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Abstract
This article explores the rise of the Hollywood sequel in the 1970s and 1980s, analyzing
contemporary industrial and popular discourses surrounding the sequel, sequelisation, and
film seriality. Drawing on recent sequel scholarship as well as a wide range of film examples
and paratexts, it examines how industry insiders, trade papers, and film critics tried to make
sense of the burgeoning sequel trend. The ensuing discourses and cultural practices, this
article argues, not only shaped the contexts of sequel production and reception at the time but
also played into the movies’ serialisation strategies and their increasingly self-referential
manoeuvres.
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In November 2009, The Observer published a two-page article entitled ‘Discovered at
Last: The Formula for a Hit Film Sequel’. Economics reporter Katie Allen wrote that a
team of marketing and media researchers had devised a system for calculating the
revenue of a sequel in relation to a similar film in the same genre that was not a sequel.1
Depending on key factors such as the continued participation of stars and filmmakers,
similar budgets, release dates, and distribution intensity, Thorsten Hennig-Thurau and
his colleagues found that sequels generated higher average box-office revenues and
involved overall less financial risk for studios than their non-sequel counterparts.2 The
study provided a mathematical formula to estimate the monetary value of film sequels
and to examine the impact of the consistency or variation of the key factors. These new
findings, the headline in The Observer implied, would end Hollywood’s everlasting
search for the ultimate success formula and with it an era of ‘gut feelings’ and ‘rules of
thumb’. Hollywood considered sequels to be relatively safe investments long before
Hennig-Thurau published his research. Columbia Pictures president Frank Price, for
example, told Variety in
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1992: ‘Sequels are, in a very unsure business, the closest thing to a sure thing’.3
Price knew that a sequel, following hot on the heels of a box-office smash, could be
expected to earn up to 60 per cent of the profit accrued by its successful
predecessor.4 But these were hunches and intuitions based on experience. In the past,
they had regularly failed to anticipate the escalating costs and diminishing returns
that inevitably greeted sequels number three, four, or five, and they were equally
inept at predicting when sequels would outperform their predecessors at the box
office.

Hennig-Thurau’s hit film formula proposed that accurate calculations would
finally replace Hollywood’s guesstimations when it came to exploiting a successful
film. But by focusing exclusively on the commercial potential of the first sequel, and
not that of further instalments, the study did not take into account the potential
failure and unprofitability of multiple sequels. More importantly, the sample films
for this research were initial sequels released between 1998 and 2006, when more
sophisticated sequelisation practices began to take hold in Hollywood and sequels
regularly exceeded the box-office revenue of previous movies. Launched as
transmedia franchises that build on the ‘cultural familiarity’5 of already existing
best-selling novel series, comic books, games, theme park rides, or toy lines, today’s
sequels often present just parts of much larger narrative ensembles. From the outset,
these franchises rely on serialisation strategies that foster audience loyalty and
engagement by developing the narrative through several instalments. Or, as David
Hancock, head of film and media research company Screen Digest, put it: ‘We’re
not really talking about sequels any more. We are talking about films that are
conceived of as longer plays than one film ... You are saying to the audience: “This
is a story, you have got to stick with it.” You buy into that particular number of
films that will be coming out’.6

Sequelisation emerged as one of Hollywood’s major production trends during
the 1970s and 1980s, when studios invested in high-profile follow-ups to spectacular
box-office hits and marketed them with multimillion-dollar ad campaigns. Despite
such investments, however, the sequel was merely an afterthought at the time,
conceived, created and released after a self-contained movie, which usually
delivered narrative closure without built-in sequel options, had proven popular with
audiences. As such an afterthought, I argue, the sequel grappled with repetition and
innovation on multiple levels, its principle challenge being to strike the right balance
between the two. For the film industry, the right balance between repetition and
innovation meant the difference between a risky and a safe business venture; for
audiences, it settled whether watching the sequel was a pleasurable experience or a
disappointment; and regarding the movie itself, it constituted the thin line between
originality and derivativeness. During the burgeoning of the sequelisation trend in
Hollywood, in other words, the sequel’s attempt to translate repetition into variation,
to replicate and simultaneously continue and expand a cultural product over time,
was riddled with numerous contradictions. I call this the sequel paradox – a paradox
linked intricately to Hollywood’s serial logic. When Hollywood, in pursuit of the hit
film formula, strove to improve, manage, and institutionalise sequelisation as an
industrial practice in the 1970s and 1980s, the
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formidable rise of the sequel turned into a fascinating phenomenon to ponder. This
article examines how producers, audiences and critics mulled over film seriality and
the sequel’s position in cinema’s long-standing tradition of innovative reproduction,
and how the ensuing discourses and cultural practices played into the movies’
serialisation strategies and their increasingly self-referential manoeuvres.

