Talking Points for the TV History Class

--31 August
-- Go to Blackboard. Tell students to read the Class Introduction materials. Read all of them. Read all of them carefully. I will not be talking about this material in this class unless you ask me questions about it.

--Blackboard. Look closely at when assignments are due and how you need to give them to me. Biography due 23 January.

--What TV shows are you interested in blogging about? I can put these up on our Blackboard Class Space.

This is not a class in aesthetic dogma or aesthetic theology. It is a class in the history and social science of television. As such I expect your work in this class to be scientific or empirical, rigourous, analytical, and systematic. You need to apply the same logic in this class you would bring to a class in biology. You need to be empirical. If you are making comparisons they need to be grounded in rigourous and valid quantitative and qualitative criteria. They need to be aware of the central components of any social science or humanities course—economics, politics, demography, geography, history, culture. If they are not I will call you on it and expect you to address my criticisms in your journals. This is thus not a class about your likes and dislikes. We will touch on likes and dislikes but it must always be remembered that aesthetic values are social and cultural. They are not transcendental or universal.

My Pet Peeves about some common forms of “criticism”

--Films and TV programmes are not “realistic” (and I include documentaries here though for a different reason). I don't find the criticism that say “EMT's wouldn't really act like that” particularly interesting or particularly telling. These are non-fiction TV programmes people. They do things for dramatic or comedic purpose. Disney's Pocahontas is not a historical documentary.

--Black and white. This aversion to black and white is, in my not so humble opinion, ludicrous. Some auteurs paint in black and white. Black and white is arguably more appropriate for films and TV programmes with darker subjects, for films and TV programmes with a grittier environments. Some of the technological and cinematic achievements associated with black and white are historically and aesthetically important (Wyler, Welles, Toland, and deep focus, the use of shadow and light). It is worth remembering that some recent shows though they are filmed in colour are actually more black and white in form (X-Files, Buffy, Angel to name a few).

--“Corny”. This is not, as far as I know, a term commonly used in critical analysis. If you want to try and define it in a systematic way and tell me why it is a useful term of critical analysis please feel free to do so. If you can’t do this please don’t use the term in this class.

--Cheesy”. Like “corny” this term is not as far as I know a term commonly used in critical analysis. If you can define it in an scholarly and intellectual way, fine. If you can’t please don’t use it.

--“Boring”. Like “corny” this is not, as far as I know, a term commonly used in critical analysis.  Again, if you want to try and define it in a systematic way and tell me why it is a useful term of critical analysis please feel free to do so. I would caution you, however, that, in my not so humble opinion, “boring” is not something specific to an object of analysis (history, Dragnet) but is in the eye of the beholder (the reader, the viewer).

Beyond this, you need to ask yourself whether a family dramedy should be filmed in the same way as Saw 4, i.e., with lots of jump cuts. You need to think about whether style of filming is related to the type of show and the narrative form that is central to that show. Do you, in other words, think that the news should look like a rock and roll video?

These terms—corny, cheesy, boring—are symbolic of how many contemporary readers or viewers simply cannot think their way historically into the past. Since this course is in part a history course avoid these terms like the plague and please try to historically and critically think your way into the past.

--Cheap. OK. But you need to go beyond such non-empirical assertions and provide evidence. For instance, how much was spent on the programme? How much was spent on a programme per capita? Canada, after all, is one tenth the size of the US right? So any valid comparison must take this into account, right?

--Narration. Reactions like “I don't like voice over narration” are unacceptable. Voice overs are an important part of literature, films, and TV programmes from Dickens to Chandler to Billy Wilder's Double Indemnity. It is called first person and first person voice overs.

--Analogical thinking. Thinking in analogies—Firefly seems like The Matrix to me, The Clash remind me of the Rolling Stones—is a common if a problematic way of approaching literature, music, film, and television texts. From a consumer (reader, listener, viewer) point of view, yes perhaps Firefly does seem like The Matrix in some ways to you. But that doesn’t answer the historical question of whether Firefly was indeed influenced directly or indirectly by The Matrix. Do research—writings about Firefly and especially statements from the creators and creative personnel behind Firefly to explore whether it was indeed influenced by The Matrix. Of course, any one who knows a bit about historical and ethnographic research knows that the statements of creative personnel aren’t always accurate. So try to do some historical detective work to get at these issues. And try to steer clear on relying on historically problematic analogies.

