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“It’s All Happening So Fast”: Catherine Hardwicke’s Thirteen and the Filmed Destruction of the Bildungsroman

Catherine Hardwicke worked as a production designer and art director in Hollywood for over a decade before her directorial debut, Thirteen, made waves at the Sundance Film Festival. Hardwicke co-wrote the script with her ex-boyfriend’s daughter, Nikki Reed, as a way of getting Reed—who was thirteen at the time—involved in something creative.
 The resulting film about a girl’s desperate and destructive search for friendship and popularity in middle school won Hardwicke the Best Director prize at Sundance, an Oscar for Holly Hunter’s portrayal of the bewildered mother, as well as numerous other film festival awards.

Thirteen’s use of young actors and its cinema verite style immediately recall Larry Clark’s Kids, and the unflinching storyline fits the postmodern literary trend of destroying the bildungsroman—a genre formerly about adolescent apprenticeship and the progression towards adulthood, now made impossible by the violent forces of the modern world. However, blindly lumping Thirteen in with other films and texts that undergo this ‘sparagmos of the bildungsroman,’ such as Less Than Zero or The Tin Drum, misses a key point. By looking at Thirteen as a film, including how it destroys the literary tradition of the bildungsroman, and by comparing the film’s critical reception to a similar film like Kids, Thirteen can be shown to demonstrate a markedly feminine and therefore an intrinsically different perspective than the largely male-dominated genre.

Thirteen opens with two girls doing ‘whippits’ (inhaling the nitrous oxide from whipped cream dispensers), punching each other in the face because they can’t feel anything, and screaming with delight as noses begin to bleed and teeth get chipped. This disorienting scene instantly shows both the close friendship of the two girls, Tracy and Evie, as well as the pinnacle of their shared descent into drugs and mutilation.

As the loud music fades and the camera stops spinning, Thirteen goes back four months to the beginning of the story. Tracy, a soft-spoken and intelligent young girl, is entering middle school, and finds herself being picked on for the out-of-date clothes she wears as well as the generally nerdish crowd of friends she initially surrounds herself with. Tracy’s mother tries to get her some new outfits, but the money earned from doing haircuts out of their small house is too tight to afford the newest fashions.

Rejected from the quick fix, Tracy finds herself drawn to Evie, the most popular girl in school, and tries to impress her by joining in shoplifting. They quickly become the best of friends, with Evie essentially moving into Tracy’s house (under unverifiable claims of parental abuse and neglect), and together the pair slide into a routine of buying and selling drugs, stealing, and casually engaging in a sexualized society they may not be ready for. As Tracy’s mother watches her daughter turn from a well-behaved youngster into a screaming, destructive teenager, the film constructs two parallel tragedies that convene into one simultaneous act of reckoning with a chance for rebirth.

Thirteen features a cinema verite style that stresses the documentary-like nature of the film’s unraveling events. The storyline partially discards a cohesive and progressive narrative in favor of shocking vignettes, occasionally substituting the chaos of teenage social life for conflict-resolution format provided by the traditional Hollywood script format. The purposeful shaking of the 16mm handcam, combined with a bleached-out color scheme, further attempts to give Thirteen a visual aesthetic to match the script’s mentality, although some definite conflicts arise. For example, while the stylistic demands of a naturalistic, non-intrusive cinema do not call for rapid, MTV-generation editing—indeed, this might be considered completely against the point—Thirteen also features extremely quick and disorienting jump cuts during party scenes and montages, forcing the filmic construction upon the viewer. This betrayal of the overall style could be attributed to Thirteen’s subject matter; perhaps the rapidity with which certain scenes hurtle into each other is meant to evoke the thought process of a modern thirteen-year-old girl, or at least a thirteen-year-old girl who happens to be on different kinds of narcotics.

