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Intro: The Coens and Their Past(s)
Americana Music Culture, or Sounding the Past
Filming the Sonic Past in New York
Neither New nor Old: Filming an Old Song
Not All Nostalgias Are the Same; Or, Why Can’t We Be Nostalgic like We
Used To?
Outro: Or, Notes toward a Critical Class Studies

If it was never new, and it
never gets old, then it’s a folk
song.

Intro: The Coens and Their Past(s)
Through out their ca reer the Coen Broth ers have been in ter ested in
nos tal gia—both in film ing the past and in the films of the past. In
Blood Simple (1984) and Miller’s Cross ing (1990), the Coens em ploy the
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styl istic and nar rat ive tropes of hard- boiled fic tion and film noir;
shortly after ar riv ing in Hol ly wood, Bar ton Fink (1991) is asked to work
on a box ing film, a now some what ob scure genre from Depression- 
era Amer ican cinema; with True Grit (2010) they re make a clas sic
West ern, and in The Bal lad of Buster Scruggs (2018) they blow up the
genre by push ing its con ven tions to ex tremes; and in O Brother,
Where Art Thou? (2000) and In side Llewyn Davis (2013), they re turn to
the Depression- era South and to the Green wich Vil lage folk scene
be fore Dylan comes to town in order to film the mu sical past. This
tend ency is more than mere cel eb ra tion of the pop cul ture from the
re cent past: their films often ex plore and com plic ate the work of nos‐ 
tal gia and our un der stand ing of time, the seem ingly nat ural con nec‐ 
tion between past, present, and fu ture.

This tend ency is one they share with many other film makers of the
post mod ern, film- school gen er a tion. David Lynch, for ex ample, chal‐ 
lenges his viewer to tri an gu late the mo ment in time when that car,
hair style, and plot point would have ex is ted out side of fic tion in the
same space and time. They never did, and the viewer is left feel ing
un moored from the con ven tions of real ism and simple as sump tions
about his tor ical and nar rat ive time. 1 As Fre dric Jameson ex plains, this
type of “can ni bal iz a tion of all the styles of the past, the play of ran‐ 
dom styl istic al lu sion,” cre ates a cul tural real ity wherein “the past as
‘ref er ent’ finds it self gradu ally brack eted, and then ef faced al to gether,
leav ing us with noth ing but texts” (Jameson 1991� 18). The Coen Broth‐ 
ers in O Brother en gage in a ver sion of this same play ful ness with
spa tial and his tor ical ref er ences that evoke a sense of some place
some where in the South and of some in de term in ate past, rather than
a spe cific place and time. Though the film seems to be set in Mis sis‐ 
sippi in 1937, Me nelaus “Pappy” O’Daniel, gov ernor of the film’s Mis‐ 
sis sippi, is based on Wil bert Lee “Pappy” O’ Daniel, former gov ernor
of Texas, and the flood ing of Ulysses Ever ett Mc Gill’s ho met own
would place that town in Ten nessee, not Mis sis sippi. Thus, the film’s
“Depression- era South,” rather than re fer ring to any par tic u lar state,
town, or year, serves as some thing like one of Jameson’s “texts.” Or, as
M. Keith Booker ex plains, the set ting of O Brother is “not the De pres‐ 
sion South, but pop cul tural im ages of the De pres sion South” (Booker
2007�79). Sim il arly, as Rick Alt man sug gests, O Brother “pro jects the
audi ence into a myth i cized ver sion of the cul tural past” (Alt man 1998�
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272). Alt man refers to this ver sion of the past as an “in ter me di ary
space” (271), cap tur ing the dis tinc tion between the ac tual past and a
re work ing of that past.

We can see a ver sion of that re work ing in the look of In side Llewyn
Davis. The Coens worked to rep res ent our ro mantic ideas about New
York and the folk re vival with a markedly old visual style; as the film’s
cine ma to graph ers ex plain, they ad jus ted the col ors di git ally “to be a
little ro man ti cized, like a memory” (B 2104� 44) and to cre ate “the
feel ing of old lenses without coat ing” and, more gen er ally, an “image
[that] has an old, rather strange look” (46). That is, they set out to
screen some thing like what Greil Mar cus refers to as “that old, weird
Amer ica,” turn ing Mar cus’s con stant Amer ican coun ter cur rent into
visual style. 2 The visual style takes us back to a ver sion of the past,
but it also re minds us that the ver sion be fore us, look ing old, look ing
like a memory, is not the past. It takes us, that is, to the space where
we are aware of a re work ing, re fram ing, re ima gin ing of the past.

3

In the same way, old music as it is used by the Coens works to un‐ 
settle the past. In O Brother, for ex ample, it rep res ents a type of styl‐ 
istic al lu sion, the sound of the Depression- era South; but it is also a
re turn to an in teg rated, South ern sound. The in clu sion of Tommy
John son, a coun try blues gui tar player who sold his soul to the devil
in ex change for mas tery, as part of the Soggy Bot tom Boys, re turns us
to a scene where we see the se greg a tion of sound—the radio sta tion
owner spe cific ally wants “old- timey ma ter ial,” not “negro songs.” That
the sta tion owner is blind and can not tell or does not seem to care if
the mu si cians are black or white, com ic ally cap tures a mo ment of
trans ition within the his tory of com mer cial music when re cord ings
would sub sequently be cat egor ized as black or white—"race re cords”
for black sounds and “hill billy re cords” for white ones. Be fore the in‐ 
tro duc tion of com mer cial, genre cat egor ies to mar ket spe cific re‐ 
cord ings to race- based mar kets, how ever, tra di tional Amer ican music
in the South blen ded black and white sounds, tra di tions, and per‐ 
form ances. 3 Thus, the film’s rep res ent a tion in this scene of an old
song, “Man of Con stant Sor row” (first pub lished as “Farewell Song” in
1913 by Dick Bur nett and first re leased as a com mer cial re cord ing as
“I am a Man of Con stant Sor row” by Emry Ar thur in 1928), serves to
open up what might seem to be settled his tory, the his tory of tra di‐ 
tional music in Amer ica; thus, the film al lows us to con sider the ra ‐
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cial iz a tion of pop u lar music in Amer ica, ques tion ing what it might
mean to com bine race and sound or, per haps more im port antly, what
it might mean to re ject such com bin a tions. 4

Sim il arly, the loop ing nar rat ive struc ture of In side Llewyn Davis re‐ 
turns us to an un settled ver sion of the film’s own past. From be gin‐ 
ning to end, the film’s nar rat ive moves in an end less loop, an im‐ 
possible chro no logy that be gins and ends in the same mo ment, circ‐ 
ling back on it self and re peat ing with subtle dif fer ences the open ing
three scenes in the final eight scenes. Thus, the past as mani fest in
In side Llewyn Davis is not “brack eted” off from the present by vir tue
of ran dom de ploy ment of styles of the past or by any other means.
Rather, the past and present fuse in the film’s open ing and clos ing se‐ 
quences, dis rupt ing our con fid ence in the cer tain logic of nar rat ive
pro gres sion and in the nat ural move ment of time for ward from a set,
stable, and closed past. 5 As Llewyn ex plains from the stage of the
Gas light, “If it was never new, and it never gets old, then it’s a folk
song.” The music and the nar rat ive share the same tem poral para dox:
the film al ways end ing where it began, and the song, never hav ing
been new and never be com ing old.

5

Amer ic ana music, the mu sical format that em bod ies the Coens’ sonic
past, also en gages a com plex idea of the past. 6 The Coen Broth ers’
ex plor a tion of the cine matic and mu sical past is more, though, than
mere style or nos tal gia. As Mi chael New man ar gues, the Coens often
en gage in a type of play that “func tions as cre at ive his tori ography, re‐ 
pur pos ing the im ages and ideas of the past in a new con text” (New‐ 
man 2011�181). The film and the music are en gaged in this same type of
work, rep res ent ing, troub ling, and re work ing our simplistic and
linked view of time, the past, and nos tal gia. 7 In other words, the mu‐ 
sical and cine matic para dox that defines In side Llewyn Davis al lows
the Coens to scru tin ize the struc tures and dis courses in her ent in our
un der stand ing of our shared, ima gin ary mu sical past. One of these
struc tures is class. The dis curs ive past and place evoked by Amer ic‐ 
ana music is im pov er ished or eco nom ic ally pre cari ous—that is, there
is a clear re la tion ship between the past of Amer ic ana, the sonic
South, 8 and the work ing class. 9 By draw ing out the re la tion ships
between our seem ingly dis crete and com mon sense as sump tions
about time, class, and re gion, the film rep res ents and ex plores the
dis rupt ive cul tural work of the type of nos tal gia cent ral to Amer ic ana
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music. So, more than mere nos tal gia, the film’s dis rup tion of cine‐ 
matic time and pro gress troubles class lines, dis tinc tions, and as‐ 
sump tions, ex pos ing the pro cesses and dis courses that make class a
struc ture that seems nat ural, in ev it able.

