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BROADCAST STATIONS

 PBS
 KUSD ^ 8 ^

Arthur Å 
(DVS)

Arthur Å 
(DVS)

Wild 
Kratts Å

Wild 
Kratts Å

Martha 
Speaks

Nightly 
Business 
Report

PBS NewsHour (N) (In 
Stereo) Å

Dr. Fuhrman’s End Dieting For-
ever! Treating medical conditions 
naturally. Å

Dr. Wayne Dyer: I Can See Clearly Now Determining one’s life pur-
pose. (In Stereo) Å

Dakota 
Life Å

Tavis Smi-
ley Å

America’s 
Heartlnd

“Side by Side: Sci-
ence, Art of Digital 
Cinema”

 KTIV $ 4 $ Queen Latifah Ellen DeGeneres News 4 News News 4 Ent Running Wild Dateline NBC (N) (In Stereo) Å News 4 Tonight Show Seth Meyers Daly News 4 Extra (N)

 NBC
 KDLT % 5 %

The Doctors (In Ste-
reo) Å

Judge 
Judy Å

Judge 
Judy Å

KDLT 
News 
(N) Å

NBC 
Nightly 
News (N)

KDLT 
News 
(N) Å

The Big 
Bang 
Theory

Running Wild With 
Bear Grylls “Channing 
Tatum” Å

Dateline NBC (N) (In Stereo) Å KDLT 
News 
(N) Å

The Tonight Show 
Starring Jimmy Fallon 
(In Stereo) Å

Late Night With Seth 
Meyers (In Stereo) Å

Last Call 
With Car-
son Daly

(Off Air)

 KCAU ) 6 ) Dr. Phil Å The Dr. Oz Show News at ABC News Inside Wipeout Å Shark Tank 20/20 Å News Jimmy Kimmel Live Nightline Paid Inside Paid FamFeud

 CBS
 KELO + 3 +

Dr. Phil (In Stereo) Å The Dr. Oz Show (In 
Stereo) Å

News CBS 
Evening 
News

News Entertain-
ment 
Tonight

CSI: Crime Scene In-
vestigation “Uninvited” 
Å (DVS)

Hawaii Five-0 “Ho’i 
Hou” A tycoon’s daugh-
ter is killed.

Blue Bloods A dose 
of lidocaine kills a 
woman. Å

News Late Show With 
David Letterman (In 
Stereo) Å

The Late Late Show 
With Craig Fergu-
son Å

News The Insid-
er (N) Å

Weather 
NOW

 ABC
 KSFY ` 7 `

Jeopardy! 
Å

Inside 
Edition 
(N) Å

The Ellen DeGeneres 
Show (In Stereo) Å

KSFY 
News at 5 
in HD

ABC 
World 
News

KSFY 
News at 6 
in HD

Wheel of 
Fortune 
“Hawaii”

Wipeout Bachelors 
try to impress Jill. (In 
Stereo) Å

Shark Tank Reusable 
storage box; cookware.

20/20 (In Stereo) Å KSFY 
News at 
10 in HD

Jimmy Kimmel Live 
(In Stereo) Å

Nightline 
(N) Å

Free 
Money For 
You!

Extra 
(N) Å

Paid Pro-
gram

Paid Pro-
gram

 KMEG . 13 & The Doctors Å Jdg Judy Jdg Judy News CBS Jeopardy Wheel CSI: Crime Scene Hawaii Five-0 Å Blue Bloods Å News Letterman Ferguson Paid Paid Paid

 FOX
 KTTW 5 9 _

Maury (In Stereo) Å Bethenny Coco Austin; 
help with relation-
ships. Å

Steve Harvey (In 
Stereo) Å

The 
Middle Å

The 
Middle Å

MasterChef Healthy 
football game conces-
sions.

