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Since the late 2000s, American independent cinema has been undergoing a period of in 

depth transformation. The demise of Miramax, the closure of three studio specialty film 

divisions (in 2008) and the emergence of digital distribution models that have made the, 

until recently compulsory, theatrical release often unnecessary point clearly to a new 

landscape in independent filmmaking. On the other hand, the term “independent film,” 

always a subject of intense debates about its meaning, arguably has lost a lot of its appeal 

as a significant category through which a particular body of films can become meaningful, 

to the extent that one could propose that we are facing “the end of American 

independent cinema as we know it.”  

With these issues in mind, this symposium has two objectives. On the one hand, it aims to 

question some of the existing approaches to the study of American independent cinema 

and propose new ways in which to understand the manifestations of independence in 

different historical moments. Whether by arguing about the usefulness of concepts such as 

“reputational capital”, by exploring the uneasy relationship between horror and 

independent cinema or by examining “the before and the after of New Queer Cinema” the 

first panel, “Rethinking independence: Uneasy relationships, forced oppositions and 

problematic paradigms” aims to bring new perspectives to the study of the field. On the 

other hand, the symposium is interested in bringing to the fore questions of media 

convergence and its impact on American independent cinema. “Converging 

independence: New approaches in the study of Indiewood” examines the various facets 

of convergence and how they have shaped the particular body of independent films that is 

associated with Indiewood. Through case studies that include Disney‟s role in the nature 

documentaries of its DisneyNature subsidiary and Wes Anderson‟s The Darjeeling Limited 

and the “paratexts” associated with it, the panel places a particular type of American 

independent cinema within the much larger context of global media and entertainment.  

The symposium will close by a keynote address by Peter Krämer (University of East 

Anglia). Entitled “The Politics of Independence: Jane Fonda, The China Syndrome 

(1979) and Anti-Nuclear Campaigning” the paper brings together a number of themes 

that will be raised in the panels, and offers its own reassessment of a particular period in 

the history of American cinema when independent and Hollywood film were particularly 

close. 



Schedule 

11:30am – 12:30pm  Registration (At the Main Foyer in the Rendall Building) 

12:30pm – 1:20pm   Lunch 

1:20pm – 1:30pm  Welcome and Introduction 

Julia Hallam and Yannis Tzioumakis 

1:30pm – 3:00pm  Panel 1: Rethinking Independence: Uneasy Relationships, 

Forced Oppositions and Problematic Paradigms 

Contesting Independence: Hal Ashby, Creative Conflict and 

Negotiated Authorship 

Phil Drake (University of Stirling) 

From Independent to Specialty: House of the Devil (Ti West, 

2009), the Grind-House Aesthetic and the Niche Horror Film 

Sarah Wharton (University of Liverpool) 

New Line Cinema, Old Queer Cinema: Problems in the 

Periodisation of Contemporary American Independent Film 

Gary Needham (Nottingham Trent University) 

3:00pm – 3:30pm   Coffee break 

3:30pm – 5:00pm  Panel 2: Converging Independence: New Approaches in the 

Study of Indiewood 

„Greening‟ American Independent Cinema 

Claire Molloy (University of Brighton) 

The impact of media convergence on the distribution of 

American independent cinema: A case study of The 

Darjeeling Limited (2007, Anderson) and Hotel Chevalier 

(2007, Anderson) 

Hayley Trowbridge (University of Liverpool) 

American Independent Cinema in the Age of Convergence 

Yannis Tzioumakis (University of Liverpool) 

5:00pm – 5:30pm   Coffee break 

5:30pm – 7:00pm   Closing Keynote 

The Politics of Independence: Jane Fonda, The China 

Syndrome (1979) and Anti-Nuclear Campaigning 

Peter Krämer (University of East Anglia) 

 

 

 



 

Abstracts 

Keynote: 

The Politics of Independence: Jane Fonda, The China Syndrome (1979) and Anti-

Nuclear Campaigning – Peter Krämer (University of East Anglia) 

If The China Syndrome is remembered today, it is mainly because, in March 1979, the 

release of this thriller about an accident at a nuclear power plant coincided with what is 

widely regarded as the most serious accident in the history of commercial nuclear power 

in US history (at the Three Mile Island nuclear facility near Harrisburg, Pennsylvania). In 

this paper, I relate the film to the political activism of some of the people involved in its 

long drawn-out production history and in the campaigning which followed in the wake of 

its successful release, notably the film‟s star Jane Fonda and her husband Tom Hayden, 

one of the founders of the 60s „New Left‟ and an important figure in California‟s 

Democratic Party in the 70s.  

