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Introduction

Vampires, and Wrestlers, and Wizards...oh my!
Detectives, Designers, and Dashiell...oh my!

What a great range of topics and tastes we bring you in this final issue of 
2003. Our opening article discusses the “carnival” aspects of both professional 
wrestling and the Las Vegas entertainment world. David Schwartz, UNLV’s very 
own coordinator of the Gaming Studies Research Center, provides amusing assur 
ances that the carnival is alive and well here in the new millennium. Next, Dennis 
Russell and Richard Lentz outline “Project Kingfish” the United States Informa 
tion Agency’s strategy for introducing propaganda into the motion picture busi 
ness. For the period from 1951 to 1967 the USIA inserted ten minute newsreels 
into public movie showings throughout the world with the intent of directing U.S. 
foreign policy. Russell and Lentz concisely list the themes promoted by Project 
Kingfish as well as the various filmic techniques the USIA adopted depending 
upon the geographic area being targeted.

While we have heard plenty about those “hard-boiled” male detectives -  in 
both film and fiction -  over the past few issues, Katja Hawlitschka brings us an 
enlightening and important article on another type of detective fiction in “Female 
Academic Detectives: Bridging the Border Between Individualism and Commu 
nity.” Her character analyses of these sharp-witted, funny, unique detectives in 
spire readers to take on her Works Cited author by author, novel by novel. Ron 
Briley’s article on John le Carre and Philip Dubuisson Castille’s on Dashiell 
Hammett round out our suspense fiction category. Both articles are astute com 
mentaries on the roles that these two important authors have played in U.S. social 
and political history.

On lighter notes, Kathryn E. Kuhn and Scott R. Harris bring us “ ‘It Had to Be 
You:’ Narrative Themes in A Wedding Story” which addresses one of the fastest 
growing popular culture arenas -  the “reality” show. A Wedding Story pursues real 
life brides and grooms to the altar while Kuhn and Harris follow close behind (and 
before) them to deconstruct the show’s insistence on cliche themes such as love at 
first sight, love as “destiny”, and love conquers all. Mark Moss traces the connec 
tions between old world ambiance (i.e., class, refined culture, leisure -  money!) 
and the marketing strategies of Ralph Lauren in “Dressing History: Nostalgia and 
Class in the Worlds of Ralph Lauren.” I don’t think I’ll ever look at those little 
horses on polo shirts in quite the same way.

From the big screen medium (but with roots in the fictional worlds of Stoker,



Rice and Simmons) J. Robert Craig’s “On the Origin of the Species: The Source of 
Vampirism in Millennial Film” offers an historical account of the vampire (always 
a well-liked topic here in PCR). Back in the fiction arena, Alicia Willson-Metzger 
and David Metzger bring us “ “But Is He Really Smart?’ Gardner’s Multiple Intel 
ligences Theory in the World of Harry Potter.” The article focuses on two members 
of that most famous contemporary trio, Hermoine Granger and the revered (and 
uniquely smart) Harry Potter. Sadly, the nervous yet lovable Ron Weasely is left 
out of the analysis.. .this time.

Adina Ciugureanu introduces readers to the world of Romania in her impor 
tant article “ ‘Subversion’ and ‘Imitation’ in Romanian Popular Culture” as she 
analyzes the ubiquitous impact of American pop culture on her homeland. Like 
Moss and Russell and Lentz, professor Ciugureanu exposes the powerful satura 
tion of U.S. capitalist politics, prejudices — and products! — world wide.

Finally, Matts G. Djos’ “The Alcoholic Isolation and Fall to Self-Destruction 
in Edward Arlington Robinson’s ‘Mr. Flood’s Party’ ” reminds us that Mr. Rood 
is, indeed, an alcoholic succumbing to the final, destructive culmination of his 
disease. Sorry to end on such a depressing note, but that’s Popular Culture Review, 
volume 14, number 2. Read On!

Juli Barry, Ph.D.
Associate Editor 
Popular Culture Review
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Carnival Entertainment:
The Carnival Origins of Professional 

Wrestling and Casino Gambling

Nothing seems so far removed from the embellished elegance of a modem 
casino resort as the sweat-soaked spectacle of a professional wrestling show. In 
fact, they are not so dissimilar—they share common roots in the American carnival 
tradition. Both evolved from cruder carnival forms and maintain identifiable carry 
overs. Each mingles entertainment with emotion. Most significantly, both forms, 
while ostensibly competitions of athletic prowess or luck, are actually heavily 
scripted. One wagers at a casino knowing that the odds are already set in the house’s 
favor just as wrestling fans know that the outcome of the match has been predeter 
mined, but still cheers or “boos” the action. Still, because of the enduring lure of 
these erstwhile carnival attractions, both professional wrestling and casino gam 
bling remain thriving industries and entertaining diversions for many.

Professional wrestling: a carnival of power and spectacle
Though the sport of grappling itself is ancient, professional wrestling emerged 

as a spectator “sport” in the carnivals and fairgrounds of America in the early 20th 
century. Originally, one of the many attractions of the carnival was a strongman 
who offered to wrestle all comers. These early wrestlers were known as “hookers” 
and “shooters” for their abilities to apply painful submissions (“hooks”) and “shoot 
fight,” or legitimately defeat opponents. Eventually, promoters began organizing 
programs, or cards, featuring several matches between professionals, and profes 
sional wrestling as a “sport” was bom. Invariably, these contests were staged, with 
a promoter scripting the matches to maximize the box office draw. Still, profes 
sional wrestling thrived. In the 1950s, it was a major presence in early television, 
and by the 1970s regional promotions presented wrestling cards in most parts of 
the country.

In the early 1980s, wrestling became a more national phenomenon. Vince 
McMahon, Jr.’s World Wrestling Federation (WWF), with popular, marketable 
champion Hulk Hogan, secured a measure of mainstream popularity and, more 
importantly, national television exposure. The National Wrestling Association 
(NWA), of which the WWF was no longer a member, also promoted itself as a 
national promotion, although it was actually a consortium of several promotions. 
In 1990, Ted Turner bought World Championship Wrestling (WCW), one of the
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NWA’s constituent members, and pumped a good deal of his personal fortune into 
it, hoping to displace McMahon’s WWF as the nation’s top promotion.

After a heated decade-long inter-promotional rivalry that featured talent raids 
and salary wars, Turner’s WCW, having been acquired by AOL as part of its merger 
with Time Warner, was bought by the WWF in early 2001. After a brief “Invasion” 
storyline, WCW was officially put to rest, its titles merged with the WWF’s own 
and its remaining wrestlers absorbed into the WWF. On the heels of this victory, 
however, the World Wrestling Federation was forced to change its name because 
of a trademark lawsuit brought by the World Wildlife Foundation. The world being 
only big enough for one WWF, the World Wrestling Federation changed its offi 
cial name to World Wrestling Entertainment, or WWE.

World Wrestling Entertainment, the only remaining “big league” for profes 
sional wrestling in North America, currently televises two weekly national televi 
sion programs, Raw (Monday nights, TNN) and Smackdown (Thursday nights, 
UPN). Five other shows, some with original in-ring action and others that merely 
recap the flagship shows, fill out the balance of WWE programming. MTV also 
airs Tough Enough, a reality-style program that chronicles the training of would- 
be prospects—the winners of each season get developmental contracts with the 
WWE. In addition, WWE produces a pay-per-view roughly every month, and 
merchandises a range of disposables, from t-shirts featuring popular stars and their 
catchphrases to a replica Rey Mysterio, Jr. luchadore mask. The WWE is big money: 
in 2002, an off year, the company reported revenues of over $425 million. The 
source of this money shows the WWE’s reach: live events, television advertising, 
pay-per-views, merchandising, and a Times Square restaurant, the World (WWE 
Annual Report).

This prosperity rests firmly on tricks culled from decades of carnivals. The 
“insider” parlance of professional wrestling is littered with camie survivals. Fans, 
particularly those who “believe” the storylines, are “marks.” Wrestlers booked as 
fan favorites are “faces” (derived from “baby face”), while antagonists are “heels.” 
By pairing faces and heels, promoters hope to create compelling storylines that 
will “put asses in the seats,” i.e., increase attendance at live shows, ratings on free 
TV shows, and buyrates for pay-per-views. Wrestlers are showcased as anatomical 
specimens and acclaimed for their strength, muscular development, agility, or physi 
cal courage (or, as is often remarked, “testicular fortitude”). In addition, the beauty 
and physical charms of female wrestlers are used to attract wrestling’s base of 
young male viewers. In this sense, professional wrestling is like a traveling, tele 
vised carnival sideshow, which brings an assortment of oddities and exceptional 
human beings (such as the strong man) to town.

Wrestling also retains a similarity to carnivals in its presentation. Nothing is 
ever presented at face value. Elaborate out-of-ring storylines set up to justify the
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in-ring matches sometimes eclipse the actual wrestling. Bait-and-switch tactics 
are common, such as when a promised showdown between two wrestlers on free 
TV is postponed (conveniently until the next PPV) after an out-of-the-ring beatdown. 
The hype, in short, consistently exceeds the actual show.

Until the late 1990s, wrestling promoters vigilantly protected “kayfabe,” which 
can best be described as a dogged maintenance of the truth as booked by the pro 
moter. Under the rules of kayfabe, for example, faces and heels could not be seen 
fraternizing in public, and all wrestlers remained “in character” inside the ring and 
out. Some survivals remain today; when popular wrestler Duane “The Rock” 
Johnson needed time off from his WWE schedule to shoot The Mummy Returns, 
then-onscreen boss Vince McMahon declared The Rock “suspended indefinitely” 
for a minor infraction of the rules, thus establishing for the mark audience why a 
popular superstar was no longer appearing. Many fans knew that The Rock was in 
fact in Hollywood (a fact that the WWE, in one of its many instances of doublespeak, 
paradoxically publicized). Still, within the storyline, announcers maintained the 
artistic fiction that The Rock had been suspended by a power-hungry McMahon. 
This was kayfabe at its most bold and elementary.

Kayfabe was one of the most easily identifiable carnival survivals, and it was 
only brought down by the profusion of wrestling internet sites that follow both in 
ring storylines and locker room politics with an almost religious devotion. Kayfabe 
helped to preserve the illusion that professional wrestling was, in fact, an athletic 
competition in which the participants legitimately fought to emerge victorious. 
Mark fans showed a ready belief in kayfabe, sending get well letters to popular 
faces rehabilitating worked injuries (in actuality, often enjoying a vacation) and 
reviling cowardly heels with visceral hatred. Classic heels skilled in drawing heat 
from audiences, like Jerry “The King” Lawler, whipped otherwise rational adults 
into a blind frenzy, sometimes literally inciting a riot. This kind of audience ma 
nipulation was, often, the very essence of carnival shows: get the marks in the 
seats, and make them eager to come back for more.

On the surface, kayfabe was the cornerstone of professional wrestling. If a fan 
doubted that the faces and heels were really locked in a continuing struggle, pro 
moters believed he would stop watching. But professional wrestling has only be 
come more popular and more accessible to mainstream popular culture since the 
death of kayfabe. That is because promoters, following Vince McMahon’s inge 
nious device, now assert that professional wrestling is not sports but sports enter 
tainment—an exhibition staged for the audience’s enjoyment rather than a compe 
tition to determine the superior athlete. Stripped of the make-believe cover of 
kayfabe, professional wrestling thus stood exposed to the world as little more than 
a carnival sideshow, in which strongmen and acrobats postured and flopped around 
the ring.
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And the public loved it—professional wrestling soared to heights previously 
unimagined. Though only a small percentage of fans actually “believe” the kayfabe 
storylines that announcers still push perfunctorily, wrestling is popular because, 
being worked, it can consistently deliver entertainment in a way that professional 
team or individual sports cannot. In fact, one of the early selling points of WWF 
pay-per-views was that they were guaranteed three hours of action, whereas a heavy 
weight boxing match might last less than a round—fans were assured of quantity 
and quality for their PPV buy. As it is staged today, professional wrestling can 
deliver a highlight reel’s worth of action every night. One goes to a baseball game 
with little more than the hope that a bases-loaded, bottom-of-the-ninth grand slam 
will win it for the home team, but one watches a wrestling event with a fair degree 
of certainty that the face, even if he doesn’t “go over” (win) in the main event, will 
at least hit all of his signature spots.

“Sports entertainment,” then, is decidedly more spectacle than competition. 
While part of that spectacle is, as other commentators have pointed out, the physi 
cal confrontation that goes on in the ring, the larger part of the spectacle is the 
storyline that propels the wrestlers into the ring anyway and the storytelling that 
takes place in the ring. Without this story, in the words of former WWF champion 
Mick Foley (AKA Mankind, Cactus Jack, and Dude Love), the in-ring spectacle is 
reduced to “fat guys in their underwear, pretending to fight (Mankind, 428). These 
storylines range from the believable to the unimaginably stupid, but they serve, at 
least in the mind of the promoter, the function of getting marks to buy into a feud. 
Were the promoter to simply push two men into the ring and bid them to pretend to 
fight each other, fans might not buy in.

This is much like the carnival, where, in reality, there is not much to see out 
side of the hype. The magic act may use tricks that can be bought in any second- 
rate store, but if the barker promotes the magician as one of the wonders of the 
magical world, marks may plunk down the admission and sit through a show, be 
lieving that they are seeing something truly exceptional.

Professional wrestling also has a great deal in common with the ideological 
underpinnings of the American carnival tradition, which according to Phillip 
McGowan “placed the subversive on display” and allowed Americans to define 
what was normal and what was “Other” (McGowan, 2). Sometimes, this is easy to 
see. One of the most enduring heel characters in professional wrestling has been 
the anti-American “foreigner,” usually tied to on-going geopolitical crises. In an 
early-1980s contest pitting the Iron Sheik against uberpatriot Sergeant Slaughter, 
what is “Other” and what is “normal” is quite obvious. But the “Other” repre 
sented in the ring is more than geographical. Non-white, non-Anglo wrestlers of 
ten find their identities reconstructed as gimmicks: Ron Simmons, WCW’s first 
black world champion, later competed in the WWF as Farooq, the leader of a
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militant black faction called the “Nation of Domination.” Similarly, those who just 
“don’t fit in” also make easy “Others.” Scott Levy, after an initial WWF run as 
spoiled rich boy “Johnny Polo,” transformed himself into Raven, a nihilistic, apa 
thetic product of early 1990s grunge—his finisher, the “Evenflow DDT,” recalled 
an early Pearl Jam song. Mick Foley, in his first WWF incarnation, portrayed 
Mankind, a leather-masked freak who had been confined to a basement since child 
hood and who reputedly enjoyed pain. Although the heel “Other” may occasion 
ally win, in the long run he is usually beaten by the face, who represents the “nor 
mal” side of American life. Wrestling fans, like carnival goers, could therefore 
encounter a menacing “Other” that was contained and ultimately defeated.

While the most common formula for wrestling before the “Attitude Era” was 
for the virtuous face to use his brute force and skill to overcome the trickery of the 
“Other” heel, in recent years “Others” have been pushed as faces. In an obvious, but 
ephemeral, example, the Oddities, promoted as a group of sideshow freaks, enjoyed 
a brief WWF run as fan-favorites. As American society has become more inclusive, 
wrestling has adapted. Today, the “Other” is just as likely to be the face as the heel, 
and a character like the clean-cut real-life Olympic gold medallist Kurt Angle is 
entrenched as a heel, while the painted, wig-wearing, sexually ambiguous Goldust 
is a beloved face—something that would have been unthinkable ten years ago.

In addition, the line between face and heel has been virtually erased. Just as, 
in George Orwell’s 1984, “duckspeak” was considered a complement when di 
rected towards supporting Ingsoc and an insult to those who attacked it, traditional 
heel tactics—bragging, cheating, and even brutalizing women—are cheered when 
performed by faces. In today’s America, according to professional wrestling, even 
the good guys recognize the need to “Cheat 2 Win” (the phrase on a t-shirt worn by 
current face Eddy Guererro).

Though the ideologies have obviously changed, and the presentation is far 
more sophisticated, it is obvious that professional wrestling still shares a great deal 
with the carnival. Promoters consciously speak in the language of the carnival— 
Vince McMahon has likened WWE broadcasts to a three-ring circus featuring some 
thing for everyone: athletic spectacle, scantily-clad women, comedy, and drama. If 
watching Chris Benoit and Kurt Angle wrestle a sixty-minute ironman match doesn’t 
do anything for you, the thinking goes, you’ll stick around for the bra-and-panties 
match or the backstage skits. So everyone goes home a winner—though no real 
competition has taken place.

Casino gambling: Carnival of hope and extravagance
It seems fairly undeniable that professional wrestling is a descendent of the 

American carnival. The line connecting casino gambling to the carnival is less
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obvious. Casino gambling is a recreational form of gambling that has reached its 
fullest elaboration in the casino resorts of the Las Vegas Strip. A combination of 
European casinos catering to the elite, American frontier gambling halls, and clan 
destine urban gambling operations, casino gambling embraces everything from 
baccarat to nickel slot machines.

In addition, casinos have inherited much from carnivals. Many of the major 
players in the history of American casinos had backgrounds in carnivals and bingo, 
which was itself a carnival outgrowth. Sam Boyd, founder of Boyd Gaming, a 
company that operates casinos in six states, including the famed Stardust on the 
Las Vegas Strip, got his start as a pitchman for Long Beach, CA carnival games 
(Sheehan, 105). He used many tricks of the carnival trade to manage and build 
successful and popular casinos. Bill Harrah, the founder of Harrah’s Entertain 
ment, got his start running a carnival-like bingo game on a Venice, CA pier; though 
he built a major casino empire, he and his top advisors never completely left the 
bingo hall behind. Sometimes, the proximity of casinos to carnivals is painfully 
obvious, as in Circus Circus, a garish, low-budget Strip casino and themepark. 
Other times, it is less obvious, but it remains important.

In the modem American casino, a player can choose from a variety of games, 
but each has two things in common: it is not completely chance, and the odds, 
without adjustment by cheating, are in the casino’s favor. The only exceptions to 
this rule are poker, which is played against other players and not the house, and 
blackjack, a card game that, unlike other games, has a “memory;” once played, 
cards are taken from the deck, and their absence shifts the odds of winning. A 
skilled player deep into a multi-deck shoe, keeping track of high and low cards, 
can generate quite favorable odds of winning. Casinos use a variety of means, 
some of dubious ethics but all legal, to deter skill play. Since poker players only 
rent a seat at their table by paying a cut of each pot to the dealer (a reliable, but 
miniscule, source of revenue), casinos feature poker only as a supplementary at 
traction, if at all. And skill play in blackjack is both officially and unofficially 
discouraged. So it is safe to say that, within the casino, skill play is present only 
marginally, if at all.

Casinos, then, generate most of their revenue from games of chance in which 
the player is at a decided disadvantage. The casino’s profit, and continuing opera 
tion, rests squarely on its hold percentage—its profit on each game. On the Las 
Vegas Strip in 2001, the hold percentage (or player’s disadvantage) for slot ma 
chines ranged from less than 4% to over 11%, depending on the denomination 
machine. For table games, there was a wider variance, though all games still had 
sizeable house advantages. Blackjack, with its elements of skill play, had a hold 
percentage of less than 12%, while the Wheel of Fortune retained an astounding 
46.3% of players’ wagers. Most other table games held between 12 and 30 percent
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of their total wager {Nevada Gaming Almanac, 9) While the player has a chance to 
win, it is statistically more probable that she will lose. Casino patrons, in essence, 
are playing at rigged games.

But the outstanding fact of casino gambling is that the players know the odds 
are stacked against them, but play nevertheless. This is, to an impartial observer, 
incredible. One can imagine the soul-searching needed to risk one’s hard-earned 
money on an even-odds wager, or an educated investment. How, then, is it possible 
that millions of rational Americans trek to their local casino to gamble at games 
that they know to be unfavorable?

The answer is deceptively simple. According to the conventional wisdom, 
players no longer gamble at casinos for the chance to legitimately make money, 
but because the gambling experience itself is entertainment. The casino is no longer 
a poor man’s stock exchange. It is, instead, the place where anyone can engage in 
a mix of role playing and dramatic social interaction. The point is not to win big, 
but to play big—deep play, rather than solid earnings, is what players are supposed 
to take away. Players are forthrightly discouraged from seriously believing that 
they can win. In its mission statement, Harrah’s Entertainment, one of the world’s 
largest and most respected casino companies, stated “if a customer plays at a 
Harrah’s casino for any reason other than the fun of it, that customer is playing for 
the wrong reason” (Harrah’s Entertainment, 4). In other words, players should not 
expect to win.

How is this related to carnival games, where a large part of the excitement is 
the pretense that “everyone wins a prize?” Part of the allure of casino gambling is 
the intangible, non-gaming elements—the Parisian ambience at Paris Las Vegas, 
the erupting volcano in front of Mirage, and the faux Old West style that seems to 
be the default for smaller, non-Strip casinos, at least in the American West. It is no 
accident that Steve Wynn described the Las Vegas Strip as the “world’s biggest 
carnival pitch.” There is little to distinguish the games at Mandalay Bay from those 
at Lady Luck. So casino operators use a hook to get patrons inside. For some 
casinos, the hook is a 99-cent shrimp cocktail; for others, it is a white tiger habitat. 
Whatever the hook, it always serves a single unswervable purpose—to pull in marks.

In a sense, themed casinos recall one variant of the American carnival—world’s 
fairs, which made representations of other cultures accessible to Americans. Themed 
casinos permit patrons to “visit” an exotic locale in a relatively safe manner, as did 
world’s fairs like the 1893 Columbian Exposition. Of course, the casino mark will 
not literally believe she is in Venice or New York City and not a casino; she will, 
however, willingly suspend her disbelief and allow the casino to do its best to 
convey the essence of Venice or New York. The themed casino resorts of the Strip 
allow visitors to negotiate a potentially menacing “Other” that is simultaneously 
safe and exciting.
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Yet even casinos that don’t dress themselves up as Hollywood versions of 
exotic lands position themselves as larger than life. This is because casinos are, 
like carnivals, places where the everyday is inverted. In order to distract the “marks” 
from the very serious business at hand — namely separating “marks” from their 
dollars — casino operators promote their facilities as carefree and free-wheeling. 
Everything is possible, and nothing is beyond the reach of hope. If there is not 
equality of opportunity, nor equality of circumstance, there is at least within the 
walls of a casino equality of aspiration: everyone’s dreams of what they will do 
with the big jackpot just beyond reach are equally valid.

Gambling, in its most elementary form, lets the player balance risk with po 
tential reward. Historically, most forms of gambling have been very straightfor 
ward. Racetracks, for example, are usually unadorned, and are quite frankly geared 
towards the business of racing—and wagering on—horses. Horse players put a 
great deal of time into studying past performance, track conditions, and other vari 
ables, and they ask for nothing more than the chance to win. But casino patrons, 
playing at games of pure chance with the odds already set against them, are usu 
ally resigned to losing before they begin playing. It makes sense, then, for casino 
gambling to take place in an extravagant carnival.

Similarities and Differences: Casinos and Wrestling
Casinos and professional wrestling, then have similar roots, and they also have 

telling similarities. Both appeal to a range of “fans.” Both have become incredibly 
popular after revealing their secrets, as it were. Both play on the emotions of their 
marks, drawing them in with the phantom possibility of a big win (vicarious or 
personal) that somehow remains just out of reach. The arrogant heel will finally 
receive his comeuppance, at the next PPV—buy it or miss out. The next spin of the 
electronic slot reels will bring the progressive jackpot—you’d better bet max coins. 
The fact that the promised never materializes only strengthens the mark’s belief 
that winning is just around the comer.

Indeed, several major wrestling events have been held at casinos— several 
Wrestlemanias (the largest annual WWE pay-per-view) have taken place in Las 
Vegas and Atlantic City. The October 17, 2002 WWE RAW broadcast from Las 
Vegas’s Thomas and Mack Center (home of the UNLV Rebels basketball team) 
made the connections between wrestling and gambling starkly visible, as the show 
was transformed into “Raw Roulette.” On this special evening, wrestlers faced 
each other in a series of specialty, or gimmick, matches, the particular match cho 
sen by a turn of the “Raw Roulette” wheel (actually a gimmicked Big 6 wheel). 
Matches selected included a steel cage match, “Las Vegas Showgirl match” (each 
wrestler must dress like a showgirl), “Paddle on a Pole”/”Bra and Panties” match 
(this hybrid, between two female wrestlers, was the apparent crowd favorite), and
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a Tables, Ladders, and Chairs match, an athletic exhibition in which participants 
used the aforementioned furniture as launching pads and weapons.

In the most fundamental sense, casinos and wrestling go together because 
they mix the fake with the real. Sure, wrestling is “fake,” but competitors like Mick 
Foley live each day with very real pain from injuries accumulated during their 
careers. Casino gambling is fake, or fixed, to the extent that the odds are unfair, but 
people gamble away very real money there. “Fans” of both devote a great deal of 
time and emotion to something that they know is a paradoxical fiction. If a favored 
wrestler gets a big push and title run, it is only because the bookers have found it 
expedient to give it to him; if a gambler hits a big jackpot, it is only a statistical 
fluke and not because of any inherent skill on her part. Perhaps the knowledge that 
it is all really “fake” makes losing, either vicariously or personally, all the more 
acceptable.

This is not to say that casino gambling and professional wrestling are cut 
entirely from the same cloth. There are telling differences between the two. Casi 
nos, as a rule, have less control over their presentation than wrestling promoters. 
Most casinos have several thousand employees and are open twenty-four hours a 
day. Thousands of patrons each day claim a piece of the casino’s cultural space. 
Even the most obdurate fa9ade would show cracks under such pressure, and the 
casino is no exception. Rude or insensitive employees, commiseration with fellow 
players, and a sudden attack of regret can make the player instantly aware of the 
carnival illusion of casino gambling.

Professional wrestling, by contrast, has a far more controlled presentation. 
There are perhaps fifty “sports entertainers” fortunate and skilled enough to have a 
spot on the WWE wrestling, and each is responsible for anywhere from three to 
thirty minutes of television time in any given week. The wrestling hierarchy is 
divided between “jobbers” (wrestlers who consistently “do the job,” i.e., lose to 
established stars), mid-carders (who win fairly often and get a good deal of televi 
sion time), and main eventers (who headline television events and get the lion’s 
share of television time). Each wrestler knows that, should he decide to “shoot” or 
in any way break the credibility of the worked storyline and in-ring action, there 
are wrestlers below him who would not hesitate to take his “spot,” and hundreds of 
minor-league wrestlers who would gladly take his place with the promotion. So 
marks can be reasonably sure that, if it appears on television, it is a work, and part 
of the promoter’s presentation. Whereas casinos must constantly work to maintain 
their illusions, for a wrestling promoter the job is much easier.

Professional wrestling is, however, primarily a spectator “sport,” while casino 
gambling is a participatory form of entertainment. The catharsis of wrestling is 
vicarious—while fans are invited to live their fantasies through the superstars of 
wrestling, only a select few are ever able to build the physique—and incredible
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skill—needed to join the profession. The closest many fans can get to the action is 
attending events or posting to internet forums. Gambling, by contrast, is open to 
virtually anyone—with the current popularity of penny slots, it seems that no for 
tune is too small for the casino. There may be a world of difference between a 
penny slot player and a high roller, but in essence they both do the same thing, 
albeit on a different scale. In this way, casino gambling is far more accessible than 
professional wrestling

Thus, it isn’t that surprising that professional wrestling and casino gambling 
are related, if only distantly. Each simultaneously balances the real and the fake, 
and each teases its audience with a payoff that it usually never delivers. Each also 
relies on spectacle to pull in marks. While spectacle may be four-star restaurants or 
a five-star frog splash, it still serves the same purpose—to put “asses in the seats.” 
It would seem that fans would get tired of “fat men in their underwear” pretending 
to fight, and tune out professional wrestling. One also might think that casino pa 
trons would begin to realize that the odds against them will never permit them to 
“quit winners.” But both forms of “entertainment” are enduringly popular, mostly 
because their formulas were successfully distilled from decades of carnivals.