Amer ic ana Music Cul ture, or
Sound ing the Past
Just as the Soggy Bot tom Boys blend ing blues and bluegrass, black
and white, opens up a seem ingly settled his tory ac cord ing to which
the ra cial iz a tion of com mer cial mu sical forms is a given and, there‐ 
fore, in vis ible, re cent neo tra di tional music of fers a re turn to an un‐ 
settled, dy namic, and open ver sion of the past; that is, Amer ic ana in
gen eral of fers an other ver sion of the past we thought we knew. This
type of open ness is not some thing we would nor mally as so ci ate with
mu sical genres. And, in deed, it is more use ful to think of Amer ic ana
as a mu sical format than as a genre. Un like a mu sical genre, which di‐ 
vides, a format is di verse and in clus ive. With genres we draw lines in‐ 
side which we’ll de fend the pure sound and cul ture. Formats work
through these lines, find ing unity across a range of forms and com‐ 
munit ies. I am tak ing the dis tinc tion between genre and format from
Eric Weis bard’s Top 40 Demo cracy: The Rival Main streams of Amer‐ 
ican Music (see es pe cially Weis bard 2014� 3-12). I should add that
genre pur ists will no doubt take issue with my con ten tion that Amer‐ 
ic ana is some times folk, some times coun try, and equal parts jazz or
punk. But that is, as Weis bard ar gues, the nature of formats; and
Amer ic ana is, to bor row his lan guage, a “format pos ing as a rebel
genre” (3). Though ex pans ive, Amer ic ana co heres around a sonic past;
its sound is nos tal gic. There are the fiddles, gui tars, ban jos, man‐ 
dolins, and basses of the tra di tional south ern string band, but there
are also, some times, steel gui tars that evoke coun try music from the
1950s or Ham mond or gans that sound back to 1960s Mo town. The
nos tal gia, then, is for the gen eric sonic past, not a par tic u lar past.
The tra di tional sounds that Amer ic ana draws from date back to the
be gin nings of com mer cial, re cor ded music. An in com plete list would
in clude hill billy music such as that Fid dlin’ John Car son per formed on
At lanta’s WSB sta tion or re cor ded for Okey Re cords in the 1920s; the
blues as re cor ded by Ma Rainey for Para mount Re cords in the 1920s
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or Robert John son for Vo calion Re cords in the 1930s; as well as the
vari ous dir ec tions taken by coun try music from these roots through
the Carter Fam ily, Hank Wil li ams, and to more- recent artists ran ging
from Tyler Childers to Taylor Swift. 10

Even though the com mer cial in flu ences of Amer ic ana reach back to
the early twen ti eth cen tury, as a com mer cial format it is a re l at ively
re cent de vel op ment. In deed, it is safe to say that alt- country, child of
the 1980s, begat Amer ic ana. It gen er ated a roots re vival that spanned
mul tiple genres, un like the genre- based blues col lect ing of the mid- 
twentieth cen tury or the six ties folk re vival; bring ing to gether a range
of fans, mu sical genres, and com munit ies, alt- country was the be gin‐ 
nings of a com mer cial format that war rants its own as so ci ation (the
Amer ic ana Music As so ci ation), Bill board chart (Amer ic ana/Folk Al‐ 
bums), dis tri bu tion com pan ies (Thirty Ti gers and Soundly Music), re‐ 
cord la bels (Blood shot Re cords, Rounder, and Yep Roc), as well as a
host of on line and on- air radio out lets. The Coens began mak ing films
in the early 1980s, at the same time al tern at ive coun try music was
tak ing shape as a com mer cial form. The Long Ry ders formed in the
early 1980s, re leased four al bums, and dis ban ded by 1987. The Cow‐ 
boy Junkies re leased the Trin ity Ses sions in 1987. Uncle Tu pelo re‐ 
leased No De pres sion in 1990, and the elec tronic mail ing list Post card
from Hell was launched “back in the dark days of di a lup and baud
rates - aka the early 1990s” as “an on line meet ing place for fans,
friends and fol low ers” of Uncle Tu pelo (Kutzbach). And by 1999 the
Amer ic ana Music As so ci ation was up and run ning with the mis sion
“to ad voc ate for the au then tic voice of Amer ican Roots Music around
the world” (Amer ic ana Music As so ci ation). Per haps noth ing would
help ad vance this mis sion more than the suc cess of O Brother, re‐ 
leased a year after the found ing of the Amer ic ana Music As so ci ation.
The film re ceived two Academy Award nom in a tions, one for the
screen play and one for cine ma to graphy. The soundtrack reached
num ber one on the Bill board Top 200 chart; Down from the Moun tain,
a con cert doc u ment ary fea tur ing mu si cians from O Brother, reached
num ber ten on the Bill board Top Coun try Al bums chart; and both al‐ 
bums won Grammy Awards.

8

T Bone Bur nett, music pro du cer for many of the Coen Broth ers’ films,
pro duced the music for O Brother, the soundtrack album, and the
con cert film. Ad di tion ally, Bur nett is cred ited as music pro du cer on
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The Bal lad of Buster Scruggs (2018) ex ec ut ive music pro du cer on In‐ 
side Llewyn Davis and The La dykillers (2004), as well as mu sical arch‐ 
iv ist on The Big Le bow ski (1998). 11 Bur nett him self is an im port ant fig‐ 
ure in the Amer ican roots music world. He played gui tar in Bob
Dylan’s band in the 1970s and served as a pro du cer for Los Lobos and
Gil lian Welch among oth ers. Ad di tion ally, Bur nett serves on the Board
of Dir ect ors of the Amer ic ana Music As so ci ation Found a tion. Again,
the music is more than mere style: the Coens and T Bone Bur net are
act ive par ti cipants in mak ing and shap ing Amer ic ana music cul ture.

The Coens’ use of and de vel op ment of the Amer ic ana music format is
closely tied to their com plic ated cine matic his tori ography—the way,
that is, they make sense of the past. Amer ic ana is very well suited to a
type of tem poral play ful ness, sound ing old across dec ades of mu sical
his tory and tra di tion, shap ing a sound that cor res ponds to the im ages
made pos sible by old, un filtered lenses. The con struc tion of that
sonic al lu sion to an in de term in ate past also en gages dis courses of
class and re gion, as Amer ic ana, the blues, coun try music, bluegrass,
and tra di tional Amer ican music in gen eral are all as so ci ated with the
South and with the work ing class. Com bin ing a mar gin al ized re gion
and a mar gin al ized class with the sound of the past, tra di tional Amer‐ 
ican music is groun ded in the sound of cul tural dis tinc tion. As Pierre
Bour dieu ex plains, “Taste clas si fies, and it clas si fies the clas si fier. So‐ 
cial sub jects, clas si fied by their clas si fic a tions, dis tin guish them selves
by the dis tinc tions they make, between the beau ti ful and the ugly, the
dis tin guished and the vul gar, in which their po s i tion in the ob ject ive
clas si fic a tions is ex pressed or be trayed” (Bour dieu 1987� 6). Spe cific‐ 
ally, mu sical taste across vari ous genres dis tin guishes between
middle-  and working- class listen ers—the as so ci ation of coun try
music with the work ing class par tially ex plains the tend ency among
col lege stu dents in the United States to state a mu sical pref er ence
for “any thing but coun try” (Hubbs 2014� 23-4), work ing, as they are, to
gradu ate into the middle class. Look ing back, run ning counter to pro‐ 
gress, tra di tional music is not the music of the middle class; it is not
the music of so cial mo bil ity. Class, then, does not exist solely as an
eco nomic marker of wealth nor as a meas ure of cul tural dis tinc tion; it
is also a marker of time. The nar rat ive of the Amer ican Dream moves
along a chro no logy from rags to riches, up ward in class and for ward
in time. This move ment takes us up and away from coun try music to
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any and all other forms of mu sical cul ture—any thing, that is, but
coun try.

