INTRODUCTION

Why Ally?
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Why read a book about a television series that is no longer being
aired? Pop culture, by its very nature, moves on to the next hot item, feed-
ing the hunger for the new. But eventually some television series become
5o old that they are “new” again and can be reclaimed as “classic,” gaining a
second life as retro-hip artifacts replayed on TV Land' or as nostalgic bul-
letins from simpler times for a more harried society (the widespread syndi-
cation of The Andy Griffith Show, for instance). Occasionally some shows
catch fire with a cult audience that recirculates and repurposes the original
text (creating fan fiction romances for Zhe X-Files’ Scully and Mulder or
analyzing Tivin Peaks in the magazine Wrapped in Plastic, for instance) and
thus remain current in the everyday lives of their devoted fans.” Between
these two points in time, between the current and the antique, television
texts either become fodder for filling twenty-four-hour cable programming
grids or disappear.

These texts disappear from academia as well. The study of popular televi-
sion tends to follow the practice of popular culture, focusing on the latest
fad or on historical artifacts. Both of these research pursuits are important.
Academics need to act at the moment, to take advantage of the wealth of
data available when a pop culture phenomenon occurs, and we need to
do the difficult work of reclaiming the appeal of popular culture from the
dust of history. But, although the temptation is strong, we need not mimic
the dynamic of pop culture when we study it. In a widely circulated email
guide to publishing, an editor of aleading academic media journal recently
asserted that essays about contemporary media are more “attractive” when
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they treat a “hot” topic: “there was a moment when work on Ally McBeal
was really hot, but now the show is canceled and that moment is over.”
Pop culture necessarily is of the “moment,” but the study of popular culture
need not be.*

When academics valorize television because of its currency, we propa-
gate one of the basic societal positions concerning popular media: they are
evanescent and therefore not worthy of prolonged, serious attention. Imag-
inc my opening question being asked about other media: Why read a book
about a play that is not currently produced? Or about poems published in
a magazine? Keeping television shows around makes economic sense (they
may find a new market through syndication), but in terms of their intrin-
sic value, only a rare few critically acclaimed series “deserve” to be treated
as something other than disposable. Here I argue something more than a
simple “we need to claim more television shows as classics.” We should rec-
ognize that our own emphasis on the currency of television treats the me-
dium as being worthy of study because of its contemporary popularity (for
instance, the rise of Buffy studies in the wake of that show’s cult following).
Without current popularity—or without reasserting its historical value as
a beloved commodity—scholars of television scem to believe there is little
teason to explore a television show. Complexity of narrative or the beauty
of construction can justify critical consideration of a novel or a film, but
when a television show is no longer au courant, these considerations matter
little. As long as my opening question rings true, we are accepting the no-
tion that television is basically bad and can only be reclaimed academically
when it is directly, socially relevant.

'lhe burgeoning field of popular television studies has certainly done
much to take television off the garbage heap of culture, asserting that texts
from Alias to Dragon Ball Z can produce interesting insights. And yet the
way that television studies tends to approach series still contains hints of
the assumption of the medium’s inferiority. The dominant mode of televi-
sion analysis treats programs as an instructive nexus of more important
discourses, a highly public site of struggle where social contestation occurs
over what it means to be a woman or a man, a homosexual or a heterosexual.
A popular television series provides a particular configuration of elements
(themes, characters, buzzwords) that activates and tweaks the larger social
discourse in vivid ways. Television shows are better at energizing one side
or another of a broader debate than they are at subtly advancing their own
wpecific arguments. The construction of the program ieself iy therelore less
tmportant than the way television (as arguably the mont widely convumed
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medium of our time) establishes a space where the culture can consider
vital issues of race, gender, sexual orientation, and so on.’ A television show
can voice these concerns elegantly or awkwardly, but that is of less concern
to most television scholars.

In fact, we assume that the power of the television text to promote water
cooler discussion and living room arguments may be because of its some-
what ramshackle construction. We conceptualize the television text itself
as full of contradictions because popular culture raises multiple ideological
possibilities in its greedy attempt to give pleasure to a large, diverse audi-
ence. The academic examining a television program should pay as much or
more attention to the “absences” in the text as he or she does to what the
text says, because the power of ideology relies heavily on what it leaves un-
said. Such texts encourage audiences to integrate television programs into
their daily lives, and scholars justify their interest in a show in terms of this
possibility for active political engagement, as opposed to grounding their
arguments in analyses of the show’s elegant architecture.

A television program, however, is more than a “site” or a “space” in which
more important cultural discourses play. The formal properties of the pro-
gram—the narration, the style—powerfully shape those discourses. In our
zeal to explain the social power of television, we have neglected to give much
specific consideration to the aesthetic and narrative construction of tele-
vision at anything other than the broadest levels. By examining television
narrative patterns in genres (as in the important work of Tania Modleski,
Robert C. Allen, Jeremy Butler, and E. Ann Kaplan)® or by discussing the
overall “flow” of television itself, we unintentionally echoed the message of
the larger culture: television has great social importance, but specific pro-
grams are worthy of consideration only if they tell us something about so-
ciety as a whole.”