University of Nevada, Las Vegas David G. Schwartz
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Project Kingfish, 1951-1967: 
The U.S. Information Agency’s 

Clandestine Distribution of 
American Propaganda Newsreels 

to Foreign Movie Theaters

From 1951 to 1967, the United States Information Agency (USIA), in col 
laboration with various studios in the Hollywood film industry, conducted a clan 
destine operation dubbed Project Kingfish. It produced and distributed overseas 
weekly newsreels that served as propagandist^ tools designed to reflect and sup 
port U.S. policy objectives. The early 1950s found the U.S. government in the role 
of persuading a reluctant movie industry to resume collaboration on overseas dis 
tribution of unattributed U.S. newsreels—a project that flourished during World 
War II, but was abandoned when the war ended. This reluctance hinged, to a large 
degree, on U.S. antitrust regulations and a faltering free-enterprise system over 
seas that had become bogged down by restrictions. The American film industry 
agreed to participate in the project in 1951 when President Truman and the attor 
ney general waived antitrust regulations for peacetime collaboration in a govern 
ment-sponsored project (USIA, 1966a, 4-5).

Thus, Project Kingfish was launched under the nom de guerre o f4 Associated 
Newsreels,” which was to produce and distribute overseas a weekly newsreel in 
multilingual versions. The newsreel, incorporating stories selected by the U.S. 
government that underscored American policy objectives, was initially produced 
by five major newsreel companies in the United Sates: MGM News of the Day, 
Fox Movietone News, Universal Newsreel, Paramount News, and Warner Pathe 
News. However, as of 1963 Hearst Metropolitan News, jointly owned by MGM 
and Hearst interests, handled all production of the Associated Newsreel when the 
other companies halted newsreel production (USIA, 1966a, 6).

The newsreel as an overseas propagandistic tool intrigued the USIA in the 
Fifties because the primary source of current events for most viewers abroad and 
at home was this medium. Since 1951, USIA film crews shot newsreels in more 
than forty countries. In 1959, foreign box offices sold more than seven billion 
tickets for overseas film showings, and during that same year, the American movie 
industry grossed $300 million in business abroad (Dizard, 1961, 88, 90, 100).
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In some countries, the Agency operated its own independent newsreel facili 
ties, but in others it cooperated with foreign newsreel distributors to supply film 
footage to be incorporated into their commercial product. The Agency also prided 
itself on distributing newsreels in remote areas of the world. During the 1956 Hun 
garian crisis, USIA camera operators shot footage of the streams of Hungarians 
who fled their country when the revolt failed. The Agency also produced and dis 
tributed the only newsreel devoted exclusively to African affairs and, in 1935, the 
U.S. and Soviet governments reached an agreement for American films to be shown 
in the Soviet Union for the first time since before World War II. River launchers 
were used to transport newsreels in the delta areas of Pakistan, Burma, and Viet 
nam, and the Agency’s local posts abroad operated more than three hundred mo 
bile units to deliver films to foreign rural areas (Dizard, 1961, 93, 97, 101-102).

Early on, the USIA decided that the ten-minute Associated Newsreel would 
be displayed to moviegoers in general without targeting the material for any spe 
cific audience. Much of the story content, therefore, had to be of general interest to 
diverse audiences. In order to satisfy a variety of audience tastes, the USIA circu 
lated three editions of the weekly newsreel: one for Muslim audiences in the Near 
and Middle East; one for neutralist nations, particularly in South Asia; and one for 
anti-Communist nations in the Far East. In 1953 only, a limited edition was distrib 
uted that was tailored to interest viewers in Greece, Israel, and Turkey. The re 
gional editions were discontinued in early 1966 in favor of a single edition for all 
areas (USIA, 1966a, 5-6).

An Overview of the History of the American Newsreel
From 1911 to 1967, the American newsreel provided a ten-minute potpourri 

of motion picture news footage to movie theater audiences each week throughout 
the country and abroad. As a form of journalism, it provided mainly photographic 
news coverage that was at times shallow, trivial, and propagandist^, yet, as Raymond 
Fielding (1972) observed, the newsreel also projected “vivid, unforgettable pic 
tures and sounds of the people, events, wonders, and horrors which the free people 
of this country did their best to understand and confront” (3-4).

Before 1911, the fledgling American film industry focused primarily on fic 
tional movie narrative, leaving journalistic cinema to European production com 
panies. However, on August 8, 1911, the French-owned Pathe initiated the first 
newsreel series directly targeting American movie audiences. Pathe's Weekly not 
only was America’s first newsreel, but also was considered its best until the end of 
World War I (Fielding, 1972, 66, 71-72). The philosophy of the American-pro 
duced Pathe's Weekly was that the newsreel series would successfully compete 
with illustrated periodicals by showing “the important news of the world not in 
cold type or in still pictures but in actual moving reproduction” (Fielding, 1972,
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73). A review of Pathe’s Weekly in a prominent film magazine also expressed the 
newsreel’s philosophy, stating that it intends to cover the entire country as thor 
oughly as the Associated Press. The review added, “Who would not take part in the 
news of the world ‘just as it really happened’ as part of the regular picture enter 
tainment” CMoving Picture World, 1911, 359-360). By June 1914, the success of 
Pathe ’s Weekly led to a daily newsreel service. However, with the outbreak of World 
War I, Pathe returned to its regular weekly release under the revised title of Pathe 
News (Fielding, 1972, 78-79).

Civilian newsreel industry coverage of World War I proved to be inadequate 
from beginning to end because of the numerous obstacles purposely created by 
military and civil authorities. Camera operators found it extremely difficult to gain 
access to the front line or even to film scenes of wartime preparation on the home 
front. Military authorities at the front forbade photographers to operate their cam 
eras for fear of drawing small-arms and artillery fire. Accordingly, faking of World 
War I coverage was common, particularly during the early months of the war. 
Authentic footage, often of poor quality and coverage, appeared sporadically. Two 
of the earliest American releases showed the British cruiser Caronia lying off Sandy 
Hook, New York, in wait of German transport vessels, and the siege of Antwerp in 
1914. Front-line censors also hindered newsreel camera operators during World 
War I, and photographers went to great lengths to try to smuggle footage out of 
Europe and back to American laboratories (Fielding, 1972, 115-118, 122).

The newsreel industry began hitting its stride in the 1930s, benefiting from the 
sensational news events of that decade: the Depression, international unrest, mili 
tary aggression, the Chinese-Japanese War, the Lindbergh baby kidnapping and 
the arrest and trial of Richard Hauptmann, and the crash of the Hindenburg (Field 
ing, 1972, 205, 207, 210). With its entry into World War II in 1941, the United 
States felt it necessary to establish rotating pools to provide satisfactory civilian 
coverage of ‘ such expansive military operations. Despite the necessity of competi 
tion between wartime pools, the effect was the undermining of competition among 
the five newsreel services operating at the time. The system almost ruined the 
newsreel theater chains as well, since the owners received virtually identical foot 
age from all of the services. The rotating pool system officially ended in 1945, but 
the practice continued, by agreement, in the coverage of many major news stories 
(Fielding, 1972, 273-274).

By the early 1950s, with the improvement in postwar television news cover 
age, many newsreel theaters had closed across the country. The newsreel compa 
nies throughout the Fifties and into the Sixties ceased their theatrical productions 
and began allying themselves with television interests. The last to halt production 
was Universal Newsreel, the oldest of them all. On December 26, 1967, its final 
six-minute newsreel was prepared in New York City. The era of the newsreel ended
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with Universal’s last issue shown in only 1,600 theaters and the company losing 
$5,000 a week on the series (Fielding, 1972, 307-309).

USIA Propagandistic Tactics
In his study of the USIA’s use of propaganda, Leo Bogart (1995) held that the 

political rhetoric of the Cold War was an outgrowth of the “ideological self-righ 
teousness” of World War II. Terms such as “freedom” and “the Free World” could be 
used without a trace of cynicism or self-consciousness, indeed with the expectation 
that they would strike a responsive chord. As President Eisenhower said in an ad 
dress to Agency staff members in November 1953: “It [the Cold War] is conducted 
in the belief that, if there is no war, if two systems of government are allowed to live 
side by side, that ours, because of its greater appeal to men everywhere ... in the 
long run will win out” (1995, xvi-xvii). Meanwhile, former Assistant Secretary of 
State Edward W. Barrett stated that in the contest to win people’s minds, “truth can 
be particularly the American weapon” (1953, ix). Senator Homer W. Capehart char 
acterized the USIA’s mission during the Cold War as selling the United States to the 
world, “just as a sales manager’s job is to sell a Buick or a Cadillac or a radio or 
television set” (Bogart, 1995, xvii). Such rhetoric assumed that public opinion could 
be influenced and shaped throughout the world, and that those who ruled would 
heed it, “no matter how evil and ruthless they might be” (xvii).

The USIA used a variety of media during the Cold War to disseminate its 
propagandistic messages, ranging from films to radio broadcasts to leaflets and 
books. Bogart (1995) noted that the USIA believed it was important to reach the 
same audience through a number of media, but acknowledged that problems of 
coordination loomed large for the Agency:

It’s like trying to put out a daily newspaper with the same basic format in 
every country in the world” (157). Television overseas was utilized to a 
lesser extent, especially in developing countries. Of the estimated 105 
million television receivers outside the United States and Canada at the 
end of 1965, “the bulk were in Western Europe (50,943,700), Eastern 
Europe (23,581,400), and the Far East (23,842, 300). Lagging behind 
were Latin America and the Caribbean (7,548,200), the Near East and 
South Asia (1,039,200), and Africa (313,000). Of the 7,584,200 TV re 
ceivers in Latin America, more than 5,215,000 were in only three na 
tions: Argentina, Brazil, and Mexico. Despite hundreds of millions of 
people in India and Pakistan, they were served by fewer than 3,000 TV 
sets. As late as 1968, television remained a novelty in the Congo, and 
there were only a few hundred sets when Ghana’s television system opened 
in August 1965 (USIA, 1966b, 5-9).
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A major tactic called upon by the USIA in its media messages hinged on the 
somewhat contradictory practice of “bait and propaganda.” The latter was exem 
plified by the Agency’s belief that all output was tied to U.S. foreign policy and 
every item had some purpose other than straight information or news reporting. 
The thinking was that there was virtually nothing that the Agency couldn’t ratio 
nalize as helping to advance program objectives, and only the good judgment of 
experienced people could determine whether the rationalization was valid. How 
ever, the bait tactic also used by the Agency was supported by the belief that mate 
rial that entertains, instructs, or interests an audience opened the doors to harder- 
hitting messages. In a newsreel sequence, a story “with a hook in it” was consid 
ered effective in the message reaching its audience. In films, the thinking was that 
entertainment must come first, with stronger content introduced gradually. From 
the bait perspective, nonpolitical films on Americana or technical subjects, for 
showings to Communist or pro-Communist elements, opened the way for more 
potent propaganda movies and were a means of developing contacts (Bogart, 1995, 
151-152).

Other USIA propagandist^ tactics included:

Free distribution of pamphlets and publications in countries where no 
other organizations provided this, but charging a price in more sophisti 
cated nations, on the premise that handing out literature for free reduces 
its value (Bogart, 1995, 156-157).
Contacts with the press in target countries. This was deemed crucial in 
convincing editors to use Agency material. The Agency urged that less 
time be spent turning out material and more effort be placed on develop 
ing personal contacts with editors, particularly where the press was cen 
sored (Bogart, 1995, 159).
The most indigenous possible appearance to achieve credibility. It was 
urged that the style, format, and printing stock should closely resemble 
the local product, particularly where they competed with Communist 
publications that masqueraded under the format and attribution of local 
groups (Bogart, 1995, 160-161).
Editorializing. Photographs were never considered completely self-evi 
dent, requiring instead an explanatory text. In fact, the USIA contended 
that ninety percent of the time editorial content determined the tone of the 
artwork (Bogart, 1995, 162).
Radio propaganda, especially through the Voice of America. This was 
considered a top priority in the Agency because it beamed its message 
into the camp of the adversary, talked directly to its audience, and fo 
cused daily on developing news (Bogart, 1995, 163).
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Movies as the best substitute for word-of-mouth persuasion. The purpose 
of USIA films was “attitude formation, not information.” The Agency 
considered movies effective in creating a positive climate of opinion, es 
pecially in “planting seeds” among people who were on the ideological 
borderline (Bogart, 1995, 169).

Cold War Policy Themes and Internal Debate
Throughout the years, the program content of the Project Kingfish newsreels, 

distributed abroad, reflected five U.S. foreign policy themes steeped in 
Cold War rhetoric:

1. Free Choice: From 1953 to 1961, one-fifth of these newsreel stories 
related to U.S. military aid or relief activities. From 1961 to 1963, the 
“Free Choice” theme predominated, but when emphasis shifted to Viet 
nam, one-fifth of the newsreel material reflected the U.S. mission there.
By 1966, coinciding with the elimination of regional reels, Vietnam ac 
counted for half of the “Free Choice” stories (USIA, 1966a, 9).
2. The United Nations: Until 1959, this was the second most used theme, 
but it steadily declined in frequency after that (USIA, 1966a, 9).
3 .U.S. Strength and Reliability: A major theme advanced consistently by 
Kingfish, it reached its peak in 1965 when nearly half of the items in this 
category concerned U.S. support for Vietnam (USIA, 1966a, 9).
4. Pursuit o f Peace: As of 1966, the USIA shifted its emphasis to this 
theme in its newsreels, with three-fourths of the items focusing on the 
prospects for negotiations (USIA, 1966a, 9).
5. U.S. Scientific and Educational Strength: The amount of thematic ma 
terial in this category was directly proportional to the number of U.S. 
space achievements, and steadily increased in the wake of U.S. space 
progress (USIA, 1966a, 10).

The space race between the United States and the Soviet Union fueled a num 
ber of USIA newsreels and preoccupied much of the Agency’s propaganda pro 
gram. For example, Agency officials believed that exhibiting, in key countries, 
John Glenn’s “Friendship 7” space capsule could make a “terrific impact” abroad. 
However, the Agency stopped short of exhibiting Glenn himself in these countries 
for fear he would be perceived as nothing more than a “trained seal.” Moscow was 
being targeted for showcasing the capsule if the Soviets agreed because “the world 
will note their failure to show their capsules even to their own people” (USIA, 
1962, 1-2). The Agency also wanted the capsule displayed in the “Transportation 
USA” exhibit at the Belgrade Fair, as well as in sixteen other cities throughout the
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world (1-2). The “U.S. Astronaut Orbits the Earth” exhibit also underscored the 
Agency’s focus on space race propaganda. Consisting of seven unmounted panels 
printed in color, 2,000 copies were shipped to Agency posts around the world in 
advance of Glenn’s orbital flight. The posts made them ready for display as soon 
as word of Glenn’s safe landing on February 20, 1962 was received. The Agency 
also produced a thirty-panel, free-standing exhibit with seven models called “U.S. 
Progress in Space Sciences,” which was displayed in Rome, Sao Paulo, Tokyo, 
and in four cities in Portugal (USIA, 1963, 2).

From 1951 to 1965, Kingfish devoted about one-third of its weekly content to 
stories selected to interest various regional audiences. For example, the Middle 
East edition took care to exclude material offensive to Muslim sensitivities. In the 
neutralist edition, care was taken not to incorporate items too strident in tone, and 
in the anti-Communist edition, the USIA excluded items, which would be per 
ceived as too innocuous (USIA, 1966a, 10).

A now declassified USIA report acknowledges the Agency’s omnipresent role 
in shaping the Associated Newsreel content, stating:

It appears that there has always been sufficient provision made for Agency 
control of a selection of material.. .or for the coverage, at increased cost, of 
specific items which would serve Agency interests, but which normally 
might not warrant commercial newsreel coverage. (USIA, 1966a, 10)

Underscoring the Agency’s interest in using the newsreel as an instrument to 
carry U.S. foreign policy objectives to audiences overseas, the report adds that a 
USIA officer “was always present during the make-up of the reel, and checked the 
narrations” (10).

Throughout Project Kingfish’s history, a number of USIA officials urged cau 
tion in overloading the overseas newsreels with too much policy material, with 
some arguing that the reels should be used as a propagandistic tool only in times of 
crisis. In a 1966 memo, George Stevens, Jr. stressed that Kingfish’s strength as an 
instrument of propaganda “is in the fact that in the time of need it exists” (USIA, 
1966a, 7). Although noting that Kingfish’s worth could not be measured in the 
amount of propaganda it carried each week, Stevens conceded: “The specific po 
tential of Kingfish is that it can influence the opinions of millions of people 
who.. .pay to go to the movies and see Kingfish in a relaxed, receptive mood when 
they are off guard” (7). Still, Stevens warned that the newsreels must be entertain 
ing because other audiences will “suspect it and resent it” if the reels are top-heavy 
with policy material (7).

Some USIA officials appeared more skeptical of Kingfish’s effectiveness. Alan 
Carter regarded any newsreel as ineffective in communicating USIA messages,
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contending that its viewers quickly forgot the brief stories in a fast newsreel. In 
stead, Carter expressed support for the use of documentaries as a propagandist^ 
tool that will “implant ... lasting impressions” (USIA, 1966a, 7-8). While Mark 
B. Lewis objected to Kingfish’s lack of items addressing African interests, USIA 
colleague Daniel P. Oleksin remained hopeful that the Associated Newsreel would 
provide dividends in the Far East. In fact, Lewis’ main complaint was that the 
USIA was being too cautious about “overburdening” the newsreel with policy con 
tent concerning the Far East and other strategic areas (7-8).

In 1965, the USIA debate was particularly evident when the Agency polled 
fifteen country public affairs officers (PAOs) concerning the effects of an increase 
in policy-oriented content. The polling results opposed a sharp increase in policy- 
related stories, with some of these officers indicating the content could be made 
more useful to country programs in a subtle way. Five PAOs argued that there 
would be “great risk” of censorship or compromise of the “commercial cover” if a 
harder policy line were followed. They cited as an example a story about the U.S. 
“White Paper” on Vietnam that was censored out of a newsreel in India, Lebanon, 
Nepal, and the United Arab Republic. Meanwhile, four PAOs anticipated some 
risks, but four others thought the risk would be inconsequential or nonexistent 
(USIA, 1966a, 10-11).

A major change in Kingfish format occurred in January 1966, after a twenty- 
week audit showed that of 105 stories carried separately in the regional editions, 
only 39 were used exclusively in a single area. Sixty-six of the other “regional” 
stories appeared in more than one regional edition, at the same time or in later 
editions. Despite the small percentage of stories appearing in only one edition, the 
USIA understood that the regional editions still provided greater targeting possi 
bilities for area-related stories than a subsequent world edition (USIA, 1966a, 11).

As Project Kingfish progressed, some USIA officials decried the deteriorat 
ing quality of the propaganda newsreels. An undated memo from A. Guarco to 
Maurice Silverstein, president of Associated Newsreels, warned that the “steadily 
dwindling supply and variety of stories available” were lowering quality in both 
the news and cinematographic items finally used. Eric T. Clarke, USIA officer in 
charge of Kingfish from 1956-1966, agreed with this assessment, noting that the 
newsreels show “the effects of stringency—fewer news coverage, greater reliance 
upon handouts and items obtained by exchange” (USIA, 1966a, 16). This position 
was buttressed by a USIA report indicating that while the length of each newsreel 
had remained at ten minutes since 1953, the number of stories used had steadily 
declined because of “a lack of newsworthy items.” It recommended “fewer brief 
shots of American dignitaries on vague missions,” adding that more detailed ex 
planations of the purpose of such trips were essential to the success of Project 
Kingfish (USIA, 1966a, 18).
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Alan Fisher, chief of the overseas production division, proposed investing an 
additional $50,000 a year to support a new organization with talented young pho 
tographers to supplement the supply of stories for Kingfish “now largely limited to 
poorer photographic quality” provided by Associated Newsreel. Fisher added that 
good music and subtle narration cannot make up for what is “deficient photo 
graphically.” Meanwhile, in a 1965 memo to Guarco, USIA official Frank Tribble 
urged increased government control over newsreel production because “all efforts 
to improve quality” through Associated Newsreels had gone for naught (USIA, 
1966a, 16-17).

USIA evaluations of the effectiveness of Project Kingfish also focused on the 
difficulty of assessing the number of people comprising the overseas newsreel 
audience. A comprehensive Kingfish report prefaced its evaluation with the fol 
lowing observation:

A film with little to say, though it may be seen by millions, wins few 
friends for America. Hardly more beneficial is an appealing message on 
celluloid that reaches but a handful of viewers, especially if they are citi 
zens who play only a minor political role. (USIA, 1966a, 23)

The report acknowledges that the determination of the size and character of 
the audience “rests largely on faith and a few scanty statistics over a period of 
years” (USIA, 1966a, 23). Proponents of Kingfish are taken to task for accepting 
booking reports at face value and confidently envisioning “an average audience 
for all performances, even matinees, at 90 percent” (23). An example of this overly 
optimistic outlook involved the 1964 booking reports from fifteen of twenty-one 
countries receiving Kingfish that boasted a yearlong audience of more than 260 
million (23).

Despite the impressive figures, a growing number of USIA officials expressed 
doubts that Kingfish newsreels were reaching a sizeable or important audience. 
Moreover, although a field trip by “a trusted industry representative” to obtain 
more accurate information on usage had long been proposed, it was said that USIA 
area officers had frustrated such an inspection. Agency data seems to bear this out, 
with the percentage of booking reports received having dropped from 53 percent 
in the first half of 1963 to 38 percent in 1965 to only 7 percent in 1966 (USIA, 
1966a, 23). The Agency’s comprehensive report reacted to these dwindling statis 
tics by proclaiming:

So few reports have ever been received.. .that meaningful estimates of 
Kingfish’s audience...are almost impossible. Complicating the projec-
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tion of information provided on the few reports received are the frequent 
errors in filling out the vague form the Agency has provided. (25)

Yet, in 1966, the USIA attempted to approximate the chances of reaching a 
target audience in India, viewed at the time as “perhaps the highest priority coun 
try” in the Kingfish program. Based on information supplied by “knowledgeable” 
officers in the field, the Agency arrived at the following figures for India (USIA, 
1966a, 31):

1. High-class theaters in a major city, one in five estimated target viewers 
among patrons, 1,840,000 annual exposures;
2. “Ordinary” theaters in major cities, one in ten patrons, 1.3 million total 
annual exposures;
3. “Ordinary” theaters in smaller cities, one in twenty estimated target 
viewers among patrons, 805,000 annual exposures to target viewers out 
of 16.1 million total annual exposures.

From a financial standpoint, Project Kingfish represented one of the USIA’s 
major activities, despite its fifteen-year, inconspicuous role; a majority of Agency 
employees at home and abroad did not know of its existence. In fact, the classified 
nature of the project created an absence of detailed financial records, with only 
vague printed references and off-the-record testimony before Congress available. 
However, the Agency’s comprehensive report estimates the project’s annual cost at 
about $699,000 (USIA, 1966a, 35-37).

Meanwhile, an additional $100,000 a year was spent on the USIA’s separate 
contract with Associated Newsreels to produce news clips, or excerpts culled from 
the ten-minute newsreels. In an effort to gain extra propagandists “mileage” from 
Kingfish, stories containing the strongest themes of “Americana relevance” were 
selected weekly by field officers and distributed to about thirty countries. Although 
the list included India, Thailand, and the Philippines, Kingfish was not imple 
mented in most of these countries. Agency officials acknowledged that actual us 
age of the news clips was not easily ascertained because of monitoring difficulties. 
Still, the Agency estimated that at least one hundred newsclip stories were shown 
in Turkey, and it has been reported that the clips were seen on a regular basis in 
Korea, Laos, the Philippines, Taiwan, Thailand, and Vietnam. In Mexico, Brazil, 
and Argentina, local laws prevented entry of foreign reels, but Agency clips got 
placed in several national reels that were encouraged by the governments of these 
countries. News clips also made their way into film news magazines on a limited 
basis in Latin America and Africa (USIA, 1966a, 43-45).
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The Demise of Project Kingfish
Despite limited successes during the fifteen-year covert operation known as 

Project Kingfish, its inconsistencies, lack of data concerning effectiveness in reach 
ing key overseas audiences, and the growing competition of television led the USIA 
to cancel its foreign newsreel program in early 1967. The Agency’s comprehen 
sive report rebuked some area specialists for failing to capitalize on regional mate 
rials that might be exploited by newsreels, while chiding others for overloading 
the reels with policy content. The report also recommended canceling Kingfish 
because it was doubtful that an unattributed U.S.-government newsreel could reach 
more overseas screens, particularly in neutralist countries, than an attributed one 
(USIA, 1966a, 47).

Proponents of Project Kingfish argued that it should be maintained for avail 
ability during periods of exceptional crisis or propaganda opportunity. While ac 
knowledging that Kingfish could prove valuable during times of crisis, the report 
concluded that, “the price paid would be too costly a retainer for delivery of this one 
service.” The report also cited a number of other communication outlets that could 
be relied upon if the United States faced a crisis, including television, radio, speeches 
on videotapes and kinescopes, and film prints air-expressed for theatrical and non 
theatrical release. In other words, the USIA held that “faster media” would be uti 
lized for “lasting first impression,” while “slower media” would be called upon for 
“persuasive exposition of the American view” (USIA; 1966a, 49-50). Finally, the 
onslaught of television led to the project’s demise, with the USIA fearing that news 
reels were reaching foreign screens days after TV had already reported the identical 
events. “The commercial 35mm newsreel lingers on its deathbed in America thanks 
only to the transfusion from the Federal Treasury administered to its overseas mate, 
Kingfish,” the USIA concluded (48). However, research on the global growth of 
television places the Agency’s concerns in doubt, with the medium slow to catch on 
in many parts of the world, particularly in developing nations.

A January 30, 1967 memorandum from Jack Valenti, president of the Motion 
Picture Association of America, to President Johnson also failed to rescue the project. 
Valenti termed newsreels “one of our most valuable news-and-image assets in for 
eign countries,” particularly in nations with low literacy rates. He argued that to 
eliminate the newsreel was a mistake in the judgment of many who live and work 
overseas. Valenti concluded his appeal to President Johnson by posing the follow 
ing question:

At a time when we so desperately need to get our story to so many people 
in so many countries, is it wise.. .to cut away a communications arm which 
is .. .irreplaceable, and which, more than any other [medium], reaches the 
people of a country. (Valenti, 1967, 1-2)
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Ultimately, the coup de grace was administered to Project Kingfish in a Feb 
ruary 2, 1967 memorandum from Leonard Marks, USIA director, to President 
Johnson, stressing that the Agency should not be involved in covert operations that 
were more the domain of the CIA. If revealed, Marks argued, sponsorship of the 
newsreel “could be used by foreign powers to disparage our information efforts 
and to label USIA as a covert organization. Needless to say, such accusations could 
... result in censorship and rigid control of our activities.” The covert Kingfish 
operation ended with Marks urging movie companies to operate the newsreel un 
der private auspices and to secure funding from other sources (Marks, 1967, 1).

Assessing the propagandistic effectiveness of Kingfish proves difficult be 
cause of inconsistent field reporting of newsreel usage by target audiences. Ac 
cording to Bogart (1995), “Propaganda is an art requiring special talent. It is not 
mechanical, scientific work. Influencing attitudes requires experience, area knowl 
edge, and instinctive judgment of what is the best argument for the audience” 
(195-196). Certainly, the USIA appeared fractured in its debate over policy con 
tent, with no consensus reached on amount, frequency, or what material was more 
appropriate for which audience. This lack of a consensus also seems to fall short of 
Terence H. Quaker’s assessment of what constitutes effective propaganda: “[it] 
must be seen, remembered, understood, and acted upon, adapted to particular needs 
of the situation and the audience to which it is aimed” (1962, xii). Interestingly, the 
“particular needs” component of Quaker’s definition seems to support the position 
of the USIA officials who called for the newsreels to be used only during times of 
crisis. Meanwhile, Jowett and O’Donnell weigh in with their definition of propa 
ganda, stating that it is “the deliberate and systematic attempt to shape percep 
tions, manipulate cognitions, and direct behavior to achieve a response that fur 
thers the desired intent of the propagandist” (1986,16). While certainly the history 
of the rise and fall of Project Kingfish attests to the deliberative attempt to mold 
American propaganda as a weapon during the Cold War, the evidence indicates 
that the “desired intent” of the USIA had not been achieved by the clandestine 
project.

