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She has received numerous accolades including an Academy Award and two Golden Globes,
and in 2004 became the first ever American woman to be nominated for a Best Director Oscar.
From The Virgin Suicides to The Bling Ring, her work carves out new spaces for the expression
of female subjectivity that embraces rather than rejects femininity. Fiona Handyside here
considers the careful counter-balance of vulnerability with the possibilities and pleasures of
being female in Coppola's films - albeit for the white and the privileged - through their recurrent
themes of girlhood, fame, power, sex and celebrity. Chapters reveal a post-feminist aesthetic
that offers sustained, intimate engagements with female characters. These characters inhabit
luminous worlds of girlish adornments, light and sparkle and yet find homes in unexpected
places from hotels to swimming pools, palaces to strip clubs: resisting stereotypes and the
ordinary. In this original study, Handyside brings critical attention to a rare female auteur and in
so doing contributes to important analyses of post-feminism, authorship in film, and the growing
field of girlhood studies.

In this book, Fiona Handyside does not shirk from tackling the “thorny paradoxes” in Coppola’s
canon but rather weaves these issues into an insightful analysis of her films as both feminine
and feminist. Written in beautiful prose, Handyside argues that the glittering, gilded cages in
Coppola’s films show us the light and the dark of girlhood culture. (Lucy Bolton, Queen Mary,
University of London; author of Film and Female Consciousness: Irigaray, Cinema and Thinking
Women) --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.About the AuthorFiona
Handyside is Senior Lecturer in European Film at the University of Exeter and received her PhD
from Queen Mary, University of London. Previous publications include International Cinema and
the Girl: Local Issues, Transnational Contexts (2015) and Cinema at the Shore: The Beach in
French Cinema (2014) and her research has appeared in a number of journals such as
Continuum: Journal of Media and Cultural Studies, European Journal of Cultural Studies,
Studies in French Cinema and Screen. --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.
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Most significantly, Coppola avoids the kind of neat narrative resolutions which mark Mean Girls
and other girlfriend films, overcoming the tying of friendship to sentimentality and idealisation.
Rather, she keeps the darkness, difficulty and struggle of the friendship in view. Lick the Star
concludes with the deposed queen bee writing a poem that states ‘everything changes/nothing
changes/the tables turn/and life goes on’. She tucks the paper her poem is written on into a copy
of Jean Stein’s Edie: An American Biography, inviting us to speculate that she sees her
individual tale of bullying and victimisation as part of a wider commentary on American cultural
life and its practices. Its concluding sentiment that the removal of one queen bee to be
substituted by another is symbolic of how what seems revolutionary (‘everything changes’)
actually means the continuation of a harsh girlfriend culture (‘nothing changes’) undermines
Mean Girls’ rather facile happy ending that Cady deposing Regina/Rachel McAdams will mean
the re-writing of girl meanness. Such darkness in female friendships is articulated in the suicide
pact of the Lisbon sisters and the selfishness and self-absorption of the Bling Ring, undercutting
the sentimentality that accompanies much representation of girlfriends in girl culture and indeed
the dominant luminosity of Coppola’s own aesthetics. Coppola leaves girl culture’s normative
cruelties more visible, demonstrating to us how powerful fear of exclusion and the desire to
belong can be as drivers of behaviour. This finds perhaps more extreme expression in The Virgin
Suicides and The Bling Ring. Here the dynamics of the girl friendship group are both filtered to
some extent through boys’ imaginary. Indeed, the films highlight the closed nature of the female
friendship group through the narrative device of having a boy’s voiceover narrating the dynamic
of the group for us, holding the viewer at one remove. In the case of The Virgin Suicides, the
voiceover is retrospective, and its provenance is unclear – it could belong to any of the four boys
who spent a summer spying on the Lisbon girls. The film insists on the gendered divisions of
their lives, and the boys’ access to the girls is strictly regulated by Mrs. Lisbon/Kathleen Turner.
There’s no way they can access the group other than through ephemera. In the case of The
Bling Ring Marc, whose voiceover we hear, is permitted access to the group, through the
controlling dynamic of his infatuation with Rebecca/Katie Chang. He attempts to join in with the
girls, but worries that they will be caught, and looks foolish when he tries on Paris Hilton’s heels.
He remains the odd, gawky outsider figure who never really quite fits into the whole group. The
film emphasises the gendered logic that keeps him outside of the girl group dynamic as its
penultimate sequence shows us Marc in his orange LA county prison uniform shuffling and hand
cuffed to his fellow older male prisoners as he makes his way to a coach. In contrast, the only
other character we see after the court sentencing is Nicki/Emma Watson, but she is on a chat
show, wearing fashionable clothes, neatly made-up, promoting her website and talking about
sharing a cell with Lindsay Lohan. She is able to sustain her image and her girl connections in a
way unavailable to the boy. Furthermore, as both films narrate the female friendship group
through a male narrator, we can only imagine that some of the peer pressure that animates the
group – toward a suicide pact or to keep robbing houses – is not witnessed, even if implied.We
do sometimes see adolescent female friendship as a site of freedom and jouissance, a liberty of