By the way, I don’t see any direct or indirect influence of The Matrix on Firefly. John Ford? Yes. Especially Stagecoach Howard Hawks? Yes. Especially his themes of professionalism and created families. Anthony Mann? Yes. Especially his theme of damaged men. Star Trek? Yes. Especially as something to work against. Firefly with its third world vibe and anti-utopianism seems the anti-Trek. But The Matrix. No.

--Don't be so literal in your “reading” of the readings. Virtually all of the material we will be reading for this class can be read literally, as explorations of Buffy, Angel, Firefly, My So-Called Life, and  various national histories of TV. These same materials, however, can also provide theoretical perspectives and methodologies via which you can analyse any TV show. Here's an example: We will be reading one paper which explores the soap opera aspects of Buffy. You should not only think about whether Buffy does have soap opera characteristics but in addition to whether other shows have soap opera characteristics. Or, of course, you could think generally about what genre or genres any given show you are reading about or watching is.

--Speaking of Buffy, some of you might ask why we are reading so much on Buffy for this class. And we will be reading a lot of material on Buffy the Vampire Slayer. The reason is simple: Buffy is easily the most written about TV show in the known universe. In these writings you can find about every theoretical perspective and methodological approach associated with literary, film, and TV studies. There is, as you will see, an entire online academic journal devoted to Buffy (Slayage: The Online International Journal of Buffy Studies). There is also an online undergraduate journal of Buffy Studies (Watcher Junior). There is an academic bibliography of Buffy Studies at Slayage which contains references to the over four hundred essays and fifteen books that have been written on Buffy (and to a lesser extent Angel and Firefly which are also the brainchildren of Joss Whedon). How many of you, by the way, have seen Buffy, Angel, Firefly, or Doctor Horrible's Sing-along Blog? How many episodes have you seen of these?

Again, don’t be so literal in your reading of these essays and books. All the essays we are reading take theoretical and methodological positions that can be applied to other TV shows (or films or literary texts). There are books on other TV shows (Sex and the City, Seinfeld, South Park, Star Trek, Gilmore Girls, CSI, Heroes, Lost, Doctor Who, Our Friends from the North, the Up Series). None of the scholarly writing on these shows comes close, save perhaps for Trek, to the amount of scholarly writing on Buffy. Does Sex and the City have themes like Buffy? Yes. Does Heroes have people who do sets, costumes, special effects? Yes. Are there multiple levels to Lost? Yes. Are there gender issues in I Love Lucy? Yes. Are there interviews with Sex and the City auteurs Darren Star and Michael Patrick King out there? Yes. If you are doing work on any TV show should you take the general theoretical and methodological aspects of our readings into account? Yes. Should you seek out interviews with the show’s auteurs? Yes.

Speaking of materials on TV be sure to explore the general links I have up on the Blackboard course site. I have links to a number of online publications on TV Studies.

Of course, there is also critical non-academic writing on TV programmes out there in hyperspace and traditional bookstore and library space. Some of this—episode guides on TV shows, for instance--is quite good.

--This class is not about aesthetics, intellectual or popular...What you like or dislike be this literary, cinematic, television, or nations,  is immaterial...history is about facts...it is about discerning and describing those facts...how you feel about them (a normative “explanation”) is again immaterial...

I would caution about drawing historical conclusions exclusively from the text without any exploration of how that text is actually produced. An example: The notion, solely derived from textual inferences, that the Torah/Five Books of Moses is made up of a number of "documents" (J,E,P,D) is interesting and does make some textual "sense". The problem with this hypothesis is that there is no extra-textual empirical evidence to back up the assertion. One could argue equally well that the Torah is made up of a variety of oral traditions drawn from sacred hero sites (we could use what we have surmise about the composition of the Iliad and the Odyssey to back up this assertion). Again, however, we have limited extra-textual evidence for this assertion. These claims thus remain to me at best interesting unproved and unfalsified hypothesis and at worst the ideologically driven readings of academics.

