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Abstract 

This study introduces an integrated theoretical framework termed 

Nostalgia as Symbolic Narrative Capital (NSNC) to analyze how 

nostalgic affect operates as a structured form of symbolic capital 

within cinematic narrative. Drawing on Kapferer and Bastien’s 

luxury brand strategy theory (2012), Bourdieu’s capital formations 

(1986), and Boym’s reflective–restorative nostalgia typology 

(2001), it argues that the sustainability of nostalgic capital depends 

not on the intensity of emotional investment, but on the structural 

mode through which nostalgia is articulated. A qualitative 

comparative analysis of The Grand Budapest Hotel (Wes Anderson, 

2014) and Death in Venice (Luchino Visconti, 1971)—films that 

share the European grand hotel as institutional setting—proceeds 

across five dimensions: narrative structure, mise-en-scène, character 

construction, temporal markers, and narrative resolution. Findings 

demonstrate that reflective nostalgia generates resilient symbolic 

capital capable of conversion, accumulation, and transmission 

(capital sublimation), whereas restorative nostalgia produces fragile 

capital that undergoes extinction when its sustaining illusion 

collapses. By adding a processual dimension to Boym’s typology, 

extending Kapferer’s framework to cinematic analysis, and applying 

Bourdieu’s capital theory to fictional symbolic economies, the study 

contributes to nostalgia studies, luxury theory, and cultural 

sociology. Implications for heritage cinema and heritage luxury 

branding are also discussed. 
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1. Introduction 

There is something peculiar about heritage luxury — something that 

defies the ordinary logic of economic value. While most commodities 

lose worth as time passes, heritage luxury brands and institutions gain 

symbolic authority precisely through temporal accumulation. Their 

power derives from layered narratives, historical resonances, and 

what we might call the carefully tended aura of worlds now lost 

(Kapferer and Bastien, 2012: 45). Consider the European grand 

hotel: both architectural monument and cultural institution, it stands 

as perhaps the most evocative spatial embodiment of this paradox. 

Here, history is not simply preserved under glass but actively 

performed. The rituals of a vanished aristocratic order play out before 

audiences who never belonged to that order, who can only ever be 

visitors to its codes (Boym, 2001: 78). Cinema, uniquely equipped 

to construct immersive temporal atmospheres, has returned 

obsessively to this site — drawn to its promise and its peril, to the 

seductions and dangers of inhabiting the past. 

 

1.1. The Problem 

Two films, separated by more than forty years yet united by their 

treatment of the European grand hotel as a total symbolic universe, 

offer a sharply diagnostic comparative case for the strategic life of 

nostalgia. Wes Anderson’s The Grand Budapest Hotel (2014) 

constructs an exuberantly artificial Central European past through 

nested narrative frames. In this world the legendary concierge 

Monsieur Gustave H. actively manufactures elegance, ritual, and 

cultural memory as instruments of survival against historical 

catastrophe; nostalgia functions as resilient, convertible currency. 

Luchino Visconti’s Death in Venice (1971), by contrast, transforms 

the Hôtel des Bains into a gilded sepulcher. Within its confines the 

aging composer Gustav von Aschenbach submits to an aestheticized 

past that gradually erodes the boundary between beauty and death; 

nostalgia operates as atmospheric intoxicant rather than strategic 

resource. 

The distinction is decisive. One protagonist treats the past as capital 

to be minted, accumulated, and spent; the other experiences it as a 

force that consumes him. This contrast crystallizes a broader 

theoretical problem: under what conditions does nostalgia operate as 

generative symbolic capital within luxury settings, and under what 

conditions does it become a self-imprisoning aesthetic? 
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Existing scholarship has not adequately addressed this problem. 

Anderson’s film is routinely read through postmodern aesthetics and 

auteur theory (Browning, 2020; MacDowell, 2014); Visconti’s 

through psychoanalytic and queer lenses (Restivo, 2002; Nowell-

Smith, 2003). The substantial literature on cinematic nostalgia 

(Cook, 2005; Sprengler, 2009) rarely engages the strategic logics of 

luxury brand theory. Conversely, research on heritage luxury 

branding (Kapferer & Bastien, 2012; Dion & Borraz, 2017) remains 

largely confined to marketing and management studies and seldom 

draws on film analysis or cultural sociology. No study has 

systematically compared these two films—or any comparable pair—

through a unified framework that treats nostalgia as convertible 

capital circulating inside a cinematic luxury ecosystem. 

This paper fills that gap by developing the concept of Nostalgia as 

Symbolic Narrative Capital: the process by which cinematic 

narratives generate, accumulate, exchange, convert, and ultimately 

consume or destroy memory as an active strategic asset rather than a 

passive sentiment. The concept is operationalized through three 

tightly focused research questions: 

RQ1: Through what specific narrative frames, mise-en-scène 

strategies, and character agencies do The Grand Budapest Hotel and 

Death in Venice generate and position nostalgia as symbolic capital 

within their respective cinematic luxury ecosystems? 

RQ2: How does the dominant mode of nostalgia—reflective (ironic, 

fragmentary, self-aware) versus restorative (totalizing, 

reconstructive)—condition the durability, convertibility (into social, 

cultural, or economic advantage), and ultimate fate of that capital in 

each film? 

RQ3: What do the contrasting trajectories of nostalgic capital—

strategic survival versus aesthetic self-destruction—reveal about the 

dual nature of heritage luxury: its capacity to preserve and mobilize 

cultural identity versus its risk of ossifying into a “beautiful prison of 

the past”? 

By answering these questions through close comparative analysis, 

the study supplies both a refined theoretical instrument for cultural 

and luxury studies and a clearer account of when heritage functions 

as living capital and when it becomes lethal enclosure. 
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2. Research Background 

2.1. Situating the Inquiry: Three Intellectual Traditions 

The analytical architecture underpinning this study emerges from an 

interdisciplinary conversation among luxury brand strategy, cultural 

sociology, and memory studies. Why bring these three fields 

together? The answer lies in a shared but underexplored 

preoccupation: each tradition grapples, in its own vocabulary, with 

how temporal depth generates symbolic value — and how that value 

circulates, transforms, and sometimes collapses within specific social 

economies. By weaving together the work of Kapferer, Bourdieu, and 

Boym, I construct an apparatus capable of moving beyond purely 

aesthetic or narratological readings of the selected films toward 

something more ambitious: an analysis of the sociocultural 

economies these cinematic texts represent and enact. This section 

presents each theoretical strand in turn before articulating their 

convergence into the unified concept of Nostalgia as Symbolic 

Narrative Capital. 

2.2. Kapferer’s Luxury Strategy: Anti-Laws and the Logic of 

Dreams 

Jean-Noël Kapferer’s foundational contribution to luxury studies lies 

in his stubborn insistence that luxury operates according to a logic 

entirely separate from — and in crucial respects antithetical to — 

conventional marketing wisdom. Where traditional marketing 

doctrine seeks to maximize accessibility, respond nimbly to 

consumer demand, and position products comparatively against 

competitors, luxury functions through what Kapferer provocatively 

terms “anti-laws”: strategic principles designed not to satisfy needs 

but to create and sustain what he calls a “dream” (Kapferer and 

Bastien, 2012: 67). This system is governed by the careful 

management of rarity, temporal depth, and social distance — 

dimensions that luxury brands cultivate rather than minimize. 