Within the Amer ican ima gin ary, this move ment might also be seen as
tak ing us away from the South, the source of com mer cial forms of
tra di tional Amer ican music. One of Jameson’s bracketed- off texts,
“the South” rep res ents both a geo graph ical place and a place in time,
de fin ing to some de gree the na tion’s ima gin ary geotem poral past. As
a dis curs ive text, the South evokes poverty, in no cence, and tra di‐ 
tional cul tural forms com bined in this tex tual South if nowhere in any
par tic u lar South at any spe cific time. 12 The  per ceived  link between
South ern cul ture, the work ing class (if not ab ject poverty), and the
rural (tra di tional or Ap palachian) South is es pe cially strong with re‐ 
gard to music. The South ern High lands, the story went, were a type
of cul ture pre serve for white Anglo- Saxon folks and, there fore, folk‐ 
ways: the moun tains isol ated the set tle ments of Ap palachia from the
in flu ences of pop u lar or com mer cial cul ture, non- Anglo im mig rants
and their cul tures, and all things mod ern.    For a clear state ment of
these as sump tions, con sider the title of an 1899 essay in the At lantic
Monthly  by Wil liam Frost, pres id ent of Berea Col lege in Ken‐ 
tucky.  “Our Con tem por ary An cest ors in the South ern Moun‐ 
tains” cap tures the be lief that sent scores of song catch ers ex plor ing
the small towns and ham lets of the Ap palachian South under the in‐ 
flu ence, if not dir ec tion, of Har vard Eng lish pro fessor Fran cis Child
and, after him,  Brit ish bal lad col lector Cecil Sharp. 13 In ten
parts  between  1882  and  1898,  Child pub lished  his  The Eng lish and
Scot tish Pop u lar Bal lads; and build ing on Child’s work, Sharp pub‐ 
lished  Eng lish Folk Songs from the South ern Ap palachi ans  in
1917.    Sharp, as Ben jamin Fi lene ex plains, “found a way to re visit
the Brit ish past he had never known; he cre ated it in Amer ica,” Fi lene
con tin ues, in “the Ap palachian moun tain eers’ cul ture” (Fi lene 2000�
23).   For Sharp and oth ers work ing under the in flu ence of the Child
bal lad pro ject, the Ap palachian re gion (and its moun tain eers) be came
the con tem por ary em bod i ment of an ima gin ary past.

11

Amer ic ana’s mu sical past, then, seems to exist in some sort of static
al ways, a mu sical ver sion of the chro no lo gical loop in which Llewyn
Davis and we, the wit nesses to his circ ling back, seem to be stuck.
And Aaron Fox, writ ing about O Brother, cri tiques the Coens’ mu sical
pro gram in just such terms. Ralph Stan ley, a bluegrass in nov ator
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whose ca reer reaches back to the 1940s and 50s, sings “O Death” on
the film’s soundtrack. Ac cord ing to Fox, Stan ley in ven ted a tra di tional
moun tain music for “Ap palachian mi grants work ing on the shop
floors of north ern cit ies”; but as the Coens present him in O Brother,
Fox writes, Stan ley be comes “a liv ing relic, alone on a pre mod ern
ped es tal, the em bod i ment of (white) rural, folk pur ity” (Fox 2005�
185). 14  Writ ing about the “des ig na tion of T- Bone [sic] Bur net as ‘mu‐ 
sical arch iv ist,’” Jeff Smith, like Fox, con tends that the Coens re gard
old songs as neg lected “mu sical treas ures,” work ing to pre serve and
dis play “pop u lar cul ture ar ti facts” (Smith 2013� 149). Using lan guage
that echoes Fox, he claims that “music arch iv ist” “seem ingly treats
the films as vir tual mu seum pieces and pre serves the soundtrack as a
space for lost or neg lected mo ments in Amer ican mu sical his tory”
(131). Both Fox and Smith mis takenly dis miss the Coens and Amer ic‐ 
ana music cul ture from a per spect ive that as sumes that Amer ic ana’s
nos tal gia is al ways and only an at tempt to re pro duce (and pre serve)
the past—a “relic” on a “ped es tal,” a “treas ure” or “ar ti facts” forever
dis play ing a par tic u lar and un chan ging image of rus ti city, poverty,
and the past. This view of the Coen’s treat ment of the mu sical past is
based on what Svelana Boym calls res tor at ive nos tal gia. As she ex‐ 
plains, res tor at ive nos tal gia ig nores that the habits and cus toms of
the past are sub ject to change, that they are or ganic and dy namic, re‐ 
spond ing to the chan ging world around them. In stead, prac ti tion ers
of res tor at ive nos tal gia seek to re make the past; and the tra di tions
we in vent as part of this re mak ing are “char ac ter ized by a higher de‐ 
gree of sym bolic form al iz a tion and ritu al iz a tion than the ac tual . . .
cus toms and con ven tions after which they [are] pat terned” (Boym
2001� 42). Res tor at ive nos tal gia, in other words,  pro duces a more
tightly con trolled, un chan ging, and lim ited ver sion of the past it at‐ 
tempts to evoke. And it presents that past as the one true past, the
way it really was, our status quo image and his tory of us be fore.

Es chew ing res tor at ive nos tal gia, the Coens’ cu mu lat ive en gage ment
with the mu sical past(s) is more com plic ated than Fox or Smith ac‐ 
know ledges. After all, tra di tional Amer ican music genres such as
coun try have al ways made room for artists and fans to re work the
lim its of tra di tion and the mean ing of the past to which the stand ard
middle- class chro no lo gies as signed them. Moreover, it is pos sible to
read O Brother as a cri tique of just the type of ap pro pri ation that
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con cerns Fox. After all, the film cap tures the mo ment when tra di‐ 
tional, south ern sounds be came a com mer cial product and shows
how these now com mod i fied, nos tal gic sounds are tasked with polit‐ 
ical work such as ra cial se greg a tion. To en gage in tra di tional music is
to par ti cip ate in nos tal gia, but par ti cip at ing in nos tal gia may be a
means by which those who are oth er wise mar gin al ized can ne go ti ate
and re work their re la tion ship to the past and, there fore, the mean ing
of that past. Amer ic ana music cul ture has from the start been en‐ 
gaged in this strain of res ist ance, the punk and coun try in flu ences on
Uncle Tu pelo both being well suited to cap tur ing the pain and con fu‐ 
sion of a world turned in side out by the col lapse of the U.S.’s in dus‐ 
trial eco nomy. Tak ing Amer ic ana music as the sub ject of In side
Llewyn Davis, the Coens rep res ent in the film’s chro no logy how nos‐ 
tal gia in Amer ic ana music cul ture serves as a dis rupt ive force, un der‐ 
min ing the very dis courses with which the em place ment of working- 
class sub jects and the dis tinc tion between working-  and middle- class
sub jects have been built and main tained.

Film ing the Sonic Past in New
York
Old sounds, then, do not ne ces sar ily offer res tor at ive nos tal gia. Sim‐ 
il arly, the Coens’ nos tal gia as mani fest in In side Llewyn Davis does not
offer a simple evoc a tion of a static, “bracketed- off,” ideal ized past.
Res tor at ive nos tal gia is present in the film, how ever; but it rep res ents
an ob ject of cri tique. In deed, the role of res tor at ive nos tal gia in the
ap pro pri ation of South ern, working- class cul ture is the sub ject of one
of the film’s crit ical scenes, the scene in which Llewyn heckles Eliza‐ 
beth Hobby from Elinora, Arkan sas, dur ing her set at the Gas light. But
to read it through the lens Fox or Smith offer would be to miss the
point. We might, though, bor row their lan guage: she is dis played very
much as a liv ing relic, alone on stage as though on a pre mod ern ped‐ 
es tal. How ever, Llewyn dis mantles the struc ture of this dis play, com‐ 
plic at ing our un der stand ing of the uses and po ten tial ab uses of nos‐ 
tal gia within Amer ic ana music cul ture. The scene is also sig ni fic ant as
Llewyn’s be ha vior in this scene pre cip it ates the beat ing he re ceives in
the film’s first and last scenes, put ting into per petual mo tion, in other
words, the film’s im possible nar rat ive loop.
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The scene be gins with “Four Ir ish men in Aran Is land sweat ers” on
stage at the Gas light (Coen 2014� 141). Pappi, the owner of the Gas‐ 
light, and Llewyn are at the bar. Pappi and Llewyn dis cuss the Ir ish‐ 
men’s sweat ers and the dif fi culty of mak ing enough from a folk music
venue to af ford rent in Man hat tan be fore Pappi tells Llewyn that he
has had sex with Jean in a quid pro quo ar range ment—“Oh yeah. Ya
know. Ya wanna play the Gas light . . .” (145). Through out the film,
Llewyn’s own il li cit re la tion ship with Jean serves to rep res ent his in‐ 
ab il ity to main tain a healthy, stable re la tion ship. That is the back story
as one Irish singer thanks the audi ence and calls for a “great big wel‐ 
come to Eliza beth Hobby, from Elinora, Arkan sas” (145). Eliza beth
thanks the audi ence and ex plains that this is her first show in New
York. Llewyn glances back at Pappi and then shouts to ward the stage
“How’d ya get the gig, Betty?” Though vis ibly flustered, Eliza beth con‐ 
tin ues: “I’m gonna do a song, it’s like most of the songs I do, it’s a song
I grew up with” (146). Llewyn, en ga ging the rus tic spirit of Eliza beth’s
present a tion, spits on the floor, shuffles a few steps away from the
bar where he’s been talk ing with Pappi, and shouts at Eliza beth,
“Where’s your hay bale?” (146). Eliza beth con tin ues to sing, and mem‐ 
bers of the audi ence turn to shush Llewyn. Nev er the less, he con tin‐ 
ues: “Where’s your corncob pipe?” And then over the es cal at ing
protests of the audi ence, he shouts, “Are ya wear ing ging ham
panties? Huh? C’mon. Show us your panties. Show us your panties,
Betty!” (146). Eliza beth stops play ing, raises a hand to her face, an at‐ 
tempt to hide her emo tions, and shakes her head. Pappi and Florio,
the boun cer, toss Llewyn out on the street. But not be fore Llewyn
screams at the audi ence that he “fuck ing hate[s] folk music!”

