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“Remember, Remember the 5th of November” is what the film V for Vendetta’s title 

character, V, asks of its audience, but as a genre film it hopes for more.  One of the strongest 

components behind a genre film is its ability to seem familiar to its audience.  Average viewers 

of the cinema enter the theater with certain expectations and ideas of a film’s story and possible 

outcome.  This makes it more difficult for genre films to succeed over the years—they’ve had to 

gain the ability to adapt and evolve like a living organism. 

This process of film adaptability is called generic evolution and it has become a critical 

process for a genre film’s success.  The goal for Hollywood is to find a way to create a 

successful genre film they can mass-produce by repeating it over and over through sequels or 

similar plot lines.  In terms of economics, they hope to standardize the genre film.  Thomas 

Schatz quotes Robert Warshow saying about generic evolution: “Variation is absolutely 

necessary to keep the type from becoming sterile; we do not want to see the same movie over 

and over again, only the same form.”  (36) In order to be successful at this filmmakers resort to 

several different tactics to keep audiences interested.  

It is here that the genre paradox of similar-but-different comes into play.  The idea behind 

the paradox is that genre films must be familiar enough to meet the agreed upon expectations of 

both filmmakers and the audience, as well as original enough to attract an audience to begin 

with.  One way film makers work with the paradox is genre mixing, as evidenced in last 

summer’s sci-fi/western Cowboys and Aliens.  By combining the two different genres, audiences 

are both familiar with and intrigued enough to see the film.  

Another form of genre mixing is burlesque, a term coined by John Cawelti showing how 

a genre film can evolve so far as to become a mockery of itself.  In films like Young 

Frankenstein and the more recent Vampires Suck, a genre film is copied stylistically but is 
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combined with a slapstick sense of humor to capitalize on an audience’s appreciation or disdain 

of a genre.  

A popular way for genre films to continue evolving and growing is to remain relevant 

within the era it is created.  By acting as a cultural mirror, the film becomes instantly relatable to 

audiences.  This concept is extremely important in the dystopian future genre film.  One of the 

main goals in making a popular dystopian future film is to show audiences a world that could 

actually be possible, to some degree, from today’s circumstances.  This can create a notion 

amongst the audience of the potential need for change; this is especially important if the film acts 

as a cautionary tale.  If it is a future we should want to avoid, then the movie becomes all the 

more interesting.  

Thomas Sobchack speaks of how genre films can act as a cathartic experience for 

viewers.  He says this of the audience’s ability to escape through genre characters: “They can do 

what we would like to do.  They can pinpoint the evil in their lives as resident in a monster or a 

villain, and they can triumph over it.”  (108) He goes on to talk about how there are different 

forms that a genre hero can take to help the audience reach catharsis.  One such role is that of the 

swashbuckler, which Sobchack says, “must restore the true social order, though he may appear to 

be an outlaw now (which allows him to do all sorts of antisocial actions like killing and robbing), 

by the end of the film his crimes against the crown have been pardoned since they were all done 

for a good cause.”  (110) This idea of reaching catharsis through an antihero is a key idea behind 

V for Vendetta.  

The film V for Vendetta stars a character that fits Sobchack’s role of the swashbuckler 

perfectly.  The film’s main protagonist is V, a vigilante armed with endless daggers and is 

disguised in a Guy Fawkes mask and cape, and wages war against the totalitarian government of 
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a future London.  Written and produced by the Wachoski brothers and directed by James 

Mcteigue, the film was released in 2006, right in the middle of President George W. Bush’s 

administration and the war in Iraq.  It portrays London and England as one of the only nations 

that hasn’t been completely ravaged by plague, famine, and violence—all attributes that came to 

rise after America went to war with Iraq, according to the film, and their only salvation comes in 

the form of a government that polices the populace’s every move and thought.  

The original graphic novel of the same name written by Alan Moore and David Lloyd 

had a similar concept but the story was radically changed for the film.  According to movie 

reviewer Edward Douglas, “Moore's original story was a thumb at the nose of the Thatcher 

government and the potential it had for becoming a fascist state.  Taken to the extreme, Moore's 

England of the late 20th Century could be compared to Nazi Germany, where the corrupt 

government would imprison and kill homosexuals in the name of the country's churchgoing 

leader.”  (Comingsoon.net)  He also goes on to compare V for Vendetta to Terry Gilliam’s film 

Brazil but without that film’s comedic sense of style.  In today’s post-9/11 world, where the fear 

of losing personal freedoms and rights through political maneuvers like the Patriot Act, it was all 

too easy to adapt this graphic novel from the 80’s to modern day.  

