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Action Cinema Now | 11-13 April 2019 | Minghella Studios, University of Reading, UK 
 
Conference schedule 
Welcome to the conference! Please find below the schedule for all three days, plus 
some additional notes below that you may find useful.  
 
Thursday 
12pm Registration 
1pm Welcome 
1.30pm Panel 1 Action Sites 

• Vincent M. Gaine (Loughborough University, UK) ‘Ripped from the 
News Site: New Action Realism’ 

• Russell Meeuf (University of Idaho, USA) ‘Domestic Death Traps: 
Action-Horror and Racial Resentments in the Contemporary U.S. 
Home Invasion Film’ 

• Anders Marklund (Lund University, Sweden) ‘Inspiration and 
Influence - on Isaac Nabwana and “Uganda's first action movie"’ 

Chair: Nick Jones  
3pm Coffee 
3.30pm Panel 2 Action Women 

• Philippa Gates (Wilfrid Laurier University, Canada) ‘Empowered but 
Contained: Black Wonder Women in Hollywood Action Films’ 

• Lindsay Steenberg (Oxford Brookes University, UK) ‘Gladiatrix: 
Gender and the Gladiatorial Burlesque’ 

Chair: Lisa Coulthard 
4.30pm Comfort break 
5pm Keynote  

Professor Gina Marchetti (University of Hong Kong) 
‘Anxiety in Action: Jackie Chan and Brexit along the Belt and Road’ 

Chair: Chris Holmlund 
6.30pm Book launch 

A Companion to the Action Film (Wiley, 2019), edited by James Kendrick 
 

 
Additional notes 

• All refreshments are provided in the Green Room on the ground floor. 
• All panels take place in Bob Kayley Theatre; all keynote lectures take place in 

Bulmershe Theatre. Both are on the ground floor.  
• The second floor Concourse is a quiet space for those who might need it.  
• Coats and suitcases can be left in the cloakroom on the First Floor; please ask a 

conference steward to unlock the space for you.  
• Printing facilities are available on Thursday and Friday only. Please email your file 

to Stephanie Brunger (s.a.brunger@reading.ac.uk) and collect the printout from 
the conference reception desk.  

• Gender neutral toilets are on the first floor, disabled toilets are on all floors.  
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Friday 
9am Registration  
10am Panel 3 Action as a Mode 

• Scott Higgins (Wesleyan University, USA) ‘Beyond the Dark 
Moment: Seriality and Heroic Failure in Contemporary Action 
Cinema’ 

• Charlie Michael (Emory University, USA) ‘The Contemporary French 
Action Ecosystem’ 

• Christopher Holliday (King’s College London, UK) & Alexander 
Sergeant (Bournemouth University, UK) ‘The Illusions of Division: 
Afrofuturist Ontologies, “Super(hero)cinema,” and Black Panther 
(2018)’ 

• Wayne Wong (University of Hong Kong, HK) ‘From Bruce Lee to 
The Avengers: The Ideational Connection between Hong Kong 
Martial Arts Cinema and Hollywood Action Cinema’ 

Chair: Philippa Gates 
11.50am Lunch 
12.50pm Panel 4 The Digital Franchise Film 

• Lisa Coulthard (University of British Columbia, Canada) ‘Big and 
Loud: Impact Aesthetics, Sound, and the Twenty-First Century 
Action Film’ 

• Lisa Purse (University of Reading, UK) ‘Feeling the Force: Physical 
Exertion and the Challenge of the Digital in Recent Action Cinema’ 

• Nick Jones (University of York, UK) ‘Inhabiting Chaos: Action 
Cinema and Digital 3D’ 

• Eve Benhamou (University of Bristol, UK) ‘Animating Action 
Cinema: Disney and the Contemporary Digital Action Spectacle’ 

Chair: Scott Higgins 
2.40pm Coffee 
3.10pm Panel 5 Below the Line Workers 

• Pawanpreet Kaur (Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi, India) 
‘Missing in Action: Stunt Workers in the Mumbai Film Industry’ 

• Lauren Steimer (University of South Carolina, USA) ‘Dirt Research 
in Action Studies: Field Notes on Contemporary Transnational 
Stuntwork’ 

• Shweta Ghosh (University of Reading, UK) ‘Hanuman vs. 
Superhuman: Mythology, Disability and Masculinity in Telugu 
Action Cinema’ 

Chair: Charlie Michael 
4.40pm Coffee 
5.15pm Keynote  

Professor Mary Beltrán (University of Texas at Austin, USA) 
‘Macha Latinas in an Era of Precarity: Action Fantasy in Colombiana and 
the new Miss Bala’ 

Chair: Gina Marchetti 
7.30pm Conference dinner 
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Saturday  
9am Registration 
10am Panel 6 Kicking Ass: Action Performers 

• Cynthia Baron (Bowling Green State University, USA) ‘Denzel 
Washington and the Paradoxes of Righteous Black Justice in Action 
Cinema’ 

• Glen Donnar (RMIT University, Melbourne, Australia) ‘“I Promised I 
Would Never Go Back to Being that Person”: Black Stars and 
Productively “Part-Time” Geri-Action Stardom’ 

• Mark Gallagher (University of Nottingham, UK) ‘Actors in Action’ 
Chair: Lorrie Palmer 

11.30am Coffee 
12pm Keynote  

Professor Yvonne Tasker (University of Leeds, UK) 
‘Action as genre and mode: race, spectacle and American action 
cinema(s)’ 

Chair: Mary Beltrán 
1.30pm Lunch 
2.30pm Panel 7 Framing the Fight 

• Lorrie Palmer (Towson University, US) ‘Looks: Visualizing Female 
Prowess in the Action Set Piece’ 

• Charles-Antoine Courcoux (University of Lausanne, Switzerland) 
‘The Way We Fight: Women in Contemporary American Action 
Films’  

• Karen A. Ritzenhoff (Central Connecticut State University, USA) 
‘Afro-Futurism, Fashion, Politics and Amazons in Black Panther’ 

Chair: Lindsey Steenberg 
4pm Comfort break 
4.30pm Plenary Reflection 

Chair: Lisa Purse 
5.15pm Coffee 
6pm Leverhulme Public Lecture  

Professor Emerita Chris Holmlund (University of Tennessee-Knoxville, USA) 
‘Mother-F*ers of Invention: Women in Geriaction’  
 
This lecture is supported by the Leverhulme Trust.  

Chair: Yvonne Tasker 
followed 
by 

Wine and light buffet reception 
 

8pm Conference closes 
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Conference information 
 
Conference organisers 
Dr Lisa Purse 
Professor Chris Holmlund 
Professor Yvonne Tasker 
 
Conference Dinner 
This takes place at 7.30pm, Friday 12 April 2019, at Zizzi’s, 64 King’s Road, Reading, 
RG1 3BJ.  
 
The conference dinner costs £34, and you will have paid when you registered for the 
conference, and pre-selected your menu choices.   
 
This price includes: 
Shared starters, a main and a dessert course 
A glass of limoncello 
PLUS half a bottle of wine OR 3 soft drinks OR 2 beers per person 
 
Coffee and tea are not included. Additional drinks / coffee / tea will need to be 
purchased by you separately.  
 
Getting to/from the conference 
Where? The conference will take place at the Minghella Studios, home of the 

Department of Film, Theatre & Television and the Centre for Film 
Aesthetics and Cultures, on the Whiteknights Campus of the University 
of Reading.  
The Minghella Studios are building 195 on Whiteknights Campus map.  
 

Getting here The nearest train station is Reading, and the nearest airport is London 
Heathrow.  
There is a Heathrow-Reading railair bus transfer service which is regular 
and drops you at Reading train station.  
Railair period returns are £27 or £15.50 if you book early.  
From Reading station, taxis to campus are around £9, and buses are 
£2 (single fare).  
More information is available here: 
https://www.reading.ac.uk/about/visit-us.aspx  
 

If you want to 
explore 
London while 
you are here 

There are fast and regular rail connections to London Paddington if you 
would like to explore the UK capital city before or after the conference. 
National Rail enquiries will help you identify trains and fares to/from 
London, and Transport for London’s journey planner will help you 
navigate once you are there.  
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Eating & Drinking on/near campus 
Please note: the conference provides lunch and coffee/biscuits on Friday and Saturday; 
coffee/biscuits are provided on the Thursday.  
 
All University cafes and outlets take card payments only. The campus cafes are not 
open on Saturdays. All cafes serve coffees, teas, sandwiches and snacks, and have 
vegan and gluten free options. All are wheelchair accessible, although the Library café is 
a little tricky due to the construction work going on outside. 
 
Dol.che Vita Café  
Palmer Building 

Just next to Minghella Studios 
Open Mon-Fri, 8am-6pm 
 

Library Café 
Main Library 

Across the quad from Minghella Studios 
Open Mon-Fri, 8am-6pm 
 

Henley Business School 
Café 
Henley Business School 

Turn right out of Minghella Studios and it’s the next 
building. Open Mon-Fri, 8.30am-4pm 

Park House Bar 
Park House 

Across the quad from Minghella Studios, and past the 
Cedars Hotel. Pub atmosphere. Serves drinks and hot food 
12pm-8pm. Open Mon-Fri, 12pm-11pm.  

Cooperative Supermarket 
Whiteknights campus  

Across the quad from Minghella Studios. 
https://finder.coop.co.uk/food/store/RG6-6UA/shinfield-
road 

 
There is also a row of shops at Christchurch Green, which you get to by going out of 
the main entrance of the University, and turning right. The shops are on the left hand 
side of the road after the traffic lights.  
 
Greggs bakery/coffee 
shop  

Sells sweet and savoury pastry items, sandwiches and 
coffee.  

Lloyds Pharmacy For all your medicinal needs.  

Two convenience stores For (almost) everything else. 