15

Eliza beth’s present a tion de pends on her em bod i ment of South ern
rus ti city. Be fore se lect ing Nancy Blake to play the role of Eliza beth
Hobby, the Coens ima gine her to be “an older woman” who sings and
plays the auto harp. And, ac cord ing to the pub lished ver sion of the
screen play, “She has stringy blond hair and a gaunt face and frame,
and her smile, though warm, shows that she is miss ing a tooth or
two” (145). They con jure her up in the same spirit as Llewyn’s de mand
to see her corncob pipe, her hay bale, and her ging ham panties,
black ing out a tooth or two just as an ap pear ance on the Grand Ole
Opry might re quire a change of clothes, ac quis i tion of a few props,
and a change in the band’s name, Dr. Bate’s Band, for ex ample, be ‐
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com ing Dr. Humphrey Bate and His Pos sum Hunters. 15 Eliza beth
takes the stage at the Gas light to sing for the audi ence a song that,
like most of her songs, is a song she “grew up with”; and though it is
her first time in New York, she has kept her homespun clothes,
simple ap pear ance, and un adorned mu sical present a tion. Her pres‐ 
ence on stage of fers the audi ence a sen ti mental rep res ent a tion of
South ern rus ti city and poverty; and her per form ance pits city against
coun try, urban North east against rural South, irony and play against
au then ti city. In fact, that simple song from Eliza beth’s child hood
presen ted as an au then tic, static ar ti fact from the rural South (and,
there fore, from our na tion’s ima gin ary past) is what the audi ence ex‐ 
pects, what they de mand, and why a crowd has lined up down the
side walk hop ing to get in.

Llewyn dis rupts the il lu sion, though. By list ing the ap pro pri ate props
(corncob pipe and hay bales), he is call ing out the per form at ive, con‐ 
struc ted nature of Eliza beth’s show, ques tion ing the folk scene’s com‐ 
modi fic a tion of the past, its pack aging of nos tal gia as a static ob ject
for the crowd at the Gas light to pur chase, to con sume. By call ing at‐ 
ten tion to the per form at ive and cul tural fea tures of Betty’s show at
the Gas light, Llewyn’s be ha vior un der mines the il lu sion that she em‐ 
bod ies the rus tic Amer ican South, that there is no ar ti fice or af fect in
her simple stage pat ter and un taught auto harp play ing and that her
songs, the songs that she “grew up with,” are some how the nat ural
sounds of her rural Arkan sas home, the un me di ated sounds of rural
poverty in the South. Llewyn chal lenges the New York folk scene’s
trade in res tor at ive nos tal gia by sug gest ing that that Eliza beth Hobby
from Elinora, Arkan sas, could be some thing other than what she is
per form ing on the stage of the Gas light, that she might pos sibly sing
any thing other than songs she grew up with, that she could wear
any thing other than ging ham panties. The audi ence de sires its il lu‐ 
sions, how ever; and to pro tect those il lu sions and his com mer cial in‐ 
terests, Pappi calls for force.

17

The abil ity to pack age up the past as a com mod ity re quires that the
past we have in mind re main static, com plete, and con tained. Thus, it
de pends on a view of the past as clear, simple, and know able; this
view of the past is in teg ral to res tor at ive nos tal gia, which, ac cord ing
to Boym, de mands a high “de gree of sym bolic form al iz a tion and ritu‐ 
al iz a tion” (Boym 2001� 42). Given this strict script ing, all the com pon ‐
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ents of our ima gin ary past be come in teg ral to the pos it ive feel ings we
have about that par tic u lar past. Noth ing is ac ci dental; all is sub stance.
The homespun clothes, the un stud ied music, the corncob pipe, and
the hay bale all spring forth nat ur ally from the same es sence; and this
es sence, em bod ied in Betty’s pres ence on stage, con flates the
imager ies of class, re gion, and time. Betty fol lows the Irish sing ers,
and both acts work within a set of as sump tions about the past and its
re la tion ship to the present; each con jures up a ver sion of the prim it‐ 
ive past on stage at the Gas light for a middle- class, urban, soph ist ic‐ 
ated audi ence in ex change for a small cover charge.

In this scene we also glimpse the re la tion ship between com modi fic a‐ 
tion, res tor at ive nos tal gia, and class dis tinc tion. Res tor at ive nos tal gia
works at “rees tab lish ing so cial co he sion, a sense of se cur ity and an
obed i ent re la tion ship to au thor ity” (Boym 2001� 42). And read ing the
scene ac cord ing to Bour dieu’s frame work, the cul tural dis play on
stage at the Gas light serves to define so cial co he sion and class dis‐ 
tinc tion, really, to define so cial co he sion as class dis tinc tion. Betty
en acts pre mod ern Amer ica (her status con flates class, re gion, and
time), put ting on dis play an exotic Other from a time and place far re‐ 
moved from the real ity of the urban, middle- class audi ence as‐ 
sembled to view her. Her per form ance en gages as sump tions about
class es sen tial ism that in here within the static im ages de fin ing the
audi ence’s nos tal gia, its ima gin ary past. Fur ther, the dis play of fers the
middle- class audi ence con fid ence in their class status and their tem‐ 
poral place ment at the end of pro gress. Lit in a man ner that in creases
the dis tinc tion between her and the audi ence, Eliza beth stands alone
on a bright stage against the shad owy sil hou ette of an audi ence. For
the audi ence, this dis tinc tion serves to es tab lish so cial co he sion,
shor ing up a shared au thor it at ive middle- class gaze that isol ates and
renders pass ive the re gional, tem poral, and eco nomic Other. 16 Thus,
her per form ance is more than the rep res ent a tion of class, of a class.
That is, the scene dis plays not just her as an image of rus ti city and
poverty; rather, the scene dis plays the act of rep res ent a tion as part of
the pro cess of mak ing class as a struc ture, a struc ture that serves to
give mean ing to sen ti mental rep res ent a tions of poverty such as
Eliza beth’s per form ance for the Gas light’s priv ileged, middle- class
audi ence. 17

19



Filming the Cultural Work of Americana Music: Inside Llewyn Davis and the Disruptive Potential of
Nostalgic Sound

Licence CC BY 4.0

This scene, then, presents a cri tique of the com mer cial iz a tion of tra‐ 
di tional Amer ican music—the same prob lem atic con sump tion of
working- class cul ture at the core of Fox’s cri tique of a static mu sical
form. Llewyn breaks up a mo ment in the com mer cial iz a tion of old- 
timey South ern music, put ting an end to Betty’s per form ance be fore
shout ing to the audi ence at the Gas light, the crowd gathered on the
side walk out side, and movie’s audi ence that he “hates fuck ing folk
music” and that “the show is bull shit. Four micks and Grandma
Moses” (Coen 2014� 146-7, em phasis in the ori ginal). This dis rup tion
also serves as the causal nar rat ive ele ment that sends Llewyn out
back in the alley to be beaten in the film’s first and last scenes. In
short, this scene that presents prob lem atic as sump tions about the
re la tion ship between nos tal gia and tra di tional Amer ican music does
so within a struc ture that is very aware of those prob lems; as such
the scene rep res ents a re jec tion of the idea that neo tra di tional music
cul ture should cel eb rate “a liv ing relic, alone on a pre mod ern ped es‐ 
tal, the em bod i ment of (white) rural, folk pur ity” (Fox 2005� 185). 18

That show is bull shit.

20

Neither New nor Old: Film ing an
Old Song
With Eliza beth’s per form ance, the Coens ex plore the past in order to
ques tion the cul tural work we ask the past to do. And around this
scene, the film cap tures a sim ilar move ment back in time: mov ing in
an im possible and end less loop. The open ing se quence takes Llewyn
from a song at the Gas light, “Hang Me” (scene 1), out to the alley be‐ 
hind the Gas light where he is beaten up (scene 2), and to the Gor‐ 
fein’s apart ment where he awakes the next morn ing with a cat on his
chest, makes break fast, and listens to a re cord ing of “Fare the Well
(Dink’s Song)” (scene 3). The movie closes with Llewyn dis rupt ing
Eliza beth Hobby’s set at the Gas light, a brief scene with Llewyn in a
phone booth look ing up the Gor fein’s num ber, a din ner party at the
Gor fein’s apart ment, Llewyn set tling in to sleep on the Gor fein’s
couch later that night, wak ing in the Gor fein’s apart ment the next
morn ing with cat on his chest (scene “3”), a short scene as Llewyn
walks down city side walk and sees a poster for In cred ible Jour ney,
Llewyn singing “Hang Me” and “Fare Thee Well” at the Gas light (scene
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“1”), and Llewyn being beaten up in the alley be hind the Gas light
(scene “2”). Pulling out the extra scenes, we have: (open ing se quence)
per forms at Gas light (1), is beaten (2), and wakes up with cat (3); and
(final se quence) wakes up with cat (“3”), per forms at Gas light (“1”), and
is beaten (“2”).

