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Ideological Parody in the New German
Cinema: Reading The State of Things,

The Desire of Veronika Voss, and Germany
Pale Mother as Postmodernist Rewritings of
The Searchers, Sunset Boulevard, and
Blonde Venus

Marsha Kinder

In “Postmodernism and Consumer Society,” where Fredric Jameson defines pas-
tiche as a neutral postmodernist form that imitates dead styles without parody’s
ulterior motive of satire, he ends with the question of whether there is a way in
which postmodernism might resist rather than reinforce the logic of consumer
capitalism.’ This essay describes a postmodernist form of ideological parody
characteristic of the New German Cinema which achieves such resistance by
retaining the ulterior motive of satire and by choosing as its primary target not the
artistic works or dead styles being imitated but the ideological inscription they
carry.

This form of parody is particularly characteristic of Wim Wenders, who in film
after film obsessively rewrites Ford’s The Searchers, Rainer Werner Fassbinder, who
parodies a wide range of styles, genres, and texts within the superregime of
Hollywood classical cinema, and feminists like Helma Sanders-Brahms, Helke
Sanders, and Margerethe von Trotta, who parody an even wider selection of
patriarchal forms, including fairy tales, poems, classical films and genres, and even
progressive works by male auteurs in the New German Cinema. This ideological
parody demonstrates that such stories and genres can be rewritten and revitalized
to show how the inscription of patriarchal capitalism constructs subjectivity in
individual characters, filmmakers, and spectators.

While Jameson can be useful in defining the key problematic for this kind of
ideological parody, Linda Hutcheon provides the broader cultural context in which
it can be positioned. In her comprehensive survey, A Theory of Parody: The Teaching of
Twentieth-Century Art Forms, which traces parody from classicism to postmodern-
ism and proposes a broadly inclusive definition (“ a repetition with a difference . . .
whose pragmatic ethos can range from scornful ridicule to reverential homage”),2
she cites Brecht as one of the most influential twentieth-century models for
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the use of parody to satiric ends—a model that was most powerfully applied to film
by Godard, who in turn exerted a strong influence on the German filmmakers
whose works I discuss here. Though Hutcheon carefully distinguishes between
parody and satire, unlike Jameson, she sees their close interaction as characteristic
of both modernism and postmodernism and essential to the latter’s surviving
radical potential. Most pointedly, she notes the trend in recent German criticism to
define parody as Ideologiekritic, “which can be used at the expense of the original
text’s ideology” (p. 103). Though her remarks concerning German parody are
limited here to literature, they provide a valuable context for the type of ideological
parody I describe in the New German Cinema.

This essay will show how ideological parody works as strategies of resistance in
three specific textual systems: Wenders's The State of Things as one of his many
parodic variations on John Ford’s The Searchers, Fassbinder’s The Desire of Veronika
Voss as a parodic reinscription of Billy Wilder’s Sunset Boulevard, and Sanders-
Brahms's Germany Pale Mother as a feminist parodic dialogue with several patri-
archal texts including Josef von Sternberg’s Blonde Venus, Fassbinder’s Marriage of
Maria Braun, Brecht's poem Deutschland, and fairy tales like “The Robber Bridegroom”
and “Sleeping Beauty.” By positioning these three German films within the context
of ideological parody, I am foregrounding the classical Hollywood texts they re-
write, making them far more visible than they would otherwise appear in another
kind of reading and enabling us to see the kinds of resistance that can be achieved
through a range of parodic strategies.

By reflexively calling attention to the signifying system within the texts being
reinscribed, ideological parody makes it possible to use the same signifiers to
generate new meanings, creating (as Bakhtin observed) an opposition between two
signifying systems. By directing the spectator’s attention to the gap between these
two meanings, the parody opens a fissure for radical change. Though talking about
literary parody, Julia Kristeva provides a useful description of how this form of
radical parody functions:

Murder, death, and unchanging society represent precisely the inability to hear and under-
stand the signifier as such—as ciphering, as rhythm, as a presence that precedes the
signification of object or emotion. The poet is put to death because he wants to turn rhythm
into a dominant element; because he wants to make language perceive what it doesn’t want
to say, provide it with its matter independently of the sign, and free it from denotation. For it
is this eminently parodic gesture that changes the system.3

Despite their different strategies of resistance, the three parodic textual systems I
describe all use parodic gesture in this way. In the process of resuscitating Holly-
wood texts whose sign systems are being appropriated and opposed, each of the
new texts sacrifices at least one of its central characters through castration, murder,
or suicide. Like the texts being parodied, such characters are presented both as
victim and embodiment of the destructive ideological forces to be resisted. They
function as double agents of the parodic project; rather than unified subjects who
invite emotional identification, they are ambivalent signifiers whose meanings
slide between the two signifying systems, revealing both the continuity and dis-
tance between them. The sacrifice of these characters opens a space for radical
change, not necessarily within the diegesis but within the signifying system.


























































































