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ABSTRACT

SITUATION COMEDY AND THE FEMALE AUDIENCE:
A STUDY OF THE MISTRESS

This study examines the relationship between a television
text and the women 1n the audience, using Carla Lane’s
situation comedy, The Mistress [BBC], broadcast in 1985, as
a case study. The project 1is entirely directed by the
audience point of view.

An eclectic multi-disciplinary approach was taken to devise
an ‘’‘open’ conceptual model of the audience which located
women as key actors 1in the viewing process. The concept of
the Skilled Viewer was developed, incorporating elements
from feminist film and television theory, reader response
theory, and Uses and Gratifications theory.

A feminist perspective, systematised by an ethnographic
account and feminist sociological principles, guided the
qualitative methods of data collection from 14 individual
and nine groups of women viewers. Thelir discussions were
recorded, transcribed, categorised, and analysed.

Audience responses were classified into Uses and
Gratifications categories. Viewers responded on emotional
and/or intellectual levels, pointing up concerns relating to
1dentification with stars/characters; aspects of realism;
confirmation of personal values; and aesthetic criticism.
Responses were defined within a framework of expectation, 1n
terms of anticipations—expressed/fulfilled and/or hopes-
expressed/fulfilled. Viewers’ ’'interpretive strategies’ and
their source 'interpretive repertoires’ wvia which they
understood and enjoyed the text were explored. Reasons were

posited for response.

Major findings are as follows. A multi-disciplinary
theoretical design supported by a reflexive, compatible
methodological approach 1s effective. Application of the
concept of the Skilled Viewer produces a number of findings
not available via pre—existing theoretical models. Viewers
are active, self-monitoring participants 1n the viewlng
process. The text/audience relationship 1s 1in constant
negotiation. Viewers’ enjoyment depends to a great extent on
the priorities with which they approach 1t. Placing
theoretical priority on the female viewer can prove
methodologically effective. Legitimating their voice
successfully empowers the women in the audience.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

Aims and Ob-jjectives

The aims and objectives of this study were to understand and
make explicit the text/audience relationship between a
television comedy written by a woman and featuring women
protagonists, and the women in the audience. The case study
used was the first series of the tv comedy, The Mistress
[BBC], within the context of the writer Carla Lane’s work 1in
general. This enquiry adds to the body of work on television
audiences, and continues to redress the balance with respect
to the investigation into female viewers. It has two other
principal aims. First of all, it confirms the women 1n the
audience as participants 1in the interpretive process.

Secondly, 1t gives their interpretation a voilce.

A feminist perspective directed this research. In this I was
guided by Janice A Radway’s explanation of her approach to
her study of romance readers in the USA, which:
situates the social practices of courtship,
sexuality, and marriage within the analytic
category of patriarchy, defined as a social system
where women are constituted only in and by their
relationships to more powerful men.'
It was important to take 1into account, assume their

significance, and attempt to explain the subjective feelings

of those women who were the subjects of the research. It was



Rhona Jackson

essential to use a theoretical model and a methodological
approach which promoted both the centrality of the women 1n
the audience and the validity of their views. I intended to
design a research model which would incorporate women’s

lived experience and learned interpretive expertise.

A number of theories were examined. The most relevant were
film and television theory, reader response theory and Uses
and Gratifications theory. Each offered useful theoretical
and methodological components. None provided an overall
model of the audience which was specifically pertinent.
Feminist film and television theory had advanced to regard
women as central, rather than as marginal or additional, but
their concept of the audience was purely theoretical. It did
not lend itself to the inclusion of the opinions of active
viewers 1in society. Reader response theory and Uses and
Gratifications theory were equally inappropriate as they
stood. The former focused on the reader rather than the
viewer. The latter was still in the process of developing an
explanatory stage which would be theoretically and
methodologically adequate. In order to free the study from
the limitations of any one of the above theories, whilst
simultaneously making use of those elements which were
enabling rather than restraining factors, an ’'open’ and
eclectic approach was designed from facets of each. The
concept of the Skilled Viewer was thus realised as a multi-
disciplinary model. It was underpinned by a feminist

perspective, an ethnographic account and methods of

S
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qualitative interviewing developed in reader —response
theory, television studies, and feminist sociology. It was

inspired by the motivations which prompted the research.

Motivations

Three fundamental interests motivated this project: comedy,
narrative, and images of women. Why a story is funny, how
the story unfolds, and how women are represented in the
visual media intrigue me. A tv situation comedy about women

seemed a legitimate focus for study.

The academic rationale for such study was threefold.
Firstly, along with soap opera and melodrama, situation
comedy had been 1dentified as being particularly popular
with the women in the audience’. Unlike soap opera and
melodrama, the genre had received little critical attention,
although hardly an evening passed when one or more sitcoms
were not broadcast on one or more of the British television
channels. Secondly, the study of humour and the role of
comedy had been neglected by those working in the field of
Cultural Studies. Since the work of Mast® who, in The Comic

Mind, ldentified eight narrative structures which

effectively organise humour in film, writers such as Eaton?,
and Neale”, had occasionally, though infrequently, examined
aspects of comedy. Theilr 1nitiatives were not furthered
unt1l the BFI conference in 1981 took A Serious Look at

Comedy, resulting the following year 1n the publication of
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Television Sitcom®. Two in-~depth studies in the area did
follow. The Logic of the Absurd by Jerry Palmer’, and Popular
Film and Television Comédy by Steve Neale and Frank Krutnik®
were published in 1987 and 1990 respectively. Thirdly, all
the above dealt with the text and/or the production side.
None included the audience dimension. This project had no
intention of claiming to be a major investigation into
humour and comedy; such a mission must necessarily command
the complete attention of a researcher and not be mere
component of a broader enquiry. The intention was to explore
the function of humour and the role comedy played within one
particular illustration of a text/audience relationship. Due

to the nature of the audience response, this plan seriously

to look 1nto why an audience laughs at a particular text was
sadly frustrated, mainly Dbecause they didn’t laugh very
much. The comedy element o0of the study was marginalised

because audience attention was directed elsewhere.

A Carla Lane series was selected as a case study for four
reasons. First of all, she was/is one of the very few comedy
writers who specifically focuses on women and women’s
concerns. Carla Lane 1s generally highly regarded by
television critics for the standard and quality of her work,
which to some extent set her apart from other examples of
the genre. All her series but one’ feature women as major
protagonists and foreground what are traditionally regarded
as female preoccupations, such as romance, the family, the

home. The Mistress continued themes set up in earlier Carla
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Lane series'® about women’s roles, relationships, and
anxieties. Secondly, Carla Lane is one of the most prolific
writers for television. Her output began in 1969 with The
Liver Birds |[BBC] and continued consistently until the
broadcasting in 1992 of her most recent sitcom, Screaming'!
[BBC]. Thirdly, Carla Lane’s name as a writer was
exceptionally well-known to the television audience. It was
assumed that the fact that she had written the series would
be as much an attraction for the audience as the artistes
and anticipated content. The fourth reason was that there
had been several studies of women writers who have written
literary texts for women readers!’, but no major study of

women writing televisual texts for women viewers.

There were two grounds for focusing on the women 1n the
audience. Firstly, sitcom is regarded as a ’'women’s genre’.
Thus, female vliewers were a key concern of the enquiry.
Secondly, there had been very little in—-depth research into
the active, social being who is a woman viewer of any type
of television programme. Hypotheses had been proposed about
the ways in which women appreciate television programmes®.
Before this study was undertaken little had been done to
test those theories on the women themselves'®. Researchers
had failed to elicit opinions and thoughts from the people
who do the viewing. The intention of this thesis was to look

at the practice as well as the theory.
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When I began thils inquiry, although television fiction had
become an acknowledged area of research, studies tended to
focus exclusively on either the text or the audience. That
there may be a relationship between the two had either gone
unrecognlsed, or had been ignored. The two alternative
methods of textual analysis, content analysis'’, or
semiotic/structural analysis!®, were theoretically based and
presented, without the theory being tested on an audience.
Most audience research with respect to visual fiction had
consisted of theoretical constructs of the audiencel!’, or had
been grounded 1n ’'effects’ research. Research into the
concrete audience had tended to be restricted to news and/or
current affairs programmes'®. Debates around what it is that
constitutes 'pleasure’!  helped to foreground  the
significance of the text/audience relationship. These
debates excluded the point of view of the active audience.
There had been 1little practical attempt in the area of
visual fiction to make explicit the dialectical relationship
between the text and the audience. Originally 1t was
intended that this research would go some way towards
filling the gap between the textual analyses and the
analyses of the audience, by revealing how the one i1nforms
the other. Whilst this study has been under way more
academic interest developed in the area of televisual texts
and their audiences®®. This research contributes towards this
growing body of knowledge, particularly in the area of the

female television viewer.
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Television viewing 1s a major pastime of contemporary
cultural life. During the period that The Mistress was first
broadcast, the average amount of time spent watching
television per person per week was 24 hours 35 minutes?®:.
Television fiction represents half of all television
programmes broadcast. Although as an information service and
as an education service it has for a long time been taken
seriously, it is only over the last 15 years that television
primarily as a source of light entertainment has been the
subject of serious research. Two parallel fields of study
had emerged, one into the text, the other into the audience.
The direction this study took was based on four fundamental
assumptions. Firstly, in order to examine the text/audience
relationship, focus should be primarily on audience
1nterpretation. The place of the text would be solely as the
trigger of response. Secondly, concrete television viewers
should be the site of study. Thirdly, the audience must be
conceptualised as social beings. Fourthly, the television
audience is active and skilled. They operate choices and use
and i1nterpret television texts in diverse ways. The concept
of the Skilled Viewer was designed to realise and test the

above assumptions.

Conceptualising The Skilled Viewer

No pre—-existing theoretical model was appropriate. The

Skilled Viewer was developed via an eclectic approach.

Components from film and television theory, reader response

10
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theory, and Uses and Gratifications theory contributed to

i1ts framework.

Fi1lm theory was relevant because of its shift of focus from
the film text to the pertinent concerns of how the spectator
"looks’, and 1ts work in the area of female spectatorship.
Attention had turned from the structure of the text to
concentrate on what 1t 1s that motivates the text, and
determines narrative progression. Speculation that the
"desire’ of the audience anticipated the ’pleasure’ they
derived from the film text, had developed into an interest

in how the dynamics of the text contributed to the

text/audience relationship.