Sizzling Spice A good and reasonably priced Indian restaurant 
http://www.sizzlingspice.co.uk/  

The Queens Head A pub which serves traditional English and Thai dishes 
http://www.readingpubcompany.com/home.html 

 
Reading town centre  
There is a large shopping complex in the centre of Reading called The Oracle, which in 
addition to lots of shops has a Vue cinema and a wide variety of riverside restaurants 
and bars. https://www.theoracle.com/  
 
There are more restaurants and bars in the streets around the Oracle, on Minster 
Street, and St Mary’s Butts (next to Reading Minster), and further shops and bars on 
Broad Street and Friar Street.  
This downloadable map of the centre will help you navigate the area: 
http://www.reading-travelinfo.co.uk/media/37316/explorerpocketmap.pdf  
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There is a historical quarter around Forbury Gardens. Nearby you will find the Reading 
Museum and the Abbey Quarter, which encompasses the former grounds of Reading 
Abbey, and includes the Abbey Ruins, The Abbey Gateway, Forbury Gardens, and 
Reading Gaol, where Oscar Wilde was imprisoned. You can find more information 
about the area on the Reading Museum website.  
 
Visitor access to the University Wi-Fi 
Delegates whose hom institutions use EDURAM should be able to log in using those 
details.  
For everyone else (and those experiencing problems logging into EDURAM), please use 
the login details provided in your conference pack.  
Connecting to the UoR-Guest Wi-Fi should be easy and the service has been designed 
to work with a wide variety of devices.  
Security Warning: 
The UoR-Guest network does not guarantee any effective encryption while data is in 
transit over the air. It is recommended that you do not use this service to transfer 
personal, confidential or sensitive data without using a natively secure transfer protocol 
(such as HTTPS, IMAPS, SSH etc) or a suitable VPN connection. 
Connect to the UoR-Guest network 
UoR-Guest is secured using a WPA2 pre-shared key. This means you will need to enter 
a network key in order to connect; this key is printed on the letter containing your visitor 
username and password. 

• From the list of available Wi-Fi networks, choose UoR-Guest and 
press connect. 

• When you are asked for the network key, enter it carefully. The network key is 
case sensitive. On some computers this may be referred to as a WPA or WPA2 
password or key. 

• Your device should now associate with the UoR-Guest network. 
• Enter your visitor username and password 
• Open your web browser and attempt to connect to an Internet site. 
• You should be redirected to a login screen. If you are not redirected, go to 

https://guest.auth.reading.ac.uk/. 
• Enter your visitor username and password into the appropriate boxes, including 

the part after the @ in the username. Note that the password is case sensitive. 
• Press the Submit button, after a short delay you will be redirected to your 

original web site. 
• You can now use the internet. You do not have to keep your web browser 

open. 
• Your username and password are valid until the time shown on your welcome 

letter. 
Having problems? 
UoR-Guest is designed to work like most Wi-Fi in coffee shops or commercial 
conference venues. 
If you still cannot get connected, please ensure your computer is set to automatically 
request an IP address and DNS server settings from a DHCP server, and is not 
configured to use a proxy server. These are the default settings for most computers; 
however some corporate laptops may have had these settings set to non-default values 
by your company's IT team. If this is the case we will unfortunately be unable to assist 
you with connecting. If you require further assistance, please contact the IT service 
desk. http://www.reading.ac.uk/internal/its/help/its-Helpcomputing.aspx 	
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Conference abstracts 
These are provided in alphabetical order.  
 
Cynthia Baron, Bowling Green State University 
‘Denzel Washington and the Paradoxes of Righteous Black Justice in Action Cinema’ 
 
In her review of The Equalizer 2 (Fuqua, 2018), Manohla Dargis not only identifies Denzel 
Washington as one of the “reigning symbolic patriarchs of genre cinema – a fraternity that 
includes Clint Eastwood, Liam Neeson, and the rather less-convincing Bruce Willis.” Reflecting 
on Washington’s roles in The Magnificent Seven (Fuqua, 2016), The Book of Eli (Hughes, 2010), 
and Man on Fire (Scott, 2004), Dargis also proposes that “Mr. Washington plays the role once 
embodied by John Wayne, except that the fight now usually takes place in cities instead of the 
wild West of Hollywood’s own Manifest Destiny.”  
 
The idea that contemporary Hollywood entrusts Washington to perform the role of “defender-
savior” (Dargis) once embodied by Wayne warrants analysis of industrial, social, and 
performance factors. While both actors are consistently among the top ten actors on the 
nationwide Harris Poll of America’s Favorite Movies Stars, Washington’s fans include women 
and (left-leaning) Democratic voters while Wayne’s are male and (right-leaning) Republican.  
 
The tacit transition from Wayne to Washington invites many questions. Do Washington’s roles in 
action cinema suggest that some contemporary Hollywood films reflect “appropriate responses 
to the ethical dimensions of representation and marginalisation” (CFP)? On the other hand, do 
the action films with Washington reveal the ongoing limitations that performers of color face in 
mainstream entertainment? Specifically, do Hollywood and white Americans continue to accept 
performers of color in roles as dutiful servants of the existing order, but not in ones that explore 
their intimate personal lives or their experiences in a racist society?  
 
Similarly, how do racial and class politics intersect in Washington’s action films? If one finds that 
the films do represent “appropriate responses to the ethical dimensions of representation and 
marginalisation,” does this mean that they are politically progressive in other respects? For 
instance, given the flamboyant vigilante justice in Washington’s action films, do they perhaps 
more clearly reveal that Hollywood and its capitalist ethos will only accommodate the 
representation of right-leaning, individualistic action – as opposed to left-leaning, collective 
action? Further, if these are morality plays, what are the philosophical or theological frameworks 
that make the “violently avenging hero [such] a durable American archetype” (Dargis)? Moreover, 
what does Washington’s embodiment of this role signify to different audiences? 
 
Washington’s status as an Oscar-winning star contributes to those differing impressions, as 
does his background as a biopic star in films such as Cry Freedom (Attenborough, 1987), 
Malcolm X (Lee, 1992), Remember the Titans (Yakin, 2000), and The Great Debaters 
(Washington, 2007). Reviews of Washington’s actions films often criticize the narratives but 
consistency praise Washington’s performances, and as Dargis notes, “like as many of the 
greatest American male stars, violence becomes him.” Washington’s performances in action 
films are thus evidence that action films depend on the “the hero’s ability to use his/her body in 
overcoming enemies and obstacles” (Tasker 2). The paper proposes that the details of 
Washington’s performances warrant particular analysis in studies that seek to understand the 
paradoxes surrounding his place as one of the “reigning symbolic patriarchs of genre cinema.”  
 
Indicative Bibliography 
Baron, Cynthia. Denzel Washington. London: British Film Institute/Palgrave, 2015. 
Dargis, Manohla. “Denzel Washington Plays Judge, Jury and Executioner in ‘The Equalizer 2.’” 
The New York Times, July 19, 2018. 
Flory, Dan. Philosophy, Black Film, Film Noir. University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 2008. 
Purse, Lisa. Contemporary Action Cinema. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2011. 
Tasker, Yvonne. The Hollywood Action and Adventure Film. Malden, MA: Wiley Blackwell, 2015.  
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Biography Cynthia Baron is a Professor in the Department of Theatre and Film and an affiliate 
faculty in the American Culture Studies doctoral program at Bowling Green State University. She 
is the author of Denzel Washington (2015) and Modern Acting: The Lost Chapter of American 
Film and Theatre (2016). She is co-author of Reframing Screen Performance (2008), and 
Appetites and Anxieties: Food, Film, and the Politics of Representation (2014), and Acting Indie: 
Aesthetics, Industry, and Performance (forthcoming). She is the BGSU Research Professor of 
Excellence for 2017-2020.   
 
 
Eve Benhamou, University of Bristol 
Animating Action Cinema: Disney and the Contemporary Digital Action Spectacle 
 
Disney computer-animated features playfully re-appropriate and challenge the aesthetics and 
generic boundaries of the action genre. This paper examines how films such as Bolt (2008), 
Wreck-It Ralph (2012), Big Hero 6 (2014) and Moana (2016) rework the digital action spectacle, 
opening up new perspectives on the analysis of contemporary action cinema. 
 
Academic works on action cinema tend to overlook or omit animated films, partly due to their 
perceived limited audience – children, families – and their different form, animation. Yet, the high 
success and critical acclaim of animated action franchises such as Pixar’s The Incredibles (2004; 
2018) and DreamWorks’ How to Train Your Dragon (2010; 2014) reveal the broad appeal of 
such films; their reliance on computer-generated animation parallels the pivotal presence of 
state-of-the-art digital effects within live-action action films. While Disney is mostly associated 
with hand-drawn animation, fairy tales and musicals, the action genre represents a major 
influence within the studio’s contemporary computer-animated output, especially since Disney’s 
acquisition of Pixar in 2006 and Marvel in 2009. Bolt, Wreck-It Ralph, Big Hero 6 and Moana 
distinctly re-envision action-adventure tropes through their status as animated features, using 
the specific language and form of animation, and as Disney films, building on a rich intertextual 
network.  
 
This paper relies on an expanded conception of the action genre, uncovering its fluid boundaries 
and wide outreach. I follow from Yvonne Tasker, who considers action as an “over-arching term” 
in order to acknowledge its multiplicity and hybridity (Tasker 2015: 3). The multifaceted aspects 
of the genre surface throughout Disney’s contemporary output: Bolt focuses on a dog which is 
unknowingly the lead of a fast-paced action television show; Wreck-It-Ralph follows “bad guy” 
Ralph as he ventures into several video games including first-person shooters and kart racing; 
Big Hero 6 depicts the origin story of a team of young superheroes. In Moana, the titular 
character sets out on a perilous journey across the ocean to find demigod Maui and save her 
island from destruction. 
 
Tasker observes that, despite their varied iconography, action films share a common emphasis 
on impressive set design and special effects, presenting an awe-inspiring cinematic spectacle 
(Tasker 2015: 12). In this paper, I argue that the action spectacle is at the core of Disney’s multi-
layered reworking of the genre. Bolt, Wreck-It Ralph, Big Hero 6, and Moana playfully reproduce 
the visuals and thrills of action cinema; they question the mise en scène behind such dazzling 
displays and performances; and they generically expand the empowering potential of the action 
experience for the protagonists. I particularly rely on authors such as Geoff King, who explore 
parallels between the action genre and the musical, and Jane Feuer’s work on the backstage 
musical, to approach Disney animated films as “backstage action films” which notably demystify 
and subvert action tropes. 
 