As far as Fonda is concerned, The China Syndrome came halfway through a period of 

unprecedented commercial and critical success in Hollywood (which lasted from 1977 to 

1981). This was preceded by five years in which Fonda had largely withdrawn from 

mainstream Hollywood filmmaking and had become better known as an activist (especially 

but not exclusively in the anti-war movement) than as a movie star. Her public profile had 

by no means been diminished during her absence from Hollywood; indeed she was listed as 

one of the most admired women in the US in various surveys from 1973 onwards. When 

Fonda returned to Hollywood, she was able to exert considerable control over the films 

she appeared in, both through her star power and through running her own production 

company, and she used this control to further her (and Tom Hayden‟s) political objectives.  

This paper suggests, then, that by once again working closely with the major Hollywood 

studios Fonda by no means gave up her previous independence. It also reminds us that 

critical discussions of (independent) cinema do not have to restrict themselves to 

considerations of textual politics; there are cases, even at the heart of Hollywood 

filmmaking, when movies are clearly associated with progressive activist and party 

politics. Finally, this paper is meant to help shift the focus of most discussions of 

independent filmmaking away from directors to a consideration of other personnel. 

It is perhaps worth mentioning that this paper builds on an earlier publication of mine: 

“When „Hanoi Jane‟ Conquered Hollywood: Jane Fonda‟s Films and Activism, 1977-1981”, 

The New Film History: Sources, Methods, Approaches, ed. James Chapman, Mark Glancy 

and Sue Harper, Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2007, pp.104-16. 



Panel 1: 

Rethinking independence: Uneasy relationships, forced oppositions and problematic 

paradigms 

This panel questions some of the existing approaches to the study of American 

independent cinema, while offering new paradigms through which one can understand 

certain manifestations of independence. Through the case studies of Hollywood 

Renaissance maverick filmmaker Hal Ashby, contemporary grind-house film and new queer 

cinema, the papers problematise established arguments and provide new ways of 

understanding the nature of independence in American cinema. 

Contesting Independence: Hal Ashby, Creative Conflict and Negotiated Authorship - 

Phil Drake (University of Stirling) 

This paper examines the autonomy of creative talent in the American film industry of the 

1970s and 1980s through a case-study of the film director and editor Hal Ashby.  Ashby was 

one of the most critically successful directors of the 1970s, working both inside and 

outside the major studios, yet has often been neglected in historical accounts of the 

„movie brat‟ generation of the so-called Hollywood Renaissance.  Drawing on archival 

research conducting using Ashby‟s personal papers at the Herrick Library as well as critical 

reception materials, I will consider how what I shall I term „reputational capital‟ is gained, 

circulated and lost.  Ashby‟s career was marked by almost continual creative conflicts 

including creative and legal disputes with Lorimar Productions, United Artists, CBS, as well 

as stars such as Warren Beatty and Dustin Hoffman.  His reputation shifted from a 

„maverick‟ yet bankable director, able to command $1m paychecks and gross participation 

in the 1970s, to an ignominious position in the 1980s of being unable to get films made 

through much of the decade until his untimely death in 1988. 

Through this case-study I will argue that evidence from film industry contracts and papers 

can offer valuable information about creative processes and the complex, often hidden 

relationships between talent, agents, managers, lawyers and executives - these provide 

useful information about the creative struggles that routinely take place in the package-

unit mode of production both in and outside of the studios. Even maverick directors like 

Ashby were subject to such disciplining regimes, especially so when their films began to 

perform poorly at the box-office or they were deemed unfashionable.  This shows how the 

packaging of talent and services on projects, perhaps independent film projects in 

particular, depends heavily on both tacit and articulated knowledge of reputational 

capital, and the dense interpersonal networks that circulate this in the wider film and 

television industries – what has been termed „reputation work‟ (Zafirau 2008).  By 

exploring how reputation is circulated and authenticated within the industry – drawing on 

both insider-outsider theory and archival evidence – I argue we are able to offer a useful 

corrective to auteur studies that emphasize individual authorship over collaborative 

processes in film production.  Such a focus also offers a critical production studies 

approach to analyzing independence that considers how claims over creative autonomy 

can be substantiated.  My paper will conclude by examining the 2009 posthumous 

resurrection of Ashby‟s career by AMPAS through endorsement by Hollywood talent 

including Cameron Crowe, Judd Apatow and Seth Rogan, alongside the discovery of his re-



edited lost „classic‟ Lookin to Get Out (1982), demonstrating how lost reputational capital 

may eventually be regained. 