Within this framework, Kapferer identifies a structural distinction 

between two modes of brand operation that proves directly relevant 

to my analysis. The first he calls superlative logic: here, the brand 

positions itself as existing outside any comparative framework 

whatsoever. It does not claim to be “better” than alternatives; it 

claims to be singular, incomparable, inhabiting a category of one. 

Value is generated through absolute self-referentiality. Heritage, 

craftsmanship, and founding mythology are deployed not as 

competitive advantages to be measured against rivals but as 

ontological claims — assertions about the brand’s very mode of 
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being in the world (Kapferer and Bastien, 2012: 89-94). The second 

mode, comparative logic, operates differently: the brand positions 

itself within a competitive marketplace, claiming superiority over 

identifiable rivals through measurable differentiation — superior 

materials, better performance, higher rankings. This, Kapferer insists, 

is the logic of premium goods, not luxury proper. 

This binary, while heuristically powerful, has not gone unchallenged. 

Vigneron and Johnson (2004: 486-487) have argued persuasively 

that the luxury/premium distinction is more fluid than Kapferer’s 

model suggests, with consumers frequently oscillating between 

comparative and non-comparative evaluative modes depending on 

context and purchase situation. Dion and Borraz (2017: 72-75) have 

further complicated the picture by demonstrating ethnographically 

how heritage luxury houses must continuously perform their own 

timelessness — that singularity is not a given but an achievement 

requiring constant, often exhausting symbolic labor. I acknowledge 

these critiques while maintaining that Kapferer’s structural 

distinction retains significant analytical value when applied not to 

consumer psychology but, as in this study, to narrative structure: the 

question of whether a film’s nostalgic world operates in superlative 

or comparative mode fundamentally shapes the kind of symbolic 

capital that nostalgia can generate within it. 

For heritage luxury specifically, Kapferer argues that the brand’s 

most valuable asset is its history — but not history understood as 

factual chronicle or archival record. Rather, it is history as mythos: a 

curated, aestheticized, and often deliberately embellished narrative of 

origins and continuity that generates what he calls the “dream value” 

of the brand (Kapferer and Bastien, 2012: 124). The grand hotel, as 

I shall demonstrate, functions as an exemplary embodiment of this 

principle in both films under analysis, though with radically different 

outcomes. 

For the purposes of this study, three structural dimensions of 

Kapferer’s luxury strategy are operationalized as analytical 

categories. First, what I term Exclusion Architecture — the system of 

barriers, whether economic, cultural, or semiotic, that restricts access 

and thereby generates desirability (Kapferer and Bastien, 2012: 156-

162). I examine how each film constructs barriers to entry — both 

literal and figurative — around its hotel environment. Second, the 

Segregation Mechanism — the logic by which luxury 

“communicates to the masses but sells only to the happy few” 
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(Kapferer and Bastien, 2012: 182). Here I analyze the social 

stratification systems operating within each film’s hotel and how 

characters navigate, reinforce, or subvert them. Third, Heritage as 

Strategic Asset — the deployment of history, patina, and founding 

mythology as sources of symbolic authority. The distinction between 

“selling the past” and being consumed by it becomes the central axis 

along which my comparative analysis proceeds. 

2.3. Bourdieu’s Symbolic Capital: Currency of Cultural 

Distinction 

Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of capital provides the sociological 

mechanism through which we can understand how nostalgia — an 

apparently private, affective experience residing in individual 

consciousness — becomes a form of social power circulating through 

collective fields. Bourdieu’s critical innovation, developed across 

several works (1984; 1986), was to extend the concept of capital 

beyond its narrowly economic definition to encompass three 

additional, interconvertible forms. 

Cultural capital comprises accumulated knowledge, education, 

aesthetic competencies, and cultivated dispositions (the habitus) that 

confer social advantage. Bourdieu specifies that this exists in three 

states: embodied (internalized dispositions inscribed in body and 

mind), objectified (cultural goods and artifacts), and institutionalized 

(formal credentials and recognitions) (Bourdieu, 1986: 243-248). 

Social capital designates the network of relationships and group 

memberships that provide access to resources and recognition 

(Bourdieu, 1986: 248-252). Symbolic capital, finally, refers to any 

form of capital — economic, cultural, or social — that is recognized 

as legitimate by social agents and thereby confers prestige, honor, 

and authority. As Bourdieu formulates it, symbolic capital is “the 

form that the various species of capital assume when they are 

perceived and recognized as legitimate” (Bourdieu, 1989: 17). 

The crucial analytical insight for my purposes lies in the mechanism 

of conversion between these forms. Bourdieu (1986: 252-255) 

demonstrated that capital is not static but circulates through fields of 

social practice, converting from one form to another according to 

specific, field-dependent exchange rates. Cultural capital (knowledge 

of art, music, refinement) can be converted into social capital (access 

to elite networks), which can in turn be converted into symbolic 

capital (recognized authority and prestige) and ultimately, under 

certain conditions, into economic capital (material reward). This 

chain of conversion is precisely what we observe operating in the 
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narrative economy of The Grand Budapest Hotel, where Monsieur 

Gustave’s embodied cultural capital — his encyclopedic command 

of poetry, perfume, and protocol — is systematically converted into 

social capital (his network of loyal elderly patrons), symbolic capital 

(his legendary reputation throughout the hotel world), and eventually 

economic capital (the Serp of Pinsk painting, the inheritance from 

Madame D.). 

However, Bourdieu’s framework also illuminates a critical 

vulnerability that becomes central to my argument: symbolic capital 

depends entirely on collective recognition. It has value only insofar 

as others within the field acknowledge it as legitimate. When the field 

itself undergoes structural transformation — as occurs with the 

arrival of fascism in The Grand Budapest Hotel or the encroachment 

of cholera in Death in Venice — the exchange rates governing capital 

conversion can shift catastrophically. Cultural competencies that 

once commanded respect may suddenly become irrelevant, quaint, or 

even dangerous. This structural fragility of symbolic capital under 

conditions of field disruption constitutes a central concern of my 

analysis. 

For this study, I extend Bourdieu’s framework by proposing that 

nostalgia itself can function as a species of symbolic capital — a 

resource that generates social distinction, cultural authority, and 

narrative power when it is recognized and valued within a given field. 

This extension requires specifying the conditions under which 

nostalgic capital is generated (through the performance of temporal 

distinction), accumulated (through ritualized repetition), and either 

preserved or destroyed (through processes I term capital sublimation 

and capital extinction, respectively). 

2.4. Boym’s Nostalgia Typology: Reflective and Restorative 

Modes 

Svetlana Boym’s The Future of Nostalgia (2001) provides the third 

pillar of my theoretical framework and the conceptual key to 

explaining why structurally similar investments in the past yield 

radically different outcomes. Boym defines nostalgia not as a single, 

uniform sentiment but as a structural orientation toward the 

relationship between past and present that manifests in two 

fundamentally distinct modes. 

Restorative nostalgia, Boym argues, is characterized by the desire to 

reconstruct the lost home — to eliminate the gap between past and 

present by faithfully rebuilding what has been lost. Crucially, it “does 
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not think of itself as nostalgia, but rather as truth and tradition” 

(Boym, 2001: 41). The restorative nostalgic takes the past with 

absolute seriousness; irony, ambiguity, and self-consciousness about 

the constructed nature of memory are suppressed or entirely absent. 

