Television Melodrama

DAVID THORBURN

I vemember with what a smile of saying something daving and

inacceptable John Erskine told an undergraduate class that some day
we would understand vhat plot and melodramn weve good things for
a novel to have and that Bleak House was a very good novel indeed.

Lionel Trilling, A Gathering of Fugitives

Although much of what I say will touch significantly on the medium as a
whole, I want to focus here on a single broad category of television pro-
gramming—what TV Guide and the newspaper listings, with greater insight
than they realize, designate as “melodrama.” I believe that at its increas-
ingly frequent best, this fandamental television genre so richly exploits the
conventions of its medium as to be clearly distinguishable from its ances-
tors in the theater, in the novel, and in films. And I also believe, though
this more extravagant corollary judgment can only be implied in my pres-
ent argument, that television melodrama has been our culture’s most char-
acteristic aesthetic form, and one of its most complex and serious forms as
well, for 4t least the past decade and probably longer.

Melo is the Greek and word for music. The term melodvama is said to
have originated as a neutral designation for a spoken dramatic text with a
musical accompaniment or background, an offshoot or spin-off of opera.
The term came into widespread use in England during the nineteenth cen-
tury, when it was appropriated by theatrical entrepreneurs as a legal device
to circumvent statutes that restricted the performances of legitimate drama
to certain theaters. In current popular and (much) learned usage, melodrama
is a resolutely pejorative term, also originating early in the last century,
denoting a sentimental, artificially plotted drama that sacrifices characteri-
zation to extravagant incident, makes sensational appeals to the emotions
of its audience, and ends on a happy or at least a morally reassuring note.
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Neither the older, neutral nor the current, disparaging definitions are
remotely adequate, however. The best recent writings on melodrama, draw-
ing sustenance from a larger body of work concerned with popular culture
in general, have begun to articulate a far more complex definition, one that
plausibly refuses to restrict melodrama to the theater, and vigorously chal-
lenges long-cherished distinctions between high and low culture—even
going so far as to question some of our primary assumptions about the

nature and possibilities of art itself. In this emerging conception, melodrama

must be understood to include not only popular trash composed by hack
novelists and filmmakers—Conrad’s forgotten rival Stanley Weyman, for
example; Jacqueline Susann; the director Richard Fleischer—but also such
complex, though stll widely accessible, artworks as the novels of Samuel
Richardson and Dickens, or the films of Hitchcock and Kurosawa. What is
crucial to this new definition, though, is not the actual attributes of melo-
drama itself, which remain essentially unchanged; nor the extension of melo-
drama’s claims to prose fiction and film, which many readers and viewers
have long accepted in any case. What is crucial is the way in which the old
dispraised attributes of melodrama are understood, the contexts to which
they are returned, the respectful scrutiny they are assumed to deserve.!

What does it signify, for example, to acknowledge that the structure of
melodrama enacts of fantasy of reassurance, and that the happy or moralis-
tic endings so characteristic of the form are reductive and arbitrary—a denial
of our “real” world where events refuse to be coherent and where (as
Nabokov austerely says) harm is the norm? The desperate or cunning or
spirited strategems by which this escape from reality is accomplished must
still retain a fundamental interest. They must still instruct us, with whatever
obliqueness, concerning the nature of that reality from which escape or
respite has been sought. Consider the episode of the Cave of Montesinos
in Don Quixote, in which the hero, no mean melodramatist himself, descends
into a cavern to dream or conjure a pure vision of love and chivalry and
returns with a tale in which a knight’s heart is cut from his breast and salted
to keep it fresh for his lady. This is an emblem, a crystallizing enactment,
of the process whereby our freest, most necessary fantasies are anchored in
the harsh, prosaic actualities of life. And Sancho’s suspicious but also respect-
ful and deeply attentive interrogation of Quixote’s dream instructs us as to
how we might profitably interrogate melodrama. -

Again, consider the reassurance-structure of melodrama in relation to
two other defining features of the form: its persistent and much-contemned
habit of moral simplification and its lust for topicality, its hunger to engage
or represent behavior and moral attitudes that belong to its particular day
and tme, especially behavior shocking or threatening to prevailing moral
codes. When critics or viewers describe how television panders to its audi-
ence, these qualities of simplification and topicality are frequently cited in
evidence. The audience wants to be titillated but also wants to be confirmed
in its moral sloth, the argument goes, and so the melodramatist sells sto-
ries in which crime and criminals are absorbed into paradigms of moral con-
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flict, into allegories of good and evil, in which the good almost always win.
The trouble with such a view is not in what it describes, which is often accu-
rate enough, but in its rush to judgment. Perhaps, as Roland Barthes pro-
poses in his stunning essay on wrestling, we ought to learn to see such texts
from the standpoint of the audience, whose pleasures in witnessing these
spectacles of excess and grandiloquence may be deeper than we know, and
whose intimate familiarity with such texts may lead them to perceive as com-
plex aesthetic conventions what the traditional high culture sees only as sim-
ple stereotypes.? .