From Independent to Specialty: House of the Devil (Ti West, 2009), the Grind-House 

Aesthetic and the Niche Horror Film - Sarah Wharton (University of Liverpool) 

Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, grind-houses represented the epitome of independent 

distribution and exhibition. These sleazy, inner-city theatres specialised in exploitation, 

horror and pornography from both the US and Europe and were a key exhibition site for 

the lower budget end of the independent sector. As VHS grew in popularity through the 

1980s, however, grind-houses died out. Yet the aesthetic of sex, violence and gore 

remained, eventually becoming a genre in its own right (Church, 2011). The nostalgia for 

this cinematic style has, in recent years, been highlighted by a variety of independent 

filmmakers such as Quentin Tarantino, Robert Rodriguez, Eli Roth, Adam Green, and Ti 

West who have produced films that celebrate the grind-house aesthetic of cheapness, sex, 

and violence through homage and intertextuality. However, while films such as Roth‟s 

Hostel series (2005 & 2007) play to “mainstream” audiences in multiplexes, films such as 

West‟s House of the Devil (2009) receive only limited releases with miniscule box office 

grosses. 

While the Hostel films and House of the Devil could all be termed “independent” under 

the various discourses surrounding the label, it is problematic to consider them all as 

belonging to the same category. Each plays to varying degrees of specialism within 

horror/grind-house fandom and limits its mainstream/independent credentials 

accordingly. This paper will argue that a new lexicon is necessary to explore the ways in 

which “grind-house” cinema, American independent cinema and the US film industry 

intersect and will explore the possibilities for this. 

New Line Cinema, Old Queer Cinema: Problems in the Periodisation of Contemporary 

American Independent Film - Gary Needham (Nottingham Trent University) 

New Queer Cinema has occupied an important place within the history of independent 

American cinema. It stands as an exemplary case study (King, 2005), although at times 

tokenistic, for the way in which several key concerns seem to fall neatly into alignment 

with one another, namely, a marginal identity group, an alternative film aesthetics, 

practices of independent film production, critical acclaim, and film festival presence. 

However, such ideal alignments have resulted in New Queer Cinema‟s canonisation that 

has had the effect of obscuring a more uneven history of gay and lesbian filmmaking 

within the context of independent American cinema. This has had a particular impact on 

the inclusion of queer filmmaking as part of a longer narrative of independent American 

cinema especially in those historical periods before (1970s and 1980s) and after (2000s) 

New Queer Cinema. On the other hand, the history of gay and lesbian cinema has rarely 

addressed queer cinema‟s relationship to independent American filmmaking‟s industrial 

and institutional practices (Dyer, 2002 and Aaron, 2004). 

The aim of this paper is to provide a history of queer cinema within the context of a 

broader industrial and cultural narrative of independent American cinema. I will present 

an historical and analytical argument that does not privilege New Queer Cinema but 

instead offers competing and differing points of historical interest and value in the spaces 



before and the after New Queer Cinema through two case studies: Polyester (1981) and 

Brokeback Mountain (2005) (Needham, 2010). In seeking to trace continuities and legacies 

in queer filmmaking across a longer stretch of independent American film production it is 

hoped that a more dynamic and productive history can be produced, one that tells us as 

much about queer film production as it does about independent American cinema. 

 

Panel 2: 

Converging independence: New approaches in the study of indiewood 

Since the late 1990s, commercial American independent cinema has been associated 

almost exclusively with the films of studio specialty film divisions (Fox Searchlight, Focus 

Features and, until the late 2000s, with Miramax) to the extent that the term indiewood 

has often be used instead of the more traditional “independent.” This panel examines 

questions of Indiewood within the context of industrial, technological and institutional 

convergence and how it has shaped or affected Indiewood filmmaking.  

‘Greening’ American Independent Cinema - Claire Molloy (University of Brighton) 

Since the 1990s, eco-themed films and environmental documentaries have engaged with 

issues such as climate change, global warming, conservation, species protection and 

natural resource management (Ingram, 2008). In this regard the independent sector has 

played a significant role and films such as An Inconvenient Truth (2006), Fast Food Nation 

(2006), The 11th Hour (2007) and Furry Vengeance (2010), amongst others, have explicitly 

set out to promote public engagement with some aspect of environmental politics. In 

general, Hollywood‟s involvement with environmental issues has, however, been viewed 

with caution and considered to be primarily motivated by commercial gain. Indeed, the 

industry‟s thematic engagement has met with criticism from various quarters, especially in 

light of studies that have been undertaken to determine the extent of the sector‟s 

ecological footprint (UCLA, 2006). Whilst some films may convey powerful environmental 

messages the sector has been slow to address its own significant environmental impact 

(Murray & Heumann, 2009: 1-2). 