Arizona State University Dennis Russell and Richard Lentz
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Female Academic Detectives: 
Bridging the Border 

Between Individualism and Community

In his essay “The Thematic Paradigm,” Robert B. Ray argues that American 
culture, especially cinema, has always found ways to reconcile contradictions, by 
celebrating heroes who embody diametrically opposed characteristics: sensitive 
tough guys, brave cowards, pacifist war heroes. One of the most dominant di 
chotomies in American culture and literature is that between individual and com 
munity, represented in film by the outlaw hero versus the official hero: hero types 
that are often equally admired, working side by side, or sometimes embodied within 
one individual. While outlaw heroes stand for self-determination, individualism, 
freedom from commitment and responsibility, and a certain immaturity, official 
heroes represent the belief in collective action, the law, wisdom, maturity, civiliza 
tion, and sympathy for others.

Both types of heroes incorporate positive and negative characteristics. The 
extreme individualism of the outlaw hero is often accompanied by selfishness; the 
official hero’s respectability can bring with it repression, boredom, and confor 
mity to narrow social norms. Ray argues that “the parallel existence of these two 
contradictory traditions evinced the general pattern of American mythology: the 
denial of the necessity for choice...the American tradition not only overcame bi 
nary opposition; it systematically mythologized the certainty of being able to do 
so” (304). In part, this process involved blurring the lines between the two types of 
heroes, such as by humanizing the official hero onto a less ideal level (by pointing 
out Jefferson’s slave mistress), or by modifying outlaw heroes into characters who 
would occasionally act for causes beyond themselves (Huck Finn helping Jim es 
cape). (Ray mentions Lincoln as a good example of both heroes -  his status as 
president made him an official hero, but his Western origins and willingness to 
take the law into his own hands also give him outlaw hero characteristics (305).

Of course, as Ray concedes only in passing, this community/ individualism, 
outlaw/official hero pattern is primarily male: Women often functioned, for outlaw 
heroes, as representations of civilized confinement and responsibility; while for 
official heroes, they played the role of supportive wives and mothers. Women didn’t 
traditionally have the option of any kind of public heroism, whether outlaw or 
official; but they were more likely positioned on the side of “community” than 
individualism -  primarily since they had to give up individual needs and desires,
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for their husbands, families, and to some extent -  in supporting functions -  for 
their communities. Feminists have often commented on this dichotomy: on the 
one hand feminism encourages women to focus on their individual goals and de 
sires; on the other hand, feminism has also highly valued the importance of com 
munity: the women’s movement itself, of course, is rooted in the importance of 
collective action within communities of women. But community has also been 
valued in other forms, and the influence of feminism can now be seen in a variety 
of living and discourse communities: an increased emphasis on collaboration in 
classrooms and workplaces (work and learning communities), the renewed impor 
tance of ethnic, neighborhood, church communities, etc. -  all of these counter the 
American tradition of individualism. In other words, feminism has worked in two 
directions at the same time: encouraging women to pursue traditionally male ac 
tivities, and re-valuing traditional female characteristics, such as relationships and 
connections with others.

In the area of mystery and detection, the male detective -  especially in hard- 
boiled detective fiction -  has traditionally been a loner and individualist, emotion 
ally and financially independent, usually solving the crime single-handedly or per 
haps with a sidekick or buddy. Women in these texts often play the role of the 
femme fatale, in some cases even luring the detective hero into a sexual relation 
ship, before he notices, in time, that she is implicated in the crime he investigates. 
Instead of challenging the detective’s power and professionalism, as Patricia Johnson 
argues, this scenario actually underscores his heroism, because “First, the femme 
fatale is granted a Circe-like power over men, relieving them of responsibility for 
their actions, and second, the man who can break the grip of that power, like Ulysses, 
is granted an heroic status” (99). Despite his individualism, the traditional male 
detective does combine aspects of both the official and the outlaw hero: after all, 
he puts criminals behind bars -  and, even if he sometimes takes the law into his 
own hand, ultimately works on the side of law, order and the community. It is 
interesting to examine what happens to this outlaw/official hero combination once 
the detective becomes female; and indeed, the female hard-boiled detective, such 
as Kinsey Millhone or V.I. Warshawski, has received much critical and popular 
attention. Opinions among feminists are divided: some argue that the qualities of 
the hard-boiled detective run counter to both feminism and humanism (Johnson 
98), while others see a subversive element in these writers’ attempts to re-energize 
and re-write the traditional formula.

My concern here is not the female hard-boiled detective, however -  it is the 
female academic detective, who generally has more in common with “cozy” than 
with hard-boiled detectives, but who raises the question of individual versus com 
munity in other interesting ways. These amateur detectives are professors or col 
lege teachers, usually feminists, whose research is not only academic, but also
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detective, sometimes both simultaneously; and who work with, and sometimes a 
little against local law enforcement, to solve crimes that take place in academia or 
on the borders of town and gown. Since these detectives straddle the lines and 
bridge the gap between many traditionally opposite realms -  academia and popu 
lar culture, the personal and the professional, theory and practice -  they are also 
interestingly positioned on the boundaries between individualism and community, 
even between outlaw and official heroes, and often differently than male detec 
tives. In addition to the most well-known of these detectives, Amanda Cross’ Kate 
Fansler, I will also look at Joan Smith’s Loretta Lawson (a feminist professor of 
English in England), Audrey Peterson’s Claire Camden (a California professor 
specializing in 19th Century British women writers and spending significant amounts 
of time in England for research), Edith Skom’s Elizabeth Austin (a professor of 
19,h century English literature teaching at a Midwestern university), Joanne Dobson’s 
Karen Pelletier (another English professor at a New England liberal arts college, 
specializing in 19th century American women writers), Carolyn Hart’s Henrie O 
(in Death in Lover's Lane a semi-retired journalism professor at a Midwestern 
University), Pamela Graham-Thomas’ Nikki Chase (a young assistant professor of 
Economics at Yale), and J.S. Borthwick’s Sarah Deane (who moves from graduate 
student to assistant professor through the course of the series).

All these academic sleuths combine, in different and not necessarily equal 
ways, individualism with involvement in and/or commitment to community: their 
local and academic communities, communities of friends, sometimes communi 
ties of women (esp. female students, colleagues, or friends, but also feminism as a 
larger movement). A variety of factors account for their individualism and inde 
pendence. First, these detective scholars usually live alone and independently, of 
ten even if they are in relationships: Kate Fansler and Sarah Deane become mar 
ried over time, but spend significant time periods alone and are relatively equal 
within their marriages; Karen Pelletier, Claire Camden, and Loretta Lawson are 
divorced, have occasional love interests or developing relationships with police 
officers, but live alone; Nikki Chase and Elizabeth Austin are single; and Henrie O 
is widowed, and lives or travels by herself.

The nature of their profession also accounts for their individualism: writing, 
reading, research, and grading are rather solitary pursuits -  one reason academics 
are sometimes referred to as “herds of cats.’’ Female academic detectives are often 
positioned as slight outsiders in academia. Age, race, part-time or newcomer sta 
tus, money, a marginal field of expertise, a non-academic boyfriend or (ex)husband, 
or simply “common sense’’ (as opposed to ivory tower theory) set them slightly 
apart from their academic environment, but also allow for more successful detec 
tive work.

Individualism is also embedded in the nature of much detective work, espe-
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dally the kind that these scholars engage in. They are often enlisted to investigate 
and interpret a scholar victim’s latest research, work that may provide clues to the 
solution of the mystery. Or they may venture into independent detecting, as se 
cretly as possible, in order to avoid the charge of interference from police, as well 
as suspicion from colleagues and superiors (detective work rarely enhances one’s 
chances for tenure!). Such independent detecting may be due, in part, to personal 
and professional curiosity, in part to chance (Sarah Deane, Karen Pelletier and 
others seem to have a knack for stumbling over dead bodies or being the confi 
dantes of students who become victims or suspects). Often they become involved 
for the purpose of self-defense or self-protection (they are suspects for a while, or 
possible next victims), or due to a sense of obligation or conviction: helping a 
friend, colleague, or student, or fighting for a political or professional cause they 
believe in (ranging from Elizabeth Austin’s obsession with plagiarism to concerns 
about old boys’ networks or sexual harassment). In other words, the female scholar’s 
decision to become a detective can be both self- and community related, but is 
usually a combination of both.

These professors’ commitment to and involvement in community can also be 
seen in other ways. First, their detective work is rarely a loner’s enterprise: not only 
do these women “have a life” and therefore limited time to devote to detection; they 
also tend to help the police or enlist the support of colleagues, friends and family, 
even that of ex-lovers or ex-husbands. Nor do they generally aim to solve a mystery 
single-handedly; what’s important is that the mystery gets solved, often to make 
academic or neighborhood communities safer places, or, if necessary, to change 
them. Frequently, these women are also committed to other communities or con 
stituencies -  such as communities of women, their students and colleagues, and 
friend and family circles; sometimes political communities, such as the women’s 
movement or, in Nikki Chase’s case, the African American community.

To examine these double commitments to individualism and community in 
more detail, let’s begin with these sleuths’ individualistic personalities, and the 
ways these enter into their private, professional, and detective lives (always keep 
ing in mind that the separation between personal and professional, individual and 
community is somewhat artificial -  in fact, these novels question this traditional 
opposition). Nonetheless, our female academics have their idiosyncrasies, like to 
spend time by themselves and live independently, and often go against the norm, 
sometimes even the law, or simply against institutional rules and regulations (while 
at the same time also fighting for law and justice). They are courageous and some 
times stubborn, heeding their own advice more often than that of others. Men are 
sometimes obstacles for them, both professionally and personally.

Elizabeth Austin, Edith Skom’s English professor/detective is known among 
her colleagues as a stubborn crusader against plagiarism, not averse to spending
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days in the library hunting down possible sources of plagiarized student papers. In 
The Mark Twain Murders, she insists that a student’s prizewinning paper, “Tom 
Sawyer, an Oedipal adventure: The Case of the Phallic Fence,” was plagiarized. 
The fact that its author, Marylou Peacock, was just found dead in the library, doesn’t 
deter Beth from her search for the plagiarized source. When her first attempts 
(such as a look at Cliff Notes) don’t yield results, she broadens her pursuit in the 
main library stacks, where she “[gazed] at the books in dismay. A good eighteen 
shelves of Mark Twain! Well -  She had to begin somewhere” (110-11). Not even 
the suspicious noises and movements she hears one afternoon distract her for long. 
Obsessed, she

picked up another book and started serious ‘parallel hunting,’ looking for 
repeats of key phrases from Marylou’s essay. After some time, she sighed 
and thumped the book shut. As usual, plenty of jargon, some literary and 
some psychological, but rather than Oedipal conflict, she had found only 
another discussion of an aesthetic conflict within Mark Twain, a battle 
between the serious artist and the buffoon. As a writer, the critics seemed 
to agree, Mark Twain was a split personality.... Beth.. .pondered the mean 
ing of split personality. Did Marylou Peacock have a split personality? 
Does a plagiarist have a split personality? What was it like to be a plagia 
rist? She tried to imagine someone deliberately choosing to copy, looking 
through likely books, deciding on a chapter, stealthily making notes. Or 
was it the other way around? Did a plagiarist first look over the books and 
then decide to copy? Oh, what did it matter? Get back to it, she told her 
self irritably, reaching for another book. Maybe this one would develop 
the phallic fence. (116)

Beth’s hunt is first just a case of stubborn obsession, but does become more 
altruistic the more she realizes that there must be a connection between Marylou’s 
murder, the plagiarized paper, and the book thefts in the library, investigated si 
multaneously by FBI agent Gil Bailey.

Beth’s relationship with Gil also betrays her stubborn individualism. The two 
are flirting and clearly attracted to each other, and part of her early interest in the 
case is probably due to her interest in Gil. But when she asks him for Marylou’s 
parents’ number, he tells her not to get involved and accuses her of hubris: “'Why 
don’t you take a sabbatical from plagiarism? Do what other scholars do in the 
summer. Study paradigms. Figure out a way to reduce Shakespeare to Morse code’” 
(152). Not surprisingly, Beth gets angry and doesn’t speak to him for days, con 
tinuing to investigate independently (including, of course, that phone call he didn’t 
want her to make). She eventually helps solve the case by putting herself in danger,
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holding her killer colleague at bay during a late night library session, and sustain 
ing injuries during her self-defense.

Beth’s individualism is also depicted in her relations to friends and family -  
both of whom are hardly mentioned, except in The Charles Dickens Murders, when 
she solves a mystery that involves her mother’s old college friendships. In her 
department and college, she is well-liked, but considered just as strange as she 
considers others. She gets along with the secretary, but finds the only other female 
academic colleague an unconvincingly strident feminist. When one of her col 
leagues becomes the second murder victim, she listens to everyone debating the 
value of his research, and wonders: “Livy is dead...and they talk about his re 
search. She stood silent, taking sidelong glances at her colleagues. It was as if she 
were seeing them clearly for the first time....What a bunch, she thought” (211, 
214). Generally, Beth is portrayed alone, at home or in the library -  in The George 
Eliot Murders, she spends a three-week Hawaiian vacation on her own. Like many 
of these female academics, she is also sarcastic about her almost non-existent Sat 
urday Night Life. When Gil asks about her whereabouts for an alibi, she 
“suppress[es] a desire to invent a cultivated man and an evening at Le Francais” 
and answers, “ ‘Home and alone.’ ”

Karen Pelletier, the heroine of Joanne Dobson’s novels, comments ironically 
on both her lack of relationships and her simultaneous interest in several men. On 
the one hand, she takes risks and doesn’t mind admitting to not-so-legitimate de 
sires: she likes the investigating police officer on her cases, and, worse, lusts for 
the president of her college. They don’t end up acting on their mutual attraction, 
although they come pretty close several times. On the other hand, Karen has also 
left men behind who stood in the way of her goals: she got rid of her abusive 
husband, and then left Tony, a New York police officer, because she couldn’t pass 
up a tenure-track job offer in Massachusetts (who can blame her??), and he didn’t 
want to give up his job or commute. Compared to Beth Austin, Karen has a more 
active social and family life -  she has many friends among colleagues and else 
where, and her college-age daughter comes to visit regularly. However, she also 
lives alone and is estranged from other family members. At work, she is well- 
liked, but also goes her own way and makes the occasional enemy, despite her 
untenured status: in The Northbury Papers, her interest in a “trashy” sentimentalist 
woman writer meets with disdain on the part of the conservative department chair; 
and in The Raven and the Nightingale, she clashes with the opposite extreme: 
excessive poststructuralist theorizing, embodied by the pretentious Edgar Allan 
Poe scholar Elliot Corbin, whose deconstructive analysis of The Transvestite Poe 
seems to have something to do with his own de(con)struction. In response to Elliot’s 
argument against traditional biographical analysis [(“When I say Poe...my refer 
ence elides the man as an independent historical or biographical entity, and con-
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templates Poe, the discursive function” 39)], Karen keeps quiet but thinks, “I’d 
heard it all before. I’ve read Foucault; I am, after all, a late-twentieth century liter 
ary critic and my thinking has been indelibly impacted by postmodern theorizing. 
But I wouldn’t want to imagine the response in a freshman classroom to the blood 
less suggestion that we discuss the badly behaved and deliciously fascinating Edgar 
Allan Poe as a discursive function ” (40).

In her detective work, Karen sometimes gets herself in trouble with her stub 
born persistence, original but sometimes misguided ideas, and a healthy dose of 
self-interest. In Quieter than Sleep, she forgets to relay important info to the po 
lice; in The Northbury Papers, she trespasses in order to pursue her research. In 
Dobson’s latest novel, Cold and Pure and Very Dead, Karen is pressured to butt 
out of the police investigation, but makes her way back in as a not-so-welcome 
literary investigator. While Karen doesn’t solve cases independently, her individual 
ventures, persistence, and academic expertise help solve the mystery -  as does her 
propensity to put herself in danger.

Henrie O, the 60-something ex-journalist and professor/detective of Carolyn 
Hart’s Death in Lover's Lane, is a true independent spirit, not really settled any 
where for long (she is also the reappearing sleuth of several other mysteries not set 
in academia -  most of which take place during her family trips or other travel 
adventures). In this mystery, set in a Midwestern college, Henrie O is a temporary 
journalism professor (retired from a successful journalism career), widowed and 
living alone, involved -  or rather, not very involved -  in a long-distance relation 
ship with a man she later lets go. Courageous, resourceful, and sarcastic, a strong 
believer in true investigative journalism and in academic integrity, she becomes 
involved in a triple mystery when one of her students is killed during her investiga 
tive research, research Henrie encouraged, if not required, her to do. Motivated in 
part by a sense of responsibility, even guilt, but also by her strong professional and 
personal convictions, Henrie O sets out to solve all four mysteries: her student’s 
death, and the three mysteries she was apparently close to solving at the time of 
her death. During the course of the investigation, Henrie O antagonizes the police, 
colleagues and campus officials; gets involved in risky break-ins and meetings 
with dangerous figures; and works largely on her own, solving the intertwined 
mysteries, which involve campus scandals and politics, almost single-handedly. 
As in other Henrie O mysteries, she has friends in various places, but is not part of 
a closely-knit community of any kind -  in part because many of these mysteries 
take place during vacations.

Sarah Deane, the amateur sleuth of J.S. Borthwick’s novels, isn’t always in 
volved in academic mysteries (other adventures occur on trips and vacations), but 
in The Student Body and Coupe de Grace, her independent individualism is in part 
due to her slight outsider status in academia: in the former, Sarah is a new graduate
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student and teaching assistant; in the latter, she holds a one-semester replacement 
position at an all girls prep school. Although Sarah has a close relationship with 
Alex, first her boyfriend and later her husband, she never spends more than part of 
each story with him. In Coupe de Grace, for example, he visits only on weekends, 
and in Dude on Arrival and A Garden Plot she spends more time visiting or travel 
ing with her crazy aunt Julia than with Alex. Alex also gets involved in the myster 
ies, at least tangentially, and he occasionally disagrees with Sarah, but otherwise 
functions as an expert liaison (he is a medical doctor) or as a sounding board. 
Sarah gets involved in detecting because she often finds herself at the scene of a 
crime, but also because of her curiosity and a sense of obligation to whichever 
community she temporarily belongs.

In The Student Body, the police ask for her help when an ambitious female 
undergraduate and a bossy department secretary, both from the English depart 
ment, are found dead a few days apart from each other. As a relative insider to 
English department pursuits and academic rivalries, and yet an outsider who gets 
away with asking lots of questions (when necessary, she explains her curiosity by 
saying she is collecting ideas for an academic mystery), Sarah helps solve the 
murders by evaluating each of the professors’ teaching styles and recent publica 
tions. Most of these pursuits and ideas are her own, and she sometimes puts herself 
in danger, but she always remains close to police, and shares ideas with Alex and 
friends. In Coupe de Grace, Sarah is again in the characteristic female academic 
insider/outsider position: both students and colleagues invite her fresh insights and 
trust her with information because she is not a permanent part of the institution. 
Sometimes her curiosity and daring get her in trouble, and she doesn’t get along 
with everybody (including Grace, the much hated teacher who was the intended 
target of the first attack) -  but in general, she is respected and well-liked. She 
doesn’t solve the mystery alone: She and Alex come across Grace in time for her to 
be rescued; but Sarah’s earlier sleuthing helps answer many questions.

Joan Smith’s Loretta Lawson and Audrey Peterson’s Claire Camden have a 
lot in common. Both are English professors writing biographies of women writers; 
both have strong feminist beliefs and approach their detective work with a combi 
nation of about equal parts individualism and commitment to others. They work 
hard and usually alone on their academic and detective research, but also devote 
time to friends, dating, and social events. Loretta usually gets more intentionally 
and actively involved in detective work, but both of them take risks and experience 
danger. In A Masculine Ending, Loretta arrives in Paris late at night, is spit at by a 
man who can’t take rejection (and calls her both a whore and a lesbian), then walks 
on a deserted street to find a friend’s apartment, where she spends the night even 
after she finds a seemingly asleep man in the second bedroom. When she returns 
from her conference lecture the next morning, she finds blood-soaked sheets in the
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room where she saw the man the night before. Because she is pressed for time (she 
has to take her mother to the hospital in London the next day), she doesn’t report to 
the police. But she does fell guilty later — so she conducts her own extensive 
investigation into the victim’s identity, with the help of literary and academic clues: 
as it turns out, he was a well-known deconstructionist. Later, she and a friend 
illegally enter his apartment to find clues about his shady relationships with stu 
dents. (Interestingly, Loretta herself begins a relationship with a student — and 
doesn’t feel guilty or unprofessional about it!)

Claire Camden’s academic and detective research overlap in interesting, often 
coincidental ways: her more individualistic, career-related pursuits also have a 
real world/altruistic function, giving her clues to the mystery at hand. A combina 
tion of self-interest, self-protection, feminist beliefs, as well as family interest (the 
safety of her daughter is at risk in Death Too Soon), usually account for Claire’s 
involvement in detective work.

Probably the most independent and individualistic academic sleuth is of course 
Kate Fansler, well-known over decades of Amanda Cross novels. Kate’s personal 
idiosyncrasies are well-known: her dry, classy, perhaps sometimes snobby wit, her 
dislike of Sundays and preference for Tuesdays, her pre-dinner martinis and intel 
lectual exchanges with her husband Reed, who respects her unpredictability and 
doesn’t expect her to follow his advice. Then there is her selectivity in the cases 
she takes on, and her combination of non-matemal aloofness and yet amazing 
intuition, especially for women she meets during her investigations. As a childfree, 
successful professor with tenure, a professional reputation, and independent wealth, 
she can take occasional leaves of absence for long-term detective work. Publish 
ers, relatives of writers, or colleges often ask for her help, and she has to put up 
with little if any interference in her investigations. Except for sharing occasional 
ideas with Reed and the people involved in her cases, she works largely on her 
own, and it is her unique, experienced, analytical but also intuitive “close reading” 
talent, of people, texts, and events, that allow her to solve mysteries. While her 
methods are mostly individualistic and independent, her motives are, even if some 
times self-serving, almost always related to causes she believes in. And sometimes 
she reminds herself of causes larger than herself, as in The Players Come Again, 
when she finds out that she will be expected to edit the writings, rather than write 
the biography of a modernist writer’s wife. When one relative tells her, “you won’t 
be missing out too much by not doing the biography”, Kate thinks, “just the whole 
basis on which I’ve planned my life for the next five years or so.” But then she 
remembers: “But did that really matter? Damn it, Gabrielle mattered. She remained 
this enigma in the center of this great phenomenon of modernism. Surely she had 
a right to be heard” (145).

The one academic detective who combines individualism and community com-
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mitment in equally strong measures is Nikki Chase, Pamela Graham-Thomas’ young 
African-American Harvard assistant professor of Economics. Energetic, coura 
geous, outspoken, sexy, and self-confident, Nikki is driven by strong liberal politi 
cal convictions, but also by less-than-dogmatic personal loyalties and curiosities. 
She dates frequently, but also still longs for Dante Rosario, her Italian ex-boy- 
friend from a distant past, who returned to Harvard and coincidentally moved into 
the same house where Nikki rents an apartment. Her dates have included a 20-year 
old persistent student (with whom she goes to a Harvard fundraising dance, appar 
ently unconcerned about what people might say), and a few men from whom she 
wants information for her investigations. Nikki becomes an investigator mostly by 
chance -  in A Darker Shade o f Crimson, she finds the body of her friend Ella, the 
Dean of Students, and she has to find Ella’s records for her work on the “Crimson 
Future Committee.” In Blue Blood, she goes to New Haven to comfort her friend 
Gary, whose beautiful and controversial conservative wife has been brutally mur 
dered in a black neighborhood. Once she begins detecting, Nikki is driven, inde 
pendent, and not easily frightened or discouraged, not even after being attacked in 
the library, or followed in a dark New Haven neighborhood. She also has the pro 
verbial “people skills” to communicate between town and gown, the street and the 
elite. She usually forges ahead independently, but also asks people for advice and 
information, including her old policeman friend, and a wide network of Rolodex 
connections. And she is instrumental in bringing her cases to a close.

Independent and individualistic as all these sleuths are, they don’t much re 
semble the typical “outlaw heroes” or male hard-boiled detectives. Individualism, 
for most of them, usually relates to or serves communal and social purposes. Indi 
vidual and community are more likely to balance or complement than conflict 
with each other; in fact, one might argue that they emerge as not necessarily oppo 
sites at all. To a large extent, this is due to feminism, which informs these detec 
tives’ personal and professional beliefs in various ways. In the very process of 
doing their individual work or pursuing their own interests, these detectives achieve 
communal results, and the communities and relationships they are a part of usually 
allow them a great measure of independence. (And if they don’t, these sleuths 
fight for it!)

Edith Skom’s Beth Austin is perhaps the least community oriented of this 
group. No close friends, groups, or family members figure prominently as confi 
dantes, and her love interests change from one case to the next. However, there are 
some interesting ways in which community does become relevant. First, her per 
sonal beliefs and some of her academic work are informed by feminism, and while 
she isn’t part of a close community of women, her teaching and writing contribute 
to feminist goals. Also, her obsession with plagiarism is not a mere idiosyncrasy: it 
is also a defense of some of the principles of the “academic community” -  if there
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is such a thing -  and Beth fights for its integrity. Finally, it seems that the mysteries 
she becomes involved in are, for Beth, a way of becoming part of a temporary 
community -  a community of people trying to solve or concerned about the crime. 
In The George Eliot Murders, for example, Beth becomes part of a Hawaii hotel 
community, and more specifically, a small community of tennis players, whom 
she observes carefully in order to narrow down the list of suspects for a brutal 
murder. Of course, since she cannot be sure whom to trust, this kind of “crime 
solving community” is not a close or lasting community -  but it does represent 
well one kind of complex interrelation and interdependence between individual 
and community in these novels: Beth has to remain an individual critical thinker, 
has to remain on her guard, in order to help achieve what is ultimately good for the 
community.

J.S. Borthwick’s Sarah Deane resembles Beth in her propensity to become a 
part of the community she temporarily works and sleuths in. Since the only other 
constants we meet from her life are Alex and her aunt Julia, we can’t tell whether 
communities of friends, neighbors, or organized groups play much of a role for 
her. When Beth and Sarah investigate academic mysteries, they both help restore 
the academic/collegial community into a more cohesive and peaceful place -  but 
they also expose and critique problems in this community (or at least the novels 
expose them for us): in The Mark Twain Murders, academic rivalries, the pressure 
to publish, student exploitation, and inconsistent applications of plagiarism penal 
ties; in The Student Body, professorial incompetence, clearly delineated academic 
hierarchies, and various petty rivalries and jealousies.

Karen Pelletier also works in the service of an academic community, both by 
helping to restore “order” or effecting change, often by exposing academic pres 
sures and politics. In Quieter Than Sleep, the killer she helps catch is an unproduc 
tive senior female scholar, threatened by the content and speed of her colleagues’ 
research (the murder victim’s discovery of a Dickinson letter throws years of her 
research into question). While this solution to the mystery constitutes an ironic 
critique of individual professors’ idiosyncrasies, it also attacks the old academic 
“publish or perish” syndrome - it blames not only the individual, but also institu 
tional priorities. The Raven and the Nightingale has Karen involved in another com 
bined critique and defense of “the academic community”: she helps find the killer 
of the colleague she disagrees with, but she also has some sympathy for this killer, 
who turns out to be an adjunct instructor desperate to land a tenure track job in a 
tight job market. Once again, her intention of restoring order in her academic com 
munity does not signify full support for the politics ad ideology of this community.