Bones Hodgins makes 
a discovery. Å (DVS)

Modern 
Family Å

Modern 
Family Å

Dish Na-
tion (N) Å

RightThis-
Minute 
(N)

The Arsenio Hall 
Show (In Stereo) Å

The Test (In Stereo) Å TMZ (N) Å First 
Business 
(N) Å

 KLKN   The Dr. Oz Show Dr. Phil Å News ABC News Ent Wipeout Å Shark Tank 20/20 Å News Jimmy Kimmel Live Nightline Katie Å Outd’r Carpet
 KOLN   Ellen DeGeneres First Jeopardy 10/11 CBS News Wheel CSI: Crime Scene Hawaii Five-0 Å Blue Bloods Å News Letterman Ferguson Paid Inside Hitch.
 KPTH   Steve Harvey Å Middle Middle Big Bang Big Bang Mod Fam Mod Fam MasterChef Bones Å (DVS) News at Two Men Two Men Office Arsenio Hall 30 Rock 30 Rock Mother Office
 KSCB  97 S Ade Bill Win Love- Benny Z. Levitt Creflo D. Jewish J. Hagee Parsley Joni Marcus and Joni V’Impe Jewish Hour of Cope Life To J. Meyer Sound Travel Global Marcus 
 KSIN  99 , Arthur Arthur Wild Wild Martha PBS NewsHour (N) Iowa In Guberna-torial Market Iowa In Fair 2014 Å Business Fair 2014 To Play the King (Off Air)
 KXNE   ( Curious Curious Arthur Arthur WordGirl Wild PBS NewsHour (N) Ed Sullivan’s Top Performers 1966-1969 Bee Gees: One Night Only Ed Sullivan’s Top Performers (Off Air)

PAY CHANNELS

 HBO  17 (401)
› “A Night at the 
Roxbury” (1998)

››› “The Dark Knight Rises” (2012, Action) Christian Bale. Batman 
faces a masked villain named Bane. (In Stereo) Å

The Leftovers “Guest” 
Å

The Leftovers “Solace 
for Tired Feet”

Jonah 
From

School 
Girl

True Blood “Almost 
Home” Å

››› “Fight Club” (1999) Brad Pitt. Men vent their rage by 
beating each other in a secret arena.

Hard 
Knocks

 HBO2  432 (405) “Chasing Mav.” › “Getaway” (2013) Å Last ››› “War of the Worlds” (2005) Å ›› “Bullet to the Head” Now You ›› “Now You See Me” (2013) Å › “Getaway” (2013) Å Leftovers

 MAX  441 (420)
› “How High” (2001) Method 
Man, Redman. (In Stereo) Å

››› “Pacific Rim” (2013, Science Fiction) Charlie Hun-
nam, Diego Klattenhoff. (In Stereo) Å

›› “Escape Plan” (2013) Sylvester Stallone. 
Premiere. (In Stereo) Å

The Knick “Mr. Paris 
Shoes” (N)

The Knick “Mr. Paris 
Shoes” Å

Girl’s 
Guide

Girl’s 
Guide

The Knick ›› “Man of Steel” (2013) Henry 
Cavill. (In Stereo) Å

 MAX2 ›› “Ted” (2012) › “Big Momma’s House 2” (2006) Å ›› “Riddick” (2013) Vin Diesel. Å The Knick Å ›› “Ted” (2012) Mark Wahlberg. Å ›› “Armageddon” (1998) Bruce Willis. (In Stereo) Femme
 SHOW  451 (435) Made ›› “The Words” (2012) ›› “Dark Skies” (2013) Keri Russell. Masters of Sex ››› “Monster” (2003) (In Stereo) Å Masters of Sex Ray Donovan Sins ››› “Killing Them Softly”
 SHOW2 › “Beneath the Darkness” ›› “The Uninvited” (2008) (In Stereo) ›› “The Kings of Summer” Ray Donovan Masters of Sex Sins ››› “Bug” (2006) Å “Sex With a Vampire” (2013) Hustle
 TMC  461 (455) ›› “The Producers” (2005) ››› “Lincoln” (2012) Daniel Day-Lewis. Å ›› “Four Brothers” (2005) (In Stereo) ››› “Django Unchained” (2012) Jamie Foxx. (In Stereo) “Richard Pryor” › Belly

