and trash are very precisely conflated.’
Indeed, perhaps the strongest evidence of this historically novel identifi-
cation of boredom and trash lies in the fact that, hot on the heels of the
boredom that dominates the film’s reviews is what Wall calls, with
minimal exaggeration, ‘a nearly universal spasm of revulsion’.>® If
boredom is itself a kind of meta-emotion, an emotion about emotion’s
absence or failure, it seemed to trigger in critics, in a second level of
emotional supplementarity, a disgust ar the fact of boredom itself. Out of
all proportion to an emotional target whose ostensible crime is merely
its implication in consumer culture — a ‘crime’ to which moral censure
or disapproval might be a more appropriate negative response — the
shudder of disgust that runs through much of the commentary on the
film’s tedium indexes boredom’s transformation into an emotion repu-
diated by the very consumer paradigms it once emblematized.

But the cultural syllogism that conflates boredom and trash is not
exhausted by the logic of identification: as our emotional trash, boredom
is also, Gummo reminds us, an emotion that makes trash of those it afflicts.
Having degenerated irreversibly from commodity to thing, from abstract
value to material object, the debris scattered throughout Gummo’s interior
spaces becomes the marker of its owners’ failure to make the inverse tran-
sition: from worthless objects for a panoptic-cinematic gaze to auton-
omous, emotive consuming subjects. This failure is registered in the
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film’s repeated refusal to observe the cinematic conventions conventionally
enlisted to distinguish between people and things, foreground and back-
ground, subject and object. One scene opens with a shot of a small boy
lifting a framed picture from his living room wall. Disclosing and upsetting
— in a gruesome cinema-verite touch — a swarm of cockroaches hiding
beneath it, he instigates an unsettled relation between animate and inani-
mate that is only intensified as the mobile camera pulls away from him and
begins to scan the room. Taking in broken toys, stacked newspapers,
chipped crockery and heaped clothes before lighting at last on the
figures of Solomon and Tummler, who are seated on the couch huffing
glue from a plastic bag, the camera’s patient, paratactic inventory effec-
tively conflates our protagonists with the detritus that surrounds them in
a kind of cinematographic enjambment of barely human person and lit-
erally inhuman thing. This cinematographic effect is subtly augmented
by the audio track, which delivers up a diegetically anchored string con-
certo that seems to exist solely to point up the yawning social and cultural
distance between the scene’s dehumanised characters and the sublimely
emotional products of elite high culture. If strong feeling, the emotional
effect of achieved possession, certifies our status as commodifiable subjects,
boredom, the emotional index of dispossession, appears to reduce us to a
worthless, lifeless thing. In light of this sense that boredom demotes
those who feel it to the status of human waste, we are able to develop an
alternative genealogy of the appellation ‘white trash’, in which the term
denominates not a category of person — a person who creates trash —
but a person who, lacking in the feeling conferred by the commodity,
falls into the forlorn category of trash.

Assuming, then, that boredom is less consumer culture’s emotional
apotheosis than its emotional waste-product, why has boredom so long
served as consumerism’s moral and spiritual patsy? In a sequence that
has Solomon’s characteristically croaky voice-over guide us through the
lives of two middle class brothers, Gummo establishes a powerful and
complex relation between boredom and consumerism that goes some
way toward accounting for the strange chiastic exchange that sees
boredom, sign of consumer failure, assume consumer culture’s moral
taint — even as shock, consumer emotion par excellence, remains pristinely
untouched by the stigma of the commodity. So disconnected from the nar-
rative and social co-ordinates of the rest of the film as to leave us in doubt as
to whether it should be read as objective representation or as Solomon’s
subjective projection, the sequence is structured as a kind of idyllic
home-video montage reel. Cast against the backdrop of a well-heeled sub-
urban home that boasts a boat, a lavish-looking car and a luxuriously fitted-
out kitchen, the two sturdy adolescent boys play with a dog, work out on
their expensive exercise equipment, and engage in a faux-fist fight. Yet
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while their inane grins register their obliviousness to the commodities that
buttress their experience, Solomon’s voice-over narration contrastingly
foregrounds his acute awareness of and rapacious desire for the commod-
ities that fail to buttress his own. His commentary alternates between
envious catalogue of the boys’ possessions and the slack boredom of his
own dispossession: “There were these two kids I know, two brothers . ..
They came to school in really nice shorts and polished tennis sneakers
and their shirts were always collared with buttons and their hair was
always slicked back ...’ Barred from participation in ‘the social feast’, a
bored and frustrated Solomon thinks only of the gleaming commodities
that festoon it. Just as, according to Gay Hawkins, trash’s hyper-visibility
as a ‘thing’ sees it recruited as the disgraced symbol of the dissolute consu-
mer culture from which it is in fact the abjected waste product, so bore-
dom’s all too visible zeal for the commodity ensures it will forever be
identified with the very consumer culture whose infinite distance it indexes.