Nowhere is this dynamic more noticeable than in the Kate Fansler mysteries. 
While not all of her mysteries involve crimes in academia, those that do allow her 
to fight for those aspects of the “academic community” she believes in, while also
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critiquing and exposing entrenched hierarchies, corruption and sexism. In Death 
in a Tenured Position, she investigates the death of the first female Harvard En 
glish professor, whose appointment met all-male resistance despite her lack of 
feminist credentials. In An Imperfect Spy, Kate guest-teaches at Schuyler Law 
School, and investigates the death of the only tenured female professor in this 
remaining bastion of male privilege. Not always are the politics of her cases that 
clear-cut, however. In one recent short story, “The George Eliot Play,” Kate is 
asked by a young female assistant professor to help edit an unknown Eliot play she 
supposedly “discovered.” It turns out that the play was written by the professor’s 
ex-dissertation advisor, who thought that Kate would be more likely to support a 
young female professor. When Kate finds out that she plagiarized her dissertation, 
and her advisor hadn’t paid enough attention to notice, she concludes that he prob 
ably hoped for her to expose the sham. However, Kate decides not to be part of this 
game or to enlist feminism in its service. Overall, while Kate’s daily life does not 
include a close community of neighbors, friends, colleagues, or women, her detec 
tive and professional work is dedicated to researching both the lives and deaths of 
women and women writers.

Carolyn Hart’s Henrie O, on the other hand, does not pursue one overarching 
cause in her cases. She does not always investigate institutional corruption and 
sexual politics; some of the mysteries she solves involve family intrigues. She uses 
her intuition and people skills in her explorations, but doesn’t get very close to the 
people involved in the mysteries. Claire Camden, on the other hand, has several 
close bonds to friends, family (her daughter and ex-mother in law), her police- 
boyfriend Neil, and the people involved in her detective and academic research. 
Women tend to confide in her, from young students to the elderly, and she easily 
wins the trust of interview subjects -  but her feminist causes are less clearly and 
openly political than in the Cross mysteries.

Loretta Lawson’s commitment to feminist causes is more apparent, both per 
sonally and professionally. Loretta is a member or former member of professional 
and political women’s groups, her scholarly work is in feminist biography, and her 
detective work usually involves female friends, women’s issues, or feminist causes. 
In A Masculine Ending, she exposes a professor’s mistreatment of a female stu 
dent, and in Why Aren *t They Screaming?, she helps solve the murder of a feminist 
peace activist. In Don’t Leave Me This Way, she explores the gender and class 
issues involved in the disappearance of a visitor who used to be a member of her 
women’s group.

In spite of being one of the most independent individualists among these ama 
teur sleuths, Nikki Chase is finally also the most connected to various communi 
ties. As a young African-American female Economics professor with strong lib-
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eral convictions, communal connections are important for her both personally and 
professionally. Her immediate circle of friends is a mixed group of men and women, 
consisting of her best friend Jill, her Italian ex-boyfriend Dante and his roommate, 
her sixty-something landlady, and the police officer Nikki sets her up with. This 
group often meets informally for breakfast and late night tea, joking, teasing, flirt 
ing, and debating politics and the crimes Nikki helps solve. Nikki is also a part of 
the Harvard academic/faculty/economics communities, each of which she works 
for but also examines from a healthy critical distance. And in the course of her 
investigations, her wider communal goals and connections become apparent: in 
both mysteries, she investigates the relations between Ivy League schools and their 
surrounding communities, complex political debates within academic and Afri 
can-American communities, and the intersections between race, class, and gender 
both within and outside academia. In the process of exploring the politics of inter 
racial relationships, embezzlement schemes, academic racism, entrenched WASP 
privileges, opportunism, and the many conflicts and alliances between student lead 
ers, community groups, colleagues, friends, and competitors, Nikki often finds 
herself both disagreeing and agreeing with different conflicting groups. Her com 
mitment is primarily to African-American communities, but she cannot always 
agree with the more passionate and one-sided perspectives she comes across. In 
Blue Blood, although she has little respect for the blond right wing murder victim, 
she is also deeply disturbed by the violent sexual nature of the attack. Both her 
sympathy for the victim and her concern for the black football player falsely ar 
rested for the crime, motivate her search for justice.

Without coming across as superhuman, the female detective scholars I have 
discussed seem to have found a way to bridge the gaps between academia and 
everyday life: the personal, professional, and political; individualism and commu 
nity. They largely manage to do so via feminism -  fighting for women’s causes in 
both their academic and their detective roles, in both their academic and local 
communities. Without putting their interests first, but also without acquiescing 
only to the powers that be, these sleuths challenge traditional academic, female, 
and detective stereotypes. Their work combines theory and practice, the commu 
nal and the individual -  and contests the notion that these traditional opposites 
have to be at odds with one another. These heroines are neither outlaw nor official 
heroes, but they do give us a characteristically female or feminist taste of both.

Wayne State College Katja Hawlitschka



42 Popular Culture Review

Works Cited
Borthwick, J.S. Coupe de Grace. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2001.
— . The Student Body. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1991.
Cross, Amanda. Death in a Tenured Position. Re-issue ed. New York: Ballantine Books, 1995.
— . “The George Eliot Play.” The Collected Stories. New York: Ballantine Books, 1997. 144-163.
— . An Imperfect Spy. New York: Ballantine Books, 1995.
— . The Players Come Again. Re-issue edition. New York: Ballantine Books, 1991.
Dobson, Joanne. Cold and Pure and Very Dead. New York: Bantam Books, 2001.
— . The Northbury Papers. New York: Doubleday, 1998.
— . Quieter Than Sleep. New York: Bantam Books, 1998.
— . The Raven and the Nightingale. New York: Doubleday, 1999.
Hart, Carolyn. Death in Lover's Lane. New York: Morrow/Avon, 1998.
Johnson, Patricia. “Sex and Betrayal in the Detective Fiction of Sue Grafton and Sara Paretsky.” Journal 

o f Popular Culture 21'A (Spring 1994): 97-106.
Peterson, Audrey. Death Too Soon. New York: Pocket Books, 1994.
Ray, Robert B. “The Thematic Paradigm.” Signs o f Life in the U.S.A. Ed. Sonia Maasik and Jack Solomon.

Boston: Bedford Books, 1999: 299-307.
Skom, Edith. The Charles Dickens Murders. New York: Dell Publishing, 1999.
— . The George Eliot Murders. New York: Dell Publishing, 1996.
— . The Mark Twain Murders. New York: Dell Publishing, 1990.
Smith, Joan. A Masculine Ending. New York: Ballantine Books, 1989.
— . What Men Say. New York: Ballantine Books, 1993.
— . Why Aren't They Screaming? New York: Scribner, 1989.
Thomas-Graham, Pamela. Blue Blood. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1999.
— . A Darker Shade o f Crimson. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1998.



On the Origin of the Species: 
The Source of Vampirism in 

Millennial Film

Over the years, fans of vampire films and novels have often found one aspect 
of the plotline missing. While such stories are usually scrupulous about establish 
ing their vampires’ powers, for a long time scriptwriters and authors of these tales 
ignored telling us how their focal characters’ vampirism came about in the first 
place. Eventually, authors such as Dan Simmons and Anne Rice began to examine 
in detail the origin of the vampiric state of being. Indeed, in Children o f the Night 
and The Vampire Lestat, Simmons and Rice set down extensive prose establishing 
their blood drinkers’ scientific and mythic bases. Until recently, however, such 
background has been treated only superficially, if at all, in feature and television 
films of vampire tales. Where the novelist can stretch out vampirism’s background 
for page after page, the film scriptwriter and director have only so much time in 
which to establish this background. Thus, it comes as something of a surprise to 
see the extent to which the vampire’s origins are established and developed in such 
millennial titles as John Carpenter's Vampires, Dracula 2000, The Forsaken, and 
the made-for-cable Dark Prince: The True Story o f Dracula. Continuing a trend 
begun with Francis Ford Coppola’s Bram Stoker's Dracula (1992), these contem 
porary spins on the vampire feature expositive scenes and dialogue that exist pri 
marily to establish the origin of their respective story’s vampirism.

A read of vampire anthologies, such as Ray McNally’s A Clutch o f Vampires 
or Byron Preiss’s The Ultimate Dracula, shows the reader that regardless of the era 
in which the story was created, there is usually little time spent in the narrative 
establishing how the original vampire(s) became undead. Silver and Ursini, in The 
Vampire Film: From Nosferatu to Bram Stoker's Dracula, point out that the many 
“districts and peoples of Europe” carry a variety of theories regarding how one 
becomes a vampire (23). Included in these beliefs are assertions that vampirism 
may afflict those who have been excommunicated from the church, as well as sui 
cides, murderers, apostates, sorcerers, witches, the unbaptised, a seventh son, a 
man bom with a caul, a man with red hair, debauchers, evil-doers, and blasphem 
ers (23). Note, however, that this list only suggests that those fitting into these 
categories may become vampires. Specific mythologies-especially those positing 
how vampirism originated-are few. In vampire tales such as John Polidori’s semi 
nal tome, The Vampyre (featuring Lord Ruthven), James Malcom Rymer’s Varney
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the Vampire: or, The Feast o f Blood, and J. Sheridan LeFanu’s Carmilla, many of 
the literary vampire’s traditions and conventions are established without elabora 
tion regarding how the respective tales’ vampires actually came into being. As 
Clive Leatherdale notes, “The vampire of folklore,..., may have acquired its condi 
tion for any one of countless reasons. The origins of its literary cousins will either 
be left undisclosed, or else will result from some form of pact with the devil (55).” 
Thus, for years the literary tradition found little, if any, time given over to provid 
ing a convincing justification for vampirism’s existence.

The move that has taken place in recent years depicting the vampire as a pre 
dominantly romantic hero (rather than a monster running counter to the natural 
order) in novels by such authors as Anne Rice, Fred Saberhagen, and Chelsea 
Quinn Yarbro, has seen these writers offer some attempt to address the origin of 
their title characters, at least more so than their predecessors. James Craig Holte 
tells us these authors’ works, “...helped establish the conventions of dark romance, 
the narrative of a sympathetic, suffering vampire who represents the alienation of 
postmodern men and women in a culture undergoing endless transitions (88).” In 
creating the dark romance, these contemporary authors have often found it neces 
sary to develop their vampire’s backstory as a way of creating audience sympathy 
as well as satisfying the reader’s craving for understanding just how this mystical 
state of being originated.

Bram Stoker appears to address this concern regarding the Count’s vampiric 
beginnings in Dracula, but what we are really exposed to upon close examination 
is either Count Dracula pontificating about his military prowess during the many 
attacks on his native land or Professor Van Helsing detailing the widespread belief 
in the vampire myth as precursor to the litany of powers the vampire has. This 
latter exposition has become a standard part of the genre, in that it allows the tale’s 
author to establish the mythology and boundaries under which the vampire and 
his/her pursuers must operate. Thus, in Dracula Stoker uses Van Helsing to sum 
marize what the band of vampire fighters has discovered during its run-ins with 
the Count as well as what is known about vampires from tradition and superstition. 
It is during this lengthy exposition that we are told, among other things, the vam 
pire throws no shadow in a mirror, can flourish and fatten upon human blood, has 
the strength of 20 men, displays the cunning of the ages, can direct the elements, 
command all the meaner things, grow and become small, and walk during the day- 
albeit with compromised powers. At the same time the vampire has various weak 
nesses such as an inability to enter a place unless bidden to do so by someone of 
the house and the limitation of crossing running water at low or high tide. Van 
Helsing also recognizes the vampire’s aversion to sacred things such as the cruci 
fix as well as the ability to repulse the undead by whipping out a sprig of garlic and 
the use of a wild rose to keep vampires trapped within their resting place (260-65).
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These pages of the Dracula narrative have been repeated with variations in many 
vampire novels and films since. David Pirie, in The Vampire Cinema, notes that a 
similar recitation by Peter Cushing’s Van Helsing in Hammer Films’ 1958 version 
of the Dracula legend scripted by Jimmy Sangster, “...more or less laid down the 
rules of the genre as they were to be followed by film-makers for the next two 
decades (77).”

Some of the more popular alterations from Stoker find a story’s vampires 
unable to walk during daylight under the risk of burning to cinders (as was the case 
with Hammer’s vampires), and periodic tales where the vampire can be repelled, 
burnt, or killed by silver, much as in some werewolf stories. On the other hand, so- 
called “revisionist” vampire plots often establish that one or more of the Stoker 
talismans are actually worthless, much to the vampire’s glee and concomitant cha 
grin of the text’s would-be vampire fighters. Again, Hammer was at the forefront 
of this mythic heresy when it had Christopher Lee’s Dracula remove a stake from 
his own heart after being impaled in Dracula Has Risen From the Grave (1968), a 
plot device Lee reportedly protested at the time (Pirie 88).

While these various rules became staples of vampire films and novels, little 
time was spent detailing the origin of the species in most cases. For whatever 
reason, those countering the vampire’s presence did not feel the need to know how 
vampirism came to exist in the first place as a necessary piece of the puzzle to fend 
off the threat. When this question was expounded upon in the popular literature by 
Anne Rice in her “Vampire Chronicles,” it was told by her favorite, Lestat, as he 
narrated his story in The Vampire Lestat, rather than by the point-of-view of some 
one attempting to counter vampirism.

Rice provides a tease early in the novel when she goes into the details of 
Lestat’s transformation by Magnus, concluding with Lestat noticing the changes 
that have taken place when he realizes he is no longer human: “...an immense 
strength was gathering in me. Gradually my boyish sobs died away. And I com 
menced to study the whiteness of my skin, the sharpness of the two evil little teeth, 
and the way that my fingernails gleamed in the dark as though they’d been lac 
quered (98).” Lestat goes on to observe his waste leaving him as well as his light 
ness, strength, and numbness to pain. But this sequence in The Vampire Lestat only 
serves to supplement Rice’s description of Lestat vampirizing Louis in Interview 
with the Vampire and does not get to the core question of where vampires come 
from in the first place.

That narrative is presented at great length later in The Vampire Lestat as Rice 
weaves the story of Enkil and Akasha, “A story of our creation, analogous to the 
Genesis of the Hebrews, the tales in Homer, the babblings of your Roman poets 
Ovid and Virgil-a great gleaming morass of symbols out of which life itself is 
supposed to have sprung (432).” Taking the fantasy route, Rice tells us that a demon
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invaded the house of the steward of the Egyptian King and Queen, Enkil and Akasha, 
and that Enkil endeavored to learn from the demon of its ways. Concerned with the 
apparent physical and mental effects this learning was having on her husband, Akasha 
locked herself in the house with Enkil where they were set upon by assassins whose 
politics were at odds with King Enkil’s beliefs. The knife blows opened wounds in 
both the King and Queen that allowed the demon to enter their bodies “...at the 
point when mortal life itself was about to escape. But it was the blood that the 
demon permeated in that twilight moment when the heart almost stopped (440).” 
The story goes on to assert that the demon “...was in the blood, and the blood was 
not merely the demon, or the blood of the King and Queen, but a combination of the 
human and the demon which was an altogether different thing (440).”

As with Lestat earlier in the book, Enkil and Akasha discover both advantages 
and disadvantages to their new state of being. “They could no longer eat food, or 
grow, or die, or have children, yet they could feel with an intensity that terrified 
them...But then came an even more dreadful discovery, that to keep their corpses 
animate, the blood must be fed (440-41).” Thus, the couple became a new order of 
being with heightened senses and problems to be confronted. Enkil and Akasha 
had become the mother and father of the species that would be known as vampires.

Those looking for a more scientifically-based rationale for vampirism than 
Rice presents will find what they are looking for in Dan Simmons’ sprawling tale, 
Children o f the Night. In this story, Simmons suggests that vampires have a shadow 
organ: “...a thickening of the stomach wall that might be the site where blood is 
absorbed and deconstructed for its constituent genetic parts (119).” Thus, when 
ever a vampire ingests blood by whatever method, their bodies “cannibalize” the 
blood’s genetic components “to reinvigorate its own immune system” and sustain 
the vampire’s immortality (131). As Simmons’ heroine, Kate Neuman, hypoth 
esizes to her medical colleagues about a third of the way through the narrative, 
such people would not be “fanged creatures of the night,” but rather “ members of 
a family who did have to ingest human blood in order to survive their own faulty 
immune systems (158).” What is left to speculation is how such folk came to real 
ize that drinking blood would help them. As Kate notes to a colleague, history is 
rife with documented stories of nobles who bathed in blood for its restorative and 
beautification properties as well as tribes who drink animal blood in order to cap 
ture the animal’s courage. Once discovered, though, the individuals harboring the 
shadow organ quickly accepted the fact that without finding a supply of human 
blood they would perish. According to Dr. Neuman, members of this “family” 
come about whenever certain recessive-recessive genetic traits appear in their off 
spring, resulting from the combination of “secrecy, solidarity, and inbreeding” 
necessary to keep the species alive (158).

In Simmons’ universe, the immortality this genetic trait grants its owners is
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something undergirding the family’s quest for financial and political power rather 
than creating mythical creatures who sleep in coffins cloaked in opera capes and 
change form to prey on the living. One of the intrigues of Simmons’ novel is his 
periodic side-step into Dracula’s musings as the family’s patriarch readies himself 
for his role in the ceremony that provides the story’s climax. Having endured a 
period of ennui, Dracula comes upon a sample of a hemoglobin substitute Kate 
had brought with her and discovers the new and improved version of “the sacra 
ment’’ gives him what he needs without the “hormonal ragings that had so tired me 
out over the ages (450).’’ This version of “better living through science’’ prompts a 
renewal of the Count’s zest for life and allows him to consider exploring countries 
he has yet to visit while he reaffirms his desire to live forever.

Such literary explorations of the source of vampirism tend to be more easily 
drawn in the novel than in the cinema, for the novelist is seldom bound by restric 
tions on the number of pages that can be filled to tell the story. Film directors 
specializing in horror, however, are often faced with some form of time limitation 
on their works, a trait that has been especially true in light of horror’s tendency to 
be lower-budget “B” films. Additionally, such works are usually thought of as not 
deserving of serious consideration by film critics and historians. Vampire films are 
often looked down upon even more by the critical community because of their 
slavish devotion to genre as well as the sensationalism and graphic violence they 
tend to exhibit. Yet, cinema-goers have historically found that vampire films fail to 
provide the origin story background that is usually taken for granted when the 
focal monster is Frankenstein’s creature, a werewolf, or a mummy.

In these films we have known the monster’s origins since James Whale first 
brought his rendering of the Frankenstein story to the screen for Universal Studios, 
opening the narrative with Frankenstein and Fritz’s body-snatching in the local 
cemetery. Likewise, backstories of Imhotep’s and Kharis’ fated loves and eventual 
burial alive have traditionally been included in the mummy films, and Larry Talbot 
and his successors have succumbed to the werewolf’s bite ever since Lon Chaney, 
Jr. first ventured out onto the foggy moors to be bitten by Bela Lugosi’s tortured 
lycanthropic gypsy.

Thus it comes as something of a surprise to find several recent films that went 
out of their way to not only set down a universe of rules for their human and 
undead protagonists, but also spend time establishing how their vampire(s) came 
to exist in the first place. Indeed, these titles ask their respective audiences to con 
sider the thematic purpose these origin stories play in each film’s mythology.

This narrative concern was initially noticeable in Francis Ford Coppola’s big- 
budget production Bram Stoker's Dracula, in 1992. Deviating from Stoker’s novel, 
Coppola provides the backstory in the film’s preface as Dracula’s (Gary Oldman) 
origins are traced to his decision to renounce the church for whom he has fought to
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repulse the Turks from his native land. The coup de grace occurs when Vlad’s 
beloved Elisabetta (Winona Ryder) receives a false message claiming Vlad has 
perished on the battlefield and, overcome by grief, commits suicide by hurling 
herself out the nearest castle window. Upon returning victorious, Vlad is enraged 
by the news that his beloved cannot be buried in hallowed ground due to her sui 
cide. He renounces the church for which he has fought by slashing the chapel cross 
with his sword, thus causing blood to flow from the wound from which the war 
hero drinks, sealing his fate as one “undead” and setting up the mawkish “love 
never dies” theme that serves as the promotional campaign’s tag line. Coppola 
frames Dracula as a tragic Byronic hero who has been caught up in church politics 
and treated as a pawn by the priests whom he serves. His renunciation of the reli 
gious order leads to his blood drinking as a perversion of the holy sacrament and 
also acts to establish his aversion to various religious icons. In this telling, then, 
the vampire is created in protest of the priests’ over-zealous fundamentalist beliefs 
that prohibit Vlad from sharing burial with his beloved.

That pesky, meddlesome church is also to blame for creating Valek (Thomas 
Ian Griffith), the film’s master vampire in 1998’s John Carpenter’s Vampires. In a 
universe where vampires are taken for granted as an infection in need of extermi 
nation, Valek is put forth as the original vampire. Coming about sometime during 
the Middle Ages, Valek is “a former priest turned revolutionary who became a 
vampire when the Catholic Church failed to cleanse his evil spirit in a botched 
‘inverse exorcism (Muir 188).’” Carpenter’s narrative, based very loosely on John 
Steakley’s novel, Vampire$, finds Valek and his minions seeking the black cross 
that was used during the failed exorcism in order to complete the ceremony and 
allow him and his followers to walk in the daylight. Carpenter thus carries on the 
mythology begun with the Hammer Films’ series and the Anne Rice books that 
finds vampires unable to survive exposure to the sun. Indeed, some of Vampires 
most compelling images occur during the film’s initial sequence when Carpenter 
stages an almost direct cinematic examination of the vampire hunters at work, as 
they root out a vampire nest in an isolated ramshackled house on the plains of the 
American southwest.

That Carpenter even considered directing a vampire title is something of a 
surprise. Robert Cumbow, in Order in the Universe: The Films o f John Carpenter, 
quotes the director on the subject from a personal interview: “I’ve never liked 
victim stories. In other words, vampires as victims... they’re victims of a curse, 
they can’t help themselves...I want my vampires to be really grim and terrifying 
and seeking power and seeking eternal life. Well they have eternal life and if you 
think about it, if I had a chance to have eternal life I might go for it. I might sell out 
and go for it (230).”

Vampires continues Carpenter’s frustration with organized religion in general,
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and the Catholic Church in particular, that he exploited so well in Prince o f Dark 
ness. As Cumbow notes, “...the film, like the novel, is fueled by the tension be 
tween the pretense, empty ritual, and oppressive power of an organized religion 
and the urgent necessity of the battle to save the values that religion upholds (235).” 
Thus the film’s Judas who sells out the vampire hunters’ leader Jack Crow (James 
Woods in a gloriously over-the-top performance) is revealed to be Cardinal Alba 
(Maximilian Schell), who is ostensibly funding the hunters’ work. In his usual 
anti-authoritarian way, Carpenter’s heroes are framed as a bunch of whoring, 
drunken wastrels who, nonetheless, fight vampirism from a foundation of convic 
tion and dedication that what they are doing is the right thing. Filled with the genre 
conventions Carpenter has become known for during his career, John Carpenter's 
Vampires finally allowed one of the industry’s most maverick directors to adapt his 
favorite genre, the western, to his personal portfolio of horror films.

The political intrigues fronted by organized religion also provide a major nar 
rative thread in the made-for-cable (USA Network) title, Dark Prince: The True 
Story ofDracula, directed by Joe Chappelle. Here the story works toward estab 
lishing Dracula’s creation as a vampire during its final ten minutes, and even the 
film’s New Age denouement is left somewhat open-ended as Prince Vlad is re 
united with his Princess, Lydia, and they stroll hand-in-hand through the fog to 
castle Dracula. Incorporating historical speculation and mythology from a variety 
of sources regarding the real-life Vlad the Impaler, Dark Prince's plot-line does a 
good job of presenting many of the Stoker characteristics as either the result of 
rumor or exaggeration. Thus, when Vlad is asked by the priests questioning him 
about his reported propensity for drinking the blood of his enemies, he waves such 
stories off as nothing more than the rumors of peasants. Later in the film the Prince 
is imprisoned for some time by the King of Hungary (The Who's Roger Daltry) for 
allegedly plotting against him. By the time the King discovers that documents 
implicating Vlad are forgeries, the Prince has spent substantial time in the win 
dowless dungeon and has trouble getting his eyes to adjust to the light, creating the 
convention that he cannot stand the light of day. One other situation contributing to 
the myth occurs when Vlad is clubbed on the head during a battle and is supposed 
dead, but rises to fight again.

On the other hand, the Orthodox church’s leaders decided to keep an eye on 
Vlad when one of their number, Father Stephan (Peter Weller), witnesses Vlad’s 
birth and reports that blood has run from the eyes of a statue of the Virgin Mary in 
the birth room. For the priests, this is an indication that the child is destined to 
become the anti-Christ and is in need of constant monitoring. The rift that opens 
between Vlad and the church eventually comes about when Lydia commits suicide 
in a fit of madness and, as in Coppola’s film, is denied salvation by the church. 
Eventually Vlad is betrayed by Father Stephan when the holy man leads him into a
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trap and his ostensible death at the hands of his brother, Radu. It is at this point in 
the story that Stephan is discovered to be more than Vlad’s Judas, as when he 
reveals that he was responsible for buiying Vlad’s father alive. The Prince’s body 
is placed in a coffin and lies in state in the church. That night, Stephan hears sounds 
coming from that area and discovers Vlad’s body no longer rests in state. Vlad 
calls out to Stephan from a window and is shown moving faster than humanly 
possible to the church floor and then beside Stephan where the priest dies from 
fright as Vlad tells him, “You have doomed me to wander the earth incorrupt and 
entire. You’ve given me life.”

A thread permeating both the Carpenter film and Chappelle’s is a corrupt 
church’s role in unleashing vampirism upon the earth. Valek’s vampirism comes 
about due to a botched exorcism, and Vlad becomes undead as the result of church 
politics and his betrayal by one of its priests, even though the script would have us 
recognize that he is ultimately fulfilling the destiny forecast by the church at his 
birth. As a result, both films place the blame for vampirism on one of society’s 
established institutions rather than attempting to develop further the mythological 
origins of vampirism or continue the scientific rationale initiated by Dan Simmons. 
The role of religious institutions in these two films is particularly intriguing in 
light of the place religion plays in Dracula 2000.

Presented by Wes Craven, Dracula 2000 is directed by Patrick Lussier, who 
conceived the story with Joel Soisson. Soisson’s initial screenplay was later 
“...touched up by Scott Derrickson and Paul Harris Boardman (Urban Legends: 
Final Cut) before receiving an additional rewrite by Ehren (Scream 3) Kruger 
(Kendzior 44).” There is a lot for vampire fans to like about the narrative, in which 
the Dracula legend is brought to modem times. Lussier and Soisson integrate many 
touches into the film that followers of the Stoker novel will recognize, such as 
naming Van Helsing’s (Christopher Plummer) antique dealership “Carfax Antiqui 
ties,” and the decision to play the opening credits over a depiction of Dracula’s 
initial trip to England on the Demeter emphasizing the carnage he wreaked upon 
the ship’s crew. At the same time, some of Stoker is revised to reflect the Hammer 
mythos, particularly sunlight’s ability to finish off a vampire.

The film’s conceit lies in the idea that Van Helsing remains alive in the late 
twentieth century, acting as guardian over Dracula’s (Gerard Butler) body and keep 
ing the vampire imprisoned in a silver casket while periodically draining blood 
from him to sustain his own life. Van Helsing’s business is broken into by a group 
of thieves who believe he has untold riches hidden away in the vault. Naturally, 
what the old vampire fighter really has under wraps is Dracula himself and, after 
the thieves make off with the casket and head for the United States, it is not long 
until the Count manages to escape into contemporary New Orleans in search of 
Mary Heller (Justine Waddell), Van Helsing’s daughter. The requisite vampirizing
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of three “brides” ensues and a number of vampiric traits are displayed during vari 
ous confrontation scenes between the vampire hunters and their prey. The decision 
to set the majority of the film in New Orleans serves to underscore the difference 
between this film and John Carpenter’s Vampires, in that the Carpenter film is 
remote and generally rustic, while Soisson and Lussier bring the vampire story 
into the very soul of contemporary urban life.