Suppose that the reassuring conclusions and the moral allegorizing of
melodrama are regarded in this way, as conventions, as “rules” of the genre
in the same way that the iambic pentameter and the rimed couplet at the
end of a sonnet are “rules” for that form. From this angle, these recurring

features of melodrama can be perceived as the enabling conditions for an

encounter with forbidden or deeply disturbing materials: not an escape into
blindness or easy reassurance, but an instrument for seeing. And from this
angle, melodrama becomes a peculiarly significant public forum, compli-
cated and immensely enriched because its discourse is aesthetic and broadly -
popular: a forum or arena in which traditional ways of feeling and thinking
are brought into continuous, strained relation with powerful intuitions of
change and contingency.

This is the spirit in which I turn to television melodrama. In this cate-
gory I include most made-for-television movies, the soap operas, and all the
lawyers, cowboys, cops and docs, the fugitives and adventurers, the frater-
nal and filial comrades who have filled the prime hours of so many Ameri-
can nights for the last thirty years.? I have no wish to deny that these enter-
tainments are market commodities first and last, imprisoned by rigid
timetables and stereotyped formulas, compelled endlessly to imagine and
reimagine as story and as performance the conventional wisdom, the lies
and fantasies, and the muddled ambivalent values of our bourgeois indus-
trial culture. These qualities are, in fact, the primary source of their inter-
est for me, and of the complicated pleasures they uniquely offer.

Confined (but also nourished) by its own foreshortened history and by for-
mal and thematic conventions whose origins are not so much aesthetic as
economic, television melodrama is a derivative art, just now emerging from
its infancy. It is effective more often in parts of stories than in their wholes,
and in thrall to censoring pressures that limit its range. But like all true art,
television melodrama is cunning, having discovered (or, more often, stum-
bled upon) strategies for using the constraints within which it must live.
Its essential artistic resource is- the actor’s performance, and one expla-
nation—there are many others—for the disesteem in which television melo-
drama is held is that we have yet to articulate an adequate aesthetics for the
art of performance. Far more decisively than the movie-actor, the television-
actor creates and controls the meaning of what we see on the screen. In order
to understand television drama, and in order to find authentic standards for
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judging it as art, we must learn to recognize and to value the discipline,
energy, and intelligence that must be expended by the actor who succeeds in
creating what we too casually call a zruzhful or believable performance. What
happens when an actor’s performance arouses our latent faculties of imagi-
native sympathy and moral judgment, when he causes us to acknowledge that
what he is doing is true to the tangled potency of real experience, not simply
impressive or clever, but sr#e—what happens then is art.

It is important to be clear about what acting, especially television-acting,
is or can be: nothing less than a reverent attentiveness to the pain and beauty
in the lives of others, an attentiveness made accessible to us in a wonder-
fully instructive process wherein the performer’s own impulses to self-asser-
tion realize themselves only by surrendering or yielding to the claims of the
character he wishes to portray. Richard Poirier, our best theorist of per-
formance, puts the case as follows: “performance . . . is an action which must
go through passages that both impede the action and give it form, much
as a sculptor not only is impelled to shape his material but is in turn shaped
by it, his impulse to mastery always chastened, sometimes made tender and
possibly witty by the recalcitrance of what he is working on. 4

Television has always challenged the actor. The medium’s reduced visual
scale grants him a primacy unavailable in the theater or in the movies, where
an amplitude of things and spaces offers competition for the eye’s attention.
Its elaborate, enforced obedience to various formulas for plot and character-
ization virtually require him to recover from within himself and from his
broadly stereotyped assignment nuances of gesture, inflection, and move-
ment that will at least hint at individual or idiosyncratic qualities. And despite
our failure clearly to acknowledge this, the history of television as a dramatic

medium is, at the very least, a history of exceptional artistic accomplishment -

by actors. The performances in television melodrama today are much richer
than in the past, though there were many remarkable pcrformanccs even in
the early days. The greater freedom afforded to writers and actors is part of
the reason for this, but (as I will try to indicate shortly) the far more decisive
reason is the extraordinary sophistication the genre has achieved.