Exploring the multi-layered reworking of the digital action spectacle in Bolt, Wreck-It Ralph, Big 
Hero 6, and Moana, this paper shows how Disney questions and re-envisions the action genre, 
and points to new areas for the study of contemporary action cinema. 
 
Indicative Bibliography 
Dyer, Richard. In the Space of a Song: The Uses of Song in Film. Abingdon: Routledge, 2012. 
Feuer, Jane. The Hollywood Musical. Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1993. 
Purse, Lisa. Digital Imaging in Popular Cinema. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2013. 
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King, Geoff. Spectacular Narratives: Hollywood in the Age of the Blockbuster. London: Tauris, 
2000. 
Tasker, Yvonne. The Hollywood Action and Adventure Film. Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, 
2015. 
 
Biography Eve Benhamou is a doctoral candidate at the University of Bristol. Her research 
examines how Disney contemporary animated features (2008-2016) revisit Hollywood film 
genres, considering more particularly aspects of gender constructions and aesthetics. Her article 
“Freezing versus wrecking: Reworking the superhero genre in Disney’s Frozen (2013) and 
Wreck-It Ralph (2012)” was published in Animation Practice, Process & Production in 2016. She 
has co-organised 2016’s “Reimagining Beauty and the Beast” interdisciplinary conference, and 
has administrated the 5th Annual BAFTSS Conference under the direction of Prof. Sarah Street 
(2017). She is the co-convenor of the BAFTSS Special Interest Group on Animation. 
 
 
Lisa Coulthard, University of British Columbia 
‘Big and Loud: Impact Aesthetics, Sound, and the Twenty-First Century Action Film’  
 
As part of a five-year research project on film sound and violence, this paper will analyze the “big 
and loud” impact aesthetics in action cinema in the last decade. Yvonne Tasker notes in her 
introduction to Action and Adventure Cinema (Routledge 2004), that action has emerged as the 
pre-eminent genre or mode of contemporary American cinema.  Usually framed in visual terms, the 
violence, dynamic action, and kinetic adventure that are a part of this film genre contain significant 
acoustic dimensions – ones that construct and shape the sense of action spectacle itself, that 
redefine the role of film sound and music, and that alter the way we watch and listen to movies. In 
his essay “Big and Loud” for Sight and Sound, Larry Gross questions the “Big Loud Action Movie” 
trend from a primarily visual orientation, but he recognizes that sounds in these films explode off the 
screen and are an integral component in audience enjoyment. While Gross sees 1995 (the year of 
the essay’s writing) as the height of these trends, it is clear that the bigness and loudness have only 
intensified (and internationalized) since that time. Although sound and music have since 1930 played 
a central role in the depiction of spectacular action, the last decade has seen significant changes 
that mark the contemporary cinematic experience as especially acoustically defined, as evidenced 
by recent articles and opinion pieces worrying about action films getting “too loud” and questioning 
whether audience hearing is in danger.1    
 
This paper contends that sonic affect and aesthetics drive the sensory experience of cinematic 
action today. Focusing on loudness and addressing the sonic aspects of contemporary action 
cinema’s “impact aesthetics” (King) and “digital visceral” (Purse), this paper will analyze cinematic 
sound and volume in the contemporary action sequence. It will question how volume, tone, pitch, 
timbre, and resonance operate in spectacular action sound and interrogate the impact of sonic 
violence in this era associated with aural spectacle, increased volume, and aural power? Current 
debates about the increasing and potentially deafening “loudness” of contemporary action cinema 
are connected to the blockbusting attractions of acoustic impact aesthetics -- high volume music, 
car crashes, gun blasts, explosions. This “auditory spectacular” of high volume and high impact 
noise, effects, and music are intensified in the past decade’s emphasis on immersion and 
envelopment foregrounded by surround sound. Arguing that innovations in, and an increased 
emphasis on, film sound works in concert with this contemporary pre-eminence and popularity of 
action/ adventure cinema, this paper will focus on two sonic objects across a large number of 
contemporary action films -- the gunshot and the explosion -- to assert the significance of the 
acoustic in the spectacular, blockbusting and popularizing qualities of American action cinema 
today. 
 
Indicative Bibliography 
Gross, Larry. “Big and Loud.” Sight & Sound 5.8 (August 1995): 6-10 

																																																								
1 https://www.indiewire.com/2017/07/dunkirk-too-loud-christopher-nolan-1201860027/; 
https://hearinghealthmatters.org/waynesworld/2017/movies-loud-still/; https://www.nbc4i.com/news/u-s-
world/are-movie-theaters-getting-too-loud_20180403062525543/1096264371 
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King, Geoff. Spectacular Narratives. Hollywood in the Age of the Blockbuster. London, New 
York: I.B. Tauris, 2000.  
Purse, Lisa. “Digital Visceral: Textural Play and the Flamboyant Gesture in Digital Screen 
Violence.” Journal of Popular Film and Television 45.1 (2017): 16-25. 
Tasker, Yvonne. “Introduction: Action and Adventure Cinema.” Action and Adventure Cinema, 
ed. Yvonne Tasker. London: Routledge, 2004: 1-13. 
 
Biography Lisa Coulthard is Associate Professor of Film Studies in the Department of Theatre 
and Film, where she is graduate advisor for the M.A. and Ph.D. in Cinema and Media Studies. 
She has published widely on film and televisual violence and is in the final year of a Social 
Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada Insight Grant on sound and violence. 
She is currently completing a monograph on sound and violence to be published with Oxford 
University Press. 
 
Charles-Antoine Courcoux, Université de Lausanne 
‘The way we fight: women in contemporary American action films’ 
 
From the swashbuckler or adventure movies starring Errol Flynn in the 1930s (Captain Blood 
[1935], The Charge of the Light Brigade [1936], The Adventures of Robin Hood [1938], The Sea 
Hawk [1940]) to the numerous episodes of the Die Hard franchise (1988-2013), the very diverse 
productions which can be federated around the generic category of the « Hollywood action film » 
have not constituted a favorable space for the development of female characters in leading and 
active roles. If, as several studies on the genre have already shown, this state of affairs started to 
change during the second half of the 1990s, with the release of emblematic films such as The 
Long Kiss Goodnight (1996) or The Matrix (1999), this transformation – which is neither the fruit 
of a linear evolutionary process nor can be associated with discourses of systematically 
“feminist” or even homogeneous content – has recently been confirmed by the box-office 
success of productions such as The Hunger Games franchise (2012-2015), Mad Max: Fury 
Road (2015), Star Wars: The Force Awakens (2015) and Wonder Woman (2017). Yet, because it 
involves traditionally male practices, motives, attributes and ideals, the status of “hero” tends to 
become problematic when applied to a woman.  
 
Starting from this very general observation, which becomes even more apparent in a film genre 
involving substantial bodily engagement on the part of the main character, I will explore, in a 
gender and comparative perspective, the ways in which some these actions films represent 
women in combat scenes, particularly the way their fight are choreographed, the outfits they 
were and the accessories with which they are endowed in comparison with their male 
counterparts. In order to highlight the visual and narrative strategies by which contemporary 
action films attenuate the tensions generated by the inclusion of powerful women in a genre that 
has long been perceived as a masculine prerogative, I will focus my analysis on a trio of 2018 
productions – namely The Incredibles 2, Ant-Man and the Wasp and Mission Impossible: Fallout 
– that have all frontally addressed the issue of the emergence of physically active, confident and 
efficient women in a field of action previously monopolized by men.  
 
Indicative Bibliography 
Bilat, Loïse, HAVER, Gianni (dir.), Le Héros était une femme… Le genre de l’aventure, Lausanne, 
Antipodes, 2011. 
Brown, Jeffrey, Dangerous Curves : Action Heroines, Gender, Fetishism and Popular Culture, 
Jackson, University Press of Mississippi, 2011. 
Brown, Jeffrey, Beyond Bombshells, The New Action Heroine in Popular Culture, University 
Press of Mississippi, 2015. 
Geller, Theresa L., « Queering Hollywood’s Tough Chick : The Subversions of Sex, Race and 
Nation in The Long Kiss Goodnight and The Matrix », in Frontiers : A Journal of Women Studies, 
vol. 25, n°3, 2004, pp. 8-34. 
Guido, Laurent, HAVER, Gianni (dir.), Images de la femme sportive aux XIXe et XXe siècles, 
Chêne-Bourg, Georg, 2003. 
INNESS, Sherri A., (dir.) Action Chicks: New Images of Tough Women in Popular Culture, New 
York, Palgrave Macmillan, 2004. 
LARSON, Jennifer, Greek Heroine Cults, Madison, The University of Wisconsin Press, 1995. 
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KING, Geoff, Spectacular Narratives. Hollywood in the Age of the Blockbuster, London, New 
York, I. B. Tauris Publishers, 2000. 
MOINE, Raphaëlle, Les Femmes d’action au cinéma, Paris, Armand Colin, 2010. 
PURSE Lisa, Contemporary Action Cinema, Edinburgh, Edinburgh University Press, 2011.  
TASKER, Yvonne, Working Girls: Gender and Sexuality in Popular Cinema, London and New 
York, Routledge, 1998. 
 