This is not to say that there aren't the beginnings of a historically sensitive criticism out there. The introduction to The French Cinema Book lays out some of the theoretical issues (Michael Temple and Michael Witt (eds.: The French Cinema Book, London: BFI, 2004). There is some decent stuff on the economic and political contexts of Hollywood (Douglas Gomery's work on Hollywood and Michelle Hilmes's work on the history of broadcasting and NBC. In Whedon Studies there is Matthew Pateman's analysis of Jane Espenson's scripts (he obtained copies of all of Espenson's scripts, including revisions, from writer Jane Espenson herself) and David Lavery's exploration of Whedon based extensively on interviews with Whedon and those close to Whedon.

Here is an example of my problem with crystal ball textualism: In her book Sex and the Slayer: A Gender Studies Primer for the Buffy Fan (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2005) Lorna Jewett writes on page 37 that Anya’s death is due to the fact that she is a “minor” (disposable) female character” and hence "powerless". In his commentary on Chosen, however, Joss Whedon (Commentary: “Chosen” (722), Buffy the Vampire Slayer: Complete Seventh Season on DVD) claims that he killed Anya for narrative reasons (someone had to die) and that he chose Anya because Emma Caulfield had decided that five years of playing Anya was enough. It seems to me that anyone analysing the Buffy text should pay attention to this extra-textual information.

Now I know we don't have time in this class to do this type of historical research. But I want you to think about these issues and, when you do your projects, explore some of the primary source materials. Speaking of your projects, do something you are interested in, explore it empirically and descriptively, and tell me what its historical significance is. How does it contribute to our understanding of history, especially human history.

--For those of you who want to know how TV works from the inside, for how “natives” think TV works, take a look at the Oral Histories I have linked to. I have only posted a few of these. There are around 600 recorded oral history interviews that can be accessed through the Archive of American Television (http://emmytvlegendsinterviews.blogspot.com/). 

For brief historical and analytical essays on television see the Encyclopedia of Television (http://www.museum.tv/archives/etv/index.html). The essays here can help you with context and production history.

Thinking critically, by the way, will make you a better and more accurate critic.
Questions?

Now let's watch a video...”Try” written by Michael Penn and directed by Paul Thomas Anderson...watch closely...

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oivI6HCEPt0
and lets watch an episode of

History Detectives, PBS

http://www.pbs.org/opb/historydetectives/
So why do you think I wanted us to watch these?

--2 September
Biography due online

1. Go to Blackboard for review

2. I prefer to teach via the inductive method. I prefer for you to discover some things rather than telling you everything. So, at your fingertips you have Google. Go out into the cyberworld and discover what Michael Penn said about “Try” and what Andy Partridge said about “Dear God”. Don’t be a slave to the text. Do some historical research.

3. Buffy the Vampire Slayer…

think about what this title tells you…

…the Vampire Slayer
horror

fantasy

demons

vampires

weapons

fighting

hero tale

myth

folklore

drama

tragedy

melodrama

Buffy…

blonde girl

comedy

parody

satire

feminist

Put them together and you have Buffy the Vampire Slayer, a comedy/parody/satire/drama/tragedy/melodrama/horror/fantasy show filled with demons, vampires, and a blonde girl superhero (feminist). You have a multi-genre, hybrid (to use a hop academic term)

Joss chose the title very specifically and he did not want anyone who couldn’t get the title, couldn’t get past the title (the proverbial judging a book by its cover) to really watch it. Joss has said that Buffy is a show for nerds, written by nerds, and that he preferred a hundred people to watch it who HAD to rather than millions who wanted to.