What sets Dracula 2000 apart from other titles of its ilk, however, is the se 
quence that traces the title character’s beginnings to the time of Jesus Christ. Hav 
ing “looked at religious myth and folklore that dates back further than you could 
imagine (48),” Soisson and Lussier tell us the Count is none other than Judas Iscariot, 
whose attempted suicide following the betrayal is interrupted by God who then 
condemns Judas to eternal damnation as a vampire. (If Dracula’s exploits are any 
indication, his victims would likely feel this is not one of the Almighty’s better 
ideas.) Thus, the rope Judas has strung himself up with snaps due to divine inter 
vention, establishing a neat parallel with the film’s concluding scene when the 
Count is ensnared in a noose of steel cables only to be caught in the rays of the 
new-day’s sun. Handily enough, a large illuminated cross helps keep the vampire 
at bay while Mary and Simon (Jonny Lee Miller), Van Helsing’s helper, wait for 
the sun to rise and bum him away. This revelation of the vampire’s creation ex 
plains a number of paradigms in the film’s mythology, such as the vampire’s aver 
sion to silver (the silver pieces Judas was paid for betraying Christ) as well as the 
undead’s recoiling from things religious. One scene preceding the flashback of 
Judas’s downfall finds Dracula in a confrontation with Mary and Simon and being 
kept at bay as Simon holds a Bible. While the good book makes the vampire back 
off, he manages to set the book afire while warning the two to be careful who they 
place their faith in.

Dracula 2000 leaves an odd taste in the mouth because the film’s creative 
team attempts to have it both ways. Viewing this title makes one feel as though 
Soisson and Lussier are trying to make a vampire film for the fans of the Left 
Behind series of books co-authored by Tim La Haye and Jerry B. Jenkins; an at 
tempt to appeal to hard-core fans of vampire lore while suggesting to fundamen 
talist Christians that it is all right to watch a film depicting blood drinking and such 
as a way to eternity as long as there is some Biblical core to the story and the bad 
guys get theirs by the film’s fade out.

Rounding out this quartet of contemporary vampire films is J. S. Cardone’s 
The Forsaken. Cardone, who both wrote and directed this title, is known for his 
low-budget shockers such as Crash and Bum  and Shadowzone. With The For 
saken, Cardone has scripted a vampire tale whose roots harken to such productions 
as Near Dark, In Cold Blood, and Thelma and Louise rather than the contempo 
rary novels depicting vampires as romantic heroes. In doing so, he creates in his
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version of the road film vampires that have seamlessly melted into society by cov 
ering up their kills in the guise of suicides, murders, and drive-by shootings. Awash 
in the blood that drives its color palette, The Forsaken posits that vampires need to 
kill their victims by cutting their throats, shooting them, or simply plunging a fist 
through one’s chest to pull out the heart. Unlike others of the genre, the vampires 
then lap up the blood much as a panther would. As Cardone notes, “They spill it and 
then they take it like a predator, like a cat would off an animal (Maccarillo 63).” 

Cardone has also chosen to include a mythological basis for his vampires’ 
origins. About halfway through the film Nick (Brendan Fehr), the film’s youthful 
but road-weary vampire hunter, tells Sean (Kerr Smith), the driver who has given 
him a lift, how the vampire Nick is tracking came into being. On the battlefields of 
the Crusades,

eight knights made a deal with Abadon, the angel from the bottomless pit, 
who historically roams battlefields in search of souls. These eight knights 
made a pact with this demon, and to seal it they killed and drank the 
blood of a ninth. Then, they went into caves at night and came out during 
the day, and once they saw each other, they were so ashamed of what they 
had done that they couldn’t stand the sight of each other or anything in 
daylight (62).

Aghast at what they had done, the knights dispersed to different continents so 
they would not gaze upon each other. By present day, there are only four Forsaken 
left, two in Europe and two in North America. Needless to say, the primary way to 
dispatch the Forsaken is to expose them to sunlight.

Unlike the other films discussed here, however, Cardone’s creation tale is then 
filed away somewhere and makes little contribution to the remainder of the plotline. 
Carpenter’s Valek must seek the crucifix used in the inverse exorcism, Vlad’s re 
birth carries out the prophecy of his birth, and Dracula/Judas finds himself hung 
again to die from exposure to the sunlight. The death of lead vampire Kip (Johnathon 
Schaech) and the members of his coven in The Forsaken has little to do with the 
story of how the vampires resulted from the bargain with Abadon, except that they 
die from exposure to sunlight as do most film vampires since Hammer’s Dracula. 
The fact that these eight vampires are knights suffering from remorse going back 
to the time of the Crusades has nothing to do with Kip’s depiction. Indeed, he is 
drawn as a shameless, immoral, modern-day outlaw with a fondness for the hip- 
hop and speed metal music that make up the film’s score. Ultimately, the mythol 
ogy of the eight knights is an add-on to the plot that Cardone fails to exploit.

In retrospect, we see these films have chosen to incorporate their origin stories 
in different ways. When the story is emphasized as part of the overall narrative or
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thematic flow, the film’s climax tends to be more focused. When this backstory is 
merely a throw-in, its inclusion tends to leave its audience hanging, wondering 
why the information was presented in the first place. Ultimately, what is most 
striking about the titles discussed here is the overt decision by their respective 
scriptwriters and directors to establish a source for the vampirism their stories 
exhibit. While the expository scenes make up only a brief portion of their tales, 
these narrative digressions provide intriguing contributions to the ongoing devel 
opment and expansion of vampire lore.

Also worth noting is that the four contemporary films discussed above are 
evenly balanced between storylines following the romantic and monstrous tradi 
tions, with both John Carpenter's Vampires and The Forsaken returning us to the 
purely-evil vampire such as Lord Ruthven, Varney, Count Dracula, and their ilk in 
classic vampire literature. Is it possible that a few years’ perspective will find us 
looking upon Carpenter and Cardone’s films as the beginning of a backlash away 
from the dark romance championed by Rice, Saberhagen, Yarbro, and company? 
Or is this a signal that future vampire cinema will jump from one tradition to the 
other, incorporating the monstrous and romantic forms as best fits their themes? 
One might suggest that the theatrical vampire fan is in a chest-beating mode fol 
lowing the attacks on the World Trade Center and Pentagon and is presently more 
likely to view the undead invader with less sympathy. As vampire scholars such as 
Holte and others have suggested, just about the time someone thinks vampire nar 
ratives have settled down and we have seen and read all that storytellers can give 
us, something new comes along to break or transform these traditions. What the 
four films examined here suggest to us is that we should enjoy their excursions 
into origin stories and hope such backstories are expanded in creative ways in 
future productions.

Central Michigan University J. Robert Craig
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But Is He Really Smart?: 
Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences 

Theory in the World of Harry Potter

To define giftedness in a series of books peopled with innumerable characters 
who could reasonably be considered as gifted is at best a difficult proposition. 
When this population is one of witches and wizards, people who regularly perform 
spells and hexes with the ease most “Muggle” schoolchildren add, subtract, di 
vide, and multiply, defining the truly extraordinary becomes increasingly prob 
lematic.

The term “gift” is used sparingly throughout the Harry Potter novel series, 
and is used only in reference to the abilities of Harry, Lord Voldemort, and Salazar 
Slytherin. What, then, sets Harry apart, identifies him as “special” or “gifted,” 
particularly when his talents are juxtaposed against those of one of his closest 
friends, Hermione Granger, and also in relation to other great—but evil—wizards, 
Lord Voldemort and Salazar Slytherin?

An answer to this question can be found by applying Howard Gardner’s theory 
of multiple intelligences to characters in the Harry Potter series. Gardner, a Harvard 
psychologist, posited that intelligence testing has traditionally been limited to evalu 
ating linguistic and logical/mathematical abilities:

_most theories of intelligence...looked only at problem solving and ig 
nored the creation of products and they assumed that intelligence would 
be evident and appreciated anywhere, regardless of what was (and was 
not) valued in particular cultures at particular times. (Gardner 33)

Such a conventional view of intelligence would certainly be of limited value 
in the world of Harry Potter. At Hogwarts, Deborah DeRosa notes, “ ...students 
seriously prepare to learn ‘the things worth knowing’” (173). In this magical cul 
ture of dragons and potions, excellence in Muggle math and composition seems 
far less important than finding a combination of talents to guarantee the success of 
a young witch or wizard. In order to expand what Gardner views as “the standard 
view of intelligence,” that it is “something you are born with; you have only a 
certain amount of it, you cannot do much about how much of that intelligence you 
have, and tests exist that can tell you how smart you are” (Checkley 9), Gardner 
reworks the definition of intelligence considerably by dividing it into multiple cat-
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egories: linguistic, logical-mathematical, spatial, bodily kinesthetic, musical, in 
terpersonal, intrapersonal, and naturalist. Each of the main characters in the novels 
has at least one of these intelligences, and often more than one, but Harry Potter 
himself possesses a combination of intelligences seemingly guaranteed to make 
him highly successful. It is the combination within a community of such combined 
intelligences that Gardner believes highly important:

...that we each have a unique blend of intelligences—leads to the most 
important implication of the theory for the next millenium. We can choose 
to ignore this uniqueness, strive to minimize it, or revel in it. Without in 
any sense wishing to embrace egocentrism or narcissism, I suggest that 
the big challenge facing the deployment of human resources is how best 
to take advantage of the uniqueness conferred on us as a species exhibit 
ing several intelligences. (Gardner 45)

One of the most marked examples of differences in intelligence combinations 
is the portrayal of Hermione Granger’s intelligences, much more the traditional 
linguistic/logical-mathematical, and Harry’s more comprehensive intelligence. 
Hermione is obviously highly intelligent and is particularly focused on learning as 
much as possible through endless reading and research. Frequently described as a 
“know-it-all” by both friends and enemies, Hermione is a model student, commit 
ting to memory whole textbooks during school vacations, and helping to solve 
each of the difficult mysteries presented in all four books of the series. Although 
most of her teachers are extremely complimentary toward her, and she stands at 
the head of her class, no one describes Hermione as gifted—intelligent, yes, clever, 
certainly, but never gifted. Hermione herself recognizes this by the end of the first 
book:

Hermione’s lip trembled, and she suddenly dashed at Hany and threw her 
arms around him.
“Hermione!”
“Harry— you’re a great wizard, you know.”
“I’m not as good as you,” said Harry, very embarrassed, as she let go of 
him.
“Me!” said Hermione. “Books! And cleverness! There are more impor 
tant things—friendship and bravery and—oh Harry—be careful]” (Sor 
cerer, 287)

Hermione clearly possesses more than one of Gardner’s intelligences. Her 
linguistic intelligence is particularly outstanding, allowing her to hold her own
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among her classmates, and to express herself forcefully—making her quite un 
popular at times with both fellow students and Hogwarts instructors, particularly 
Professors Trelawny and Snape. She is far more comfortable with problems for 
which she can find answers in a library book than she is, for example, with reading 
a crystal ball, an activity far too imprecise for her ordered mind. Hermione per 
sonifies the logical-mathematical intelligence, described by Gardner as 
“understanding] the underlying principles of some kind of a causal system, the 
way a scientist or a logician does; or manipulate[ing] numbers, quantities, and 
operations, the way a mathematician does” (Checkley 12).

Hermione’s logical intelligence is most clearly demonstrated through her con 
tribution to solving the mystery of the Sorcerer’s Stone. The Sorcerer’s Stone gives 
its possessor eternal life, and is hidden in a Hogwarts chamber at the end of what 
is, in essence, a wizard’s obstacle course. Harry, Hermione, and Ron must com 
bine their intelligences to keep Lord Voldemort from reaching the stone first by 
solving a series of puzzles designed by Hogwarts professors. Each contributes 
significantly to the effort, with Ron’s spatial abilities moving them through a diffi 
cult living chess game, and Hany’s “common sense” and fearlessness keeping 
them focused. Hermione’s chief contribution to the effort involves solving an intri 
cate logic problem, something that, as she notes, has nothing to do with magic and 
everything to do with careful thought:

“B r il l ia n tsaid Hermione. “This isn’t magic—it’s logic—a puzzle. A lot 
of the greatest wizards haven’t got an ounce of logic, they’d be stuck in 
here forever.’’
“But so will we, won’t we?”
“Of course not,” said Hermione. “Everything we need is here on this pa 
per.” {Sorcerer 285-286)

Hermione then studies the logic problem carefully, solving it confidently and 
quickly, allowing Harry to proceed through the flames to retrieve the Sorcerer’s 
Stone. If not for Hermione, Harry might not have spent “forever” in the maze, but 
he certainly would have been significantly delayed. Hermione’s single-minded 
dedication to whatever mental exercise is placed before her, particularly in this 
instance, helps to solve every difficult problem in the Harry Potter series.

These abilities serve Hermione well in the sphere of influence she has con 
structed for herself, but she ultimately realizes that Harry is the superior wizard. 
She unquestionably exhibits a strong interpersonal intelligence, often working to 
foster communication between Ron and Harry during their best-friend spats, yet 
her intrapersonal intelligence is lacking. Perhaps because she is the witch daughter 
of Muggle parents, Hermione is far more focused on her potential self—what she
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will achieve and how she will achieve it—than attempting to know
herself as she is. Gardner characterized intrapersonal intelligence as:

...having an understanding of yourself, of knowing who you are, what 
you can do, how you react to things, which things to avoid, and which 
things to gravitate toward. We are drawn to people who have a good un 
derstanding of themselves because those people tend not to screw up. 
They tend to know what they can do. They tend to know what they can’t 
do. And they tend to know where to go if they need help. (Checkley 12)

Hermione’s experience with the time turner in Harry Potter and the Prisoner 
o f Azkaban best illustrates her lack of intrapersonal intelligence. She does not lack 
self-confidence; she knows that if anyone can attend four classes at once and com 
plete the assigned work for all of them, it is she. While clearly she knows what she 
is capable of achieving in the most ideal circumstances, Hermione doesn’t take 
into account external pressures—an emotionally draining argument with Ron over 
Scabbers the Rat; Harry’s seemingly imminent threat from the mysterious Pris 
oner of Azkaban; her own conflict with Professor Trelawny over her “lack of aura.” 
Hermione assumes that her superior intellect and an impressive amount of perse 
verance will be all she needs to use the time turner to its greatest potential. Even 
when it becomes clear to her that the workload is overwhelming, she does not turn 
for help to the two other people who know what she has been attempting—Profes 
sors Dumbledore and McGonnagal. Although she does eventually return the time 
turner to Professor McGonnagal, it is only after much self-recrimination and after 
nearly destroying her friendship with Ron.

Harry, however, has a different combination of intelligences from Hermione, 
an amalgam that at once compliments and surpasses her gifts. His demonstrated 
qualities of “friendship and bravery” integrate both inter- and intrapersonal intelli 
gences, while his linguistic gift for Parseltongue distinguishes him among Hogwarts’ 
students. When coupled with his bodily kinesthetic superiority, embodied in his 
extraordinary Quiddich abilities, Harry does indeed exhibit a promise of great 
ness. As Charles Elster has commented, “Despite the help he receives from others, 
Harry’s unshared knowledge separates him from the group. He is essentially iso 
lated in his special (heroic) position as the person destined to battle the evil 
Voldemort.” (205)

Although Hermione and Harry share a highly-developed linguistic intelligence, 
the manifestations of this intelligence differ greatly. Hermione expresses herself 
more clearly than any other student, including Harry, in English, but Harry’s flu 
ency in Parseltongue is both exotic and vaguely dangerous. In the wizarding world 
as well as in the Muggle sphere, snakes are traditionally associated with evil and



Multiple Intelligences Theory of Harry Potter 59

deceit, and those wizards able to communicate with them are rare. If we accept a 
partial definition of “giftedness” as a uniqueness or scarcity of a particular talent 
in a given population, then Harry Potter’s ability to speak Parseltongue (snake 
language) is certainly a gift. The scarcity of the gift is well-documented; the only 
other wizards able to speak Parseltongue are the evil Lord Voldemort and his an 
cestor Salazar Slytherin, one of the founders of Hogwarts School of Witchcraft:

“You’re a Parselmouth. Why didn’t you tell us?”
“I’m a what?” said Harry.
“A Parselmouth]” said Ron. “You can talk to snakes!”
.. .’’So? said Harry. “I bet loads of people here can do it.”
“Oh, no they can’t,’’ said Ron. “It’s not a very common gift.”
(Chamber 195-196)

This passage illustrates a common thread among the representations of Harry’s 
intelligences, particularly the linguistic and bodily/kinesthetic. Even though Harry’s 
conversations with snakes have understandably startled and impressed bystand 
ers—even wizard bystanders—he seems wholly unaware of the uniqueness of his 
abilities. What others consider gifts are to him only natural and rather unremark 
able abilities. In addition, neither fluency in Parseltongue nor prowess on the 
Quiddich field has been taught to Harry; his innate abilities in these realms are 
clearly superior to those of other Hogwarts students.

The interplay of Harry’s intelligences is best illustrated in his initial encounter 
with Hogwarts Sorting Hat, the old, dilapidated—and sentient—wizard’s hat that 
divines students’ emotional and intellectual makeup, thus determining which house 
the student will occupy.

“Hmmm,” said a small voice in his ear. “Difficult. Very difficult. Plenty 
of courage, I see. Not a bad mind, either. There’s talent, oh, my goodness, 
yes—and a nice thirst to prove yourself, now that’s interesting.. ..So where 
shall I put you?” Harry gripped the edges of the stool and thought, “Not 
Slytherin, not Slytherin.” “Not Slytherin, eh?” said the small voice. “Are 
you sure? You could be great, you know, it’s all here in your head, and 
Slytherin will help you on the way to greatness, no doubt about that—no? 
Well, if you’re sure—better be GRYFHNDOR!” (Sorcerer 121)

That the Sorting Hat considers Harry’s placement in the appropriate house 
“very difficult” is significant. Although the Hat frequently pauses before placing 
individual wizards and witches in a particular Hogwarts house, its telepathic dis 
cussion with Harry is much more prolonged than with any other first-year student.
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Their lengthy exchange indicates that certainly Harry has a unique combination of 
qualities—talent, “not a bad mind,” courage, and the desire to prove himself—but 
even more importantly, the Hat’s hesitation demonstrates that Harry’s gifts are 
value-neutral, for the Hat could as easily have placed Harry in Slytherin House as 
in Gryffindor. As Skulnick and Goodman reflect, “The Sorting Hat not only vali 
dates the power of Hogwarts but also demonstrates the dissonance between self- 
determination and predetermination: are civic identities comprised of choices or 
are they a birthright?” (266) The Sorting Hat echoes the sentiments of Mr. Ollivander, 
the wand-maker, when it stresses that Harry could be great— great like Lord 
Voldemort, like Salazar Slytherin, like Albus Dumbledore. It is indeed “all in [his] 
head”; how he uses these gifts is ultimately most significant. As Alan Jacobs has 
suggested, “Harry Potter is unquestionably a good boy, but.. ..a key component of 
his virtue arises from his recognition that he is not inevitably good.” (par. 18) 

Greatness, then, does not equal goodness. Gifts are value-neutral, raw talents 
to be used for good or for evil at the discretion of the gifted individual. That Harry 
shares similar familial backgrounds and particular gifts with Lord Voldemort is a 
concern for Harry throughout the series, and although some of their shared gifts 
can be attributed to the rebounding spell Voldemort used to kill Harry’s parents, 
questions still remain regarding the reasons for the similarities—and the reasons 
for Voldemort’s choosing to murder Harry’s parents, as well. The first instance of 
this likeness occurs in Mr. Ollivander’s wand shop, as Harry picks out his wand in 
preparation for attending Hogwarts:

I remember every wand I’ve ever sold, Mr. Potter. Every single wand. It 
so happens that the phoenix whose tail feather is in your wand, gave an 
other feather—just one other. It is very curious indeed that you should be 
destined for this wand when its brother—why, its brother gave you that 
scar.. .the wand chooses the wizard, remember.. .1 think we must expect 
great things from you, Mr. Potter....After all, He-Who-Must-Not-Be- 
Named did great things—terrible, yes, but great. (Sorcerer 85)

Interestingly enough, the feathers for both Harry’s and Voldemort’s wands 
come from the tail of Fawkes, Albus Dumbledore’s phoenix—Dumbledore, Head 
master of Hogwarts and reportedly the world’s greatest wizard, the only wizard 
the evil Lord Voldemort fears. Some external, unnamed force has determined that 
Harry is gifted in much the same ways as Lord Voldemort—and significantly, Albus 
Dumbledore, as well; the wand has indeed chosen the wizard. Yet in and of them 
selves, the intelligences that Harry Potter and Lord Voldemort share, like all other 
intelligences, are neither positive nor negative. As Gardner has said, “I must stress 
that no intelligence is in itself moral or immoral. Intelligences are strictly
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amoral....Clearly, we must strive to nurture both intelligences and morality and, 
insofar as possible, yoke them together as virtues.” (45-46)

Giftedness, then, in the Harry Potter series is many things. It is a particularly 
scarce talent within a community of those of great talent—a Parseltongue among 
wizards, a Quiddich prodigy among many broom-riding children. It is not, as we 
have seen, necessarily extraordinary talent used for the good. The evil, the twisted, 
are as gifted—or perhaps even more gifted—than the great Harry Potter. How the 
giftedness is used is, as Professor Dumbledore tells Harry, certainly more impor 
tant than the possession of the gift itself.

Christopher Newport University 
Old Dominion University
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“Subversion” and “Imitation” 
in Romanian Popular Culture

Talking about popular culture in Romania inevitably means discussing the 
impact of American pop culture on Romanian cultural forms. Extended through 
out Europe in Amero-Euro-(local) hybridized forms, traces of American culture 
can be found everywhere in the media, entertainment, music, film as well as in a 
number of myths and stereotypes. Romanian television, for instance, the major 
form of popular entertainment, shares programs or program formats with Ameri 
can television.

Why would television channels in Romania broadcast American movies and 
serials? Why would talk shows in Romania follow the format of an American talk 
show? What would be the effects of American myths and stereotypes on Romanian 
culture? Or of shopping and food consumption? Could the Romanians have been so 
‘unimaginative’ to import a model without ever thinking of creating an ‘authentic’ 
one? Or could it be merely the consequence, or the fate, of any consumer society, 
which Romania has become after the Cold War, to share forms of popular culture 
with various countries of the world? Is the American model so appealing that it is 
being imported almost without discrimination in a former communist country or is 
it merely the effect of globalization, which has touched Romania as well and has 
covered, besides economy, areas such as culture and education?

It will probably be interesting to have a short description of pre-1990 Roma 
nian popular culture with a view to explaining the emergence of post-1990 pop 
forms and some of the global/regional influences that they have undergone since 
then. The Cold War decades in Romania were a time when, to oppose ‘decadent’ 
western capitalist culture, the communist leaders labeled Romanian culture as “so 
cialist” and kept it under control through centralization, censorship and the impo 
sition of the communist ideology. Thus, it forcibly became standardized, imita 
tive, and schematized, not to fit the ‘culture industry’ as Adorno described it, but to 
suit the ‘top-down’ requirements of the communist cultural politics. Features like 
standardization, imitation and schematization could describe socialist ‘mass’ cul 
ture to the same extent to which they could, and still can, be found in the capitalist 
‘culture industry’, with the distinction that there was even less room for creativity 
within the limits of standardized products. The discrepancy between ‘socialist’ 
and ‘capitalist’ forms of culture thus lay not only in their pursuing a different ide 
ology, but also in the imposition of the former from ‘top-down’ as opposed to the 
‘bottom-up’ politics of the latter.



64 Popular Culture Review

A revealing example of Romanian communist mass-culture could be the yearly 
performance-contest “Ode to Romania,” most probably the largest form of im 
posed mass manifestation, designed for everybody within the range of pre-school 
children to retired people. School groups of various age, factory teams, village 
people, the whole Romanian population, irrespective of their age and profession, 
was compelled to take part in the several stages of this huge popular manifestation 
and compete with each other in the attempt to win the final. It covered almost all 
areas of culture: theater, film, music, choreography, sports, the arts, architecture, 
etc. Any influence from abroad was banned in search of 'Romanian originality’ 
and ‘local authenticity’ which were supposedly promoted. Obviously, with few, 
notable exceptions, the final products were not only highly ideological but also 
poor in quality, usually dissonant or reiterating old boring patterns. And this was 
not due to the fact that Romanians lacked originality, but to the fact that any pro 
posal was carefully scrutinized and drastically censored before being approved of. 
This kind of mass culture completed by the censoring of any form of western 
culture and by the constant growth of ‘top-down’ ideology produced a lot of kitsch 
and pseudo-pop culture which most Romanians accepted formally, as they also did 
with the communist ideology.

Under the circumstances, considering the fact that popular culture in commu 
nist Romania was not exactly ‘popular,’ subversive forms emerged as early as the 
1970s. They manifested both in live performances through actors’ gestures, words, 
and innuendoes, which would go unnoticed to non-Romanians or to high party 
officials, but which survived in jokes, myths, and allusions meant to ease the pres 
sure of the regime through laughter. One of the most popular forms during the 
communist regime were the political jokes, which, paradoxically, in spite of the 
top-secrecy rule under which they were told, would soon gain a very large audi 
ence. In music, on the other hand, the imposed musical forms (mainly folkloric) 
were completely inauthentic in point of lyrics, as they were compelled to express 
the ‘joy’ of living on state farms in repeated stereotypical tune-patterns. They were, 
however, opposed by young music bands who adapted (or merely appropriated) 
American jazz, Dixie, and country music to which they added their own lyrics in 
Romanian. They were allowed to spread and became popular because this was 
seen by some party officials as a ‘genuine’ Romanian adaptation of non-Romanian 
popular music. Yet, American jazz, Dixie, and country also functioned as ‘subver 
sive’ to communist ideology both in the eyes of some communist culture special 
ists, who did everything to ban them, and in the eyes of Romanian musicians and 
fans, who made use of ingenious ways to promote them.

A second response to the communist pressure, which manifested mainly after 
the fall of the regime, was the will to reject any forms, to which an even stronger 
will to change was added. The change drive went in two directions: to import non-
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Romanian cultural forms and to ‘westernize’ the local forms, which had been cre 
ated under imposition before 1990. When the opportunity came, the sudden and 
violent liberation from any sort of coerciveness and censorship led to an almost 
indiscriminate ‘borrowing’ and constant ‘adaptation’ of non-Romanian popular 
culture forms, which have invaded the market in the post Cold War decade both 
from the west and from the east. The interesting thing is that the sudden openness 
of the Romanian pop culture market resulted in a double ‘invasion’: from the west 
(mainly from America) and from the east (meaning the South Balkans and Middle 
East and excluding Russia). There have been, therefore, two major characteristics 
of post-1990 popular culture in Romania: on the one hand, there has been the drive 
to recuperate what was lost in the darker communist period of the 1970s and 1980s 
in order to bridge the almost twenty-year gap of ‘socialist mass culture’; on the 
other hand, there has been the import of ready-made, ‘westernized’ cultural forms 
(basically American), to which a number of oriental forms have been added re 
cently. In other words, Romanian pop culture has suffered both ‘global’ and ‘re 
gional’ influences.

Why would a formerly French-oriented, romance-language-speaking country 
like Romania prefer Anglo-American cultural models? Could it be due to a sort of 
nostalgia which the Romanians still feel about America’s failure in ‘solving’ the 
communist problem in Eastern Europe immediately after World War II? Or could 
it be due to the ever-growing invasion of American culture on the European market 
in general, and to the feeling which Romanians may have that, by quickly embrac 
ing Western forms, European integration and NATO affiliation may become faster 
and easier? Or could it be due to the fact that English has increasingly become the 
second language of the Romanians and that its intense study in schools, coupled 
with the impact of the Internet in the past decade, have paved the way to the overall 
adoption of American cultural models? And if the answer to the last question were 
affirmative, why would oriental forms of popular culture become hybridized with 
Romanian forms?