Biography Charles-Antoine Courcoux is Senior Lecturer at the Department of Film History and 
Aesthetics at the University of Lausanne, Switzerland, and Head of the Center for Film Studies. 
He holds a PhD in Films studies form the University of Zurich and an MA in Film History & 
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Glen Donnar, RMIT University 
‘“I Promised I Would Never Go Back to Being that Person”: Black Stars and Productively ‘Part-
Time’ Geri-Action Stardom 
 
Since the mid-2000s, there has been a marked resurgence in Hollywood action films featuring 
older male heroes, and predominantly showcasing male stars ranging in age from their mid-50s 
into their 70s. This ‘geri-action’ cycle—a less-than-kind label that combines geriatric and 
action—has revitalised, transformed and extended the careers of ageing stars, including 
Sylvester Stallone, Arnold Schwarzenegger and Liam Neeson. Across numerous franchise 
revivals, reboots, rise of all-star action collectives and emergence of unexpected action stars, 
the cycle has rekindled-but-reformulated many of the long-standing associations of action 
cinema, politics and society. Geri-action cinema and its stars are still considered to diagnose 
perceived social ills and national anxieties and embody their violent ‘cures’, as ageing heroes 
violently contest economic uncertainty and perceived threats to traditional (white) masculinities. 
With notable exceptions such as Jackie Chan, Jet Li and Helen Mirren, geri-action’s roots in 80s 
action cinema ‘muscularity’ and ‘hard bodies’ mean it has been implicitly associated with white 
male stars, including in my own recent work. 
 
In light of this, this paper will analyse the intriguing ‘part-time’ action careers of Denzel 
Washington and Samuel L Jackson. In contrast to the ‘off-Broadway’ resurgence of Wesley 
Snipes in independent/schlock action films such as Armed Response (Stockwell, 2017), these 
stars are not defined primarily by their associations with the action genre, with their films that 
could be described as geri-action sprinkled amongst a wide variety of other films and genres. 
Washington, the two-time Oscar winning actor and director of the Best Picture nominated 
Fences (2016), has repeatedly returned to the action genre, and most recently in films such as 
The Equalizer (Fuqua 2014) and The Equalizer 2 (Fuqua 2018). Jackson, meanwhile, is the 
highest box office earner in Hollywood history, appearing in an astonishing array of highly 
commercial genre films since the critical acclaim of his early career. Jackson’s forays into geri-
action, most recently in films like The Hitman’s Bodyguard (Hughes 2017) and the Incredibles 2 
(Bird 2018), especially demonstrates an atypical willingness to assume a variety of action 
mentor, sidekick and hero roles. What do geri-action’s ‘part-time’ black stars tell us about 
ageing action stardom and global reformulations of the genre? The paper will first examine how 
their conscious ‘part-time’ presence in geri-action interrogates the presumed and predominant 
whiteness of the subgenre. It will then discuss how their determined ‘genre mobility’, in 
broadening and prolonging their stardom, both disrupts ageing action star anxieties about 
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having passed one’s ‘use-by date’ and complicates the well-worn action genre trope of being 
‘used (up)’ by others. It will conclude by asserting that, more than merely enlarging geri-action, 
Washington and Jackson’s career choices effectively ‘made space’ in the genre for other 
acclaimed actors to enter and flourish—and for that can we be glad that each star repeatedly 
“go[es] back to being that person”. 
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Vincent M. Gaine, Loughborough University 
‘Ripped from the News Site: New Action Realism’ 
  
This paper analyses new action realism, a distinct sub-genre within contemporary action 
cinema. It is a sub-genre characterised by an aesthetic that makes particular use of digital image 
capture and manipulation. While digital filming has become the norm in mainstream film 
production, filmmakers working in this sub-genre have utilised digital imaging in significant ways, 
ways that constitute significant developments in film realism and action cinema. Such directors 
as Kathryn Bigelow, Paul Greengrass, Michael Mann and Denis Villeneuve, working with 
cinematographers including Roger Deakins, Barry Ackroyd, Greig Fraser and Stuart Dryburgh, 
have used digital imaging to create an aesthetic characterised by claustrophobic immediacy that 
recalls non-narrative, amateur footage. Through discussion of theory, genre, narrative and style 
in relation to such films as Blackhat, Jason Bourne, Zero Dark Thirty and Sicario, the paper 
argues that new action realism problematises notions of film realism through particular stylistic 
and expressive features. 
 
A key focus of the analysis is claustrophobia, as new action realism is characterised by close-
ups that bring the viewer into intimate and sometimes uncomfortable proximity with both the 
characters and the violent action depicted onscreen. New action realism is explicit and sudden 
in its presentation of violence, which often appears without warning and creates extensive 
damage to the human body. The graphic nature of new action realism is in stark contrast to the 
often-sanitised violence of many action movies, and adds to the discomforting intimacy of this 
sub-genre. Another characteristic feature is immediacy, as the images of new action realism 
echo footage captured by military personnel as well as news reporters embedded in combat 
zones, and amateur footage of terrorist attacks, most infamously those that took place on 9/11. 
Digital film has allowed action auteurs to adopt the ‘YouTube aesthetic’ of amateur filmmakers 
who create videos on their personal devices and share these videos via social media. Like this 
amateur footage, new action realism is also characterised by obscuration and omission, hinting 
at as much of the story as it explicitly presents. This incomplete visual display imbues these films 
with a sense of confusion and befuddlement, which is part of new action realism’s dramatisation 
of contemporary fears and pessimisms. Zero Dark Thirty is a tale of the so-called ‘Forever Wars’ 
following 9/11, while the war on drugs is the subject of Sicario. Surveillance culture and 
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technological omnipresence within contemporary globalisation take centre stage in Blackhat and 
Jason Bourne. The subject matter of these films combined with their stylistic features means that 
new action realism can be read as stories that could be ripped from the headlines or, more 
appropriately, the news site. New action realism uses its digital aesthetic to present a world of 
fear and paranoia, a world simultaneously familiar and unfamiliar, captured by and yet obscured 
by its medium, and it is a development of action cinema that is acutely of its time.  
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Mark Gallagher, University of Nottingham 
‘Actors in Action’ 
 
This paper’s subject might be clarified by a loaded subtitle: “(Good) Actors in (Adequate) Action.”  
Attentive to the conference’s performance theme, I investigate the acting work of performers 
critically understood as “good actors” as they move into popular action cinema, not an expressly 
disreputable mode but also not a regular source of highbrow cultural capital. 
 
Popular action and adventure cinemas in Hollywood and beyond routinely cast performers 
whose previous screen or stage work affords them reputations as dramatic talents.  Acclaimed 
actors have provided a bounty of screen patriarchs: witness Alec Guinness in Star Wars (1977), 
Marlon Brando in Superman (1978), or Max von Sydow in Flash Gordon (1980).  None of these 
films call on the mature actors to perform stunts or other physically demanding action.  In 
ensuing decades, though, advances in effects technology and flattening of cultural distinctions 
between highbrow and lowbrow forms have created opportunities for critically acclaimed actors 
to enter the fray in spectacular ways. 
 
I do not assert that esteemed dramatic actors condescend to popular roles or put their skills on 
autopilot in action parts, though countless reviewers (and many actors too) have made claims to 
that effect.  For example, Christopher Orr wryly observes in his review of the action thriller The 
Gunman (2015) that one character is “played by someone who looks identical to Javier Bardem 
but somehow seems to lack any of his talent.  […] Of all the reasons for you not to see this film, 
perhaps the best one is that Javier Bardem’s reputation surely wants very much for you not to 
see it.”  While Bardem himself might chuckle at the barb, this paper seeks in part to refute 
judgments that certain actors possess more, or are more deserving of, cultural capital than the 
mass-market films in which they appear. 
 
Hollywood action films have repeatedly showcased Best Actor Oscar winners, including Brando, 
Guinness, Ben Kingsley and Colin Firth (and lest one forget, Nicholas Cage too).  This paper’s 
figures include Mads Mikkelsen, Cannes Best Actor award-winner for The Hunt (2012), and later 
featured in Rogue One: A Star Wars Story and Doctor Strange (both 2016); and Javier Bardem, 
two-time Best Actor Oscar nominee, Best Supporting Actor winner for No Country For Old Men 
(2007), and later a flamboyant villain in the Bond installment Skyfall (2012) and a double-crossing 
Lothario in The Gunman.  For comparison, I look also at the work of Firth, Tom Hiddleston and 
Oscar Isaac—other “non-action” actors cast in recent Hollywood action releases. 



	 14	

 
Commentators routinely assess action performers in terms of physical abilities, often overlooking 
markers of dramatic prowess such as visual and verbal expressions of character and 
psychology.  In contrast, I reframe the incredulous response “what are good actors doing in 
action movies?” into a productive question: what do good actors do in action movies?  Overall, 
the paper draws conclusions about creative choices, cultural labor and the popular action 
mode’s encouragement or restriction of culturally venerated forms of dramatic expression. 
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Philippa Gates, Wilfrid Laurier University 
‘Empowered but Contained: Black Wonder Women in Hollywood Action Films’ 
 
Wonder Woman (Jenkins 2017) was heralded as a game-changer for taking a risk on a woman-
centred action film—and that risk paid off. Wonder Woman grossed $812 million US (half of that 
in North America and the half worldwide), confirming that audiences—both male and female, 
domestic and international—were hungry for empowered women in the action genre. And 
Hollywood has taken note, releasing new films with women at the centre, including the reboot of 
Tomb Raider (Uthaug 2018) with Alicia Vikander and Peppermint (Morel, Sep 2018 release) with 
Jennifer Garner. Notably, however, Hollywood is taking its risks on white wonder women in solo 
action films—not women of colour. And, while critics and audiences raved about Black Panther 
(Coogler 2018) and its significance for its representation of black masculinity, for the most part, 
they ignored the film’s equally ground-breaking representation of black women. The film offered 
not one but four strong female characters: a strong queen (Angela Bassett), an undercover 
operative rescuing women from male abuse (Lupita Nyong’o), the leader of the army (Danai 
Gurira), and a scientist and technology expert (Letitia Wright). Black Panther’s worldwide 
boxoffice earnings were $1.35 billion US ($700 million in North America), meaning that it was 
watched by 1.7 times more filmgoers around the world than Wonder Woman.  
 