Lacking access to even the most elementary scholarly resources—bibli-
ographies, systematic collections of films or tapes, even moderately reliable
histories of the art—I can only appeal to our (hopefully) common memory
of the highly professional and serious acting regularly displayed in series such
as Naked City, Twilight Zone, Route 66, Gunsmoke, The Defenders, Cade’s
County, Stoney Burke, East Side, West Side, The Nawme of the Game, and oth-
ers whose titles could be supplied by anyone who has watched American
television over the past twenty or twenty-five years. Often the least prom-
ising dramatic formulas were transformed by vivid and highly intelligent per-
formances. I remember with particular pleasure and respect, for example,
Steve McQueen’s arresting portrayal of the callow bounty hunter Josh Ran-
dall in the western series, Wanted: Dead or Alive—the jittery lean grace of
his physical movements, the balked, dangerous tenderness registered by his
voice and eyes in his encounters with women; the mingling of deference
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and menace that always enlivened his dealings with older men, outlaws and
sheriffs mainly, between whom this memorable boy-hero seemed fixed or
caught, but willingly so. McQueen’s subsequent apotheosis in the movies
was obviously deserved, but I have often felt his performances on the large
screen were less tensely intelligent, more self-indulgent than his brilliant
early work in television.

If we could free ourselves from our ingrained expectations concerning -
dramatic form and from our reluctance to acknowledge that art is always a
commodity of some kind, constrained by the technology necessary to its
production and by the needs of the audience for which it is intended, then

. we might begin to see how ingeniously television melodrama contrives to

nourish its basic resource—the actor—even as it surrenders to those eco-
nomic pressures that seem most imprisoning.

Consider, for example, the ubiquitous commercials. They are so widely
deplored that even those who think themselves friendly to the medium can-
not restrain their outrage over such unambiguous evidence of the huckster’s
contempt for art’s claim to continuity. Thus, a writer in the official journal
of the National Academy of Television Arts and Sciences, meditating sadly
on “the total absence” of serious television drama, refers in passing to “the
horrors of continuous, brutal interruption.”’

That commiercials have shaped television melodrama decisively is obvi-
ous, of course. But, as with most of the limitations to which the genre is -
subjected, these enforced pauses are merely formal conventions. They are
no more intrinsically hostile to art than the unities observed by the French
neoclassical theater or the serial installments in which so many Victorian
novels had to be written. Their essential effect has been the refinement of
a segmented dramatic structure peculiarly suited to a formula-story whose
ending is predictable—the doctor will save the patient, the cop will catch
the criminal—and whose capacity to surprise or otherwise engage its audi-
ence must therefore depend largely on the localized vividness and potency
of the smaller units or episodes that comprise the whole.

Television melodrama achieves this episodic or segmented vividness in
several ways, but its most dependable and recurring strategy is to require
its actors to display themselves intensely and energetically from the very
beginning. In its most characteristic and most interesting form, television
melodrama will contrive its separate units such that they will have substan-
tial independent weight and interest, usually enacting in miniature the larger
patterns and emotional rhythms of the whole drama. Thus, each segment
will show us a character, or several characters, confronting some difficulty
or other; the character’s behavior and (especially) his emotional responses
will intensify, then achieve some sort of climactic or resolving pitch at the
commercial break; and this pattern will be repeated incrementally in subse-
quent segments.

To describe this characteristic structure is to clarify what those who
complain of the genre’s improbability never acknowledge: that television
melodrama is in some respects an operatic rather than a conventionally dra-
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matic form—a fact openly indicated by the term soap opera. No one goes
to Italian opera expecting a realistic plot, and since applause for the impor-
tant arias is an inflexible convention, no one expects such works to proceed
without interruption. The pleasures of this kind of opera are largely (though
not exclusively) the pleasures of the brilliant individual performance, and
good operas in this tradition are those in which the composer has contrived
roles which test as fully as possible the vocal capacities of the performers.

Similarly, good television melodramas are those in which an intricately
formulaic plot conspires perfectly with the commercial interruptions to
encourage a rich articulation of the separate parts of the work, and thus to
call forth from the realistic actor the full energies of his performer’s gifts.
What is implausible in such works is the continual necessity for emotional
display by the characters. In real life we are rarely called upon to feel so
intensely, and never in such neatly escalating sequences. But the emotions
dramatized by these improbable plots are not in themselves unreal, or at
least they need not be—and television melodrama often becomes more
truthful as it becomes more implausible.