mind and body, as these friendships finally also encourage letting go of the feminine norms of
submitting to oppression, and exercising will-power and restraint. Ironically, however, this feeling
of freedom is generated within the strict confines of the clearly demarcated realms of teen girl
friendship culture: school classrooms, bedrooms, dressing rooms, fields and meadows, and
nightclubs. The movement of the friendship group in terms of negotiations of desire and
aspiration are subject to the immediate and certain imposition of a range of laws, but
nevertheless, as Colman writes, ‘it is autopoietic and autoproductive’, with strong affective
bonds.16 These are girls who, while constructed as spectacular and embracing the sparkling
attributes of girl culture, also behave as delinquent failures: suicidal, drug-abusing, stealing.
Notably, the other attribute of rebellious delinquent girlhood, premature sexualisation, is mainly
avoided. In The Virgin Suicides, the bloody mess of female adolescence is disavowed. In The
Bling Ring, as Coppola explains, the pursuit of goods replaces sexual desire. ‘Yeah, I didn’t feel
like sex excited them. It was about the stuff – and dressing sexy and getting attention in clubs,
and maybe being discovered. But it was never about sex. It was about being sexy to get where
they wanted to go.’17This is a girlhood that refuses to grow up into womanhood, rejecting
normative narratives of adult responsibility, and entering into what Judith Jack Halberstam calls
queer time: ‘a perverse turn away from the coherent narrative of adolescence – early adulthood –
reproduction – child-rearing – retirement – death.’18 As such, queer time challenges both hetero
and homo normativities, functioning as a ‘critique of the careful social scripts that usher even the
most queer among us through major markers of individual development and into normativity.’19
These girls skip the stages, moving from adolescence to literal/social death without entering into
adulthood. They offer us an image of girlhood that is rebellious while remaining girlish, avoiding
the association of resistance within cultural studies and popular feminist writing to masculine
behaviours and attire.20 They challenge the metaphors of growth and development that mark
most films concerned with adolescence, the coming-of-age movies. These girls refuse to come,
to arrive at a final destination. In this way they show up the gendered nature of these framings of
experience, for as Halberstam explains ‘if adolescence for boys represents a rite of passage
(much celebrated in Western literature in the form of the Bildungsroman) and ascension to some
version (however attenuated) of social power, for girls adolescence is a lesson in restraint,
punishment and repression.’21 In The Virgin Suicides, this gendered experience of adolescence
is made all too visible. The film insists in the contrasting homosocial worlds of the
neighbourhood boys and girls, the mise-en-scène of their bedrooms and costuming reinforcing
traditional gendered divisions. As Colman says, ‘for empathetic viewers, The Virgin Suicides
affords an acknowledgment of the dire constraints on identity through social mores and
standards for teenage girls. […] What are the girls’ motives for death? Their movement toward
becoming adolescent has been stilled, and the fatigue with their position as women living within
an ideology of oppression causes the cessation of the transversal crossing of life.’22 If The
Virgin Suicides shows girls opting for death over the repression of female adolescence, in Marie
Antoinette and The Bling Ring adult ‘womanly’ responsibility is refused through a wilful embrace



of superficiality and frivolity. In both films, girlishness is a desirable image to be captured and
projected through fashion and cosmetics (of which more in chapter 4). The protagonists favour
becoming-image over becoming-woman. It seems then that girlhood can avoid the repressions
and constraints of adult femininity, continuing to retain power and desirability. This ability comes
though at the price of its own embrace of futility, immaturity and death, and its attendant lack of
political weight and sexual expression. This is a girlhood that while constantly reproducing itself
as a series of copies fails to find a way to sustain itself beyond the stilled, superficial image; and
that gains power within the highly limited parameters of its own demise. Thus while I sense
resistance in Coppola’s cinema of girlhood, it is finally in the very absence of lines of flight out of
their numbing, restrictive and repetitive lives that Coppola’s girls most clearly show the need for
a new kind of feminist politics beyond the horizon of the films themselves.Contemporary
Girlhood: Spectacle, Luminosity, SparkleAs Marnina Gonick, Emma Renold, Jessica Ringrose
and Lisa Weems note, there is a ‘current proliferation of images and narratives of girls and
girlhood in popular culture.’23 In a similar vein, Sarah Projansky argues that ‘since approximately
1990, girls have appeared often and everywhere in U.S. media culture.’24 She supports this
claim by tracking the number of girls to appear on the cover of mass market magazines such as
Newsweek and Time, and analysing the most discussed of the ‘literally hundreds of films
featuring girls as central characters’ released in US cinemas in the period 2000–2009. This
sense that girlhood is hypervisible in the contemporary popular cultural formation needs to be
nuanced: historical studies demonstrate to us that the figure of the girl has acted as a lightning
rod for broader cultural anxieties in other periods. Carol Dyhouse’s study of young women in
twenty and twenty-first-century Britain shows how ‘modern British history is packed with horror
stories about girls’ and that ‘attention to representations of girlhood in British social history and
popular culture shows clearly that the changes in young women’s lives since Victorian times
have been accompanied by anxiety and social unease.’25 Similarly, Projansky finds that ‘girls
have appeared in U.S. media culture repeatedly over the past two centuries in ways that work
through cultural anxieties about any number of social issues.’26 Examples include age-of-
consent laws in the early 1900s; anxiety about girls as babysitters as labourers or nurturers; the
1950s teenage ‘bobby-soxer’, a girl who sought heteronormative romance but disrupted home
life in (to adults) incomprehensible ways. Clearly, then, the claim that the representation of
girlhood is new does not stand up to historical scrutiny. Furthermore, although the box-office
behemoth Frozen (Buck and Lee, 2013) has received much attention as the first Disney film to
feature two young female leads, Anna and Elsa, Frances Gateward and Murray Pomerance’s
study of American cinema demonstrates the significance of the teen girl for this cultural form
throughout the twentieth century. Taking into account inflation, six of the ten top grossing US
movies of all time have teenage girls as their main protagonist. These are Snow White and the
Seven Dwarves (Cottrel, Jackson et al, 1937); Gone With the Wind (Fleming, 1939); The Wizard
of Oz (Fleming, 1939); The Sound of Music (Wise, 1965); Dr. Zhivago (Lean, 1965); Titanic
(Cameron, 1997). The latter example also demonstrates the power of the teen girl audience,



whose repeated visits to the cinema to see Titanic fuelled a teen fan culture and prompted
recognition of their significance as a market.27 Indeed, for Kathleen Rowe Karlyn, in its
depiction of a rebellious upper-class girl, Rose/Kate Winslet, determined to defy her mother and
marry the working-class boy she has fallen in love with, Titanic ‘was among the first films
identified with Girl Culture, and it valorized a model of unruly femininity that spoke to teen
girls.’28Now, a decade into the twenty-first century, the convenient figure of the girl – already
adept at standing in for myriad social concerns – surfaces to work through anxieties about the
way we live now: in particular, what is perceived as a shallow, crass celebrity culture obsessed
with looks. Girls are seen as dupes, in danger of ‘premature sexualisation’ or severe body image
issues as they show worrying tendencies (for parents, schools and governments) to admire and
wish to emulate models or popstars.29 At the same time as girls can be portrayed as naïve
victims, psychologist and TV pundit Oliver James has likened girls’ situation to that of canaries
down the mine, whose unhappiness in the face of impossible expectations for looks and lifestyle
should warn others of their impending fate under ‘selfish capitalism.’30 Anita Harris argues that
the contemporary girl functions as an idealised citizen for the neoliberal global economy: a
flexible, pliant, enthusiastic, energetic participant in commodity consumption and eager to
acquire not only goods but also the cool cultural cachet peddled by globalised corporate
multimedia conglomerates. She argues that whereas in the nineteenth century, adolescence
was regulated and controlled in attempts to fashion the future of the nation/Empire, in the twenty-
first century ‘it is young women, rather than youth in general who are now the subjects of this
scrutiny and regulation […] At the beginning of the twenty-first century, the creation of the
contemporary social order and citizenship is achieved in part within the space of girlhood.’31
Tiqqun’s radical ‘trash theory’ of the Young-Girl understands the exemplary value of girlhood to
consumer society, arguing that the Young-Girl rather than being a gendered concept, is ‘the
model citizen as redefined by consumer society since World War 1, in explicit response to the
revolutionary menace […] all the old figures of patriarchal authority, from statesmen to bosses to
cops, have become Young-Girlified, every last one of them, even the Pope.’32Coppola’s close
attention to the experiences of actual girls, and the micro shifts in girlish mood and feeling that
occur in her films, nuance and give specificity and individuality back to this generalised figure. In
popular culture, the state and processes of girlhood reflect and project the values of
neoliberalism and our generally ambivalent and conflicted attitude towards its social, cultural
and political impact. Whereas frequently we may concentrate on the negative pressures of
neoliberalism’s push to manage ourselves, a self-starting view of girlhood echoed in Coppola’s
range of girls, from ice-skating Cleo to self-styling Rebecca, Coppola’s films force us also to
acknowledge the sheer fun of self-indulgence that consumerist society permits, from Marie
Antoinette’s shopping spree to late night drives with friends in Beverly Hills. Coppola’s films enter
into critical engagement with cultures of girlhood and how girlhood is represented in the
contemporary media. They do this through two main strategies this chapter will now discuss:
first, through challenging the binary oppositions that structure how we think about girls, to