The film’s title character is V, a victim of government torture who has sworn to have his 

revenge by tearing down the current government.  He accomplishes this through acts of 

terrorism; he blows up buildings, poisons high-ranking political and religious figures, pummels 

police officers, and even goes so far as to put suicide bomber vests on civilians.  Having a 

terrorist protagonist was a brave move in the political climate of 2006 but it isn’t the only bold 

portrayal in the film.  The film’s chief antagonist comes in the form of Chancellor Sutler who 

can be compared to both President Bush and in this review by Angus Wolf Murray, Saddam 
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Hussein.  “It is surprising and possibly heartening that George Dubya's (war on) terror squads 

have not confiscated the film, nor thrown the Wachowski brothers (script) and James McTeigue 

(director) into Guantanamo, because V For Vendetta glorifies terrorism, except that Chancellor 

Sutler (a permanently pissed off John Hurt) is Britain's answer to Sadam Hussein, which makes 

V's bombing campaign not so much an atrocity as a democratic expression of freedom in a 

subjugated nation, locked down by a brutal fascist regime (maybe).” (rottentomatoes.com)  

Technophobia is another way in which the creators of V for Vendetta mirror their 

audience’s fears.  The people of this future London are kept under the thumb of their totalitarian 

government mostly through the control of media and technology.  Chancellor Sutler has divided 

his power across different media and civil service organizations that have all been named after a 

different part of the body, the most powerful of these being the “eyes, ears, and voice” of 

London.  Through these three departments, the Chancellor can spy on and manipulate the 

opinions and by extension, the free will of the people.  

Fear over the loss of privacy was and still is a very real idea that was hot topic at the time 

of the film’s release.  Bill Joy speaks of this fear of the elite gaining control over the majority of 

technology in an article he wrote for Wired magazine.  He speaks of two possible outcomes for 

the human race, with the elite at the wheel of technology; the first being that the elite must thin 

out the whole of humanity due to their lack of use.  He says, “the elite may simply decide to 

exterminate the mass of humanity.  If they are humane they may use propaganda or other 

psychological or biological techniques to the birth rate… leaving the world to the elite.”  (2)  

Joy’s second idea is that the government will keep everyone pacified through healthcare 

and hobbies to pass the time and remain out of the elite’s way.  He declares, “These engineered 

human beings may be happy in such a society, but they will certainly not be free.”  (2) In V for 
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Vendetta, the viewer sees traits of both of these possible outcomes.  The government rounds up 

members of any race, religion, or sexuality and simply makes them disappear; the same is done 

to anyone who opposes their regime.  While at the same time, the remaining citizens are force 

fed corrupted news of how nowhere is safe except if you are under the leadership of their 

Chancellor.  This all plays toward the cultural functions of the dystopian science fiction film, 

with the presentation of future as a cautionary tale.  

Futures ruled by fear and corrupt governments are nothing new in the realm of science 

fiction cinema.  As described previously, this movie can be compared to both Brazil and 1984, 

both with similar if not the exact same plots as V for Vendetta.  This boils down to two concepts, 

the first being postmodernism and the second being Janet Staiger’s The Purity Hypothesis, in 

which she states that no genre film is ever a “pure” genre film.  No matter how far back you 

follow cinema, you can’t find a film uninfluenced by another.  According to Staiger on the 

comparing of films: “They [critics] see films against a hypothesized pattern based in seeing other 

films.  The process of comparison—which requires pattern is crucial to communication and may 

contribute to the enjoyment of the text.”  (186) She also stresses how the majority of all film 

contains two plots, the A plot that makes up the whole of the film and the B plot that almost 

always comes in the form of romance between a man and a woman. 