Adapting the psychoanalytic view of ’"desire’ to argue that
1t was the motivating force of the narrative, film theorists
proposed the following. Male heterosexual desire 1s the
norm. It explains how conventions of film making are
structured by patriarchal society to present 1mages of men
as active seekers after women, and 1images of women as
passive, fetishised objects both of the men i1n the film and
of the male spectator’s desire?®. 'Desire’ motivates the
traditional narrative towards a resolution designed to
gratify male desire. The ’gaze’ was male’’. It explains the
role of women in traditional narrative as bystanders to the
actions o0f, obstacles in the way of, or final rewards for
the male hero®. Feminist theorists used these premises in

three ways. First of all, it was a departure point for

11
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feminist film makers to experiment with film production?®.
Secondly, 1t offered explanations of how ’‘women’s genres’
differ in motivation and presentation from mainstream
narrative®®. Thirdly, they <contended that a double
identification is necessary for the female spectator who, as
a woman must identify with the image of ‘woman’ as the
object of male desire, but, as a spectator she must identify

with just that male desire?’.

These developments were influential and relevant here for
two reasons. Firstly, they were predicated on the fact that
film narrative parallels society. Secondly, they examined
notions of ’looking’. These were fundamental to a study of

the socilally constituted audience of a visual text.

In terms o0f the conceptualisation Qf the Skilled Viewer,
problems associated with the psychoanalytic basis of film
theory had to be negotiated. These concerned the place of
women, theoretical standards concerning the unwieldiness of
the model, methodological incompleteness, and its
abstraction from the social world. Firstly, traditional
Freudian psychoanalysis®® excludes women altogether or
attempts to assimilate them into a theory which 1is
essentrlally male—-defined and male-specific. Freud contended
that maleness 1s the norm, and that the female child
experiences her difference from that norm as biological
inferiority. This was rejected here. In a study which places

the women 1n the audience centre stage, a theory which

12
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marginalises women was not appropriate. The argument for the
double identification of the female spectator, for instance,
negates ’‘woman’ as a thinking being in her own right. At
best 1t 1s questionable, at worst intolerable. Secondly, can
such an 1ssue successfully be incorporated without
stretching the credibility of the theory itself? It is as 1if
in order to account for women too, the existent framework
must Dbe stretched at no matter what the cost to the
integrity of the theory. It results in theoretical
compromise. Thirdly, film theorists used psychoanalysis to
probe the text, but they did not test their findings on an
audience. When their primary goal was to discover how
"desire’ works within the text, not researching the ’desire’
of the audience makes their results inconclusive. Fourthly,
the ahistorical, asocial standpoint of traditional
psychoanalysis would be at odds with the concept o0of the
Skilled Viewer, entailed in which is an understanding of the

audience as historically contextualised social beilngs.

Feminist theorists Dbrought film theory <closer to the
requirements of this study. Although acknowledging the work
on ’looking’, they were unhappy that the only association
with her visual i1mage permitted to the female spectator was
one of i1dentification. This took for granted that the female
spectator could gain only mediated and compromised pleasure,
leaving an essential dissatisfaction with whatever she saw
on the screen. At the same time there seemed to be a silent

assumption that i1dentification disallowed enjoyment. If any

13
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pleasure from the image was acknowledged it was met firstly
with a sort of theoretical unease, as enjoyment didn’t seem
quite to fit with the theory, and secondly with an
unsettling feeling that the theorists themselves
disapproved. It was as if the very seriousness of reclaiming
a central theoretical position for women had blocked out, 1in
the researchers’ minds at least, any "lightness" that could
be assoclated with watching a film or television programme.
No pleasures were considered other than those dictated by
the controlling look. No consideration was given to any
other level of understanding, such as, say, being diverted
by, or laughing at/with certain images?®’. No account was

taken that people may watch visual fiction for 1its

entertainment value.

Chodorow’s reworking of Freud offered feminist theorists
another avenue of psychoanalysis which permitted the
exploration of women’s experlence. In her book, The
Reproduction of Mothering: Psychoanalysis and the Socioloc

of Gender?®, Chodorow proposed that the psychosexual stages
of development incorporate processes of socialisation. They
construct gender differentiations of ’'masculine’ and
'feminine’, which become accepted as ’‘natural’ expressions
cf maleness and femaleness respectively. She argued that
where boys/men seek separateness and autonomy for successful
psychic maturation, /connectedness’ in relationships was the
key to girls’ /women’s psychic progression. Researchers into

television soap opera’ and melodrama®*®, and into films and

14
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television programmes with active female protagonists?®,
appropriated Chodorow’s ideas. Theoretical openings had
developed to permit women choices unavailable from within
the oppression/repression framework of the Freudian
psychoanalytical model. Identification was neither the only
thing the text offered, nor was it as simple a process as
formerly assumed. Viewers were constrained neither by nor
within a process of identification. They could choose to
identify or not with the activity or passivity of the image,
or with the activity or passivity of the types the image
represented?’!. They could seek identification or not, they
could take pleasure 1in identification or not, or they could
enjoy the image on some other level of, say, fun’’. By
appropriating psychoanalysis for their own ends, feminist
film and television theorists acknowledged that

psychoanalytic models are useful ... to the extent

that their application 1s 1n keeping with the

goals of a feminist agenda.?®
The Chodorowian perspective placed women as central and
active, exercising choice to use an 1image for ends not
determined by patriarchy. These principles corresponded to

those of the Skilled Viewer. However, the audience remained

a theoretical concept.

Simultaneous with the above developments, and of equal
relevance, was the growing belief that film and television
should not necessarily be studied in exactly the same way.

The only major common constituents of film and television

15
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texts were that they belonged to the visual media and were
served by similar literary and sociological traditions and
conventions. Comparing their material conditions of viewing
showed that they demand approaches of study which account

for their distinct peculiarities?’.

These two stages: women as active audience participants, and
a consideration of the conditions of viewing, had particular
bearing on this research. They suggested ways in which the
theory of the text could accommodate the audience. Firstly,
women were permlitted to seek pleasure on their own terms and
iln a positive manner, not solely dependent on their
oppressed position 1in society to dictate (or deny) their
enjoyment. Secondly, the consideration of where the film-
goers/television viewers encounter the text, acknowledged
that those who are 1looking at the text are more than
theoretical abstracts. They are living, active people 1in a
material world in which film and television must compete for

their time with other cultural diversions.

Film and television studies’ contribution to the concept of
the Skilled Viewer were the components of the wvisual text,
the notions of ’‘looking’, female spectatorship, and a
consideration of the conditions o©of viewing. In order to
incorporate the concrete audience, an approach was required
where the central focus would be on what the audience did
with the text rather than what the text offered. I turned to

reader oriented criticism.

16
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Reader oriented <critics argue that there <can be no
"'preferred reading’ of a text, that readers construct
meaning by bringing to the text certain a priori assumptions
formed by their experiences 1in a particular society at a
specific historical time. The reader and thelr reading
experience are the central focus of study. Stanley Fish’s*
concept of the ’'Informed Reader’ advanced in the field of
reader response theory became the departure point for the
concept o0f the Skilled Viewer. The ’'Informed Reader’ has
both linguistic competence in speaking and understanding
language, and literary competence from an experience of
literary texts. Diversity of reader—-competence is the result
of the way 1n which the reader approaches the text each time
they read 1t. These approaches are interpretive
strategies’, learned from the lived experience of
interpretive communities’, each person belonging to several
interpretive communities’. All texts, be they literary or
non—literary, are of equal status. The same applies to all
readings of texts, the 1literary critic’s knowledge of
literary accomplishment and/or standards being solely a
convention of the critic’s 'interpretive strategy’, learnt
via the ’'interpretive community’ of literary criticism. The
"Informed Reader’ 1s a self—-conscious subject, continually
aware of their reading activity. Malntaining that it is the
subjective act of reading which should be the principal
focus of the 1nvestigation, Fish’s methodology was to

examine hls own response to texts.

17
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The ’'Informed Reader’ is a skilled reader, who has learnt
interpretive expertise via reading experience. It was an apt
starting point for the ’Skilled Viewer’. Certain 1ssues
associated with Fish’s theory had to be addressed before a
process of adaptation and development could take place. His
focus on the reader, act of reading and his own reading

experilence raised a number of questions. These concerned the

negation of the text, the denial of stability of meaning,
the analysis of spontaneous response only, the equal status
of all texts, the linguistic basis of his theory, and
explanatory inadequacy’. I proposed the following. First of
all, Fish’s negation of the text should be reread as a
refusal to privilege the text with fixed meaning. Readers
could make sense of the text, meaning was not determined by
the text. Secondly, any stability of meaning depends on
soCieties as well as texts. Meaning 1s passed down by
people/readers/audience as well as texts. Thirdly, Fish
accounted solely for his own immediate response and not any
internalised opinions*®. In this research, spontaneous
response to the text of The Mistress, the audience’s
interpretation of their response and any later, deeper or
different response would all be considered. Fourthly, Fish’s
denial of a grander status to the literary text was helpful
because 1t removed the necessity of justifying the study of
a "popular" as opposed to a "quality" television programme.
The fifth point, that the linguistic basis of the theory can
account for change in the text but not in the reader was

defused 1n Radway’s study of romance readers. Radway used

18
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reader response theory as a base, but incorporated
Chodorowian theory to account for the changes 1n the
readers. Her methods also helped to remove the sixth
criticism, of explanatory inadequacy. She not only stated
the ’'interpretive strategies’ applied by her readers, but
attempted to explain why they wused them. The seventh
question, Fish’s use of himself as research subject, pointed
up the importance of monitoring my own subjectivity. I was
ever conscious of and careful to report my own response both
to The Mistress and to the audience reSponse, in order to
minimlse the risk of imposing my subjective reading on to

the women 1n the audience.