embrace instead girlhood as ambivalent and contradictory; second, through resisting the digital
and redeploying aesthetics of sparkle and luminosity. They thus offer a particularly subtle
reading of girl culture, as the insights of theorists Sarah Projansky, Angela McRobbie and Mary
Celeste Kearney show how digital culture, mutability, luminosity and sparkle are key to how we
understand contemporary girlhood.Projansky argues that media fascination with girlhood builds
on both the accessibility and immediacy of digital culture and the intensification of a culture of
celebrity that attracts through spectacle and sparkle. Although the concept of celebrity is
certainly not new (a point eloquently made by Coppola in Marie Antoinette) what has changed is
the sheer accessibility and ubiquity of the celebrity, now operating in the ever increasing
vastness of a mediascape where images circulate freely, repetitively and non-sequentially. Given
that the media’s fascination with celebrity and girls is intensifying at the same time, and that both
figures mobilise concern with contemporary neoliberal lifestyles and their emphasis on the
individual and questions of identity, then girls (all girls) function in some ways as celebrities, and
girlhood is essential to understanding celebrity culture. Projansky fleshes out this argument by
describing a process she terms ‘the spectacularization of girlhood in turn-of-the-twenty-first
century media culture.’ By invoking the term spectacle, she means several things. First, girls are
construed as objects of the media gaze and on display in film, television, on the internet, in
magazines and so on. Second, some of these media girls are spectacular, as in fabulous:
exemplars of the energetic, compliant girl identified by Harris. Third, some of these media girls
are scandals as ‘media wait with bated breath – paparazzi seek out and produce – the moment
of a celebrity girl’s fall.’33 These ambivalent representations combine fascination and derision,
pulling together girlphilia and girlphobia, and are used to frame possibilities and constraints not
just for the high-profile celebrities, but all girls, everywhere. Spectacle and celebrity are not
synonymous for Projansky; rather she explains that spectacularization is a ‘discursive and
economic strategy of turn of the twenty-first century celebrity culture easily applied to girls.’34
She concludes thatto say that media spectacularizes girls in celebrity culture is to emphasize the
intense publicness of contemporary girlhood: the way in which girls are readily available to us,
similar to the way every aspect of a celebrity’s life is fair game for discussion, evaluation and
consumption […] Analysis of the spectacularization of girls can help us better understand how
both celebrity culture and public girlhoods function.35Angela McRobbie’s work on girlhood
offers further insights into the surveillance and disciplinary techniques that characterise modern
girlhood and its formation within a celebrity-focused, highly visual and increasingly digital media
culture. According to McRobbie, gender equality has been mainstreamed, in particular in terms
of education and employment, so that girls are exhorted to be newly visible beneficiaries of an
ostensibly egalitarian meritocracy.36 If in the 1990s girlpower suggested girls could be active, in
the post girlpower period of the 2000–2010s, they are now expected/demanded to be fully
actualised, highly successful agentic subjects, able to benefit from all the opportunities allegedly
offered to them, and held personally responsible for any failures to live up to these expectations.
Those who succeed in this task are labelled ‘top girls’ by McRobbie, and what was once a



feminist discourse of collective female endeavour for empowerment and success becomes co-
opted by neoliberal values of individual achievement and aspiration. These girls are the bearers
of what McRobbie, borrowing Gilles Deleuze’s terminology, labels ‘ postfeminist luminosities’: a
kind of diffuse power which spreads rays of light across the bodies of young women. They are
placed under a theatrical spotlight which highlights their visibility and movement, producing new
‘technologies of the self’: a self endowed with seemingly limitless capacity, but rendered visible/
legible within the paradoxically narrow confines of a carefully delineated ‘feminine citizenship’.
Postfeminist luminosities are defined as ‘clouds of light […] which give young women a
shimmering presence’ and that soften these disciplinary logics and their regulation of young
women’s lives.37Mary Celeste Kearney enriches and extends McRobbie’s concept of
postfeminist luminosity and makes important conceptual links between her account of luminous
girlhood, the celebrity culture discussed by Projansky, and girl media culture. While McRobbie is
using luminosity as a metaphor to discuss the macro power structures that shape youthful
femininity, Kearney argues that ‘early twenty-first century American girls’ media are literally
luminous in their bedazzling, spectacular displays of girlhood.’38 Kearney asserts that ‘sparkle is
so ubiquitous in mainstream girls’ culture – and so absent in boys’ – it vies with pink as the
primary signifier of youthful femininity […] girls’ visual landscape […] is now dominated by
sparkly brilliance.’39 She traces the ways in which sparkle has become this ubiquitous in girl
culture, from fashion and cosmetics, often modelled by glamorous, dazzling celebrities, to glitter
on previously ungendered objects such as plasters and pencil cases. The most significant site
for sparkly glamour associated with celebrities and influencing girls’ fashions and accessories,
are the media industries. She goes onto comment that ‘sparkle has increasingly saturated girl-
influenced media, including animated movies, like Frozen, tweenpics, like High School Musical,
TV dramas, like Gossip Girl, and even independent films featuring marginalized youth, like
Pariah.’40 Kearney thus undertakes what she calls a ‘taxonomy of sparkle’, arguing that sparkle
is a particular feature of post girl-power texts and that sparkle’s semiotic and discursive power is
increasing. First, there is the association of sparkle with magic and the supernatural, that
stretches back to earlier girl texts that are still in circulation globally, such as Dorothy’s sparkling
red shoes that can transport her from Oz to Kansas, or Cinderella’s shimmering gown and
gleaming glass slippers provided by a fairy godmother. The second form of sparkle is
environmental, associated with stars, candles and lights, often used to invoke romance, but also
possibly friendship (as in Frozen’s depiction of Anna and Elsa). The third form is adornment via
sparkly make-up and costume: the above examples could all contribute to this third category,
which also encompasses figures such as The Hunger Games’ Katniss Everdeen, ‘the girl on
fire’, or Disney’s Hannah Montana.It is not surprising then that in her consideration of girlhood as
feeling, that when Monica Swindle lists a variety of signs, symbols and objects of girlhood, the
first two items on her list are pink and glitter.41 They form part of a distinct girls’ culture that did
not exist until girlhood came to be perceived as a period distinct from that of adulthood, with its
own unique subjectivity of age and gender. Established in the eighteenth century, girlhood has