4. TV shows, as I said the very first day of this class, are not documentaries or reality shows. If you wanted to you could mimic the French avant-garde writer Georges Perec (he tried to record everything in front of him as he stood in a Parisian square on one October day in 1975) you could, I suppose, place a camera in the center of the UAlbany campus and simply record what passed in front of the camera for one week. By placing the camera where you did, however, you are making a selection. Why in the center of campus and not in front of the Humanities building? And almost inevitably you would have to edit the film shot down to an hour and a half or two hours if you want someone to watch it. By doing so you are likely to, through editing (itself a selection), impose a narrative or story on the material. In the process it is likely to become comic, dramatic, perhaps even tragic in the eyes of you, the filmmaker or the audience of the film.

5. TV shows, of course, don’t and can’t show everything. First of all there is a time constraint every TV show works under—22 or 43 minutes usually. TV requires an economy of writing, verbal and visual. Secondly, as a writer you often have a theme(s) in the show you want to really hit. Using Buffy as an example, chose not to show Buffy going from home to school or into school because he was placing an emphasis on certain aspects of the visual and verbal narrative and because viewers can assume that Buffy drove or more likely walked (Buffy is, as every fan of the show knows, not a very good driver and is an avid pedestrian) and that Buffy entered the school by going to the office or not going to the office before she went to tell Dawn about Joyce. In the context of the episode such linear action is neither really essential nor important. Telling Dawn is for Whedon one of the key moments in the scene. And it is one of the most moving scenes in the show. 

6. Anderson talks about “Try”

--4 September
Approaching Television

systematic and analytical empirical analysis of TV (and film)

   historical research is a necessary adjunct to textual research and analysis

geography (natural and built)

   Hollywood

   London

   Bollywood

demographics

   characteristics of people in the industry

technology

   cameras (including types of cameras and lenses)

   editing technologies

   sound or recording technologies

   film stock

   stunts

economics (including production)

   Hollywood as a Business

   The BBC as a public “business”

politics

   the political aspects of TV

   the politics of those in the industry

culture

   ideologies (meanings, images, representations)

      ways of perceiving, worldviews...

      nationalism

      ethnicity/race

      gender

   forms of TV (non-fiction--documentaries, news, fiction--genres)

   modes or themes (also applicable to much film and literature)

      melodramatic, comedic (parody, satire), dramedic, romantic, realistic 

      Deborah Thomas (Beyond Genre) defines these as differing ways of constructing

      narrative space. These modes or themes, writes Thomas, elicit responses from

      viewers and they cross genres.

   genres

      Douglas Pye (“Genres and Movies” in Movie) defines genre as a process. Pye refers

      to genres as broad tendencies of narrative that combine with recurring plots, settings,

      structural oppositions, conventions, character types, and iconographic themes. There

      are a number of genres (critics have debated what these are and whether some things

      like comedy and melodrama are genres or themes)

         --the Western genre

         --the Horror genre

         --Science Fiction

         --the Musical Genre

            Musical Comedy

         --the Crime Genre

         --Fantasy

         --Comedy

            Screwball Comedy

            Comedy of Remarriage

            Black Comedy

         --Melodrama

            Domestic Melodrama

            Romantic Melodrama

         Some have also argued that comedy, romance, melodramas (which originated in the

         19th century), and dramadies are genres. Like modes, genres elicit responses from

         viewers. They carry viewers into familiar territory. Viewers know what to expect

         from genres. Still what happens in genre literature, film, or TV can surprise us as

         Deborah Thomas notes in Beyond Genre. Genre literature, films, and TV then can

         be both repetitious and reassuring and different or surprising simultaneously.

   styles

      camera movement

      pov

      long shot, middle shot, close up

      use of shadows

      manipulation of colour

   mise-en-scene

      anything in the frame (costume, sets, décor, texture, colour, b/w, use of shadows, etc.)

Audiences, readers, and textual poachers

   what those who watch and love television do with it.

An important word of warning, don’t think that television beyond the borders of the United States is exactly like that here. It isn’t. Yes, the technology is basically the same. Yes, there are similar genres and themes or modes. Yes, there are similar uses of the camera and similar mise-en-scene. However, nationalism impacts the media, financial situations vary, and culture and language varies as the Men at Work and Midnight Oil videos we watched in class indicate. 