With regard to the first major characteristic of post-Cold War popular culture 
in Romania, the recuperation drive, it mainly concerns, I think, television culture 
and has become obvious in the kind of movies and soap operas that have been 
broadcast, or re-broadcast, on both public and private Romanian TV channels. 
People’s general nostalgia for unfinished classics such as Dallas (which was sud 
denly banned in 1982 for spreading ‘decadent’ capitalist propaganda) or for never- 
broadcast-before soaps, such as Dynasty and Santa Barbara, resulted in a growing 
audience in the early 1990s when most TV addicts wanted to watch what the ‘west’ 
had already broadcast. The old American TV serials were now charged with a new 
meaning: the meaning of freedom and dream fulfillment that America has always 
represented to the Romanians. Detective serials (Columbo) and country soaps
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{Lassie) were equally re-broadcast in the 1990s, most probably to supply a similar 
nostalgic demand of some elderly viewers. By watching old American television 
serials, the Romanians were trying to bridge the gap between pre-1970, when the 
people enjoyed some liberties in Romania, and post-1970, when communist pro 
paganda banned any western interference.

Regarding the relatively recent American television serials, they give the gen 
eral impression of coherence and continuity in the Romanians’ addiction to Ameri 
can film culture. They usually fill the afternoon or early evening programs, and 
most are re-broadcast in the morning. They actually vary from classic soaps {The 
Young and the Restless, The Bold and the Beautiful, Days o f Our Lives, Melrose 
Place, Beverly Hills), to drama {ER, NYPD, The Practice), and from light com 
edies {Friends, The Nanny, Dharma and Greg, Ally McBeale, Everybody Loves 
Raymond), to science-fiction {Star-Trek, X-Files). Interestingly, the American com 
edy Bundy was the inspiration for a Romanian TV comedy series, which adapted 
the target criticism patterns of the American serial to the Romanian society.

American television serials obviously offer a varied, yet unrealistic, picture of 
American society. While the Americans may, theoretically, distinguish myth from 
the reality of their everyday lives more easily because they live it, the people who 
have never known the American way of life first hand find it harder to differentiate 
between the mythical and the real. Most Romanian viewers usually take for granted 
what they see and, consequently, build up a distorted image of America. To the 
large majority, this is the only image they will have. There may be several reasons 
why these image-distorting soaps are bought and broadcast on Romanian televi 
sion. They probably go cheaper on the film market, on the one hand, while sup 
porting the politics of America’s export of pop culture, on the other. They may also 
be meant to feed “culturally hungry people” with American ideology, as America 
is still working on maintaining its myths in the east. Therefore, the Romanians as 
well as other Eastern European people are offered a credible, yet false, image of an 
allegedly well-off, careless “western” life, which intentionally, or coincidentally, 
mirrors both the popular myth of American eternal wealth and the popular belief in 
immediate success and prosperity.

There are, of course, other ideological values attached to these serials, such as 
family and religion, which have also contributed to their large popularity in a genu 
inely traditional country like Romania. By illustrating the major American popular 
stereotypes, the serials have helped create a number of “local” myths which the 
Romanians have derived from, and associated with, America. Thus, one of the 
widely spread popular beliefs in Romania today is that the WEST is GOOD and 
the EAST is BAD. In other words, everything that comes from the West (by which 
the Romanians understand Western Europe and North America) is inherently valu 
able because it mirrors the capitalist society, which proved to have been more
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successful than the failed communist regime. Everything coming from the East 
(by which most Romanians mean Russia) is bad and has been proved so by the 
failed experiment that was forcefully imposed on us. This belief runs so deeply in 
the people’s mind that it has led to the rejection of almost anything that comes 
from the so-called East. This also illustrates another popular myth, namely the 
WEST is FREE and DEMOCRATIC, while the EAST is CENSORED and TO 
TALITARIAN. Needless to say that the experience of the “west”, which a lot of 
Romanians feel compelled to have, often turns out to be more sour than expected.

The fact that America represents a strong cultural model for the Romanian TV 
audience is also revealed in the import of some of the most famous American live 
talk shows and quizzes. The most successful talk show in Romania today, for ex 
ample, is the replica of Jay Leno’s The Tonight Show, while one of the most suc 
cessful quizzes in Romania (as it seems to be in other European countries as well) 
is the local version of Who Wants to Be a Millionaire?. The shows obviously have 
copyright, but the success of The Calinescu Show (the Romanian version of Leno’s), 
compared to other live programs, is probably due to the major features on The 
Tonight Show, which the Romanian producers have appropriated: freedom of speech, 
an equally distant attitude towards political parties and politicians, the guts of chal 
lenging the most controversial public figures, and a certain cult of celebrity ad 
dressed on an ironical, biting tone. Although, at times, the show may fall into 
desuetude and the grotesque, like its American model actually, The Calinescu Show 
is still ranked very high in Romania and seen as representative of ‘western demo 
cratic values’.

Yet, an interesting phenomenon has taken place in Romania among soap-view 
ers: the number of those watching American television serials has been decreasing 
in favor of those watching Latin-American soaps, which have invaded the Roma 
nian market in the past six or seven years and whose popularity has alarmingly 
been growing lately. They offer the image of a traditional society that resembles 
the Romanian more than American society does. While America is still a 
“dreamland” for the Romanians, Latin-America represents a more realist society 
striving to solve social and political problems similar to those of Romanian. To 
this, one may add the common Latin root in Spanish or Portuguese and Romanian, 
the fact that Romanians understand Spanish effortlessly and the fact that melo 
drama is always appealing. So, Mexican, Argentinean and Brazilian soaps have 
been introduced by state and private channels almost all day long. Although the 
viewers’ age varies from early teens to late seventies, the serials are mainly watched 
by a large female audience, apparently more sensitive to melodrama and family 
tragedy than the male public.

The meaning of what living in the “global village” may be was revealed to me 
when, during my stay in Las Vegas, I noticed that the same American and Latin-
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American serials could be watched both in America and in Romania, which made 
me feel very much at home. The difference was that in America there was a dis 
tinction between North American and Latin-American soaps as the latter were 
broadcast only on the channels for the Spanish-speaking community. There is no 
such distinction in Romania. Yet, the Latin-American serials tend to surpass the 
American ones in number and percentage of viewers.

Several questions may arise. Why would Romanian TV channel owners choose 
to buy North American and Latin-American serials at the expense of French, En 
glish or Italian ones? Romania is a European country after all. One possible an 
swer may be that the serial production in the two Americas is much higher than in 
Europe. Then, the success of these serials makes the public and private channels in 
Romania compete as to which programs could keep the Romanian people glued to 
them for a longer time. The formula, which is probably applied, not without suc 
cess, to the causes and consequences of purchasing TV serials, may be: “WE know 
what YOU want and we want YOU to WANT it”. Though more common with 
shoppers in a mall,1 this slogan shows not only the commercial purpose of any 
market (the serials one included), but also the beliefs and values of the consumers 
(i.e., audience) which it apparently both reflects and shapes. Some critics may call 
this standardization and imitation, while others may call it globalization.

The effects of this intense import of foreign popular culture in Romania will 
probably lead to hybridized forms that will soon be known. Situated at the eastern 
most end of the “European west,” as we understand it, Romania has also under 
gone influences from the Orient (habits, food, fashion, etc.). One of the latest in 
fluences, a fascinating example of creolized music, is a widely popular form (known 
in Romania as manele), which resembles Turkish/Arabian tunes, but also remind 
one of Romanian folk music. The mixture of Romanian and Oriental music has 
given birth to easy-to-sing-and-remember tunes with oriental rhythms which people 
use both for singing and for dancing. The TV channels have immediately responded 
to this and broadcast special music shows for the manele fans.

Television, as we have seen, is instrumental in promoting popular culture in 
Romania. As much as it was hated before December 1989, when it was entirely 
ideological and was allowed to broadcast only three hours daily, it suddenly turned 
into the center of people’s lives during the December events, when the whole country 
could watch the Revolution live. Since then it has been the Romanians’ major form 
of entertainment (with the exception of soccer, which fills the leisure time of Ro 
manian men).

In addition to the pleasure of watching television, the Romanians have been 
seduced by other forms of American popular culture such as malls, fast food res 
taurants, and theme parks, which they have imported or adopted. The mall fascina 
tion is actually another manifestation of the Romanians’ genuine interest in the
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capitalist market, with its large variety of goods, advertising principles, discounts 
and sales. Compared to the unbelievable scarcity of goods of the pre-1990 decade, 
the Romanian shopping mall, though of a much more reduced size, is seen both as 
a blessing and as an icon of capitalist economy. Similarly, fast-food restaurants 
(McDonalds, Wendy’s, KFC, Pizza Hut) are regarded as an oasis of capitalist soci 
ety. People, disregarding all the unhealthy food propaganda, go to these places 
primarily because they are clean and air-conditioned. As the prices are generally 
high compared to the Romanian salary, fast-food restaurants are places where people 
usually go for a treat. Some McDonalds, for instance, have become children-friendly, 
a place where families may spend whole afternoons treating their children and 
supervising their play. They are less the quiet place where people hurriedly grab a 
bite or take the burger away and more a busy place of leisure and entertainment.

While malls and fast-food restaurants have been easily integrated into people’s 
every-day life, the Dracula theme park, with its commercial and entertainment 
purpose, met with strong opposition. It could probably have been accepted more 
easily if it were not for the idea of dedicating it to Dracula, whom most Romanians 
refuse to see as a national myth. The controversy became very strong when the 
Romanians were faced with its construction in one of the most renowned medieval 
cities, in the heart of Transylvania, where people still live in sixteenth- and seven 
teenth-century houses, the very symbol of Romanian legacy and authenticity. The 
financial and commercial purposes of tourism eventually prevailed (the project 
came from the present Minister of Tourism), but as profitable as this business seems 
to be, the large majority of people are still very unhappy about it. Their unhappi 
ness stems from the clash between the authenticity of the setting (ranked as high as 
any medieval city in Western Europe) and the huge popularity of a character whom 
the Romanians reject as being representative of the people or their culture. The 
eventual victory of the Dracula theme park supporters is not only a victory of 
profit, but also quite indicative of how myths are bom and how they grow out of 
our control and force us, who make them, to eventually believe in them.

The effect of the Dracula myth does not result only in its acquiring new di 
mensions, but also in the appearance of collateral icons which have been attached 
to the Romanians. One of them is the Dragon. It the recently very famous movie 
Harry Potter, Romania is mentioned as the place where a graduate from the School 
of Wizardry goes to study dragons, thought a rarity on the earth. Stereotypical 
thinking goes both ways. While Romania is fascinated with the myths of the west, 
to the west Romania still represents the mysterious and the unknown.

This last examples may lead to the conclusion that in an industrial society 
with large communities of people sharing similar political and ideological sys 
tems, popular culture forms are no longer restricted to the few, or to smaller areas, 
but tend to become general and be adopted by a large mass. Yet, imported popular



70 Popular Culture Review

culture can rarely be found in its pure form, as it usually mixes with whatever local 
forms it finds and creates hybrids. On the other hand, imported forms of culture 
cannot be adopted unless they openly respond to people’s various needs and wishes. 
The wide acceptance of western cultural forms in former communist countries like 
Romania cannot be merely the result of imports, it should also be the effect of an 
economy catching up with capitalism and globalization.

Ovidius University Constanta, Romania Adina Ciugureanu

Notes
1. See Jack Nachbar and Kevin Lause, “Getting to Know Us” in Popular Culture: An Introductory Text, 
edited by Jack Nachbar and Kevin Lause, Bowling Green: Bowling Green State University Popular 
Press, 1992, p.10.



Dressing History: Nostalgia and Class 
in the Worlds of Ralph Lauren

Over the last number of years, it has been recognized that advertising is not 
simply a state of affairs whereby the consumer is manipulated “as a victim” into 
purchasing a particular item. As a matter of fact the relationship between con 
sumer and advertiser has become much more sophisticated, to the point in fact that 
a “polysemous” process is at work. What is integral to comprehend for the pur 
poses of this paper is the concept that advertisers make use of “established codes 
of status, desire, fear, and need.” (Pavitt, “In Goods” 38) It is also important to 
recognize that the consumer is intimately involved in defining or refining his or 
her identity by purchasing a particular product or embracing a manufactured look. 
The question “Is that me?” comes into play here in a very significant way. As 
sociologist Zygmunt Bauman has observed, the purchasing of products such as 
clothing to define one’s identity occupies the same important role as choosing a 
profession. (Cited in Pavitt, “Branding,” 156).

When looking at the advertisements for the products of designer Ralph Lauren, 
— whether Polo, Polo Sport, or Purple Label — the words that come to mind are 
nostalgia, taste, refinement, class and old money. What the people behind the ads 
do (no doubt with Ralph Lauren’s full consent) is attempt to harness the patina of 
age, with all that that entails, in order to create a series of “worlds” where time 
stands still. These ads and the related marketing programs are quite similar to 
Roland Marchand’s description of the popular “social tableaux”. Marchand com 
ments that “reflections of society” advertisements were utilized in early magazine 
illustrations to link people to specific social settings. They relied on “scenes suffi 
ciently stereotypical to bring immediate audience recognition.” The social tableau 
advertisements of the 1920s and 1930s, had, as Marchand notes, a tendency to 
focus on an upper-class atmosphere with such prevalence that “a historian relying 
exclusively on their manifest evidence could only conclude that most Americans 
of that era enjoyed an exceedingly affluent and leisured mode of life” (Marchand 
165, 166).

A key trope in this recipe is the perception that what is stylistically “classic”, 
in sartorial and material terms, is automatically equated with the casual yet sophis 
ticated taste of the upper classes. The Veblien notion of the “veneration of the 
archaic”, which as Paul Fussel has demonstrated, “shows itself everywhere”, is a 
concept that many people hold in high esteem, if not revere. (Fussel, 71-73)2 This
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ideal holds sway across many facets of the advertised worlds of Ralph Lauren. 
What this means, in essence, is that the whole notion of oldness, of time, of his 
tory, can not only be tastefully packaged, but more importantly, can hold great 
appeal to many people hoping to catch a morsel of the finery. The idea of a specific 
high-class look, or more accurately, what John Seabrook calls the “haberdasherical 
embodiement of an Anglo-American aristocrat” comes significantly from the prod 
ucts of mass culture (Seabrook 50).3 Lauren and others have been influenced by a 
variety of film and popular depictions which reflect a specific and defined version 
of the mediated past. These images have been resurrected periodically and have 
appeared in their own film versions; from The Great Gatsby to Annie Hall to Out 
o f Africa. Just as earlier films and early film stars such as Cary Grant and Noel 
Coward provided examples to Lauren as an influence, both personally and profes 
sionally, they have been resurrected and recycled for a newer audience. This pro 
cess has been combined with new retail avenues which have brought a formerly 
hard to find look to the general public.

Exclusive menswear shops and upper-market department stores were once 
the private shopping outlets for a select and wealthy clientele. Those that are around 
today, such as Saks and Barney's, have now broadened their appeal and in turn, 
have reached out to capture as large a market as possible. Where once there were 
only a few shops in a few select cities catering to the upper end of the market, they 
now dot the landscape and can be found in virtually every city and in most depart 
ment stores in boutique form. In the past, shopping in these exclusive stores used 
to be a form of elite education -  an introduction to a quasi-restricted arena. This 
was akin to taking a grand tour of Europe, summering in some exclusive resort, 
going to the right school. The stores were part and parcel of a complete education 
in refinement, manners and style and provided a specific kind of knowledge to a 
very select few individuals.

Now, access to such a world, or at least the vestigial trappings of “good taste”, 
can be purchased by virtually anyone. Certain retail establishments offer a canned 
version; a ready-made adaptation of elite Anglo culture, accessible and obtainable 
for the right price. These shops (such as Polo Ralph Lauren), their products and 
their image, now provide direct access to the material conditions of culture, afflu 
ence and tradition that used to only be accessible through birth, education and 
travel (Collins 187). The Lauren ethos provides a very sophisticated shortcut to a 
world that was once the privilege of the few, but that now can be bought, accessed, 
and displayed.

The large, glossy and tasteful Ralph Lauren images that grace the pages of 
The Sunday New York Times Magazine, The New Yorker, Esquire, GQ, Vogue and 
so on are often block ads that feature a narrative lifestyle. For the most part “group 
portraits” or isolated fragments are the dominant features. The portraits are usually
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of groups — three, four, or more men and women, girls and boys — dressed in 
Ralph Lauren finery. The fragments are either close-ups of beautiful faces or snap 
shots of accessories such as socks, shoes, ties.

From the obvious Polo logo to the “undercoded” tie or belt with no discemable 
badge, the viewer and potential purchaser of virtually any product from the Ralph 
Lauren universe is automatically a member of a manufactured-identity club. No 
special signet ring, no embossed card, are necessary, for the wearing of Ralph 
Lauren is entry and proof in itself that one is now part of a unique universe. One 
has purchased the image of wealth, class and “the good life.” This is primarily 
what is conveyed by the marketer’s imagination in the ads and in the created style 
of Ralph Lauren. By purchasing the shirt, the scent, the shoes, one has entered the 
exclusivity of the highest levels of society — at least symbolically and vicariously.

The world that Ralph Lauren creates is based on exclusivity yet, at the same 
time, is meant to attract the masses. What most people who purchase the Lauren 
lines of clothing and home decor want is, at the very least, the accouterments of 
historically grounded symbols of class. Lauren’s advertising and imagery is di 
rected towards this longing. Commodities of all kinds, from cars to watches, have 
become vital in defining self-worth. Not possessing the right look can be detri 
mental to one’s self-esteem, one’s career, and one’s love life (Luciano 9). Beyond 
this very potent appeal, Lauren’s world is a form of fantasy fulfillment for many. It 
harkens back to a mythologized sense of history, to an era when time stands still. 
An advertisement that appeared in the New Yorker and in other magazines in 1998 
solidifies this approach. Pictured in black and white is a stone mansion, a vintage 
automobile, art deco furnishings, and walking sticks with silver handles. There is 
an attempt within this and other ads to convey a sense of time-slowed down in an 
effort to recapture the unhurried and leisured world of the country gentleman. The 
images imply an individual who does not have to worry about rushing, but has the 
power to slow down time, to stop it, to almost capture it. (See Figure 1)

In an ad campaign run in the mid 1980s, Ralph Lauren wrote in the text, 
“There is a way of living that has a certain grace and beauty. It is not a constant 
race for what is next, rather an appreciation of what has come before. There is a 
depth and quality of experience of what is truly meaningful.... This is the quality 
of life that I believe in” (Seabrook 51). This fragment says much about the ethos of 
the Lauren ideal. “What has come before,” is a reference to history, to myth, to 
tradition. This anachronistic approach to style allows the Lauren empire to capital 
ize on diverse and deep associations with historical allusions. Designers, filmmak 
ers and other purveyors of taste have often looked to the past for inspiration and, 
more significantly, for authority. The power of the past to bestow influence is un 
like any other force in lending legitimacy and status to something, especially some 
thing new. Architects, planners and politicians seeking to quickly legitimize a new

l
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site or even a new country resort to the power of classicism or another proven 
epoch to prop up the new with something timeless.

This is also why historical signifiers permeate the invented world of Ralph 
Lauren. The tactile appeal of crocodile or the lusciousness of cashmere are auto 
matic references to old money, exclusivity and even landed aristocracy. Cape Cod 
like homes a la the Kennedy’s, festive groups gathered on manicured lawns to play 
sports or just lounge, and images of intact familial generations (complete with 
grandfather/scion and grandmother/clan matriarch) are themes that are evoked again 
and again. By wearing, displaying or purchasing some facet of the world of Ralph 
Lauren, one is demonstrating that one possesses “class” or more accurately, the 
disposable income to don these clothes. It is as if the polo, the button down, the 
tasseled loafers or the tweed jacket gives one a pass into a dream world of taste, 
manners, old money and refinement. From the golf photos to the picnics, from 
yachting to the antique cars, the shorthand implied is a level of status and taste that 
was once the preserve of the elite but that now can be available to anyone with the 
sense/cents to buy.

The kind of historical signification utilized in the marketing and the construc 
tion of the world of Ralph Lauren is similar to the kind of history projected in 
Hollywood films and, to some extent, in tourist attractions that run the gamut from 
Disney World to old west towns, pioneer villages and Colonial Williamsburg. It is 
a distilled form of historical mythology that reflects the kind of popular archetypes 
that most people can readily understand, relate to, and immediately process. As 
architectural historian Witold Rybczynski writes, Ralph Lauren’s clothes, themes, 
and ideas:

...are based on recognizable homegrown images: the western ranch, the 
prairie farm, the Newport mansion, the Ivy League college. The feeling 
of deja vu is intentional: Lauren is an orchestrator of images. Although 
his clothes are not faithful replicas of period dress, their appearance does 
reflect popular ideas about various romantic periods of American history.
We have seen them all before, in paintings, in photographs, on television, 
and, especially, in films. (2, 3)

The advertisements exude the intangible notions of privilege and refinement, 
exclusivity and even high culture. The attempt is to transfix the potential consumer 
with these signs so that s/he will desire this form of mass exclusivity, exclusively. 
The intentionality is subtle yet extraordinarily effective. The East Coast family 
pictured in (See Figure 2) blends health and beauty. Everyone seems self-satisfied, 
brimming, even glowing, with their status and the viewer can’t help but long to be 
a part of it all.
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Figure 2
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The key to all this is the almost tangible wish-fulfillment that is harmonious 
with so much about consumption and marketing: the desire to belong. Whether it 
is the notion of belonging to a family or a “feel good” lifestyle, Lauren makes it 
accessible. Unlike couture, this is not about distinction or exclusion but about in 
clusion (Agins 85). According to none other than Martha Stewart, “When people 
buy his products, it gives them the feeling of having class and stature. They’re 
buying a piece of his world” (In Caminiti 439).4 And so much of it is for sale.

In one main sense, clothing — or fashion5 — affords the viewer/ wearer/ 
purchaser status. This operates on both overt and subliminal levels. The purchase 
of a polo shirt becomes a surrogate (albeit a false one) for entry into a world of 
wealth, taste and distinction. This has always been so — in particular since the 
court life of the fourteenth century — and continues to be the case today. Fashion, 
like the driving of certain cars or the wearing of a particular wristwatch, provides 
a sartorial shorthand for what the wearer wishes to be or be thought of. As Alison 
Lurie observes, “to choose clothes, either in a store or at home, is to define and 
describe ourselves” (5). By merging a fantasy world of Gatsbian plenty into the 
mass tastes of consumers, Ralph Lauren — the man, the empire, and the ads — 
tantalizes and entices the consumer into an environment that is barred from most, 
yet is purchasable to a degree. If fashion is about making one “feel special”, pro 
viding an opportunity for “play-acting” and lifting individuals “into a world of 
luxury or pseudo-luxury, beyond work, drudgery, bills, and the humdrum every 
day” (Leach 91), then Lauren has succeeded.

So effectively is this accomplished that the consumer becomes caught up in a 
world of Veblenian consumption. What this can mean is that simply having just 
one article is not enough. The lone polo shirt in the closet “hangs” in diametric 
contradiction to the rules of plenty. A form of addiction takes over and there is the 
unstated desire or even the overt intention for the consumer/viewer to purchase 
multiples and quantities. This desire for more than just one suggests that the more 
you have, the closer to the idealized vision in the ads. And this is supplemented by 
the ambiance of the stores and the intent implied with the colognes and perfume 
advertisements.

In the Polo and Ralph Lauren shops (both free-standing and within depart 
ment stores) the atmosphere of luxury, of wealth and of finery, is portable and 
transportable. In essence then, you can take the Lauren world home. Not only can 
you wear it, and not only can you exude the scent of it, but you can live it. This 
complete environmental spectrum means that you can sleep on it (through Lauren 
label sheets), shower with it ( through Lauren towels), stare at it (through Lauren 
paints and wallpaper)— literally surround yourself with the world that Ralph Lauren 
has created. It becomes more than a product; more than an act of consumption — 
it becomes a lifestyle. In her profile of Ralph Lauren, for upscale Town & Country,
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Pamela Fiori sums up this all encompassing universe:

Long before I ever met him, Ralph Lauren was a part of my life. For 
years, I had slept on his sheets, dried myself with his towels, worn his 
clothes, applied his mascara and given Polo shirts, ties and fragrances as 
gifts (always gratefully received) to the male members of my family. And 
although I have yet to paint a room in one of his hues or cuddle up with a 
lion cub, as model Bridget Hall does in his Safari ads, I hope one day I 
will. (140)

Thus by surrounding one’s self with everything “RL,” one can enter the world 
of the ads! This is a world that has stood still, one that is not affected by the vagar 
ies of industrial civilization. In these ads, as in the Ralph Lauren universe, there is 
no reference to contemporary society. These worlds are both historical recreations 
and ahistorical reconfigurations. The ads, like the stores and the boutiques, are 
devoid of anything that is technological or even modem. There are no clock radios, 
computers, stereos. As Rybczynski has astutely recognized, “There are pipe racks 
and humidors in the bedrooms, but no cordless telephones, no televisions.... The 
mechanical paraphernalia of contemporary living has been put away, and replaced 
by brass-cornered gun boxes, silver bedside water carafes, and leather-bound books” 
(11). Perhaps this is suggestive of the idea that the people who inhabit this world 
have servants to do the mundane tasks. The fantasy is of “old world splendor” or 
the “English country house” where living well is an art and a career. Here, there 
are no distractions. The absence of technology reflects the focus on the past. This 
is a nostalgic fantasy of a world when there were no intrusions, and in particular, 
reinforces the “veneration of the archaic” as an ideal.

Clothing has the unique ability to serve, in the words of Fred Davis, as a 
“visual metaphor for identity.” Thus the significance of dress and appearance as 
Goffman and others have recognized should not be discounted as trivial. Like pos 
sessions, clothing not only allows us to manage our ambivalences, but at the same 
time, for many people, serves to codify and classify what we want people to think 
of us (Davis 25). Relevant here is the fact that since people began to wear clothes, 
the more expensive and elaborate the dress, then generally, the higher one’s status. 
The expense of clothing was just as key to decoding who one was, as much as the 
“look”. It was important for one “not to dress above one’s station” and “sumptuary 
laws” periodically governed what one could wear. (Lurie 115-116) What is essen 
tial here is the fact that, historically, vast gulfs separated the classes yet at the same 
time one could simply tell by looking at the garment and the wearer, whether or 
not it was dear. But as Lurie has remarked, beginning in the twentieth century, 
“counterfeit” (re)productions, synthetics, and modem manufacturing techniques
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became so advanced that it was now possible to reproduce the finery of the upper 
classes for virtually anyone, and at affordable prices. A veritable identity crisis 
erupted which blurred distinctions and mingled classes (Lurie 131-133). Lurie feels 
that a bold idea was necessary to reinvent the high-status garment:

It was realized that a high-status garment need not be recognizably better 
or more difficult to produce than other garments; it need only be recog 
nizably more expensive. What was necessary was somehow to incorpo 
rate the price of each garment into the design. This was accomplished 
very simply: by moving the maker’s name from its former modest inward 
retirement to a place of outward prominence. (Lurie 132, 133)

One of the most significant aspects of the Ralph Lauren universe is the clearly 
identifiable Polo logo on the left side of the shirt. This icon is enormously rich in 
communication and affords the wearer a remarkable degree of currency. Like the 
Lacoste Alligator, the Polo pony logo is one of the most potent displays of pseudo- 
high class decor. Like the greatest brands and Barthian signifiers, it says in an 
economic form that this, for example, is not just a button-down shirt. This logo 
was chosen as a deliberate way to channel “class” into retailing. It has been ex 
traordinarily successful. The polo player logo “communicated an image of sophis 
tication and financial success,” notes Jeffrey Tractenberg. Further, he recognized 
that, “as a selling tool its value would prove inestimable.” (Trachtenberg 91) The 
Polo line, complete with the hugely successful and ubiquitous fragrance, is predi 
cated on the notion of privilege and exclusivity. This in fact, has been the market 
ing strategy. Polo and Ralph Lauren connote “good breeding”, old money and 
tradition. (Trachtenberg 211) Since the company’s inception there has been an 
enormous devotion to the props and material trappings of what was assumed to be 
high culture (i.e., walking sticks and alligator luggage). As Agins puts it, these 
items “went a long way to weave a spell around Ralph’s rich man’s look and stirred 
all kinds of longings in people, the dream that the upwardly mobile shared for 
prestige, wealth and exotic adventure” (Agins 87). Agins calls the more extreme 
and expensive offerings (such as a $7,000 mahogany high boy with tartan-lined 
drawers) — both as props and products — Polo’s “dream merchandise”. These 
very key symbols served to connect both customers and voyeurs to aristocrats who 
sailed in Newport and adventurers who took safaris in Kenya (Agins 88).