This general attentiveness to realism joins the oft-repeated fact that co-writer/co-star Nikki Reed was actually thirteen when she wrote the script (based on her own experiences, no less!) in an attempt to convince viewers of both the authenticity of the film’s message and its moral righteousness. Like many postmodern novels and films dealing with youth, Thirteen envisions a bleak future for the nation’s children by briefly summoning (and quickly dismantling) the specter of the bildungsroman genre. Original bildungsroman novels followed a budding artists’ path to adulthood as they strived towards a lofty “ideal of perfection,” such as the nationalist fervor at the end of Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man.
 They may have undergone great trials, but the protagonists emerge at the end with a constructive philosophy for the future.

Following the horrors of two global wars and the shifting of literary styles towards the postmodern, the bildungsroman format has become antiquated and decimated. The new message is relatively simple: the kids are not all right. Whether through divorce, drugs, moral entropy, original sin, or the absolute finality of death, the youthful protagonists of postmodern literature are often irreparably scarred or sacrificed as a byproduct of society.

Thirteen makes the difference between the two literary traditions apparent from the very beginning. Whereas the bildungsroman has been partially defined as a novel that “mark[s] the hero, definitively forming and crystallizing his character: ‘the confrontation of the hero with his environment’,”
 Thirteen’s storyline works in the reverse. At the very start of the story, Tracy has already overcome what appears to be a childhood of obstacles on par with other literary bildungsroman-gone-amok; flashbacks and hints of dialogue suggest a painful divorce, a working-class upbringing with an alcoholic mother, and Tracy has even seen her mother’s boyfriend smoking crack out of a soda can. Yet she starts the film as ‘proper’ bildungsroman might end: Tracy appears emotionally well adjusted and has blossomed as an artist, sharing a poem so thoughtful her mother admits that it scares her.

This solid foundation is quickly ripped apart and fundamentally regressed, but despite Tracy’s emotional and physical scarring, the ending still offers vague hints of circularity and redemption that might bring everything back to normal again. As the film ends with Tracy’s mother kissing her daughter’s self-inflicted wounds, the screen goes black for a second, and then shows Tracy swinging on a merry-go-round, screaming her frustration away and symbolically rejoining the childhood she stood to lose. Tracy may yet be a great poet, drawing on the experience for artistic inspiration... or if she follows Nikki Reed’s example, she could at least make an independent film. 

But this discussion of how Thirteen shares a tradition with the postmodern movement to destroy the bildungsroman unfairly glosses over the one reason Thirteen is worth discussing: unlike so many books and films that center on the destruction of adolescent boys, Thirteen offers a rare female perspective. Even Larry Clark’s Kids, which offered a mixed-sex group of New York teens, still focused the most attention on Telly and Casper, the best friends whose sexual encounters and desires for girls largely account for the total female presence in the film. (This is true despite the fact that out of a cast of non-professional teens, Kids only launched the careers of two of the girls, Chloe Sevigny and Rosario Dawson.) While Kids occasionally focused on the girls specifically, even this concession is rare within novels and films showing tribulated youth. The bildungsroman was a boy’s club, and its successor hasn’t been much different.

So how exactly does the female perspective come about? Thirteen not only focuses on the misadventures of Tracy and Evie, the storyline’s dual construction pays almost equal attention to the plight of the single mother in trying to regulate her daughter’s descent into puberty. Tracy’s mother, Melanie, finds herself helpless to stop the tantrums of a daughter who’s become alien to her, and still has to deal with an ex-husband, an ex-junkie boyfriend and her own recovering alcohol problem. Unlike the parents of Kids, only one of whom appears for less than a minute, the crux of Thirteen’s dramatic construction lies in the mother/daughter dynamic. 

Thirteen also flips the typical gender associations of the bildungsroman or postmodern youth novel by relegating the male presence in the film to orbits of minor influence. Boys are sexual objects to be desired, and adult males (such as Tracy’s father or her mother’s boyfriend) are not to be trusted or listened to, therefore they are rendered impotent in impacting the storyline. Girls finally act upon the men, not vice versa. Even Tracy’s brother, who attends the same middle school and should be sharing similar experiences of fitting in, is made a bystander because he is thought to be devoid of issues, and manages to find a friend group quickly.