burgeoned in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries and now circulates through objects and
items that are designated by girls themselves and marketed at them by adult producers. As
Swindle goes onto explain, the significance of these objects is frequently commented on
through how they position girls as consumers, but objects are not merely commodities: they also
have powers to inspire, console, revitalise or even transform their owners. The privileged objects
of girlhood – trainers covered in pink glitter; sparkly dresses; hairbands and nail polish and
stickers and Frozen wands, and so on – circulate girldom, modulating affect and provoking
affective states. Swindle suggests that while many objects simply circulate without impacting on
our understanding of girl, others become ‘sticky’ with affect and communicate a feeling of
girlhood (even to bodies we may not associate with girlhood, such as boys and adults, so that a
boy playing with Barbie is somehow transgressive, or an adult woman buys a Hello Kitty T-shirt
in order to feel youthful). Girls are encouraged to believe that these objects and their associated
aesthetics of shimmer, sparkle and pinkness will provide intense fun, joy and happiness, so that
girlhood itself becomes constructed as a time of uncomplicated pleasures. Swindle goes onto
comment that while individual girls will of course vary in their responses to these items, as will
boys and adults, these differences are culturally and socially managed. Girls who fail to find
pleasure in these ‘happy objects’ are ‘affect aliens’, out of line with the affective community of
girlhood. She also intriguingly suggests that while girlhood is culturally constructed as a time of
freedom and joy, partially obtained at least through its proliferation of ‘happy objects’, female
adolescence is a time when girls are encouraged to leave these behind and take up the objects
of womanhood, such as boyfriends, beauty, sex, career and family, which are meant to be
pleasurable but all too often aren’t, leaving women as affect aliens too.Kearney pursues the
question of happiness in girlishness at the conclusion of her article on sparkle. She argues
sparkle should not be seen simply as a way of luring naïve girls into finding pleasure in the
neoliberal disciplinary techniques that govern their lives, but also as a knowing performance of
girlishness that self-consciously plays with its own codification. We can resist the moral panic
associated with girls’ bodily displays, and interpret them instead as affective exploration and
potential resistance. Dress-up games can be understood as a rich site of campy performance,
navigating the gendered and social self, and girlhood’s interest in sparkle links here to queer’s
love of glamour and light.In Coppola’s films, we can trace an investigation of girlhood which
builds on the insights of the girlhood theorists discussed above. Coppola’s cinema performs the
kind of critical project that Kearney senses is possible. Rather than rejecting the aesthetics and
tastes of femininity, all too often dismissed as vapid, shallow, or tasteless, Coppola embraces
the prettiness of pink and the delights of shimmer and sparkle, revelling in a self-consciously
pretty performance of girlhood (Coppola says that a friend’s teenage daughter greeted the more
deliberately strident colour scheme of The Bling Ring with disappointment as ‘it doesn’t look
pretty like your other work’).42Coppola’s girls are luminous in both McRobbie and Kearney’s
uses of the term. This creates a complex refraction of dominant ideas about girlhood in the
culture and academic analysis of them, to the extent that we can see a philosophy of girlhood



luminosities emerging in her films as they engage with light: light as spectacle and sparkle; light
as cinematic quality; light as blinding. Through both the content and the form of her films,
Coppola works through issues of girlhood as dazzling or luminous spectacle. She turns
frequently to issues of girlhood and celebrity, demonstrating the match between the two that
Projansky suggests undergirds much of contemporary media culture and providing us a way to
think through some of the repercussions of Projansky’s argument. Coppola’s films offer us the
spectacle of girlhood in all three ways Projansky identifies: she shows us iconic images of girls;
she shows us girls being fabulous; she shows us girls in crisis.Through the range of girls she
shows us, Coppola rejects the binary constructions of girlhood that bedevil contemporary
cultural texts. Anita Harris identifies the ‘at-risk’ girl and her equivalent ‘the can-do’ girl;43 Gonick
examines the competing narratives of girl-power and what she labels ‘Reviving Ophelia’
stories.44 On the one hand, the ‘girl-power’ discourse positions girls as agents: assertive,
dynamic, and unrestrained by traditional feminine expectations. On the other, ‘Reviving Ophelia’,
named for a book written by US psychologist Mary Pipher, represents a ‘new girl’: vulnerable,
voiceless, fragile. Gonick sets out to demonstrate that although these two narratives appear
entirely contradictory, they are in fact mutually reinforcing and work together to help produce the
discursive contours of contemporary neoliberal girlhood. Both discourses emphasise young
female subjectivities as projects that can be shaped by individuals rather than as social
collectivities, encouraging young women to work on themselves either through empowering
statements of possibility and freedom, or through providing a series of remedies to their Ophelia
crisis. Gonick thus concludes that ‘girls are simultaneously recognised as the potential idealized
autonomous neoliberal subject even as they are also always already at risk of failing to secure
the position.’45 Coppola’s films mobilise both the ‘girl-power’ and the ‘Reviving Ophelia’
discourses, as she shows us girls as active, empowered subjects and as vulnerable and
precarious victims. Rather than offering us girlhood as needing to fall on either side of this binary
divide, however, Coppola offers us more nuanced portraits that, in accordance with Gonick’s
critical reading of girl culture, demonstrate the interdependence of spectacle and crisis, agency
and victimhood, light and opacity, in the shaping of contemporary accounts of girlhood. She
presents and merges the two antithetical poles of girlhood, offering more complex
representations than those that dominate Western postfeminist cinematic cultures. She
constructs and promotes an image of psychologically intricate young women with a sense of
agency. They do not sacrifice their girlish femininity in order to acquire this agency; nor however,
do the girlish pleasures they indulge necessarily fulfil all their desires. Consequently, Coppola’s
girls offer an unusual perspective on cinematic girlhood, unashamedly and unabashedly
feminine girls who nevertheless strike a feminist position in their re-appropriation of girlhood
iconography and its relation to aesthetics of light.