--7 and 9 September
Love as a Theme:

Bangles, “Be With You”, LA, 1989

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vHNudFbtnY0
Love as addiction or Sex and the Rubio:

Paulina Rubio, “Algo tiennes”, Mexico City, 2004

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hFjge_CrzO4 

The Break-up Song:

Go-Betweens, “Was There Anything I Could Do?”, Brisbane, Queensland, 1988

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kGUxZvuRe9k
Biography: Looking Back:

Johnny Cash, Hurt, Hendersonville, Tennessee, 2002

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SmVAWKfJ4Go
Narrative:

A Love that will never die...

Nickelback, “Someday”, Vancouver, BC, 2006

http://vids.myspace.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=vids.individual&videoid=5197908&searchid=c50bb42a-7d37-47f2-87af-a043a9f080b1
Winning independence and freedom:

Martina McBride, “Independence Day”, Kansas, USA, 1994

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nYENO6r5vVo
Killing Ourselves:

Eskimo Joe, “Black Fingernails, Red Wine, Freemantle, Western Australia, 2006

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pbwMalcVOTM
SciFi

Blue Oyster Cult, “Astronomy”, Long Island, NY, 1989

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MTKKf-K3kH
Mise-en-scene:

The Ambiguous Image:

XTC, “Dear God”, Swindon, England, 1987

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hk41Gbjljfo
Satire as Politics or I Heart Consumerism:

B-52s, Funplex, 2008

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=81htL22o5UM
History and Politics in a Different Key”

Midnight Oil, “Truganini” Sydney, Australia, 1993

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2m3oYeVYdvg
Parody in a Different Key:

Men at Work, “Down Under”, Melbourne, Victoria, Australia, 1982

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DNT7uZf7lew
Science Fiction:

Blue Oyster Cult, Astronomy, Long Island, New York, 1988

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MTKKf-K3kH4
Superhero Fantasy:

Chad Kroeger and Josey Scott

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=etp8L9pbqeM
2002 from Spiderman
Buffy meets Evanescence

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kliB8i9592A
--11 September
Behind the Scenes of Television: Producing US Television

Angel, season three, disc 6

Page to Screen

Buffy, season three disc 6

Special Effects

--14 September
Presentation/Paper Topics due

Buffy, season three disc 6

Wardrobe

Buffy, season two, disc 6

Designing Buffy
Buffy and the Beasts

--16 September
Buffy, season four, disc 3

Buffy, Inside the Music

The Sets of Sunnydale

Angel, season two, disc 6

Stunts

--18 September
Watching Television:
Buffy the Vampire Slayer, “Nightmares”, 1:10, 12 May 1997, WB

http://www.hulu.com/watch/59/buffy-the-vampire-slayer-nightmares
--21 September 
Buffy the Vampire Slayer, “The Body”, 5:19, 27 February 2001, WB

--23 September
Gerald Zahavi on Buffy the Vampire Slayer, “The Body”, 5:16, 27 February 2001, WB

--25 September
Joss's commentary on “The Body”

--30 September
Journal 1 due

Discussion Day

1. The first act of this class, the semiology of TV, is over. What I have tried to show you during this first act, and I have perhaps been too subtle here, is that there are a number of important elements that go into TV—economic factors (institutions), cultural/institutional factors (writing, sets, cinematography, makeup, costumes, special effects, etc., themes or modes—the comic, the romantic, the melodramatic, the dramatic, the tragic—genres—westerns, horror, fantasy, science fiction, soap operas, children’s shows, news, late-night, variety, detective/mystery/policiers, and so on). And then there is reader’s responses which may or may not tie directly into the intention of auteurs. I have tried to emphasise (via practice) that interviews with auteurs can help decipher a text. Don’t be slaves of the text folks. Get historical.

Buffy the Vampire Slayer, “Once More with Feeling”, 6:7, 6 November 2001, UPN

--2 October
Tales of the City, excerpts, Channel 4, 1993, PBS, 1994

--5 October
Frontline, “Inside the Meltdown”, PBS, 17 February 2009

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/meltdown/view/
Things to take away from this programme:

PBS as educational and entertaining

Frontline is investigative journalism

Use of sound, including music, to hit narrative points (heartbeat, footsteps)

Narrative: apocalyptic?