Sequel Scholarship: Framing the Rise of the Sequel

In The Hollywood Sequel (2014), Stuart Henderson laments that the sequel has
received remarkably little academic attention to date, despite its popularity with
audiences and its commercial importance for the film industry. In the 1990s, it
surfaced in theoretical discussions around the distinction between classical and post-
classical cinema, ‘with scholars such as Thomas Schatz and Timothy Corrigan
invoking the form as symptomatic of industrial and aesthetic shifts within the
industry after 1975’.7 More recent publications historicise the sequel and analyse its
defining characteristics, narrative structures, and industrial contexts.8 While any
historical account of the Hollywood sequel leading up to the predominance of the
form since the mid-1970s needs to acknowledge the film serial as well as the film
series, the sequel should not be conflated with these other serial modes. Much
scholarship carefully defines the serial, series, and sequel against each other,
situating them within specific film-historical contexts; and yet there is a tendency to
identify sequelisation as a long-term staple of Hollywood’s film production, usually
in direct response to widely held assumptions about the contemporaneous nature of
the sequel. These studies seek to establish historical continuity by claiming that
sequels are ‘no different in essence, in prevalence or in purpose’9 from film series,
or by arguing that post-1970s sequelisation practices are reminiscent of early film
serial production and can therefore be understood ‘in terms of a repetition of the
industry’s inception’.10 Such far-reaching genealogies draw attention away from the
sequel’s formative decades that interest me here, although they certainly help to
construct the sequel as an acceptable object of study and place it within a historically
evolving framework of film seriality.

Focusing on production and reception in the 1970s and 1980s, I examine the
sequel in its own right, as a form of film seriality that is related to, but commercially,
narratively, and aesthetically distinct from, the film serial and series. As I am using
it, the term describes a repetition-based continuation or extension of a closed or
partly closed narrative that relies on recurring characters, and which has a
chronological relationship to its predecessor (events in the sequel occur after events
in the earlier film) as well as narrative continuity (what happened in the earlier film
continues to be meaningful in the sequel).11 There are certainly earlier instances of
sequelisation in Hollywood cinema, with follow-ups like The Squaw Man’s Son (Le
Saint, 1917), The Son of the Sheik (Fitzmaurice, 1926), The Son of Kong
(Schoedsack, 1933), Four Wives (Curtiz, 1939) and Four Mothers (Keighley, 1941),
Son of Paleface (Tashlin, 1952) or Return of the Fly (Bernds, 1959) and Curse of the
Fly (Sharp, 1965). But sequels used to be rare in Hollywood, especially in
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comparison to the high rate of film serials and series emanating from the studio
system. Only in the mid-1970s, following a substantial decrease in cinematic
seriality and the conglomerisation of the film industry,12 did the sequel become a
fixture on Hollywood’s annual production slate, with the new trend receiving wide
discussion in both industrial and popular discourse.

In his study of statistical trends in Hollywood’s production of remakes, sequels
and series between 1940 and 1979, Thomas Simonet finds that ‘[b]oth absolutely
and relatively, far more recycled-script films appeared before the conglomerate
takeover’ and that, consequently, originality did not suffer under conglomerate
ownership.13 He also notes an increase in sequels in the 1970s, when remakes and
series both diminished significantly in comparison to pre-conglomerate years.14

Although Simonet’s study ends in 1979, and draws its main conclusions from the
total number and proportions of what he terms ‘recycled-script films’, his short
discussion of post-conglomerate remake, sequel, and series production nonetheless
indicates a nascent sequel trend that revives and updates Hollywood’s serial mode of
storytelling in a radically altered film industry context. Compared to the heyday of
Hollywood’s B-movie production, overall fewer ‘recycled-script films’ have been
made since the 1970s, but among the movies that retold familiar stories the sequel
ranked first. And unlike earlier low-budget serials and series, whose deliberately
repetitive formulas had been a reliable source of revenue that helped studios stay in
the black, the post-1960s sequel was produced and marketed as a big-budget, high-
concept blockbuster that promised to achieve a substantial profit at the box-office.15

Beginning in the mid-1970s, disproportionately successful movies like The
Godfather Part II (Coppola, 1974), Rocky II (Stallone, 1979) and The Empire
Strikes Back (Lucas, 1980) raised the profile of the sequel as a new and indicative
Hollywood trend, which journalists seized on with relish.16 Interest in the sequel
gained momentum during the 1980s (which Variety proclaimed ‘the golden age of
sequels’),17 when every new Star Wars, Indiana Jones and Lethal Weapon movie
outperformed its predecessors at the box-office. During those decades the sequel
essentially came into view as Hollywood’s hit film formula, with the combination of
spectacular box-office results and a steady increase of numbered follow-ups quickly
shaping the critical perception among film critics that Hollywood had succumbed to
an epidemic of ‘sequelitis’ that was sapping creativity.