Films like Wonder Woman and Black Panther have proven that the people who used to occupy 
the margins of Hollywood’s most successful genre can and should occupy the centre. Manthia 
Diawara argues that white people occupy the centre in mainstream film, while black men only 
exist in relation to white men and most often on the margins. And, when mainstream cinema 
does present black men at the centre, Ed Guerrero argues that their masculinity is eroded and 
race nullified by a variety of “strategies of containment”—including the denial of black sexuality 
and action. As Guerrero notes, there is a reluctance in mainstream cinema to place a black star 
in a film without a white co-star and a white context to allow a point of identification for the 
assumed predominantly white audience. While both Diawara and Guerrero focus on black men, I 
argue that the same strategies of containment and lack of access to mainstream’s centre holds 
true—and more so—for black women. For example, Regina King may be present in Miss 
Congeniality 2: Armed and Fabulous (Pasquin 2005), but her character functions as black buddy 
to Sandra Bullock’s central hero. 
 



	 15	

When black women do appear in action films, they appear mainly in ensemble casts fronted by 
white women and in action comedies—such as Ghostbusters: Answering the Call (Feig 2016) 
and Ocean’s Eight (Ross 2018)—not in the more prestigious and respected action drama. And, 
while Black Panther is significant for its four strong female characters, they are secondary to a 
male hero and restricted to Africa—denying them the opportunity to occupy similar roles and 
space in mainstream American society. There are a few exceptions: Proud Mary (Najafi 2018) 
starred Taraji P. Henson as a vengeful woman of action but did poorly at the box office (making 
only $4 million US more than its estimated budget); and the forthcoming Widows (McQueen, 
Nov 2018 release) which offers action roles for Viola Davis and Cynthia Erivo. In my book 
Detecting Women (2011), I examined the female-led Blaxploitation films of the 1970s like those 
starring Pam Grier. In this paper, I will examine how Hollywood offers only certain kinds of 
spaces and types of action for black women to perform—allowing them representation but, at 
the same time, containing their ability to be represented equally to white women and/or black 
men. 
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Shweta Ghosh, University of Reading 
‘Hanuman vs. Superhuman: Mythology, Disability and Masculinity in Telugu Action Cinema’ 
 
In an intense action scene from a Telugu-language comedy-action film Supreme (2016), a young 
able-bodied taxi driver (Balu) and a group of physically strong, disabled men save the young 
child protagonist (Rajan) and his property from the evil intentions of a greedy businessman. The 
film makes visible the disabilities of the disabled men - thin lower limbs, amputated leg stumps 
or missing lower bodies - but uses these very body parts as tools for combat in the action 
sequence. Supreme garnered worldwide collections of over 4.6 million pounds and this scene 
has been important to it in multiple ways. The video of the ‘making’ of this scene was included in 
the final credit roll, and released separately on YouTube as a part of the film’s promotion 
strategy. In the ‘making’ video, the able-bodied protagonist of the movie says that “they (the 
disabled group) are physically challenged but they took this scene up as a challenge”. YouTube 
comments repeatedly deem the men as “great” and “inspiring”, and tip their hats off to the 
“creative approach” of the director. 
 
The Telugu film industry is the second largest and second-oldest in India after the Hindi industry. 
Since its inception, it has had a history of adapting mythological themes and characters. 
Supreme borrows elements from the Hindu epic Ramayana, and sets them in modern times. 
Here Rajan stands for benevolence, fairness and justice - ideals represented by Lord/King 
Rama, while Balu mirrors the qualities of physical might, intelligence and devotion seen in 
Rama’s faithful aide Hanuman (the monkey-faced Hindu God). The disabled fighters represent 
the ‘vanar sena’, the monkey-faced army of warriors called upon by Hanuman to help Rama in 
his mission and stand for strength and teamwork. 
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This paper explores the elements of this scene that point towards the mix of progressive and 
regressive representations of disability in action films. The representation of the disabled fighters 
as the divine ‘monkey-army’ can seem problematic given the recent shift in official nomenclature 
in India from viklang (disabled body) to divyang (divine body) or a reading of disability as de-
humanising. However, it can also be understood as a positive representation of disability within 
the mythological context of the story and Telugu cinema history. Additionally, the scene features 
a cast of visibly disabled men, something rarely seen on film screens or in film production 
processes. The disabled men’s performance of physically demanding stunts themselves is a 
direct opposition to the widespread norm of able-bodied actors ‘cripping up’ (Fox and Sandahl, 
2018) to perform disability. 
 
However, this scene also point towards a recurrence of the ‘superhuman’ and ‘supercrip’ 
stereotype, as the disabled men are overtly ‘macho’ in their rejection of the “feminizing obstacle 
of disability” (Meeuf, 2009) and overcome physical limitations with superhuman feats. The 
construction of the male body as spectacle (Purse, 2011) in action cinema continues to be 
appropriately different for the disabled body as opposed to the nondisabled body; despite the 
fact that both are able to perform physically difficult tasks with cables, harnesses, green screens 
and CGI, the perception of ability and masculinity for both are seen as different as well. Through 
a close analysis of elements from this scene and the ‘making’ video, this paper tries to unpack 
some of the complexities of disability representation in action cinema, particularly within the 
context of a toxic, macho and male star-driven history of Telugu cinema in India. 
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Scott Higgins, Wesleyan College of Film 
‘Beyond the Dark Moment: Seriality and Heroic Failure in Contemporary Action Cinema’ 
 
A melodramatic form, the action film thrives on tension between what Linda Williams identifies as 
“in the nick of time” and “too late.” The greater the threat of catastrophic failure, the thinner the 
margin for success, the stronger an action film’s corporeal, emotional, and cognitive appeal will 
be. Familiarity, though, robs the device of power. The longevity and repetition of this formula can 
defeat its purpose as viewers recognize that few things guarantee a last-minute success like the 
apparent inevitability of failure. Moreover, the pressure and adversity that often precondition 
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melodramatic transcendence, can also be spectacularly pleasurable in themselves. This paper 
explores the generic appeal of heroic failure, or of its possibility, in contemporary action film.  
 
Avengers: Infinity War (2018) presents a case study of heroic failure and its generic pleasures. 
When Thanos (Josh Brolin) completes his quest and snuffs out half the population of the 
universe with a snap of his fingers, the movie stages pathetic loss on a scale rarely afforded the 
action film. In letting the “too late” prevail, the film enacts a last-minute conversion of action to 
pathos, switching between the Williams’ terms for melodrama’s dialectic. The moment revives 
conventions of the sound serial, the action film’s studio era predecessor. Cliffhanger endings of 
serial chapters commonly depict catastrophe, carrying hopeless situations beyond the point of 
reversal. Wagonloads of innocents go over the cliff, and heroes succumb to firing squads, 
bombings, plane crashes, electrocutions, and all matter of inescapable peril. Serial formula, 
however, almost inevitably guarantees that the situation will be reversed either through clever 
contrivance or outright contradiction at the start of the next chapter. Sound serials delivered 
both calamity and fortune, leaving knowledgeable viewers to speculate how the hero’s fate at 
the end of one chapter would be reversed by the start of the next. The cliffhanger’s commercial 
purpose is to monetize narrative suspense, ensuring admissions for subsequent episodes. In 
depicting the graphic and logical outcomes of intractable dilemmas, sound serials gained 
vividness and amplified problem spaces that would linger until the next matinee.  
 
Thanos’ victory mirrors this dynamic, with Marvel’s blockbuster seriality providing with a much 
larger gap for fans and promotion to fill. It also embodies the aesthetic and experiential power of 
showing the worst outcome, a little-remarked generic potential played out in action exemplars 
like Superman (1978), The Matrix (1999) and most recently Mission: Impossible - Fallout (2018). 
Placing the contemporary action genre in the context of studio-era seriality reveals continuity and 
difference. On one hand, the genre ultimately offers a reassuring experience of spatial and 
temporal mastery overcoming the odds. On the other, contemporary variants indulge the 
emotional recognition of suffering virtue in a way nearly absent in serials. Where cliffhangers were 
quickly revised and disposed of in the onward rush of chapterplay plotting, recent heroic failures 
can occasion sincere and elaborated pathos. This study reveals how action film has continued 
to evolve by returning to and deepening its exploration of melodrama. 
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Christopher Holliday, King’s College London, & Alexander Sergeant, Bournemouth University 
‘The Illusions of Division: Afrofuturist Ontologies, ‘Super(hero)cinema’, and Black Panther 
(2018)’ 
 
Everett K. Ross: Is this Wakanda? 
Shuri: No, it’s Kansas. 
(Black Panther [Ryan Coogler, 2018]) 
 
Among its many achievements during prominently regressive real-world cultural and political 
moments, the superhero fantasy/action film Black Panther (Ryan Coogler, 2018) offers a strong 
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Afrofuturist vision that defines the significance of its evocative Trump-era representations. Mark 
Dery (1994) famously wrote that Afrofuturism challenges white supremacy by conspicuously 
presenting the black experience via tropes of science-fiction and fantasy to assimilate African-
American identity politics into progressive technocultures. The Afrofuturist politics of Black 
Panther ultimately interrogate many of the traditional thematic paradigms of contemporary 
superhero cinema, replacing the white supremacist fantasies of previous Marvel Cinema 
Universe (MCU) films with several narrative and thematic strategies supporting the reclamation 
and reinterpretation of blackness. Black Panther offers a speculative Afrofuturist aesthetic of 
“collective fantasies” for those communities who have been “deliberately rubbed out, and whose 
energies have subsequently been consumed by the search for legible traces in history, [to] 
imagine possible futures” (1994: 180), while spectacularising the image of the African superhero 
to support its socio-political agenda.  
 