Radway’s Reading the Romance: Women, Patriarchy and Popular

Literature as an example of reader response theory 1n
practice 1s a key text which influenced this study. Radway
extended and developed Fish’s theory. She used an
interpretive community’ of romance readers to find out what
in their terms was significant in a romance, and in the act
of reading the romance. She compared the readers’
descriptions with those the publishing companies defined as

significant. She completed her study with a structural

analysis of the romance, the framework of her analysis being
gulded by her readers’ descriptilve categories. The audience
was always primary but she never forgot the texts to which
they responded, constantly referring back to them. Her
approach was a consciously feminist one. She placed

significance on the subjective experience of her readers,

19
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rather than on her own response, thus avoiding the criticism
of self-obsession levelled at Fish. By exploring her
readers’ ’interpretive strategies’ she posited reasons for

their deployment, thus attempting to account for them.

Although this study was influenced by Radway’s use of Fish,
I did not merely transfer her model of literary research to
the medium of television for a number of reasons. First of
all, 1n order to locate the Skilled Viewer as the key
theoretical focus, the audience was even more central. The
text was always present via the audience response but there
was no textual analysis. Secondly, Radway wused one
interpretive community’ of readers. To test their diversity
of 1interpretation, this study interrogated a number of
individuals and a number of groups of viewers. Thirdly, the
principle of subject selection differed from Radway’s.
Instead of using research subjects who were connected solely
by 1nterpretive convention, a basic assumption here was that
women are first of all social beings, who possess the
capacity and competence to 1nterpret texts. The focus was
shifted from ’interpretive community’ where emphasis 1s on
interpretive rather than socilial experience. Research
subjects were approached primarilly as members of socially
constituted groups whose common experience had led them to

hold shared ’interpretive repertoires’?®'.

Reader response theory 1is specifically concerned with the

reader, and reading is a private act which can be undertaken

20
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almost anywhere. This study focused on the television
audience. Television viewlng 1is generally a domestically
located, social act. Reader response theory had provided the
means of focusing on the act of reading/viewing, and of
conceptualising the concrete reader/viewer. It advanced the
concept of the Skilled Viewer, but in order to make it
comprehensive, viewers still had to be soclially

contextualised. Audience research was, therefore, examined.

The i1ntention here was to undertake a qualitative research
project. The principles of qualitative research are that
interviews and discussion with the audience will generate
rich, in-depth data. Morley had researched into groups of
viewers of the tv news programme, Nationwide [BBC]*), and
Hobson interviewed individual women about the soap opera,
Crossroads [ITV]*. Their technique was one of "unstructured’
discussions whereby subjects were asked to discuss the
programme. As different topics were generated the researcher
asked gquestions to prompt specific opinions. A later study
into the popularity of Dallas [BBC] was undertaken by Ien
Ang*’, who drew data from viewers’ responses to a newspaper
advertisement. Ang’s methods were not as relevant to this
project as were those of Morley and Hobson, but her findings
were pertinent Dbecause of the "light fiction" nature of

Dallas and her focus on audience opinion.

The emphasis on the audience as the primary focus of

investlgation raised questions of concern to this study
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because they were associated with the theoretical balance
between the text and reader. The convention of analysing a
text prior to the audience research to establish a
'preferred reading’, was criticised for subjectivity, and
i1ts status questioned. Its appropriateness for fictional as
well as ’factual’ texts was queried. Removal of the notion
0f the '’'preferred reading’ risked problems of polysemy.
Morley resolved the 1ssue by suggesting the research focus
be adjusted from the analysis of the text to the ’cultural
competence’?” of the viewer. This development was
particularly useful here, the focus on the ’competence’ of
the viewer corresponding with the interpretive expertise

entailled in the "Informed Reader’ and the ’"Skilled Viewer’.

A second relevant 1ssue concerning the contextualisation of
the viewer arose from Morley’s studies. Following his
investigation of Nationwide, he noted his failure to take
adequate account of the women 1n the audience. A
determination to restore the balance 1n his next study, into
the influences of family position on access to and enjoyment
of television®, resulted in an over—emphasis on gender as a
structuring factor®’. The problems Morley had encountered
concerning the place of the text and the structural factor

of gender were fundamental here. They were kept in mind for

this study into the socially contextualised female viewer to

be wary 0of from the outset.
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It is one thing to state that the audience point of view
will guide the research and another to achieve a
satisfactory way of doing so. When a piece of research
commences with a textual analysis there 1s a self-evident
structure right from the start. For an audience-led study,
the audience response must be classified into and presented
via a framework which is theoretically and methodologically
apt. Uses and Gratifications Theory was brought in to
organise the audilience response, and to offer illumination of

audience response on an explanatory level.

Uses and Gratifications Theory®® was relevant to the concept
of the Skilled Viewer for a number of reasons. It
conceptualised the concrete audience as active, self-aware
and selective and not directly manipulated by the media

text. It asserted that mass media use gratifies audience

needs. It assumed that researchers acknowledge the self-
aware audience, place value on the audience’s own
interpretation of their use of the media and that the
audience point of view guides the research. It stated that
the mass media are 1in competition with other forms of
gratification?®®. Methodologically, Uses and Gratifications

could provide a systematic categorisation procedure to order

audience data.

Two key developments in Uses and Gratifications theory were
pertinent to this study. The first was Denis McQuail’s

refinement of audience response classifications®® into four
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major categories: Personal Identity; Integration and Social
Interaction; Entertainment; and Information. The second was
two studies by J D Rayburn and P Palmgreen®’. They opened up
the notion of ’‘gratification’ to accommodate ideas of media
use not necessarily dependent on ’‘needs’. They introduced

the notion of expectation into ‘gratifications’ research by

separating the concept of 'gratifications’ into

"gratifications—sought’ and ’‘gratifications-obtained’.

McQuall’s classifications were adapted so that they
specifically applies to the responses of the audience of The
Mistress. Taking Rayburn and Palmgreen’s work as a starting
point, I further explored the notion of ’‘gratifications’.
Assuming that the Skilled Viewer’s wunderstanding of
television texts and genres would be expressed as
expectations, I developed a framework to account for them.
Explanations of response would be offered 1in terms of
anticipations—expressed/hope expressed and anticipations-

fulfilled/hope—-fulfilled.

Application of Theories

The concept of the Skilled Viewer was designed. The Skilled
Viewer understands and uses the language of the text. The
Skilled Viewer 1s a socilally contextualised being who
possesses considerable interpretive expertise. The Skilled
Viewer actively uses television for a variety of reasons.

The Skilled Viewer’s interpretation is influenced by their
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social positioning and by their gender. The Skilled Viewer

is self-aware and self-monitoring and understands the

influences on their use.

The multi-disciplinary approach towards the concept of the
Skilled Viewer necessarily involved much theoretical
borrowing. From film and television theory it took the work
connected with the motivation of the text, with ’looking’,
with images of women, and with the conceptualising of the
female spectator. Reader response theory’s assumptions that
the subjective reading/viewing experience 1is the chief
component for study in the cultural communication and that
the reader/viewer has considerable interpretive expertise
were espoused. The ’cultural competence’ of the audience
promoted in audience research and those principles of Uses
and Gratifications theory which assert that the audience 1s
active and socially located were embraced, and an
explanatory level of expectation was developed. Careful
monitoring of their application meant that the integration
of components from the above theories would operate via a

constructive tension. They would draw out interpretations of

audience response which may not have been accessible solely

via one model.

The Methodological Investigation of the Skilled Viewer

A feminist perspective systematised by an ethnographic

account directed the methodological approach. It informed
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the principles adopted and the procedures applied 1in the

study of the Skilled Viewer.

The broad principles of three 'feminisms’, liberal feminism,
radical feminism and socialist feminism, were examined. The
latter was the most apt, because socialist feminism operates
from within but against patriarchy. Within the social
hierarchy of patriarchy, the women in the audience of The
Mistress could be contextualised and their domestic and
family positions located. How their responses were
determined by or resisted their structural position could be
indicated. Liesbet van Zoonen’s approach, which merges
socialist feminism with a cultural studies perspective was
adopted®. The cultural studies approach introduced the
dimension of interpretation into the guiding principles. The
principles of the socially situated Skilled Viewer with
interpretive expertise were, therefore, accommodated in and

promoted by the methodological framework.

My relationship to my research subjects was 1n the tradition
described by Brunsdon as the 'fragmented’ approach®,
directed by an ethnographic account. It resolved the problem
encountered by Morley, as social factors other than gender
could be considered influential on viewers’ response. In
accordance with reader response theory, it granted the
audience an equal standing to myself, in terms of social
status (researcher/researched) and iI1interpretive skill. I

monitored and reported as faithfully as possible my own
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reactions to the situations, to the women in the audience,
and to their response. Thus, the response of those Skilled
Viewers who were the women in the audience of The Mistress

could be analysed on their own terms.

The methodological criteria of generalisability,
replicability and validity were addressed. The aim here was
for an accretion of findings, rather than to claim
generalisability. The latter is problematic in a qualitative
research project and would have detracted from the guiding
principles of the study. The principles and procedures of
data collection and analysis were precisely detailed so that
accretion of findings could be substantiated and that
replicability of the technicalities of methods would be
possible. In this study, wvalidity was the ©principle
objective. successful accretion of findings and
replicability of methods follows from the achievement of
validity. Validity depends on 'face validity’’* and
'predictive or convergent validity’’’.The former pertains to
the believability of findings, the latter to the probability
of like findings being repeated. The stages of data
collection, data analysis, and accounting had to be proved

sound for the findings to be regarded as valid.

The process of data collection had to be approached
sensitively and reflexively. The subjectivity of the
research subjects and myself had to be consistently

considered, monitored and honestly reported. Two decisions
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were made. Firstly, I should use qualitative research
methodology in order to interview audience members in—-depth.
Secondly, I should select viewers who were known to have an
interest in particular aspects of the visual media and who

were keen to express their opinions.

76 people participated in this study, 14 individual women,
nine groups of women, and four men. Subject selection was
via the ’snowball’’® technique. I approached a number of
women and asked them to take part and several of them
suggested further contacts. Individuals and groups were used
for three reasons. Firstly, no other study had researched
into both individuals and groups. Secondly, it would enhance
the quality of data gained. Thirdly, by comparing the
various social/viewing contexts, it would foreground their
influences on response. Issues associated with interviewing
groups identified by Alan Hedges® and Krueger®® were
acknowledged. These concerned group dynamics, possible
dominance of certain group members, potential discomfort of
others, difficulties associated with arrangements for
meetings, numbers of groups and numbers within groups. These
problems were negotiated successfully, although two groups
with numbers larger than recommended did generate observably

less rich data.