As an example of this recurring paradox—it will be entirely familiar to
any serious reader of Dickens—consider the following generically typical
- episode from the weekly series, Medical Center. An active middle-aged man
falls victim to an aneurysm judged certain to kill him within a few years.
This affliction being strategically located for dramatic use, the operation that
could save his life may also leave him impotent—a fate nasty enough for
anyone, but psychologically debilitating for this unlucky fellow who has
divorced his first wife and married a much younger woman. The early scenes
establish his fear of aging and his intensely physical relationship with his

young wife with fine lucid economy. Now the plot elaborates further com- -

plications and develops new, related central centers of interest. His doctor—
the series regular who is (sometimes) an arresting derivation of his televi-
sion ancestors, Doctors Kildare and Ben Casey—is discovered to be a close,
longtime friend whose involvement in the case is deeply personal. Confi-
dent of his surgeon’s skills and much younger than his patient, the doctor
is angrily unsympathetic to the older man’s reluctance to save his life at the
expense of his sexuality. Next, the rejected wife, brilliantly played by Bar-
bara Rush, is introduced. She works—by a marvelous arbitrary coincidence—
in the very hospital in which her ex-husband is being treated. There follows
a complex scene in the hospital room in which the former wife acts out her
tangled, deep feelings toward the man who has rejected her and toward the
woman who has replaced her. In their tensely guarded repartee, the hus-
band and ex-wife are shown to be bound to one another in a vulnerable
knowingness made in decades of uneasy intimacy that no divorce can erase
and that the new girl-wife must observe as an outsider. Later scenes require
emotional confrontations—some of them equally subtle—between the doc-
tor and each wife, between doctor and patient, between old wife and new.

These nearly mathematic symmetries conspire with still further plot com-
~ plications to create a story that is implausible in the extreme. Though
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aneurysms are dangerous, they rarely threaten impotence. Though impo-
tence is a real problem, few men are free to choose a short happy life of
potency, and fewer still are surrounded in such crises by characters whose
relations to them so fully articulate such a wide spectrum of human needs
and attitudes. The test of such an arbitrary contrivance is not the plausibil-
ity of whose but the accuracy and truthfulness of its parts, the extent to
which its various strategies of artificial heightening permit an open enact-
ment of feelings and desires that are only latent or diffused in the muddled
incoherence of the real world. And although my argument does not depend
on the success or failure of one or of one dozen specific melodramas—the
genre’s manifest complexity and its enormous popularity being sufficient to
justify intensive and respectful study—I should say that the program just
described was for me a serious aesthetic experience. I was caught by the
persuasiveness of the actors’ performances, and my sympathies were tested
by the meanings those fine performances released. The credibility of the
young wife’s reluctant, pained acknowledgment that a life without sex would
be a crippled life; the authenticity of the husband’s partly childish, partly
admirable reverence for his carnal aliveness; and, especially, the complex
genuineness of his ambivalent continuing bonds with his first wife—all this
was there on the screen. Far from falsifying life, it quickened one’s aware-
ness of the burdens and costs of human relationships.

That the plots of nearly all current television melodramas tend, as in
this episode of Medical Center, to be more artificially contrived than those
of earlier years seems to me a measure not of the genre’s unoriginality but
of its maturity, its increasingly bold and self-conscious capacity to #se for-
mal requirements which it cannot in any case evade, and to exploit (rather
than be exploited by) various formulas for characterization. Nearly all the
better series meJodramas of recent years, in fact, have resorted quite openly
to what might be called a multiplicity principle: a principle of plotting or
organization whereby .a particular drama will draw not once or twice but
many times upon the immense store of stories and situations created by the
genre’s brief but crowded history. The multiplicity principle allows not less
but more reality to enter the genre. Where the old formulas had been devel-
oped exhaustively and singly through the whole of a story—that is how they
became stereotypes—they are now treated elliptically in a plot that deploys
many of them simultaneously. The familiar character-types and situations
thus become more suggestive and less imprisoning. There is no pretense
that a given character has been wholly “explained” by the plot, and the for-
mula has the liberating effect of creating a premise or base on which the
actor is free to build. By minimizing the need for long establishing or expos-
itory sequences, the multiplicity principle allows the story to leave aside the
question of how these emotional entanglements were arrived at and to con-
centrate its energies on their credible and powerful present enactment.

These and other strategems—which result in richer, more plausible char-
acterizations and also permit elegant variations of tone—are possible because
television melodrama can rely confidently on one resource that is always
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essential to the vitality of any artform: an audience impressive not simply in
its numbers but also in its genuine sophistication, its deep familiarity with
the history and conventions of the genre. For so literate an audience, the
smallest departure from conventional expectations can become meaningful,
and this creatures endless chances for surprise and nuanced variation, even
for thematic subtlety.