Ido Lewit’s struc tural ana lysis of the par al lel se quences at the start
and end of In side Llewyn Davis of fers a use ful lan guage to de scribe
the film’s con fus ing nar rat ive timeline. Re ly ing on David Bor d well’s
work as well as the nar rat ive cat egor ies de veloped by the Rus sian
Form al ists, Lewit dis tin guishes between the film’s fab ula and its sy‐ 
uzhet. 19 In brief, the fab ula is the story as a simple and dir ect series of
chro no lo gical events re lated by cause and ef fect—first this hap pens,
and that leads us to that. This series of events is not ne ces sar ily rep‐ 
res en ted on film; rather, the spec tat ors piece to gether the events as
rep res en ted on film to con struct for them selves the series of events
form ing the story or the fab ula. The sy uzhet is the nar rat ive as we en‐ 
counter it on screen as a series shots, scenes, and se quences. And we
un der stand that a flash back, for ex ample, of fers us nar rat ive in form a‐ 
tion late in the sy uzhet that be longs early in the fab ula, the story as
we come to un der stand it. A film at its con clu sion might circle back
to its open ing scenes within the sy uzhet or within the fab ula. We
might re visit the same scene with a bet ter sense of how these things
came to be or with a clearer sense of what the once en ig matic open‐ 
ing im ages really mean. Both are well es tab lished cine matic struc‐ 
tures; and con fron ted with a text that seems to circle back on its be‐ 
gin ning, a spec tator is likely to call up other ver sions of this pat tern
to help make sense of the new in stance—that is, our ex per i ence with
other texts of fers up schemata (Lewit 2016� 270).

22

Neither schema, how ever, ex plains the cir cu lar nar rat ive of In side
Llewyn Davis. But we try: the second scene in which Llewyn wakes up
with the cat on his chest sig nals to us that we have entered a nar rat‐ 
ive loop, and the pre cise de tails car ried over from the first to the
second it er a tion lead the film’s spec tat ors to as sume that they are
watch ing the same events. How ever, sev eral clear dis tinc tions
between scenes and changes to the order of scenes frus trate these
ini tial as sump tions. The first scene which has Llewyn wak ing up in
the Gor fein’s apart ment ends with the cat es cap ing and the door
lock ing be hind Llewyn, while the second it er a tion of that scene has
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Llewyn man aging to block the cat’s es cape with a quick foot save. And
in his second and some how same Gas light per form ance as his first,
Llewyn sings “Fare Thee Well” after he fin ishes “Hang Me.” Moreover,
the chro no logy of events at the end of the film does not match that of
the be gin ning. In the early se quence we go from the Gas light to a
beat ing in the alley out back to the next scene in the Gor fein’s apart‐ 
ment, while in the final se quence we start in the Gor fein’s apart ment
be fore pro ceed ing to the Gas light where he sings two songs be fore
head ing out to the alley where he’s beaten. It’s a con fus ing nar rat ive
knot; and the res ult, as Ido Lewit sug gests, is that the viewer is faced
with “the im possib il ity of con struct ing a co her ent diegesis” (Lewit
2016� 269). What we see, the sy uzhet, in other words, de fies any and
all at tempts to con struct a co her ent fab ula.

Mak ing sense of the film’s tem poral loop re quires that we ac cept that
the second ver sion of all the “re peated” scenes are new it er a tions of
those scenes, not flash backs to a more- complete ver sion of the
scenes. The cat’s thwarted at tempt at es cape is a change from the
pre vi ous ver sion of the same scene, not a new de tail; sim il arly, the
second song is a new de vel op ment in the same scene, not a de tail
with held from pre vi ous, abridged ver sion of the scene. 20 The Coens’
pub lished ver sion of the screen play in cludes at least one other clue
point ing in the dir ec tion of just this type of up ward spiral. When he
gath ers his pocket de tritus be fore leav ing the Gor feins’ apart ment
early in the film, he has “some change and three sub way tokens” in
ad di tion to a wal let that “con tains three dol lars” (Coen 2014� 13). Later
in the film be fore he settles onto the Gor feins’ couch, he emp ties his
pock ets onto the end table: “[c]oins and tokens from one pocket. His
wal let from an other. He pokes trough the bill com part ment: six dol‐ 
lars” (150). This ad di tional cash is not miss ing in form a tion; rather, it is
a clear change and a change, how ever slight, for the bet ter. 21

24

Not All Nos tal gias Are the Same;
Or, Why Can’t We Be Nos tal gic
like We Used To?
Con sid er ing the tem poral loop de fin ing the nar rat ive struc ture of In‐ 
side Llewyn Davis, it’s pos sible to read other “ad di tions” as im prove‐
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ments rather than in form a tion formerly miss ing and newly sup plied.
Loop ing back and through the past has re turned Llewyn to a bet ter
present, on a path to ward a bet ter fu ture. This pro cess is sim ilar to
what Boym calls re flect ive nos tal gia. Whereas res tor at ive nos tal gia
has as its aim a closed sense of the past that is use ful for mak ing, say,
Amer ica great again as it was back when it was never great in the way
we want to pre tend it was, re flect ive nos tal gia fosters cre ativ ity, play,
and change; it “is ironic, in con clus ive and frag ment ary,” open ing “up a
mul ti tude of po ten ti al it ies, non tele olo gical pos sib il it ies of his tor ical
de vel op ment” (Boym 2001� 50). Fre dric Jameson was per haps the first
to argue on be half of nos tal gia’s pro gress ive po ten tial, sug gest ing that
“if nos tal gia as a polit ical mo tiv a tion is most fre quently as so ci ated
with fas cism, there is no reason why a nos tal gia con scious of it self, a
lucid and re morse less dis sat is fac tion with the present on the grounds
of some re membered plentitude, can not fur nish as ad equate a re‐ 
volu tion ary stim u lus as any other . . .” (Jameson 1969� 68).   That type
of nos tal gia re sembles the Coens’ mu sical his tori ography and ex‐ 
plains Llewyn’s adding an old song from his mu sical and per sonal past
to his new- same set at the Gas light. “Fare Thee Well (Dink’s Song)” is
linked through out the film to his late part ner, Mike. It is about the
need to con nect—“Life ain't worth liv ing without the one you love.” It
is the song Llewyn plays on the Gor fein’s ste reo the morn ing he
wakes up there for the first time, and the music con tin ues after
Llewyn exits the apart ment, with cat, and out into the city and down
into the sub way—the single in stance of extra- diegetic music in the
film. It is also the song Llewyn is singing at the Gor fein’s din ner party
when he be comes upset that Lil lian Gor fein joins in tak ing Mike’s part
—Llewyn stops singing, puts his gui tar down, and tells her “Don’t’ do
that” (Coen 2014� 82). Thus, the song rep res ents Llewyn’s struggle to
come to terms with Mike’s sui cide, his mu sical iden tity after Mike,
and his in ab il ity to con nect with those around him. And re turn ing to
that song of fers Llewyn a new way for ward from a mo ment in the
past be fore he entered his cur rent state of cir cu lar fail ure; it rep res‐ 
ents, then, a type of mu sical nos tal gia of fer ing es cape for ward to ward
new po ten ti al it ies, not es cape back to a static past.

Moreover, the second scene in which Llewyn per forms at the Gas‐ 
light, just be fore he is beaten up in the alley (again), has a style that
stands in marked con trast with the earlier (and “same”) scene. In the
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first ver sion, he is shot primar ily in a way that isol ates him from the
crowd. The shots from the audi ence’s per spect ive are from a slightly
low angle, serving to po s i tion him above the audi ence which ap pears
as a shad owy sil hou ette below a brightly lit and, there fore, isol ated
Llewyn on stage; and close ups and me dium shots of Llewyn from the
stage have the audi ence ob scured in dark ness, mere sug ges tions of
an audi ence. But the final per form ance at the Gas light has Llewyn
shot from be hind the audi ence at a higher angle (closer to neut ral),
put ting him al most on the same level as the audi ence; fur ther more,
the light ing makes the audi ence more vis ible and clear than in the
first ver sion of this scene. There are also fewer cuts between close
ups of Llewyn and shots of the audi ence—smoking, think ing, being at
a table in a folk club. In stead, there are sev eral shots from the stage
that take in Llewyn and clearly vis ible mem bers of the audi ence.
Cine mat ic ally, Llewyn is now con nect ing with his audi ence. 22

Sim il arly, we might read the vari ous styl istic dif fer ences that Lewit
no tices between the first and second alley beat ings as rep res ent at ive
of change, of de vel op ment. As Lewit ex plains the dif fer ence between
the two scenes, the open ing scene is “mostly fo cal ized in tern ally by
Llewyn,” and he “is presen ted mostly in close- up and medium- shot”;
in the clos ing scene the focus is ex ternal, “from an ob ject ive per‐ 
spect ive,” and “Llewyn is presen ted mostly in long- shot” (Lewit 2016�
272). If we con cede that Llewyn’s struggle is to get more out side of
Llewyn Davis, es cap ing the tor ture of in tro spec tion and private grief
(sim ilar to his need to con nect with his audi ence), then we can see
this shift as a pos it ive de vel op ment as well. Fi nally, the clos ing scene
con cludes with Llewyn hav ing moved him self out of the alley to the
street where he watches his as sail ant drive off in a cab; Llewyn bids
him “au re voir,” clos ing the scene on his terms. This ac tion is in sharp
con trast to the end ing of the first scene which fades up quickly from
the dark ness of the alley and Llewyn crumpled on the ground to the
bright whites of the Gor fein’s entry way, mov ing back and along in
time but not ahead. At the end of the film, Llewyn takes some con trol
and closes the tem poral and nar rat ive loop. And just as six dol lars in
your wal let is a little bit bet ter than three, Llewyn is bet ter at the end
of the film, equally beaten, but bet ter.