--7 October

DeGrassi Junior High, “Eggbert”, 2:1, 4 January 1988, CBC
Ramona, “Mystery Meal”, 1:2, 1988, CBC

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KVG_Kbqi6A0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oZ7oyA9nn64
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qO41e6DKwAU
Ramona, “Siblingitis”, 1:10, 1989, CBC

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8br0cBg96WA&feature=PlayList&p=DB0D4E22801902AB&playnext=1&playnext_from=PL&index=23
--9 October
due South, “The Man Who Knew Too Little, 1:15, 9 February 1995, CTV and CBS

Things to take away from this programme and episode:

--Genre: multiple genres—comedy, drama, action-adventure, tragedy

--Themes: romance, buddy, melodrama, comedy

--Canadian in jokes: Diefenbacker, St. Laurent, Pearson, Fraser, Frobisher)

--use of Canadian music

--“The Man Who Knew Too Little”

   Road Trip

   Plays with Canadian stereotypes of American (Americans as brash, arrogant, violent

      gun toting, aggressive, loud talking, parochial, ignorant about Canada)

   Plays with American stereotypes of Canadians (Canadians as well behaved, helpful,

      clean, truthful, polite, not criminals, gullible, without organized crime)

   Undermining stereotypes (Canadian mobsters, Canadian liars, polite US policemen

       Canadians telling parochial jokes, Canadians with guns, Canadians shooting guns)

--12 October
CBC National

http://www.cbc.ca/national/latestbroadcast.html
--14 October

World in Action: Seven Up, 5 May 1964, ITV 1 (ITV, 1963-1998)

--16 October
Ways of Seeing, 1972, BBC 2

Episode One

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LnfB-pUm3eI
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=peONDtyn8bM
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3vHrRvsXBkM
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XShzabEv8bM
Episode Two

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u72AIab-Gdc
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aHsV7ljusCs
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h1yvciNEuA
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hNZNB-SfC7w
Episode Three

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hiNqoyfeQDQ
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fJnYQ-TXFqY
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RXWUuQUCHF8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OUyI_LdXRnI
Episode Four

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mmgGT3th_oI
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6q0JvXiZw7o
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zbebPdXv70w
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tAJovNjXMTs
--19 October
Fawlty Towers, The Kipper and the Corpse, 2:4, 12 March 1979 BBC

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TT3XH9I2u_g
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yWZ5ArYqjsw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zR773XICgBw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O_6eDoiCZ3U
What can you tease out of Fawlty Towers?

   Production—based on a very difficult hotelier in Torquay the Python’s

      met while in that seaside city. Like many British shows FT was

      intentionally shortlived. There were only twelve episodes of the show.

   Genre—sitcom

   Narrative—virtually all the characters are annoying though still, somehow,

      Likeable (compare Seinfeld)

   Culture—British humour is different from US humour and requires some 

      Historical and cultural understanding before you can “get it”.

--21 October
Louis Theroux, “The Most Hated Family in America” 4 January 2007, BBC 2

http://www.atheistnation.net/video/?video/00260/atheist/the-most-hated-family-in-america/
or
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gSFrNOnvtls
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A7jYVb0PJPI
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5XsEK1Inuwk
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-mmmbFjSsLI
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0tFeitGdY5E
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nBj5Q1xwlrs
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xmlnIc6mtgE
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WL5mRymwRNM
My notes on the documentary, “The Most Hated Family in America”

Westboro as a social and cultural group or movement

Westboro demographics: Men, women. White? Somewhat family based.

Economics: Lawyers, nurses. Fred “Gramps” Phelps was a civil rights lawyer

Westboro Culture: Gender: Women very active.

Westboro as a Meaning System

      Most of us, I assume, would define the Westboro Baptist Church, the subject of Louis

      Theroux’s documentary for BBC 2, as a religious group, A Christian religious group.

