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Culture

I F YOU are over a certain age 
everywhere you look there seem 
to be echoes of things past. This 
pronounced sense of déjà vu for 
those of us who remember the 
Eighties vividly is not merely 

a quirk of advancing age but a prevalent 
part of cultural life today. 

Creative freedom and risk-taking seem 
to belong to a quaint and bygone era. 
Where there was once original drama, 
music and pop stars, it seems there are 
now reheated versions of classics. These 
are sampled, remixed, reworked and 
refashioned.

Take for example the hugely popular 
television show Glee. With its reworking 
of hits, its talent show format and its 
referencing of the Eighties television show 
Fame, it is a neat example of bringing 
elements that have been successful in their 
own right, packaging it into one big cuddly 
collection and creating a hit. 

Then there is the remake culture. There 
is nothing new about this (in 1938 there was 
a remake of the 1930 fi lm The Dawn Patrol; 
this time starring Errol Flynn) but the 
appetite for making the old new is stronger 
than ever. 

A cursory glance at fi lms since the 
Nineties reveals the reliance on the tried 
and tested formula, a kind of cultural 
skimming that lifts ideas and repackages 
them rather than breaks new ground.

If it was enjoyed on the small screen it 
was probably transferred to the big screen. 

The Addams Family came to the cinema 
in 1991 from the back of the popular series. 
Then there was The Fugitive (remade in 
1993). The Saint was remade in 1997. The 

Avengers appeared in 1998 and Charlie’s 
Angels spawned a fi lm in 2000 and another 
in 2003 with Charlie’s Angel’s: Full Throttle. 
Then there was Bewitched (2005), The 
Dukes Of Hazzard (2005) and Sex And The 
City, which had its second fi lm this year.

Soon The A-Team fi lm version will be 
coming to a multiplex near you and The 
Karate Kid has also been remade. 

According to veteran fi lm critic Barry 
Norman the remake culture is a result of 
the wrong people in charge of the studio’s 
purse strings. “In the days of the studio 
system the guys running them were 
regarded as monsters but they were 
hard-headed business men who also loved 
fi lm, all of them,” he says.

“Nowadays the studios are run by 
multi-national corporations which are 
controlled by accountants who aren’t 
interested in what the fi lm is about or even 
who is in it. They just look at the bottom 
line see what it took at the box offi ce. If 
a fi lm did very well at the box offi ce they 
will make more like that, or a sequel or 
a prequel.

“There is no adventurousness in 
mainstream cinema in America now. They 
are devouring what has gone before and 
regurgitating it.”

This regurgitating is prevalent in music 
too and the likes of Lady Gaga who has 
more or less admitted she is channeling 
the spirit of Madonna. Her look as well as 

Are you watching Glee on television, listening to Lady Gaga or going to  the 
cinema and feeling like you’ve seen it all before? It’s probably because you 
have. Jane Clinton examines our fl ourishing ‘cut and paste’ media culture

Culture

FLASHBACKS: Eighties television show Fame 
has been reworked as Glee for modern 
teenagers, above, and Lady Gaga, right, is this 
generation’s version of Madonna, far right 
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Review

‘We both started out 
in New York and we 
both became famous 

when we dyed our 
hair blonde’

OUT TOMORROW ON CD

DEF JAM 25TH ANNIVERSARY 
Various Artists (Def Jam, Universal, 5 discs)
Founded by college kids Rick Rubin and 
Russell Simmonds in November 1984, Def Jam 
was and is  the closest approximation to a 
contemporary Motown label. From the 
compressed, bass-heavy rap template of early 

tracks like LL Cool J’s I Need A Beat, 
Def Jam expanded to encompass 

R’n’B, soul and jazz in a series 
of dazzlingly well-structured 
singles from Public Enemy’s 

subversive Bring  
The Noise to Rihanna’s Umbrella, 

one of the finest pop singles of the last 
25 years. Jay Z, Kanye West and The Beastie 

Boys are all present here but there are gems 
too among the non-superstar acts; all 
packaged in a miniature record crate with 
booklet and free, limited-edition T-shirt. MT

RONNIE 
Ronnie Cuber (Steeplechase)
An astonishingly lyrical player on that most 
unforgiving of instruments the baritone 
saxophone, Ronnie Cuber tackles both the 
angular instrumentals beloved of jazz 
aficionados (the seldom-performed Oh Gloria) 
and evergreen standards such as All The 
Things You Are. He is backed by a superb 
group, including the dazzlingly versatile 
pianist Helen Sung, but it is the intelligence 
and subtlety of his playing that shines through 
whether zipping through lightning-fast runs  
on the opening Freddie Hubbard number 
Thermo, or developing the catchiest of dance-
riffs on Eddie Vinson’s Four. Cuber, 69, has 
found favour with everyone from Frank Zappa 
to George Benson across the decades and  

it’s not difficult to hear why on this superbly 
accomplished offering. MT

NIGHT WORK 
Scissor Sisters (Polydor)
Scissor Sisters’ third album hits the ground 
running with its frenetic, disco-drenched title 
track. Night Work is rooted in the early 
Eighties, imagining a gay community 
unfettered by the AIDS catastrophe which 
makes the music as poignant as it is 
compulsively toe-tapping. Beneath the surface 
of its exuberant high camp and whip-smart 
filthy innuendo, there’s a dark edge, most 
notably in the menacing Harder You Get; Sex 
And Violence and Fire With Fire. This is a 
zingy, bouncy, sugar-rush of a record though 
you will be hard-pushed to avoid tunes that  
are screamingly radio-friendly. CH

