
MELODRAMA, SERIAL FORM
AND TELEVISION TODAY

JANE FEUER EXAMINES
'DALLAS', 'DYNASTY' AND THEIR

CRITICAL CONTEXT

1 Peter Brooks, The
Melodramatic
Imagination, New
Haven, Yale
University Press,
1976, pp 11-12.

2 American national
network television
is divided into two
major time
periods, each of
which has its own
corporate division
and advertising
policies, as well as
specific

programme types.
Daytime lasts from
about 10 am until
4 pm. Its main
fare consists of
soap operas, quiz
programmes and
talk shows. Prime-
time, so called
because it is the
'prime' viewing
period with the
largest audiences
and highest
advertising rates,
lasts from 8-1 lpm.
Most prime-time
programmes have
traditionally been
episodic series,
with the major

' T H E I N D U L G E N C E of strong emotionalism; moral polarization
and schematization; extreme states of being, situations, action; overt
villainy, persecution of the good, and final reward of virtue; inflated and
extravagant expression; dark plottings, suspense, breathtaking peri-
pety' . . . What Peter Brooks calls the 'everyday connotations' of the term
'melodrama'1 describes almost perfectly the current form-in-dominance
on American network television: the continuing serial or 'soap opera'.
Although only a few years ago there seemed to be no equivalent on
prime-time television2 to the film melodramas of the 1950s recently
rescued from obscurity by.film theorists, we now find the domestic
melodrama encroaching upon the.domain of the sitcom and the cop
show. At the same time, daytime soap operas are expanding, having risen
to an astonishing peak of popularity.3 Indeed awareness of their own sig-
nificance seems to have reached the producers of daytime dramas. In a
1982 broadcast of the immensely popular daytime soap All My Children,
a young woman character, Silver Kane, begged her sister's lover to get
her a part on a soap, explaining what an honour that would be-they
even teach them in college, she tells him, as a form of'folk drama'.

For the purposes of this article, I am choosing to stress the similarities
between daytime soaps and the prime-time continuing melodramatic
serials such as Dallas, Dynasty, Falcon Crest, Knots Landing, Flamingo
Road and the short-lived Bare Essence. I do this because I feel they have
overriding similarities in terms of the theories I will discuss. Daytime
and prime-time serials~share a narrative form consisting of multiple plot
lines and a continuing narrative (no closure). Both concentrate on the
domestic sphere, although the prime-time serials also encompass the
world of business and power (designed to appeal to the greater number of
males in the evening viewing audience).

However, there are significant differences between the two forms,
some of which will come out in my discussion. In The Soap Opera,
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Muriel Cantor and Suzanne Pingree do not consider the prime-time
programmes or other related programmes (e.g. limited serials such as the
British Forsyte Saga or US mini-series) to fit their definition of soap
opera.4 They believe the primary difference is one of 'content'. Prime-
time serials, they state, have a less conservative morality, deal with
power and big business,and contain more action. They believe the most
significant difference is that daytime soap operas are manifestations of
women's culture, and prime-time serials are not. Although these are sig-
nificant points, much of what I will argue in this paper transcends the
distinction between the two forms. I would also argue that due to the
influence of prime-time serials, many daytime soaps have added amoral
wealthy families and faster action. Moreover, by excluding so many
distant relatives of the daytime soap (including the serial cop show Hill
Street Blues and the serial medical show St Elsewhere), Cantor and
Pingree are unable to stress the pervasive influence of serial form and
multiple plot structure upon all of American television. I will use the
term 'television melodrama' to encompass both and to exclude other
program types which take the form of episodic series as opposed to con-
tinuing serials.

Fortunately, we need not start from scratch in studying the new form
of the prime-time melodramatic serial. Melodrama has flourished
before, and we can benefit from the body of ideas surrounding Holly-
wood melodramas of the 1950s. I would like to begin by surveying and
offering a critique of that theory, and then go on to consider its possible
applications to the prime-time continuing serials Dallas and Dynasty.

