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Introduction: Three Times

Claire Perkins and Constantine Verevis

In one of the most self-reflexive moments of Scream 2 (Wes Craven,
1998), a group of college students in a cinema studies seminar discusses
the merits of sequels. Randy (Jamie Kennedy) — the “movie geek” of
Scream (Wes Craven, 1996) — asserts that “sequels suck” and “by defini-
tion alone are inferior films,” only to be contradicted by classmates who
claim that many sequels have surpassed their originals — Aliens (James
Cameron, 1986), Terminator 2 (James Cameron, 1991) and House II: The
Second Story (Ethan Wiley, 1987) are all offered up as examples.! At a
sorority party that evening, another film student — Mickey (Timothy
Olypant), a character who is eventually revealed as one of Scream 2’s
killers — continues the conversation: passing Randy, he bluntly nomi-
nates The Empire Strikes Back (Irvin Kershner, 1980), claiming, “better
story, improved effects.” Randy’s retort is automatic: “Not a sequel. Part
of a trilogy. Completely planned.”

This book begins from the premise that is implicit in Randy’s words:
within the broad category of sequels and series, the film trilogy is a
form that is practiced and perceived as distinct. This is an idea that
has for the most part been passed over in recent critical work on cin-
ematic seriality, where trilogies (both planned and “accidental”) are
absorbed into broader discussions of sequelization, repetition, and recy-
cling. Across the essays here, the collection aims to identify the specific
ways in which the trilogy manifests and circulates at the levels of pro-
duction, reception, and criticism. It seeks to contextualize the trilogy
form in terms of issues of remaking, sequelization, and serialization,
with particular attention to the ways in which the trilogy operates as a
site in which the discursive nature of these practices is made explicit.
Importantly, this contextualization does not take shape as a search for
“true” trilogies, but as an examination of the plasticity of the form,
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2 Claire Perkins and Constantine Verevis

and the value that the evocation of the number three brings to a set of
films.

Remakes, sequels, series

The self-consciously negative attitude to sequels that Craven articu-
lates through the Randy character in the Scream films remains best
described by J. Hoberman's term “sequelitis,” coined in a 1985 American
Film article tracing cinematic developments of the previous decade. In
recent years the view has been countered by the steadily expanding
appearance of critical writing seeking to understand the structure and
appeal of remakes, sequels, and series. The work of figures including
Jennifer Forrest, Carolyn Jess-Cooke, Thomas Leitch, Lucy Mazdon, and
Constantine Verevis has aimed to disrupt the popular and unreflective
view that serial forms of filmmaking simply demonstrate post-classical
Hollywood’s efforts to capitalize on existing audiences.

Two central impulses are clear in this work. The first is a drive to dif-
ferentiate and taxonomize, evident in the broadly accepted view that
a sequel continues a story where a remake repeats it. For Leitch, the dif-
ference in rhetorical stance reflects a fundamentally different narrative
appeal:

the audience for sequels wants to find out more, to spend more time
with characters they are interested in and to find out what happened
to them after their story was over. The audience for remakes does not
expect to find out anything new in this sense: they want the same
story again, though not exactly the same. (142)

Forrest takes the logic further to distinguish sequels from series, suggest-
ing that sequels operate in a linear fashion to pick up the thread of their
characters’ lives, whereas each entry in a film series offers new adven-
tures for the characters in a temporally indistinct manner: “the sequel
takes place in a semblance of real time; the series ostensibly belongs to
an eternal present” (7). For both writers, these patterns of differentia-
tion lead to exact positions on what constitutes a “true” remake, sequel,
or series.