Scholars looking back on those decades have sought to deconstruct the
accusation of ‘sequelitis’, arguing that this derogatory perception of Hollywood
practice has been skewed by the relative paucity of remakes, sequels, and series in
the 1960s and by ‘a small number of high-visibility sequels [that] received a
disproportionate share of the box-office’18 in the 1970s and 1980s. In doing so,
however, they have effectively ignored the degree to which historical statistics
(including Simonet’s) do indeed confirm an unprecedented intensification of sequel
production from the mid-1970s onward.19 Such flawed interpretations may stem
from lack of data, the desire to introduce a historical perspective, or a legitimising
effort to uncouple the sequel from existing discourses. Rather than asking whether
‘sequelitis’
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criticism at the time distorted perceptions concerning Hollywood’s output, however,
it is time to focus on the cultural conditions and consequences of imagining
Hollywood’s film production in such terms. In itself, a word like ‘sequelitis’ speaks
volumes about the status attributed to film seriality as a shallow, standardised
component of what Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer have called ‘the culture
industry’,20 evidently contesting that sequels can have any artistic value or critical
potential. This article examines such widespread and persistent criticism in more
detail, analysing the implications of historically embedded industrial and popular
discourses on the sequel, sequelisation, and film seriality at work. Industry insiders,
trade papers, and film critics, I argue, made sense of the sequel trend in ways that
not only shaped the contexts of sequel production and reception in the 1970s and
1980s but also became inscribed within the films themselves.

Potential Hit Film Formula: Industry Views on Sequel Production

Rising production costs through the 1970s and 1980s made Hollywood filmmaking
an increasingly risky proposition, but even though sequels demanded big budgets
and expensive marketing campaigns, the industry was convinced they provided a
cushion against risk. In 1978, Columbia Pictures president Frank Price told Variety:
‘It would be extremely foolish not to pursue the matter of a sequel after a huge hit –
it may be fiscal irresponsibility not to.’21 If a property turned out to be a gold mine,
Price continued, you had to keep mining it in the interest of the stockholders.22

Studio heads and producers both agreed that sequels were being made ‘because the
math demands it’,23 even if the narrative did not. Producing a follow-up made
economic sense not only because it reduced the amount of time and money that went
into the development of a movie but also because, in a business that depended on
fickle audience tastes, the repetition of a successful formula guaranteed that, even if
the next movie did not prove to be another hit, it would at least not tank at the box-
office. Hence, Universal president Ned Tannen was convinced that ‘[t]here is less
risk in making a sequel than in almost anything else’.24 After Steven Spielberg’s
Jaws became an instant box-office sensation in 1975, for example, producers
Richard D. Zanuck and David Brown quickly realised that Hollywood logic required
an ‘obligatory sequel’, and started to work on Jaws 2 (Szwarc, 1978).25 A
compounding factor in the rise of the sequel, then, was the studios’ bottom-line
prudence, since sequels had box-office potential and made risk manageable. While
the industry seized on the sequel as a sure-fire moneymaking formula, however, film
critics were quick to condemn it as ‘a symptom of the unadventurous corporate
thinking that has turned the studios into glorified recycling centers’.26 Such opposing
interpretations of the sequel trend pervaded industrial and popular discourses at the
time and illuminate prevailing attitudes towards the culture industry since they
explicitly question whether innovative reproduction and serial forms are compatible
with concepts of art, creativity, and originality.

Several reasons supported the sequel’s industry-wide reputation as a relatively
safe investment. First, the sequel counted as a presold property that came with
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‘instant name recognition’ and a ‘built-in audience’.27 For the film business,
audience pre-awareness through familiarity with the story, characters, performers, or
concept was key. The very fact that the sequel derived from a creative process of
innovative reproduction meant it could appeal to movie-goers by evoking memories
of a previous film, build audience loyalty, and manage expectations. The sequel thus
offered a bankable solution to what Frank Mancuso, then chairman of Paramount
Pictures, considered one of Hollywood’s major challenges, namely ‘how to identify
for an audience what the film is about’.28 Frank Price summed up the advantages of
the sequel in a similar manner, highlighting the financial advantages of product
familiarity: ‘We spend millions of dollars to make something unknown into
something that is known. A non-sequel starts from zero. A sequel is a guaranteed
reward’.29

Second, the recent trend towards increasingly successful sequels suggested their
unlimited moneymaking potential. Movies such as Rocky III (Stallone, 1982), The
Karate Kid Part II (Avildsen, 1986) and Lethal Weapon 2 (Donner, 1989) performed
significantly better at the box-office than their respective predecessors, transforming
the studios’ intellectual properties into veritable gold mines. Hit film sequels also
boosted the fortunes of independent production companies, helping them to flourish
among the major studios. The success of First Blood (Kotcheff, 1982), for instance,
encouraged Carolco Pictures to make two more action films about Vietnam veteran
John Rambo (Sylvester Stallone) – Rambo: First Blood Part II (Cosmatos, 1985) and
Rambo III (MacDonald, 1988) – and all three movies aided the company’s rise to
prominence in Hollywood. In 1988, Carolco president Peter Hoffman described
Rambo as ‘the most important sequel series not owned by a major studio’, explaining
that it enabled the company to invest in other projects.30 A string of sequels to Wes
Craven’s slasher film A Nightmare on Elm Street (1984) kept New Line Cinema in
business, earning it the moniker ‘The House that Freddy Built’ – with reference to
Freddy Krueger (Robert Englund), the Elm Street serial killer. In 1989, New Line
president Robert Shaye commented that the sequels (then four in total) ‘have given us
stability and cash flow’.31 With Elm Street, he continued, ‘one copyright has become
an important financial component of our company’.32