Initially, critical interest in the films of Sirk bore little relationship to
interest in the still-despised genre in which he most often worked. Quite
the contrary: interest in Sirk stemmed from an extreme formalist ten-
dency in auteur. criticism, an attempt to bypass the narrative level in
order to capture pure expressivity through mise-en-scene. Mise-en-scene
critics were drawn to Sirk (as to other melodramatists such as Minnelli
and Ophuls) for the way in which his style seemed to transcend the nar-
rative level. In a much more sophisticated way, interest in style seem-
ingly for its own sake dominated expositions of Sirk's films in several
articles in the 1972 Edinburgh booklet on Sirk5, extending positions
taken in the Summer 1971 issue of Screen6. One of these essays, Paul
Willemen's 'Distanciation and Douglas Sirk', links the early interest in
Sirk as a stylist to a new interest in a level of style which precludes
audience identification in the usual sense.7 Because this 'Brechtian'
position haunts Sirk criticism from this point on, it is worth
summarising in some detail.

Willemen explains Sirk's style as an 'intensification' of generic prac-
tices, not as irony per se. Since he had to appeal to a mass audience, Sirk
drew on Expressionist and Brechtian theatrical experience 'not to break
the rules... but to intensify them'. According to Willemen, this was
accomplished through the magnification of emotionality, use of pathos,
choreography and music, and through aspects of mise-en-scene such as
'mirror-ridden walls'. Such intensification puts a distance, though not
necessarily one perceived by the audience, between 'the film and its nar-

genres being the
situation comedy
and action-
adventure drama.
Dallas started a
trend toward
continuing serial
dramas in prime-
time.

3 US daytime serials
are broadcast in
the late morning
and early
afternoon on all
three networks,
five days/week, 52
weeks/year. Each
day about 25
million viewers,
80% of whom are
women, watch
them (World
Almanac, 1982). In

, 1982 there were 13
daytime soap
operas on the air,
most of an hour's
duration.

Beverley Hills,
Sage Publications,
1983.

5 Laura Mulvey and
Jon Halliday (eds),
Douglas Sirk,
Edinburgh Film
Festival, 1972.

6 The formalist
positions taken by
David Grosz and
Fred Camper are
summarized in
Jean-Loup
Bourget, 'Sirk and
the Critics', Bright
Lights 2, Winter
1977-78, pp 6-11.

7 Paul Willemen,
'Distanciation and
Douglas Sirk',
Screen, Summer
1971, vol 12 no 2,
pp 63-67.
Republished in
Mulvey and
Halliday, op cit.
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8 ibid p 28.

9 Especially since
none of the
authors I discuss
offer as a 'control
group' a detailed
comparison to
other 1950s
melodramas
simila'r to those of
Sirk, Ray, and
Minnelli, e.g.
Hilda Crane
(directed by Philip
Dunne, 1956) or
Peyton Place
(directed by Mark
Robson, 1957).

rative pretext'. Even if not perceived by the mass audience, Willemen
argues, distanciation 'may still exist within the film itself. According to
this view, a discrepancy exists between the audience Sirk is aiming at and
the audience he knows will come to his films. The 'formalist' critics had
also conceptualised a rupture between the narrative/dramatic and the
filmic codes in Sirk. Willemen's hypothesis gives us an explanation for
this rupture.

Following Willemen's logic, one must conceptualise a Sirk film as two
films in one. The 'primary' text, the one which the mass audience will
read and which consists of the narrative level, is melodrama, pure and
simple. Whereas the secondary text springs from the distance 'intensi-
fication' opens up between Sirk's formal level and his narrative/dramatic
generic level. For melodrama itself, according to this line of reasoning,
lies fully within the 'dominant ideology'. Stylisation, Willemen argues,
'can also be used to parody the stylistic procedures which traditionally
convey an extremely smug, self-righteous and petit bourgeois world view
paramount in the American melodrama'.8 Willemen proceeds to place
Sirk's work in the category of films which - according to the well-known
classification system of post-'68 Cahiers—turns out to be ambiguous in
terms of the dominant ideology even though, at first glance, they may
seem to rest fully within such an ideology.