CABLE STATIONS
 A&E  57 I The First 48 Å The First 48 Å Criminal Minds Criminal Minds Criminal Minds Criminal Minds Criminal Minds Criminal Minds Criminal Minds Criminal Minds Criminal Minds
 AMC  41 V “Karate Kid II” ››› “The Outlaw Josey Wales” (1976) Clint Eastwood. ›› “U.S. Marshals” (1998, Action) Tommy Lee Jones. Å ›› “Lara Croft Tomb Raider: The Cradle of Life” 4th and Loud Å Marshals
 ANPL  19 K Treehouse Masters Treehouse Masters Treehouse Masters Treehouse Masters Treehouse Masters Redwood Kings (N) Treehouse Masters Redwood Kings Treehouse Masters Treehouse Masters Treehouse Masters
 BRAVO  25 W OC Below Deck ››› “Inside Man” (2006) Denzel Washington. ››› “The Bourne Ultimatum” (2007) Julia Stiles ››› “The Bourne Ultimatum” (2007) Julia Stiles ››› “Inside Man” (2006) Clive Owen
 CMTV  38 Ω Reba Reba Reba Reba ›› “Cocktail” (1988, Romance) Tom Cruise. Premiere. Å Cheerleaders Cops Cops Cops Cops Cops Amazing Videos World’s Most Amazing Videos
 CNBC  53 T Closing Bell (N) Fast Mny Options Mad Money (N) Ultimate Factories Marijuana USA “Cocaine Cow” Car Car Car Car The Car Chasers The Car Chasers Paid Paid
 CNN  33 Q Jake Tapper The Situation Room (N) Crossfire E. B. OutFront Anderson Cooper The Sixties Spotlight Unguard The Sixties “1968” The Sixties Spotlight Unguard Forensic Forensic
 COM  45 ≠ Sunny Futurama Futurama Futurama South Pk Tosh.0 Colbert Daily South Pk South Pk ›› “Bruce Almighty” (2003) Å ›› “Jackass 3D” (2010) Johnny Knoxville. Å The Comedy Central Roast
 CSPAN  49 1 Key Capitol Hill Hearings Speeches. Key Capitol Hill Hearings Speeches. Key Capitol Hill Hearings Speeches. Key Capitol Hill Hearings Speeches. Key Capitol Hill Hearings Speeches. Capitol Hill
 DISC  34 L I Escaped Jaws 2 Sharkageddon Shark of Darkness: Wrath Megalodon: The Extended Cut Reload Megalodon Megalodon: The Extended Cut Reload Megalodon Monster Hammer
 DISN  64 D Jessie Jessie Jessie “Spy Kids 2: Island of Drms” Dog “How to Build a Better Boy” Girl I Didn’t Austin Dog Jessie Austin ANT Dog Austin ANT Go Fig
 DISXD  65 (103) Kickin’ It Lab Rats “Scooby-Doo 2: Monsters Unleashed” Phineas Phineas Gravity Gravity Kickin’ It Lab Rats Lab Rats Lab Rats Zeke Zeke Zeke Dorae Pac-Man Phineas Fish Fish 
 E!TV  51 Æ Kardashian Kardashian Kardashian E! News (N) Botched Fashion Police Fashion Police Chelsea E! News Soup Fashion Police “John Tucker”
 ENC  400 (480) ›› “10 Years” (2011) Channing Tatum. ›››› “Tootsie” (1982) (In Stereo) “My Best Friend’s Wedding” › “Grown Ups 2” (2013) Adam Sandler. ››› “My Cousin Vinny” (1992) Å ›› “10 Years” (2011) Å
 ESPN  28 8 Little League Around Pardon SportsCenter (N) SportsCenter Spec. Little League Baseball Baseball Tonight SportsCenter (N) SportsCenter (N) SportsCenter (N) SportsCenter (N)
 ESPN2  29 9 ATP Tennis Little League Baseball ATP Tennis Boxing Friday Night Fights. (N) Å Olbermann (N) Olbermann Å Baseball Tonight World/Poker
 EWTN  74 ± Truth Cross Cat Chat Mater News Mass - Assumption Life on the Rock News Rosary Cross Consum Parables Women Mass - Assumption Life on the Rock News