In his instructive book on American films of the forties and fifties,
Michael Wood speaks nostalgically of his membership in “the universal
movie audience” of that time. This audience of tens of millions was able to
see the movies as a coherent world, “a country of familiar faces, . . . a sys-
tem of assumptions and beliefs and preoccupations, a fund of often inter-
changeable plots, characters, patches of dialog, and sets.” By relying on the
audience’s familiarity with other movies, Wood says, the films of that era
constituted “a living tradition of the kind that literary critics always used to
be mourning for.”$

This description fits contemporary television even more closely than it
does those carlier movies, since most members of the TV audience have
lived through the whole history of the medium. They know its habits, its
formulas, its stars, and its recurring character actors with a confident, easy
intimacy that may well be unique in the history of popular art. Moreover,
television’s capacity to make its history and evolution continuously available
(even to younger members in its universal audience) is surely without prece-
dent, for the system of reruns has now reached the point of transforming
television into a continuous, living museum which displays for daily or weekly
consumption texts from every stage of the medium’s past.

Outsiders from the high culture who visit TV melodrama occasionally
in order to issue their tedious reports about our cultural malaise are simply
not seeing what the TV audience sees. They are especially blind to the com-
plex allusiveness with which television melodrama uses its actors. For exam-
ple, in a recent episode of the elegant Columbo series, Peter Falk’s adven-
tures occurred onboard a luxury liner and brought him into partnership with
the captain of the ship, played by Patrick Macnee, the smooth British actor
who starred in the popular spy series, The Avengers. The scenes between
Falk and Macnee were continuously enlivened not simply by the different
acting styles of the two performers but also by the attitudes toward hero-
ism; moral authority, and aesthetic taste represented in the kinds of pro-
grams with which each star has been assoctated. The uneasy, comic part-
nership between these characters—Falk’s grungy, American-ethnic slyness
contrasting with, and finally mocking, Macnee’s British public school ele-
gance and fastidiousness—was further complicated by the presence in the
show of the guest villain, played by yet another star of a successful TV series
of a few years ago—Robert Vaughn of The Man From U.N.C.L.E. Vaughn’s
character had something of the sartorial, upper-class e/an of Macnee’s ship’s
master but, drawing on qualities established in his earlier TV role, was
tougher, wholly American, more calculating, and ruthless. Macnee, of
course, proved no match for Vaughn’s unmannerly cunning, but Falk-
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Columbo succeeded in exposing him in a climax that expressed not only
the show’s usual fantasy of working-class intelligence overcoming aristo-
cratic guile, but also the victory of American versions of popular entertain-
ment over their British counterparts.

The aesthetic and human claims of most television melodrama would surely
be much weakened, if not completely. obliterated, on any other medium,
and T have come to believe that the species of melodrama to be found on
television today is a unique dramatic form, offering an especially persuasive
resolution of the contradiction or tension that has been inherent in melo-
drama since the time of Euripides. As Peter Brooks reminds us in his provoca-
tive essay on the centrality of the melodramatic mode in romantic and mod-
ern culture, stage melodrama represents “a popular form of the tragic,
exploiting similar emotions within the context of the ordinary.” Melodrama
is a “popular” form, we may say, both because it is favored by audiences
and because it insists (or tries to insist) on the dignity and importance of
the ordinary, usually bourgeois world of the theatergoer himself. The diffi-
culty with this enterprise, of course, is the same for Arthur Miller in our
own day as it was for Thomas Middleton in Jacobean London: displacing
the action and characters from a mythic or heroically stylized world to an
ordinary world—from Thebes to Brooklyn—involves a commitment to a
kind of realism that is innately resistant to exactly those intense passionate
enactments that the melodramatist wishes to invoke. Melodrama is thus
always in conflict with itself, gesturing simultaneously toward ordinary real-
ity and toward a moral and emotional heightening that is rarely encoun-
tered in the “real” world.

Although it can never be made to disappear, this conflict is minimized,
or is capable of being minimized, by television—and in a way that is sim-
ply impossible in the live theater and that is nearly always less effective on
the enlarged movie-screen. The melodramatic mode is peculiarly congenial
to television, its inherent contradictions are less glaring and damaging there,
because the medium is uniquely hospitable to the spatial confinements of
the theater and to the profound realistic intimacy of the film.