This is the theoretical justification for Willemen's interest in Sirk and
the way in which formalist readings of Sirk's films may be linked to a
new interest in film as ideology. To put it in terms of the 'two texts', the
primary Sirk text is fully within the dominant ideology because the nar-
rative/dramatic level consists of pure melodrama, indistinguishable from
any run-of-the-mill Hollywood melodrama (indeed two of Sirk's most
lauded films were remakes). It is the secondary text, which, through
authorial intervention at the level of mise-en-scene is subversive of this
dominant ideology. However, in actual practice, distinguishing between
the two texts can be difficult.9 If it is true that only an auteur such as Sirk
is capable of bringing stylistic pressure to bear upon the purely ideo-
logical melodramatic material and thus causing it to 'rupture' and reveal
its own textual gaps in terms of the dominant ideology, then only an elite
audience, indeed one already committed to subversive ideas, would be
able to read the secondary text. Such a position does not explicate the
spectator position melodrama allows for its intended audience.

Out of this impasse emerged a number of theoretical articles which,
while retaining notions of distanciation and rupture, nevertheless shifted
the emphasis from a specifically authorial and intentional subversive
practice to the idea that melodrama qua melodrama contained the poten-
tial for exposing contradictions in the dominant ideology and for
readings 'against the grain'. These new feminist and psychoanalytical
readings open up the possibility of application to the distinctly non-
authorial texts of American network television.

A close relationship between melodrama as a form and the ideology of
capitalism had already been stressed in Thomas Elsaesser's influential
1973 article 'Tales of Sound and Fury: Observations on the Family
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Melodrama'. Elsaesser traces the roots of the 1950s family melodrama to
the eighteenth and nineteenth century sentimental novel in order to
show that the form has always been embedded in a social context:

an element of interiorisation and personalisation of what are primarily ideo-
logical conflicts, together with the metaphorical interpretation of class-
conflict as sexual exploitation and rape, is important in all subsequent forms
of melodrama.10

Elsaesser argues that melodrama functions as either subversive or escap-
ist relative to the given historical and social context. It is also relative to
where the emphasis lies—upon the ideological conflicts or upon the
happy ending." Several other critics took up this emphasis on the
exposure of contradictions, although they disagree as to whether the
form is ultimately subversive or not. Geoffrey Nowell-Smith gave the
debate a psychoanalytical slant, arguing that the audience knew the
happy endings in melodramas were often impossible: 'a happy end
which takes the form of an acceptance of castration is achieved only at
the cost of repression.'12 According to Nowell-Smith's view,

the importance of melodrama lies precisely in its ideological failure. Because
it cannot accommodate its problems either in a real present or an ideal
future, but lays them open in their contradictoriness, it opens a space which
most Hollywood films have studiously closed off.13

Yet, other critics questioned the nature of the 'space' thus opened. In a
feminist reading of Sirk, Laura Mulvey suggested that melodrama as a
form opens up contradictions in bourgeois ideology in the domestic
sphere. However, she sees the purpose of opening ideological contradic-
tions as providing a 'safety valve' rather than as progressive. Mulvey
believes this view of melodrarna places it 'in the context of wider prob-
lems'.14 One of these wider problems would be the relationship between
melodrama as a form and the capitalist social formation. According to
Chuck Kleinhans, the raw material of any melodrama consists in expos-
ing contradictions of capitalism in the personal sphere. Kleinhans
believes that the main contradiction melodrama explores is the expecta-
tion that the family should fulfill all needs society can't fill. His conclu-
sion is that melodramas offer artistic presentations of genuine problems
but locate these problems in the family, the place where they can't be
solved. He sees melodrama as serving an important function for women
in capitalist society, but seems its form as ultimately self-defeating.15

A few currents run consistently through the shifting theoretical view-
points just delineated. Melodrama seemed amenable to a variety of theo-
retical approaches because melodramas seemed to encourage different
levels of reading to a greater extent than did other 'classical narrative'
films. Traditionally male-oriented genres such as the western or the
gangster film did not problematise the reader in the same way as melo-
drama. Thus few articles appeared on 'The Western and the Male Spec-
tator'. If one assumes, as early studies of male genres did, a non-

10 Thomas Elsaesser,
'Tales of Sound
and Fury:
Observations on
the Family
Melodrama',
Monogram no 4,
•1973, p 3.

11 ibid p 4.