   Westboro and Christian history: Protestant, Evangelical-Fundamentalist?, Calvinist

       (anti-Arminian), biblical inerrancy

   Culture as a manufacturer of identities and communities:

      Westboro Baptist Church

            Us. Doing god’s work, following the commandments of god, the only people

            Living the Word of God (Bible). We, Us, have the TRUTH. Others do not.

      “others” for Westboro members?

         “fags”, “fag lovers”, “Jews”, “Episcopalians”, “fornicators”

      Hostility and identity: Has hostility toward Jews, Anabaptists, Quakers, Mormons,

         and Westboro, in some cases, strengthened the in-group sense of identity?

      Westboro and the media: books, pamphlets, magazines, TV, the internet

      Ideologies (beliefs, doctrines, theologies), practices (rituals, rites of passage,

         symbols), organizational or institutional forms. Meaning systems, of course, are

         made up of these.

      Westboro Baptist ideology: “prophetic”, Biblical”, “preach the gospel”, married to

          Christ”?, testimony”, apocalyptic, “the last days”, “the judgement of God”,

          “doom”, “perversion”, US as country of “fags” and “fag enablers”

   Westboro and socialization:  How meaning systems passed on from generation to

       generation

      socialization? brainwashing?

      Is there a difference between descent saints (those who have been members of the

      religious group from birth) and consent saints (those who convert to the faith)?

      Not entirely separatist. Kids go to public school. Young adults go to more secular

      colleges. Washburn is a public university with a school of law.

Westboro and academics. Second order analysis

   Can we typlogise the Westboro Baptist Church?

      Christian? church? sect? new religious movement? evangelical? separatist?

      deterministic? Arminian?

Louis Theroux, Britishness, and those looney Yanks. Louis, like any documentarian, limits what he shows you of the group. Does Louis assume that reality is how he thinks (fetishisation of a meaning system)? Louis hermeneutic—Phelps as “angry” “rageoholic”

Social Constructionists, Foucault, and the power of categorization. Shirley and Louis debate issues related to classification. For social constructionists and Foucault categorization is grounded in power relations (those with power and influence categorise). Deviance and social constructionist deviance theory.

--23 October 
Prime Suspect, 1:1, 1, 7 and 8 April 1991, ITV

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8Xs122nMt7A
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XxItEPxrkNw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KuJt7mF_Jzo
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HwrLT0gisvU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n2ZffXpPcVo
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DIhIY7n_v7A
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4aQul1yzZPg
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6Ifb2OwPTvs
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H3FguGqKxxI
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JkLia3dV2n0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JKw23Y-K-34
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0xC4IGmGkYE
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FTC_5BhRJyY
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t1wuEarsogM
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NQideSwnOa0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O-fPBSuSlo4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b6lxAEpR1M4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7oOIjucPCwM
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=thluquLsMws
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WKQHJgqJK_c
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZTDxLUbpedo
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AcJwGmbZyXI
What can you tease out of Prime Suspect?

   Genre--policier, police drama, novel aspect of domestic, character,

      and psychological aspects of Prime Suspect. Forensics long an

      an aspect of Police Dramas. Compare Dragnet.

   Gender--a police drama about a woman who is trying to make it in

      the macho culture of the Metropolitan Police Department...her family

      life will be strained as a result of the balancing act she must perform

      between her home or domestic life and her work life...masculinasation

      of Jane Tennison?...the macho sexism of the Metropolitan Police

   race--presence of Afro-Britains?

   social and cultural

      class--the class system of the police

      production--Prime Suspect written by a woman, Lynda LaPlante. LaPlante

         interviewed one of the first women on the police force for background.

--26 October

White Teeth, 17 September 2002-8 August 2002, Channel 4

http://www.hulu.com/white-teeth
--28 October
Life on Mars

Things to take away from Life on Mars:

--Cultural differences

British meanings, specifically British slang and accents are different from that in the US and require some study to figure out.