This paper argues that the ideological stakes of Black Panther’s Afrofuturist fantasy subject 
matter can be further understood through a consideration of its heavily technologized identity. In 
Supercinema: Film-Philosophy for the Digital Age, William Brown goes as far as to use the 
analogy of the superhero to explicate how computer graphics seek to conceal their ontology and 
complexity of production as part of their own secret (and crucially truthful) identity. “For the sake 
of fitting in,” Brown claims, “digital cinema might look like analogue cinema (Clark Kent), but it is 
in fact of a different nature (Supercinema)” (2013: 10). Whilst this relationship between 
superheroism and digital technology in previous Marvel feature films amounted to a hyper-realist 
celebration of the white male body, the blockbuster spectacle of Coogler’s film is defined by the 
analogue/digital interface that animates its possible future for the black diaspora. The film’s 
fictional country, Wakanda, located in Sub-Saharan Africa is veiled behind an international image 
as a poor Third World Country, which is reliant upon a traditional colonist gaze associated 
historically with the celluloid image. Beyond this convincing rhetorical front, however, lies a 
sophisticated civilisation replete with a technologically cutting-edge and digitally-rendered mode 
of existence. In its construction of Wakanda and exploration of a progressive black society, 
Black Panther therefore exchanges the legacy of colonial domination (front) with the latent 
fantasy of ‘super’ science (back). Digital imagery becomes the means of articulating this limitless 
model of black subjectivity, tying into Rosemary Jackson’s proclamation that fantastic 
storytelling represents the subversive articulation of political and cultural “desire” (1981: 2). 
Coogler’s film therefore negotiates the hidden “technofuturist” (Pierson 2002: 101) spectacle of 
Wakanda as a secret global superpower within a world controlled by white hegemony, exploring 
the subject positions of black identity via themes of alienation, oppression, and Utopian 
progression. By examining Black Panther’s Afrofuturist citation of technology as a signifying 
political fantasy, this paper argues the thriving black future presented via computer animation in 
the film is dependent upon a series of ontological ‘deceptions’ within its VFX imagery.  
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through the critical lens of psychoanalytic spectatorship theory. Between them, they are the co-
editors of Fantasy/Animation: Connections Between Media, Mediums and Genres (Routledge, 
2018), and the co-founders of fantasy-animation.org. 
 
 
Nick Jones, University of York 
‘Inhabiting Chaos: Action Cinema and Digital 3D’ 
 
Giuliana Bruno has suggested that film is a “habitable, spatiovisual configuration,” a place that is 
in some sense lived rather than a picture that is observed (Bruno 2002, 2). This reading of 
screen media becomes increasingly relevant, as a profusion of personal media devices deliver us 
graphic information in ways that encourage us to conceive of these screens as dynamic 
interfaces in which data can be logged, accessed, and worked with, a process which demands 
specifically spatialised navigation. In this paper, I will extend this idea of habitable screen space 
to digital 3D action cinema.  
 
Action cinema is frequently synonymous with 3D in today’s cinematic marketplace. Given the 
spectacular nature of this genre, this makes sense: 3D functions alongside pyrotechnics, special 
effects and stunts to embellish the fairground-like appeal of these films. Moreover, digital 3D’s 
proposed ability to function in a haptic or hyper-haptic manner might further aid the viewer’s 
identification with the exerting body of the action protagonist (Ross 2015). However, the yoking 
of 3D to contemporary action might also be read as extremely counterintuitive. Many scholars 
and industrial commentators emphasise the apparent need for long takes and wide angles in 3D 
filmmaking, a Bazinian approach to the format that stresses its capacity to articulate immersive 
spatial worlds (Jockenhövel 2016, 58–59; Pennington & Giardina 2012, 45). By contrast, the 
action film has long been defined by rapid editing and fast camera movement, no more so than 
in today’s era of intensified continuity and so-called chaos cinema (Bordwell 2002). 
 
In this paper, I investigate how contemporary filmmakers deal with these apparent 
contradictions. I focus in particular on the work of Michael Bay, an action director whose films 
are visually chaotic and splintered, but which are often released in 3D, and which often represent 
significant commercial if not critical successes. This work will reveal that 3D’s habitable space 
need not be a legible or comfortable one in order to function as an attraction in contemporary 
screen cultures generally, and in action cinema in particular. 
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Pawanpreet Kaur, Jawaharlal Nehru University 
‘Missing in Action: Stunt workers in the Mumbai film industry’ 
 
While action cinema, and action in cinema, have been widely theorized and analyzed, what 
remains understudied is the labour that goes into the realization of these spectacular scenarios. 
In this paper, I propose to undertake a ground-up approach to understanding cinematic action, 
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with a special focus on the work of stunt artists in the Mumbai film industry. Stunt workers 
function as foot soldiers of the action film industry, enacting inherited notions of aestheticized 
and dangerous bodywork. Even with the growth of computer-generated imagery, action 
sequences continue to rely primarily on their bodily and creative labour. However, the code of 
secrecy that governs the work of stunt artists preserves the action stars’ image while invisiblising 
their own labour, both in film texts and in film scholarship. Made to remain invisible on screen 
and in popular discourse, stunt workers appear almost as spectral figures, erased from the very 
spectacle that is dependent on their labour. 
 
In this paper, I propose to approach Mumbai’s action cinema from the fringes where the 
transient body of the stunt performer is located. In doing so, I hope to respond directly to the 
conference’s aim of raising questions of “ethical dimension of representation and 
marginalisation” that seem very pertinent in relation to this pool of workers. Based on 
ethnographic fieldwork conducted in Mumbai and on the analysis of action sequences from 
Hindi films, this paper will illustrate how the stunt artist is implicated in a complex relationship 
with the spectacle of action, being simultaneously present and absent. The foregrounding of the 
stunt performer will entail an examination of the techniques and complex mechanics of action 
cinema at the margins, comprising controlled bodily movement, identity-masking techniques, an 
acute awareness of injury-minimizing tactics, and a flamboyant physicality that adds aesthetic 
grace to stunt work. Through this, I also hope to raise questions on the body in distress, creative 
labour, and a critical self-reflexivity that is central to their perceptual engagement with action.   
 
I will also position the stunt worker as the loci of affect, the node in the assemblage of action that 
triggers corporeal affinity even as the rule of narrative identification works against them. Reading 
action texts obliquely, I will argue that inserting oneself into this sensory assemblage allows the 
viewer to feel an intense affinity for these endangered bodies. A part of the paper will also be 
dedicated to the analysis of postproduction techniques that allow for the stunt worker’s 
inevitable marginalization from film texts.  
 
The paper will end with a comparative analysis of two specific modes of the technological 
application of action - one that hides the other that shows. Placing the “making-of videos” 
produced by the industrial marketing machinery against the “self-made videos” of stunt 
performers, I hope to illustrate both the erasure of the labouring stunt worker’s body as well as 
its persistence in the informal stunt videos as the site of a subaltern identity, pleasure, and 
subjectivity. In this way, my attempt will be to spotlight not only the dangerous and extreme 
nature of their work but also the processes and means by which they negotiate their interests 
and pleasures in an industry riddled with hierarchies and contesting labour values. 
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Anders Marklund, Lund University  
‘Inspiration and Influence - on Isaac Nabwana and “Uganda’s first action movie”’ 
 
The Ugandan filmmaker Isaac Nabwana has become known to select Western audiences 
through essays in magazines and newspapers such as Die Zeit, The Economist and the BBC 
and at festivals such as Toronto and Hamptons. The fascination of him as a filmmaker and (in 
particular) his film Who Killed Captain Alex (2010) - on the film’s hand-painted poster presented 
as “Uganda’s first action movie” - seems to stem from, in more or less equal measures, the 
aesthetics of his low-budget action films, and a sheer admiration of the enthusiasm enabling him 
to produce films where there is little scope for such activities. Living and working in Wakaliga, a 
slum area outside of Uganda’s capital, Nabwana’s films are characterized by inventive solutions 
to the challenges of making films on shoestring budgets, including self-constructed equipment 
and props, GIF special effects and so on.  
 
In this presentation I wish to explore the inspiration and influence of other films and film cultures 
on his film production, partly to discern their intertextual presence in Nabwana’s films, but more 
importantly to outline the reach and (positive, I would suggest) impact of regional and global film 
cultures on a self-taught DIY filmmaker. The study will depart from the variety of film titles, 
actors, genres that Nabwana himself has highlighted in interviews; ones present early in his life 
and until he decided to begin making films on his own. This includes productions from the early 
1970s and onwards, not least US action/adventure television series, Chinese martial arts films, 
action films with Chuck Norris, Arnold Schwarzenegger or Sylvester Stallone, and so on. After 
outlining the presence of different action traditions available, in VJ-interpreted video hall 
screenings or television broadcasts, during his formative years, I will seek to discern the narrative 
forms, action aesthetics and cultural references that appear to be key concerns in Nabwana’s 
productions. The overall aim of the study is to better understand how global iterations of the 
action film intersect in a local film culture, inspire and influence an emerging filmmaker, and are 
selectively recycled and appropriated in productions made with scarce resources and catering 
primarily to a local and Ugandan audience. 
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Russell Meeuf, University of Idaho 
‘Domestic Death Traps: Action-Horror and Racial Resentments in the Contemporary U.S. Home 
Invasion Film’ 

 
In the wake of the US housing crisis in 2006 and the subsequent global recession, a small cycle 
of home invasion films blending tropes of horror and action cinema proliferated in Hollywood. A 
cousin of the haunted house film (which also surged in the Obama years), the home invasion film 
brings the sensibilities of action cinema to the typically-supernatural haunted house: replace the 
ghosts/demons with real-world psychopaths, substitute the jump-scares with violence and 
torture, and culminate not in an exorcism but in a violent showdown in which the victims are 
forced to engage in the same kinds of brutal action that the psychopaths have waged against 
them throughout the narrative. Examples of this cycle include: The Strangers (2008), The Last 
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House on the Left (2009), The Collector (2009), You’re Next (2011), The Purge (2013), and Don’t 
Breathe (2016).  
 
This paper explores the aesthetics of this genre hybrid, particularly how its representation of 
cinematic bodies and spaces dramatizes the racial tensions and racial resentments of the 
Obama years in the US. As Lisa Purse argues, the interplay of bodies and space is the defining 
feature of action cinema, which “calls attention to the physiological attributes and corporeal 
attitudes of the body in action, as well as to the exhilarating, risk-infused environment which that 
body is moving through” (3). When action-bodies and action-spaces are filtered through the lens 
of horror, then, how does this particular spectacle of violence reflect cultural anxieties around 
race, gender, and national identity in the US? 
  