Coppola’s close attention to the experiences of actual girls, and the micro shifts in girlish mood
and feeling that occur in her films, nuance and give specificity and individuality back to this



generalised figure. In popular culture, the state and processes of girlhood reflect and project the
values of neoliberalism and our generally ambivalent and conflicted attitude towards its social,
cultural and political impact. Whereas frequently we may concentrate on the negative pressures
of neoliberalism’s push to manage ourselves, a self-starting view of girlhood echoed in
Coppola’s range of girls, from ice-skating Cleo to self-styling Rebecca, Coppola’s films force us
also to acknowledge the sheer fun of self-indulgence that consumerist society permits, from
Marie Antoinette’s shopping spree to late night drives with friends in Beverly Hills. Coppola’s
films enter into critical engagement with cultures of girlhood and how girlhood is represented in
the contemporary media. They do this through two main strategies this chapter will now discuss:
first, through challenging the binary oppositions that structure how we think about girls, to
embrace instead girlhood as ambivalent and contradictory; second, through resisting the digital
and redeploying aesthetics of sparkle and luminosity. They thus offer a particularly subtle
reading of girl culture, as the insights of theorists Sarah Projansky, Angela McRobbie and Mary
Celeste Kearney show how digital culture, mutability, luminosity and sparkle are key to how we
understand contemporary girlhood.Projansky argues that media fascination with girlhood builds
on both the accessibility and immediacy of digital culture and the intensification of a culture of
celebrity that attracts through spectacle and sparkle. Although the concept of celebrity is
certainly not new (a point eloquently made by Coppola in Marie Antoinette) what has changed is
the sheer accessibility and ubiquity of the celebrity, now operating in the ever increasing
vastness of a mediascape where images circulate freely, repetitively and non-sequentially. Given
that the media’s fascination with celebrity and girls is intensifying at the same time, and that both
figures mobilise concern with contemporary neoliberal lifestyles and their emphasis on the
individual and questions of identity, then girls (all girls) function in some ways as celebrities, and
girlhood is essential to understanding celebrity culture. Projansky fleshes out this argument by
describing a process she terms ‘the spectacularization of girlhood in turn-of-the-twenty-first
century media culture.’ By invoking the term spectacle, she means several things. First, girls are
construed as objects of the media gaze and on display in film, television, on the internet, in
magazines and so on. Second, some of these media girls are spectacular, as in fabulous:
exemplars of the energetic, compliant girl identified by Harris. Third, some of these media girls
are scandals as ‘media wait with bated breath – paparazzi seek out and produce – the moment
of a celebrity girl’s fall.’33 These ambivalent representations combine fascination and derision,
pulling together girlphilia and girlphobia, and are used to frame possibilities and constraints not
just for the high-profile celebrities, but all girls, everywhere. Spectacle and celebrity are not
synonymous for Projansky; rather she explains that spectacularization is a ‘discursive and
economic strategy of turn of the twenty-first century celebrity culture easily applied to girls.’34
She concludes thatto say that media spectacularizes girls in celebrity culture is to emphasize the
intense publicness of contemporary girlhood: the way in which girls are readily available to us,
similar to the way every aspect of a celebrity’s life is fair game for discussion, evaluation and
consumption […] Analysis of the spectacularization of girls can help us better understand how



both celebrity culture and public girlhoods function.35Angela McRobbie’s work on girlhood
offers further insights into the surveillance and disciplinary techniques that characterise modern
girlhood and its formation within a celebrity-focused, highly visual and increasingly digital media
culture. According to McRobbie, gender equality has been mainstreamed, in particular in terms
of education and employment, so that girls are exhorted to be newly visible beneficiaries of an
ostensibly egalitarian meritocracy.36 If in the 1990s girlpower suggested girls could be active, in
the post girlpower period of the 2000–2010s, they are now expected/demanded to be fully
actualised, highly successful agentic subjects, able to benefit from all the opportunities allegedly
offered to them, and held personally responsible for any failures to live up to these expectations.
Those who succeed in this task are labelled ‘top girls’ by McRobbie, and what was once a
feminist discourse of collective female endeavour for empowerment and success becomes co-
opted by neoliberal values of individual achievement and aspiration. These girls are the bearers
of what McRobbie, borrowing Gilles Deleuze’s terminology, labels ‘ postfeminist luminosities’: a
kind of diffuse power which spreads rays of light across the bodies of young women. They are
placed under a theatrical spotlight which highlights their visibility and movement, producing new
‘technologies of the self’: a self endowed with seemingly limitless capacity, but rendered visible/
legible within the paradoxically narrow confines of a carefully delineated ‘feminine citizenship’.
Postfeminist luminosities are defined as ‘clouds of light […] which give young women a
shimmering presence’ and that soften these disciplinary logics and their regulation of young
women’s lives.37Mary Celeste Kearney enriches and extends McRobbie’s concept of
postfeminist luminosity and makes important conceptual links between her account of luminous
girlhood, the celebrity culture discussed by Projansky, and girl media culture. While McRobbie is
using luminosity as a metaphor to discuss the macro power structures that shape youthful
femininity, Kearney argues that ‘early twenty-first century American girls’ media are literally
luminous in their bedazzling, spectacular displays of girlhood.’38 Kearney asserts that ‘sparkle is
so ubiquitous in mainstream girls’ culture – and so absent in boys’ – it vies with pink as the
primary signifier of youthful femininity […] girls’ visual landscape […] is now dominated by
sparkly brilliance.’39 She traces the ways in which sparkle has become this ubiquitous in girl
culture, from fashion and cosmetics, often modelled by glamorous, dazzling celebrities, to glitter
on previously ungendered objects such as plasters and pencil cases. The most significant site
for sparkly glamour associated with celebrities and influencing girls’ fashions and accessories,
are the media industries. She goes onto comment that ‘sparkle has increasingly saturated girl-
influenced media, including animated movies, like Frozen, tweenpics, like High School Musical,
TV dramas, like Gossip Girl, and even independent films featuring marginalized youth, like
Pariah.’40 Kearney thus undertakes what she calls a ‘taxonomy of sparkle’, arguing that sparkle
is a particular feature of post girl-power texts and that sparkle’s semiotic and discursive power is
increasing. First, there is the association of sparkle with magic and the supernatural, that
stretches back to earlier girl texts that are still in circulation globally, such as Dorothy’s sparkling
red shoes that can transport her from Oz to Kansas, or Cinderella’s shimmering gown and