The film is also fundamentally female because of the issues the film decides to raise. Like Kids, Thirteen also acts as a cautionary tale on the dangers of overt sexuality in a generation too young to protect itself physically and emotionally. Unlike Larry Clark’s shocking odyssey of rape and virgins, Thirteen is far more interested in examining (and blaming) the over-sexualized culture, which then sends young girls the message that they need to be sexual in order to achieve popularity.

Body image as an obsession is established very early on. The first time Tracy joins Evie shopping on Melrose Avenue, her bus passes by billboard after billboard of shirtless, rugged men and nearly naked, nearly orgasmic women selling Skyy vodka and Calvin Klein jeans. These sexualized images are inescapable, and they only get more explicit when Tracy actually gets inside the clothes stores. The camera makes sure to linger on shirts that say “I Heart Cock” and “Porn Star” to hammer the point home, not content with the simple promiscuity of seeing racks of halter tops and thongs. 

Thirteen uses the unique ability of film to draw visual metaphors in order to express the emotional decline of Tracy in terms of wardrobe. During her first day of school, Tracy is mocked for wearing outdated clothes, even though this ensemble seems perfectly reasonable to any audience over fifteen years old. Her mother, a hippie at heart, takes Tracy shopping in the back of a Volkswagen van for some new clothes, but the next day at school shows even this isn’t good enough. When Tracy tries to get Evie’s attention and begin the quest for popularity, the camera substitutes for Evie’s skeptical gaze, scans Tracy’s newest fashion attempt and still finds her lacking. 

A few scenes later, having ingratiated herself within the new friend group, a slow-motion shot shows Tracy, Evie and another friend walking through school with faded jeans and halter tops, swaying their hips to draw further attention. By the end of the film, Tracy’s wardrobe has progressed from hiked-up thongs and midriff-revealing tops to a final dance number with Evie for their audience, utilizing a combination of garishly colored fishnet stockings, wigs and ripped up shirts to look like either whores or clowns. Their pursuit of what’s sexy as defined by advertising ultimately leads to outfits so ridiculous that they betray the true naivety of the young girls.


While Thirteen remains critically popular (an aggregator of film critics found 81 percent rated it above average)
, one of the few truly negative reviews does a very good job summarizing the weaknesses of the film’s argument that sexualized culture is responsible for sexualized youth, and is worth quoting at length. Writing for the online journal Salon.com, critic Stephanie Zacharek notes:

Images, of course, have been around since the time cavemen learned to draw on a piece of rock with a charred bone, and they've been bombarding us since at least the 1960s. (Prior to that, they used to just limp feebly by, harmless and easily ignored, so teenagers could concentrate on the important things, like soda pop and cashmere sweaters.) But now, they're being catapulted at warp speed, with Britney's thong as the slingshot. Today, 13-year-olds are under more pressure than ever to look and act sexy, to smoke and drink, and to get a boyfriend (or girlfriend) ASAP, just in case that first wrinkle should hit before the age of 16. Since there's no one to blame for this phenomenon, we haul out the images, which have gotten bigger and more potent over the years, as well as, of course, more convenient. 

The use of hyper-sexualized advertising and pop culture as a moralizing crutch does get overplayed by the ending, particularly the odd association of hip-hop culture with something dark and alluring.  Thirteen may draw upon body image as its most distinctly feminine issue, but the film finds itself compared so frequently to Kids—and not another media-critical feminist text like Reviving Ophelia—because so much of Thirteen also plays into the stock postmodern youth tale of too much drugs, booze and sex outside the purview of caring adults. 

There are also some eerie similarities in the films’ productions and constructions. Both Kids and Thirteen use scripts written by teenagers, both adopt a cinema verite style of shaky handcam, and both were the first films that launched their respective directors’ careers. Both films were “wake up calls” to America’s parents, according to reviewers, but whereas Thirteen received lofty praise such as “the most powerful of all recent wayward-youth sagas,”
 Kids languished in a pool of spite. Christy Lemire’s review of Thirteen for the Associated Press drew a common (negative) comparison when she said, “The film aims to instruct rather than preach. It also doesn't seem interested in shocking for shock's sake, the apparent purpose of the similarly themed Kids from 1995.”