Subjects were characterised by categories derived from their
own self—-descriptions and from my observations of them.

These 1ncluded age, marital/family status, (paid) work,

28



Rhona Jackson

nationality/colour/racial origin and sexuality. Decisions
were taken not to include religion, party politics, regional
origin or "official" soclal class position. Not to include
religion may have been an oversight. It was based on the
lack of significance of orthodox religion in my own life. In
consequence, I barely considered it in terms of my research
subjects. Party political affiliation was excluded in order
Lo foreground the feminist principle that the ’'personal is
political’. Regional origin was omitted because less
discussions were arranged in only two of the three regions
originally planned. Most took place in Sheffield. Those
planned 1n London and some of the Merseyside discussions
falled to materialise. I assumed, therefore, that regional
origin would not prove a significant influence. The research
subjects’ "official"™ social class descriptions was assigned
to Appendix VI. This 1includes also their perceptions of
thelir social class and my observations about any differences
between them. The decision not to include their formal
social class descriptions in the main body of the study was
taken 1n support of the principle that women are social
beings 1n their own right. Social class 1s based on the

socio—economic position of the male head of the household

and would have detracted from the aim to place as central
and empower the women in the audience. In retrospect, as
much ©f the response to The Mistress was associated with

social class, 1ts relegation to an appendix was misguided.
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Viewers watched episodes of The Mistress as they were
originally broadcast or videos of them soon after their
first broadcast. Discussions took place in places with which
they were familiar and comfortable. I preceded each
discussion with two statements. Firstly, I explained that I
wanted their opinions because research into women television

viewers was under-represented. Secondly, their responses

would not be judged 1in terms of right or wrong.

Many of the audience members were already known to me. This
raised issues relating to the nature and conduct of the

interviews and to the objectivity of the research. In a

study that 1intentionally set out to elicit subjective
opinion, this was justified by beginning with a principle of
trust which dictates that the interviewer and interviewee (s)
are on an equal footing and hold each other and the
integrity of the research in respect. Traditional interview
techniques seek statistical data and demand scientific
distance at all times, inclusive of the interview situation.
A qualitative research project guided by a feminist
perspective denies the necessity of such formality during a
discussion which concerns feeling and often deeply held
opinion. Here, objectivity was achieved by reflexive data
analysls and accounting, rather than in the data gathering.
My ‘fragmented’ approach was aided by feminist sociological
methods of eliciting data, whereby the process of the data
collection 1s considered as significant as the data

59 5 ' ' ' '
collected™. During the discussions, it was the conversation
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and the people who were conversing that were of prime
importance. The focus was only shifted to the data in the
analysis stage. The procedure of ethnographic accounting
monitored the relationship between the data and its
producers. The "human—-ness" of the discussion process was

consistently (re)united with the response it expressed.

The data analysis was undertaken in five systematic stages.
Firstly, it was allocated into four topic areas defined by
the audience themselves. Secondly, Uses and Gratifications
categories were applied. Thirdly, the 'interpretive
strategies’ and 'interpretive repertoires’ which had
generated the responses were 1dentified. Fourthly, the
response was described 1in terms of the framework of
expectation I had developed. Fifthly, Chodorow was
speculatively applied to certain responses to suggest

further explanation.

The investigation of the Skilled Viewers who were the women
in the audience of The Mistress was achieved by the rigorous
application of methodological principles and procedures

which were compatible with the theoretical model.

The Account

Certaln provisos must be considered in relation to the
findings and their account. This was a qualitative research

project where numbers of subjects were restricted in order
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to gain in-depth responses. The argument here was for an
accretion of findings rather than generalisability. Thus, I
decided not to report the audience response 1in specific
numeric or percentage terms. Firstly, to be so exact would
only serve a purpose if the figures could be extrapolated to
the rest of the female viewing population. This has been a
study of some viewers of one television text and so it would
not be fair to suggest that the findings could be
generalised even to all female northern British television
viewers who watched The Mistress in the mid ’80s.
Nevertheless, although no statistical correlation can be
inferred from the findings here, they are legitimate
pointers to ways in which female television viewers overall
may respond to a particular television text. Secondly, as
numbers and/or percentages would be included solely for the
sake of dogmatic pedantry rather than enhancing meaning,

they would serve to disrupt the fluency of the account and

make it less comfortable for the reader. Accordingly, I have
preferred to use the more general terms, such as "many",

"most", "the majority of", "several", "few", and so on.

In a study which insists on the centrality of the audience,
a major question was where to locate the audience
discussions 1n the order of chapters. I was tempted to
introduce the maln body of the study with them. Thils would
have necessitated combining all the information in Chapters
Two and Five which would have made the first major chapter

awfully long and, I suspect, would have appeared tediously
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impenetrable. I was persuaded to adopt the present order toO
make reader access as easy as possible.

The account proceeds as follows. Chapter Two: Perspectives,
locates the series in that tradition of television texts
conventionally known as situation comedy. Its generic
conventions are described. The Mistress 1s introduced. The
four subjects areas most commonly discussed by the women 1in
the audience, Carla Lane, Stars/Characters, Conventions, and
Representations of Women are 1introduced in terms of how
viewers related to them. Carla Lane’s track record 1is
described, the conventions which influenced response most
significantly are recorded, Dyer’s notion of /'stars’ 1is
debated, and feelings and opinions of images of women are

discussed.

The third chapter: Conceptualising The Audience, explains
the development of the concept of the Skilled Viewer. The
three theories which contributed to its design are explored
in detail. How and why specific facets of each were selected
is clarified. An explanation of the theory of the Skilled

Viewer concludes the chapter.

Chapter Four: Methodolo and Methods, explains the
fundamental principles underlying the procedures adopted and
how the principles and procedures informed each other to
investigate the concept of the Skilled Viewer. The
procedures of subject selection, data collection and data

analysis are precilsely detailed. This includes an
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explanation of the problems assocliated with each and how
they were negotiated so that the methodological framework

would complement and facilitate the theory design.

The viewing experience of the women in the audience of The
Mistress is the subject of Chapter Five: The Audience Data
And Tts Interpretation. The audience response 1s described.
It 1s explained in terms of expectation. The anticipations-
expressed/anticipations—fulfilled and hopes—expressed/hopes
fulfilled are suggested. The 'interpretive strategies’ which
generated response and the ’interpretive repertoires’ from
which they derived are explored. Chodorow’s ideas are
experimentally applied to certain response. Interpretations

are suggested.

In Chapter Six: Conclusions, each section of the research 1is
pulled together, conclusions drawn and recommendations made

for future research projects.

NOTES

1. Reading the Romance: Women, Patriarchy and Popular

Literature [University of North Carolina Press,
1984] (pp9/10).

2 . e.g. A letter, dated October 1985, from the BBC
Data Retrieval Unit states:

[A] lthough there 1s no target audience
as such, it 1s well known that
programmes such as soap operas and
situation comedies have a higher reach
among women viewers.

34



Rhona Jackson

3. Mast, Gerald [New English Library, 1973].

4. Eaton, Mick: ’'Television Situation Comedy’ 1n
Screen Vol 19 [1978] No 4, pp2l9—-44; and ’Laughter
in the Dark’ in Screen Vol 22 [1981l] No. 2, pp6l-

39.

S. Neale, Steve: ’Psychoanalysis and Comedy’ in
Screen Vol 22 [1981] No 2, pp2l9-42.

6. Cook, Jim (ed), BFI Dossier No 17 [BFI, 1982].
7. [(BFFI, 1987].
8 . [Routledge, 1990].

9. Lane’s series, I Woke Up One Morning [BBC, 1985]

was contrary to her own tradition and focused on
four men.

10. e.g. The Liver Birds [BBC, 1969-77], Butterflies
[BBC, 1978-80], Solo [BBC, 1981-83] and Leaving
[(BBC, 1983—-83].

11. About three middle aged women all involved with
the same man, starring Gwen Taylor.

12. e.g. Modleski, Tania: Loving with a Vengeance:

Mass Produced Fantasies for Women [Methuen, 1982];
and Radway op. cit.

13. e.g. Brunsdon, Charlotte: ’'Notes on Soap Opera’,
and Modleski, Tania: 'Rhythms of Reception:
Daytime Television and Women’s Work’ 1in Kaplan, E

Ann (ed): Regarding Television [AFI, 1983].

14. c.f. Several later studies in this area, e.g. Ang,
Ten: Watching Dallas Methuen, 1985)],; 'Morley,

David: Family Television: Cultural Power and
Domestic Leisure [Comedia, 1986]; Buckingham,

David: Public Secrets: EastEnders and 1ts Audience
[BFI, 1987]; Montgomerie, Margaret: EastEnders

(unpublished, 1987].

15. For a detailed explanation of content analysis
methodology, see Berelson, B: Content Analysis 1n
Communications Research [Hafner Press, 1952]. For
examples of 1ts use, see Gerbner, G: ’‘Cultural
indicators: the case o0of violence in television
drama’ 1n Annals of the American Association of
Political and Social Science [1970], vol 338,
pp69-81l; and Glasgow Media Group: Bad News [RKP,
1976].

35



Rhona Jackson

16. For a detailed explanation of structuralism, see
Hawkes, Terence: Structuralism and SemiotilcCs
[Methuen, 1977]. For examples of the application
of structuralism to the visual media, see Fiske,
J and Hartley, J: Reading Television [Methuen,

1978]; and Silverstone, Roger: The Message of
Television [Heinemann, 1981].

17. e.g. Elsaesser, Thomas: ’'Visual Pleasure and
Audience Oriented Aesthetics’ (orig. pubd. 1969)
in Bennett, Tony et al (eds): Popular Television
and Film [BFI, 1982]; and Mulvey, Laura: ’Visual
Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ in Screen, Vol 16
(1975], No 3, ppo—18.

18. e.g. Morley, David: The Nationwide Audience [BFI,
1980]; and Wren-Lewis, Justin: Decoding Television
News [unpublished, 1984] . See also Hobson,

Dorothy: Crossroads: The Drama of a Soap Opera
[Methuen, 1982] for an exception to this rule.