New money as well as old flocked to the Lauren universe. Lauren’s formula, 
that of appropriating the establishment look — the elite WASP wardrobe of rugby 
shirts and Top-Siders, of mansions and summer houses — became so successful 
that even the British royal family adopted Polo (Agins 88). Polo, the sport, is, 
despite its appeal currently with the Hollywood set, a highly elitist sport that has
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traditionally, historically, been played only by the very wealthy. Perhaps the crown 
ing sanction of legitimacy came when the Metropolitan Museum was looking for a 
sponsor for its exhibit, “Man and the Horse.” The natural and obvious choice was 
Ralph Lauren’s Polo (Twitchell 217). The horse itself can straddle both ends of the 
spectrum. It can be used in the traditional, elitist sense, as with the game polo, or it 
can be harnessed in the more democratic sense, as with Chaps and the Ralph Lauren 
focus on the west and the cowboy myth.

By cleverly reconstructing “little worlds” of luxury, accurate down to the cash- 
mere throw and crystal letter opener, Lauren has been able to harness a version of 
history that had been the preserve of the privileged few. Now, owing to Lauren 
marketing techniques, one need not be a full-fledged blue blood, but someone 
capable of spending the money in desire.

This straddling is harmonious with the way Ralph Lauren has always appro 
priated real or mythologized historical tropes. Whether it is the New England “All- 
American” family, the rugged modem day cowboy, the safari-like luxury or any 
other “era,” the Ralph Lauren version of it is extremely appealing in a society that 
values a material universe created from myth.

Seneca College Mark Moss

Notes
1. Fussell writes (p. 73) “As all salesmen recognize, if you’re selling something it’s better for your 
social class to be selling something archaic -  like real wine or unpasteurized cheese or bread without 
preservatives or Renaissance art objects or rare books. Selling something old, indeed, almost redeems 
the class shame of selling anything at all.”
2. Seabrook continues: . . .’’from magazines, and books and movies about the British aristocracy, from 
Noel Coward plays, from the Cecil Beaton outfits in My Fair Lady, from Cary Grant in The Philadelphia 
Story and Grace Kelly in High Society, from The New Yorker.
3. Fussel quotes C. Wright Mills on a similar theme, the middle-class obsession with tourism: ‘Tourism 
is popular with the middle class because it allows them to “buy the feeling, if only for a short time, of 
higher status.” Class, p. 109.
4. Although fashion means “rapid change” and clothing suggests a basic need, I conflate the two for the 
purposes of brevity.
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“It Had to Be You:” 
Narrative Themes in A Wedding Story

Introduction
In the past several years there has been an explosion of television programs 

that fall in the broad genre of “Reality T.V.” For whatever reasons—additional 
channels, audience appetites, marketing strategies—cable and network television 
outlets offer viewers an ever-increasing number of programs involving no “real” 
acting. This is not to say that professional actors and other celebrities are never 
involved. Anna Nicole, The Osbournes and other shows frequently revolve around 
famous individuals. Fear Factor and other reality shows feature special episodes 
wherein well known people participate. Still other programs, such as Survivor, Big 
Brother, and The Real World, put everyday folk in unusual circumstances, tape and 
edit the results and then broadcast the “real” interactions among the participants.

The Learning Channel (TLC) has created its own particular niche for reality- 
based programming. Their variations on the “story” theme—A Baby Story, A Per 
sonal Story; A Makeover Story, A Dating Story, and A Wedding Story—cover major 
individual life changes, running the gamut from birth to middle age. As TLC refers 
to it, this is “life unscripted.” The network promotes itself using the implicit idea 
that “truth is more interesting than fiction.” In the process, what may for many be 
considered private and personal moments are now regularly displayed in the most 
public way, on national television. On these “story” shows, the characters describe 
their lives in their own words. There is no host or intrusive voice-over telling us 
how to interpret what is shown. The implication is that, despite the fact that these 
shows are edited and packaged, it is the participants’ own private story that is 
being shared.

For narrative analysts, shows such as A Wedding Story offer an enticing op 
portunity to study how people employ culturally resonant themes and metaphors 
to construct sensible versions of their lives for mass consumption. What makes A 
Wedding Story particularly compelling is that these narratives emerge out of a 
rather complex set of creative agents—the couples involved and the producers of 
the show. The stories they create make sense to them and to us, the audience, 
because the themes and metaphors employed in them resonate so strongly with our 
cultural view of love and romance. The very fact that these narrative plots are so 
similar to one another contradicts a common belief in our culture -  that each love 
story is unique.
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In this paper, then, we analyze 50 episodes of A Wedding Story. We argue that 
the opening narratives in these episodes contain four prominent themes: (1) Love 
Happens—it is destiny ; (2) Love is for a unique and special person; (3) Love is 
clear, certain, and decisive (at least once it is fully recognized or developed); and 
(4) Love overcomes all obstacles and lasts6. Despite TLC’s claim that their pro 
gramming is “life unscripted,” these episodes are in fact familiar stories to most 
viewers. They do, indeed, follow, at least roughly, a set of scripts. We propose that 
these recurrent plotlines constitute good romantic stories because they reflect larger 
cultural assumptions and practices associated with love and marriage, as we will 
discuss in our conclusion.

A Wedding Story
Each episode of A Wedding Story follows a relatively standard format. It be 

gins with the to-be-married couple providing an account of how they had reached 
the point where a wedding is upcoming: matters such as their first date, first kiss, 
first time saying, “I love you,” the proposal. This introductory section of the pro 
gram usually constitutes no more than 6 or 7 minutes of the broadcast. The re 
mainder of the show provides coverage of the day before the wedding, the actual 
ceremony, and the reception. It usually concludes with the couple looking into 
each other’s eyes, expressing their happiness to be with each other, and comment 
ing on the memorable parts of the day.

A man and woman who wish, in the words of TLC, “to become a famous 
couple” must meet certain criteria in order to appear on the program. They must 
agree to (1) having television cameras follow them continuously for the three days 
prior to the actual wedding ceremony ; and (2) having the ceremony and reception 
taped and broadcast. In addition, would-be participants complete an application 
that asks, among other things, questions such as “What makes your love story 
unique?”; “How did you and your fiance meet and begin dating?”; “Who pro 
posed, when and how?”; “Please tell us about some of the ups and downs you have 
been through”; and “Please describe some of the romantic things you have done 
for each other on special occasions or on a daily basis.” Couples are then urged to 
submit their applications electronically.7

The application itself provides couples with some resources to employ in con 
structing their narratives. It also reveals what the show’s producers construe as the 
essential elements that constitute a “real,” audience-friendly story. Each A Wed 
ding Story narrative, then, is a collaborative effort—a constructed account that is 
at the same time enabled and constrained by both the couple in question and the 
expectations and creative efforts of the show’s producers. Somehow all parties 
manage to conceptualize and craft a compelling story that will pass as romantic 
and real. The narrative presented on the show is a complex accomplishment in-
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volving at least two major steps. First, the producers make arrangements to tape 
various statements that participants make to interviewers, to each other, and occa 
sionally to family members and friends. Next, the video footage of these utter 
ances is edited and compressed to fit the format of the show. The result is a series 
of brief clips, alternating back-and-forth between bride and groom, that provide a 
chronological representation of the history of the relationship.

In this article we focus on the opening segment because it is there that the 
couple, in cooperation with the show’s producers, constructs the history of their 
relationship, from its formation to the wedding.

Common Themes
Theme 1: Love Happens—It is Destiny

Sociologist Charles d o c k  (1993) argues that one of the major ways in which 
Americans explain people’s behavior and the events in the world around them is 
by ascribing those actions and events to supernatural control agents. However that 
supernatural agent is identified—as God, fate, destiny, luck—Americans often re 
fer to such an agent as a way of making sense of the world in which they live. Our 
analysis of the narratives in A Wedding Story supports his argument. Indeed, we 
found variations of this theme again and again. Participants frequently explained 
the progression and very existence of their relationships as something more or less 
written in the stars.

In one interesting episode, the participants describe the too-peculiar-to-be- 
random happenings that spawned their relationship. As a youth, Brian watched his 
father compete against a famous racecar driver, who became his idol. Years later, 
after Brian met Kimberly at a race track, they discovered that a fan letter Brian had 
written to her father was still in her dad’s possession, as was a copy of the response 
Brian received. The relationship progressed quickly from there. Looking back, 
during their interviews, Brian and Kimberly invoke destiny and fate to make sense 
of the fact that they found each other and became a couple.

Brian: Now when I think about this destiny thing, everybody’s heard 
about it before. When you live 90 miles apart from somebody and then 
you meet this beautiful girl and—and then I found out it was [a well- 
known race-car driver’s] daughter, you know, he’s just one of my idols all 
my life and I—I thought...what’s goin’ on here?
Kimberly: I think it’s very ironic that people that live that far apart that 
don’t know each other for twenty some years can just find true happiness 
and love at a racetrack-1 don’t know.
Brian: Everybody we tell about it just can’t believe it, you know, it’s 
pretty amazing. She just knocked me off my feet.
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Kimberly: I just think it’s fate. It was just meant to be.

For Jodi and Jason, an eerie luck seems to be the controlling agent. Jodi met 
her husband-to-be through JDate.com, an internet dating service for Jewish singles. 
What attracted Jodi initially to Jason’s profile was that he was from Montreal, 
where she had worked for a year. With that in common, Jodi contacted Jason for 
his phone number. But what started with a simple call quickly blossomed one 
night when they were given a “spooky” surprise:

Jodi: So I [got his number and] called him and that was it. We were on 
the phone and we were just starting to get to know each other and he 
asked me where I lived.
Jason: Because either of us could be anywhere in the, you know, 410 
area code.
Jodi: And I said, “Do you know where Pickwick is?”
Jason: So I said, “Yes I know where Pickwick is. I live in Pickwick.”
Jodi: “I live in Falstaff Manor.” He says, “I can see Falstaff Manor from 
my window!”
Jason: And so I looked out the window and there’s the Falstaff Manor. So 
here is Jodi, calling me, literally, from across the street.
Jodi: And it’s just really surprising because in all of Baltimore, it turns 
out we lived right across the street from each other. It was really spooky.

Lucky coincidences, strange happenings, or just an instant attraction were 
frequently cast by A Wedding Story participants as indicators that they were “meant” 
to be. The skeptical viewer, of course can construct alternative narratives out of the 
same biographical experiences. “It’s just plain-old random coincidence,” one plotline 
might hold. Another more sociologically informed (but boring) tale might high 
light similarities in age, race, economic status, and other traits that make it less 
surprising that two individuals would “somehow” form a union. Personally, we 
were inclined to imagine how participants might portray their past relationships if 
they were to divorce someday: “I met my ex through the internet—and that should 
tell you something! What a mistake. We happened to live next across the street 
from each other, so just we kind of fell into a relationship that took the best years 
of my life.“ But these sorts of explanations make for less romantic stories, even 
though they could arguably be just as real as the “Love as Destiny” interpretation.

Theme 2: Love is fo r  a unique and special person
A related but distinct theme that cut through many of the A Wedding Story 

narratives was the idea “My spouse is the one for me.” Participants in the program
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frequently claimed that they knew right away or discovered at some point that their 
significant others had certain attributes that made them uniquely compatible. Hus 
bands — and wives — to-be were frequently portrayed as participants’ “ideal” 
mates, as embodiments of perfection, or at least as persons with extra special quali 
ties. The following participants are quite explicit on this point:

Chad: Michelle is perfect. Michelle is my ideal girl. She’s the girl that, if 
I had to write up, or draw up, or print out or whatever, it would be Michelle. 
Michelle is my baby.
Michelle: Chad just makes me feel whole. He makes me feel very loved, 
taken care of. He makes me feel there’s a fire inside that just will just 
never go out.

As is evident in Michelle’s statement, what makes someone an ideal mate was 
often characterized in terms of the changes they provoked in their significant other. 
Listen to Lisa explain why her husband Don is her ideal man: “He inspires me to 
sort of be the best that I can be and, uh, he really lets me sort of just, just grow 
along with him. I think that’s what makes him really special.”

In Chelsea and Jason’s case, both partners suggest that their significant other 
has made all the difference:

Chelsea: I’m more relaxed, I think, now since I’ve met Jason because I, 
before it was kind of like I was always looking for something.
Jason: My life is a lot more lively now, with Chelsea in it. I, uh, had a 
tendency before she came into my life to just be so, real self-absorbed.
But now she’s around, I find myself opening up to different things I — I 
don’t think I would have before.

In the wedding stories offered on TLC, participants portrayed each other in 
(virtually) the most positive light possible. As one man said, “I couldn’t have picked 
a better person to spend the rest of my life.” However, is this “the whole truth and 
nothing but the truth”? Though we can only speculate about how these stories 
were produced, it seems a safe assumption that participants in the program were 
not encouraged to articulate a more “thorough” assessment of their partners’ vari 
ous strengths and weaknesses. Clearly, one question that interviewers could have 
asked (but almost undoubtedly did not) is, “What interpersonal difficulties or is 
sues are you most concerned about as you enter into a lifelong commitment with 
your significant other?” Since their significant others would likely view any taped 
statements that made it to air, participants might be highly reticent to answer a
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question like that. Moreover, this sort of questioning (and the storytelling that might 
result) would complicate the romantic storylines that appear to be favored by pro 
ducers and participants alike.

Theme 3: Love is Clear, Decisive, and Certain
If a particular marital relationship is destiny, and if a partner is that special 

“one,” then it makes sense that there would be some point at which one falls head 
over heels in love. A third theme running through many A Wedding Story episodes 
is the idea that when love does happen, it is unmistakeable and overwhelming. 
Jody’s description of falling in love with Stan is a variation on the cultural idea of 
love at first sight. In her case, however, it was love at first phone call, as she ex 
plains: “I called Stan on the phone, from a calling card here, and the minute he 
picked up the phone, I knew. I said, ‘I’m in love with this person.”

Another participant, Junga, describes her first realization that she was in love 
with Steve in terms of love at first kiss: “When he kissed me, I, I knew, it was him. 
Um, he was the best kisser, and my feet started tingling, and my whole heart started 
thumping, and I thought, 'Oh my gosh, he’s, he’s the man.’”

Warryn, in contrast, characterizes the first moment he saw his significant other 
as the moment he knew they were destined for each other. Erica was singing and 
acting in a play Warryn went to see:

In the middle of the play, out comes Erica on the stage and I’m watching 
her, um, and I see her and she singin’ and doin’ her thing performin’, and 
it’s just knocking me out, I’m like “Oh my God.” My cousin was with me 
and I said, “Toni, this is my wife right here” and she’s like “Yeah, right.”

While some A Wedding Story participants recounted an initially overwhelm 
ing attraction, others described a slow recognition or growth of love. But even for 
these storytellers, there is usually a point in time when the love becomes either 
fully recognized or developed. For example, Christina and Juan had known each 
other for years prior to any romance. For them, the realization that the other person 
was “the one” came as something of a surprise.

Christina: When I realized how much I loved him, I also realized that 
this is the man I wanted to get married with and that was a scary thought! 
Juan: I started to think about marriage.. .but never very seriously. And all 
of a sudden it just, it popped into my head.
Christina: I had realized that, all these years, you know, something actu 
ally very strong had grown inside, and, uh, and he was it. He was the one.
He was the one for me.
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In the case of Catherine and Jason, both suppressed romantic feelings for quite 
some time before getting to the “point” where love could not be denied:

Jason: And during this whole time, this year and a half friendship, um, I 
had been, I’d have these resurgences of feelings for her that I would just 
push down, you know? And it’d rise up and I’d push them down. ‘No, 
she’s just a friend.’ ‘Yeah, but you really like her.’ ‘No, no, she’s just a 
friend.’
Catherine: Jason and I were just friends, so we were constantly just look 
ing at each other as very good friends, almost best friends, you know, and 
so -  from that point on, trying to keep it down, um, it started to rise and 
build, and get to a point where it was just overflowing, and that was when 
the phone call came.
Jason: I said, ‘Catherine, I really have very strong feelings for you.’ Cause 
I was afraid to say it, and I think that I stumbled out the words, ‘I think I 
love you.’
Catherine: At that point, there was such a relief that just washed over me 
and I thought, ‘’Oh, finally, I can tell him. I can tell him. It’s okay. And I 
said, ‘No, I feel the same way.’

Sometimes, special circumstances are described as provoking the change. For 
Keith and Amy a brief break up in their relationship caused both of them to re 
evaluate their feelings. As Keith noted: “It gave me time to think about our rela 
tionship, and how committed I really was.” Later in the episode, Amy expresses as 
similar view: “I knew, when we got, we got back together, I knew. I think we both 
knew.”

Whether it was described as love at first sight, love after a period of growth, or 
love after an influential event, A Wedding Story couples favored plotlines that por 
trayed love as a clear, decisive, and certain—that is, once the feeling is fully achieved. 
The implication of this story theme seems to be that while there once was a time 
when they were not in love (if only because they had not yet met), now there was 
no doubt that they were securely in love and ready for marriage. The cultural counter 
themes of “cold feet” or “second thoughts” or “mixed emotions” were noticeably 
absent.

Theme 4: Love Overcomes all Obstacles and Lasts
The portrayal of love as certain, however, does not necessarily mean the road 

to fully achieving cannot be seen as a rocky one. A sign of true love for some A 
Wedding Story couples was whether their feelings had been surmounted difficult 
challenges. The producers interest in the “ups and downs” of participants relation-
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ships, along with the other cultural themes and expectations for nearly newlyweds, 
almost dictates that problems will primarily be historical matters relevant prima 
rily for how they strengthened the loving relationship that exists today. For ex 
ample, Gretchen and Chris encountered a geographical obstacle when Chris, a 
professional hockey player, moved to Slovenia rather early in their relationship. In 
her own professional capacity as a flight attendant, Gretchen was able to visit 
Chris there, and eventually she decided to move to that nation: “For me to move to 
Slovenia, it was a big deal. It was giving up my family, giving up my friends, 
giving up the job that I really love to do, but I really knew we really had to be on 
the same continent.” Shortly thereafter, the couple encountered yet another major 
obstacle: Gretchen was diagnosed with bone cancer. Chris proposed before her 
scheduled surgery.

In the case of Michelle and Paul, the devastating death of Paul’s friend, Tim, 
complicated the courting process. But in the end, they suggest, it brought them 
closer together.

Michelle: It was so hard for him to see his friend deteriorate that way.
Paul: I remember just feeling so sad and tom up inside.
Michelle: I never actually met Tim because by the time I got here from 
the Philippines, he was already so ill and he was bedridden. And the fol 
lowing day he did pass away. And that opened me and Paul up emotion 
ally for each other.
Paul: Michelle’s whole attitude after the funeral did seem to change. 
Michelle: It really showed us the fragility of life and how quick it can go 
away. And you know we had been playing with it for ten years and sud 
denly it was gone. And so it really...made you want to act and kind of 
seize the day. So after that visit, I went back to the Philippines knowing 
that I wanted to come back and knowing that I wanted to spend my life 
with Paul.
Paul: We knew we wanted to be together and she had said earlier that,
“Oh, I don’t want a long distance relationship.” But now she says, “I 
really want this long distance relationship and I really want it to work.”

Even more common throughout the episodes we studied was the implicit or 
explicit assertion that participants’ love would last for the rest of their lives or for 
eternity. Nearly every couple invoked this theme at one or more points during their 
narrative. Speaking to each other in this excerpt, Nicole and Charlie appeared cer 
tain that theirs will be a successful marriage.
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Charlie: I just want her to know that, you know, to me, the day we get 
married is probably going to be the greatest thing that can ever happen to 
me. You know, it’s .. .and I really am looking forward to spending the rest 
of our lives together.
Nicole: Growing old together, being together, you know, when our kids 
grow up, you know, those years when you can sit in the rocking chair at 
home and look back at everything and know that you made it together.

The same is true for Amy and Keith:

Keith: Things are going well, um, our relationship is growing, getting 
better everyday.
Amy: And we just have a great chemistry together, and I know we’re 
gonna be, we’re gonna be great.

Bertie and John, who are older than the other couples featured in the episodes 
we analyzed, express another version of the happily ever after theme:

John: My mother said to me not too long before she died that we could 
find fifteen years of happiness, referring to our ages, that we would have 
a whole bunch of things.
Bertie: I see so many relationships, especially in the later years, that have 
faltered and they’ve lost, well, they’ve lost that loving feeling right there.
And I’m looking forward to having that. I-I’m looking forward to the rest 
of my life as having that loving feeling.

In short, the implication of the narrative theme running through these epi 
sodes is that love has brought the couples a long way, and it will carry them through 
until the end. Surprisingly absent, in light of frequent discussion of divorce statis 
tics in the media, was any mention of ‘7/*we make it” or “Assuming we make it to 
the end.”

Conclusion
Perhaps some readers will protest the implicitly skeptical stance we have 

adopted towards the marital narratives that we have analyzed and presented here. 
Couldn’t these people just be actually happy? Couldn’t their relationships have 
progressed in exactly the way they say, for exactly the reasons they claim? After 
all, couples who apply to appear on A Wedding Story are likely to be very success 
ful couples who do not have a lot of flaws to hide.
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In this paper, we prefer to try to side-step the issue of the ultimate truth value 
of the stories we heard. We could not claim definitive knowledge about the “love” 
and marital experiences that A Wedding Story couples confidently depict. How 
ever, we do feel on relatively solid ground in asserting that, in general, states of 
affairs are fairly ambiguous and malleable, and that a large number of potentially 
useful narratives can be told about any given situation. Consequently, we can con 
sider the stories people tell about their marriages (as we do here) as interpretive 
and interactive accomplishments rather than reality reports. That is the sense in 
which we propose the above four themes.

For some qualitative scholars, the same themes we have outlined could be 
considered factual reports of actual experiences (see Gubrium and Holstein’s 1997 
discussion of “naturalist” qualitative methods). Instead, we see themes such as 
“love as destiny” as interpretive formulas that individuals can draw upon in order 
to create an intelligible sense of reality. The trick is to imagine what would happen 
if the interactional context or overarching cultural setting within which A Wedding 
Story is produced were to change in some way. What if the show were made in a 
society where marriages are arranged, and where marital affection is seen as dan 
gerous while (intergenerational) familial love is more valued? What if the inter 
viewers were highly dismissive of “superstitious” pronouncements of their 
interviewees, and thus challenged participants to re-think or re-phrase their asser 
tions? Considering such possibilities (if only in one’s imagination) can help one 
appreciate the nature of marital narratives as contingent social constructions— 
constructions that reflect and perpetuate very “public” ways of understanding “pri 
vate” experiences.

Saint Louis University Kathym E. Kuhn and Scott R. Harris

Notes
1. Our analysis was informed by Deme (1994) and other sociologists’ work on American conceptions 
of love and marriage (Swidler 1980).
2. See the website for A Wedding Story at: http://tlc.discovery.com/fansites/weddingstory/getontv.html 
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The Little Drumm er G irl and 
John le Carre:

The Search for Terrorism’s Root Causes

In the immediate aftermath of terrorist attacks upon the United States on Sep 
tember 11, 2001, the American public rallied around President George W. Bush, 
lending support to his unequivocal pronouncement, “You are either with us or the 
terrorists.” Efforts to explain the root causes for terrorism and animosity regarding 
the United States were largely unexplored by the nation’s media. CBS television 
news anchor Dan Rather, abandoning any pretext of journalistic independence, 
announced his willingness to follow his commander-in-chief and go anywhere his 
presence was ordered. As the United States prepared for a military response to 
Osama Bin Laden and his A1 Qaeda network, whom President Bush and the intel 
ligence community held responsible for the terrorist assaults, few voices were raised 
in protest. And those who did challenge a unilateral response were ignored by the 
media.

One notable critic of American foreign policy is the novelist and former Brit 
ish intelligence operative John le Carre, who in a 19 November piece for The Na 
tion, describes the war on terrorism as a conflict which the Americans and their 
British allies cannot win. Le Carre acknowledges that the United States has but 
little choice to go after Bin Laden and his terrorist network; however, he fears that 
this military exercise will make Bin Laden a martyr and increase terrorism’s ranks. 
Le Carre writes that Americans will accumulate more enemies as they react mili 
tarily to terrorism, “. . .  because after all the bribes, threats and promises that have 
patched together the rickety coalition, we cannot prevent another suicide bomber 
being bom each time a misdirected missile wipes out an innocent village, and 
nobody can tell us how to dodge this devil’s cycle of despair, hatred and—yet 
again—revenge.” The British author also expresses concern that the American re 
joinder to terrorism will endanger civil liberties and freedom of the press, while 
encouraging harassment of Middle Eastern citizens and visitors. The blame for 
this sorry state of affairs is traced back to the 1980s policy of encouraging Afghan 
resistance to an invasion by the Soviet Union, “then abandoning them to a devas 
tated, leaderless country.” This time around, le Carre hopes that the United States 
and its allies will not desert the people of Afghanistan and the destitute of the earth 
who need and deserve Western financial assistance.1

Thus, le Carre calls our attention to the root causes of terrorism and offers
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some suggestions as to how they might be addressed beyond military reprisal. 
Nevertheless, the novelist remains pessimistic as to whether the cycle of violence 
may be broken. He observes that a Palestinian firebrand, referring to the murder of 
Israeli athletes at the 1976 Munich Olympics, told him in a 1982 Beirut interview 
that “terror is theater.” Certainly, the attacks upon the Pentagon and World Trade 
Center fit this definition of what the anarchist Bakunin termed “the propaganda of 
the act.” While this scenario has played out on the streets of New York City, Wash 
ington, D. C., Kabul, and Baghdad, scenes of violence between Israelis and Pales 
tinians accelerated in 2001-2003.

The breakdown of negotiations between Palestinian leader Yasir Arafat and 
Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Barak at Camp David in 2000 led to the Second Infatada, 
Israeli military reprisals, suicide bombers, Israeli reoccupation of West Bank cit 
ies, and increasing violence on both sides. In the ensuing carnage, the economic 
and political origins of this conflict are all too often ignored by pundits and the 
media. In his 1983 novel The Little Drummer Girl, le Carre, however, sought to 
examine the causes for the Israeli-Palestinian clash, representing a rare Western 
popular culture effort to portray the Palestinian cause and people in addition to the 
Israeli perspective. While The Little Drummer Girl and its 1984 film adaptation 
provoked controversy, the root causes of the conflict, which le Carre attempted to 
incorporate into his popular fiction, have remained off the radar screen for most 
Americans. The events of September 11th, the war on terrorism, the U.S. military 
invasion of Iraq, and escalating Israeli-Palestinian violence remind us that these 
root causes may be ignored at our own peril. Accordingly, a reexamination of what 
le Carre had to say about terrorism in 1983 may shed some light on where we have 
been and where we are going in our efforts to understand the phenomenon of ter 
rorism.