12 Geoffrey Nowell-
Smith, 'Minnelli
and Melodrama',
Screen Summer
1977, vol 18 no 2,
p 117.

13 ibid p 118.

14 Laura Mulvey,
'Douglas Sirk and
Melodrama',
Movie no 25,
Winter 1977-78, p
53.

15 Chuck Kleinhans,
'Notes on
Melodrama and
the Family Under
Capitalism', Film
Reader 3, 1978 pp
4048.
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16 As noted by
Geoffrey Nowell-
Smith, op cit.

17 I am indebted to
the Melodrama
Seminar at the
1981 British Film
Institute Summer
School for this
point, and
especially to
Charlotte
Brunsdon for the
idea that
'melodrama'
consists of an
'ideological
problematic' and a
'mode of address',
so that it may
manifest itself in
different forms in
different historical
periods.

problematic and universalised male subject, then westerns and gangster
films can be studied by means of the textually-based structuralism in
vogue during the late 1960s and early 1970s. Melodrama, in problemat-
ising questions of spectatorship and gender, demands reader-response
based modes of analysis such as psychoanalysis.

Central to all the theoretical positions I have just enumerated is the
concept of melodrama as creating an excess, whether that excess be
defined as*a split between the level of narrative and that of mise-en-scene
or as a form of'hysteria', the visually articulated return of the ideologic-
ally repressed. Despite the changing theoretical stances, all see the excess
not merely as aesthetic but as ideological, opening up a textual space
which may be read against the seemingly hegemonic surface. The key
text for the theorisation of visual excess has tended to be Sirk's Written
on the Wind with its intricately layered (and thus visually ruptured)
mirror shots, phallic symbolism and 'hysterical' montage. More than
any other film this oil dynasty saga seems to provide a prototype for
Dallas and Dynasty. More than any other Sirk film Written on the Wind
seems to occupy the same representational field as today's prime-time
serial melodramas. Unlike Sirk's other melodramas and also unlike
daytime soap operas, Written on the Wind, Dallas and Dynasty focus on
the capitalist ruling elite rather than the bourgeois family. The address is
not so uniformly from one bourgeois to another as it is in other forms of
melodrama.16 (Although of course the representation of the upper classes
is intended to be read by a bourgeois audience.) Despite the similarity of
representational field, today's prime-time melodrama does not take the
same visual and narrative form as Written on the Wind. Unlike the texts
upon which much of the theory of film melodrama has been constructed,
Dallas, Dynasty and their imitators appear to lack visual excess as it has
been described in the fifties family melodrama.17 Moreover, they lack
another element crucial to theories of textual deficiencies which run
counter to the dominant ideology-that is to say, they lack closure.

Is there a potential for reading Dallas and Dynasty in terms of excesses
and contradictions? Are these.programmes the conventional domestic
melodramas of their time which now seek an auteur to subvert them? Or
do they already contain the potential for subversive readings? In the ana-
lysis that follows I will focus on some of the conventions employed in
episodes from the 1981-82 seasons of Dallas and Dynasty. (The dates
used throughout are for US seasons, rather than British transmissions.)
My argument will be that excess needs to be defined not in terms of the
norms for films of the fifties but rather in terms of those for television of
the seventies.

Seen in terms of their own medium, the seemingly simple mise-en-scene
and editing style of the prime-time serials takes on a new signification.
Although mise-en-scene in Dallas and Dynasty does not take on the
hysterical dimensions of a Sirk or Fassbinder film it does seem at the
very least opulent compared to other prime-time programmes and cer-
tainly compared to the daytime soaps. Budgetary considerations alone
show the emphasis placed on mise-en-scene. According to one source,
'Dynasty costs approximately one million dollars an hour because of the
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show's cavernous and opulent sets, not to mention the dazzling fashions
worn by cast members.'18 While there is nothing inherently subversive
about such splendour, it does serve to take the family dynasty serials out-
side the normal upper-middle class milieu of most film and television
melodrama. The very rich portrayed in these narratives exceed the
norms of their audience both economically and morally; luxurious mise-
en-scene objectifies such excess. But in order to fulfil the theory that
excess leads to a counter-current in the text, some authorial voice would
need to use the visual excess against the narrative level. This does not
appear to happen. Although the programmes appear to be aware of their
own splendid tackiness, they do not appear to set out explicitly to sub-
vert any generic codes, as did the comic parody Soap or the ambiguously
conventional version of daytime soaps Mary Hartman, Mary Hartman.