 FAM  62 H Boy... Boy... ›› “A Cinderella Story” (2004) ›› “Step Up 3” (2010) Rick Malambri. ›› “Stick It” (2006) Jeff Bridges. The 700 Club Å Prince Prince Prince Prince Paid Paid
 FOOD  56 ? Chopped Chopped Diners Diners Diners Diners Diners Diners Diners Diners Diners America Diners Diners Diners Diners Diners America Diners Diners
 FS1  63 < NASCAR NASCAR Racing America’s Pregame NASCAR Racing NASCAR Racing MLB Whiparound FOX Sports Live (N) FOX Sports Live (N) FOX Sports Live (N) FOX Sports Live
 FX  23 X Mother Two Men Two Men ››› “The Other Guys” (2010) Will Ferrell. › “The Sitter” (2011) Jonah Hill. › “The Sitter” (2011) Jonah Hill. › “Jack and Jill” (2011) Adam Sandler. “Stealing Harvard”
 FXNWS  50 P Neil Cavuto The Five (N) Special Report Greta Van Susteren The O’Reilly Factor The Kelly File (N) Hannity (N) The O’Reilly Factor The Kelly File Hannity Greta Van Susteren
 FOXSP  35 ; Vikings Vikings Darts West-Customs 3 Wide Twins MLB Baseball Kansas City Royals at Minnesota Twins. (N) Twins Wolves Bull Riding MLB Baseball: Royals at Twins
 GOLF  55 (310) PGA Tour Golf Central PGA Tour Golf Golf U.S. Amateur, Day 3. PGA Tour Golf Wyndham Championship, Second Round. Central PGA Tour Golf
 HALL  22 A Little House/Prairie The Waltons Å The Waltons Å The Waltons Å The Waltons Å “Strawberry Summer” (2012) Julie Mond. Golden Golden Golden Golden Frasier Frasier Frasier Frasier
 HGTV  54 B Love It or List It Love It or List It Love It or List It Love It or List It Love It or List It Love It or List It Hunters Hunt Intl Hunters Hunt Intl Love It or List It Hunters Hunt Intl Hunters Hunt Intl
 HIST  46 O White House: Behind Pickers American Pickers American Pickers American Pickers American Pickers American Pickers American Pickers American Pickers American Pickers American Pickers
 KAUN  15 6 Cis. Kid Cis. Kid Tarzan Zorro Soupy Bishop Highway to Heaven Dr. Who Dr. Who Naked City Route 66 A girl. I Spy Da Vinci’s Inquest Cold Squad Paid Paid
 KWSD  12 . Adam-12 Adam-12 Emergency! Rifleman Rifleman M*A*S*H M*A*S*H Gilligan Happy Heroes Kotter OddCple OddCple Zone Perry Mason Å Dragnet Adam-12 Gallery Hitchcock Hour
 LIFE  58 = Wife Swap Å Wife Swap Å › “Georgia Rule” (2007) Jane Fonda. ›› “The Time Traveler’s Wife” (2009) › “Bride Wars” (2009) Kate Hudson. ›› “The Time Traveler’s Wife” (2009) › “Bride Wars”
 MSNBC  66 R Alex Wagner The Ed Show (N) PoliticsNation (N) Hardball Matthews All In With Chris Rachel Maddow Lockup Lockup Lockup Lockup Lockup
 NGEO  108 (152) Brain Brain Brain Brain Access 360 (N) Brain Brain Brain Games Brain Brain Brain Brain Brain Brain Brain Brain Brain Games Deep Deep
 NICK  32 E Sponge. Sponge. iCarly iCarly iCarly Sam & “A Fairly Odd Summer” Å Sam & Full H’se Full H’se Full H’se Full H’se Friends Friends Friends Å Friends George George George
 RFDTV   (131) Porter Country Rural America Live Farmwk. Cowgirl Jimmy Rural Family Reunion Reporter Rural Starting Rodeo Penny G Virginia Paid Paid Paid American Voices Paid
 SPIKE  30 ¨ Cops Cops Cops Jail Å Cops Cops Cops Cops Cops Cops Cops Cops Cops Cops Cops Cops Cops Cops Jail Å Jail Å Jail Å Jail Å
