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CHAPTER 1

Five Ways of Looking at
Popular Seriality

FRANK KELLETER

WHAT IS CULTURE if not a realm of repetition and variation? Without prac-
tices of continuation, modification, and expansion, we might not be able
to tell stories at all. And yet reproduction is not a self-evident theme in the
humanities. Almost intuitively, the study of narrative concentrates on figures
of distinction, construction, or functionality: Work, Text, Structure. Even
when our stories have long given up on the aura of closure—even when they
deal with the blessings or perils of endless repetition, or when they apply
“serial methods” (as modernist avant-gardes have done again and again, from
Gertrude Stein to Andy Warhol and well on into their postmodernist self-
description)—we persist in addressing these proliferating acts of sequencing
as self-contained oeuvres and finished products. Even the most open work of
art must apparently come to an end at some point. To exist as an artwork at
all, it must find a place (perhaps distrusted but always identifiable) between
two book covers or in a catalogue raisonné, under a unified title, credited to
one or more human creators.’

1. My introductory paragraphs modify observations from Kelleter 2012a. On the “open”
work of art, see Eco 1962. On Gertrude Stein, see Haselstein 2010a/b. The controversy surround-
ing the authentication of Andy Warhol’s Red Self-Portrait highlights the aesthetic constraints of
(post)modernist serialism. On this issue, see Dorment 2009. On serialism as a programmatic
method and conceptual topos of modernist art and philosophy, see Kelleter 2012a: 13-17.
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The will to formal closure probably derives, like art itself, from existential
needs. What John Dewey (1934) described as gesthetic experience is certainly
not dependent on happy endings, but every conclusion holds a promise of
serendipitous coherence. Cessation makes a text look like a text, even when
the story that is being told offers no solution. Of course, the study of literature
and film has long known about the sensory, psychological, and even epistemo-
logical satisfaction that comes with narrative closure. The sense of an ending:
entire models of society, such as systems theory, benefit from this.* But setting
up conclusions is only part of what stories do. The other part has to do with
unéertainty about final outcomes, with the postponement of a definite end, the
promise of perpetual renewal. Even finished tales seek to continue and multi-
ply themselves. Popularity and repetition have always worked hand in hand,
from the daily bedtime story to such standardized entertainment formats as
the detective novel or the TV medical drama. Commonly, such genres provide
smooth endings, but what paradox is inherent in the fact that they do so again
and again, without a redeeming overall conclusion to their perpetual acts of
narrating?

True, at some point we stop telling bedtime stories to our children, but that
moment usually comes when they have advanced to other narrative routines.
It is also true that at the end of a detective novel, the crime is usually solved
and order has been restored—but then the next misdeed is always lurking in
the background of the seemingly finished tale. What if Sherlock Holmes had
used his extraordinary skills to solve just one case and had then retired? Would
we recognize him as the character we know today? Or would J. R. Ewing still be
the same to us if he had put just one business intrigue in motion? We explicitly
enjoy these characters as serial figures that recur with the same or similar—
though repeatedly mutating—properties. In horror films, too, the final thrill
often comes with the recognition that diegetic death only sets up diegetic res-
urrection.? Perhaps this helps explain why so many popular genres, especially
crime stories and superhero comics, like to present the protagonist’s opponent
as his doppelginger. Such constellations point to the knowledge that serial
forms hold about their own rules and conditions. As each puzzle calls for a

2. On the concept of aesthetic experience, see Bubner 1989; specifically for popular culture,
see Maase 2008. On the phrase sense of an ending, see Kermode 1967. To my knowledge, there
is no study that relates the plausibility of Niklas Luhmanns systems theory to its aesthetic
dimension.