19. e.g. Barthes, Roland: The Pleasure of the Text
[Cape, 1970]; and Mercer, Colin: ’'Pleasure’ 1in

Popular Culture, Open University Course U203, Unit
17 [OU, 1981].

20. c¢.f. Note 14.

21. BBC Annual Report and Handbook 1985 [BBC, 19806},
(Ppld7) .

22. e.g. Mulvey, op. cit. on how the ’look’” o0f the
spectator is constructed in mainstream Hollywood
film.

23. e.g. Kuhn, Annette: Women’s Pictures: Feminism and
Cinema [RKP, 1982]1; and Snitow, Ann et al (eds):

Desire: The Politics of Sexuality ([(Virago, 1984];
and Kaplan, E Ann: Women and Film: Both Sides of

the Camera [Methuen, 1983].

24. e.q. de Lauretis, Teresa: Alice Doesn’t
[Heinemann, 1984].

25. e.g. Pollock Griselda et al: 'Femlnist Fililm
Practice and Pleasure’ 1in Bennett, Tony et al
(eds) : Formations of Pleasure [RKP, 1974].

26. e.g. Kuhn, Annette: 'Women’s Genres’ 1in Screen Vol
25 [1984] No 18, ppl8-25.

27. e.g. Doane, MaryAnn: ’'Film and the Masquerade:
Theorising the Female Spectator’ in Screen Vol 23
(1982] Nos 3-4, pp74-88.

36



28 .

29.

30.
31.

32.

33.

34.

35.
36.
37.

38.

39.

40.

Rhona Jackson

c.f. Freud, S: Introductory Lectures on
Psychoanalysis (orig. pubd. 1917) ([Penguin, 1974}

and On Sexuality (orig. pubd. 1905) [Penguiln,
1977]

c.f. Wolfe, Naomi: The Beauty Myth [Chatto and
Windus, 1990].

[University of California Press, 1978].

e.g. Brunsdon, and Modleski, in Kaplan (ed) op.
cit.

e.g. Budge, Belinda: ’Joan Collins and the Wilder
Side of Women : Exploring Pleasure and
Representation’ in Gamman, Lorraine and Marshment,
Margaret (eds): The Female Gaze: Women as Viewers

of Popular Culture [The Women’s Press, 1988].

e.qg. Stacey, Jackie: "Desperately Seeking
Difference’ 1n Screen Vol 28 [1987] No 1, pp4d8-
61],; Byars, Jackie: "Gazes/Voices/Power: Expanding
Psychoanalysis for Feminist Film and Television
Theory’ and Gledhill, Christine: ’'Pleasurable
Negotiations’ 1in Pribram, Deirdre (ed): Female

Spectators: Looking at Film and Television [Verso,
1988]; Gamman, Lorraine: 'Watching the Detectives:

The Enigma of the Female Gaze’ 1in Gamman and
Marshment (eds) op. cit.

c.f. Wolfe op. cit.; and Ellis, John: Visible
Fictions [RKP, 1982].

c.f. Budge op. cit.; Wolfe op, cit.
Pribram, op. cit. (p3).

c.f. Elsaesser op. cit.; Ellis op. cit.; Morley
[1986] op. cit.; Pribram op. cit;, and Gamman and

Marshment op. cit.

Fish, Stanley: ’'Is There a Text 1in This Class?:
The Authorities of Interpretive Communities’
(orig. pubd. 1976) in Is There a Text in This
Class?: The Authorities of Interpretive

Communities [Harvard University Press, 1980].

c.f. Iser, Wolfgang: The Implied Reader: Patterns

of Communication 1in Prose Fiction from Bunvan to
Beckett [Columbia University Press, 1974] and The

Act of Reading: The Theory of Aesthetic Response
[(John Hopkins University Press, 1976].

c.f. Bleich, David: ’Epistemological Assumptions
in the Study of Response’ (orig. pubd. 1978) 1n

37



41 .

42 .
43 .
44 .

45 .

46.

47 .

48 .

49 .

50.

51l.

Rhona Jackson

Tompkins, Jane P (ed): Reader Response Criticism:
From Formalism to Post—structuralism [John Hopkins

University Press, 1980].

cf. Klaus Bruhn Jensen’s use of the term

' interpretive repertoires’ to define audiences not
as

formal groups Or communities, but
contextually defined agents who employ

such repertolres to make preliminary
sense.

Jensen: 'Humanistic scholarship as qualitative
science: contributions to mass communication
research’ 1n Jensen, Klaus Bruhn and Jankowskil,

Nicholas W (eds): A Handbook of OQualitative

Methodologies for Mass Communication Research
[Routledge, 1991] (p4d2).

Morley [1980] op. cit.
Hobson op. cit.
Ang op. cit.

Morley, David: 'Nationwide: A Critical Postscript’
in Screen Education [Summer 1981] No 30, ppo-—18.

Morley [1986] op. cit.

Ibid (pl74); c.f. also Gray, Ann: ’‘Behind Closed
Doors: Video Recorders in the Home’ 1in Baehr, H

and Dyer, G (eds): Boxed In: Women and Television
[Pandora, 1986] for a critique of Morley.

c.f. McQuail, Denis (ed): The Sociology of Mass
Communications [(Penguin, 1972] for articles on

Uses and Gratifications theory.

c.f. Katz, E, Blumler, Jay G and Gurevitch, M:
rgtilization  of Mass Communication by  the
Individual’ in Blumler, Jay G and Katz, E (eds):
The Uses of Mass Communications [Sage, 1974].

Mass Communication Theory: An Introduction [Sage,
1983].

'Merging Uses and Gratifications and Expectancy-
Value Theory’ and ’'An Expectancy-Value Approach to
Media Gratifications’ 1in Rosengren, K Lk, Wenner,
I, A and Palmgreen, P (eds): Mass Communications
Research [Sage, 1985].

38



S2.

S3.

54,

353.
S6.

S7.

58.

59.

Rhona Jackson

'Feminist Perspectives on the Media’ in Curran,
James and Gurevitch, Michael (eds): Mass Media and

Society [Edward Arnold, 1991] (p33).

Brunsdon, Charlotte: Identity in feminist
television criticism’ in Media, Culture and
Society Vol 15 No 2 [April, 1993].

Krueger, Richard A: Focus Groups: A Practical
Guide for Applied Research [Sage, 1988] (p4l).

Tbid (p42) .

Press, Andrea L: ’'Class, Gender and the Female
Viewer: Women’s Responses to Dynasty’ in Brown,
Mary Ellen (ed): Television and Women’s Culture
[Sage, 1980].

"Group Interviewing’ in Applied Qualitative

Research [Gower, 1985].

Op. cit.

C.L. Roberts, Helen (ed): Doing Feminist Research
[RKP, 1981]; and Oakley, Ann: The Sociology of
Housework (2nd Edition) [Basil Blackwell Ltd.,

1985].

39



Rhona Jackson

CHAPTER TWO

PERSPECTIVES

This chapter outlines the framework within which the
audience discussions developed. It Dbegins with a
description of The Mistress: the text. Those aspects of the
series which the audience themselves deemed most significant
are introduced. The Mistress is located in the context of
Carla Lane’s writing, followed by a discussion of the
generic conventions of the series and of sitcom generally.
The notion of ’stars’ is advanced as a means of explaining
the appeal of the stars/characters in The Mistress. How the
women in the audience perceived the representation of women

in the series concludes the chapter.

The text

Viewers discussed the first series of The Mistress broadcast
on Thursday evenings on BBC2 in January and February 1985.
The series 1is described 1in four sections: Characters,
Setting, Presentation and Plot. This 1s followed by a

synopslis of each episode.

Characters

The three main characters are: Maxine (Felicity Kendal),

Helen (Jane Asher), and Luke (Jack Galloway) .
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Maxine (Max) is a successful business woman, a florist with
her own shop. She 1is single and 1lives alone with an
assortment of pet animals. She 1is 30, slim, blonde,
conventionally attractive, wears casual, modern clothes
favouring pastel colours, particularly pink. She is a lousy

cook. She is having an affair with Luke.

Luke 1s a consultant engineer. His professional status 1is
sufficiently high that he has free rein at work to see Max
during the day when he chooses. He 1is 40 and amiably
attractive. He has been married to Helen for 16 years. They

have no children.

Helen 1s a housewife. She has a maid to do the housework,
but still does some herself. She 1s 1in her mid to late
thirties, is slim, red-haired and conventionally attractive.
Her taste 1n clothes 1s expensive, middle-of-the-road,
classical fashions. She 1s a good cook, enjoys ’'a good

play’, and gardening. Luke describes Helen as 'nice’.

Three other subsidiary characters are cruclial to the
narrative progression. They are referred to here as the
'major—-minor’ characters. Jenny, Simon, and Jo are
confidant (e)s and helpmates of the main protagonists. Jenny
has been Maxine’s friend since school, works 1in her shop and

borrows her clothes. She is plump and dark haired. Next to

Maxine’s prettiness she appears plain. Jenny 1s "going out"
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with Bruce. We never meet Bruce. Simon works with Luke. It
i1s implied that Luke is his superior. Simon 1is plain and
bespectacled, envies Luke’s association with two pretty
women, tells witty stories at hils own expense, and 1is
unhappily married to Nancy. We never meet Nancy. Jo 1is
Helen’s Filipino maid. She 1s not very competent either as
a maid, dr with the English Language. Jo’s husband is a

rotter. We never meet him.

Other minor characters who contribute to the narrative are:
two taxili drivers (Episode 1); Luke and Helen’s neighbour
(Epi1sode 2); a woman in a restaurant (Episode 3); an arguing

couple (Episode 4); an old friend of Jenny’s (Episode 5).