--Reflexivity

LoM interrogates the 1970s from a 2000s point of view (gender, police methods, police techniques, the police fortress mentality of the 1970s, race,). It also plays with genre in a self-conscious way. It mixes and matches the police show (1970s versus 2000, brutality and flying by the seat of the pants versus forensics, profiling, psychological sensitivity, and detailed police work, cigarette smoking and living at the pub versus professionalism, misogyny and homophobia versus professionalism ), comedy, drama, tragedy, and science fiction.

--Ambiguity

It is unclear whether Sam Tyler (John Simms) really is in the past, whether he is mad, or whether he is in a coma hallucinating that he is in the 1970s. Surrealistic moments in the show point to the last two. The policier elements seem to suggest that Sam really is in the 1970s.

--LoM's visuals and sound

These heighten tension and foreground Sam's state of mind and state of existence (is he in the 70s, is he mad, is he hallucinating.

--LoM's music

This heightens tension and plays with the ambiguity at the centre of the show.

--30 October
Plus belle la vie, episode 1, 2008, 3

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9Cda_bmRPJc
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oxbLhmJo-UE
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iLCEYShU7C8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ysJSKcp4MEM
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jrKy8TVLntY
Things to take away from Plus belle la vie:

Genre: soap

Motifs, drama, melodrama, comedy

Fast paced, extensive editing, impressive sets, music tied to narrative arc, filmic 

   repertoire of shots (close ups in dramatic moments, medium shots, over the shoulder

   shots)

Decline of French culture?  

--2 November
Dekalog, episode 1, 1988, Telewizje Polska, directed by Krzysztof Kieślowski
Dekalog, “1”, 10 December 1989, TVP

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-LXpRn6etGw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oSg9akIszbU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PFhS2tPwItI
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EYfT92SO7Ms
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e4ADMODquNs
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1rcLfvcev18
Things to take away from Dekalog:

--based on Decalogue/Ten Commandments in Torah/Pentateuch (Old Testament)

--Kieslowski didn’t provide titles to each of the ten episodes of the Dekalog. 

   Critics have given this the title “you shall have no other gods before me”

--Kieslowski began in the documentary cinema. You can see a lot

   of documentary elements in Dekalog 1 (realist quality, use of natural

   sounds, utilization of what I suspect is natural light, 

   the documentary like camera work as it follows Pawel’s father to the lake)

--Though the episode is realist there are also metaphysical (to quote Pawel’s

   father’s lecture) elements. Does the computer have a personality and a will?

--As a work that can be situated in the European art cinema Dekalog shares the

   ambiguities that are sometimes central to the European art cinema. Is the

   computer turning itself on? Is it ready? Ready for what? Is Mary crying at

   the climax of the episode or is it just candle wax from the candles that

   Pawel’s father has thrown off the shelf during his expression of anger (?)

   in the church?

--the issue of death and the meaning of life are central to Dekalog 1 (cf.

   to Buffy The Body. For Pawel’s father calculation and empirical

   investigation are central to examining human life. Is he an 

   existentialist?  Pawel’s aunt    is a practicing Catholic with a different meanings 

   system (a belief  in god and that god is love). Where does Kieslowski come down

   on this question?

--“The Body” begins with the death of Buffy’s mom. In Dekalog 1 Pawel’s death

   is one of the two climaxes in the episode. The second is Pawel’s fathers actions

   in the church. 

--Symbolism—ice (lake, bottle, disc of ice in Pawel’s father’s puts to his face),

   the spilling of the ink (occurs at same time as Pawel’s death).

--Why the silent observer?

--cyclical quality. Scene of Pawel running at school in footage shot by news team

   Toward beginning and at end of episode.

--Pawel bright but still precocious (his elephant, his excitement about his Xmas gift)

--4 November
Forgotten Silver, 3 October 1997, TV NZ 1

Materials on Forgotten Silver
http://www.waikato.ac.nz/film/mock-doc/fs.shtml
--6 November

Traffik, 1989, Channel 4

http://www.hulu.com/traffik
--9 November
Charlie Rose, Peter Chernin ex of New Corporation and Fox, 2008, PBS

http://www.charlierose.com/view/interview/9200
--11 November to 4 December
Presentations

--13 November
Papers due

--7 December
Journals 2 due

What did you think of this class?