If this first impulse aspires broadly to limitation, the second aspires
to multiplication. This position implicitly acknowledges that drawing a
fundamental distinction between repetition (remakes) and continua-
tion (sequels/series) obscures the fact that the process of continuation is
always also a process of repetition — of characters and actors, plots and
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scenarios, themes, styles, and title terms. In a sequel, these elements
are repeated in a different form insofar as they are, precisely, contin-
ued: as with film remakes, the difference in sequelized productions is
encapsulated within their terms of repetition. Other work on remakes
and sequels thus questions the utility of a strictly taxonomic approach,
arguing that there is necessarily a degree of subjectivism involved in the
nomination of types, and an overlap between categories when applied
to (especially contemporary) examples. Conceiving of these forms as
particularly crystallized examples of the patterns of repetition and dif-
ference that characterize filmmaking more generally, critical attention
shifts from an attempt to regulate the field toward a desire to open it up
through issues of genre, intertextuality, and reception:

concomitant with the gamut of merchandizing tie-ins, cross-media
platforms, and film franchises that inform contemporary Hollywood
cinema, the sequel is primarily a site within which communal spec-
tatorship and paratextual discourses may be circulated, and by
which the experience of an “original” may be extended, revisited,
and heightened. (Jess-Cooke and Verevis S)

At this end of the spectrum, the potential exists to lateralize the con-
cept of remaking and sequelization entirely, and nominate that all
filmmaking exists within this matrix insofar as all filmmaking is (nec-
essarily) intertextual. The distance moved from the impulse to contain
the concept is apparent in the conclusion reached by Hans Maes in a
Cinemascope article on film remakes: specifically, his self-confessedly
“vague and unhelpful characterization [that] in order to be called a
remake, a movie must in some relevant way be comparable to a previous
movie” (7). At this point, in terms of patterns of repetition and differ-
ence, there is no workable differentiation between a remake, a sequel,
and broader ideas of intertextuality (see Frow).

Trilogies

The form of the film trilogy is a compelling site for an examination of
the malleable ideas that circulate within critical discussion of remak-
ing and sequelization. At the industrial, textual, and critical levels that
will be outlined below, the trilogy precisely demonstrates the conflict-
ing impulses toward limitation and multiplication that characterize the
field. The nomination distinguishes and limits a set of films in a man-
ner that is more precise than either “sequel” or “series,” but is inherently



4 Claire Perkins and Constantine Verevis

unstable, always vulnerable to the appearance of a subsequent film, or a
differing authorial or critical skew. The trilogy is also an area in which
sequelization is thought and practiced in creative ways. Where films
that are nominated as sequels or series still tend to be produced and
understood in industrially defined terms, throughout cinema history
the trilogy has consistently been associated with ideas of aesthetics and
auteurism. While clearly apparent as a commercial form, it can also be
readily identified with the ideas that characterize progressive contem-
porary work on remaking. Indeed, the trilogy is a site where the discur-
sive conditions of remaking that ground all sequels are made explicit.

In this way, the differing uses and perceptions of the idea of the tril-
ogy can be best mapped in the terms developed within this discourse,
which proposes at least two categories of remaking to exist beyond a
commercial understanding. Where “direct,” industrial remakes are
determined through titles and/or copyright, the textual category of
remaking is concerned with the repetition of plots, structures, and
styles across films. Within the critical category, extra-textual issues of
reception and discourse — reviews, DVD extras, marketing campaigns,
word of mouth - constitute a remake beyond the realm of acknowledged
credits or clear textual signifiers (Verevis, Film Remakes 2).> The collec-
tive intention of the essays in this volume is not to draw these categories
through as strict taxonomic fields for understanding the film trilogy,
but rather to mobilize them as a way of acknowledging the broad styles
of the trilogy, between which there is inevitable overlap.

Industry

The industrial category of the film trilogy offers the most visible exam-
ple of the form, as well as the most volatile. The popular image of the
form is most likely to be associated with well-known Hollywood exam-
ples such as the Star Wars, The Lord of the Rings, and Matrix films.?
These trilogies function as planned, tripartite exercises, where the
designation is a specific prop in the films’ production and marketing.
Each set of films was initially promoted as a three-part series to build
a sense of stature and anticipation designed to translate into box-office
returns upon the release of the first and second sequels. Promotion of
the trilogy structure builds and encapsulates a sense of intentional and
authorial agency that, as Timothy Corrigan has identified, works as a
“brand-name vision whose aesthetic meanings and values have already
been determined” (40). In the case of The Lord of the Rings films - as
well as those of the “Millennium trilogy”* - this effect is often described