And so the accepted way to examine Ally McBealwould be to look at, for
instance, what the controversy about Calista Flockhart’s thin body has to
say about anorexia and issues of women’s bodies,® or to situate the show as
a postfeminist icon, or to discuss how A4lly uses black characters as emblems
of sexuality, or to study how Robert Downey’s very public drug problems
created a dialogue about addiction and recovery.” The book you hold in
your hands is not that book, although all these issues are interesting and
I touch on cach one briefly.' By examining the show’s narrative and for-
mal construction, I am intentionally downplaying the questions that cur-
rent television studies tends to emphasize, questions that the show raises
in passing without focusing on them."
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In part this academic emphasis on the social importance of television has
to do with the institutional history of television studies, which emerged as
an outgrowth of film studies. Film studies began as a close consideration
of the aesthetics of the text, and of course when television studies tried to
distinguish itself from its parent discipline, it did so by carving out a very
different approach.' Unlike film studies, which traditionally was content
to deal with the text alone, TV studies did not shy away from what actual
audiences did with television texts; instead, it emphasized the complexi-
ties of audience interactions around television shows. Looking to justify
the study of what was broadly considered trashy, television studies proved
that images of Madonna and Roseanne were important because of the ideo-
logical complexity they summoned. Important early works of television
criticism made the split with older criticism explicit. John Fiske explicitly
defines cultural scudies as a “political” framework in polar opposition to
the study of culture’s “aesthetic” products.'® Television studies and cultural
studics became linked, rising at the same time with similar concerns and
approaches. As John Caldwell notes, the conjoining of cultural studies and
television meant that “from a methodological perspective the very televi-
sion program itself—its visual and aural presence—has been written out
of history”**

Because of the different institutional histories of film and television
studies, it is acceptable to do a book-length aesthetic analysis of a film, but
to analyze a television series on primarily aesthetic and narrative terms is a
radical notion. There are a few scattered examples of pioneering essays that
focus specifically on TV aesthetics,”” but single-author book-length aca-
demic works on individual television shows are rare. Television shows re-
ceive chapters in single-author books (c.g., Janet Staiger’s Blockbuster TV )
and they are increasingly becoming the subject of anthologies by multiple
authors using a variety of perspectives (dealing with recent “hot” series such
as Buffy the Vampire Slayer, The Simpsons, The Sopranos, Sex and the City,
and The X-Files)."” There are critically savvy single-author works on Zhe

Avengers, The Untouchables, and Monty Python’s Flying Circus, television se-
ries from long ago.’® But most single-author works on contemporary shows
are little more than glorified guides, leading the reader through the show
episode by episode instead of providing a consistent focus on the overall
construction of the series.””

'The most important academic book on a single television series by an
individual author is Julie D’Acci’s Defining Women: Television and the Case
of Cagney & Lacey.® While T greatly admire D'Acci’s approach, her simul-
tancous attention to the text, it production, and lev reception xends an
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unwritten message that the text itself is not complicated or worthy enough
to sustain critical atrention. We now can study individual television pro-
grams in intensive, sustained fashion; we should be able to do so without
justifying our efforts in terms of the show’s popularity, its ideological reach,
its industrial strategies, or its audience interaction. Just because TV stud-
ies came of age in a certain institutional context does not mean that the

field needs to remain defined by its origin. Television studies and cultural

studies are not necessarily synonymous. We have already accommodated a

broad range of historical and economic work; it is time to make room for
readings grounded in aesthetic and narrative considerations. Part of the

reason for writing this book is to assert that television is too important

to read quickly past the text to the larger social forces without examining

its aesthetic construction. A series can deserve close attention on its own

terms, as a well-constructed, narratively complex, stylistically rich text.

Let me be clear: I am not advocating that all of television studies deal
with aesthetic or narrative readings of texts. I am not championing an “Ev-
erything is aesthetic” mantra as a replacement for the slogan “Everything is
political” (though obviously both statements are true). But by focusing on
innovative devices and their narrative/aesthetic functions, I wish to dem-
onstrate how to unpack the complicated, elegant, artful construction of a
single television series as it both makes explicitly political arguments and
creates beautiful television.

To assert the importance of aesthetic/narrative television criticism is not
a simple return to our origins in film studies.” Instead, within the micro-
politics of academia, treating television as if it deserves close aesthetic/nar-
rative consideration is a way to fight back against the broader social aware-
ness of television as a bad object. As Henry Jenkins has said, “To map the
aesthetics of an otherwise neglected form, then, constitutes a political act,
helping to question the naturalness of the aesthetic norms separating high
and low culture.”” To study popular aesthetics and narration in this con-
text, therefore, is not a return to retrograde practices; it is an attempt to
assert the value of a degraded form in a way that the dominant (and unde-
niably rich) mode of cultural analysis simply cannot.