27

Read ing the film this way re quires that we dis card many of our nor‐ 
mal as sump tions about time. The past may not really be over, con ‐
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tained back there, and safely re moved from the here and now. The
scenes that com plete the loop are vi ol ent just as they are dis rupt ive, a
vi ol ence that matches their sig ni fic ance in the film’s ag gress ively
con fus ing nar rat ive struc ture. But in that way they are also full of po‐ 
ten tial, cracks in our nor mal as sump tions about time and nos tal gia
that in vite us to con sider very dif fer ent ways of using and ima gin ing
the past. The film nar rat ive de vel ops between two ver sions of the
present, mak ing the nar rat ive in between these two scenes both the
con stant present as we ex per i ence it and the past as soon as we’ve
walked back out into the alley for the second time. In stantly, the film
be comes a sort of flash back that ex plains how we got to this the first
and the final scene—we now know, for ex ample, that Llewyn’s heck‐ 
ling Betty has led to her hus band meet ing Llewyn here in the alley
and his sub sequent beat ing. But this is not a flash back to a mo ment
earlier in the nar rat ive’s fab ula that we wit ness after the fact; rather,
the nar rat ive clearly un folds from that first scene and moves seam‐ 
lessly to the final se quence without any gaps, jumps, or dis rup tions.
We re visit the past, a past that is still evolving, de vel op ing, be com ing,
not simply to see how we got to this point; rather, we travel there to
see how things could be dif fer ent, to per haps bring about a dif fer ent
present.

It is per haps of some note that the vi ol ence of the scenes in which
Llewyn is beaten is cap tured more through aural than visual rep res‐ 
ent a tions. 23 As Eliza beth’s hus band strikes Llewyn, the cam era is
some what in dif fer ent, no close- ups, no change in speed, no rep res‐ 
ent a tion of the im pact—as we see, for ex ample, in Ra ging Bull. There
is the sound of im pact, though; and at the sound of some thing like a
brick hit ting gravel, loud, quick, crunchy. That sound is un set tling,
and our re sponse takes us out of the film and into our own bod ies.
We flinch, turn from the vi ol ent sound. In that way, it is a dis rupt ive
sound. 24 This sonic dis rup tion mag ni fies the tem poral con fu sion of
the nar rat ive mov ing at once to and from these paired scenes of vi ol‐ 
ence. The cu mu lat ive ef fect is one of dis tance, es cape, and free dom.

29

Sim il arly, Amer ic ana’s ver sion of nos tal gia opens up space for in quiry,
ex plor a tion, ques tion ing, and dis sent.   It of fers a space in which we
might ask what we should be, where we might dis cover po ten ti al it ies
rather than cer tain ties. What the Coens have done, then, is filmed the
pro cess of re flect ive nos tal gia, the nos tal gia of Amer ic ana. The nar ‐

30



Filming the Cultural Work of Americana Music: Inside Llewyn Davis and the Disruptive Potential of
Nostalgic Sound

Licence CC BY 4.0

rat ive is, as Llewyn ex plains on stage dur ing his set(s) at the Gas light,
a folk song, which “was never new, and it never gets old” (Coen 2014�
9 and 152). 25 No, the past never gets old; it just keeps of fer ing up new
pos sib il it ies. We just have to re visit it, es cape the loop of res tor at ive
nos tal gia, and listen to that never new and never old song again. And
again, anew.

Outro: Or, Notes to ward a Crit ical
Class Stud ies
Up to this point, I have neg lected Llewyn’s working- class roots; and I
would now like to con sider the role those roots play in the film and in
re la tion to the film’s ex plor a tion of nos tal gia and music. Llewyn’s
mem ber ship in the work ing class is well es tab lished through out the
film. When he struggles to make ends meet as a folk singer, he ex‐ 
plores the op tion of re turn ing to work as a mer chant mar ine, the
same work that his father did be fore him, and work for which Llewyn
is li censed, though he is be hind on his union dues. And with his gui tar
and his voice, he re mains a worker, in sist ing that mak ing music is
labor: “I do this for a liv ing, you know? I’m a mu si cian. I sing for a liv‐ 
ing” (Coen 2014� 82, em phasis in the ori ginal). How ever, his at tempts
to make a liv ing on dry land with a gui tar and his voice place him in a
world very much un like the one he’s left be hind. As his sis ter stresses,
she is “not one a’ya Green wich Vil lage friends” (50), her Borough- of-
Queens dia lect en for cing her point. Sim il arly, Jean isol ates Llewyn
between so cial strata, point ing out: “I don’t hang out with the Gor‐ 
feins” (70). As fur ther evid ence of his isol a tion, Llewyn can not com‐ 
pre hend Jean’s ver sion of the fu ture. When she asks if he ever thinks
about the fu ture, he re sponds: “The fu ture? You mean like, fly ing
cars? Ho tels on the moon? Tang?” (68). Of course he’s kid ding, and he
con tin ues, out lining her fu ture as he sees it: “Try ing to blue print the
fu ture. Move to the sub urbs. With Jim. Have kids.” That’s bad, Llewyn
con tin ues, “[i]f that’s what music is, for you, a way to get to that
place. . . . And a little sad” (68). In her re sponse Jean makes dir ect ref‐ 
er ence to Llewyn’s chro no lo gical loop: “You’re the one who’s not get‐ 
ting any where! You don’t even want to get any where . . . and that’s
why all the same shit is going to keep hap pen ing to you.” (69). Here
Jean ex presses the norm at ive, middle- class view of class and time:
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pro gress is a class- based timeline, and Llewyn’s in ab il ity to move
along that timeline, to even want to move ahead in that dir ec tion is a
clear sign of fail ure.

Though music in the film is used both for class dis plays that serve to
re in force so cial strat i fic a tion (Eliza beth’s per form ance) and as a
means to move us along the tem poral path of pro gress (Jean’s middle- 
class dream of mar riage, chil dren, and a house in the sub urbs), for
Llewyn it is a means to ex plore the past. Ac cord ingly, nos tal gia is and
has been in teg ral to Llewyn’s en gage ment with music from the start.
At one point his sis ter presents him with a box of items from his past;
in it she’s saved his sea man’s pa pers and a re cord he made as a child
for his par ents. The song on the re cord is “Shoals of Her ring,” the
same song that he sings for his father at the re tire ment home.
Though not a Welsh song, it taps into the Brit ish sail ing her it age of
Llewyn’s fam ily. But, then again, nos tal gia is not simply about the past
—a folk song is “never new, and it never gets old.” And Llewyn’s father
re sponds to his at tempt at sen ti mental nos tal gia by soil ing him self.
Llewyn fails to con nect with his audi ence; but his audi ence of one is,
well, moved. The per form ance at the re tire ment home is an at tempt
at simple res tor at ive nos tal gia; it is trapped in a static ver sion of the
past, a past that can no longer mean any thing to his father. And, it
seems, the per form ance evok ing that type of past is simply shitty.
Aaron Fox is right in that re gard: nos tal gia as a form of stasis is bad,
just as bad as mov ing in the wrong dir ec tion.

32

Else where music en ables Llewyn to move freely across class lines,
send ing him up, away, and for ward from his working- class fam ily and
roots, into a some what free move ment among his middle- class pro‐ 
fes sional friends (the Gor feins) as well as his middle- class, as pir ant
folkie friends (Jean and Jim). To un der stand class ac cord ing to cul‐ 
tural tropes is to miss the point, though. Sim il arly, we’d err to cel eb‐ 
rate Llewyn’s working- class iden tity, its re la tion ship to the au then tic,
real, pure, or in no cent music he makes as an ex pres sion of his class- 
based iden tity, his es sence. 26 To do so is to ro man ti cize and to es‐ 
sen tial ize poverty and want. As Eric Schocket writes, class is not to
be un der stood as “the ob jects in the frame,” the noble work ers, their
cul ture, the ob jects as so ci ated with their work and their lives, their
val ues, and so on; rather, class “refers to the act of fram ing, to a set of
so cial re la tions and ideo lo gical pro cesses through with these ob jects
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come into sig ni fic ance in the first place” (Schocket 2006� 11). By ex‐ 
plor ing class as a pro cess of rep res ent a tion, the Coens open up the
con sid er a tion of class as more than cul tural tropes and classed as‐ 
sump tions or val ues; and they get at the real po ten tial of class stud‐ 
ies, to ex pose what Schocket refers to as “the im bric ated re la tion ship
between class pro cesses and tex tual rep res ent a tions” (17).