' Soap Opera Digest
7, December 7,
1982, p 141.

Opulent mise-en-
scene: the cavernous
drawing room in
Dynasty.

For Dallas and Dynasty, mise-en-scene would appear to function for the
most part expressively, as in the so-called conventional film melodramas.
For example, an unusually complex 'layered' composition in Dynasty
featured Alexis Carrington in the foreground of the frame arranging
flowers in her ex-husband's drawing room as Krystle, the current Mrs
Carrington and Alexis' arch-rival, enters to the rear of the frame carrying
an identical flower arrangement. The flowers externalise the emotions of
the characters without in any way splitting the perception of the viewer.
Another episode of Dynasty featured a classically Oedipal composition
as Fallen, the father-fixated daughter, and her father Blake Carrington
kiss over her baby's crib as Fallen's husband enters into the centre of the
composition. To be sure, character relationships of an 'hysterical' nature
are expressed, but the mise-en-scene represents this hysteria rather than
being itself hysterical and thus calling into question that which is repre-
sented.

Excess in prime-time serials cannot easily centre upon mise-en-scene,
for television's limited visual scale places its representational emphasis
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Expressive mise-en-
scene: the rival flower
arrangements of
Dynasty's Alexis
(foreground) and
Krystle Carrington.

19 David Thorburn,
'Television
Melodrama', in
Horace Newcomb
(ed), Television:
The Critical View,
Third Edition,
New York, Oxford
University Press,
1982, p 536.

20 Peter Brooks, op
cit, p 47.

elsewhere. Acting, editing, musical underscoring and the use of the
zoom lens frequently conspire to create scenes of high (melodrama, even
more so when these televisual conventions are overdetermined by
heavily psychoanalytical representations. If, as David Thorburn has
written, all television acting is operatic, then prime-time soap opera act-
ing must be positively Wagnerian.19 In fact it is the acting conventions of
soap opera which are most often ridiculed for their excess, their seeming
to transgress the norms for a 'realistic' television acting style. Compared
to Peter Brooks' description of melodramatic acting in the nineteenth
century French theatre with its eye-rolling and teeth-gnashing, acting on
TV serials approaches minimalism; nevertheless it appears excessive in
comparison to the more naturalistic mode currently employed in other
forms of television and in the cinema, just as the overblown 'bad acting'
in Sirk's films did for its time.20 Yet both forms of melodramatic acting
are in keeping with related conventions for distilling and intensifying
emotion.

On Dallas and Dynasty, as on daytime soaps, the majority of scenes
consist of intense emotional confrontations between individuals closely
related either by blood or by marriage. Most scenes are filmed in
medium close-up to give full reign to emotionality without obscuring the
decor. The hyper-intensity of each confrontation is accentuated by a use
of underscoring not found in any other TV genre, and by conventions of
exchanged glances, shot duration and the zoom lens. Although television
does not often avail itself of the elaborate moving camera and mirror
shots Sirk employed in the fifties (and Fassbinder in the seventies) to
Brechtian effect, these televisual codes appear to serve many of the same
functions in terms of exceeding the norms of their medium.