Television studies tends to lean toward the lowbrow, with occasional for-
ays into highbrow fare (such as John R. Cook’s book Dennis Potter).”* Low
cultural forms help cultural studies make its points more clearly. Lowbrow
television tends to make its assertions more aggressively, and so criticism
can take advantage of the energy it provides. Because many lowbrow texts
are popular, thivallows the critic to read through them to get at the widely
held belicts that w particular text condenses. And so television/cultural
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studies makes a kind of challenge to the highbrow/lowbrow distinction:
it argues that lowbrow works, like highbrow works, are worthy of critical
attention, but it tends to do so by examining lowbrow television for what
it can tell us about society.

Our academic discussions frequently leave out the middlebrow, the vast
number of popular culture forms between the high and the low. There is a
hipness about academic study of works that deal in “trash,” and there is rela-
tively little hipness in examining television aimed at the great middle. Be-
ginning with Clement Greenberg’s “Avant-Garde and Kitsch” and Dwight
Macdonald’s “Masscult and Midcult,* criticism has denigrated the whole
notion of the middlebrow as being fatally compromised: not energetic
enough to be lowbrow and not complicated enough to be “art.”®* Part of
the reason [ have chosen Ally McBeal for this book-length study is because
it is so squarely a middlebrow text, not aspiring to the rarefied heights of
The Singing Detective but not exactly fighting zombies either. Just as we
need to overcome our prejudice toward popular culture as emphasizing
the current, we need to deal with our tendency to reduce popular culture
to hipness.*® As television studies grows, we should increasingly deal with
the vast expanse of texts that are “squarer” than The Simpsons and Buffy
the Vampire Slayer but that are not PBS fare either. We have done much to
reclaim the Jowbrow as a worthy object of study. In this book I argue that
we need to begin a similar reclamation of explicitly middlebrow works as a
way to combat the notion of television as bad object.

One traditional way to examine middlebrow to high culture works is
to justify their status by pointing to their author.”” This would certainly be
one way to handle Ally McBeal, situating it in terms of television auteur Da-
vid E. Kelley’s work on L.A4. Law, Picket Fences, Chicago Hope, The Practice,
and Boston Public, among others.” On the one hand, I want to recognize
the extraordinary extent to which Ally McBeal is the highly personal prod-
uct of one creative mind. The easiest job in Hollywood is being on David
Kelley’s writing staff, so the joke goes. This is especially true for Ally McBeal.
Although Kelley does much of the writing for his other series,” he seemed
especially protective of Ally and was much less likely to farm out scripts to
- other writers. In a medium that is necessarily collaborative, 4/l is as close
as we will probably ever get to a primetime series as personal expression.*
Out of 111 episodes, Kelley wrote an astonishing 102 of them by himself
(sharing story credit on 10). He cowrote 8 others, leaving only one episode
out of five seasons for which Kelley did not receive screen credit.

In such a work, it is difficult to avoid dealing with authoeship, Without
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Kelley having acquired status as a television hitmaker, it is hard to imag-
ine how Ally could exist. By 1997 Fox TV had established itself as a viable
fourth network on the strength of ribald and outrageous comedies, such
as In Living Color, Married with Children, and The Simpsons, but it was
not a brand widely associated with quality hour-long television (with the
exception of the cult hit The X-Files, Fox’s hour-long hits leaned toward the
sudsy, such as Beverly Hills 9o210). Luring an established producer of qual-
ity (more about this term later), Fox gave Kelley the freedom to create an
intensely personal show that dealt frankly with sexuality, something that
might be more difficult on the established networks.** 4lly’s examination
of sex and the workplace could only be possible at a moment when broad-
cast standards about explicit language were loosening. Ally McBeal fit in
Fox’s lineup as a comedy that stretched the limits of sexual expression on
television,” but it also distinguished itself as the first hour-long nonvari-
ety comedy show on primetime (although, with its dramatic elements, it is
more accurately described as a “dramedy”).** Ally McBeal is made possible
by a nexus of forces: Fox’s desire to gain status, the loosening of broadcast
standards on sexually explicit talk, and Kelley’s established track record as
an auteur.” In this book I do not focus primarily on Kelley’s auteur status,
the traditional method of justifying a work as art.>> This is a book about
the text of Ally McBeal, not about Kelley’s entire oeuvre. Although Kelley
tends to circle around certain key topics (sexuality, eccentricity), I do not
spend much time tracing these themes across his work. Nor does this book
situate the show among Fox’s industrial practices.’ Although both of these
approaches would produce interesting insights, my focus on the text’s ar-
tistic construction is aimed at combating one of our basic understandings
of television.

'The public discourse about television reiterates certain themes so fre-
quently that they have become “truths” that no longer need to be estab-
lished: TV causes violence, shortens attention spans, reinforces stereotypes,
and appeals to the lowest common denominator. We almost never hear
someone express my most common reaction to television today, that much
of it is drop-dead gorgeous. American primetime television today presents
an embarrassment of riches.”” When I began writing this book in 2002, I
could watch within a given week The Simpsons, The Sopranos, Oz, ER, The
Practice, Friends, Everybody Loves Raymond, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, The
X-I'iles, King of the Hill, Felicity, The West Wing, and Alias, all complicated
and innovative texes, Certainly there is much unarefully made television,
but chis is true of any medium ("Ninety percent of everything is crap,” says