V for Vendetta falls right in line with this via of the relationship between the vigilante V 

and Evy, a young woman V takes under his wing and frees from the emotional and physical 

oppression brought on by their government.  The relationship between these two characters is 

what carries the A plot to its conclusion.  Many reviewers including both Douglas and Wolf 

Murray compare their relationship to the one in Phantom of the Opera or Beauty and the Beast. 
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Postmodernism as it relates to film is, in short, the ways in which film is received by 

audiences and then is revisited.  As stated earlier, V for Vendetta is a film with a familiar plot but 

the way it separates itself from the previous, similar films is by combining with the superhero 

genre, which has become extremely successful in the last decade.  By the time V was released, 

audiences had already been introduced to franchises like X-men, Spider-man, and the Christopher 

Nolan Batman films, all of which were large blockbusters.  Writer Raphaelle Moine gives the 

example of Blade Runner for postmodern genre mixing, describing it as, “Blade Runner (1982) 

of Ridley Scott which takes up the codes of the detective film (more precisely the thriller) and 

transposes them into a futuristic science fiction world and setting, while multiplying the allusions 

of film noir.”  (122)  So even though V for Vendetta contains all the iconography, narratives, 

themes, and characters of a dystopian science fiction film, it was marketed as a super hero or 

comic book movie.  This way, audiences of the film can see it as something closer to new and 

original.     

Being based off a popular graphic novel meant that V for Vendetta could have been 

filmed in various aesthetics to reference the former medium.  The Wachowski brothers, best 

known for the Matrix trilogy, are known for their ability to do just this—infuse live action films 

with the action and aesthetics you could only find in a graphic novel, typically associated with 

super heroes.  This is one reason why the film could be marketed to audiences as part of the 

growing super hero film genre despite its dystopian science fiction plot, and thereby expanding 

the science fiction genre to include the current popular genre.  This idea of a genre expanding 

and contracting to include new elements is not a new one.  Rick Altman speaks of it in his article 

Recyclable Packaging.  He speaks of how genres go through cycles to adapt over time through 

which preexisting genres will enter a new cycle and spawn a new genre.  (Altman 18 -22) 
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 So it is not that the super hero genre has replaced the dystopian future film but rather that 

the two have melded together to create a super-hero/dystopian future film.  Being the mouthful 

that this is though, most audiences will likely perceive these movies only as superhero films. 

Another piece of packaging that is reused in V for Vendetta comes by way of the actor 

portraying the film’s main antagonist, John Hurt.  Hurt is famous for playing the title role in 

1984, a dystopian future film with a very similar plot to V’s.  By casting him, V for Vendetta acts 

also as homage to 1984 as well as an adaptation of Moore’s graphic novel.  Altman says this is 

part of the cycling process for new genres.  He says, “Unlike new worlds discovered by modern 

explorers, which were drawn on the other side of the globe, newly created genres must be drawn 

on the same mental sketchpad that holds the previous map.”  (23) Audiences going in to see V 

for Vendetta, will be seeing essentially 1984 but in the genre’s new form.  

V for Vendetta was an overall commercial success, earning over 100 million dollars 

worldwide.  Its lasting impact comes not in the form of another film or film genre but in real life.  

Recently, political protesting organizations have begun rallying against policies, banks, and 

financial institutions and they have made the character V their apparent mascot.  Dozens of 

people have begun donning the garish Guy Fawkes mask the antihero wore in the film as a 

message of rebellion.  Therefore, in this case it is culture that is mirroring a film instead of the 

opposite.  David Lloyd, the co creator of the original graphic novel commented in an interview 

with BBC news:  

My feeling is the Anonymous group needed an all-purpose image to hide their identity 

and also symbolize that they stand for individualism - V for Vendetta is a story about one 

person against the system…The book is about one man bringing down the state but the 

film includes a scene of a huge crowd - making a statement against a faceless 

corporation.  (BBC news online)  
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Lloyd points out this difference to show that the movement’s use of the V mask is more likely a 

result of the film than his graphic novel.  

Roz Kaveney explains that this isn’t an unusual occurrence, thanks to the way films have 

become so accessible today.  Since a film can now be watched multiple times, this can lead to 

numerous different interpretations of a single film, even by a single viewer.  This ability to view 

something so many times gives the film the ability to inspire “performances”—in this case the 

use of a film and graphic novel character as a symbol for a protest group’s inspiration.  The 

performance doesn’t always have to be this extreme but this is indicative of how the movie 

affected the recent culture in America.  

Generic evolution, genre mixing, technophobia, and genre cycles, wrapped around a 

cultural mirror, are what made V for Vendetta a unique genre film.  Its ability to be familiar and 

new at the same time, while finding common emotional themes for its audience to which to 

relate have made it a film to remember for the twenty first century.  While V may ask us to 

remember the 5th of November, it might just be the film itself we remember in a new incarnation 

or genre.  

 

 

   

 

 