The goal is totality: a seamless, immersive recreation that abolishes 

the experience of temporal distance. Politically, Boym associates this 

mode with nationalist revivals and authoritarian projects that claim 

to restore a mythologized golden age. Aesthetically, it is marked by 

meticulous surface authenticity — the painstaking recreation of 

period detail — combined with a fundamental inability or refusal to 

acknowledge that the recreation is, precisely, a recreation (Boym, 

2001: 42-49). 

Reflective nostalgia, by contrast, “dwells on the ambiguities of 

human longing and belonging and does not shy away from the 

contradictions of modernity” (Boym, 2001: 41). The reflective 

nostalgic cherishes the fragments of the past precisely as fragments 

— imperfect, incomplete, and irreducible to any totalizing narrative 

of restoration. This mode thrives on irony, wit, and the bittersweet 

awareness that the object of longing is, in some essential sense, 

irretrievable. Rather than seeking to close the gap between past and 

present, reflective nostalgia inhabits that gap productively, 

generating meaning not despite the awareness of loss but through it. 

Boym associates this mode with individual, creative, and often 

artistic engagements with memory — the personal essay, the memoir, 

the cabinet of curiosities (Boym, 2001: 49-55). 

While Boym’s typology has proven widely influential across 

disciplines, it has attracted substantive critique that deserves 

acknowledgment. Bonnett (2010: 63-68) has argued that the 

reflective/restorative binary can oversimplify the phenomenology of 

nostalgic experience, which in practice may involve rapid oscillation 

between modes or their simultaneous co-presence within single 

subjects. Niemeyer (2014: 12-18) has extended the framework to 

digital media contexts, suggesting that the affordances of new 

technologies create hybrid nostalgic forms that resist clean 

typological classification. I take these critiques seriously and 

acknowledge that my analytical application of Boym’s categories 

functions at the level of dominant structural tendency rather than 

absolute classification: I argue that each film is organized 

predominantly — not exclusively — around one mode. 
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The analytical power of Boym’s typology for this study lies in its 

capacity to explain differential outcomes from structurally similar 

starting conditions. Both The Grand Budapest Hotel and Death in 

Venice feature a protagonist deeply invested in a vanishing world of 

European cultural refinement, situated within the institutional 

framework of a grand hotel, and confronted by historical forces 

threatening the destruction of that world. The critical variable 

differentiating their trajectories is not the intensity of their nostalgic 

investment but its structural mode. As I demonstrate in the analysis, 

Monsieur Gustave’s reflective nostalgia — self-aware, ironic, 

performatively excessive — generates capital that proves resilient, 

convertible, and ultimately transmissible. Aschenbach’s restorative 

nostalgia — earnest, totalizing, devoid of ironic distance — generates 

capital that proves brittle, non-convertible, and ultimately self-

consuming. 

2.5. Theoretical Synthesis: The NSNC Framework 

The integration of these three theoretical traditions produces the 

concept I call Nostalgia as Symbolic Narrative Capital (NSNC), 

which I define as follows: 

Nostalgic Symbolic Narrative Capital is the capacity of a narrative 

agent — character, institution, or text — to generate, accumulate, 

convert, and transmit symbolic value through the strategic 

deployment of temporal distance, heritage mythology, and the 

aestheticized performance of pastness within a cinematic luxury 

ecosystem. 

This definition synthesizes the three frameworks in a specific and 

deliberate manner. From Kapferer, I derive the structural logic of the 

luxury ecosystem: the anti-laws, the exclusion architecture, the 

dream value of heritage, and the critical distinction between 

superlative and comparative modes of value generation. From 

Bourdieu, I derive the dynamic mechanism of capital circulation: the 

processes of generation, accumulation, conversion, and transmission 

through which nostalgic sentiment becomes social power. From 

Boym, I derive the qualitative differentiator: the structural mode of 

nostalgia (reflective versus restorative) that determines the resilience, 

convertibility, and ultimate fate of the capital generated. 

This framework generates a central theoretical proposition that the 

comparative analysis will test: 

The structural mode of nostalgia (reflective vs. restorative) is the 

primary determinant of the durability and convertibility of nostalgic 
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symbolic capital. Reflective nostalgia, by maintaining ironic distance 

from its object, generates capital that can withstand field disruption 

and convert across capital forms, while restorative nostalgia, by 

collapsing the distance between subject and object, generates capital 

that is structurally brittle and vulnerable to catastrophic devaluation. 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Research Design: Qualitative Comparative Case Study 

This study employs a qualitative comparative case study design (Yin, 

2018: 45-52), analyzing two purposefully selected cinematic texts as 

parallel cases within a shared analytical framework. Why 

comparative method? The approach proves particularly suited to my 

central theoretical proposition because it allows for systematic 

identification of divergent outcomes arising from structurally similar 

initial conditions — a logic of analytical leverage that Mill 

(1843/2002: 388) termed the “method of difference.” Both cases 

share a common institutional setting (the European grand hotel), a 

common thematic preoccupation (the relationship between individual 

subjectivity and historical decline), and a common narrative situation 

(a protagonist whose identity is defined by investment in a vanishing 

cultural order). What differs is the structural mode of nostalgic 

engagement, making this the key independent variable for analytical 

purposes. 

3.2. Case Selection Rationale 

The selection of Wes Anderson’s The Grand Budapest Hotel (2014) 

and Luchino Visconti’s Death in Venice (1971) is governed by three 

criteria that warrant explicit articulation. 

Shared Institutional Setting. Both films organize themselves 

around the European grand hotel as their primary spatial and 

symbolic environment. This shared setting functions as something 

approaching a natural experimental control, allowing observed 

differences in narrative outcome to be attributed to differences in 

nostalgic mode rather than differences in institutional context (Seale, 

1999: 112). The grand hotel, moreover, occupies a privileged 

position in the cultural imaginary of European modernity — it is, as 

Siegfried Kracauer (1995: 173-185) observed in his prescient 

analysis, a “lobby” of social representation where the rituals of class, 

refinement, and temporal order are simultaneously performed and 

exposed. This makes it an ideal site for analyzing the intersection of 

luxury, nostalgia, and symbolic capital. 

Contrasting Nostalgic Modes. The two films represent maximally 

divergent instantiations of Boym’s (2001) nostalgia typology. The 
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Grand Budapest Hotel operates predominantly in the reflective 

mode: its multiple narrative frames, stylized artificiality, and 

pervasive comic irony continuously signal the constructed nature of 

its nostalgic world. Death in Venice operates predominantly in the 

restorative mode: its naturalistic aesthetic, immersive sensory 

atmosphere, and the protagonist’s earnest, unironic surrender to 

beauty seek to collapse the distance between past and present 

experience. This maximal contrast enhances analytical leverage by 

amplifying the observable consequences of the key theoretical 

variable. 

Canonical Status and Scholarly Accessibility. Both films are 

widely recognized as canonical works within their respective 

traditions — Anderson’s as a landmark of contemporary art cinema, 

Visconti’s as a masterwork of European auteur filmmaking — and 

have generated substantial scholarly literatures. This ensures that my 

analysis engages with, and contributes to, established critical 

conversations rather than operating in a scholarly vacuum. 