Following and exaggerating a convention of daytime'soaps, Dallas and
Dynasty typically hold a shot on the screen for at least a 'beat' after the
dialogue has ended, usually in combination with shot-reverse shot cuts
between the actors' locked gazes. This conventional manner of closing a
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scene (usually accompanied by a dramatic burst of music) leaves a resi-
due of emotional intensity just prior to a scene change or commercial
break. It serves as a form of punctuation, signifying momentary closure,
but it also carries meaning within the scene, a meaning connected to the
intense interpersonal involvements each scene depicts. Another intensi-
fying technique adapted from daytime drama is the use of zooms-in of
varying speeds and durations, with the fast zoom-in to freeze frame being
the most dramatic, as when it is used on a close-up of JR at the finale of
most episodes of Dallas. For coding moments of'peak' hysteria, Dallas
and Dynasty will employ repeated zooms-in to close-ups of all actors in a
scene. Reserved for moments of climactic intensity, this technique was
used to create the end-of season cliffhanger for the 1981-82 season of

Emotional
confrontation:
Krystle (top) and
Alexis Carrington
lock gazes in close-
up.
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12
21 See, for example,

Christopher Orr,
'Closure and
Containment:
Marylee Hadley in
Written on the
Wind', Wide Angle
vol 4, no 2, pp
28-35.

22 Dennis Porter,
'Soap Time:
Thoughts on a
Commodity Art
Form', College
English 38, 1977, p
783.

23 This issue is
addressed in Tania
Modleski, 'The
Search for
Tomorrow in
Today's Soap
Operas', Film
Quarterly, vol 33
no 1 (1979), pp
17-18.

Dynasty. In this case the climax was both narrative and sexual, with the
zooms used on the injured Blake Carrington intercut with scenes of
Alexis Carrington making love to Blake's enemy Cecil Colby. Dallas
employed a similar device in a scene where JR finally accepts his father's
death and we zoom repeatedly to a portrait of Jock on the wall at South-
fork. -

But it would be misleading to discuss clotural conventions as excessive
without considering their relationship to the narrative/dramatic struc-
ture. For, as we have seen, moments of melodramatic excess relate to the
serial structure of these dramas and occur as a form of temporary closure
within and between episodes and even entire seasons. It is serial form,
even more than visual conventions, which most distinguishes the con-
temporary television melodrama from its cinematic predecessors. And it
is over the issue of serial form that arguments similar to the Brechtian
and feminist positions on Sirk have been proposed in recent theories of
daytime serials.

A concept of closure is crucial to an argument that the 'happy endings'
in Sirk's films fail to contain their narrative excess, allowing contradic-
tions in the text to remain exposed. According to several articles on this
subject, the contradictions seemingly burst through the weakly knit tex-
tual seams, rendering closure ineffective. In this view a successful clo-
sure of the narrative would be seen as ideologically complicit with a
'smug, petit bourgeois' view of the world. However the Sirk melodramas
question that world view by leaving contradictions unresolved.21 But
what becomes of this argument when the representational field of melo-
drama takes the form of a serial drama that has no real beginning or end
but only (as one critic describes it) 'an indefinitely expandable middle'22?
Since serials offer only temporary resolutions, it could be argued that the
telelogical metaphysics of classical narrative structure have been sub-
verted.23 The moral universe of the prime-time serials is one in which the
good can never ultimately receive their just rewards, yet evil can never
wholly triumph. Any ultimate resolution-for good or for ill-goes
against the only moral imperative of the continuing serial form: the plot
must go on. A moment of resolution in a serial drama is experienced in a
very different way from the closure of a classical narrative film. Com-
pare, for example, the ending of Written on the' Wind to the re-marriage
of JR and Sue Ellen Ewing in the 1982-83 plotline of Dallas. When, at
the end of the Sirk film, Rock Hudson and Lauren Bacall drive off
together, the meaning is ambiguous because too much has been exposed
to allow us to believe they will live simply and happily ever after. How-
ever, any speculation about the 'afterlife' of the characters that a viewer
might indulge in is just that, speculation. When on the other hand, Sue
Ellen approaches the altar and JR, we feel a sense of impending doom
(accentuated by having Cliff Barnes rise up in protest as a clifihanger)
that we know will be fulfilled in future plotlines.