Settling

The series 1is set in Bath!, although this is never stated.
The season 1s late spring or summer. The weather 1in the
outdoor scenes 1s always fine, and everyone wears warm-
weather clothes. Except for two scenes in town, one where
Max buys replacement clothes for Luke (Episode 2), and one
where Luke and Helen are shopping (Episocde 4), all outdoor
scenes are in the country, by the sea, or by the river. The
majority of scenes are set indoors. Most are shot 1in
Maxine’s house, Luke and Helen’s house, Maxine’s shop, or
Luke’s office. Others are set in Jenny’s flat, Simon’s

house, a hotel, or a restaurant.
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Max’s house 1s small, a "bijou residence" o0ld style
(Victorian or Edwardian) end—-terrace at the closed end of a
cul—-de-sac. The front door opens from the street directly
into the lounge. The interior décor, design, and furnishings
are modern and bright, giving a light and airy impression.
The house is always clean and tidy. The cat and rabbit have
free run of the house; both use the cat tray. The singing
finch in its birdcage lives in the living room. The open-
plan living room with its push-button telephone is decorated
in pastel shades, the stairs to the bedroom leading from it,
the kitchen leading off it. The bedroom is in ivory and a
bathroom, which we never see, leads off the bedroom. The
kitchen is 1in cream and white with red accessories. The
units having a wipe-clean, melamine surface. Max deals with

her paper work in the living room or kitchen.

Luke and Helen 1live 1in a large, detached, old style
(Victorian or Edwardian) house. The décor, design, and
furnishings give a luxurious and comfortable impression. The
house 1s always clean and tidy. The hall, with 1ts dial
telephone, 1is spacious. The lounge 1s conventionally
furnished with heavy curtains and a large, traditional
three—-pliece suite. The kitchen has real pine fittings, which
match the very large mosaic pine kitchen table and heavy

highbacked carved pine chairs. The bedroom 1is 1n shades of

dark blue. Luke does the household accounts in his study, a

small room lined with books.
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Max’s shop houses only flowers and plants. It 1s always

clean and tidy. There is no evidence of soil or water.

Luke’s office is a converted room in an old house. It is in

shades of cream and brown. It is clean and tidy.

Jenny’s flat is homely and untidy. Simon’s house is dull and

ordinary.

Presentation

The serilies consists of six half-hour episodes. The opening
sequence 1s a succession of eight pictures in horizontal,
oval, ornate frames. They are pictures of "ladies" in close-—
up and/or reclining luxuriously; paintings of famous
mistresses in history’. As the pictures succeed each other so
the series and cast are announced. The names are presented

1n an elaborate, flowery, italic—-type script. The title, The

Mistress appears over the third picture. The sixth picture
1s overlaid with the information ’'by Carla Lane’. The
seventh picture has the accompanying announcement ’‘starring
Felicity Kendal’. It is a photograph of the actress 1in an
Edwardian style dress, her hair pinned up 1in matching
fashion. The eighth and final picture in the opening
sequence 1s one of a Victorian party game of Blind Man’s
Buff’, over which is announced ’‘with Jane Asher and Jack

Galloway’. The theme tune accompanying the titles and
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credits is Italian Girl in Algiers by Rossini?, played by a

chamber orchestra.

Max appears 1in several different settings: alone in her
shop, in her home, on the beach, in her van, in taxis, in a
restaurant. We see her with Luke in her shop, in her home,
on the beach, in a town, 1n the woods, in his car. She has
scenes with Jenny i1n her shop, in her home, in her wvan, at
a pub. We see her twice with Jenny’s friend, outside her
shop and outside her home. She seems to lead a busy life and

Lo have some control and operation of choice in her life.

Luke features 1n a number of settings. He is alone when
travelling to meet Max, when shopping for a locket for Max
whilst waiting for Helen, when telephoning Max in his own
home, and 1n Max’s house when she inadvertently locks him
in. We see him with Max as above. He has a number of scenes
with Helen in their home and shopping. He is seen with Simon

1n his office. He appears to be a free agent.

Except for two brief shots when collecting Luke and being
dropped 1n town by him, and once where she is shopping with
Luke, Helen is only seen in her own home. Twice she 1s alone
receiving telephone calls from Luke. Otherwise she is with

Luke or with Jo. She appears to have no life other than her

relationship with Luke.

45



Rhona Jackson

Plot

The series plot concerns Luke and Maxine’s affair. Three
questions are constantly posed: Will the affair last? Will
Luke leave Helen for Maxine? Will Helen discover the affair?
Two other subplots run through the whole series: Will Jenny
marry Bruce? Will Simon and Nancy’s marriage break up? Each

eplsode also carries 1ts own plot.

SYynopses

Episode 1: Will Luke and Maxine manage to get away for
a weekend without Helen suspecting?

Luke tells Helen he’s working late. He spends the evening

with Max. Max complains she doesn’t see enough of him. He

suggests a weekend away.

The weekend. Jenny arrives at Max’s house to look after the
animals. Luke drops Helen in town and takes the keys to her
car to the garage. Max takes one taxi to rendezvous with
Luke at another. The second taxi driver hands her a
'Smarties’ tube containing a note from Luke arranging to see

her at the hotel instead.

The hotel. Luke is constantly on his guard 1n case someone
sees them. Max is annoyed when she overhears him ringing
Helen with a story of why he won’t be home. They row because

he hasn’t arranged the weekend properly and has asked Helen
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to collect him early the next day. They make up. The
following morning Luke 1leaves with Helen whilst Maxine
watches from her hotel room window.

L 2 & X __§ 1

Episode 2: Will Helen find out about Maxine®?

1.00am. Max wakes Luke to send him home as his ’stag night’
will be over by now. At home, Helen asks if he’s drunk. He

says "No’. She gets 1nto his side of the bed.

Next day. In the office, Simon envies Luke for looking so

tired. Max rings. They arrange to go for a picnic.

The beach. They play. The tide washes away one of his shoes
and soaks his shirt. Walking back to the car they meet
Luke’s neighbour walking his dog. Luke panics. Max finds it
funny. In town, Max buys him a palir of shoes. They plan to

go and buy a new shirt.

Luke’s home. Luke and Helen eat homemade cake and drink tea
in their living room. She quizzes him about his new clothes.
Their neighbour calls and asks for DIY advice. He makes no

mention of seeing Luke and Max although Luke thinks he will.

That evening. Luke tells Max he can’t go on with the deceit.
Max hears from a previous boyfriend and Luke 1insists she

ring him back. She does, to say she won’t see him as she
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loves someone else. They agree to carry on seeing each
Other. Luke rings Helen to say he’s at the office. She tells
him the girl in the shoe shop rang to say he’d left his shoe

there: ’'She seemed to think I was with you. She kept saying:

you dropped his card.’

Episode 3: Can the affair 1last despite Helen’s
increasing suspicions, and Maxine’s
increasing doubts?

A restaurant. At lunch, Max is joined by an elderly woman
whose advice on men and children make her ponder her future.

Later. Jenny announces her engagement to Bruce. Max and

Jenny discuss Max and Luke.

Helen’s kitchen. Whilst getting ready to go out, Luke and
Helen row. She says he has no interest in her, but she’s not
complaining. He taunts her to ’‘do something evil for a

change’ . She pours whisky 1nto a glass.

Later. Max’s house. Luke arrives, his shirt soaked where
Helen had aimed several glasses of whisky at him. Max 1is
pleased to see him but angry when he goes to move his car to
allay suspicion. Luke claims they’d both decided they wanted

an affair not a marriage’ . Max agrees.

Next morning. Luke and Helen at their kitchen table. Helen

says she wants a baby. Luke is startled.
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Afternoon. In the woods. Max tells Luke she’d like to have

his baby. Luke is taken aback.

Episode 4: Can Luke persuade Maxine to go on with the

affair? Can he persuade Helen there 1is
nothing wrong with their marriage?

Before work. Jenny advises Max to finish with Luke. The next
night. Max accuses Luke of falling asleep after making love,

and of always being tired. They row. She tells him to go.

Next morning, Luke discovers Helen has come off the

contraceptive pill. They discuss recent tensions 1in their

marriage and he says things will get better. They plan to go

shopping. He goes out first ’'for a paper’.

Max’s house. She tries to clear all traces of Luke from her
home, but can only find two photos hidden in a book. Luke

rings. She tells him to go away as she wants someone to ‘buy

her gold lockets and spend a whole Sunday with her’.

Town. Helen 1s in a supermarket. Luke buys a locket for Max.
A couple nearby argue loudly. She accuses him of

selfishness; Luke becomes thoughtful. He hides the locket in

the glove compartment of the car.

Nighttime. Max gets up to make doorstep sandwiches of bread

and marmalade. Luke rings. She hangs up. She can’t open the
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marmalade jar. She rings him to say: ’It’s now when I need
you. I can’t open the marmalade’. He plans to see her on

Sunday. She rings off. The marmalade 1lid unscrews easily.

Sunday. Luke brings Helen breakfast in bed and says he’s
going fishing. She says she’ll go with him as it’s his plan
and he made breakfast. He is surprised when she wishes him:

‘Happy 1l6th Wedding Anniversary’. He tells her her present

is 1n the car.

Max prepares breakfast for two and takes Luke’s photos out

of the bin to stand on the breakfast table.

Luke takes the locket he’d bought for Max out of the glove

compartment of the car and goes back into his house.

Episode 5: Will Max take Luke back?

The river. Whilst jogging, Max tells Jenny that she 1is
determined to keep Luke out of her life after he let her

down by failing to keep their all-day—-Sunday date.

Luke’s office. Luke and Simon discuss Simon’s marriage.

Later. Outside her shop, Max flirts with an American friend
of Jenny’s as Luke drives up and watches. Luke drives away.

She becomes off-hand and the American leaves, puzzled.
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Saturday. Planning to stay overnight at Jenny’s, Max leaves
her house by the back door at the same time as Luke lets
himself in at the front. As he looks for her inside, she

deadlocks the front door from the outside.

Jenny’s flat. She and Max discuss relationships with men and

with women. Jenny’s American friend arrives and she attempts

to "matchmake"™ him and Max.

Max’s house. Luke rings Simon for support. Simon 1is
depressed and needs more support than he can give. Luke
rings Helen to find she won’t miss him because she 1is
visiting her mother. He discovers two lots of animal food.

It dawns on him that Max is out for the night.

Sunday morning. The American brings Max home. Luke 1is
walting for her, reading a paper, wearing a pink nightie and

a comb 1n his hair. They hug and make up.

Episode 6: Will the affair last after they have spent a
whole Sunday together?

Luke’s office. He confides to Simon about his affair. Simon

agrees to be a fishing trip alibi when Luke 1s with Max.