In this case, the home invasion film reflects such tensions by emphasizing the perceived 
vulnerabilities of whiteness and white institutions in a changing world. Instead of muscular 
bodies performing feats of physical mastery, the home invasion film offers tortured, white, and 
often female bodies that begrudgingly become vehicles for action heroics through base survival 
instincts. Then, instead of placing action bodies into physically-challenging landscapes that often 
dramatize fears around labor and capitalism—urban spaces, warehouses and abandoned 
factories, Third World metropolises—the home invasion imagines the white family home as a 
brutal, gothic death trap, full of hidden dangers.  
  
In this way, the contemporary home invasion film signals the kinds of white-downfall narratives 
that proliferated in the wake of the housing crisis and the election of Obama in the US, imagining 
a world in which white folks are under siege and even institutions like the single-family home can 
no longer save middle-class and affluent whites from social degradation. And yet, many films in 
the cycle call attention to the racism inherent in their own logic, suggesting that it is precisely the 
corruption of whiteness and wealth that has transformed the white family home into a space of 
brutality and gore.  Paying particular attention to films such as You’re Next (2011), Don't Breathe 
(2016), and the popular Purge franchise (2013-), this paper explores the cynical vision of 
whiteness and social class represented in this cycle of action-horror.               
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Charlie Michael, Emory University 
The Contemporary French Action Ecosystem 
 
Since they play a role in so many different types of films, action and spectacle present problems 
for historicizing contemporary filmmaking (Arroyo, 2002). This is certainly true of the French film 
industry, where the fast-cut action scenes previously left to Hollywood and Asian action genres 
now represent realistic options on the stylistic palette of the contemporary French film 
‘ecosystem’ (Palmer 2011). To date, most of the scholarly work on this topic focuses on the 
recent output EuropaCorp. Yet Luc Besson’s studio also represents a bit of a conceptual 
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stumbling block, since its most visible films are ‘easily mistaken for Hollywood products’ (Martin-
Jones 2012) and occlude the dozens of other titles now annually issuing from an industry just 
beginning to imagine what its ‘own’ tradition of commercialized action cinema might look like. 
In other words, if we heed Randall Halle’s wise warning about a transnational theorist’s 
obligation to compare ‘like with like’ (2008: 29), numerous questions remain unanswered about 
how to theorize a contemporary French cinema ‘in action.’ In her comparative analysis of two 
EuropaCorp action thrillers, Lisa Purse demonstrates different forms of textual hybridity in the 
French-language Banlieue 13 (Pierre Morel 2004) and the English-language Danny the Dog / 
Unleashed (Louis Leterrier 2005), suggesting that the two films constitute ‘various permutations’ 
of an ‘internationalizing formula that has emerged out of the cultural exchanges between 
different film producers over time.’ (2011: 175). Building on these ideas, this paper casts a 
somewhat wider net, surveying the frequent interplay between different firms and films, 
navigating the gulf between Anglophone and Francophone production, and thinking across 
relevant reception contexts – from popular mainstream magazines like Première to niche fan 
zines like Starfix. Finally, some scrutiny of the features of Jean-Patrick Benès’ post-apocalyptic 
Arès (2016) offers recent evidence for what we might call an ‘alt-global’ stylistic posture that has 
emerged in contra-distinction to the more ambivalent forms of transnational readability 
incarnated by Besson’s brand name. 
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Lorrie Palmer, Towson University 
Looks: Visualizing Female Prowess in the Action Set Piece  
 
Director Patty Jenkins had to fight to keep the “No Man’s Land” scene in Wonder Woman 
(2017). She did this “by storyboarding the sequence herself in order to fully sell the visual nature 
of the scene” in which Diana Prince finally becomes Wonder Woman, revealing what she really 
looks like and what she can do (Welch, 2017). Likewise, Kate McKinnon is featured in a 55-
second set piece in Ghostbusters (2016), framed at the center of the screen in a slow-motion 
long shot of her full body. The visual effects (swirling pastel smoke, crackling CGI laser whips) 
and multiple camera angles (eye-level, aerial) give us a look at a standout performance by the 
actor. Sady Doyle relates this ‘Holtzmann’s Fight’ and its cinematic technique to the action 
onscreen and her own emotional connection to it, writing, “The film slows down. She starts 
moving, and sure enough, she just starts unleashing raw havoc everywhere. Something in my 
chest opened up. This is it, I realized. This is the thing I never got to see before. The scene 
where the demolitions guy is a girl” (Doyle, 2016). 
 
Operating within a network of looks (as both noun and verb) created by the processes of 
production and post-production, by the visual appearance of a woman in action, and by the 
viewer, the action set piece is a framing device through which we can expand our conversation 
about action cinema now. Academic discourses around the action films of the 1980s and ‘90s 
evoked the cultural moment (bodybuilding) and the methodological approaches (especially 
psychoanalysis) most frequently used to explain it. These were the decades of the body, an 
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overwhelmingly white cis-gendered male body. The industry and academic focus on this body 
impacted the discursive categories assigned to action women in the binary of male/active and 
female/passive, so that their “musculinity” (Tasker, 1993: 3) rendered them “figurative males” 
(Brown, 2004: 52), cross-dressers, tomboy lesbians (Tasker, 1993: 71), or monstrous mothers 
(Creed, 1993: 52). Themes of entrapment, containment, and constriction were linked to the 
mise-en-scène of “domestic space and working-class environments” (Neroni, 2005: 37), to 
depictions of patriarchal government and military institutions, to Oedipus, and to Hollywood.  
 
In the current era of action cinema, the set piece is a promotional display of expertise by the 
director and visual effects team; it is a moment of transformation or reveal; it showcases the 
prowess of both the character and the performer; it is a singular moment circulated by fans in 
their ‘Best Of’ rankings and also held up as a visual distillation of their own emotional experience. 
Therefore, in this project, I will examine the cooperative function of performance and aesthetics 
in the set-piece action of Wonder Woman (Gal Godot), Ghostbusters (Kate McKinnon), Spy 
(Melissa McCarthy), Kick-Ass (Chloe Moretz), Proud Mary (Taraji P. Henson), RED 2 (Helen 
Mirren), Furious 7 (Michelle Rodriguez/Ronda Rousey), and Resident Evil: Retribution (Milla 
Jovovich). I will extend “spectacle as narrative” (Tasker, 1993: 6) by specifying contemporary 
cinematic techniques to show how action films, as “narratives of becoming” (Purse, 2007: 7) 
visualize the female action body now less burdened by the iconography of masculine power and 
sexual difference. I will show that she is not an “abstract graphic element within the overall 
orchestration of non-representational signs such as colour, motion and music” (O’Day, 2004: 
207). Instead, she is a character and a performer whose prowess is made visible by those same 
processes, now representational, now looking like (action) cinema itself.  
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Lisa Purse, University of Reading 
‘Feeling the Force: Physical Exertion and the Challenge of the Digital in Recent Action Cinema’ 
 
Action cinema has historically been defined by its persistent and detailed attention to the 
exerting body, offering spectacles of extreme sensation “experienced … in the body’s contact 
with the world, its rush, its expansiveness, its physical stress and challenges (Dyer 2000: 18). 
Yet one of the sharpest criticisms of recent action cinema is its inability to convey the force and 
stakes of this physical exertion, due to its heavy reliance on digital visual effects, something that 
Scott Bukatman opines as “CGI-tis” (in North, Rehak & Duffy 2015: ix). As Bob Rehak notes, the 
digital’s “inevitable associations to virtuality and weightlessness” have prompted a strand of 
action cinema that seeks to “[grasp] for authenticity” through a return or homage to “an older 
way of making movies,” in films like Mad Max: Fury Road, Inception, and The Force Awakens 
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(Rehak 2018: 194, 193). Notwithstanding the fact that these movies are often less analogue in 
their effects work than they appear, this paper seek to grapple with a different, and currently 
predominant strand of action cinema: those franchise movies that fully embrace digital visual 
effects.  
 
How does the recent digital visual effects-enabled action sequence, a ubiquitous feature of 
contemporary franchise filmmaking, stage physical exertion, and communicate its challenges 
and labour? To what extent are the criticisms of “weightlessness” justified, and if so, are there 
other ways in which the narrative import of this physical exertion is conveyed and framed? In 
bemoaning the perceived loss of affect such sequences seem to represent, commentators risk 
eliding the other registers of action that digital technologies can offer, and that digitally immersed 
contemporary audiences enjoy. This paper will thus argue for a more nuanced analysis of the 
digital visual effects-heavy action sequence, outside of the familiar discourse of affectless 
digitality; an analysis which recognizes the diverse pleasures of digital spectacle and the ways in 
which it can communicate physical achievement. Drawing on work on convergence culture 
(Jenkins 2013, Tryon 2009), digital media aesthetics (Galloway 2012) and digital visual effects 
(Whissel 2014, Rehak 2018), and using as case study films Wonder Woman (Patty Jenkins, 
2017), Avengers: Infinity War (Russo brothers, 2018), and Black Panther (Ryan Coogler, 2018), 
this paper will suggest that digital visual effects-heavy action sequences draw their inspiration 
not just from established cinematic traditions of physical action spectacle, but also on various 
tropes circulating in broader digital media culture, in order to convey the emotional stakes of 
physical endeavor and sustained heroic effort.  
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Karen A. Ritzenhoff, Central Connecticut State University 
‘Afro-Futurism, Fashion, Politics and Amazons in Black Panther’ 
 
When Black Panther (2018) hit the box office in February 2018, it created a wave of support as 
an action film as well as political statement. The revenue it created worldwide is over one billion 
Dollars. It is deemed to be the highest-grossing domestic superhero movie. The plot of Black 
Panther re-writes history by depicting a hidden empire on the African continent, a lost civilization, 
“Wakanda,” where heroic men are supported by strong, smart, independent, female Amazons 
and powerful, feminist leaders. According to the costume designer of the movie, Ruth Carter, 
she modeled the outfits of the female cast after a historical tribe of African Amazons and 
traditional ethnic clothing.  
 