 

3.3. Analytical Protocol: Five Dimensions 

The comparative analysis proceeds through a five-dimensional 

protocol designed to operationalize the NSNC framework 

systematically. Each dimension targets a specific aspect of how 

nostalgic capital is generated, performed, and resolved within the 

film’s narrative economy. 

Dimension 1: Narrative Structure and Framing. This dimension 

examines the formal architecture through which each film mediates 

its relationship to the past. Specific indicators include: the number, 

type, and function of narrative frames; the presence or absence of an 

explicit narrator; the degree of temporal layering; and the relationship 

between narrating present and narrated past. This dimension 

operationalizes Boym’s distinction at the level of narrative form: 

reflective nostalgia is expected to produce multi-layered, self-

conscious framing structures, while restorative nostalgia is expected 

to produce immersive, minimally mediated narrative presentation. 

Dimension 2: Mise-en-Scène and Production Design. This 

dimension analyzes the visual construction of the hotel environment 

as luxury ecosystem. Specific indicators include: color palette and its 

symbolic function; set design and the materiality of hotel space; the 

relationship between visual style and historical referent (stylization 

versus verisimilitude); aspect ratio choices and their narrative 
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significance; and the degree to which the visual environment presents 

itself as constructed artifact versus immersive reality. This dimension 

operationalizes Kapferer’s concept of dream value and the distinction 

between heritage-as-myth and heritage-as-atmosphere. 

Dimension 3: Character Construction and Agency. This 

dimension examines the protagonists’ relationship to the hotel 

environment and, through it, to the past. Specific indicators include: 

the character’s degree of narrative agency (active strategist versus 

passive recipient); their relationship to the codes of the luxury 

environment (mastery versus subjection); the nature and function of 

their cultural capital; and the presence or absence of ironic self-

awareness regarding their nostalgic investment. This dimension 

operationalizes Bourdieu’s capital theory at character level. Drawing 

on Armitage’s (2020: 156-163) concept of “luxury archetypes,” I 

identify Monsieur Gustave as “The Creator” — the auteur of 

experience who defines luxury through curation, performance, and 

strategic narrative — and Aschenbach as a figure oscillating between 

“The Ruler” (proprietor of aesthetic standards) and what I term “The 

Consumed” — a category designating the subject who is absorbed by 

the luxury environment rather than commanding it. 

Dimension 4: Temporal Markers and Sensory Codes. This 

dimension investigates how each film constructs the sensory and 

temporal texture of its nostalgic world. Specific indicators include: 

the role of music and its temporal associations; the function of scent, 

taste, and tactile sensation in constructing nostalgic atmosphere; the 

use of objects as carriers of temporal meaning (what Barthes [1972: 

109-137] termed “mythological” objects); and the relationship 

between decay, patina, and beauty. This dimension operationalizes 

Kapferer’s concept of patina — visible evidence of time as proof of 

value — and examines how each film negotiates the tension between 

preservation and entropy. 

Dimension 5: Narrative Resolution and Capital Fate. This 

dimension analyzes the outcome of the protagonist’s nostalgic 

investment — the ultimate fate of accumulated symbolic capital. 

Specific indicators include: the protagonist’s fate (survival, 

transformation, death); the fate of the hotel as institution (continuity, 

transformation, destruction); the presence or absence of mechanisms 

for capital transmission (inheritance, narrative, memory); and the 

film’s final image and its symbolic implications. This dimension 

operationalizes the NSNC framework’s central proposition by testing 
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whether structural mode of nostalgia predicts durability and 

transmissibility of capital generated. 

3.4. Data Collection and Analytical Procedure 

Data were collected through repeated close viewings of both films — 

a minimum of five complete viewings per film, supplemented by 

targeted re-viewings of specific scenes and sequences relevant to 

each analytical dimension. Detailed scene-by-scene notes were 

compiled for each film, organized according to the five-dimensional 

protocol. Visual data (compositional analysis, color coding, spatial 

mapping) were supplemented by analysis of dialogue, musical score, 

and sound design. Published screenplays, director commentaries, and 

production materials were consulted as secondary sources to 

triangulate interpretive claims (Flick, 2018: 234-241). 

The analytical procedure followed a two-phase structure. In Phase 1 

(Within-Case Analysis), each film was analyzed independently 

across all five dimensions, generating a comprehensive profile of its 

nostalgic economy. In Phase 2 (Cross-Case Comparison), the two 

profiles were systematically compared dimension by dimension, 

identifying patterns of convergence and divergence and testing these 

patterns against the predictions of the NSNC framework. This two-

phase structure ensures that comparative analysis is grounded in 

thorough within-case understanding rather than premature cross-case 

generalization (Yin, 2018: 168-175). 

 

 

 

3.5. Reflexivity and Limitations 

Several methodological limitations warrant acknowledgment in the 

interest of scholarly transparency. 

First, as a qualitative interpretive study analyzing two purposefully 

selected cases, the findings are not statistically generalizable to all 

films featuring nostalgia or grand hotel settings. The study’s 

contribution lies in analytical generalization — the development and 

refinement of theoretical propositions — rather than statistical 

generalization (Yin, 2018: 37-42). Second, textual analysis 

inevitably involves interpretive judgment, and alternative readings of 

specific scenes or sequences remain always possible. I have sought 

to mitigate this limitation through systematic application of the five-

dimensional protocol and by grounding interpretive claims in 

observable textual evidence rather than speculative inference. Third, 
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the study focuses exclusively on textual properties of the films 

themselves and does not incorporate audience reception data. The 

symbolic capital analyzed here is capital as constructed within the 

narrative economy, not as perceived by empirical viewers — a 

distinction that future research incorporating reception studies might 

productively address. 

 

4. Comparative Analysis 

This section applies the five-dimensional analytical protocol 

developed in the methodology to The Grand Budapest Hotel and 

Death in Venice, systematically testing the predictions of the NSNC 

framework against the textual evidence each film provides. What 

follows is not merely description but interpretation: I read each 

dimension comparatively, drawing out the theoretical implications of 

observed convergences and, more crucially, divergences. The goal is 

to demonstrate that the structural mode of nostalgia — reflective or 

restorative — functions as the decisive variable determining the fate 

of symbolic capital within each film’s narrative economy. 

4.1. Dimension 1: Narrative Structure and Framing 

Perhaps nowhere is the contrast between the two films more 

immediately legible than in their formal architecture — the narrative 

structures through which each mediates its relationship to the past. 

Anderson constructs an elaborate apparatus of retrospection; 

Visconti pursues immersion with something approaching 

methodological purity. The difference is not merely stylistic but, I 

argue, ontological: it concerns the very mode in which pastness is 

made present to the viewer. 

The Grand Budapest Hotel employs a remarkably complex, four-

layered narrative structure that is, in itself, a formal enactment of 

reflective nostalgia. Consider the architecture: the outermost frame 

presents a young girl reading a book in a contemporary setting — a 

memorial to the Author visible behind her. The second frame shows 

the book’s author, credited simply as “The Author” (Tom 

Wilkinson), addressing the camera in a direct-to-audience 

monologue that reflects on the strange sources of a writer’s stories. 

The third frame depicts a younger version of the Author (Jude Law) 

meeting the aging hotel owner, Mr. Zero Moustafa (F. Murray 

Abraham), in the decaying Grand Budapest Hotel of the 1960s — a 

structure now faded, institutional, stripped of its former grandeur. 