Marriage-with its consequent integration into the social order-is
never viewed as a symbol of narrative closure as it is in so many comic
forms. Indeed to be happily married on a serial is to be on the periphery
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13

of the narrative. There are moments of equilibrium and even joy on TV
serials, but in general we know that every happy marriage is eventually
headed for divorce and that the very existence of the continuing serial
rests upon the premise that 'all my children' cannot be happy at once.24

Thus the fate of various couples depends not upon any fixed and eternal
character traits, e.g. good/evil, happy/sad, but rather upon a curious ful-
crum principle in relationship to other couples in the current plotline.
Characters who represent the societal 'good' of happy monogamy with a
desire to procreate are just as miserable as the fornicators. During the
1982-83 season, the two marriages that seemed above the vagaries of
intrigue-those of Pam and Bobby Ewing, and Blake and Krystle Car-
rington-were torn asunder by obviously contrived plot devices. Even
the implicit moral goodness of a character such as Pamela was called into

Closure: the credits
roll over the finale
freeze on JR in
Dallas.

Climax: close-up on
Dynasty's Alexis
Carrington as she
attempts to revive
Cecil Colby from a
post-coital heart
attack.

' See Tania
Modleski, Loving
With a Vengeance:
Mass Produced
Fantasies for
Women, Hamden,
Connecticut, The
Shoe String Press,
1982, p 90.
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14 question. In the plutocracies of Dallas and Dynasty, as in the more bour-
geois worlds of daytime soaps, happy marriage does not make for
interesting plot complications.

From this it might be argued that prime-time family dynasty serials in
particular offer a criticism of the institution of bourgeois marriage, since
marital happiness is never shown as a final state. Wedded bliss is desir-
able but also unobtainable. Moreover, that cornerstone of bourgeois
morality - marriage for love - also appears to be demystified. Both Dallas
and Dynasty deal with the economics of multinational corporations but
they do so in terms of the familial conflicts which control the destinies of
these companies. This is typical of the domestic melodrama's oft-noted
tendency to portray all ideological conflicts in terms of the family. How-
ever, Dallas and Dynasty also depict the family in economic terms, thus
apparently demystifying the middle-class notion of marriage based upon
romantic love (e.g. JR's remarrying of Sue Ellen in order to regain
control of his son and heir; the Byzantine interweavings of the Colby and
Carrington empires in Dynasty). In one episode of Dynasty, Blake Car-
rington buys his wife, Krystle, a new Rolls Royce, telling her that he is
giving her the Rolls because she is giving him a child. This would seem
to reduce their love to a financial contract, thus exposing its material
basis. Yet in a sense these characters are beyond bourgeois morality
because they represent the ruling class. One critic has offered the inter-
pretation that the transgressions of the nouveau riche decadents of prime-
time ultimately serve to reinforce bourgeois norms:

Dallas, Dynasty and Falcon Crest give us the satisfaction of feeling
superior to them: We can look down on their skewed values and perverted
family lives from the high ground of middle-class respectability. When
Angela Charming (Falcon Crest) coolly threatens to disinherit her
grandson if he won't wed a woman he despises (the marriage would tighten

Decadent or
demystifying? A
grateful Blake
Carrington presents
pregnant wife
Krystle with a new
Rolls Royce.
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her hold on the valley's wine industry), our own superior respect for love and
marriage is confirmed. The prime-time soaps also confirm the suspicion that
great wealth and power are predicated on sin, and, even more satisfying,
don't buy happiness anyway.25

How can the same programmes yield up such diametrically opposed
readings? According to two recent feminist studies, serial form and
multiple plot structure appear to give TV melodrama a greater potential
for multiple and aberrant readings than do other forms of popular narra-
tive.26 Since no action is irreversible, every ideological position may be
countered by its opposite. Thus the family dynasty sagas may be read
either as critical of the dominant ideology of capitalism or as belonging
to it, depending upon the position from which the reader comes at it.