In 2008 Disney announced the creation of Disneynature, a specialty division which would 

initiate, develop and acquire nature features. Since 2009 the unit‟s output has focused on 

nature documentaries with an environmental message which are marketed as event films. 

The first release under the new banner was „Earth,‟ a film version of the television series 

Planet Earth, which was filmed in 220 locations in 64 countries and made extensive use of 

carbon-heavy transportation. The release of „Earth‟ was accompanied by the „Buy A 

Ticket, Plant A Tree‟ campaign which was organised to benefit tree-planting schemes run 

by The Nature Conservancy and asked audiences to purchase advance tickets for the film‟s 

opening weekend with the promise that a proportion of the sales would be donated. The 

strategy of attaching a campaign to the opening weekend has been adopted for each 

subsequent Disneynature event film release. 

With reference to the release campaigns for Earth (2009), Oceans (2010) and African Cats 

(2011) this paper will identify the films‟ key themes and environmental messages and 



locate them within a discourse of modern environmentalism. It will then examine the 

relationship between consumption and environmental action which the campaigns foster 

and consider the potential for „indiewood‟ to engage with a radical environmental politics. 

The impact of media convergence on the distribution of American independent 

cinema: A case study of The Darjeeling Limited (2007, Anderson) and Hotel Chevalier 

(2007, Anderson) – Hayley Trowbridge (University of Liverpool) 

With the media landscape currently evolving as part of contemporary media convergence 

it has been suggested that film has found itself „disintegrating into – or integrating with – 

other media‟ (Cartwright, 2002). Film is no longer being seen as, and perhaps never was, 

an autonomous medium in which images are recorded onto celluloid, developed and then 

projected onto a screen in a theatre for an audience to watch. Instead, film has become a 

cross-platform product that is largely embracing aspects of both digital technologies and 

media convergence, most notably within the realms of production and post-production and 

more recently in terms of distribution and exhibition. Whilst such changes have occurred 

across all sectors of the US film industry, American independent cinema has been at the 

forefront of many them, leading Patricia Zimmerman (2005) to argue that this sector of US 

film „needs to be rethought of as a form of cinema that moves across different platforms 

and through different audiences and economies, rather than a static model of a feature-

length film on celluloid that plays in theatres and film festivals‟. 

With distribution being „the linchpin of the entire industry‟ (Kunz, 2007), it plays a pivotal 

role in enabling this movement „across different platforms and through different 

audiences and economies‟. With this in mind, this paper will seek to address how media 

convergence has affected the distribution of American independent cinema in terms of the 

institutions involved, strategies and methods, marketing and the ways in which consumers 

can now engage with film as a multiplatform product. Using Virginia Nightingale‟s (2007) 

definition of media convergence as a term that „describes technological, industrial, 

cultural and social changes in the ways media circulates within our culture‟ as a starting 

point, this paper will argue that it is the confluence of industrial, technological and 

sociocultural convergence that has led to the recent developments in the distribution of 

American independent cinema. Consequently, this paper will explore how these fluid, 

interconnected and interdependent aspects of media convergence have impacted on the 

distribution of American independent cinema through using The Darjeeling Limited and 

it‟s prequel (of sorts) Hotel Chevalier as case studies.  

American Independent Cinema in the Age of Convergence - Yannis Tzioumakis 

(University of Liverpool)  

This paper will discuss contemporary American independent cinema within the context of 

convergence and the ways in which the latter has affected this particular aspect of the 

American media industry. Drawing on recent work by media scholars such as Henry Jenkins 

the paper is interested in exploring the ways in which Hollywood and Independent Cinema 

have “converged” to the extent that new labels such as “Indiewood” had to be coined to 

account for this enhanced relationship between the 2 sectors. Particular attention will be 

directed to issues such as the global entertainment conglomerates‟ emphasis not only on 

controlling different media but also different “kinds” of the same medium; to the way 

“extensions, synergies and franchises” (Jenkins, 2008) have now found their way to the so 



called independent sector; and to the ways in which the most recent wave of studio 

divisions (Fox Searchlight, Focus Features and Paramount Vantage, in particular) took 

shape because of the impact of media convergence. The paper will also discuss the 

increasing presence of independent cinema outside the US, a presence that has been 

determined by the role of independent film as “filler” for output deals made by the 

entertainment conglomerates and various television channels around the world. As I will 

argue, part of the reason that the major media players have continued to support 

independent cinema is because it helps them feed their ever expanding distribution 

pipelines. 