3. See the endings of Brian De Palma’s Carrie (1976; still reintegrating the shock of
renewal into a scene of narrative closure) and John Carpenter’s Halloween (1978; one of the first
postclassical horror films that made the device of revoked closure explicit as a device before it
became a genre convention). On undead characters as instances of serial medid’s self-reflexivity,
see chapter 6 in this volume.
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solution, so each solution calls for another puzzle. The hero requires a suitable
villain as one episode requires the next. There is no end to it: the Flood is fol-
lowed by another imperfect world; after the Messiah, a new Prophet arrives;
one love novel is superseded by the one that comes after. ‘

Classically, these two basic impulses of storytelling—the satisfaction of
conclusion and the appeal of renewal—are balanced through suspense and
resolution. Tension is built up to be released again. Anyone looking at this
issue with an exclusive interest in completed individual stories (as literary
scholarship has taught us with its concentration on works of art) loses sight of
the fact that the tension curve rises again after a story has ended: What might
be different in the next monster movie—or, for that matter, in the next book
of cultural theory? To study the importance of these questions means to study
the cultural work of serial narrative. It also means to study the dependency of
culture on serial reproduction.

The present volume addresses these concerns with special regard to the
media of serial narrative, investigating popular series in literature, comics,
cinema, television, and digital technologies. The term popular is used here
in a strictly historical sense. Thus, in the following chapters, popular culture
describes a set of social and aesthetic practices that first surfaced in the mid-
nineteenth century, closely tangled up with the logic of industrial reproduc-
tion and the technological affordances of new mass media (Hagedorn 199s,
Hayward 1997, and Kelleter 2012a). As always, historical precedents can be
traced back even further—say, to the early days of print capitalism—but it
was in the wake of early newspaper novels such as Eugéne Sue’s Les mystéres
de Paris (1842-43) that mass-addressed serial narratives began to dominate
Western entertainment formats. Today, they constitute a large-scale system of
commercial storytelling best described as popular seriality—an ever more self-
aware and increasingly expansive field of narrative that has been causing sig-
nificant shifts in the relationship of cultural domains. This is particularly true
in our own digital era, when even the capacious term modernization appears
too old-fashioned to capture the full force.of these transformations. (Both the
social sciences and the humanities can hardly keep up with a process of inno-
vative destruction that makes them produce ever new and quickly replaceable
formulas for what used to be called—before it turned into a permanent expe-
rience—cultural change.)

It may seem unfashionable, if not covertly elitist, to distinguish popular
culture in this fashion from other fields of cultural reproduction, such as a
self-described “high” culture (understood as a realm of canonized aesthetics
and institutionalized refinement) or “folk” culture (in the sense of a self-styled
“people’s culture”). But focusing on how different storytelling domains describe
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and perform themselves in their shifting exchanges and intermixtures allows us
to take seriously the empirical reality of their self-distinctions without taking at
face value the borders and hierarchies they so precariously produce.* From the
perspective proposed here, popular culture requires no special legitimization as
an object of study. In fact, the history of existing research seems to indicate that
partisan advocacy of popular culture has often served to obscure the specific-
ities of this stunningly successful field of aesthetic practice. Thus, when I now
address comics, newspapers, novels, film serials, Hollywood remakes, televi-
sion series, or computer games as explicitly commercial products, this implies
no critique of their social standing or suspicion of their ideological motives.
Instead, it accounts for how they relate (to) themselves and their specific way
of doing things. Within a differentiated sphere of cultural reproduction, these
entities regularly operate as undisguised commodities, that is, as commodities
which, unlike traditional artworks, do not usually try to cover up their eco-
nomic conditions and only rarely claim to have transcended them.

I should add that these are key assumptions of the Popular Seriality
Research Unit (PSRU) based at the Freie Universitat Berlin.’ Distancing
itself both from ideology-critical condemnations and populist or neo-vitalist
endorsements of popular culture, the PSRU intends to offer a conceptual out-
look situated at a respectful remove from the battle lines established between
critical theory (the legacy of the Frankfurt School), cultural studies (in the
wake of the Birmingham School), and cultural philosophy (following several
master thinkers). Of course, this model is still far too schematic. While the
Frankfurt and Birmingham schools are fairly well defined—one a neo-Marxist
critique of “the culture industry” that pits the negativity of avant-garde art
against illusory freedoms produced by an all-encompassing “mass culture,”
the other centered on populist notions of reception that put their anticapitalist
hopes in acts of “participation” (understood as either countertotalitarian resis-
tance or democratic meaning-making)—the field of “neo-vitalist” approaches

4. For a more detailed discussion of this heuristic model, especially concerning the prag-
matic compatibility of systems theory (with its interest in self-descriptions and operational
closure) and actor-network theory (with its interest in historically situated practices across
cultural domains), see Kelleter 2014a. On the distinction of cultural fields (or “artistic cultures”),
see Naremore/Brantlinger 1991 and Kelleter 2012a. On the term self-description, see especially
Luhmann 1999.