gleaming glass slippers provided by a fairy godmother. The second form of sparkle is
environmental, associated with stars, candles and lights, often used to invoke romance, but also
possibly friendship (as in Frozen’s depiction of Anna and Elsa). The third form is adornment via
sparkly make-up and costume: the above examples could all contribute to this third category,
which also encompasses figures such as The Hunger Games’ Katniss Everdeen, ‘the girl on
fire’, or Disney’s Hannah Montana.It is not surprising then that in her consideration of girlhood as
feeling, that when Monica Swindle lists a variety of signs, symbols and objects of girlhood, the
first two items on her list are pink and glitter.41 They form part of a distinct girls’ culture that did
not exist until girlhood came to be perceived as a period distinct from that of adulthood, with its
own unique subjectivity of age and gender. Established in the eighteenth century, girlhood has
burgeoned in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries and now circulates through objects and
items that are designated by girls themselves and marketed at them by adult producers. As
Swindle goes onto explain, the significance of these objects is frequently commented on
through how they position girls as consumers, but objects are not merely commodities: they also
have powers to inspire, console, revitalise or even transform their owners. The privileged objects
of girlhood – trainers covered in pink glitter; sparkly dresses; hairbands and nail polish and
stickers and Frozen wands, and so on – circulate girldom, modulating affect and provoking
affective states. Swindle suggests that while many objects simply circulate without impacting on
our understanding of girl, others become ‘sticky’ with affect and communicate a feeling of
girlhood (even to bodies we may not associate with girlhood, such as boys and adults, so that a
boy playing with Barbie is somehow transgressive, or an adult woman buys a Hello Kitty T-shirt
in order to feel youthful). Girls are encouraged to believe that these objects and their associated
aesthetics of shimmer, sparkle and pinkness will provide intense fun, joy and happiness, so that
girlhood itself becomes constructed as a time of uncomplicated pleasures. Swindle goes onto
comment that while individual girls will of course vary in their responses to these items, as will
boys and adults, these differences are culturally and socially managed. Girls who fail to find
pleasure in these ‘happy objects’ are ‘affect aliens’, out of line with the affective community of
girlhood. She also intriguingly suggests that while girlhood is culturally constructed as a time of
freedom and joy, partially obtained at least through its proliferation of ‘happy objects’, female
adolescence is a time when girls are encouraged to leave these behind and take up the objects
of womanhood, such as boyfriends, beauty, sex, career and family, which are meant to be
pleasurable but all too often aren’t, leaving women as affect aliens too.Kearney pursues the
question of happiness in girlishness at the conclusion of her article on sparkle. She argues
sparkle should not be seen simply as a way of luring naïve girls into finding pleasure in the
neoliberal disciplinary techniques that govern their lives, but also as a knowing performance of
girlishness that self-consciously plays with its own codification. We can resist the moral panic
associated with girls’ bodily displays, and interpret them instead as affective exploration and
potential resistance. Dress-up games can be understood as a rich site of campy performance,
navigating the gendered and social self, and girlhood’s interest in sparkle links here to queer’s



love of glamour and light.In Coppola’s films, we can trace an investigation of girlhood which
builds on the insights of the girlhood theorists discussed above. Coppola’s cinema performs the
kind of critical project that Kearney senses is possible. Rather than rejecting the aesthetics and
tastes of femininity, all too often dismissed as vapid, shallow, or tasteless, Coppola embraces
the prettiness of pink and the delights of shimmer and sparkle, revelling in a self-consciously
pretty performance of girlhood (Coppola says that a friend’s teenage daughter greeted the more
deliberately strident colour scheme of The Bling Ring with disappointment as ‘it doesn’t look
pretty like your other work’).42Coppola’s girls are luminous in both McRobbie and Kearney’s
uses of the term. This creates a complex refraction of dominant ideas about girlhood in the
culture and academic analysis of them, to the extent that we can see a philosophy of girlhood
luminosities emerging in her films as they engage with light: light as spectacle and sparkle; light
as cinematic quality; light as blinding. Through both the content and the form of her films,
Coppola works through issues of girlhood as dazzling or luminous spectacle. She turns
frequently to issues of girlhood and celebrity, demonstrating the match between the two that
Projansky suggests undergirds much of contemporary media culture and providing us a way to
think through some of the repercussions of Projansky’s argument. Coppola’s films offer us the
spectacle of girlhood in all three ways Projansky identifies: she shows us iconic images of girls;
she shows us girls being fabulous; she shows us girls in crisis.Through the range of girls she
shows us, Coppola rejects the binary constructions of girlhood that bedevil contemporary
cultural texts. Anita Harris identifies the ‘at-risk’ girl and her equivalent ‘the can-do’ girl;43 Gonick
examines the competing narratives of girl-power and what she labels ‘Reviving Ophelia’
stories.44 On the one hand, the ‘girl-power’ discourse positions girls as agents: assertive,
dynamic, and unrestrained by traditional feminine expectations. On the other, ‘Reviving Ophelia’,
named for a book written by US psychologist Mary Pipher, represents a ‘new girl’: vulnerable,
voiceless, fragile. Gonick sets out to demonstrate that although these two narratives appear
entirely contradictory, they are in fact mutually reinforcing and work together to help produce the
discursive contours of contemporary neoliberal girlhood. Both discourses emphasise young
female subjectivities as projects that can be shaped by individuals rather than as social
collectivities, encouraging young women to work on themselves either through empowering
statements of possibility and freedom, or through providing a series of remedies to their Ophelia
crisis. Gonick thus concludes that ‘girls are simultaneously recognised as the potential idealized
autonomous neoliberal subject even as they are also always already at risk of failing to secure
the position.’45 Coppola’s films mobilise both the ‘girl-power’ and the ‘Reviving Ophelia’
discourses, as she shows us girls as active, empowered subjects and as vulnerable and
precarious victims. Rather than offering us girlhood as needing to fall on either side of this binary
divide, however, Coppola offers us more nuanced portraits that, in accordance with Gonick’s
critical reading of girl culture, demonstrate the interdependence of spectacle and crisis, agency
and victimhood, light and opacity, in the shaping of contemporary accounts of girlhood. She
presents and merges the two antithetical poles of girlhood, offering more complex



