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AMERICAN STUDIES 179—POPULAR CULTURE IN AMERICA

PAPER #2  FORMULA IN POPULAR LITERATURE OR FILM

In both cases, your paper will be a minimum of five pages, double spaced, and it is due on Monday, March 19.
OPTION ONE—POPULAR LITERATURE

Topic: a paperback novel of formulaic fiction that is either a female romance (a la Harlequin) 

or a private detective adventure (a la Ross MacDonald, Sue Grafton, etc.)

Audience:  students of popular culture who would benefit from a brief review of the power and role of formula and are interested in how this particular text might serve as a tool for reality maintenance for its readers

Purpose:  to analyze how and why your text reinforces and/or challenges the traditional formula, pushing on to consider the relevance and role of this text for the audience that received it when it was published (and your reading of it now, if these categories are disparate).  You must not only describe but also evaluate the function of both conventions and inventions.

If you select the romance option, some points of consideration might include:

· Characterization of heroes (both sexes) and their foils for cultural values

· Relevance of different socio-economic and geographical settings

· Images of gender roles, of ethnics, minorities, the powerless

· The significance of romantic love

· Text as liberation for women/text as reinforced subjugation

· Images in packaging (cover layout)

· Data (if retrievable) on process or success of dissemination

If you select the detective fiction option, some points of consideration might include:

· Allegiance to the code of the detective, machismo?

· Relevance of socio-economic settings, of class

· Images of the justice system, its officials, women, minorities, the powerless

· The significance, use, and need for violence

· Text as reality maintenance for particular readers in particular ways

· Images in packaging (cover layout)

· Data (if retrievable) on process or success of dissemination

For either of these two literary options, include your name, the course name, and the date on the top right of a title page.  Center the title of the essay perhaps 1/3 down the page.  Include the bibliographic data for the text under analysis (in MLA style) perhaps 1/3 up from the bottom of the page.  (Subsequent references to the text in the essay itself may then be noted by page numbers in parentheses.)

OPTION TWO—POPULAR FILM

Topic:
an American made film in one of these two genres:  teen-age market horror films or rebel cop movies

Audience:  same as above

Purpose:  to demonstrate your ability to enter the growing scholarly discussion evaluating the complex cultural messages embedded in different types of formulaic cinema.  You must build on the work of others, adding the insights you glean from careful consideration of one specific film, concluding with thoughts on the benefits your audience might accrue from cultivating such skills in film analysis.

In class, we will review and discuss John Cawelti’s definition of formula, turning to a consideration of the levels of impact formulaic film can have on American society, and more specifically, upon your particular subculture.  After you select your category and track down a suitable and appropriate video, the IRC has facilities which you may use to view your tape or DVD if none are available to you in your home environment—I recommend browsing the appropriate sections of Netflix or other such film suppliers if you use such a service.  This also must be based on at least one careful, analytical viewing of the video/DVD you select—and certainly closer scrutinizing is encouraged—following the distribution of this assignment.  Your recollections of a film you saw a few months ago just won’t cut it, despite how powerful the impact of such a film might have been.

In your essay, be sure to define and defend the analysis of formulaic films.  Some plot summary will be required, but do not confuse plot summary with analysis: subordinate plot summary to your higher aims.  We will read scholarly reactions to both of these different types of formula films, so I would expect you to recognize the relevant material and incorporate an understanding of it (if even to refute it) in your essay.  Follow the same procedure for a title page as in Option One, only replacing the MLA style bibliographic reference with a videographic one, as is needed.

IN BOTH CASES:

The introduction should establish topic and purpose and set tone.  The essay should be well organized and proofread.  The conclusion should summarize insights gained and point out the usefulness of (and need for) such cultural analysis. 

DO NOT FALL INTO THE TRAP OF ONLY DOING PLOT SUMMARY.  EXPLORE THE SPECIFIC APPLICATION OF A SPECIFIC FORMULA IN A SPECIFIC WORK PUBLISHED AT A SPECIFIC TIME, BUT ALSO LOOK BEYOND FOR WHAT SUCH SPECIFIC CULTURAL ARTIFACTS MIGHT HELP US UNDERSTAND ABOUT A SOCIETY OR SUBCULTURE’S VALUES, CONCERNS, HOPES, AND FEARS.

I hope you will enjoy the book you read or the film you watch, but more crucial to the goals of this course, I hope you will thoughtfully evaluate and analyze the cultural themes and messages that work embodies.

For those of you who aren’t regular readers of romance or hard-boiled detective fiction, but want to do some exploring in these genres for cultural analysis, here are some tips:

ROMANCE:

Look for books in one of these series:

Anything by Harlequin (such as Harlequin Desire, Harlequin Romance, Harlequin Superromance, Harlequin Temptation, etc.)

Anything by Silhouette (such as Silhouette Romance, Silhouette Desire, Silhouette Intimate Moments, etc.)

Zebra Bouquet

Arabesque

DETECTIVE NOVELS

(remember, avoid “classical “ detective novels for this assignment, such as those that feature sleuths Miss Marple, Lord Peter Wimsey, Hercule Poirot, or Sherlock Holmes—I happen to enjoy all these books very much myself, but they are a different type of detective novel.  For this assignment the detective must be an action hero and not only employ sound logic.)

You might try books from series by these writers:

Ross MacDonald

Sue Grafton

Walter Mosley

 Jon Katz

Tony Hillerman

Richard Stark

Mickey Spillane

J. M. Redmann

or many others

………………my best advice is GO OUT TO A USED BOOK STORE (OR A BIG CHAIN STORE LIKE BARNES & NOBLE OR BORDERS IFYOU’D RATHER) AND

BROWSE THE APPROPRIATE SECTION(S) OF THE STORE!  (also, ahead of time, you might browse the range of detective novels at amazon.com or another such online book dealer.) 