Third, the sequel promised handsome profits in ancillary markets, especially
home video and pay-cable – according to Thomas Schatz, ‘[t]he principal growth
areas throughout the 1980s’.33 With their recognisable titles enhancing the presale of
television and home video rights, sequels allowed companies to line up substantial
revenues in advance. No one bought the television rights for the low-budget sports
drama Rocky (Avildsen, 1976), starring then unknown Sylvester Stallone as boxer
Rocky Balboa, until the film proved to be a box-office sensation and a triple
Academy Award winner. The rights for Rocky II (Stallone, 1979) and Rocky III
(Stallone, 1982), in contrast, were sold for $21 and $28 million, respectively, before
the movies were even released in theatres.34 The growing home video market
similarly relied on recognisable titles, but its relationship with the sequel was more
explicitly symbiotic. Sequels often enlivened the VHS sales of their predecessors,
while those same video cassettes also promoted the next instalment and built
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audience anticipation for the sequel.35 When Gremlins 2: The New Batch (Dante, 1990)
was released six years after the horror comedy Gremlins (Dante, 1984), for instance,
Warner Bros. relied on VHS to bridge the time gap between the two films, appealing to a
cross-generational audience. As Rob Friedman, then marketing chief at Warner Bros,
explained: ‘A lot of kids have seen the first one on video; many kids at the young end of
the first movie are within our target for the second; and a lot of parents at the top end of
the spectrum will bring their kids to see this one’.36

These obvious advantages make it clear why the film industry fell in love with the
sequel. As a readily recognisable property capable of accumulating immense profits in
theatres and ancillary markets, the sequel demonstrated that – at least in theory – repetition
plus innovation equalled hit film formula. The sequel was an investment in the future of
an intellectual property that built on that property’s successful past to create and then
maintain audience loyalty over time. Like film serials and series, sequels that continued
familiar stories with familiar characters (and performers) in familiar settings or situations,
capitalised on what Roger Hagedorn has described as the binding function of serial
narratives.37 Unlike film serials and series, however, sequels tended to combine film
seriality with high-concept, big-budget event movies to attract and engage mass audiences
over the course of many years or decades. Sequels leapt to the top of the production slate
in the 1970s and 1980s and through large-scale advertising campaigns, merchandising,
theatrical, home video, and TV releases they became highly visible cultural products that
provided pop-cultural reference points for audiences. From an industry point of view,
sequels therefore counted as safe investments and the mode of serial storytelling
associated with the sequel was probably as close as Hollywood would ever get to a self-
preserving hit film formula. Paradoxically, though, if a sequel lived up to its box-office
potential, the next instalment had to deal with escalating costs, which then typically led to
diminishing returns and, eventually, to the end of sequel production.

Thomas Leitch has proposed that ‘sequels are packaged and consumed on the basis
of a promise that even though they tell a different story, they’re just as good as the
original’.38 This interpretation needs to be qualified, however, since follow-ups are always
driven by a logic of one-upmanship – that is, the sequel follows an intensification-oriented
principle of repetition and innovation in order to retell a familiar story in an enhanced and
therefore potentially new way.39 Precisely because the sequel actively recalls and imitates
its predecessor but cannot repeat the pleasure of the first viewing experience, it tries to
compensate by ‘amplify[ing] certain recurring elements, delivering more of the same with
an emphasis on “more”’.40 This kind of one-upmanship was common practice in the film
business. ‘When you do a sequel’, Sherry Lansing, president of 20th Century Fox,
confirmed, ‘it has to be better than the first’.41 Consequently, the repetition and
intensification of successfully established elements of distinction dramatically increased
the budget from one movie to the next. Industry wisdom held that the secret to sequel
success was ‘when all the cast members return, the director is retained and the script
doesn’t wander too much from the original premise’.42
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But this kind of repetition also inflated ‘above-the-line’ costs, as actors, directors
and creative talent demanded higher salaries for their involvement in follow-ups.
Intensification strategies geared towards innovation – more stars, more stunts, more
explosions – further added to the overall production costs of the movies. Even
sequels that outperformed their predecessors sometimes turned out to be less
profitable because they cost so much to make and market, and when sequels failed at
the box-office, they could prove a liability for studios instead of functioning as a
cushion against risk. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, declining cost-profit ratios
and outright failures like The Exorcist II: The Heretic (Boorman, 1977), More
American Graffiti (Norton, 1979), or Grease 2 (Birch, 1982) thus challenged the
idea that sequels were sure-fire hits. If a sequel was made ‘because the math
demands it’,43 it nonetheless remained a highly unpredictable, and – in the face of
escalating costs and diminishing returns – ultimately risky business venture.