 STARZ  417 (465) ›› “Lost in Space” (1998) ››› “Ice Age” (2002) Å ››› “O Brother, Where Art Thou?” ›› “At Middleton” (2013) Andy Garcia. Outlander (iTV) ›› “Perfect Stranger” (2007) Å “At Middleton”
 SYFY  44 N ››› “Earth’s Final Hours” (2011) Å “End of the World” (2013) Brad Dourif. WWE Friday Night SmackDown! (N) Face Off Å The Johnsons Defiance Å The Johnsons “End of the World”
 TBS  36 Y Friends Friends Friends Friends Seinfeld Seinfeld Seinfeld Seinfeld Fam Guy Fam Guy Fam Guy Fam Guy Funniest Wins Funniest Wins ››› “Knocked Up” (2007) Seth Rogen. (DVS) Sex City 
 TCM  76 U ›››› “Bonnie and Clyde” ››› “Little Big Man” (1970) Dustin Hoffman. ››› “The Three Musketeers” (1973) ››› “Three Days of the Condor” ›››› “Chinatown” (1974) Å “The Arrangement”
 TLC  43 M Four Weddings Four Weddings Four Weddings Four Weddings Four Weddings Four Weddings (N) Four Weddings (N) Four Weddings Four Weddings Four Weddings Four Weddings
 TNT  37 [ Castle Å (DVS) Castle Å (DVS) Castle “Knockout” Castle “Rise” Castle Å (DVS) Cold Justice Å ›› “Sherlock Holmes: A Game of Shadows” Cold Justice Å Franklin & Bash Lion/Lam
 TOON  42 F Regular Gumball Gumball Teen Teen Gumball Adven Regular King/Hill King/Hill Cleve Cleve American American Fam Guy Fam Guy Chicken Aqua Venture American American Fam Guy
 TRAV  24 J Ghost Adventures Ghost Adventures Places Places Food Food Mysteries-Museum Monumental Mys Mysteries-Museum Mysteries-Museum Monumental Mys Mysteries-Museum Mysteries-Museum
 TRUTV  52 Ø Tow Tow Tow Tow World’s Dumbest... World’s Dumbest... World’s Dumbest... truTV Top Funniest truTV Top Funniest Most Shocking World’s Dumbest... truTV Top Funniest truTV Top Funniest
 TVLND  47 G Walker, Ranger Walker, Texas Ranger Å Griffith Griffith Griffith Griffith Griffith King King King King Raymond Raymond Love-Raymond Raymond Raymond Candid Camera
 UNI   μ El Gordo y la Flaca Primer Impacto (N) P. Luche Notic. De Que Te Quiero Mi Corazón Es Lo Que la Vida Qué Pobres Impacto Noticiero La Que No Amorcito Corazón Alma P. Luche
 USA  31 Z NCIS: Los Angeles NCIS: Los Angeles NCIS: Los Angeles NCIS: Los Angeles NCIS: Los Angeles Mod Fam Mod Fam Mod Fam Mod Fam Mod Fam Mod Fam Covert Affairs Law & Order: SVU Law & Order: SVU
 VH1  39 º Dating LeAnn LeAnn LeAnn LeAnn LeAnn ››› “13 Going on 30” (2004) ›› “Bachelorette” (2012) Isla Fisher ››› “Pretty in Pink” (1986) ››› “13 Going on 30” (2004)
 WE  124 > CSI: Miami “Bunk” CSI: Miami Å CSI: Miami Å CELEBrations CELEBrations CELEBrations CELEBrations CELEBrations CELEBrations CELEBrations CELEBrations
 WGN   2 Law Order: CI Law Order: CI Funny Videos MLB Baseball Chicago Cubs at New York Mets. (N) Å Mother Mother Mother Mother Rules Rules Rules 30 Rock 30 Rock Sunny
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Like many people this past week-
end, I went to see “Guardians of the
Galaxy” at a nearby multiplex. I
bought some concession snacks,
donned a pair of 3-D glasses and sat
through the half-hour of previews
that preceded the James Gunn romp
with a fair bit of anticipation, stoked
by my returning to the U.S. after three
weeks of work abroad to a stack of ef-
fusive reviews, as well as email bul-
letins that the Marvel movie was
killing it at the box office.