Early Sunday morning. Luke and Helen’s bedroom. Simon rings

to wake Luke. Helen gets up to make his sandwiches.
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The country. Luke and Max spend the day picnicking,

accompanied by the cat and rabbit.

Helen’s home. Whilst hanging curtains, Helen asks Jo if she
thinks she’s boring because she no longer attracts Luke. JO

tells her about her husband who was ’'bad’ and left her and

her children.

Evening. Max’s house. Luke 1lounges on her couch reading
newspapers. Max washes dishes. They row over domestic
routine. Jenny rings. Her wedding is arranged for 10 days

hence. Luke and Max make it up. Max suggests they go to bed.

Carla Lane

The majority of viewers had high expectations of a Carla

Lane series, regularly referring to her previous series.

In their article, 'The Gender Game’, Andy Medhurst and Lucy

Tuck describe Carla Lane as ’'the only consistently

successful woman writer of sitcoms’’. Her track record is

remarkable [Fig.1]:

Fig.l
The Liver Birds: about the friendship and
[1969-1977] romances of two working

Liverpool girls (starring
Nerys Hughes and Polly
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Butterflies:
[1978-1980]

So0lo:
[1981-1983]

Leaving:
[1983-1984]

The Mistress:
(1985—-19806])

Rhona Jackson

James, later replaced by
Elizabeth Estensen) ;

[The first series of The

Liver Birds was co-written

with Myra Taylor. All
subsequent serlies were
wrltten by Carla Lane].

about a middle—-aged woman,
bored and unhappy with her
roles as housewilife and
mother, but uncertalin
whether to have an affair
(starring Wendy Craig and
Geoffrey Palmer);

about a single woman
attempting to live a 1life
alone after the break—-up of
a long term romantic
relationship with a man
(starring Felicity Kendal);

about a divorced couple,
their 1lives apart, their
relationships with each
other and with their adult

children (starring Susan
Hampshire and Keith
Barron) ;

about a single woman having
an affair with a married
man, the problems of their

relationship with each
other and of his with his
wife (starring Felicity

Kendal, Jane Asher, and
Jack Galloway, replaced
after the first series by
Peter McEnery).

Discussions were held during the Dbroadcasting of and

immediately following the first series of The Mistress in

1985. Her track record did not include two further Carla

Lane seriles broadcast in 1985, consecutive to The Mistress,

nor her later series broadcast in 1992°¢.
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Lane’s comedies are regularly repeated. The Liver Birds and
Butterflies have frequently been re-broadcast over the past
two decades. One of her most recent series, Bread, was
phenomenally popular with six new series since its original

showing in 1985. Each one has been repeated.

Along with critical and commercial success, Carla Lane is
one of the few writers of tv fiction known by name to the tv
audience. That it was she who wrote The Mistress was
significant to the women interviewed. Her series had two
major appeals: the quality of her writing, and the themes
and 1ssues she wrote about. The majority of women in the
audience agreed with the "official" critics that Lane’s
wrlting was of a very high calibre. Their comments noted the
excellent standard of her writing in general and/or their
disappointment in this particular series compared to others.
In an 1interview with Morwenna Banks and Amanda Swift for
their book, The Jokes’s On Us’, Lane told them

that she had never felt or been expected to be a

mouthpiece for women, and her work has always been

about ’‘relationships’ rather than ’issues’ ©
but most women in the audience believed that at the heart of
Lane’s comedies 1lies always the theme o0of romantic,
heterosexual love, and that how the female characters deal
with the conflicts caused by their romantic relationships do
indeed Dbecome the issues of her series. Discussions

highlighted several areas: the reconciliation of an apparent

1deal of romantic love with a (fictional) reality of mundane
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domesticity; how viewers perceived thelir own problems to be
placed centre stage and sympathetically treated; how Lane’s
fiction compared with viewers’ experiences of soc1ial
reality; the joy of predicting the outcome of the characters
based on their knowledge of former series; and the fun

galned by talking about the themes and issues.

Conventions

Situation comedy 1is a visual genre unique to television,
although 1ts aural equivalent exists on radio. It 1is
massively popular with the television audience and 1is
ostensibly easy to understand. Precisely because of 1ts
popularity, 1its apparent simplicity, and its position at the
"fun" end of the heavy drama/light entertainment continuum,
there 1s a common belief that it has little or no depth and
lacks cultural value. This is far from the truth. Sitcom
relies for its effectiveness on a complex mesh of knowledge
and experience that its audience brings to it. In other
words, 1its success depends on recognition. The sitcom text
assumes a very skilled viewing public. It presupposes
considerable cultural knowledge. It relies on an awareness
of social mores and of traditions of humour, as well as a

comprehension of the customs of television production.

The conventions of any tv genre incorporate those of

broadcasting, of content, and of form.
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Conventions of Broadcasting

Scheduling and length are conventions of Dbroadcasting.
Scheduling includes time of day and regularity of broadcast.
The madjority of sitcoms on British television are broadcast
at ’'prime-time’, between 7.00pm and 9.30pm. There are
exceptions but these are usually on the minority channels,
BBCZ2 and Channel 4. BBC2 broadcast at a later time those
sitcoms considered to be the more "upmarket" and/or "social
issue" series like Agony, about an "agony aunt" (Maureen
Lipman) on a woman’s magazine, or those Carla Lane series
post The TLiver Birds and prior to Bread. Channel 4
broadcasts repeats of British and American sitcoms earlier
in the evening, or introduces new American sitcoms later on.
In general, most sitcoms are televised at prime-time, on a
weekly basis. Each episode 1s usually broadcast on the same
day at the same time every week until the end of the series.
Exceptions to this are rare but do happen. The cast of Agony
was mainly female, the action taking place in the magazine
office, or in Maureen Lipman’s flat where her Jewilish mother
figured largely. The three male members of the cast were
Lipman’s rather weak psychiatrist husband and a gay couple
who lived in the flat above them. Because of the unusual
number of women in the cast, the sole male representation
being a gay couple and an effete heterosexual, along with
attention being drawn to the stereotypical Jewish mother, 1t

is likely that the BBC considered Agony unsultable viewilng
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for prime-time audiences and/or that it might not attract
high audience ratings. The first series 1n 1981 was
broadcast at 10.30pm or 11.00pm on Sunday evenings, the show
being the first to be replaced if another more topical
programme arose. Viewers were elther not expected or not
encouraged to adopt a regular viewling pattern. Audience
ratings for Agony grew and the second and third series were
granted an earlier and regular broadcasting schedule’. Tv
channels often use specific evenings for particular types of
programmes to be broadcast. Soap operas have their regular
two or three half hours at the same time on several days of
the week?!®. During the ’80s, Thursdays at 9.00pm or 930pm on
BBC2 became the time to expect the Carla Lane sitcoms (other
than Bread which from the outset was broadcast on BBCl).
Fridays after 9.00pm became Channel 4’s regular scheduling
of American sitcoms like Cheers!!, Roseanne'*, and The Golden

Girls?®, plus newer British comedy programmes such as the

improvisational panel game, Who'’s Line Is It, Anyway?.

Length includes episode—-length and series-length. The sitcom
episode fits into a half-hour slot, the particular tv
channel determining the actual length, advertising
constraints necessarily playing their part on the commercial
channels. Suffice it to say a sitcom episode lasts
approximately half an hour, including its theme tune, titles
and credits, and adverts if relevant. A sitcom series made

in Britain usually consists of six half hour episodes,
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although on occasion a series of 13 episodes is made'.

American series often last much longer, 26 or 30 weeks not

being unusual’’.

The scheduling and length of programmes were important to
viewers of The Mistress on two counts. Firstly, they could
plan their viewing time and set aside that half hour from
9.00pm to 9.30pm each Thursday evening, or video the
eplisodes to watch some time later. Secondly, knowing when
the programme was on and when they were going to watch it

gave them something to look forward to.

Conventions of Content

Characterisation, setting, subject matter and plot were the

conventions of content which influenced viewers’ response.

Sitcom characters must be easily recognisable and must
retain audience interest. As episodes 1last only half an
hour, the audience need to understand the characters
relatively quickly. At one and the same time, characters
must be sufficiently wuncomplicated that they can be
understood swiftly, but must not be so one—-dimensional that
they are boring. Routinely, characters 1n sitcoms are

'types’, a stereotype or a social type'!®. Stereotypes portray

a concise, usually negative view of a certain kind of

person. They exaggerate a few specific mannerisms, quirks,
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or aspects of physical appearance commonly agreed to be
representative of particular groups of people. They embody
a view of these groups held by people who do not belong to
them. The loudmouthed, 3jingoistic, racist, working class
Cockney Alf Garnett in Till Death Do Us Part [BBC]!’, and the
desperate, man-hunting Gladys in Hi-de—Hi [BBC]!®* are two
Classic examples of stereotypes. Social types are more
positively drawn. They have the potential to develop because
they are not solely dependent for their understanding on
recognition of certain physical features or behaviourial
characteristics. Social types give the audience an
opportunity to attribute some depth to a character. They
encourage audience recognition of all sorts of social
factors, such as gender, social class, regional and age
conventions. In Butterflies, Ria could have been portrayed
(stereotypically) as the bored, menopausal, housewife; Mrs
Boswell 1n Bread merely as the possessive mother. Each of
these descriptions would be apt, but as social types there
were other dimensions to them, too. The audience learnt
immediately that Ria was middle class, married to a dentist
and comfortably off. As the series unfolded they discovered
more about her 1nner self, the woman who reflected on her
lot, constantly challenging it by questioning 1t. She mused
on her social position. Should she be more grateful for the
material stability and emotional security of a lasting
marriage and children she loved? She pondered on her deeper

feelings: the 1intellectual void, and the lack of affection
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in her life. In Bread, Nellie Boswell was working class and
also regularly deliberated on her lot in life, which was an
emotlonal balancing act. She was torn between her feelings
of betrayal by her husband and then wanting him back; the
attraction of her would-be lover and her Roman Catholic
principles; her fear of her children leaving and her belief
that they should be able to 1loock after themselves.
Stereotypes, such as Alf Garnett and Gladys, seem larger-
than-life, set apart, there to be laughed at. It 1is
difficult to sympathise with a stereotype. An audience can
identify with social types, like Ria, and Nellie Boswell.
They seem real; they win our sympathy. We are more likely to

laugh with a social type than at them.