The Uncanny Success of Formulaic Fare: Theorising Sequel Reception

As trade papers closely monitored the sequel trend in the 1970s and 1980s – printing
figures and graphs, as well as interviews with studio heads, marketing executives and
Hollywood insiders – film critics devoted much time and effort to theorizing sequel
reception. As Dave Kehr commented in 1983: ‘If this has been a summer of sequels, it
has also been a summer of Sunday newspaper think pieces on sequels. Most of the
critics who have written on the sequel phenomenon have come to the same conclusion:
that the proliferation of Roman numerals means that Hollywood is in a deep crisis of
creativity – that no one in Hollywood seems capable of an original thought’.44 Kehr’s
observation obviously echoed the ‘sequelitis’ criticism of the time, but he went on to
argue that audiences, too, were to blame for Hollywood’s sequel output. ‘In spite of its
shuddering lack of originality, the summer of 1983 will set a new record for box-office
receipts’, Kehr wrote. ‘Clearly, somebody out there likes sequels – they aren’t being
shoved down unwilling throats. Audiences now seem to be buying movies much the
way they buy toothpaste: on the basis of a familiar brand name’.45 The effect instant
name recognition apparently had on audiences – so cherished by the industry – annoyed
and puzzled Kehr. In what is highly reminiscent of the Frankfurt School’s critique of
the culture industry, he reproached movie-goers for displaying the same consumer
attitude towards cultural products they would typically exhibit towards mass-produced
everyday commodities. At the same time, however, he also saw the need to understand
the sequel and its appeal: ‘Sequels, clearly, are here to stay for the foreseeable future,
which means it’s probably time to stop deploring them and find out what they really
are’.46

Why, then, did movie-goers flock to the theatres to watch the latest sequel? How
come they were so eager to re-visit familiar characters and storyworlds? Ticket sales
suggested that audiences welcomed the sense of security promised by formulaic fare.
Along these lines, several film critics stressed that sequels provided ‘the reassurance of
the familiar’.47 Besides offering a form of risk management to the studios, they
seemingly fulfilled a similar function for audiences. As Caryn James
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explained in the New York Times, movie-goers ‘who enjoy Ghostbusters or Lethal
Weapon minimize the risk of boredom, of wasting their own time and money, by
heading for the sequel’.48 The sequel cultivates specific expectations that circle
around the audiences’ familiarity with a movie’s premise, narrative, and characters,
and the promise to combine the repetition – and possibly intensification – of
signature elements with the thrill of a new adventure. These expectations build
audience loyalty in ways that film critics associated not so much with cinema as
with another medium: television. According to this line of reasoning, sequels
appealed to movie-goers who were conditioned by the reassuring rhythm of
television series, to which they ‘tune[d] in week after week to see the same
characters do the same type of thing’.49 Caryn James called it ‘an affection for the
familiar bred largely these days by television’,50 and in the Los Angeles Herald-
Examiner, Gregg Kilday pointed out that movie-goers were ‘eagerly lining up to see
movies that repeat movies they have already seen’ because they had been ‘[w]eaned
on episodic television’.51

Film critics interpreted the sequel trend in terms of a growing convergence
between cinema and television, foregrounding episodicity and repetitiveness as the
common traits Hollywood sequels shared with television series, regardless of their
medium-specific temporalities and patterns of production and reception. Whereas
seriality in daily or weekly media ‘thrives on speed’ – that is, on the overall regular
and relatively fast-paced release and consumption of instalments – cinematic seriality
depends on ‘strategies of repetitive variation that [are] slower, more laborious, less
rhythmical, and altogether more mediate – though no less organized – than the ones
we find in the seriality practices of newspapers, radio, or ... television’.52 Audiences
could set aside specific times and days each week to follow their favourite TV shows,
but there was no direct equivalent of ‘appointment television’ in the movie theatre.
Since the sequel used to be an afterthought, movie-goers had no way of knowing
whether, when, and how specific characters would return to the big screen. At the
same time, the rise of the sequel in the 1970s and 1980s clearly indicated that, if
audiences grew attached to a character, they were likely to display the same loyalty to
Hollywood sequels featuring that character as they would toward the next episode of a
popular television show. Apparently, it did not matter that films were released several
years apart rather than in a weekly rhythm.

References to television’s episodicity and repetitiveness may have aimed to
unravel the mystery of the sequel’s success with audiences, but they were
nonetheless loaded with value judgements. Tying film seriality, in particular the
sequel’s combination of a self-contained episodic structure with continuing narrative
strands, to television’s serial modes was more than a logical explanation for the
sequel’s wide appeal, as it set Hollywood’s sequel-oriented cinema on par with a
mass medium that was considered to have a much lower cultural status. Such
comparisons, in other words, were also rhetorical manoeuvres aimed at denigrating
both Hollywood’s aesthetic credibility and the tastes of the movie-going public
(‘Hollywood keeps repeating itself; “suckers” keep buying’, one critic put it
bluntly).53 Above all, film critics identified the sequel trend as threatening the
production of creative and original screen stories. ‘With seven film sequels now on
screen and A Nightmare on
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Elm Street 5: The Dream Child opening next week, this season has set the record for
unoriginal material’, Caryn James complained in 1989, the year she described as
‘the hysterical culmination of a decade that has included the Star Wars trilogy, three
Rambos, four Rockys, four Supermans, two Beverly Hills cops’.54