The Speakers 

Peter Krämer is a Senior Lecturer in Film Studies at the University of East Anglia. He has 

published more than fifty essays on American film and media history, and on the 

relationship between Hollywood and Europe. He is the author of A Clockwork Orange 

(Palgrave, 2011), 2001: A Space Odyssey (BFI, 2010) and The New Hollywood: From Bonnie 

and Clyde to Star Wars (Wallflower Press, 2005), and the co-editor of Screen Acting 

(Routledge, 1999) and The Silent Cinema Reader (Routledge, 2004).  

 

Philip Drake lectures in Film and Media at the University of Stirling, Scotland.  He has 

published numerous articles on Hollywood cinema, including on marketing and distribution 

in Janet Wasko and Paul McDonald‟s (2008) edited volume The Contemporary Hollywood 

Film Industry, and on screen performance in the Journal of Film and Video. He is 

currently writing a book on the political economy of Hollywood. 

 

Sarah Wharton is a PhD candidate at the University of Liverpool‟s Department of 

Communication and Media. Her thesis explores contemporary American horror cinema 

within an industrial and political framework to examine its uneasy relationship with the US 

film industry. Her research interests also include fandom, cult cinema, new media and 

technologies, world cinema and independent UK home cinema distribution. She has 

published reviews and an essay in John Berra‟s (2010) Directory of World Cinema: 

American Independent Vol. 1 and the forthcoming (2012) Directory of World Cinema: 

American Independent Vol. 2. 

 

Gary Needham is Senior Lecturer in Film and Television Studies at Nottingham Trent 

University. He has published on numerous collections and he is the co-editor of Asian 

Cinemas: A Reader and Guide (Edinburgh University Press, 2006) and Queer TV: Histories, 

Theories, Politics (Routledge, 2009). He is also the author of the monograph Brokeback 

Mountain (2010), part of the “American Indies” series, which he also co-edits for 

Edinburgh University Press. He is currently co-editing Andy Warhol in Ten Takes for the BFI 

(2011) and co-authoring Film Studies: A Global Introduction for Pearson. 

 

Claire Molloy is Senior Lecturer in Media at the University of Brighton. Her research 

interests include American independent cinema, media and discourses of risk, popular 

media and human-animal relations, ethics, and body and identity. Her books include 

Memento (EUP 2010), Popular Media and Animals (Palgrave Macmillan, 2011) and the 

edited collection Beyond Human: Animality to Transhumanism (Continuum, 2012). She has 

also published in journals and edited collections on Indian cinema, anthropomorphism and 

the mediation of risk. 

 



Hayley Trowbridge is a 2nd year PhD candidate at the University of Liverpool. Her thesis 

looks at the impact of institutional, technological and socio-cultural convergence on the 

distribution of American independent cinema. She has presented papers at conferences, 

including BAAS Annual Conference (2011), Adaptations and the New Technologies (2011) 

and Transforming Audiences: Online & Mobile Media, Everyday Creativity, and DIY Culture 

(2011). Her research interests are US cinema, independent film, media convergence, 

participatory culture, film distribution and marketing. She has also written book reviews 

for forthcoming issues of the Journal of American Studies and the Graduate Journal of 

Social Science. 

 

Yannis Tzioumakis is Lecturer in Communication and Media at the University of Liverpool. 

His research specialises in American cinema and the business of media entertainment. His 

books include: American Independent Cinema: An Introduction (2006) The Spanish 

Prisoner (2009), Hollywood’s Indies: Classics Divisions, Specialty Labels and the 

Independent Film Market (2012) (all for Edinburgh University Press) and, as a co-editor, 

Greek Cinema: Texts, Forms, Identities (2011) for Intellect. He is currently co-editing The 

Time of Our Lives: Dirty Dancing and Popular Culture (Wayne State University Press) and 

American Independent Cinema: Indie, Indiewood and beyond (Routledge). He is also co-

editing the “American Indies” series for Edinburgh University Press, which has published 

six volumes since 2009.  

 

 

 

  

 

 