Yet if Solomon’s bored, frustrated exclusion from consumer culture
paradoxically brands him with the stigma of consumerism, the opposite
is also true: the brothers’ material affluence affords them a semblance of
lofty detachment from material considerations. This chiasmus finds its
clearest crystallisation in the series of weightlifting exercises that form
part of the sequence’s visual chronicle of the brothers’ daily routine.
Expressing just the kind of emotional and moral qualities that consumer
culture ostensibly militates against, these purposive, goal-oriented activities
serve at once to distinguish the two brothers from our callow, drifting pro-
tagonists, Solomon and Tummler, and to mark off this episode from the
purposeless, unfocussed activity that seems to saturate the other sections
of the film. In its painstaking ocular record of the boys’ possessions — a
measured pan absorbs the textures of their clothes, the sheen of their car
and the opulent appurtenances of their home gym — the film works
hard to establish a correlation between the industry and perseverance the
boys exhibit and the expensive exercise equipment through which these
emotional and moral qualities are exercised. So readily do these qualities
dissociate themselves from the commodities on which they depend,
however, that, irrespective of the film’s careful visual auditing, the boys’
diligent, focused expressions register not as emotional states contingent
on a set of material objects but as emotional traits that index an essential,
inherent disposition.54 In a chiastic face-off that sees shock and boredom
swap their moral and ethical physiognomies, then, if those who cannot
buy their way into consumer culture financially are equally unable to
buy their way out morally, those with access to the commodity can
equally purchase a moral and emotional distance from the worldly goods
that anchor their experience.
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In its materialist analysis of boredom and shock, this essay has sought
to confound the fantasmatic cultural chiasmus by which these antithetical
emotions routinely exchange their qualities. The value of such an analysis is
twofold. Perhaps most prominently, it throws new light on the figure of the
spontaneously animated, angered marginalised subject — ‘excited by work,
by pleasure and by riot” — against which the bored, apathetic Solomon and
Tummler are routinely measured and found wanting.55 In view of
Gummo's insistent alliance of our literal and emotional ‘trash’, this figure
emerges as a kind of fantasy. Disavowing the emotional effects of material
dispossession, this fantasy mandates a contemporary critical scene in which
the poor have been cast as emotionally and spiritually inimical to the avant-
garde praxis that operates in their name.”® If modernity marks a moment
prior to what Hardt and Negri dub ‘the colonization of the affects’, it may
have been legitimate at this historical juncture to expect a correspondence
between economic dispossession and forceful, animated negative
emotion.”” In the wake of post-industrial Western society’s congenital
cross-implication of emotional animation and economic power,
however, a marginalised population’s emotional atrophy may be part
and parcel of their economic dispossession. In this light, the expectation
that the poor should greet their social and economic dis-enfranchisement
with an emotional depth and intensity accessible only to the socially and
economically enfranchised comes to seem wholly illogical. By that same
token, the expectation that a scene of dispossession and poverty that stul-
tifies those who suffer it should nevertheless stimulate those who watch it
can be shown to perpetuate, at the level of form, the unequal distribution
of resources that underpins the poverty it critiques at the level of content.

Of course, if shock’s status as an emotional commodity voids its claim
to the ranks of the avant-garde, it should not be assumed, conversely, that
boredom’s status as trash automatically guarantees its avant-garde creden-
tials. It is this essay’s contention, however, that our emotional trash does
possess a certain unique utility as an instrument of postmodern opposi-
tional praxis. If — as anthropologist Mary Douglas has famously argued
— dirt s less ‘a residual category, rejected from our normal scheme of classi-
fications’, than a term that can make that ‘normal scheme of classifications’
starkly manifest, the same, I suggest, is true of boredom, which, as our
emotional ‘trash’, casts on the emotional economy in which we live a
uniquely diagnostic light.58 Indeed, Korine is careful to exploit boredom’s
diagnostic power by ensuring that even as the film diverges emotionally
from conventional avant-garde methods, it remains scrupulously faithful
to conventional avant-garde ends. In the classic literature on the avant-
garde, the reification of shock rides on its capacity to institute a feedback
loop between spectatorial and character emotion that facilitates political
identifications across class boundaries, ‘draw[ing] the audience’s attention
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to ... poverty in order that it should be capable of revolutionary action’.>
This is a moment of recognition that, despite its emotional idiosyncracy,
Gummo forcefully delivers, matching the affective deprivation embodied
in spectatorial boredom to the mundane material deprivation of poverty:
as video and performance artist Mike Kelley, himself a practitioner of a
latter-day avant-gardism, put it, ‘I was in a half-nod watching people in
a half-nod.”® Yet if Gumma's tedious spectatorial game-loop effectively
honours the traditional aims of avant-garde praxis, critics of Gummo
almost unanimously condemned the emotion’s deployment in place of
more traditional avant-garde emotional rubrics. Drawing on the figure
of shock (or rather, its absence) as a pretext for warding off the moment
of identification that shock has been so celebrated for its capacity to
secure, they make it painfully clear that their investment lies not in the
avant-garde’s avowed political objectives but in its bracing emotional stra-
tegems. In re-circulating our emotional trash in a cinematic context usually
equipped with far more appealing emotional fixtures, then, Gummo is able
to highlight very starkly not only the fact that emotion is a commodity, but
the fact that spectators remain invested in these emotional commodities
over and above the political effects they supposedly guarantee.