Although film critics portrayed them as part of the ‘sequelitis’ problem, sequel
audiences were not easy to please. Their long-term loyalty typically centred on
enduring characters of the action-adventure genre that were associated with specific
(male) stars, but movie-goers were frequently perceived to ‘carry on a love-hate
relationship’ with those characters.55 According to Die Hard screenwriter Steven E.
de Souza, ‘They adore these characters and don’t want them to change at all. ... But
then they’re disappointed and resentful if the sequel is a knockoff of the original’.56

Despite the irresistible pull of the sequel, this kind of disappointment seemed to be
writ large over every follow-up coming out of Hollywood. The sequel supposedly
lured its audiences with the promise of repetition and innovation only to let them
down because it could not satisfy their desire for the familiar while simultaneously
offering something original. Scholarship on literary sequels often ascribes the
drawing power of sequelisation to ‘a deep unconscious nostalgia for a past reading
pleasure’.57 Terry Castle, for example, points to the contradictory impulse that drives
readers’ desire for a sequel that is exactly the same, yet different: ‘[t]heir secret mad
hope is to find in the sequel a paradoxical kind of textual doubling – a repetition that
does not look like one, the old story in a new and unexpected guise’.58

Applying these ideas to the film sequel, Todd Berliner has proposed that ‘[t]he
almost inescapable failure of sequels results from the fact that, at the same time a
sequel calls to mind the charismatic original, it also recalls its absence, fostering a
futile, nostalgic desire to re-experience the original aesthetic moment as though it
had never happened’.59 The sequel thus cannot ‘restore’ its predecessor but ‘only
remind us of the original film and continually and conspicuously fail to reinvoke
that initial pleasure’.60 This reading is particularly convincing in the case of The
Godfather Part II (Coppola, 1974), the focus of Berliner’s analysis and the one
prominent exception among sequels – as it is not only considered superior to Francis
Ford Coppola’s first mafia film but is also ranked as one of the best movies of the
decade. Berliner attributes the sequel’s (albeit not immediate) critical success to ‘an
inventive approach to sequelization’, explaining that ‘the film incorporates into its
plot the very nostalgia, dissatisfaction, and sense of loss that sequels traditionally
generate in their viewers, thereby giving thematic resonance to audiences’ inevitable
disappointment with movie sequels’.61 The Godfather Part II stands out because it
self-reflexively links its own sequel status to the loss of the godfather and the
subsequent decline of the Corleone family dramatised through the plot. Looking
beyond the Godfather example, however, disappointment seems to be the default
response of film critics (and scholars) rather than the movie-going public.

To limit sequel reception to a general sense of disappointment (on the part of
the critics and scholars) or a feeling of reassurance (on the part of the movie-going
public) is to ignore the myriad pleasures of film seriality. Besides enjoying the
comfort of the familiar, sequel audiences find satisfaction in the predictability of
formulas
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involving recognisable characters, plots, and themes, and derive pleasure from the
ways in which patterns of repetition trigger memories and reward intertextual
knowledge.62 The audiences’ long-term serial involvement also brings satisfaction as
each new instalment enriches characters and deepens their narrative worlds over
time, providing Rocky Balboa, Alien’s Ellen Ripley (Sigourney Weaver), or Die
Hard’s John McClane (Bruce Willis) with a consistent and consistently elaborated
past, present, and future in their respective fictional environments. It is not so much
about the loss of an ‘original’, then, but the serial pleasures inherent in the
possibilities of repetition, variation, and continuation.

If film critics in the 1970s and 1980s were eager to explore the rise of the
sequel and understand its uncanny success with audiences, their insightful think
pieces remained within a framework of cultural criticism that found film seriality
incompatible with concepts of art, creativity, and originality. Their overwhelming
dismissal of the sequel on aesthetic grounds, and on account of its barely disguised
commercial imperatives, was ‘strongly invested in the idea of the feature film as a
self-contained work of art that has transcended its commodity status’.63 Film critics
thus shaped the discursive construction of textual hierarchies between an original
work of art and the sequel as a derivative, assertively commercial and therefore
artistically invariably inferior product. Following this logic, the work-bound
aesthetic they associated with the self-contained ‘original’ was entirely different
from the serial aesthetic of the sequel. The traditional three-act structure of movies
(beginning, middle, and end) that provided ‘the pleasure of a well-rounded,
gratifyingly concluded plot’64 was supposedly fast disappearing as Hollywood came
to prefer ‘movies that already have one foot in the sequel’.65 Open-endedness
replaced narrative closure as plot threads were left dangling to be picked up in the
next instalment, and explicit serialisation strategies (such as flashbacks, the
repetition of signature lines and gags, recurrent situations, etc.) established an
intertextual dependence on one or more earlier films. Movie titles featuring Roman
or Arabic numerals were emblematic of this serial aesthetic, demonstrating beyond
doubt that the sequel ran counter to the critics’ ideal of a stand-alone ‘original’.
While film critics thus condemned the industry’s penchant for endlessly repeating a
winning formula rather than producing original works of art, sequels grappled with
the creative challenges of perpetual renewal that were usually overlooked in
‘sequelitis’ criticism.