5. Apart from its base in Berlin, the PSRU (2010-16), funded by the German Research
Foundation (DFG), has additional subprojects at the universities of Géttingen (its original
base), Hannover, Karlsruhe, Siegen, Tiibingen, and Duke University. It has attracted associated
projects and fellows from Bonn (Germany), Berne (Switzerland), Utrecht (Netherlands), Aix-
Marseille (France), Monash University (Australia), and Middlebury College, Davidson College,
MIT, The Ohio State University, New York University, and the University of Virginia (USA).
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to. popular seriality is less distinct. As a general tendency, these philosophies
+ privilege motifs such as subversion and speculation, often by splitting up the

concept of seriality into an emancipative (“open”) and a restrictive (“closed”)
variety.® From their perspective, popular series are likely to be seen as expres-
sions of utopian transgression or (media) philosophical conjecture, to be
distinguished from the managerial, “practico-inert” seriality depicted in neo-
Marxist models like Jean-Paul Sartre’s (1960). Early manifestations of this
argument described television series as the epitome of a postmodernist aes-
thetics of multiplicity (Nelson 1997, relying on Eco 1962). Following Deleuze
(1968, 1969), poststructuralist and posthumanist approaches in particular have
shown a strong affinity for neo-vitalist positions, portraying seriality as a fun-
damental life force of culture. Currently, there is an energetic intellectual mar-
ket for diverse post-isms that value seriality as a transcendence-bound prin-
ciple of nonlinear intensity or speculative temporality, sometimes with barely
concealed metaphysical or religious associations.”

In terms of cultural history, the emergence of these and similar concep-
tual options is interesting, because many of them project the high-cultural
serialism of modernist avant-gardes onto popular commodities—a move that
would be unthinkable without concurrent shifts in the relation of commercial

"and canonized aesthetics. But then the analytical utility of neo-vitalist and

posthumanist approaches is often limited to reproducing their own sense of
philosophical charisma: economic and institutional investigations are some-
times deliberately excluded (or suspected to contain a demeaning attitude
toward popular culture); studying the socially stabilizing functions of popular
series or their psycho-habitual effects tends to be regarded as theoretically
regressive; hybridity, self-referentiality, and sensory experientiality (affect) are
transformed from observational results into evaluative categories.

The challenge, therefore, is to understand popular seriality not as the
deceptive formalism of capitalist entertainment, or as the emancipative con-
sequence of everyday uses, or as the articulation of elemental sensualities, but
as something that emerges from situated historical actors and agencies with
particular modes of describing and performing themselves. In the following
sections, I will delineate five perspectives that have become central to studies
of popular seriality in this vein. I should stress, however, that this theoretical

6. On this topic, see Denson/Mayer 2012 and Kelleter 2014b.

7. Intellectual precursors can be found in Kammerer’s pseudo-biological metaphysics
of seriality (1919) and Bergson's concept of élan vital (1907). Neoliberal versions were formu-
lated by Johnson (200s) and, more implicitly, in the context of accelerationist philosophies
(e.g., Land 2011). Religious and apocalyptic overtones abound in a number of recent ontological
approaches that stress the (dark) sublimity of nonhuman scales and sensitivities.
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/

framework does not serve as a blueprint for all the subsequent chapters in this
volume, their individual outlooks remaining visible in every case.®