This paper discusses the choices and significance of dress for the female super hero characters. 
One character is the mother figure, “Ramonda” (Angela Bassett), the royal leader. Danai Gurira is 
well known for he role as a warrior woman in the TV series The Walking Dead and provides 
intertextual continuity by depicting another female super hero, the General “Okoye,” in Black 
Panther. Oscar Award winner Lupita Nyong’o plays the princess warrior “Nakia” and the 
smartest scientist at work in Wakanda is “Shuri” (Letitia Wright). The tribe of female soldiers, the 
so-called “Dora Milaje” are supposed to be body guards, members of an army that is faithful to 
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the male king. They are crafted after the “Dahomey Amazons,” a group of mythical female 
warriors.  
 
While the women engage in combat in the many battle scenes of Black Panther, they can dress 
in feminine evening gowns and shed this masque to represent the Amazonians in red uniform 
with armor and spears.  In this way, the female characters model the ability to assume different 
personalities and a strength to deceive and transform. One of the statements in the call for 
papers says, “Action films pose pressing questions about the extent to which a popular form 
can develop appropriate responses to the ethical dimensions of representation and 
marginalization.”  
 
In the political current climate in the United States where women who feel empowered by the 
#MeToo Movement start speaking up and out about their male sexual abusers, a strong, female, 
outspoken female is seen as a threat by the male establishment. However, the introduction of 
these female characters in Black Panther help popularize the genre among young, female, 
audiences from different ethnic backgrounds. Girls feel inspired and identify with the female 
super heroines. While political reality on the daily news feeds conflicting messages about female 
empowerment, the action genre shows mythical victory and persistence. The costumes help 
support a visual iconography that can be mimicked: how women transform to fight back. In this 
way, the fashion choices are more than an embellishment of characters: they are the story of 
super heroines in 2018 who can be strong, smart, black, independent, and survive the male 
ambush.  
 
This paper covers two topics of the conference, aesthetics and performance. It looks at the 
forms and effect of costuming as political statement and a unique form of feminist 
representation.  
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Lindsay Steenberg, Oxford Brookes University 
‘Gladiatrix: Gender and the Gladiatorial Burlesque’ 
 
In the fourth episode of Netflix’s GLOW (2017--), fledgling wrestler Carmen argues with her 
father over her participation in a women’s wrestling troupe. She insists that she has found a 
space where people respect her, but her father disagrees, “nobody respects the lady wrestlers, 
sweetie. It’s like midgets - you’re a sideshow.” This dismissal captures a dominant strain in the 
reception of female fighters, combat athletes, and performers. This paper examines action 
cinema’s pervasive treatment of female fighters as an eroticised sideshow - a burlesque. It 
zeroes in on the character of the female gladiator, looking to the many exploitative treatments of 



	 27	

an archetypal figure whose male embodiments (from Spartacus to Maximus) are framed using 
honour and nostalgia. 
 
Low budget genre cinema is notable for entangling eroticism with violence and nowhere is this 
more true than in its portrayal of female gladiators, for example in the Italian peplum film Thor 
and the Amazon Women/Le gladiatrici (Leonviola 1963), in the Pam Grier vehicle Arena (Carver 
1974) and its 2001 Roger Corman produced remake. Richard Rushing (2016) suggests that the 
male sword and sandal hero is generally either pre or post Oedipal – shifting from a pre-sexual 
infantile state of delight in the mid-century Italian peplum film to a post-sexual state of tragic 
mourning in post-millennial films such as Gladiator. The female gladiator is always part of a 
hyper-sexualised economy of images. It is the defining feature of the burlesque ‘sideshow’ to 
which she is relegated and has been since her appearance in Ancient Roman gladiator 
spectacles.  
 
The burlesque show of women fighting depends on frameworks in which race and class are 
likewise mobilised for sexual spectacle and enslavement remains central, as the female gladiator 
rarely chooses to fight but is forced. Race becomes another layer of the spectacle, highlighted 
by the tagline for The Arena, “Black Slave, White Slave: see wild women fight to the death!” The 
female gladiator is almost always framed as ‘unnatural’ (as one fighter puts it in The Arena). In a 
small handful of texts, the female fighter (like Carmen in GLOW) is narratively and aesthetically 
framed as something other than a sexual spectacle. It is telling that these cases are modern 
updates of the gladiator, rather than historically set. The historical trappings of the female Roman 
gladiator are, I would argue, inextricably sexualised in a notably different way from the camp or 
homoeroticism of the male gladiator. 
 
Drawing from a large corpus of films, television programmes and, to a lesser extent, videogames 
and advertisements, this paper defines and maps key changes to the female gladiator and the 
burlesque fight sequences in which she features from the early peplum to her digitisation in the 
television series Spartacus. It concludes by looking to exceptional female gladiators, such as 
Katniss Everdeen in the Hunger Games franchise, to speculate on the ways action cinema and 
television remain committed to the notion of female fighters as burlesque or sideshow 
performers, rather than tragic heroes. 
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Lauren Steimer, University of South Carolina 
‘Dirt Research in Action Studies: Field Notes on Contemporary Transnational Stuntwork’ 
 
Following the work of Harold Innis, when sketching the boundaries of a national production 
context it is best to start with your feet on the ground, treading the well-worn paths of the raw 
materials necessary to support an industry. “Dirt research,” as pioneered by Innis, requires site-
specific observation and an ethnographic approach to the “staples” that define any individual 
economy. This presentation asserts that the visual economy of contemporary action is defined 
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by the raw materials provided by the precarious and often invisible labor of stunt workers: 
choreographed fights, wirework, body burns, car crashes, and explosions. If as action scholars 
we wish to speak with great precision about these techniques, the conditions of their 
production, and the people who produce them, we must venture forth into the field and explore 
action spectacle creation in-situ. 
 
For the past three years I have traveled to California, New Zealand, England, and the Republic of 
Ireland to interview and observe stunt workers on set, in their pre-production facilities, and at the 
stunt schools that they run. This dirt research on action has unearthed more precise knowledge 
of the working conditions of action spectacle production, the industrial structures limiting the 
career growth of women and racial minorities in each context, and the lived relationship to the 
transnational flow of action style across borders. This presentation addresses the lessons 
learned from my ethnographic research that are most pressing for action cinema scholarship, in 
particular the need to think beyond the paradigms of genre, medium, and star. 
 
For stunt workers, “action” represents the possibility of paid employment and is a form operating 
across a much wider range of genres than typically covered by action scholars. Work in action is 
not medium-specific or even specific to media and as such laborers and techniques flow 
between film, television, and live performance traditions across national boundaries. This 
revelation should shift our approach to historicizing action as a form both between and beyond 
media contexts. To approach action from the perspective of precarious labor, we must 
necessarily depart from one of the more common objects of action genre scholarship as well as 
the dominant method by which that object is so often analyzed. This requires a radical turn away 
from the star as the primary focus of our investigations and simultaneously a methodological 
shift away from representational analysis. To consider action labor with an eye toward the 
performers who contribute the most dynamic attributes of contemporary action aesthetics 
requires an examination of the most vulnerable and under-recognized laborers.  
 
Stunt workers are commonly effaced by the production process and made evermore invisible by 
scholarly emphasis on the representational attributes of stars, who very often take credit for the 
labor of their stunt doubles. This presentation demonstrates that, as scholars concerned to 
address action labor, we must adjust our approaches so as not to participate in this double 
erasure. 
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Wayne Wong, King’s College London, University of Hong Kong 
‘From Bruce Lee to The Avengers: The Ideational Connection between Hong Kong Martial Arts 
Cinema and Hollywood Action Cinema’ 
 
Inspired and influenced by the operatic and theatrical traditions such as Peking Opera, Hong 
Kong martial arts cinema is considered by David Bordwell as the condensation and expression 
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of “motion emotion” through rhythmic, exaggerating, and spectacular movements. With 
Hollywood’s uptake of Hong Kong action talents and aesthetics since the late 1990s, the 
concept of “expressive amplification” has become one of the major principles guiding the action 
choreography and cinematography of transnational blockbusters. From The Matrix (1999) to 
Avengers: Infinity War (2018), action sequences are amplified through extended fight scenes and 
excessive uses of special effects. However, such a cathartic approach to making and 
understanding action cinema is problematic in the sense that it keeps reinforcing and 
reproducing the stigma of action films as affective spectacles feeding visual and visceral 
pleasures. It also steers the scholarship of action cinema to their cultural significance and socio-
political connotation rather than aesthetic composition and philosophical reflection.  
 
In this light, this paper argues that the aesthetic connection between Hong Kong and Hollywood 
action films is not solely the amplification of emotion, but more revealingly, its stabilization. A new 
framework, wuyi �� (martial ideation), is formulated to account for the aesthetic core of 
cinematic actions that emphasizes combat and martial arts performance. Martial ideation is a 
specific negotiation of action and stasis that contains powerful overflow of emotion in tranquillity. 
The sketching of martial ideation is a three-stage process, beginning from objective 
reproduction, to expressive amplification, and to ideational stabilization. The tranquility in the last 
stage is philosophically rooted in Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism. In this paper, I will 
focus on the Daoist dimension and examine how the notion of wu � (nothingness) is configured 
as martial ideation in action cinema. As stated in Daodejing, the movement of nothingness is 
characteristic of fan (return), which delineates not only a form of roundness, but also an eventual 
return to tranquility. I will track the formulation of nothingness from Bruce Lee’s work in the early 
1970s and trace how it influences action cinema in Hong Kong and later Hollywood in terms of 
choreography, cinematography, and narrative. The focus of the paper will fall on the ideational 
connection between the action films of both cinematic traditions. In so doing, it is possible to 
treat cinematic action not so much as a spectacle, but an embodied knowledge that has 
complex manifestations in aesthetics and philosophy. 
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