THE DARK SIDE OF THE MOON 
The Flaming Lips and Stardeath and the White 
Dwarves (Warners)
Is it brave or foolish to put your own spin on 
one of the most revered records in rock 
history? Flaming Lips certainly make their 
psych-rock mark on this track-by-track  
cover of the 1973 classic by their proggy 
forebears, Pink Floyd. The Lips’ version is 
heavier than their trademark sound but 
retains all the weirdness of the original, 
enhanced by contributions from Henry Rollins 
and Peaches. This is a bold and interesting 
experiment of an album. CH

MARTIN TOWNSEND 
and CHARLOTTE HEATHCOTE

SAX APPEAL: The superb Ronnie Cuber

Avengers appeared in 1998 and Charlie’s 
Angels spawned a film in 2000 and another 
in 2003 with Charlie’s Angel’s: Full Throttle. 
Then there was Bewitched (2005), The 
Dukes Of Hazzard (2005) and Sex And The 
City, which had its second film this year.

Soon The A-Team film version will be 
coming to a multiplex near you and The 
Karate Kid has also been remade. 

According to veteran film critic Barry 
Norman the remake culture is a result of 
the wrong people in charge of the studio’s 
purse strings. “In the days of the studio 
system the guys running them were 
regarded as monsters but they were 
hard-headed business men who also loved 
film, all of them,” he says.

“Nowadays the studios are run by 
multi-national corporations which are 
controlled by accountants who aren’t 
interested in what the film is about or even 
who is in it. They just look at the bottom 
line see what it took at the box office. If  
a film did very well at the box office they 
will make more like that, or a sequel or  
a prequel.

“There is no adventurousness in 
mainstream cinema in America now. They 
are devouring what has gone before and 
regurgitating it.”

This regurgitating is prevalent in music 
too and the likes of Lady Gaga who has 
more or less admitted she is channeling  
the spirit of Madonna. Her look as well as 

her stance bears more than a passing 
resemblance to the singer. “I think what 
Madonna and I share is that we are both 
fearless,” she has said. 

“We both have a lot of nerve. We’re both 
Italian-American women, we both started 
out in the New York underground scene 
and we both became famous when we dyed 
our hair blonde.”

It is perhaps a little more than a bottle of 
peroxide that makes these two singers so 
similar. 

Equally, in the less risqué market, it was 
only a matter of time before Britney Spears 
would outgrow her wholesome appeal. Step 
forward Miley Cyrus who is really just a 
new and improved (read younger) version.

So are we living in a cultural desert or 
has this cultural skimming, remixing  
the old to become something new, always 
been here? 

Cultural commentator Peter York is keen 

to plot the influences that have created the 
likes of Lady Gaga. Madonna channeled 
David Bowie,” he says. “She took her 
career guidance entirely from Bowie  
who in turn culturally skimmed artist 
Andy Warhol. 

“You reinvent yourself, you associate 
yourself with the new aesthetic and you  
go off and you get to know an artist like 
Brian Eno as Bowie did and you work with 
them. Madonna did the same.”

It would, however, be churlish to suggest 
that any works of art can spring forth 
without a reference to art past. Indeed 
Pablo Picasso once said, “Bad artists copy. 
Great artists steal.” 

It is a sentiment echoed by Faris Yakob 
who rejoices in the title of chief innovation 
officer at MDC Partners in New York  
and has the blog Talent Imitates, Genius 
Steals. 

“Culture is made with other pieces of 
culture,” he says. “There is also a 
generation that has grown up with cut  
and paste. 

“There is the idea you press ‘control c’ 
and ‘control v’ on a keyboard and you have 
made something else. I would argue 
strongly that it is a creative act but it is  
a different kind of creative act.”

Shakespeare was keen to do the cut  
and paste equivalent and plunder and  
pilfer previous literature for his work so 
much that George Bernard Shaw insisted 

the Bard was a wonderful teller of stories 
so long as someone else had told them 
before. 

Shakespeare would happily lift whole 
passages from other texts “almost 
mechanically” according to Shakespeare 
scholar Stanley Wells.

Both Julius Caesar and Antony And 
Cleopatra have passages taken almost 
unaltered from Sir Thomas North’s 
translation of Plutarch.

S O IF Shakespeare did it 
what hope is there for the 
rest of us? Indeed what  
is the point of trying to be 
original at all? It has  
been said there are only 

seven main plots in all of literature so 
perhaps a little bit of repackaging and 
reheating should really not come as a 
surprise.

Skimming the surface rather than 
digging deep for new ideas seems to be  
the recipe for quick, easy and, more 
importantly, cheaper fixes.

Even the humble chocolate snack is 
subject to such “remakes”. Kit Kats,  
one of our most popular snacks, is 
constantly being reinvented. There were  
no fewer than four other variations on  
the theme of Kit Kat last time I looked.  
It is the tried and the tested formula given 
a twist. 

“Branding says, ‘Why try and originate 
something’?” says York. “Far better to 
acquire a brand that has got a perch in 
people’s mind. If you do it from cold, if you 
cook from fresh, it will take longer and it 
might not work.”
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