Crucial to the ’type’ of characters in sitcoms are the

regional and social class conventions associated with them.

Take, The Liver Birds and Bread, Only Fools and Horses
[BBC]'?, Duty Free [ITV]? and Last of the Summer Wine [BBC]*!.
The Liver Birds featured two young women from Liverpocl, one
working class and one middle class, and Bread was about a
working class Liverpool family. Both relied on a shared
belief that Liverpudlians are witty and have a tradition of
living by their wits. The Liver Birds exemplified the time
1t was written and shown, the late "60s and early "70s, when
young women 1in general could grasp an opportunity of
independence previously known only to the few. Of the two

characters, Sandra was middle class and principled but
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naive, working class Beryl/Carol was "streetwise" and not
beyond bending the law. Bread, written and shown 1in the
1980s’ era of recession called to that cultural knowledge
that Liverpool people take on hard times with a smile, or
are workshy, depending on how the audience feel about
Liverpudlians generally. Its exclusion of middle class
characters concentrated the attention on the ’‘working class-—
ness’ of the Boswells. Depending on the audience point of
view they could either identify with the hardship suffered
and humorously overcome, or deride their lot as deserved and
the characters as ne’er—do-wells. Its focus on the closeness
and support of family 1life were appealing in two,
contradictory ways. It fitted in with the constant
governmental promotion of traditional family values, whilst
at the same time compensating the insecurities of an
audience living through a time when individual
ambition/ruthlessness was seen as the way to gain financial
success. Moving away from the Carla Lane series, Only Fools
and Horses centred on two brothers from London and on an
understanding of the Cockney "wide boy". Duty Free compared
two couples. The working class Yorkshire couple’s holiday
was paid for with the husband’s redundancy money. The
affluent middle class couple from the south—east of England
regularly holidayed abroad. Last of the Summer Wine with 1its
focus on three retired men from Yorkshire, relied on a
general appreciation of the fine line between Yorkshire

dourness and stupidity.
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Last of the Summer Wine 1introduced another cultural
dimension: age. Where Butterflies and Bread explored the
middle—aged woman, Last of the Summer Wine unmasked the
elderly man. Enjoyment of this series depended on our
cultural knowledge telling us that old men have time on
their hands, may be approaching senility, get on people’s
nerves, and can get away with behaving 1like children.
Comparing Last of the Summer Wine with Butterflies and Bread
also foregrounds the gender conventions at work. The former
series just would not work if it were about three o0ld women.
The impossibility of role reversal in most sitcoms reveals
cultural clichés we all acknowledge, even though we may not
agree with them, such as: "A woman’s place 1is in the home",

and "Boys will be boys".

The second convention associated with characterisation 1in
sitcoms 1s that, Dbesides being easily grasped and
interesting, the major characters are only strangers 1n the
first episode. The same characters are the protagonists

throughout the series.

Thirdly, there are very few major characters 1n sitcoms.
Those which do use more than one or two principal characters
tend to employ stereotypes rather than social types for ease

of recognition.
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The Mistress observed the conventions of characterisation.
The three main characters were ’'types’/. The women were
pretty, feminine, and conventional. Maxine was the
successful businesswoman, Helen the well-to-do, stay—at—-home
housewife. Each was obsessed with the man in her life, her
priorities were to please him, desiring to be a mother 1in
order to have his baby. Luke was the enviable playboy,
horrified at the prospect of fatherhood with either woman.
He wished only to maintain the status quo, the comfort and
security of domesticity with his wife at home, and the
excitement and risk with his mistress away from home.
Secondly, the same characters, plus the same three major-
minor characters, appeared in all six eplisodes of The
Mistress. Thirdly, there were just three major characters

and three major—-minor, characters.

The chief responses to characterisation associated with
conventions centred on the social class of the characters

and on the expectations of typical Carla Lane characters.

Settings in sitcoms must also be readily recognisable. All
settings are the same, or similar, from week to week. So, 1f
we haven’t actually experienced the situation of a war time
army camp in India, we do have a shared idea of what 1t was
22

!

like and can appreciate it in It Ain’t 'Arf '0Ot, Mum [BBC]

as we can the holiday camp in Hi-de-Hi, and the prison 1n

Porridge [BBC]*°.
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Responses to settings 1n The Mistress were influenced by
factors such as authenticity, and expectations of a typical
Carla Lane setting. Viewers were curious about how well—-off
people live. Considerable emotion was expressed about the
way 1n which the setting contributed to an overall middle

class, southern (south—eastern) ’'feel’ of the series.

Most sitcoms revolve around the family and the home, those
not focusing specifically on family life tending to centre
on a close network of people who "live in each other’s
pockets". Subject matter includes such topics as personal
relationships, social protocol, national custom, current
issues. Accepted modes of behaviour, traditional attitudes,
beliefs, wvalues and manners are pointed up and either
contested or reinforced. All the following are suitable and
acceptable topics for sitcom: family relationships (Steptoe
[BBC]%*, Till Death Do Us Part, Only Fools and Horses,
Butterflies, Bread); love, romance, and sexual relationships
(The Liver Birds, The Likely Lads [BBC]*, Man About the

]27

House [ITV]%°, Agony, Butterflies, Rising Damp [BBC1]%', Solo,

Just Good Friends [BBC]?%®, The Mistress, Bread); regional
characteristics (Steptoe, The Liver Birds, The Likely Lads,
Till Death Do Us Part, Only Fools and Horses, Last of the

Summer Wine, Duty Free); social class (It Ain’t 'Arf, ’'0Ot,

Mum, Just Good Friends, Duty Free, and all those included 1in
the regional characteristics section); Britishness and/or

Britain as a world power (It Ain’t 'Arf ’'0Ot, Mum, Dad’s
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Army?®’, Till Death Do Us Part, Duty Free); individuality,
eccentricity, and whimsy (Porridge, Butterflies, Last of the
Summer Wine, Shelley [BBC]®); current social problems such

as, say, unemployment (Shelley, Bread).

Viewers of The Mistress approached the subject matter of the
series from two directions. They discussed the choice of
adultery as the subject matter of comedy but, in the main,
they were more interested in how the topic was handled. They
debated how sympathetically, seriously, or lightheartedly,
Lhey believed such a subject should be dealt with, and aired

their opinions about the way in which it was treated.

Conventions raised associated with plot were: number,

comprehensibility, and closure.

There are always several plots in a sitcom series. There 1is
the overall series plot. Will Penny and Vince marry or
remaln Just Good Friends? Will Harold Steptoe strike out on
his own? Will Shelley get a 3job? Each weekly episode
carries 1ts own plot which pivots on the main one, but 1is
resolved within the episode. There are subplots which run
throughout the serlies alongside the overall plot and other

subplots within each episode.

Sitcom plots appear to be straightforward. This is solely

because the sitcom audience is au fait with its conventions.
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It is likely that someone unused to British cultural beliefs
may find difficulty in fully comprehending a British sitcom.
A viewer from Japan where criminals are regarded as sick,
may not understand the plots used in Porridge to promote the
central character, Fletch, the prisoner. They may not
understand the audiehce appreclation of Fletch because the
Japanese do not share the sneaking admiration of the British

for certain classes of prisoner.

Comprehensibility of plot is aided by an understanding of
the ways 1in which plot fits with the Dbroadcasting
conventions of sitcom: that the series plot will Dbe
continued weekly, that each episode will have a different

but related plot, and that subplots will be featured.

Closure is particularly important. Each sitcom eplsode must
satisfactorily resolve the closure of the episode plots and
subplots, whilst leaving an opening for the contlnuation of
the series plot. It need not be as open as soap opera where
the audience should be able to visualise the characters in
real time, as if they continue their lives between episodes.
The sitcom audience is able to seal the sitcom characters up
with the credits and open the l1id on them the following week
with the title sequence. However, it 1s necessary to Xnow
that they will be there the following week, so that we can
anticipate their actions, predict their reactions, and

wonder what else will befall them. The sitcom needs to make
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the audience care about the characters in order to invest
time in watching their stories unfold week by week. The
closure of the whole series at the end of the last episode,
when all loose ends are tied wup, must be achieved
satisfactorily in relation to the episode plot and subplots,
and the series. A sitcom, unlike a drama series where the
story 1s usually completed (closed) with the last episode,
often leaves an opening so that a further series can be
contemplated. Sitcom audiences are very aware of these
conventions. They understand the genre sufficiently well to
make such remarks as: ’'Well, they couldn’t marry Penny and
Vince off, because then they wouldn’t be able to bring back
another series [0of Just Good Friends]’. When in the final
eplsode of the final series of Just Good Friends, Penny and
Vince were indeed married, the tv audience accepted it as

the conclusive act to end the series.

The women 1n the audience of The Mistress demonstrated
awareness of plot conventions when they discussed how the
major-minor characters were used as devices to trigger or
ald narrative progression, and predicted the way the

narrative would proceed.

Conventions of Form

Conventions of form heighten the perspective of a genre. A

television comedy programme may concern the same topic as a
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television drama programme. They may both focus on adultery.
It is the perspective of the programme which invites the
appropriate audience reaction. The perspective of sitcom 1is
the comic. For an audience to laugh at a sitcom they must

have a shared understanding of what is comic in our culture.

Two 1lssues are typlcally considered comic in our culture: an
airing of national prejudice, and the pointing up of
seemingly universal and eternal problems associated with
traditional social institutions such as marriage. The
Mistress ostensibly falls into the second camp. Because a
variety of viewers expressly remarked on the series’ social
class consciousness, which 1is an example o©of national
prejudice, both the above are pertinent. Many situation
comedies focus on similar central concerns. The Liver Birds
repeatedly drew attention to how aspects of social class can
threaten the understanding of friends. The clash of middle
class Sandra’s pretensions with Beryl/Carol’s lack of
sophistication frequently caused the comic turn of events.
Indicative of Duty Free were two assoclated, recognisable
types of Britishness. Firstly, 1t demonstrated the
xenophobic British superiority over every other non—-British
nation (previously portrayed somewhat more stridently by
Till Death Do Us Part than by the fairly gentle Duty Free).
Secondly, 1t depicted the social class <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>