Sig ni fic antly, Llewyn moves across class lines; but he re jects the
stand ard nar rat ive of Amer ican class mo bil ity, for ward and up—Jean’s
plan, for ex ample. In stead, he moves back wards be fore find ing a new
line for ward. Sim il arly, by con found ing our basic as sump tions about
nar rat ive chro no logy, the Coens dis rupt the tem poral pro cess and
dis courses that make class a struc ture that seems nat ural, in ev it able.
In stead, so cial mo bil ity as a form of pro gress, for ex ample, starts to
seem con fus ing, “even sad,” as Llewyn tells Jean. In other words, our
move ment through time in the film de fies our as sump tions about
nar rat ive cinema; and this con fu sion opens up space to con sider new
pos sib il it ies, fu tures, for ex ample, free from the norms dic tated by
our cur rent un der stand ing of the past. In the wake of this dis rup tion,
per haps we can stop see ing class as “what has already happened,” to
bor row Schocket’s phras ing (17); and class stud ies can move bey ond
com ment ing on cul tural rep res ent a tions as simple re flec tions of in‐ 
ev it able class struc tures. This type of schol ar ship would not simply
char ac ter ize Llewyn as “work ing class” or cel eb rate his au then tic
working- class music, his val ues, or his class- based real ity; in stead, it
would dis rupt the per form ance of class to make clear the pro cesses
work ing to make and re make class, the schol arly equi val ent of
Llewyn’s dis rupt ing Betty’s per form ance, Llewyn’s be ha vior like our
work, serving to draw at ten tion to the struc ture in which the ob jects
of class (hay bales, auto harps, ging ham panties, South ern string
music) come to make sense, the struc ture in which class is made and
re made. In other words, we might ask how class comes about and
how rep res ent a tions work in con cert with class struc tures. Or, with
the Coens, we might ask how a film and its con fus ing nar rat ive chro‐ 
no logy might allow us to re con sider the struc ture we seem to be
stuck in, a struc ture that fosters hier archy, di vi sion, and in equal ity.
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2  The dir ect ref er ence is to Mar cus’s The Old Weird Amer ica: The World of
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sound, see Diane Pecknold’s Hid den in the Mix and Charles Hughes’s Coun‐ 
try Soul.

MUL VEY, Laura (1989). Vi sual and Other
Plea sures, Bloo ming ton: In dia na UP.

NA TO LI, Jo seph (2002). “Ethan and Joel
Coen,” in Jo hannes Willem Ber tens /
Jo seph Na to li, Eds., Post mo der nism: The
Key Fi gures, Ox ford: Bla ck well Pu bli‐ 
shers, 88-92.

NEW MAN, Mi chael Z. (2011). Indie: An
Ame ri can Film Culture, New York: Co‐ 
lum bia UP.

NUNN, Erich (2015). Soun ding the Color
Line: Music and Race in the Sou thern
Ima gi na tion, Athens: U of Geor gia P.

PAL MER, R. Bar ton (2001). Joel and Ethan
Coen, Ur ba na: U of Illi nois P.

PE CK NOLD, Diane (2007). The Sel ling
Sound: The Rise of the Coun try Music
In dus try, Du rham: Duke UP.

PE CK NOLD, Diane (2008). “Sel ling Out or
Buying In?: Alt.Coun try’s Cultu ral Po li‐ 
tics of Com mer cia lism,” Pa me la Fox /
Bar ba ra Ching, Eds., Old Roots, New
Routes: The Cultu ral Po li tics of

Alt.Coun try Music, Ann Arbro: U of Mi‐ 
chi gan P, 28-50.

PE CK NOLD, Diane ed. (2013). Hid den in the
Mix: The Afri can Ame ri can Pre sence in
Coun try Music, Du rham: Duke UP.

PE TER SON, Ri chard A. (1997). Crea ting
Coun try Music: Fa bri ca ting Au then ti ci ty,
Chi ca go: U of Chi ca go P.

SACHS, Lloyd (2022). T Bone Bur nett: A
Life in Pur suit, Aus tin: U of Texas P.

SCHO CKET, Eric (2006). Vani shing Mo‐ 
ments: Class and Ame ri can Li te ra ture,
Ann Arbor: U of Mi chi gan P.

SIL VER MAN, Kaja (1983). The Sub ject of Se‐ 
mio tics, Ox ford: Ox ford Uni ver si ty P.

SMITH, Jeff (2013). “O Bro ther, Where
Chart Thou?: Pop Music and the Coen
Bro thers,” in Arved Ashby, Ed., Po pu lar
Music and the New Au teur, Ox ford: Ox‐ 
ford UP, 129-56.

WEIS BARD, Eric (2014). Top 40 De mo cra cy:
The Rival Mains treams of Ame ri can
Music, Chi ca go: U of Chi ca go P.



Filming the Cultural Work of Americana Music: Inside Llewyn Davis and the Disruptive Potential of
Nostalgic Sound

Licence CC BY 4.0

4  Writ ing about the Coens’ tend ency to re cycle film styles, forms, and con‐ 
ven tions, R. Bar ton Palmer ex plains, “is no merely play ful re cyc ling of es tab‐ 
lished forms”; rather, they re pur pose “the ‘already said” to say some thing
new” (Palmer 2001� 46-7). Though Palmer is writ ing spe cific ally about film
noir, the tend ency to re visit the past to make it again, to make it new ex‐ 
tends bey ond that single form.

5  As Joseph Natoli ex plains, in a com ment that pred ates In side Llewyn
Davis but that seems to de scribe its plot, the Coens’ post mod ern tend en cies
in clude an af fin ity for a plot that takes their view ers on an “un rav el ing, de‐ 
con struct ive jour ney . . . that has no clear be gin ning or end” (Natoli 2002�
88).

6  I should add here that my focus on Amer ic ana might seem to be at odds
with the per cep tion that In side Llewyn Davis is based on the life of David
Van Ronk, the Amer ican folk mu si cian who was an in flu en tial mem ber of the
1960s Green wich Vil lage scene. No read ing of Van Ronk’s mem oir, The
Mayor of Mac Dou gal Street, how ever, can sup port any claim that the film is
based on his life story. The Coens shape their film for their pur poses. And, I
argue, the pur pose of music in the film is more than to cap ture the sounds
of any one mu si cian and the sounds of any single genre or scene. The su‐ 
per fi cial sim il ar it ies sug gest a type of fakelore much like the open ing
of Fargo: "THIS IS A TRUE STORY."

7  For a com plete study of how time works across a range of dis courses, see
Joel Burges and Amy J. Elias’s Time: A Vocab u lary of the Present, a col lec tion
of keyword es says on vari ous struc tures we use to or gan ize and un der stand
time. the spa ti otem poral con struc tion of the South as a place in the past.

8  For a dis cus sion of “The South ern Thesis,” the ar gu ment that coun try
music is a re gional mu sical cul ture, see Malone’s Singing Cow boys and Mu‐ 
sical Moun tain eers: South ern Cul ture and the Roots of Coun try Music as well
as the spe cial “Coun try Music” issue of The Journal of Amer ican Folk lore (vol.
127.5, Spring 2014) which fea tures a re state ment of the South ern Thesis by
Malone (Malone 2014� 226-9) as well as a re con sid er a tion by Erika Brady
(Brady 2014� 230-2).

9  In ad di tion to the schol ars who ad dress the re la tion ship between coun‐ 
try music and the Amer ican South, for a dis cus sion of the re la tion ship
between class and tra di tional Amer ican music, see Bill Malone’s Don’t Get
above Your Raisin’ and Coun try Music, U.S.A, Bar bara Ching’s Wrong’s What I
Do Best: Hard Coun try Music and Con tem por ary Cul ture (es pe cially 8-25),
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and Nad ine Hubbs’s Red necks, Queers, and Coun try Music as well as her key‐ 
note ad dress to IAPMS- US in 2017.

10  As an ex ample of the di versity under the Amer ic ana um brella, con sider
the artists brought to gether for the In side Llewyn Davis con cert album, An‐ 
other Day An other Time: Cel eb rat ing the Music of Llewyn Davis. While it fea‐ 
tures re viv al ist artists such as Gil lian Welch and Rhi an non Gid dens, it also
makes room for Elvis Cos tello, Conor Oberst, Colin Meloy, Jack White, the
Punch Broth ers, Joan Baez, the Avett Broth ers, and Lake Street Dive, rep‐ 
res ent ing genres from pop, indie, bluegrass, folk, alt- country, rock, jazz, and
rhythm and blues. But to some ex tent they all have an old sound, a sound
that was never new and that never gets old.