Only in the innermost frame — the primary narrative — do we arrive 

at the 1930s, and even here we experience events not directly but as 
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Zero’s recollection of his youth as a lobby boy under the tutelage of 

M. Gustave H. (Ralph Fiennes). 

What does this architecture produce? It generates a continuous, 

structurally embedded awareness that the past is being mediated, 

reconstructed, and transformed through multiple acts of remembering 

and narrating. The audience never experiences the 1930s “directly”; 

they experience a memory of a memory of a memory, each layer 

adding its own coloration, distortion, and — this is crucial — 

affection. The nested structure does not diminish the emotional 

power of the narrative; if anything, it intensifies it by making us 

aware that what we are watching has been preserved, transmitted, and 

treasured across generations precisely because it mattered to those 

who carried it forward. 

Anderson further signals the constructed nature of this nostalgic 

world through deliberate visual artifice that operates at the level of 

cinematic form itself. The film employs three different aspect ratios 

— 1.37:1 (Academy ratio) for the 1930s sequences, 2.40:1 

(anamorphic widescreen) for the 1960s sequences, and 1.85:1 for the 

contemporary frame — each historically associated with a specific 

era of filmmaking (Bordwell and Thompson, 2010: 182-186). This 

formal device simultaneously evokes and denaturalizes period 

authenticity. It says, in effect, “this is what the past looked like — in 

the movies.” The past is not presented as recovered reality but as 

acknowledged cinematic construction, a gesture that is 

quintessentially reflective in Boym’s (2001: 49-50) sense: it dwells 

on the fragments and ruins of the past without pretending to 

reconstitute them into a seamless whole. 

Death in Venice, by contrast, employs a radically different formal 

strategy: near-total narrative immersion. There is no voice-over 

narration, no framing device, no mediating consciousness positioned 

between the viewer and the depicted world. The camera follows 

Aschenbach with an almost documentary intimacy as he arrives at 

the Hôtel des Bains, settles into its rhythms, and progressively 

surrenders to his obsession with the Polish boy Tadzio. The temporal 

structure is essentially linear, unfolding in something approaching 

real time over the days and weeks of Aschenbach’s stay. There are 

brief flashback sequences — memories of conversations with his 

friend Alfried about the nature of beauty and art — but these are 

presented not as self-conscious narrative frames but as involuntary 

eruptions of the past into the present, psychologically motivated 
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rather than structurally foregrounded (Nowell-Smith, 2003: 167-

172). 

The formal contrast is, I submit, analytically decisive. Anderson’s 

layered structure builds ironic distance into the very architecture of 

the narrative: the viewer is always aware that they are watching a 

story about someone telling a story about someone remembering a 

story. This structural irony generates what I term narrative surplus 

— a productive excess of meaning that arises from the gap between 

the narrated events and the multiple acts of narration. Each frame 

comments on, contextualizes, and subtly transforms what lies within 

it. Visconti’s immersive structure, by contrast, seeks to eliminate 

distance entirely: the viewer is drawn into Aschenbach’s subjective 

experience without the mediation of an external narrating 

consciousness. The absence of framing devices means there is no 

position from which to ironize the protagonist’s nostalgic absorption; 

the film’s formal structure replicates, rather than critiques, the 

restorative nostalgic’s desire to collapse the gap between subject and 

object (Boym, 2001: 41-44). 

In NSNC terms, the contrast illuminates different strategies for 

managing symbolic capital under conditions of temporal 

vulnerability. Anderson’s narrative structure enacts capital 

diversification — the distribution of nostalgic investment across 

multiple narrative agents and temporal layers, reducing vulnerability 

to any single point of failure. If one layer is destroyed (as indeed 

Gustave is destroyed within the innermost frame), the capital can 

survive by migrating to another layer, another narrator, another 

temporal location. Visconti’s structure enacts capital concentration 

— the investment of all nostalgic capital in a single, unmediated 

subjective position. This maximizes intensity of experience but also 

maximizes exposure to catastrophic loss: when Aschenbach falls, 

there is no other layer to catch what he carried. 

4.2. Dimension 2: Mise-en-Scène and Production Design 

The visual worlds of the two films offer contrasting strategies for 

constructing the hotel as a luxury ecosystem, each aligned with the 

dominant nostalgic mode identified above. What strikes me most 

forcefully in comparing these two films is how completely their 

visual philosophies diverge — not as accidents of directorial style but 

as systematic expressions of their underlying relationship to pastness. 

The Grand Budapest Hotel’s mise-en-scène is characterized by what 

might be termed “exuberant artifice.” The hotel itself, in its 1930s 

incarnation, is a confection of pinks, purples, and creams — a palette 
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that evokes a combination of Viennese pastry, Art Deco 

extravagance, and the hand-tinted postcards of the early twentieth 

century. Nothing in this visual world pretends to documentary 

authenticity. Anderson’s signature compositional style — rigorously 

symmetrical framing, planimetric camera angles, and theatrical 

blocking that positions actors as if on a proscenium stage — further 

denaturalizes the image, rendering it self-evidently as a designed, 

curated artifact rather than a transparent window onto reality 

(MacDowell, 2014: 78-82). The miniature models used for exterior 

establishing shots of the hotel are visible as miniatures — their 

dollhouse quality is part of the aesthetic effect, not a failure of 

illusion. We are not meant to mistake them for real buildings; we are 

meant to appreciate the craftsmanship, the whimsy, the evident love 

that went into their construction. 

Props and objects receive fetishistic attention yet are simultaneously 

presented as elements of a playful, self-aware visual catalogue. The 

pink boxes of Mendl’s pastries, the elegant bottles of L’Air de 

Panache perfume, the Renaissance painting “Boy with Apple” — 

each is rendered with extraordinary material specificity, yet the 

overall effect is not verisimilitude but something closer to a Joseph 

Cornell box or a Wunderkammer: a collection of beautiful things 

organized by an aesthetic logic that announces itself as such. 

Browning (2020: 142-148) has observed that Anderson’s production 

design functions as a kind of “curatorial cinema,” and this 

observation aligns precisely with the NSNC framework’s predictions 

for reflective nostalgia: the past is not recovered but curated, not 

inhabited but displayed and contemplated. 

This visual strategy aligns with what Kapferer and Bastien (2012: 

89-94) term superlative logic. The Grand Budapest Hotel — both the 

fictional institution and the film itself — does not attempt to recreate 

a historically accurate Central European luxury hotel. It creates a 

singular, self-referential aesthetic world that exists in a category of 

one. Its visual pleasure derives not from verisimilitude but from the 

manifest ingenuity and care of its own construction — a pleasure that 

is itself a form of reflective nostalgia, taking delight in the act of 

worldmaking rather than mourning the loss of the world made. 

Death in Venice’s mise-en-scène operates according to a 

fundamentally different visual logic, one I characterize as 

“immersive verisimilitude.” Visconti, renowned for his obsessive 

attention to period detail — what the Italian critics called his 
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calligrafismo — transforms the actual Hôtel des Bains and the 

Venetian Lido into a sensory environment of overwhelming material 

richness (Restivo, 2002: 89-95). The film’s color palette is organized 

around warm golds, deep ambers, and the bleached whites of linen 

and sand — colors that evoke late afternoon light, the patina of age, 

and the languor of a fading aristocratic world. These are not the 

saturated, artificial hues of Anderson’s palette but colors that seem to 

exist in nature, discovered rather than designed. 