In many ways, my high expecta-
tions were met. Chris Pratt brought
the right amount of swashbuckler to
his prototypical boyish dolt, the wise-
cracks and meta references landed
with some frequency, and the action
set pieces looked cool and seemed
like they’d be fun to live through.

But about 30 minutes in, and for
nearly every minute after, something
else became increasingly clear: The
movie had no clear or compelling
plot.

Hard-core Marvel enthusiasts,
versed in the 1960s comic where it all
began, may disagree. And maybe
even some fellow Marvel newcomers
might feel differently. For me, from
the first moment a Yondu was
dropped and a Ronan was feared and
a Thanos was intoned — all of them
playing Very Important Roles to the
people in the movie but, it seemed,
amounting to little more than a
mythic mishmash to those of us out-
side it — I was turning up my hands.

I don’t mean to suggest there
aren’t discernible narrative develop-
ments in the film. Yes, there’s an im-
portant orb whose owner controls
the fate of the universe. And there are
various factions trying to get their
hands on it, each with varying de-
grees of financial, psychological and
megalomaniacal motivation. And
characters have, in a number of
cases, some coherent or even moving
back story. But it is not easy to ex-
plain, crisply and without descending
into a certain kind of obfuscatory
mumbo-jumbo, what is actually hap-
pening. In fact, it’s far from clear that
the characters can explain, crisply
and without descending into a certain
kind of obfuscatory mumbo-jumbo,
what is actually happening.

More important, I’m not sure
we’re supposed to be able to explain
it. The way the film is structured, co-
herence of any kind — why people
are literally doing what they’re doing,
or what the plausible psychological
explanations are for what they’re
doing — seem beside the point. This
all seems to be less a question of
whether “Guardians” makes sense as

it is that it doesn’t much matter in the
first place. The movie was built to be
consumed and enjoyed without any
holistic understanding of what’s hap-
pening or why — without any sense
that one should want a clear under-
standing of what’s happening or why.
(There is a strange, perhaps super-
meta irony in the film making fre-
quent reference to cinematic classics
like “The Maltese Falcon,” “Raiders of
the Lost Ark” and “Star Wars,” all
movies in which storytelling matters
very much.)

This is not a new trend in big-bud-
get filmmaking, though it is a particu-
larly notable example of it. In fact,
“Guardians” seems to be the logical
convergence point of two distinct
trends that have been growing for a
number of years now — in which
spectacle on the one hand
(“Godzilla,” “Transformers” et al.) and
quippy reference on the other take
pride of place, effectively crowding
out traditional storytelling.
“Guardians” just happens to do each
of them really big, and at the same
time.

That Hollywood’s other major out-
sized success this year — “The Lego
Movie” — is characterized by this
same marriage seems like no coinci-
dence. (I was tempted to say it does
seem like a coincidence that both
movies star Chris Pratt, but the fact
that he’s not a traditional story-cen-
tric hero who you nonetheless want
to spend time with suggests it may
not be.) Like “Guardians,” “Lego” —
which I saw several times and rather
enjoyed — involved some misfits who
go on the run, have lots of quippy fun
and get mixed up in some big action
set pieces whose actual import does-
n’t matter.

Nor did this all of this just begin.
Despite the hate mail some of you
may send, I’d put “The Avengers” —
the most popular of popular commer-
cial movies — in this category too,
with only a few hesitations. The film
had a number of virtues. But quick,
what was its main plot twist? What
were even its main plot points? If
you’re a hard-core aficionado, you
can probably cite them after thinking
about it for a minute. I mostly came
up with an orb-like item that some
people really want. Breaking down
the story in the same way as you
might, say, “E.T.” or “Star Wars — or
even films in more recent franchises
like Sam Raimi’s “Spider-Man” or
Christopher Nolan’s “Batman” — is
nearly impossible. To even try to do
so feels like it misses the point.

(I also don’t think it’s an accident,
by the way, that a number of these
post-plot films exist within the expan-
sive but ultimately hermetic Marvel
Studios universe. While before

“Guardians” few of such movies pro-
duced by the Disney-owned company
(the “Spider-Mans” of the world of
course are not) offered quite as many
jokes?, these movies’ stock-in-trade is
nonetheless a kind of inbred mythic
reference that’s not entirely con-
ducive to conventional storytelling.
And of course there are the “Trans-
formers” and other mega-tentpoles of
the world, which are often plot-agnos-
tic beasts in their own right.)

You could sense a lot of critics
perhaps struggling with these com-
peting impulses in evaluating
“Guardians.” We’ve all spent years
thinking that commercial filmmaking,
ever since the modern form came
into being, depended at least in part
on strong storytelling — “Jaws,” The
Terminator” and countless others.
And yet here was a seemingly pleas-
urable commercial film in which the
storytelling didn’t seem to matter at
all.