representations than those that dominate Western postfeminist cinematic cultures. She
constructs and promotes an image of psychologically intricate young women with a sense of
agency. They do not sacrifice their girlish femininity in order to acquire this agency; nor however,
do the girlish pleasures they indulge necessarily fulfil all their desires. Consequently, Coppola’s
girls offer an unusual perspective on cinematic girlhood, unashamedly and unabashedly
feminine girls who nevertheless strike a feminist position in their re-appropriation of girlhood
iconography and its relation to aesthetics of light.The Ambivalence of Girlhood
ObjectsCoppola’s films showcase the aesthetics and objects of girlhood. She treads a fine line
which operates along the sensitive issue of girl audiences. Is girl culture acquiescing to mass
production or in rebellion against it? Coppola doesn’t seem to come down on one side or the
other of this divide, maintaining rather a position of cool ambivalence toward the desirable
objects of girl culture.Coppola’s films frequently use shades of pastel and pink or glittering
luminosity as part of their palette, allowing what Jacki Willson suggestively labels ‘the potential
for glitter to be flexible’ (I discuss Willson’s perspective on Coppola in more detail in Chapter 4
on fashion).46 What Swindle’s work on girlhood and Kearney’s comments on sparkle
demonstrate is that aesthetics are also emotions; that pink and glitter help to create the emotion
of ‘girl’, circulating its paradoxical qualities of happiness, joy, and alienation. I am using the term
objects here in the expansive way the concept is discussed by Swindle, where ‘objects of
girlhood’ include both such items as plastic jewellery, stickers, and dolls, but also supposedly
neutral objects coloured pink or that sparkle, and also the emotions that they are designed to
evoke – make-believe, happiness, and giggles. Coppola’s attentiveness to objects is of a piece
with her interest in texture, mood, and tone. Objects, aesthetics and emotions are intertwined in
Coppola’s films, echoing Swindle’s belief that they are also all bound together in girl culture.
Where her films deviate from the dominant discourse concerning these objects and their roles in
girls’ lives is that Coppola demonstrates their ambivalence. She does not deny their appeal, and
indeed makes commercials that play on their deep-rooted allure. At the same time, she suggests
their inadequacies and short-comings in any kind of redressing of patriarchal injustices. This is
what makes Coppola’s films so intriguing and to my mind so useful. She does not criticise girls
for being drawn to pink and glitter, rejecting the kind of moral panic that characterises some
popular feminist writing about girlhood. Rather, she aligns herself more with the kind of analysis
offered by Barbara Risman: ‘much doing gender at the individual and interactional levels gives
pleasure as well as reproduces inequality, and until we find other socially acceptable means to
replace that pleasure, we can hardly advocate for its cessation.’47 At the same time, she
demonstrates the flaws in a system that holds girls responsible for their own happiness while
only offering limited and somewhat facile opportunities for its articulation.As girls and women are
socialised to respond to their own failure to respond to what should make them happy with self-
doubt rather than anger, they assume the lack comes from within and slump into apathy,
anomie, or despair. Possibly one of the most poignant images of girlhood in Coppola’s
filmography and that summarises this line of argument is from The Virgin Suicides. Following



Cecilia’s return home from hospital after her suicide attempt, Mr Lisbon/James Woods
persuades his wife to allow the girls to throw a party. While the other girls get ready for the party,
brushing their hair and applying lipstick, oldest sister Therese/Leslie Hayman uses sellotape to
strap brightly-coloured chunky plastic bangles and bracelets over the bandages on Cecilia’s
wrists (see Fig 2.5). ‘There, is that ok?’ she solicitously checks, before leaving the room to get
dressed up herself. The contrast between the seriousness of Cecilia’s depression and the
banality of the bracelets is all too striking.Fig. 2.5.Therese covers Cecilia’s bandages with
braceletsWe can extend the reading of this image further if we turn to Anna Backman Rogers’
discussion of The Virgin Suicides as a film that represses the ‘messy’ corporeality of adolescent
femininity; specifically menstrual blood, the signifier of the passage toward womanhood, is
visually denied or disavowed throughout the film.48 With its carefully reconstructed 1970s
period setting and strict bigoted religious mother, The Virgin Suicides evokes Brian de Palma’s
classic 1970s horror Carrie, as both Backman Rogers and Olivier Davenas point out.49 In this
film, menstrual blood signals Carrie/Sissy Spacek’s burgeoning sexuality that is repressed by
her mother, played as quasi-demonic by Piper Laurie. Carrie’s period arriving while she is having
a shower after PE confirms her failure to follow the rules of normal girlhood at her high school
where periods are hidden and managed through the discreet use of tampons and sanitary
towels, as urged by advertisements (where of course blood is also a light blue liquid). The
bullying Carrie suffers as a result reaches its apogee at the high school prom, where she has a
bucket of pig blood poured over her white dress.Coppola’s high school prom in contrast is an
idealised ritual, at which Lux and Trip Fontaine/Josh Hartnett are crowned homecoming king and
queen. The mise-en-scene evokes the kind of ‘happy objects’ of girlhood I discuss above:
twinkling lights; stars painted with glitter; blue and white balloons; the silvery plastic tiara Lux
wears when she is crowned homecoming queen. The prom culminates in the other Lisbon girls,
Bonnie/Chelse Swain, Mary/A.J.Cook and Therese, dancing with their partners, twirling joyfully,
discovering a hedonistic delight in bodily movement soon to be curtailed for ever, the immobility
of their imprisonment anticipating the stillness of death. Meanwhile, Lux is persuaded by Trip to
make her way to the football field. (In a really nicely observed insight into Trip’s character and a
possibly unheeded warning to Lux about his behaviour, he dodges having the crown placed on
his head by the teacher, and never wears it, simply clasping it by his side: he is far too
concerned with maintaining his air of cool to form the picture-perfect coupling Lux has already
imagined – I doubt she noticed he doesn’t wear the crown. The slight shift of his head from the
teacher occurs in long shot, so that we too could easily miss it). Coppola drew inspiration from
the photographic series Suburbia by Bill Owens. Owens, staff photographer on the Livermore
Independent newspaper, attentively chronicled the daily lives of the inhabitants of a newly built
housing estate in the Livermore Amadore Valley not far from Los Angeles. Coppola cites in
particular a photograph of some kids at a high school dance surrounded by tinfoil stars as a look
she wanted to replicate in her homecoming scene.50 The narrative tension – that something
might go horribly wrong, as we will know from the implicit reference to Carrie – is displaced.