Of course most US television programmes are structured to appeal to a
broad mass audience and to avoid offending any segment of that audi-
ence. The 'openness' of TV texts does not in and of itself represent a
salutory or progressive stance. Nevertheless, I would argue that the con-
tinuing melodramatic serial seems to offer an especially active role for
the spectator, even in comparison to the previous decade's form-in-
dominance, the socially-conscious situation comedy of the early-mid
'70s.27 The popular press bemoaned the transition from these 'quality'
sitcoms to 'mindless' comedies and 'escapist' serials later in the decade.
The popular sitcoms of the 1970s-for example, Norman Lear's All in
the Family and Maude, and MTM Enterprises' The Mary Tyler Moore
Show and Rhoda—wziz engaged with their times, often to the point of
encompassing overtly political themes with a progressive bent. Dallas
and Dynasty seem by contrast to be conservative Republican pro-
grammes. The article cited above goes on to argue that prime-time soaps
duplicate the imagery of Reaganism and reinforce its ideology.

. . . both imply that the American dream of self-made success is alive and
might be made well by releasing the frontier instincts of the wealthy from the
twin shackles of taxes and regulation.2*

Although the sitcoms contained overtly liberal 'messages', their strong
drive toward narrative closure tended to mask contradictions and force a
false sense of social integration by the end of each episode. For example,
the problems raised by All in the Family had to have easy solutions
within the family so that a new 'topical' issue could be introduced in the
next episode. TV critic Michael J Aden has described this phenomenon
very well in his essay, 'The Media Dramas of Norman Lear':

Modem, psychiatrically inspired or induced ambivalence may, indeed, be the
key dramatic principle behind this new genre of popular entertainment. A
step is taken, and then a step back. A gesture is made and then withdrawn -
blurred into distracting laughter, or somehow forgotten. This seems especi-
ally true in the area of topicality...29

(It is no accident, I believe, that Norman Lear's subsequent (1976) ven-
ture into social satire took the form of the continuing serial Mary Hart-

25 Michael Pollan,
'The Season of the
Reagan Rich',
Channels of
Communications 2,
November/
December 1982,
pp 14-15.

2 6 Tania Modleski,
Loving With a
Vengeance, op cit,
and Ellen Seiter,
'Eco's TV Guide -
the Soaps', Tabloid
5, Winter 1982, pp
35-43.

2 7 This is not to
imply a
quantitative

t conception of
dominance.
Rather, I 'm
referring to a
hegemonic form,
one which appears
to be at the centre
of a decade's
ideology.

2 8 Michael Pollan, op
cit, p 86.

2 9 Michael J Arlen,
'The Media
Dreams of
Norman Lear ' ,
The View from
Highway 1, New.
York, Farrar,
Straus & Giroux,
1974, p 59.

15

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/screen/article/25/1/4/1690248 by guest on 18 M

ay 2023



16

Reconciliation
without resolution:
Blake Carrington
visits his homosexual
son Stephen in
hospital.

man, Mary Harman; nor that both Mary Hartman and Soap (1911)
blended situation comedy with elements of melodrama.)

Prime-time melodramas by contrast can never resolve contradictions
by containing them within the family, since the family is the very site of
economic struggle and moral corruption. In these serials, the corruption
of the very rich much more often stands exposed and remains exposed.
If, for example, Blake Carnngton reconciles with his homosexual son, it
does not represent an easy resolution to or liberal blurring of the chal-
lenge Stephen's gayness poses to the disposal of the Carrington fortune.
The temporary reconciliation merely portends yet another breach bet-
ween father and son which does in fact ensue when Stephen takes his son
and moves in with his male lover.

To put it schematically, the 1970s sitcoms dealt with liberal 'mes-
sages' within a narrative form (the episodic series sitcom) limited by its
own conservatism. The prime-time serials reverse this, bearing what
appears to be a right-wing ideology by means of a potentially progressive
narrative form. This is not to imply that narrative forms in themselves
structure the ideologies of an era. Quite the contrary. It would seem that
the multiplication of social contradictions in the 1980s could not be
expressed within the boundaries of the situation comedy. Narrative
forms do have expressive limitations, and, in the case at hand, one can
correlate a shift in the dominant narrative form of American network
television with a shift in sensibilities outside the text. This is not to say,
as many have argued, that the new serials represent a turning away from
social concerns. The emergence of the melodramatic serial in the 1980s
represents a radical response to and expression of cultural contradic-
tions. Whether that response is interpreted to the Right or to the Left is
not a question the texts themselves can answer.

The photographs in this article were taken by Kevin Brunelle.
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