So in their reviews critics used
deft language to describe this appar-
ent paradox — “encourages you to
enjoy yourself even when you’re not
quite sure what’s going on” (my col-
league Kenneth Turan), “an interlock-
ing passel of villains I couldn’t begin
to explain” (Salon’s Andrew O’Hehir),
“confusing and generic by turns” so
maybe best to just “shake off the
bonds of narrative coherency” and
allow “the weird words — Yondu,
Necrocraft, Sakkaran — (to) just slide
right past you” (the New York Times’
Manohla Dargis).

Some filmgoers may similarly
want to just let the whole idea of a
post-plot film slide right past them;
enjoyable is enjoyable, no matter the
reasons. There’s something to that.
But I can’t help noticing that there’s
also something clever about the
whole enterprise. A strain of world-
weariness has permeated cinema in
recent years — evident in the crow-
ing/laments about how great stories
have migrated to television but really

in a sense pre-dating it — a belief that
there are simply no new filmic stories
left to tell. These sorts of comments
usually lead to a heated back-and-
forth about supposedly great new
movies that either do or don’t tell a
new story.

“Guardians,” though, has done
something different — it has slyly ob-
viated the whole question. Who
cares, it asks, if any of this is new or
even a story as long as there are cool
visuals and laugh-worthy quips and
references — as long as there are
people, in the end, who are fun to
hang out with? (There seems to be a
parallel of sorts across the cinematic
aisle in the rise of the post-joke Holly-
wood comedy, documented brilliantly
in this Adam Sternbergh essay from a
few years back.)

There’s another clear advantage
achieved by the post-plot film,
though I’m not sure it’s entirely con-
scious on the part of its creators: con-
structing a film that has utter
immunity to the dreaded spoiler.

Some of the best narrative efforts
of earlier chapters of this modern
filmmaking era — “The Sixth Sense,”
“The Usual Suspects” — relied on us
not knowing a critical detail until the
end of a film, and then, once we did,
looking at all the scenes that came
before it differently.

In “Guardians,” the critical details
revealed at the end not only don’t
make us look at all that came before
differently — they don’t even make us
look at the scene in which they’re re-
vealed differently. The two main re-
veals in “Guardians” (I would say
spoiler alert — though, again, I’m not
sure the term applies) include a shop-
worn switcheroo you could see com-
ing from a planet away and an
emotional payoff involving the open-
ing of a childhood gift that has to be
the least illuminating or surprising of
emotional payoffs in the history of
emotional payoffs. If you attempted
such a reveal in a screenwriting class,

your teacher would have you rewrite
it.

Yet this lack of narrative surprise
doesn’t matter, and in fact it may be a
good thing as far as the release of the
film is concerned. In an age when per-
vasive coverage on fan blogs and so-
cial-media can sometimes ruin the
fun of a good movie, what better way
to get around the problem than to
make sure the fun literally can’t be ru-
ined? You could spend an hour trying
to spoil the end of “Guardians” for
someone you don’t like and still not
succeed.

There is, of course, still plenty of
room in big-budget Hollywood for
story-driven films (though there may
be something to the fact that the
most lauded indie movie of the year,
“Boyhood,” traffics in its own kind of
plot-defiance). Nolan’s “Interstellar,”
to take one example, suggests from
its marketing materials that tradi-
tional storytelling is alive and well.

Still, a great swath of big Holly-
wood entertainment used to consist
of story with other trappings hung on
it. Now it’s been reversed — the story
can just be tacked on wherever you
find room. And if it doesn’t fit, no big
deal, since it’s not really what people
are looking for anyway. It also hardly
seems like an accident that
“Guardians,” a movie with one of the
least coherent plots of the summer,
nonetheless earned one of the high-
est CinemaScores of the summer.

All of this is, depending on your
point of view, either a tragic sign of
the movie apocalypse or the ultimate
postmodern trick that deservedly has
fans laughing all the way out of the
theater. Hollywood, though, has al-
ready made its choice. And given
“Guardians’” success, it will no doubt
continue down that path, with literal
sequels and plenty of spiritual heirs
to follow. In that regard, this is the
same old story — not that we need
one.

The Rise Of Post-Plot Cinema
‘Guardians’ Is Latest Flick In

Which Plotting Is Marginalized

Glenn Close is Nova Prime Rael in Marvel’s “Guardians Of The Galaxy.” (Marvel/MCT)