Compositions are organized not for geometric symmetry but for 

atmospheric depth: long tracking shots through hotel corridors, 

lingering close-ups on the textures of fabric, wood, and skin, and 

carefully modulated natural lighting that gives every surface a quality 

of warm, decaying luminosity. The camera lingers on the material 

details of the luxury environment — the weave of a linen suit, the 

condensation on a glass of iced coffee, the grain of mahogany 

furniture — with what Armitage (2020: 156-158) identifies as the 

“luxury gaze”: a mode of visual attention that aestheticizes material 

surfaces while concealing the labor that produced them. The viewer 

is invited not to appreciate the construction but to forget it entirely, 

to experience the hotel as an unmediated environment rather than a 

designed artifact. 

 

 

This visual strategy aligns with heritage-as-atmosphere rather than 

heritage-as-strategic-asset in Kapferer’s (Kapferer and Bastien, 

2012: 124-129) terms. The Hôtel des Bains is not presented as a 

constructed narrative world but as a recovered experiential reality — 

the viewer is invited not to admire the ingenuity of the construction 

but to inhabit the environment as if it were directly accessible. The 

visual pleasure derives from the sensation of temporal immersion, of 

being transported into a past that feels present. This is the formal 

expression of restorative nostalgia: the gap between past and present 

is closed through sensory saturation, and the viewer’s critical 

distance is dissolved along with the protagonist’s. 

4.3. Dimension 3: Character Construction and Agency 

The protagonists of the two films — M. Gustave H. and Gustav von 

Aschenbach, both, suggestively, bearing variants of the same given 

name — represent diametrically opposed relationships to the hotel as 

a luxury ecosystem and to the symbolic capital it generates. I want to 

be precise here: the contrast is not merely between different 

personalities or different fates but between fundamentally different 
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modes of being in relation to cultural value. One masters it; the other 

is mastered by it. 

M. Gustave H. is, above all, a performer — a virtuoso of social ritual 

who deploys his immense cultural capital with strategic precision and 

self-aware theatricality. His knowledge of poetry, perfume, wine, art, 

and the minutiae of aristocratic etiquette constitutes an embodied 

cultural capital of extraordinary range and depth, precisely the kind 

of habitus that Bourdieu (1984: 169-175) describes as the product of 

prolonged immersion in dominant cultural fields. Crucially, however, 

Gustave does not simply possess this capital; he deploys it as a 

convertible strategic resource, and his deployment is characterized by 

a theatrical excess that signals awareness of his own performance. 

Consider the conversion chain the film explicitly traces. Gustave’s 

cultural fluency gives him access to the social networks of the hotel’s 

aristocratic clientele — elderly women of great wealth and greater 

loneliness who find in him a perfect companion for their final years. 

This is cultural capital converting to social capital. His social 

connections, in turn, generate a legendary reputation that extends far 

beyond the hotel’s walls, maintained through his membership in the 

Society of the Crossed Keys — a secret network of concierges at 

luxury hotels across Europe who owe each other favors and 

information. This is social capital converting to symbolic capital: 

Gustave’s name means something, carries weight, opens doors. 

Finally, his symbolic capital yields material benefits — most 

dramatically in the form of the inherited painting and the entire 

fortune of Madame D. (Tilda Swinton), who leaves him everything 

in gratitude for “his great care of me in my declining years” (Kapferer 

and Bastien, 2012: 156-162, theorize precisely this conversion chain 

as the mechanism of luxury brand value). The conversion chain is 

complete, dynamic, and self-reinforcing. 

 

Equally significant — and this is what distinguishes Gustave’s 

nostalgic mode as reflective — is his ironic self-awareness regarding 

his own performance. He recites poetry in moments of crisis not 

because he naively believes in its protective power but because the 

act of recitation — the performance of cultural refinement in the face 

of barbarism — is itself a form of resistance, a declaration that the 

values he embodies will not be surrendered simply because the world 

that produced them is being destroyed. When he quotes verses in a 

prison cell or aboard a train surrounded by fascist soldiers, there is an 
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element of absurdity in the gesture that he himself acknowledges. His 

profanity, his sexual liaisons with elderly women, his moments of 

petulance and vanity — these are not contradictions of his cultural 

refinement but essential components of it, humanizing and ironizing 

his performance in a way that renders it resilient rather than brittle. 

He is, in Armitage’s (2020: 163-168) typology, “The Creator” — the 

auteur of his own luxurious selfhood, curating experience rather than 

merely inhabiting it. 

Aschenbach, by contrast, is defined by a progressive surrender of 

agency that the film traces with almost clinical precision. He arrives 

at the Hôtel des Bains as a figure of considerable cultural authority 

— a celebrated composer whose life has been governed by 

Apollonian discipline, formal rigor, and the subordination of sensory 

pleasure to artistic achievement. The flashback sequences with 

Alfried (Mark Burns) establish the intellectual architecture of this 

position: Aschenbach has argued that beauty must be approached 

through spirit and intellect, never through the senses directly. Yet the 

cultural capital he possesses is of a fundamentally different character 

from Gustave’s: it is hoarded rather than deployed, accumulated 

rather than converted. Aschenbach does not use his cultural authority 

to build social networks, forge alliances, or generate new forms of 

value. Instead, he retreats into increasingly private aesthetic 

contemplation, first admiring Tadzio from a respectful distance, then 

pursuing him through the streets of Venice in a trajectory that mirrors 

the dissolution of his own identity. 

The critical moment in Aschenbach’s character arc — and the scene 

that most vividly illustrates the concept of capital extinction — is the 

barber shop sequence. Having spent his entire life cultivating an 

austere, disciplined aesthetic persona, Aschenbach submits to the 

hotel barber’s cosmetic ministrations: his gray hair is dyed black, his 

face painted with rouge and white powder, his appearance 

transformed into a grotesque parody of youth. This scene enacts the 

catastrophic devaluation of symbolic capital in visual terms. The 

embodied cultural capital that once defined Aschenbach’s identity — 

his intellectual gravitas, his austere dignity, the authority inscribed in 

his weathered features — is literally painted over, replaced by a 

pathetic simulacrum of the beauty he worships in Tadzio. The 

conversion chain is not merely interrupted but reversed: symbolic 

capital (authority, dignity) is consumed in a failed attempt to generate 

aesthetic capital (beauty, youth), producing instead what I term 

negative capital — a diminishment that accelerates rather than arrests 
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decline. Aschenbach becomes, in that barber’s chair, a debtor to an 

economy he cannot satisfy. 

4.4. Dimension 4: Temporal Markers and Sensory Codes 

Both films construct elaborate sensory environments that encode 

temporal meaning — using music, scent, texture, and material objects 

as carriers of nostalgic significance. This is not accidental: the luxury 

ecosystem, as Kapferer and Bastien (2012: 197-204) observe, is 

always a multisensory environment, and its temporal dimension — 

its evocation of history, heritage, and the accumulated refinements of 

the past — must be communicated through sensory channels that 

bypass rational assessment. However, the function of these sensory 

codes differs fundamentally between the two texts, and this 

difference maps directly onto the reflective/restorative distinction. 