Few would dispute the cinema’s advantages over the theater as realis-
tic medium. As every serious film begins of reminding us, the camera’s abil-
ity to record the dense multiplicity of the external world and to reveal char-
acter in all its outer nuance and idiosyncrasy grands a visually authenticating
power to the medium that has no equivalent in the theater. Though the
stage owns advantages peculiar to its character as a live medium, it is clearly
an artform more stylized, less visually realistic than the film, and it tests its
performers in a somewhat different way. Perhaps the crucial difference is
also the most obvious one: the distance between the audience and the actor
in even the most intimate theatrical environment requires facial and vocal
gestures as well as bodily movements “broader” and more excessive than
those demanded by the camera, which can achieve a lover’s closeness to the
performer. '
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The cinema’s photographic realism is not, of course, an unfixed bless-
ing. But it is incalculably valuable to melodrama because, by encouraging
understatement from its actors, it can help to ratify extravagant or intense
emotions that would seem far less credible in the theater. And although
television is the dwarf child of the film, constrained and scaled down in a
great many ways, its very smallness can become an advantage to the melo-
dramatic imagination. This is so because if the cinema’s particularizing im-
mediacy is friendly to melodrama, certain other characteristics of the medium
are hostile to it. The extended duration of most film, the camera’s freedom
of movement, the more-than-life-sized dimensions of the cinematic image—
all these create what has been called the film’s mythopoeic tendency, its
inevitable effect of magnification. Since the natural domain of melodrama
is indoors, in those ordinary and enclosed spaces wherein most of us act out
our deepest needs and feelings—bedrooms, offices, courtrooms, hospitals—
the reduced visual field of television is, or can be, far more nourishing than
the larger, naturally expansive movie-screen. And for the kind of psycho-
logically nuanced performance elicited by good melodrama, the smaller tele-
vision screen would seem even more appropriate: perfectly adapted, in fact,
to record those intimately minute physical and vocal gestures on which the
art of the realistic actor depends, yet happily free of the cinema’s malicious
(if often innocent) power to transform merely robust nostrils into Brob-
dingnagian caverns, minor facial irregularities into craterous deformities.

Television’s matchless respect for the idiosyncratic expressiveness of the
ordinary human face and its unique hospitality to the confining spaces of
our ordinary world are virtues exploited repeatedly in all the better melo-
dramas. But perhaps they are given special decisiveness in Kojak, a classy
police series whose gifted leading player has been previously consigned
almost entirely to gangster parts, primarily (one supposes) because of the
cinema’s blindness to the uncosmetic beauty of his large bald head and gen-
erously irregular face. In its first two years particularly, before Savalas’s char-
acter stiffened into the macho stereotype currently staring out upon us from
magazine advertisements for razor blades and men’s toiletries, Kojak was a
genuine work of art, intricately designed to exploit its star’s distinctively
urban flamboyance, his gift for registering a long, modulated range of sar-
castic vocal inflections and facial maneuvers, his talent for persuasive rant-
ing. The show earned its general excellence not only because of Savalas’s
energetic performance, but also because its writers contrived supporting roles
that complemented the central character with rare, individuating clarity,
because the boldly artificial plotting in most episodes pressed toward the
revelation of character rather than shoot-em-up action, and because, finally,
the whole enterprise was forced into artfulness by the economic and tech-
nological environment that determined its life.

This last is at once the most decisive and most instructive fact about
Kojak, as it is about television melodrama generally. Because Kojak is filmed
in Hollywood on a restricted budget, the show must invoke New York ellip-
tically, in ingenious process shots and in stock footage taken from the full-
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length (and much less impressive) television-movie that served as a pilot for
the series. The writers for the program are thus driven to devise stories that
will allow the principle characters to appear in confined locations that can
be created on or near studio sound-stages—offices, interrogation rooms,
dingy bars, city apartments, nondescript alleys, highway underpasses, all the
neutral and enclosed spaces common to urban life generally. As a result,
Kojak often succeeds in projecting a sense of the city that is more com-
pelling and intelligent than that which is offered in many films and televi-

 sion movies filmed on location: its menacing closeness, its capacity to har-

bor and even to generate certain kinds of crime, its watchful, unsettling
accuracy as a custodian of the lists and records and documents that open a
track to the very center of our lives. Kojak’s clear superiority to another,
ostensibly more original and exotic police series, Hawaii Five-O, is good
partial evidence for the liberating virtues of such confinement. This latter
series is filmed on location at enormous expense and is often much con-
cerned to give a flavor of Honolulu particularly. Yet it yields too casily to
an obsession with scenic vistas and furious action sequences which threaten
to transform the program into a mere travelogue and which always seem
unnaturally confined by the reduced scale of the television screen.