This paradoxical deployment of the figure of shock to elude the ethical
and political claims that underpin shock’s lionisation is scathingly satirised
in a sequence that — shot through with mathematically precise ironies that
give the lie to the film’s apparent haphazardness — sees a leathery-skinned
old man approach our three female protagonists, claiming to have sighted
their missing house cat. Predictably enough, his offer to drive them to the
place ‘just out of town’ at which he had spotted the cat is revealed as a scam:
having reached a suitably isolated suburban carpark with the three gitls
bundled in his backseat, he allows one of his hands to find its way
between thighs of the middle sister, Helen, while ostensibly searching
the car for a map. Rebuked by the girls’ triplicate outrage as they pile
out of the car, he drives rapidly away, but not before offering a dismissive
parting shot in an attempt both to excuse his attempted molestation and to
dismiss their fury: ‘nothing new to trash like you’'. Neatly yoking emotional
trash (‘nothing new’) to the social trash (‘trash like you’) of the poor white
population to which the girls belong, this self-serving maxim resonates
with the aesthetics of shock in its assumption that whereas the ‘new’
might warrant resistance and protest, the structural, familiar and
ongoing status of an event nullifies its claim on our revolutionary impulses.
Yet in couching this appeal to shock in the context of, and as an excuse for,
an attempted child molestation, Gummo slyly and pointedly underscores
its absurdity. Once again, the apathy and ennui implied by the old
man’s disdainful ‘nothing new’ effectively foregrounds the emotional
economy of which it is the abjected waste-product.
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As the preceding analyses have made clear, Gummo’s substitution of
boredom for shock is a mark neither of a local aesthetic failure, nor of
the historical expiry of the avant-garde. Yet nor should the film’s appoint-
ment of boredom as its emotional leitmotifbe mistaken for a simple displa-
cement of one affect by another in a structurally continuous avant-garde
programme. Rather, boredom’s rise to prominence in the postmodern
avant-garde marks the avant-garde’s passage from a mode that enlists
emotion as a catalyst to political action to a mode that enlists emotion
as a ‘precious symptom’ of a political situation in which the relation
between emotion and action is suspended or obstructed.®’ In this
respect, boredom’s reputation as a worthless affective waste-product is
no misconception — and I have not, for this reason, sought to recuperate
or rehabilitate an affect that is not only morally problematic and politically
effete but experientially unpleasant. Instead, I have argued that it is pre-
cisely as our emotional ‘trash’ that boredom acquires its unique diagnostic
traction for the avant-garde. Whereas shock’s apparent political efficacy
merely dissimulates what Heather Love calls ‘the conflicts in scale and pol-
itical goals between psychic life and political power’, boredom’s conspicu-
ous political impotence works to foreground that conflict — while
suggesting, moreover, that to conflate ‘psychic life and political power’,
feeling and action, is potentially to authorise injustice through reference
to the affectively tranquilising impact of its ubiquity and familiarity.**
To say that the boring postmodern avant-garde decouples emotion and
action is not, of course, to say that it somehow reifies diagnosis over
action. Rather, in remarking emotion’s inadequacy to the scope of political
action and the gravity of social injustice, Gummo’s tedium points up the
need for a form of political action that does not rely on individual
feeling as its ultimate catalyst and metric. For Biirger, the avant-garde’s
devolution from an emotional mechanism designed to heal the breach
between art and politics to an emotional actiology that can only highlight
or underscore that breach evinces the historical failure of the avant-garde.
For Gummo, however, that devolution is a necessary first step toward a
model of political life and social action that is not played out in the
echo-chamber of feeling.63

Or is it? If avant-garde boredom can help us loosen the semiotic
knot that ties emotion to the political, it remains near-impossible to
resist retying it, brokering this notoriously weak anti-emotion as a new
and paradoxical index of political urgency. From this perspective, if
what we see in Gummo tends to galvanise in us less the animated
‘shock of the new’ than the slow-burning distaste of something worthless,
trashy and irrelevant, this is exactly the point at which it would acquire
political urgency — even as it deprives us of affective compensations for
the tedium of witnessing it. Jean-Francois Lyotard famously defined
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shock as ‘par excellence, the sign of something happening, rather than
nothing at all’.®* In Gummo's emotional logic, however, shock is less
the mark of something happening per se than the mark of something hap-
pening that — whether in the form of avant-garde art or mainstream con-
sumer kitsch — is able to find mainstream recognition as a commodifiable
event. Conversely, boredom is less the mark of nothing happening, than
of something happening over and over and over again; something to
which, precisely because it no longer excites or surprises us, precisely
because it lacks both commercial and affective value, we may be ethically
bound to pay attention.

Massey University
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