 

In The Grand Budapest Hotel, sensory objects function as narrative 

agents — items that drive the plot, define characters, and circulate 

through the narrative economy as convertible forms of capital. The 

pink boxes of Mendl’s pastries are not merely decorative props 

evoking a vanished confectionery tradition; they conceal the tools for 

Zero and Gustave’s prison escape. The bottles of L’Air de Panache 

perfume do not merely signify refined taste; they function as 

Gustave’s olfactory signature, identifying his presence at crime 

scenes and serving as a leitmotif that traces his movements through 

the narrative. The Renaissance painting “Boy with Apple” is not 

merely an aesthetic object evoking the heritage of European art; it is 

the MacGuffin around which the entire inheritance plot revolves, an 

object whose monetary value drives the action but whose deeper 

significance lies in what it represents about the relationship between 

beauty, mortality, and the transmission of value across time. 

 

These objects carry temporal meaning — each is associated with a 

specific, now-vanished artisanal tradition — but they are not 

fetishized for their pastness alone. Their value lies in their narrative 

utility, their capacity to be deployed, exchanged, and converted 

within the film’s plot machinery. This instrumental relationship to 

nostalgic objects is itself a characteristic of reflective nostalgia: the 

past is not simply mourned or worshipped but used, put into 

productive circulation. 

Music in Anderson’s film functions similarly. Alexandre Desplat’s 

score, with its balalaika melodies, zither flourishes, and folk-inspired 
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motifs, evokes a whimsical, geographically imprecise “Central 

Europe” that is openly imaginary — a musical equivalent of the 

film’s visual artifice (Smith, 2016: 224-228). The music does not 

invite the viewer to mourn a lost world but to delight in the creative 

act of its invention. There is wit in these cues, a playfulness that 

acknowledges their constructed nature. This is music that knows it is 

constructing a mood rather than recovering a memory. 

In Death in Venice, sensory codes function not as narrative agents but 

as atmospheric envelopes — immersive sensory environments that 

dissolve temporal boundaries and draw the viewer (and the 

protagonist) into an increasingly undifferentiated aesthetic 

experience. Visconti’s deployment of Gustav Mahler’s Third and 

Fifth Symphonies (particularly the Adagietto from the Fifth) is the 

paradigmatic instance. The Adagietto, with its sustained, slowly 

unfolding melodic arcs and its association with late-Romantic 

longing, becomes the film’s emotional architecture — a musical 

structure that replicates Aschenbach’s psychological trajectory from 

contemplation through obsession to dissolution (Cook, 2005: 88-94). 

Unlike Desplat’s playful score, Mahler’s music does not ironize or 

distance; it absorbs, envelops, and overwhelms. The viewer is not 

invited to observe Aschenbach’s nostalgia from outside but to 

experience it from within, to be carried along by the same current that 

carries him toward destruction. 

The role of decay is also structurally differentiated between the two 

films. In The Grand Budapest Hotel, decay is acknowledged but 

narratively productive: the 1960s sequences show the hotel in its 

Soviet-era decline — faded, institutional, stripped of ornament — yet 

this decline is itself incorporated into the narrative’s reflective 

apparatus, becoming part of the story’s meditation on what survives 

and what is lost. The decay does not overwhelm or destroy the 

narrative; it becomes material for the narrative to process, 

contextualize, and ultimately transcend through the act of storytelling 

itself. 

In Death in Venice, decay is concealed and then catastrophically 

revealed. The cholera epidemic that the Venetian authorities attempt 

to suppress — whitewashing streets with disinfectant while assuring 

tourists that all is well — mirrors and literalizes Aschenbach’s own 

psychological decomposition. The sirocco wind that carries the smell 

of carbolic acid through the hotel corridors, the overripe strawberries 

that Aschenbach eats in his final days (their cloying sweetness a 

synesthetic emblem of corruption), the black dye that streaks down 
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his face in rivulets during the concluding beach sequence — these 

sensory details construct decay not as a narratively productive theme 

but as an engulfing environmental force, a literal dissolution of 

boundaries between body, setting, and atmosphere (Sprengler, 2009: 

156-163). Aschenbach does not contemplate decay; he becomes it. 

4.5. Dimension 5: Narrative Resolution and Capital Fate 

The narrative resolutions of the two films provide the decisive test of 

the NSNC framework’s central proposition. Both films end with the 

destruction of the world their protagonists inhabited. Both 

protagonists are, in one sense, defeated by history — the forces of 

fascism in one case, the forces of disease and dissolution in the other. 

Yet the fate of their accumulated symbolic capital diverges 

absolutely, and this divergence, I argue, is directly traceable to the 

structural mode of their nostalgic investment. 

The Grand Budapest Hotel concludes with a layered resolution that 

mirrors its layered narrative structure. Within the innermost narrative 

frame, M. Gustave is killed by fascist soldiers on a train — a blunt, 

almost casual act of violence that underscores the brutal indifference 

of historical catastrophe to individual cultural achievement. The 

scene is shocking precisely because it refuses the conventions of 

heroic death: Gustave does not fall in a climactic confrontation but is 

simply shot during a routine document check because he protests the 

mistreatment of his companion. His cultural capital, his legendary 

wit, his encyclopedic knowledge of poetry and perfume — none of it 

can save him from a bullet. 

Yet this death, devastating as it is, does not constitute the extinction 

of Gustave’s symbolic capital. On the contrary, the narrative’s entire 

structure is revealed, in retrospect, as an apparatus for capital 

transmission. Gustave’s cultural values, his narrative identity, and his 

accumulated symbolic authority are transmitted to Zero Moustafa, 

who inherits not only the hotel and the painting but, more 

fundamentally, the story — the narrative of Gustave’s life that gives 

meaning to the institution and the objects associated with it. Zero, in 

turn, transmits this narrative to the Author, who transmits it to the 

reader (via the book we have been watching someone read), who 

transmits it to the girl at the memorial statue in the film’s outermost 

frame. The capital does not die with its original bearer; it sublimes — 

transforming from embodied capital (Gustave’s living performance) 

to objectified capital (the hotel, the painting) to narrativized capital 
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(the story itself), each transformation rendering it more durable and 

less vulnerable to the contingencies that destroyed its original form. 

This is the process I term capital sublimation: the transformation of 

symbolic capital from more vulnerable to more durable states through 

narrative transmission. The term deliberately evokes the physical 

process by which a solid transforms directly into a gas, bypassing the 

liquid state’s vulnerability to containment and spillage. Gustave’s 

capital sublimes from the embodied (his person, which can be 

destroyed), past the objectified (his possessions, which can be 

confiscated), into the purely narrative (his story, which proves 

indestructible because it exists wherever it is told). The multiple 

framing devices that might initially seem like mere postmodern play 

are revealed as the mechanism of this sublimation — each frame is a 

conversion event, a transformation of capital from one state to 

another, each state more ethereal and thereby more resilient than the 

last. 

Death in Venice concludes with a resolution that is the precise 

structural inverse: capital extinction. Aschenbach dies on the beach 

at the Lido, slumped in a deck chair, the cosmetic dye streaming 

down his face in black rivulets as he reaches with one hand toward 

the distant figure of Tadzio silhouetted against the sea. This image — 

one of the most celebrated in European art cinema — is devastating 

precisely because it represents the total, irreversible collapse of all 

the symbolic capital Aschenbach once possessed. His cultural 

authority as a composer, his social standing as a figure of the 

European intelligentsia, his embodied dignity and discipline — all 

have been consumed by an obsessive aesthetic pursuit that offered no 

mechanism for conversion, transmission, or preservation. 