Rather than having blood pouring down over her pretty white dress, Lux’s violation of correct
feminine behaviour is her decision to accompany Trip to the football field and break her curfew.
What exactly happens on the football field is never revealed. We cut from Lux and Trip walking
under the fluorescent light to a close-up on a car dashboard clock showing the time as quarter to
11 and a boy’s voice saying ‘maybe they went home with your Dad’. We cut back from the car to
a close-up on Trip lying on top of Lux, his breathing loud and heavy. The camera tracks up them,
and they are lit up by a car headlight. Lux seems to struggle against Trip, pushing up against his
body with her hands: Backman Rogers suggests the scene implies he raped her. We cut after
only 11 seconds back to the car and Bonnie asking if anyone has any mints, a desperate
attempt to hide the fact she drank peach schnapps at the prom but also perhaps a metaphor for
her sudden need to cover up what is happening to Lux and keep everything pretty, white and
fresh.The shot of Cecilia in a bathtub of bloody water is the only time that blood is visualised in
the film, despite the presence of 5 adolescent girls (and Lux’s loss of virginity/rape). The
inevitability of their periods is signalled when Peter Sisten/Chris Hale, invited for dinner as a
reward for having helped Mr. Lisbon install a model of the solar system in his school classroom,
goes to the upstairs bathroom in the Lisbon family home. He explores the girls’ bathroom,
fascinated by the accoutrements of adolescent girlhood and indulging in a sensory reverie as he
sprays perfume or glides his finger over bottles of pink nail varnish, the otherworldly nature of his
experience heightened by the extra-diegetic music playing. He opens a large cupboard and is
confronted by stacked boxes of tampons; the camera stops its slow glide and we have a
cropped close-up on them neatly arranged into rows. (see Fig 2.6). He returns to the sink and
picks up a red lipstick, bringing it up to his nose and closing his eyes. The camera moves into
close-up on his face and behind him the walls dissolve to allow a sunlit image of Lux to occupy
the background, as if this vision of luminous girlhood is conjured up from the smell of the lipstick.
We then move to a close-up on this vision, Lux’s face glowing golden against the sunset, her
eyes half shut, her head tossed back as if in some kind of (sexual?) ecstasy. The redness of the
lipstick subliminally suggests the red of the blood the tampons soak up, disavowed into a
romanticised image of girlhood and light. The music and the image abruptly stop with a knock on
the door, and we cut back to Peter in the bathroom rather bathetically holding the lipstick. ‘I
thought you died in there’, says Lux. She walks past Peter to the cupboard containing the
tampons. He still hovers. ‘Do you mind?’ she asks, reaching for the tampon. At this replacement
of his vision of feminine sexuality compared to its (literally) bloody reality, Peter, overcome with
embarrassment, runs away from the house. The only blood we see is the blood from Cecilia’s
veins, and the mere possibility that this may stain the white bandages is covered up by the
sellotaped baubles and bracelets. The paraphernalia of girlhood thus both offers Cecilia
compensation for, or even protection from, entering into womanhood – the baubles covering up
the (disavowed) menstrual blood. At the same time, the inadequacy of ‘happy objects’ to the
task of covering up the pains, injustices and restrictions of girlhood is made only too
manifest.Fig. 2.6.The tampons in the Lisbon girls’ bathroom cupboardCecilia could be seen here



as clinging onto girlhood, cleaving to its objects as a way of avoiding womanhood. It is in the
‘putting away of girlish things’ that girls become/are made women, but that given that these
objects are associated with happiness, it is not surprising that chronologically adult women
continue to wear pink, put glitter on their nails, and that when they gather together in homosocial
groups, refer to themselves as ‘girls together’. Girlhood is a place of fantasy, experimentation,
evasion, and transcendence, standing not temporally before womanhood, but rather alongside
it. In the case of Lost in Translation, we see Charlotte expose the performative element of these
‘happy objects’ as she tries them on, plays with them, but ultimately rejects them as an answer
to her existential crisis. As Lucy Bolton explains, for the majority of the film, Charlotte breaks with
a sexualised representation of femininity, dressing in neutral, non figure-hugging clothing,
avoiding make-up and wearing her hair loose and natural.51 This takes on a particular
resonance within the context of the usual construction of cinematic femininity, especially that of
the star image of Scarlett Johansson, who is known for her curvaceous form and who mimics
the iconic sexy female star Marilyn Monroe. Indeed, Bolton reads the opening of Lost in
Translation as a knowing reworking of the classic introduction of the sexy female star that helps
the film destabilise stereotyped ideas about women. The initial sighting of Johansson’s buttocks
is reminiscent of many similar body-shots on screen, such as that which opens Pretty Woman
(Marshall, 1990). We see an image in close-up of a young woman’s back, bottom and legs. She
is wearing see-through pink panties. She shifts her body slightly, drawing attention to her hips
and legs. She is positioned as the object of our gaze, unaware of our presence and thus able to
be indulged in as voyeuristic spectacle. However, two things interrupt the spectacle. First, the
alluring pink pants are teamed up with a more prosaic and functional grey jumper, associating
this young woman’s state of undress more with ease and comfort in the privacy of a hotel room
than a sexual image. Second, the image is overlaid with the title, ‘Lost in Translation’, signalling
that ‘the usual meanings of on-screen femininity may be effectively “lost” in their translation to a
new filmic mode that foregrounds female subjectivity.’ (see Fig 2.7). If the opening subtly
undermines the meaning of Charlotte’s pink pants, Coppola builds on this reworking through the
film. The next highly girlish object we see Charlotte wear is a pink wig she dons in the karaoke
box. Bolton reads this as an example of girlish masquerade, as Charlotte self-consciously
performs The Pretenders’ ‘Brass in Pocket’. In contrast to her usual self-contained and rather
quiet demeanour, here she flirts, making lots of eye contact with Bob and entreating him to join
in with her on the lines, ‘I’m special, so special.’ As Bolton explains, ‘in a parody of showgirl
performance […] the artificiality of the scene is heightened not only by the unrealistic fancy-
dress wig, but also by incongruity of the song’s words and movements with respect to
Charlotte’s character and Johansson’s previously understated performance.’52 The pink pants
and wig signal one set of meanings about objects and the girl. While they usually work to show
us that she is sexy and fun, using the strategies of defamiliarisation and masquerade allows
Coppola to rob these objects of any inherent natural associations with happiness. While they
provide a momentary relief for Charlotte, they do not sustain any kind of solution to her feelings



of ‘stuckness’. Indeed, in the next scene, Coppola shows us Charlotte, still wearing the pink wig,
silently smoking a cigarette outside the karaoke box, demonstrating the contrast of Charlotte’s
mannered and provocative performance against her more usual dour and reserved self-
presentation and the limited ability of a pink wig to secure happiness.
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