11  It’s fair to say that the “Coen Broth ers” refers to more than the two
broth ers, Ethan and Joel. The Broth ers as a film- making col lect ive in cludes,
among oth ers, a re cur ring group of act ors (Frances Mc Dormand, John
Good man, and Steve Bus cemi, for ex ample), sound de signer Skip Liev asy,
com poser Carter Bur well, who has scored al most every Coen film (but not,
not ably, In side Llewyn Davis), and T Bone Bur nett. For an ana lysis of Bur‐ 
well’s role as a Coen, see Julie As souly’s “Carter Bur well’s Con tri bu tion to
‘the Coen Touch.’” For an over view of Bur nett’s role as a mem ber of the
Coen Broth ers’ team, see “Coen Brother” in Lloyd Sachs’ T Bone Bur nett: A
Life in Pur suit (Sachs 2022� 124-34).

12  The South, as Ed ward Ayers ar gues at the out set of The Prom ise of the
New South, his sweep ing his tory of the Amer ican South after Re con struc‐ 
tion, has been of in terest to his tor i ans be cause of its “deep poverty and in‐ 
sti tu tion al ized in justice.”   Sum ming up that his tor ian  as sumed and taught
about the South, he con tin ues: “South ern ers lived with stun ted eco nomic
growth, nar row polit ical al tern at ives, poisoned race re la tions, con fined
roles for women, and shal low in tel lec tual  life.”   Thus, he con cludes, “The
people of the New South have be come syn onym ous with the prob lems they
faced.   South ern ers of both races have be come re duced to ob jects of pity,
scorn, ro mance, or con des cen sion” (Ayers 1992� viii- xi).  

13  For a thor ough his tory of the Child ballad- collection pro ject, see Ben‐ 
jamin Fi lene 9-27.

14  Writ ing about the “des ig na tion of T- Bone [sic] Bur net as ‘mu sical arch iv‐ 
ist,’” Jeff Smith, like Fox, sees the Coens are treat ing old songs as neg lected
“mu sical treas ures,” work ing to pre serve and dis play “pop u lar cul ture ar ti‐ 
facts” (Smith 2013� 149). Using lannguage that echoes Fox, he claims that
“music arch iv ist” “seem ingly treats the films as vir tual mu seum pieces and
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pre serves the soundtrack as a space for lost or neg lected mo ments in
Amer ican mu sical his tory” (131). He, as I will argue re gard ing Fox, fails to ac‐ 
count for the dy namic nature of Amer ic ana music cul ture and the Coen’s
use of it.

15  For a his tory of faked au then ti city in the long his tory of coun try music,
see Nad ine Hubbs on “Jed- face” (Hubbs 2014� 25-8), Pamela Fox’s Nat ural
Acts on per form ing rus ti city, and Richard A. Peterson’s Cre at ing Coun try
Music: Fab ric at ing Au then ti city.

16  Amer ic ana music is often per ceived as dis missive irony. As Josh Fried‐ 
berg, in an art icle in  Pop Mat ters  ar gues, “Alt.coun try  music, or al tern at ive
coun try, can get a bad rap. It’s full of ap pro pri ation, hip ster irony, and the
pre tense that upper- middle-class lib eral arts ma jors can de term ine what
‘real’ coun try music is.”  Schol ars have largely held to this same line: see
Aaron Fox’s “Al tern at ive to What,” Diane Pecknold’s “Selling Out or Buy ing
In?,” Pamela Fox’s “Time as ‘Rev el ator,’” and Bar bara Ching and Pamela Fox’s
“In tro duc tion” to Old Roots, New Routes: The Cul tural Polit ics of Alt.Coun try
Music.

17  For a more com plete dis cus sion of this dy namic, see Eric Shocket’s Van‐ 
ish ing Mo ments: Class and Amer ican Lit er at ure.

18  I should add here that it is im possible to ig nore the role of sex ism in the
present a tion of Betty as an ob ject of the audi ence’s gaze and in the nature of
Llewyn’s ob jec tion able be ha vior. These ele ments of pat ri archal power are
the very types of things that tend to be ex ag ger ated in the forms and rituals
of res tor at ive nos tal gia.

19  In ad di tion to Lewit, see Bor d well‘s Nar ra tion in the Fic tion Film.

20  Lewit mis reads in a sig ni fic ant way the ad di tion of new de tails dur ing
the film’s clos ing se quence. Though he re cog nizes that the open ing and
clos ing se quences are not simply the same (the cat es capes, and the cat
does not es cape), when faced with an ad di tional song in Llewyn’s Gas light
set, he sug gests that it is a piece “of in form a tion miss ing in the first scene”
(Lewit 2016� 273).

21  Though this de tail is not evid ent in the final film, its pres ence in the pub‐ 
lished script is sug gest ive.

22  After Llewyn plays for Bud Gross man in Chicago at the Gate of Horn,
Gross man re marks that Llewyn does not have what, say, Troy Nel son has:
“Yeah, he con nects with people” (Coen 2014� 125).
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23  The fore ground ing of sound in the ser vice of storytelling is a com mon
strategy through out the Coen Broth ers’ films. See Ran dall Barnes’s work for
a de tailed study of how the Coens rely on this tech nique in Bar ton Fink.
Sim il arly, Stefano Baschi era con siders In side Llewyn Davis to rep res ent “an
over lap between the cat egor ies of ‘sound films’ and ‘tracked,’ with the die‐ 
getic folk songs as the only trace of music in a film oth er wise sur pris ingly
si lent,” a si lence, that he ex plains, leaves “more room for noises and nat ural
sounds,” fore ground ing, for ex ample, the sounds of phys ical vi ol ence
(Baschi era 2017� 144).

24  In this in stance the dis rup tion is of cine matic su ture, the tech nical ef‐ 
fects of clas sical Hol ly wood cinema that res ult in the spec tator’s ex per i ence
of be com ing part of the movie, of, for ex ample, identi fy ing with the per‐ 
spect ive of a char ac ter in the film more than the per spect ive of the spec‐ 
tator look ing at the film. For an in tro duc tion to the concept of su ture see
Bor d well, Butte, Mul vey, and Sil ver man.

25  This phrase echoes the motto of Hud sucker In dus tries, “The Fu ture is
Now,” and The Hud sucker Proxy (1994) rep res ents an earlier in stance of the
Coens’ play ing with tem poral dis tor tion in a film’s plot.

26  Llewyn’s com plex class iden tity re calls Bar ton Fink, the working- class
writer who can not re late to the work ing class.

English
The Coen Broth ers’ ex plor a tion of the cine matic and mu sical past is more
than mere nos tal gia. The loop ing nar rat ive struc ture of In side Llewyn Davis
de fies simple as sump tions about chro no logy, mov ing sim ul tan eously back in
time and for ward to a dif fer ent ver sion of the present. Sim il arly, Amer ic ana
music points back to a dy namic past that can be the source of vari ous po‐ 
ten tial fu tures. The tem poral para dox that defines In side Llewyn Davis al‐ 
lows the Coens to scru tin ize the struc tures and dis courses in her ent in our
un der stand ing of our shared, ima gin ary mu sical past. One of these struc‐ 
tures is class. By un tangling the re la tion ships between the past, class, and
the South, the film rep res ents and ex plores the dis rupt ive cul tural work of
the type of nos tal gia cent ral to Amer ic ana music. Thus, the film’s dis rup tion
of cine matic time serves to trouble class lines, dis tinc tions, and as sump‐ 
tions, ex pos ing the pro cesses and dis courses that make class a struc ture
that seems nat ural, in ev it able.
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Français
L’ex plo ra tion que font les frères Coen du passé ci né ma tique et mu si cal dé‐ 
passe la simple nos tal gie. La struc ture nar ra tive cir cu laire de In side Llewyn
Davis va à l’en contre de la chro no lo gie clas sique, puis qu’elle re monte le
temps en même temps qu’elle avance vers une ver sion dif fé rente du pré‐ 
sent. De même, la mu sique dite « amé ri ca na » rap pelle un passé dy na mique
qui peut dé bou cher sur dif fé rents ave nirs po ten tiels. Le pa ra doxe tem po rel
qui dé fi nit In side Llewyn Davis per met aux Coen de scru ter les struc tures et
les dis cours ins crits dans l’idée que nous nous fai sons de notre passé mu si‐ 
cal ima gi naire par ta gé. L’une de ces struc tures est la classe so ciale. En dé‐ 
mê lant l’éche veau des re la tions entre passé, classe, et le Sud, ce filme re pré‐ 
sente et ex plore le tra vail de dé sta bi li sa tion cultu relle opéré par le type de
nos tal gie qui ca rac té rise l’« amé ri ca na ». Ainsi, dans ce film, la per tur ba tion
du temps ci né ma to gra phique sert à rendre po reux les fron tières, les dis‐ 
tinc tions et les pré ju gés de classe, et à ré vé ler les pro ces sus et les dis cours
qui confèrent un ca rac tère na tu rel et in évi table à la struc ture qu’est la
classe so ciale.

Mots-clés
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