There is no heir. Zero Moustafa inherits Gustave’s story; no one 

inherits Aschenbach’s. There is no narrative frame — no Author 

figure, no reader, no young girl at a memorial — to carry his 

experience forward. The Hôtel des Bains will close for disinfection; 

the other guests have already fled; Tadzio, the object of 

Aschenbach’s obsession, remains unaware of — and profoundly 

indifferent to — the meaning Aschenbach has invested in him. The 

capital dies with its bearer, completely and without remainder. The 

final reaching gesture toward Tadzio is heartbreaking precisely 

because it grasps nothing, transmits nothing, accomplishes nothing 

except the visual registration of desire’s absolute futility. 
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This is capital extinction: the total devaluation and dissolution of 

symbolic capital when the field conditions that sustained it collapse 

and no conversion mechanism exists to transform it into a more 

durable state. Aschenbach’s restorative nostalgia — his desire to 

recover and inhabit an ideal of beauty directly, without ironic 

mediation — generated capital that was entirely dependent on the 

sustaining conditions of the luxury environment. When those 

conditions fail (the cholera, the sirocco, the social dissolution), the 

capital has nowhere to go. It cannot convert because Aschenbach 

never developed conversion mechanisms — he hoarded rather than 

circulated, accumulated rather than exchanged. It cannot transmit 

because he never established transmission networks — he remained 

isolated, private, locked within the solipsism of his aesthetic 

contemplation. It can only dissolve, taking its bearer with it into the 

indifferent Adriatic light. 

 

5. Discussion and Conclusion 

The comparative analysis demonstrates that the fate of nostalgic 

symbolic capital is governed less by the intensity of attachment to the 

past than by the structural mode through which nostalgia is enacted. 

Reflective nostalgia (Anderson) generates resilient, convertible 

capital; restorative nostalgia (Visconti) generates brittle capital that 

collapses when its supporting illusion fails. This section formalizes 

that claim, consolidates the evidence, states the study’s contributions, 

and draws implications that extend beyond the two films. 

5.1. Central Theoretical Proposition 

Proposition. The sustainability of nostalgic symbolic capital is 

determined by its structural mode of enactment, not by the depth of 

nostalgic investment. 

• Reflective nostalgia produces resilient capital: ironic 

distance creates a buffer of narrative play and reinterpretation 

that permits conversion (cultural → social → symbolic → 

narrative/economic) and survival after the original conditions 

of production are destroyed (capital sublimation). 

• Restorative nostalgia produces brittle capital: the drive to 

abolish distance creates dependency on a sustained illusion of 

presence; when that illusion fails, the capital undergoes 

catastrophic devaluation (capital extinction). 

This proposition moves beyond Boym’s (2001) primarily descriptive 

typology by specifying the dynamic trajectories of value under 
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pressure. Boym classifies modes of nostalgia; the NSNC framework 

predicts what happens to the symbolic value each mode generates 

over time and under field disruption. 

5.2. Consolidated Comparative Findings 

Dimension 

The Grand Budapest 

Hotel  

(Reflective) 

Death in Venice  

(Restorative) 

Narrative 

structure 

Nested frames; 

acknowledged artifice; 

continuous mediation 

Linear immersion; no 

external frame; 

eliminated distance 

Mise-en-

scène / 

sensory 

codes 

Visible construction; 

objects as agents; 

decay as productive 

material 

Atmospheric 

verisimilitude; objects 

as enveloping force; 

decay as consumption 

Character 

agency 

Gustave as strategic 

performer; active 

capital deployment 

Aschenbach as passive 

absorber; progressive 

surrender of agency 

Capital 

dynamics 

High convertibility & 

transmissibility; 

survives field 

disruption 

Low convertibility; no 

transmission 

mechanism; collapses 

with field 

Outcome 

(NSNC) 

Capital sublimation 

→ durable narrative 

legacy 

Capital extinction → 

total dissolution with 

the bearer 

Across Kapferer’s luxury logics, Bourdieu’s conversion chains, and 

Boym’s modes, the same pattern holds: Anderson’s hotel operates as 

a living, convertible brand myth; Visconti’s hotel functions as a 

sealed aesthetic environment that consumes its guest. 

5.3. Theoretical Contributions 

1. Boym → process. The NSNC framework supplies the 

missing processual layer: capital sublimation and capital 

extinction as characteristic trajectories of reflective versus 

restorative investment. Scholars can now ask not only “what 

kind of nostalgia?” but “what kind of value does it produce, 

and what happens to that value under pressure?” 

2. Kapferer → narrative economies. Core categories of luxury 

strategy (superlative vs. comparative logic, heritage as dream 

value, exclusion architecture) operate with precision inside 

cinematic texts. The grand hotel functions as a luxury brand 
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in miniature, making film a legitimate laboratory for luxury 

theory. 

3. Bourdieu → cinematic fields. Mechanisms of generation, 

conversion, and transmission identified in social fields also 

govern self-contained narrative economies. The study further 

identifies two terminal processes—sublimation and 

extinction—under radical field disruption. 

 

5.4. Implications Beyond Cinema 

The grand hotel emerges as a privileged theoretical laboratory 

because it is an institution that commercially produces nostalgic 

experience: heritage is simultaneously preserved and performed. The 

findings therefore travel: 

• Heritage luxury branding. Brands that treat heritage as 

living, reinterpretable narrative capital (reflective mode) are 

more likely to survive market and cultural disruption than 

those that seal heritage into immersive, unconvertible “dream 

worlds” (restorative mode). The risk of the latter is precisely 

the “beautiful prison of the past.” 

• Cultural institutions and memory work. Museums, historic 

hotels, and heritage destinations face the same strategic 

choice: transmit memory as convertible story, or enclose 

visitors in restorative atmospheres that cannot outlive their 

physical or affective conditions. 

• Methodological. Close comparative film analysis can supply 

luxury and cultural-sociology research with fine-grained 

models of capital conversion that survey or brand-case 

methods often miss. 

5.5. Limitations and Future Research 

The study is limited to two canonical European hotel films and a 

primarily textual-analytical method; it does not measure audience 

reception or real-world brand performance. Future work should (a) 

test NSNC predictions against contemporary heritage-luxury 

campaigns and historic-hotel branding; (b) examine non-Western 

grand-hotel cinemas; © combine textual analysis with reception or 

ethnographic data on how viewers and consumers convert cinematic 

nostalgia into brand or identity capital; and (d) formalize operational 

indicators of sublimation versus extinction for comparative coding 

across larger corpora. 

 



 

 1404 بهار / اولشمارة  /سوم نامۀ هنر و ادبیات تطبیقی/ سال فصل     100
  

 

5.6. Closing 

At the end of The Grand Budapest Hotel, a young girl closes her book 

and walks away from a memorial, carrying the story into an open 

future—an image of transmission. At the end of Death in Venice, 

Aschenbach collapses on the beach, hand outstretched toward a 

figure who does not turn—an image of extinction. Between these 

images lies the study’s central claim: our relationship to the past is 

decided less by how intensely we love it than by how we hold it—as 

a living story that can be retold and converted, or as a perfect world 

that can only be lost. 
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