POPULAR SERIES AS EVOLVING NARRATIVES

In Anglo-American media studies, one of the oldest formalist definitions of
serial storytelling distinguishes between a “series” and a “serial™: the first an
episodic narrative of repetitive variation and the second a narrative that works
with progressing story arcs (Williams 1974). These are indeed basic man-
ifestations of serial plotting, and their wide conceptual acceptance and safe
reproduction in serial storytelling cultures—including academic accounts—
has allowed for identifying and creating all kinds of formal possibilities in
between. Not surprisingly, there are numerous typological systems that try
to define and arrange such forms. As always, one can argue about the logic
of their competing terminological decisions (e.g., Newman 2006 and Weber/
Junklewitz 2008). However, when we think of commercial storytelling as a
network of cultural practices rather than a set of distinct structures, we notice
that all these formats have at least one thing in common. In both their self-
understanding and their narrative performance, they can all be distinguished
from the types of story associated with the work or oeuvre. As hinted above,
this is true even for artworks that conceive of themselves as “open” structures
or artworks that deliberately present themselves in fragments or segments—or,
for that matter, as multipart works, released serially after composition. At the
level of narrative practice, an important difference between such works and
popular series (the term series now referring to both episodic and progressing
stories, but not to so-called miniseries or other serially distributed work narra-
tives) is that the reception of serial forms, in its initial manifestation, does not
distinctly “follow” the production and publication of a finished text. Rather,
serial reception first happens in interaction with the ongoing story itself.
A series is being watched or read while it is developing, that is, while certain
narrative options are still open or have not yet even materialized as options.®

8. A different and much shorter presentation of these perspectives in the form of a “dos-
sier” can be found in Kelleter 2017.

9. At a systemic level (i.e., a level of observation that sees popular seriality reproducing
itself as a storytelling culture), this is even true for certain oeuvre-like formats like “miniseries,”
novelistic “trilogy” boxes, the on-demand publication of complete seasons, or the retrospec-
tive reception of DVD sets. Re-releases, too, often provoke further formal or generic devel-
opments in the' domain of serial storytelling. Thus, even expired series can act on their larger
narrative environments, for example, by stimulating or discouraging self-renewals in spin-offs,
reboots, generic cycles, and so forth (see Klein/Palmer 2016). As chapter 7 below argues, this
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Put differently, we find a particularly close entanglement of production and
reception in serial storytelling. Of course, in work-bound aesthetics, reception
and production also stand in a relationship of mutual dependence, but even so
they are thought to exist—and are routinely addressed and enacted—as tem-
porally distinct areas of practice. By contrast, serial aesthetics does not unfold
in a clear-cut, chronological succession of finished composition and respon-
sive actualization. Rather, both activities are intertwined in a feedback loop.
This sets the practice of watching a running series apart from the practice
of reading a stand-alone novel or watching a classical feature film. Repeated
temporal overlap between ongoing publication and ongoing reception allows
serial audiences to become involved in a narrative’s progress. In more general
terms, seriality can extend—and normally does extend—the sphere of story-
telling onto the sphere of story consumption.

Hence popular series have a special ability to generate affective bonds
and to stimulate creative activities on the part of their recipients, who, for all
practical purposes, operate as agents of narrative continuation. This is even
true when readers “do” nothing but read, because the sphere of production
will then automatically make inferences about their behavior as customers;
a drop in sales thus becomes a reader’s response. Beyond that, there are myr-
iad examples of more explicit consumer reactions contributing to the devel-
opments of narrative universes (such as letters to the editor or amateur pro-
ductions). In turn, the quick timing of narrative steps in commercial serial
storytelling—that is, the speed with which installments follow each other,
in some formats weekly, in others even daily—enables the ongoing story to
respond directly to current events and become part of its recipients’ daily real-
ities and routines.

Perhaps, then, popular series are not only “vast narratives” (Harrigan/
Wardrip-Fruin 2009)—a term that highlights their ability to spend extended
amounts of time telling potentially dense stories—but are also, even when
they produce epic effects, fast narratives. As commodities, their prime interest
is not only to attract but to durably reattract as many readers or viewers as

phenomenon invites us to distinguish between first-order and second-order seriality, the latter
shifting serial feedback from the level of the episode or installment to some higher level of
cultural continuation (and commonly requiring historical descriptions to reveal its seriality).
Of course, none of this is exclusive to popular culture, but it is always distinct to it. (Traffic
between cultural spheres does not nullify their operational reality.)

10. Many of these issues are discussed by Gardner (2012) with regard to comics. On fan
cultures, see Hills 2002. On television, see especially Mittell 2015. On readers’ affective engage-
ment with serialized literature, see Warhol 2003. On the relationship between narrative formu-
las and audience-based forms of play, see Higgins 2016 and chapter 5 in this volume. On quo-
tidian integration, see chapter 13 below.
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