That the characters in Kojak frequently press beyond the usual stereo-
types is also partly a result of the show’s inability to indulge in all the outdoor
muscle-flexing, chasing, and shooting made possible by location filming,
Savalas’s Kojak especially is a richly individuated creation, his policeman’s
cunning a natural expression of his lifelong, intimate involvement in the very
ecology of the city. A flamboyant, aggressive man, Kojak is continually en-
gaged in a kind of joyful contest for recognition and even for mastery with
the environment that surrounds him. The studio sets on which most of the
action occurs, and the many close-up shots in each episode, reinforce and nur-
ture these traits perfectly, for they help Savalas to work with real subtlety~—
to project not simply his character’s impulse to define himself against the city’s
enclosures but also a wary, half-loving respect for such imprisonments, a sense
indeed that they are the very instrument of his self-realization.

Kojak’s expensive silk-lined suits and hats and the prancing vitality of
his physical movements are merely the outer expressions of what is shown
repeatedly to be an enterprise of personal fulfillment that depends mostly
on force of intellect. His intelligence is not bookish—the son of a Greek
immigrant, he never attended college—but it is genuine and powerfully self-
defining because he must depend on his knowledge of the city in order to
prevent a crime or catch a criminal. Proud of his superior mental quickness
and urban knowingness, Kojak frequently behaves with the egotistical flair
of a bold, demanding scholar, reveling in his ability to instruct subordinates
in how many clues they have overlooked and even (in one episode) per-
forming with histrionic brilliance as a teacher before a class of students at
the police academy. Objecting to this series because it ratifies the stereotype
of the super-cop is as silly as objecting to Sherlock Holmes on similar
grounds. Like Holmes in many ways, Kojak is a man who realizes deeply
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private needs and inclinations in the doing of his work. Not law-and-order
simplicities, but intelligence and self-realization are what Kojak celebrates.
The genius of the series is to have conceived a character whose portrayal
calls forth from Savalas exactly what his appearance and talents most suit
him to do."

The distinction of Kojak in its first two seasons seems to me reasonably
representative of the achievements of television melodrama in recent years.
During the past season, I have seen dozens of programs—episodes of Harry-
O, Police Story, Bavetta, Medical Center, the now-defunct Medical Story, sev-
eral made-for-TV movies, and portions at least of the new mini-series melo-
dramas being developed by ABC—whose claims to attention were fully as
strong as Kojak’s. Their partial but genuine excellence constitutes an espe-
cially salutary reminder of the fact that art always thrives on restraints and
prohibitions, indeed that it requires them if it is to survive at all. Like the
Renaissance sonnet or Racine’s theater, television melodrama is always most
successful when it most fully embraces that which confines it, when a// the
limitations imposed upon it—including such requirements as the sixty- or
ninety-minute time slot, the commercial interruptions, the small dimensions
of the screen, even the consequences of low-budget filming—become instru-
ments of use, conventions whose combined workings create unpretentious
and spirited dramatic entertainments, works of popular art that are engross-
ing, serious, and imaginative.

That such honorific adjectives are rarely applied to television melodrama,
that we have effectively refused even to consider the genre in aesthetic terms

is a cultural fact and, ultimately, a political fact almost as interesting as the.

artworks we have been ignoring. Perhaps because television melodrama is
an authentically popular art—unlike rubber hamburgers, encounter group
theater or electric-kool-aid journalism—our understanding of it has been
conditioned (if not thwarted entirely) by the ‘enormous authority American
high culture grants to avant-garde conceptions of the artist as an adversary
figure in mortal conflict with his society. Our attitude toward the medium
has been conditioned also by even more deeply ingrained assumptions about
the separate high dignity of aesthetic experience—an activity we are schooled
to imagine as uncontaminated by the marketplace, usually at enmity with
the everyday world, and dignified by the very rituals of payment and dress
and travel and isolation variously required for its enjoyment. It is hard, in
an atmosphere which accords art a special if not an openly subversive sta-
tus, to think of television as an aesthetic medium, for scarcely another insti-
tution in American life is at once so familiarly ##special and so profoundly
a creature of the economic and technological genius of advanced industrial
capitalism.

Almost everything that is said or written about television, and especially
about television drama, is tainted by such prejudices; more often it is in
utter servitude to them. And although television itself would no doubt ben-
efit significantly if its nature were perceived and described more objectively,
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it is the larger culture—whose signature is daily and hourly to be found
there—that would benefit far more.