‘It’s Okay, I’ve Done this Before’: Creative Challenges and Growing
Self-Awareness

Hollywood sequelisation during the 1970s and 1980s was unlike the pre-planned
sequel production that picked up steam in the 1990s. The more recent movies belong
to large transmedia franchises that extend across various media platforms and
revolve around well-known serial characters, in particular comic superheroes (as in
the X-Men and Spider-Man films), or they make up multi-part literary adaptations
like the Lord of the Rings and Harry Potter movies. From the outset, these
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franchise films are designed as a limited long-term investment, with multiple-picture
contracts that secure the continued involvement of creative talent in a string of
sequels as a means of preventing rising costs (which had so often meant the end of
sequel production in the past). Conceptualised as serial instalments that eventually
add up to a self-contained whole, these movies are hence fundamentally different
from the earlier kind of unplanned sequel that followed on the heels of a box-office
hit.

The sequelisation of a stand-alone film without built-in sequel options had,
indeed, a paradoxical effect: if the success of a film could be traced back to certain
elements that distinguished it from other films within the same genre, these elements
were likely to be repeated in the sequel and would therefore gradually lose the novelty
that had made the first film a hit.66 Sequelisation required ‘what was previously novel
to become formulaic, for variation to become repetition’,67 and it imposed powerful
limitations on the follow-up. After directing three Karate Kid movies in the 1980s, for
example, John Avildsen was convinced that film critics had it all wrong when they
dismissed sequels as lacklustre carbon copies: ‘It takes extraordinary creativity to
make a sequel’, he stressed. ‘It’s a real challenge to come up with stories and situations
that will hold an audience’s attention and be true to the film’s original. They are harder
to make because you don’t have that element of surprise, that element of freshness of
an original’.68 The narrative possibilities of the sequel were shaped and restricted by
what Hollywood thought audiences expected to see. This usually meant keeping the
sequel within the parameters of the first movie in terms of genre and style, as well as
continuing a narrative strand from that movie and combining it with a new line of
action that put a familiar character in a familiar situation – thus intensifying the
repetition according to a serial logic of one-upmanship.

The Karate Kid Part II, for instance, repeats and expands the underdog story of
Daniel LaRusso (Ralph Macchio) and his trainer Mr Miyagi (Pat Morita) from the
1984 surprise hit The Karate Kid. Daniel is again threatened by a bully, trains hard
following Mr Miyagi’s non-traditional methods, and eventually emerges as the
unlikely winner of the climactic fight against his enemy in the final act. This time,
however, the movie is set in Okinawa (instead of California), and Daniel has a new
love interest. He practises new karate moves (the drum technique replacing the
signature crane kick of the first movie), and a higher-stakes fight eclipses the
tournament in The Karate Kid (it is a life-or-death situation rather than a mere
competition). The sequel further expands the underdog formula by revealing details
about Mr Miyagi’s mysterious past – a plotline that provides a narrative link
between both films while simultaneously developing Daniel’s and Mr Miyagi’s
respective characters and their mutual friendship. The next sequel, The Karate Kid
Part III (Avildsen, 1989), presents yet another take on the formula with a revenge
plot motivated by Daniel’s winning the tournament in the first movie (which is
therefore both pretext and pretext for this instalment), and it tests the friendship
between Daniel and Mr Miyagi. Like its predecessor, this sequel has a self-
contained, episodic structure that provides closure and, at the same time, it
constructs and maintains – through
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Figure 1 Back to the Future Part II (dir. Robert Zemeckis, Universal Pictures, 1989)
mocks Jaws’ seemingly unlimited potential for self-renewal.

recurring characters, situations and themes as well as ongoing (or re-activated)
plotlines – a larger, long-term serial arc (or what Henderson calls ‘macro-fabula’)69

that provides continuity and justifies the existence of the sequels.
To give another example, Lethal Weapon (Donner, 1987) was followed by

three sequels – Lethal Weapon 2, 3 and 4 (Donner, 1989, 1992, 1998) – that all
revolve around the narratively closed but increasingly spectacular adventures of
mismatched LAPD detectives Martin Riggs (Mel Gibson) and Roger Murtaugh
(Danny Glover), featuring progressively more explosions, action scenes, and stars in
supporting roles.70 The relationship between Riggs and Murtaugh and their
individual situations evolve over the course of the films as the two become buddies,
with Murtaugh giving up the idea of retiring from the police force, and Riggs,
haunted by his wife’s death, which made him unpredictable and suicidal, eventually
starting a new family. This is ‘storytelling on the go’,71 in the sense that relatively
minor plotlines of a self-contained film are picked up and continued in order to
construct ad hoc a serially progressing narrative framework in which the sequel’s
new episodic adventure takes place (and makes sense). Over time, the Lethal
Weapon movies thus build ‘a cumulative narrative of integration and
normalisation’.72

Some sequels had difficulties in combining the serial and the episodic to create
meaningful narrative continuity. Even though Hollywood made a rough distinction
between sequelisable (usually character-driven) and sequel-proof (usually theme-
driven) movies,73 the industry ‘math’ would still demand follow-ups of the latter
kind. By focusing repeatedly on the Brody family and their various encounters with
ever bigger and more spectacularly dangerous sharks, for instance, the overarching
narrative connecting Jaws and its three sequels ultimately transformed the
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Figure 2  ‘Another basement, another elevator ...’: John McClane’s feeling of déjà vu
in Die Hard 2 (dir. Renny Harlin, 20th Century Fox, 1990), is emblematic of
the sequel’s growing self-awareness.