Lemire unconsciously reveals why Thirteen may be getting a break from many reviewers. Because the film “aims to instruct,” with obvious imagery detailing female body issues, Thirteen can pass as more educational than exploitive. The characters can be perceived differently. For one, Tracy’s story is the typical good-girl-gone-bad scenario, where the audience sees what good she is capable of, and feels sympathy for her during the rebellious period because they assume she will soon revert back to her old self. Seductress Evie is even excused with a history of physical abuse and parent negligence that appears to be true, part of the reason she adopts Melanie as a substitute mother figure. Comparatively, Kids follows 24 hours of what can be assumed to be an average day, since it begins and ends with Telly successfully seducing another virgin. With no context of goodness or causal explanation, there’s no reason to assume any of the hooligans will change their ways, or to assume that they’re even worth changing.

There is also a difference of scale between the two films in immoral behavior. Even at the height of Tracy and Evie’s pubescent rampage, the two girls have mostly engaged in drama queen antics, with plenty of screaming and slamming of doors. It’s true they’ve started cutting classes, doing drugs, and engaging in some sexual behavior, but when compared to Telly and Casper in Kids, who do all of the above plus sweet-talk young girls to take their virginity, rape passed-out girls, and generally engage in extremely misogynist dialogue, Thirteen avoids most of the audience’s ire. The same reviewer who gave Thirteen four stars admitted nearly a decade earlier that he was “begging to garrote a mouthy little twit named Telly.”

These differing value judgments on the behalf of critics and audiences are the result of the films’ two very different approaches to a similar problem. Thirteen uses for the most part a standard Hollywood formula of descent and (possible) redemption to elicit sympathy for its characters. Kids, on the other hand, shows all the destructive habits of its young characters without a redemptive context, but intends to draw sympathy from the dangerous combination of AIDS with the understandable childish naivety of feeling invincible. Viewers don’t have to like Telly or Casper in order to recognize the tragedy of their story, a point recognized in the positive reviews of the film but completely disregarded in the negative.

Whether Kids is braver than Thirteen for bypassing Hollywood convention is arguable at best. The inclusion of more explicit sex and violence does not change the fact that both films wish to alert audiences as to the withering underpinnings of a certain group of kids, be they New York latchkey kids or Californian teenage girls. The ultimate difference is between Kids’ masculine perspective, which places it in the company of postmodern youth books like Less Than Zero or films like Gummo and Julien Donkey-Boy (both written and directed by Kids’ nineteen-year-old skateboarder-cum-screenwriter, Harmony Korine), and Thirteen’s female point of view, which has no immediate film equivalent.

Beyond the substitution of post-feminist anthems for traditional punk rock, and increasingly form-revealing clothes for the baggy shorts of the Kids, Thirteen highlights specifically female homosocial relationships, and specifically female angst as the outcome of a culture that objectifies women and finds beauty as a byproduct of sex.

This female-dominated storyline probably results from having two females, Nikki Reed and Catherine Hardwicke, penning the script. As mentioned earlier, one result of the storyline is that middle school boys are now void of emotional issues. Any teenage boy who has gone through middle school and the first years of puberty will say that’s far from the truth. Indeed, documenting male hardships is how the entire body of film and literature dealing with the sparagmos of modern youth developed.

While Thirteen remains valuable as an essentially opposite perspective, the film engages in just as much gender whitewashing as its male predecessors. A true achievement of the genre might be a storyline balanced between the issues of adolescent girls and boys. However, since these stories so often come from the author’s experiences, perhaps this sort of balance would only be the result of a large mixed-gender coalition. Perhaps the bias is a natural outcome of artistic voice and expression.  
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