In the introduction to The Idea of & Theater, Francis Fergusson reminds
us that genuinely popular dramatic art is always powerfully conservative in
certain ways, offering stories that insist on “their continuity with the com-
mon sense of the community.” Hamlet could enjoin the players to hold a
mirror up to nature, “to show . .. the very age and body of the time his
form and pressure” because, Fergusson tells us, “the Elizabethan theater
was itself a mirror which had been formed at the center of the culture of
its time, and at the center of the life and awareness of the community.”
That we have no television Shakespeare is obvious enough, I guess. But we
do already have our Thomas Kyds and our Chapmans. A Marlowe, even a
Ben Jonson, is not inconceivable. It is time we noticed them.’”

Notes

1. The bibliography of serious recent work on melodrama is not overly intim-
idating, but some exciting and important work has been done. I list here only pieces
that have directly influenced my present argument, and I refer the reader to their
notes and bibliographies for a fuller survey of the scholarship. Earl F. Bargainnier
summarizes recent definitions of melodrama and offers a short history of the genre
as practiced by dramatists of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in “Melodrama
as Formula,” Journal of Popular Culture 9 (Winter, 1975). John G. Cawelti’s indis-
pensable Adventure, Mystery, and Romance (Chicago, 1976) focuses closely and orig-
inally on melodrama at several points. Peter Brooks’s “The Melodramatic Imagina-
tion,” in Romanticism: Vistas, Instances, Continuities, ed. David Thorburn and
Geoffrey Hartman (Cornell, 1973), boldly argues that melodrama is a primary lit-
erary and visionary mode in romantic and modern culture. Much recent Dickens
criticism is helpful on melodrama, but see especially Robert Garis, The Dickens The-
atre (Oxford, 1965), and essays by Barbara Hardy, George H. Ford, and W. J. Har-
vey in the Dickens volume of the Twentieth-Century Views series, ed. Martin Price
(Prentice-Hall, 1967). Melodrama’s complex, even symbiotic linkages with the eco-
nomic and social institutions of capitalist democracy are a continuing (if implicit)
theme of Ian Watt’s classic The Rise of the Novel (University of California Press,
1957), and of Leo Braudy’s remarkable essay on Richardson, “Penetration and
Impenetrability in Clarissa,” in New Approaches to Eighteenth-Century Literature, ed.
Phillip Harth (Columbia University Press, 1974).

2. Roland Barthes, “The World of Wrestling,” in Mythologies, trans. Annette
Lavers (Hill and Wang, 1972). T am grateful to Jo Anne Lee of the University of
California, Santa Barbara, for making me see the connection between Barthes’s
notions and television drama. :

3. I will not discuss soap opera directly, partly because its serial nature differ-
entiates it in certain respects from the prime-time shows, and also because this inter-
esting subgenre of TV melodrama has received some preliminary attention from oth-
ers. See, for instance, Frederick L. Kaplan, “Intimacy and Conformity in American
Soap Opera,” Journal of Popular Culture 9 (Winter, 1975); Renata Adler, “After-
poon Television: Unhappiness Enough and Time,” The New Yorker 47 (Pebruary
12, 1972); Marjorie Perloff, “Soap Bubbles.” The New Repubiic (May 10, 1975);
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and the useful chapter on the soaps in Horace Newcomb’s pioneering (if tentative)
TV, The Most Popular Art (Anchor, 1974). Newcomb’s book also contains sections

on the prime-time shows I am calling melodramas. For an intelligent fan’s impres-

sions of soap opera, see Dan Wakefield’s Al Her Childven (Doubleday, 1976).

4. Richard Poirier, The Performing Self (Oxford, 1971), p. xiv. I am deeply
indebted to this crucial book, and to Poirier’s later elaborations on this theory of
performance in two pieces on ballet and another on Bette Midler (The New Repub-
lic, January 5, 1974; March 15, 1975; August 2 and 9, 1975).

5. John Houseman, “TV Drama in the U.S.A.,” Television Quarterly 10 (Sum-
mer, 1973), p. 12.

6. Michael Wood, America in the Movies (Basic Books, 1975), pp. 10-11.

7. Though they are not to be held accountable for the uses to which I have
put their advice, the following friends have read earlier versions of this essay and
have saved me from many errors: Sheridan Blau, Leo Braudy, John Cawelti, Peter
Clecak, Howard Felperin, Richard Slotkin, Alan Stephens, and Eugene Waith,