successful fish-eats-man formula into a family saga. By the fourth instalment, Jaws:
The Revenge (Sargent, 1987), which deals with Ellen Brody’s personal vendetta
against yet another great white, the sequelisation process had become the object of
much ridicule. ‘Why hasn’t this family moved to Nebraska?’, Caryn James
wondered in her review for the New York Times. Two years later another sequel –
Back to the Future Part II (Zemeckis, 1989) – mocked Jaws’ seemingly unlimited
potential for self-renewal when time-travelling Marty McFly (Michael J. Fox)
arrives in the year 2015 to see a movie marquee advertising Jaws 19 (Figure 1).
Interestingly, Back to the Future tried to avoid the sequel label by describing itself
as a trilogy instead – that is, a self-contained story in three parts, with a work-bound
aesthetic that distinguished its instalments from the endlessly generated sequels film
critics had come to associate with Hollywood’s unstoppable recycling mania. Back
to the Future thus playfully evokes ‘sequelitis’ criticism and simultaneously eludes
it.74

Managing audience expectations for familiarity and renewal as well as
competing demands for continuity and closure, and for characters that evolve but
never change, the sequel begins to show a high degree of self-awareness in the
1980s, often drawing attention to its own status as sequel and commenting on the
process of sequelisation (Figure 2). Lianne McLarty has argued that ‘[t]his self-
consciousness is ... to be expected from a phenomenon that depends on the existence
of a previous text (or texts) for its motivation’.75 Yet, the Terminator’s ‘I’ll be back’,
John McClane’s amazement at how ‘the same shit [can] happen to the same guy
twice’ in Die Hard 2 (Harlin, 1990), or Martin Riggs’s exclamation ‘We’re back,
we’re bad, you’re black, I’m mad’ in Lethal Weapon 2 are more than postmodern
gimmicks. As McLarty suggests, they certainly constitute ‘a playful exchange
between producers and consumers in which both sides not only know the rules, but
know the other knows they know’.76 These self-referential cinematic moments, in
other words, reward audience memory and intertextual knowledge. At the same time
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they explicitly foreground the process of sequelisation on a meta-level, where they
generate and reinforce ideas about sequel conventions and the role repetition and
innovation play in these films.

This kind of postmodern self-awareness temporarily breaks the narrative flow
to take audiences back and forth between individual instalments, and to refer them
both inside and outside the fictional worlds the characters inhabit. Such comments
always make sense within the movie (the Terminator does return, McClane has
found himself in a similar situation before, and the unstable Riggs and his black
partner Murtaugh take on a new case), but they also serve to establish narrative
continuity between films and to augment our sense of the Terminator, McClane or
Riggs as consistent characters with personal histories that we already know.77

Broadly speaking, then, these comments signal to audiences that the sequel knows
about its past and (potential) future, and that it will extend the existing narrative
accordingly. The sequel’s self-awareness comes as no surprise, however. As Frank
Kelleter has pointed out, all serial narratives display ‘an intense tendency toward
self-observation’.78 Sequels, too, pay permanent attention to their narrative
possibilities of repetition and innovation. During the 1970s and 1980s, they did so
largely in step with, and in response to, industrial and popular discourses that either
championed the sequel as the ultimate hit film formula or lambasted the new trend
as evidence of Hollywood’s money-grubbing impulses and creative exhaustion.

Conclusion
Since the 1970s and 1980s, the sequel has constantly spearheaded the ‘recycled-
script films’ coming out of Hollywood while the process of sequelisation has
evolved by negotiating decades-long sequel production and reception. Beginning in
the 1990s, some sequels have demonstrated a heightened sense of self-awareness.
Wes Craven’s New Nightmare (1994) as well as his three Scream sequels (1997,
2000, 2011), or 22 Jump Street (Lord/Miller, 2014), for instance, operate in an
extremely self-referential manner as they ironically expose sequel (and genre)
conventions and expectations on the level of storytelling. These sequels suggest that
they are products of their own reception, embodying the paradoxical discursive
constructions of the sequel outlined in this article. Meanwhile, Hollywood also
seems to have solved the unpredictability problem with pre-planned sequels
belonging to large transmedia franchises. ‘A funny thing has happened in the movie
business’, Variety remarked in 2004 with regard to the Lord of the Rings, Harry
Potter, and Spider-Man films: ‘Sequelitis is no longer a disease’.79 As marketing and
media researchers like Hennig-Thurau design mathematical formulas for the hit film
sequel, Dave Kehr’s remark over thirty years ago that ‘[s]equels, clearly, are here to
stay for the foreseeable future’, still rings true today. The sequel’s production and
reception contexts continue to evolve, so that it remains a multifaceted object of
study that allows us to understand film seriality and the discourses and cultural
practices surrounding the serial dynamics of repetition and innovation in popular
culture.
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