In the 1960s and 1970s, le Carre published such popular espionage fiction as 
The Looking Glass War (1965); A Small Town in Germany (1968); Tinker, Tailor 
Soldier, Spy (1974); The Honourable Schoolboy (1977); and Smiley's People (1980). 
Le Carre’s spy fiction is characterized by an ambiguity regarding what the author 
considers the moral bankruptcy of the Cold War. In a world where treachery, de 
ceit, and betrayal are the norm, the author fears that the means used to defend 
Western society may produce a society not worth defending. Espionage becomes a 
metaphor for both personal and political betrayal. In summarizing the espionage 
novelist’s career, literary scholar Peter Lewis writes, “For le Carre, human life is 
irreducibly paradoxical: victory at one level requires defeat at another; success is 
inevitably characterized by failure; to achieve a desirable objective, something 
else of value must be sacrificed; good ends may well demand unpleasant means, 
and good means are likely to produce the wrong ends. Above power struggles, 
whether between nations, groups, or even individuals.”2
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Following the publication in 1980 of Smiley's People, the third volume of his 
saga regarding British Secret Service operative George Smiley and his Russian 
opposite Karla, le Carre visited Israel, Lebanon, and Palestinian camps at 
Rashidiyeh, Nabatiyeh, and Sidon. After his investigations, le Carre proclaimed, 
“We have neglected entirely the Palestinian case.” He wanted to use popular fic 
tion to place a “human face on the Palestinians,” challenging as unfair Golda Meir’s 
assertion that the Palestinians did not exist.3

Also seeking to expand his work by focusing upon a female character, le Carre 
wrote The Little Drummer Girl. The plot of the novel is complicated and even 
unrealistic according to some critics. Charlie, an English repertoire actress with 
leftist political sympathies, is recruited by Israeli intelligence to infiltrate a Pales 
tinian terrorist ring. Playing upon her personal, professional, and political insecu 
rities, the Israeli operatives offer Charlie a sense of family and the part of a lifetime 
in the “theater of the real.” Her ill-defined political allegiances are no match for the 
seduction enacted by Joseph, an Israeli war hero whose real name is Gadi Becker. 
In an elaborate charade orchestrated by the Israelis, Charlie is to portray the lover 
of a young Palestinian terrorist Michel, whom the Israelis have captured and even 
tually kill. Charlie’s impersonation eventually leads her into Lebanon’s Palestin 
ian camps. She is dispatched upon a terrorist mission by the Palestinians and even 
tually ends up in the bed of Michel’s brother Khalil, who is the terrorist master 
mind sought by the Israeli operatives. When Khalil discovers Charlie’s treachery, 
Joseph (Becker) saves her life by gunning down the terrorist. Charlie and Joseph, 
who has become increasingly estranged from his nation’s foreign policy, both feel 
betrayed and seek to forge a human relationship within a corrupt and deceitful 
world.

In his foreword to the novel, le Carre acknowledges his support from mem 
bers of the Israeli military and intelligence communities, but his commentary on 
his Palestinian hosts, many of whom were killed in the 1982 Israeli invasion of 
Lebanon carried out as le Carre was finishing his novel, exhibits a greater degree 
of passion. Thus, le Carre states, “Of the Palestinians, some are dead, others are 
taken prisoner, the rest presumably are for the most part homeless or dispersed. 
The fighting boys who looked after me in the upper flat in Sidon and chatted with 
me in the tangerine grooves, the bomb-weary but indomitable refugees of the camps 
at Rashidiyeh and Nabatiyeh: from what I hear, their fate is little different from 
that of their reconstructed counterparts in this story.”4

The novel’s initial chapters, however, offer little sympathy for the Palestinian 
cause. The story opens with a bombing in Bad Godesberg, Germany. Cleverly 
placed within the home of the Israeli Labour Attache., the bomb’s explosion kills 
the government official’s nine-year-old son and blows off the leg of his wife. An 
Israeli investigation team is led by the omnipresent Marty Kurtz, a Holocaust sur-
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vivor who wants to find and punish the terrorists before his superiors launch a 
heavy-handed military reprisal which will take the lives of many innocent Pales 
tinian women and children.5

The novel’s center begins to shift when Charlie is recruited. Kurtz, as the 
grand inquisitor, exposes the shallow nature of her political views, which were 
most likely a rebellious persona to compensate for the adolescent scandal which 
disrupted her family life. Taking on the voice and role of Michel, Joseph makes the 
case for the Palestinian people. Joseph tells Charlie that Michel’s family was from 
Hebron and that his father refused to leave the land when Israel was created in 
1948. Yet, these efforts to live in harmony with the Israeli population were not 
reciprocated. Michel’s grandfather was murdered by Zionists, and in 1967 when 
Israeli tanks rolled into the village, the family fled across the Jordan River. Joseph 
as Michel concludes, “From the moment of our arrival in Jordan we had become 
stateless citizens, without papers, rights, future, or work. My school? It is a tin 
shed crammed to the roof with flat tires and undernourished children.” Western 
nations, such as Britain, are also blamed for the fate of the Palestinian people. As 
an incensed Joseph/Michel proclaims,

The British gave away my country to the Zionists. They shipped the Jews 
of Europe to us with orders to turn the East into the West. The old British 
colonizers were tired and defeated, so they handed us over to the new 
colonizers who had the zeal and ruthlessness to cut the knot. Don’t worry 
about the Arabs, the British said to them. We promise to look the other 
way while you deal with them.

This Palestinian polemic is, of course, delivered by a Jew posing as a Palestin 
ian. However, the fact that her Israeli lover so well articulates the Palestinian cause 
only adds to Charlie’s (who may be viewed as representing those in the West who 
remain unaligned) sense of confusion. For Joseph concludes by remarking that the 
Palestinians are any easy people to love.6

While many of the Western European Palestinian sympathizers with whom 
she comes into contact are presented as decadent, Charlie’s commitment to the 
Palestinian people is forged by her sojourn at a Palestinian camp in Lebanon. In 
addition to receiving military training, Charlie is introduced to Michel’s sister 
Fatmeh. Politically militant, Fatmeh has lost three brothers, a lover, and a sister in 
the conflict with Israel. But she continues to serve as a nurse to the camp’s children 
and welcomes Charlie as a sister. The camp’s military commander Tayeh explains 
to Charlie that the Palestinians are anti-Zionists, but not anti-Semitic, for anti- 
Semitism is a Christian invention. Charlie also falls in love with the children of the 
camp, who hold her hand while teaching her to dance and sing their songs. Follow-
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ing a political demonstration, an Israeli air strike is conducted against the camp. 
Charlie, however, realizes that her presence has aborted the attack and temporarily 
spared the children. Le Carre places extreme anti-Israeli thoughts in the mind of 
Charlie, writing, “You bastards, she thought. You rotten, killing Zionist bastards. If 
I hadn’t been here, you’d have bombed them to Kingdom Come.”7

Despite her growing sympathies for the Palestinians, Charlie retains her alle 
giance to Joseph and the Israelis, still maintaining some faith in Kurtz’s promise 
that forestalling the terrorists would, in the long run, save innocent lives. Charlie, 
thus, fulfills her mission, and Khalil is murdered, but the innocent as well as the 
guilty fall with him. Israeli agents murder the decadent European fellow travelers, 
but the children at Charlie’s former camp become the target of Israeli air strikes 
and bulldozers, while Kurtz is unable to prevent the Israeli invasion of Lebanon. 
The futility of Charlie’s and his own sacrifices as an Israeli soldier leads a disillu 
sioned Joseph/Gadi Becker to question, “What are we to become I wonder? A 
Jewish homeland or an ugly little Spartan state?”8

In The Little Drummer Girl, le Carre seems to suggest that, like the West in 
the Cold War, Israel had lost its soul and way in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 
This conclusion led to negative assessments of le Carre’s novel in some conserva 
tive political journals as well as publications associated with the American Jewish 
community. In the pages of Commentary, for example, Walter Laqueur, chairman 
of the Research Council of Georgetown University’s Center for Strategic and In 
ternational Studies, took le Carre to task for abandoning the ambiguity of his ear 
lier espionage novels in favor of a “pro-Palestinian Arab line.”

In a similar vein, Rael Jean Isaac and Erich Isaac, writing in Chronicles o f 
Culture, describe le Carre as a “PLO propagandist.” The authors insist that, like 
many fashionable liberals, le Carre arrayed himself with forces opposing Western 
values and civilization, supporting the terror of the weak, even if their targets “may 
be representative democracy, the rule of law, and civil liberties.” However, perhaps 
the most vitriolic review of The Little Drummer Girl was written by David Pryce- 
Jones for the neo-conservative New Republic. Pryce-Jones terms le Carre’s novel 
“a demonological fiction,” reducing the Arab-Israeli conflict to the simple maxim 
that Palestinians are good and Israelis evil. Referring to le Carre’s prose as agit 
prop, Pryce-Jones argues that the novel matters

.. .because in it the contemporary image of Israel as an unutterable, in 
deed Nazi, evil is crystallized, and this portrait will go round the world 
with the authority of a best seller. Statements in fiction are immune to the 
truths of real life. A novel lives in the imagination, after all, and it is there, 
for the credulous, that the image of an evil Israel will be fired and sus 
tained. And an imagination like le Carre’s, when out of control, is a thing 
that will impress those who want to believe in a demonological vision....9
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Some of the acrimony leveled against le Carre may be due to interviews he 
gave promoting the novel and denouncing the Israeli military actions against the 
Palestinians in Lebanon. In an interview with Melvyn Bragg for British television, 
le Carre described Palestinian Liberation Organization leader Yasir Arafat as genu 
ine, touching, and interesting. He also termed the PLO chief as “extremely moder 
ate,1” suggesting that in the final analysis his moderation might be his undoing. 
(The novel never mentions the PLO or the Israeli intelligence agency Mossad by 
name.) In his meeting with Arafat, le Carre recounts that he told the leader he was 
trying to put his hand on the Palestinian heart. Arafat then grasped le Carre’s hand 
and placed it on his breast, proclaiming, “Sir, it is here, it is here.” Le Carre also 
spent time with common Palestinians in their Lebanon camps, developing friend 
ships and an appreciation for the Palestinian perspective on Middle Eastern poli 
tics. The author concluded with what he called a simple perception generally un 
acknowledged in the West:

That one can, indeed, as I am, be greatly in favor of the state of Israel and 
wish for its survival, but that in the making of Israel a great crime was 
committed, not numerically commensurate with the crime committed 
against the Jews, but appalling all the same. Millions of people displaced, 
others subjugated with total alien types of rules, turned into second-class 
citizens. The image of the Palestinians, largely invented, as crazies carry 
ing guns and so on, was so far removed from the reality of the majority of 
the Palestinian people that it needed saying, it needed demonstrating— 
and not by some maverick Trotskyite, or something, but by somebody 
like myself who has written extensively, with great passion I like to think, 
about Jews in the past but found in this situation an injustice which needs 
reporting.”10

Le Carre followed up his novel and interviews with a series of journalistic 
accounts denouncing Israel’s actions in Lebanon. Writing for The Observer, le 
Carre called the Israeli invasion “a monstrosity,” chiding Israeli citizens who sup 
ported the actions of Prime Minister Menachim Begin and his Defense Minister 
General Ariel Sharon. In his piece “Memories of a Vanished Land,” le Carre wrote, 
“Too many Israelis, in their claustrophobia, have persuaded themselves that every 
Palestinian man and woman and child is by definition a military target, and that 
Israel will not be safe until the pack of them is swept away. It is the most savage 
irony that Begin and his generals cannot see how close they are to inflicting upon 
another people the disgraceful criteria once inflicted upon themselves.” In a fol 
low-up piece entitled “The Betrayal,” le Carre told the story of one Palestinian 
family during the summer and fall of 1982. Le Carre also chronicled the massacre
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of noncombatant Palestinians, including women, children, and medical staff, at 
the refugee camps of Sabra and Chatila by Lebanese Christian militia units which 
the Israeli army failed to halt.11

After taking Israel to task so directly in these interviews and newspaper ar 
ticles, it is perhaps surprising that le Carre and The Little Drummer Girl did not 
receive even greater criticism in the American press. But le Carre’s novel is a much 
more complicated text than his interviews and articles. In fact, some reviewers 
even found the novel to be anti-Palestinian. John Wy ver interpreted The Little Drum 
mer Girl as “straightforwardly pro-Israeli. The voices of the security agents are 
voices of calm, order, reason and sophisticated common-sense. The few Palestin 
ian voices are all strident, instinctive, splattered with jargon.” Marghanita Laski 
agreed with these sentiments, asserting that in le Carre’s fictional world the Israe 
lis were “marvelous, miraculous, brilliant, unbeatable, so wonderful that the other 
side, the inferior if pitiable Arabs, haven’t a chance.”12

Most reviewers in the United States, however, found le Carre to be essentially 
even-handed in his treatment of the volatile Middle East and to be commended for 
his efforts to provide a human face for the Palestinians. William F. Buckley, Jr., 
hardly a dupe of leftist extremists, characterized The Little Drummer Girl as “cer 
tainly the most mature, inventive, and powerful book about terrorists-come-to-life 
this reader has experienced.” While expressing some reservations regarding what 
he perceived as le Carre’s moral ambiguity and ideological egalitarianism, Buckley 
concluded that the British author “permits the Palestinian point to be made with 
rare and convincing eloquence.”

On the other hand, many reviewers praised le Carre’s efforts to deal fairly 
with both sides in the Middle Eastern conflict. Fellow espionage novelist Martin 
Cruz Smith stated that The Little Drummer Girl was “the most balanced novel 
about Jews and Arabs, outrage for outrage and tear for tear, I’ve read.” Writing for 
Maclean’s Magazine, Mark Abley found le Carre’s prose passionate and “kindled 
by an overwhelming concern for peace in the Middle East.” While most reviewers 
either condemned or praised The Little Drummer Girl for attempting to focus on 
the root causes of terrorism in the Israeli-Palestinian struggle, James Wolcott, writing 
in The New York Review o f Books, emphasized the continuity with le Carre’s ear 
lier espionage work regarding themes of love, betrayal, and submission.13

Yet, this retreat inward and placing The Little Drummer Girl within the espio 
nage tradition of personal manipulation and betrayal removes le Carre’s text from 
its political context. On the other hand, perceptions of The Little Drummer Girl as 
a love story with an action espionage background made the novel more acceptable 
for Hollywood adaptation. Director George Roy Hill, whose film work included 
such box office hits as Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid (1969), The Sting 
(1973), and The World According to Garp (1982), read the novel in manuscript
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form. Through their mutual agent Morton L. Leavy, Hill and le Carre met in Swit 
zerland, where it was decided that Hill would make the film version of The Little 
Drummer Girl. Hill employed veteran television writer Loring Mandel to translate 
le Carre’s vision to the silver screen. The result of the Hill and Mandel collabora 
tion was a two-hour film — long on plot development and shorn of le Carre’s in- 
depth characterization and political insights. In fact, while the novel may be per 
ceived as attempting to deal with the root causes for Palestinian militancy, the film 
presents a decidedly more pro-Israeli stance. The filmmakers assembled an inter 
national cast, including American Diane Keaton as Charlie (in the film version 
Charlie’s character is changed from British to American); Greek Yorgo Voyagis as 
Joseph; German Klaus Kinski as Kurtz; and the French Sami Frey as Khalil. The 
film was only a moderate success, earning less than such 1984 films as Cannon 
ball II and The Muppets Take Manhattan. Critical response was also considerably 
mixed.

Perhaps one of the most enthusiastic endorsements of Hill’s film came from 
Jack Kroll in Newsweek. Kroll found the film’s politics to be equitable, depicting 
“the mixture of pragmatism, ruthlessness, and ideals on both sides.” While many 
reviews were critical of Keaton’s casting and Hill’s direction, Kroll described Charlie 
as a part that the actress was “bom to play,” while Hill had “never been better in 
shaping and pacing a movie that has the excitement, romance and resonance of the 
best popular art.” Equally enthusiastic about the film was The Washington Post's 
Paul Attanasio, who praised Keaton’s performance and credited Hill with produc 
ing that rarest of Hollywood feats —“the thriller of ideas.” Attanasio interpreted 
the film as pro-Israeli because they were “more imaginative and efficient players 
in the game.” The review concluded by observing that the combative Israelis and 
Palestinians “seem as pointlessly vicious as rats competing for a discarded cab 
bage.”14 So much for the film of ideas and using art to understand the root causes of 
terrorism.

Rex Reed also extolled Hill’s version of The Little Drummer Girl, terming the 
film a “gripping and powerful study of espionage and terror that is also riveting 
entertainment.” Reed commended Hill for attempting to present both the Israeli 
and Palestinian perspectives, but in the final analysis, Reed read the film as favor 
ing the Israeli side by portraying the Palestinians as “cold-blooded killers,” while 
the Israeli agents were depicted as “dedicated professionals who phone their wives 
and kids in Jerusalem between murders.” A similar interpretation was offered by 
David Edelstein of The Village Voice, who termed the film more pro-Israeli be 
cause in the thriller genre the Israelis are the heroes while Khalil and the Palestin 
ians are the villains. Nonetheless, he congratulated Hill for attempting to make an 
“honorable” thriller which would antagonize partisans on both sides of the Middle 
Eastern political divide.15
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However, not all critics perceived Hill’s film as leaning toward the Israeli side. 
In a venomous piece for Commentary, Richard Grenier insisted that Hill was faith 
ful to the pro-Palestinian views of le Carre. Grenier argued that the Palestinians in 
the film were presented as idealistic, while the Israelis “conform fairly closely to 
the Nazi model.” In a burst of rhetorical excess, the reviewer proclaimed, “There is 
no doubt about it, Warner Brothers has made America’s first forthrightly anti-Is 
rael movie.” The overwrought Grenier also expressed consternation that sponsors 
were allowing favorable reviews of The Little Drummer Girl to appear in the nation’s 
newspapers. Seemingly overlooking the first amendment, Grenier lamented edi 
tors, reviewers, filmmakers, and novelists who have lost “a sense of the moral 
worth of our civilization—and that of Israel so much a part of ours.”16

Nevertheless, there was little reason for Grenier to lose sleep over these is 
sues, for most film audiences and critics found fault with the cinematic adaptation 
of The Little Drummer Girl. Much of the negative critical commentary focused 
upon the film’s lack of character development, poor acting, and plodding direction 
rather than the politics of le Carre and the filmmakers. David Sterritt of The Chris 
tian Science Monitor acknowledged that The Little Drummer Girl included some 
consideration of Middle Eastern politics, but director Hill’s attention was “fixed 
permanently on the plot, and distracting details—like ideas and emotions—only 
seem to get in the way.” Vincent Canby of The New York Times agreed that the film 
was plot-driven at the expense of characterization, suggesting that the complexity 
of le Carre’s creation might be better developed in a longer mini-series format 
such as the BBC television production of Smiley's People and Tinker, Tailor, Sol 
dier, Spy. Stanley Kauffmann of The New Republic blamed the film’s failure on 
Keaton in the title role of Charlie, describing her performance as “feeble” and 
“inappropriate.”17

Other commentators, however, were more concerned with the extent to which 
the filmmakers departed from le Carre’s goal of providing a human face for the 
Palestinian cause. Armand White maintained that the ease with which the film 
script had Charlie dissuaded from her political allegiances demonstrated a lack of 
respect for leftist political ideology. The most insightful commentary on the film’s 
political ideology was offered by David Denby, who lamented that the film failed 
to develop Charlie’s visit to the Palestinian refugee camps. Denby asserted,

But what made the book moving, and, for pro-Israeli readers like myself, 
unsettling, even disturbing was Charlie’s immersion in the suffering of 
the Palestinian refugee camps —the suffering of the Palestinian civilians 
— and that has been dropped from the movie. We get to see hardly any 
ordinary Palestinians, and when the camps are bombed at the end of The 
Little DrummerjGirl, a viewer might well conclude that only terrorists
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and terrorists-in-training are killed in the explosions. Whether intention 
ally or not, the filmmakers have reproduced the most lamentable, morally 
dishonest aspect of Israel’s propaganda during the Begin administration 
—precisely the kind of propaganda that le Carre wanted to dispel.18

Indeed, there is much left out of the cinematic treatment of Charlie’s visit to 
the Palestinian camps in Lebanon. The film only depicts Charlie, and almost ex 
clusively young male companions, engaging in such terrorist training as how to 
wire bombs and install them underneath the frame of automobiles. The character 
of Fatmeh, Michel’s and Khalil’s sister, and her work as a nurse is trimmed from 
the screenplay. In the novel, the camp is full of women and children, just as le 
Carre observed in visits to Lebanon. Charlie is incensed when Israeli planes en 
danger the children, but no such air attack upon civilians is portrayed in Hill’s film. 
Thus, in the film’s conclusion, when the camp is leveled by Israeli bombing, only 
terrorists-in-training are being killed, letting the Israelis off the hook for any pos 
sible collateral damage to civilians.

If any further justification is needed for failing to show mercy on these terror 
ist training camps, it is provided by a scene which is not taken from the novel. The 
Palestinians discover a young Zionist spy, who in reality has been dispatched by 
Kurtz to watch over Charlie. The young boy is severely beaten, but he does not 
give away Charlie’s true identity and mission. The camp commander Tayeh orders 
the boy to be executed, and again the Palestinians are depicted as merciless killers. 
In the novel, the Israelis find it more convenient to not inform Charlie of the camp’s 
destruction. For she would know that its annihilation meant the deaths of numer 
ous women and children, just as occurred at Sabra and Chatila. Accordingly, the 
film omits the segment of the novel which attempts to depict the suffering of the 
Palestinian people and the root causes of terrorism. Instead, Hill provides film 
audiences with only the stereotypical Palestinian terrorist/murderer removed from 
the context of his discontent

Nevertheless, the Mandel screenplay does contain the Joseph as Michel speech 
outlining why he and his brother have resorted to violence. But the power of these 
words is largely negated by Yorgo Voyagis’s wooden performance. Also cinemati- 
cally, the story of Michel’s and Khalil’s family could have been depicted visually 
with a voice over, rendering the Palestinian version of events with compelling 
imagery. Instead, we have Joseph’s monologue. In addition, the Palestinians are 
discredited by their association with the decadent European left. This is also true 
in the novel, but the film goes even further, apparently suggesting that homosexu 
ality is part and parcel of this decadence. For the PLO-employed German lawyer 
Mesterbein has his throat slit in bed by a young Israeli agent masquerading as a 
male prostitute. In fact, with all of the killings conducted by the Israelis in the
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film’s conclusion there is an element of justifiable retribution.
Hill’s film and Mandel’s screenplay rob le Carre’s novel of its Palestinian 

message, although there is still enough to upset some defenders of Israel who 
almost seem to equate any critique of that nation with anti-semitism.19 Certainly 
no similar litmus test is provided for criticism of other nations, but the fate of Israel 
must be viewed through the prism of the Holocaust. Thus, le Carre’s point is not 
that the nation of Israel has no right to exist, but that there is more to the Palestin 
ian position than simply terrorism and suicide bombers. His endeavors to find a 
broader audience for this idea were certainly negated by the cinematic treatment of 
The Little Drummer Girl.

In light of the attacks by A1 Qaeda on the United States and the escalating 
violence in the Middle East between Israelis and Palestinians, it is becoming more 
difficult to move beyond stereotypes and examine root causes, despite the outpour 
ing of recent scholarship on the Middle East. The popular press tends to sensation 
alize rather than seek complex deeper understanding. For example, in a piece for 
The New York Times Magazine, Elizabeth Rubin profiles the Hamas terrorist Qeis 
Adwan, who was killed by the Israeli army. In explaining how an intelligent and 
charismatic young student became an advocate of terrorism, Rubin emphasizes 
the crude propaganda employed by organizations such as Hamas at An Najah Uni 
versity in Nablus. However, less attention is given to the deplorable employment, 
housing, and health care of the Palestinian people, along with the daily humiliation 
of check points maintained by the Israeli army.20

Many Americans are reluctant to discuss the factors and conditions which 
produce terrorism. It is as if to engage in a discourse on this topic is in some way a 
condoning of terrorism. But one can still speak out against violence, while seeking 
to understand its origins. It is this search for the roots of terrorism to which le 
Carre drew our attention in The Little Drummer Girl. And in the aftermath of 
September 11, he has reminded us that these root causes must still be addressed in 
order to ensure long-term security. Thus, in his November 2001 piece for The 
Nation, le Carre concluded that the real test for the United States and the West will 
come after A1 Qaeda is defeated. Le Carre writes,

Cautiously, between the lines, we are being invited to believe that the 
conscience of the West has been reawakened to the dilemma of the poor 
and homeless of the earth. And possibly, out of fear, necessity and rheto 
ric, a new sort of political morality has indeed been bom. But when the 
shooting dies and a seeming peace is achieved, will the United States and 
its allies stay at their posts or, as happened at the end of the Cold War, 
hang up their boots and go home to their own backyards? Even, if those 
backyards will never again be the safe haven they once were.21
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Let us pray that le Carre is correct about a new sense of morality developing in 
the West, fostering a more equitable division of the world’s wealth and resources. 
For without such a new moral paradigm it seems that we are wedded to the per 
petuation of violence which characterizes the pages of The Little Drummer Girl 
and continues to plague the headlines of our morning newspapers as we move 
further into the new millennium.

Sandia Preparatory School Ron Briley
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Dashiell Hammett’s The Glass Key: 
The First “Huey Long” Novel?

Huey Pierce Long, the political strongman from Louisiana, was assassinated 
in Baton Rouge in 1935 at age 42. In death he attracted the attention of several 
prominent American novelists, most notably Robert Penn Warren, whose master- 
work All the King’s Men (1946) owes much to the legend of the Kingfish. Before 
Warren, five successful American novelists had published political novels based 
on the Long saga: Sinclair Lewis, It Can't Happen Here (1935); Mari Sandoz, 
Capitol City (1939); Hamilton Basso, Sun in Capricorn (1942); John Dos Passos, 
Number One (1943); and Adria Locke Langley, A Lion Is in the Streets (1945). The 
only one of this series of “Huey Long” novels to be written while the Kingfish was 
alive is Sinclair Lewis’ It Can *t Happen Here — subtitled What Will Happen When 
America Has a Dictator?}1 Lewis’ anti-totalitarian futuristic fable portrays Buzz 
Windrip (a populist U. S. Senator from a farm state), his election to the Presidency 
in 1936, and his rapid transformation into an American Duce or Fuehrer known as 
“the Chief.” In characterizing this dictator-president Lewis draws heavily on the 
career of U. S. Senator Huey Long (Betz and Thunecke 40-43; Knoenagel 224- 
226). Long’s climb to national prominence as the country sank deeper into the 
Great Depression was viewed with alarm by many liberals like Lewis, who saw 
chilling parallels to the contemporary rise of European dictators like Mussolini 
and Hitler. However, five years before Lewis wrote his cautionary tale about the 
dangers of homegrown fascism, another Depression-era novelist seems to have 
drawn on Huey Long to create one of the darkest political novels in American 
literature. Dashiell Hammett’s fourth novel and perhaps his best, The Glass Key 
(1931), presents a ruthless political boss — perhaps inspired by Huey Long — and 
depicts a disordered modem world in which people are debased under the corrupt 
ing influence of politics and power.

Hammett wrote The Glass Key in 1929-30, when Long’s career was on the 
rise and the Kingfish was gaining national notoriety as a potential domestic fascist 
threat (Brinkley 273). Hammett was aware of Long’s reputation as a political gang 
ster, as he indicates in a 1932 letter to his lover Lillian Heilman, who was from 
Louisiana. She was en route to New Orleans at the time, and Hammett’s letter 
implies that Long is no one she would want to encounter in Louisiana.9 2 Although 
Hammett did not become publicly involved in anti-fascist politics until the out 
break of the Spanish Civil War in 1936, his political sympathies long had been on 
the left. They had first been stirred by the anti-union violence that Hammett had
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witnessed as a Pinkerton guard in Montana during World War I (Johnson 20-21). 
His first novel Red Harvest (1929) drew on this sordid experience to show the 
lethal social consequences of strike-breaking and union-busting. As Hammett’s 
anti-capitalist position hardened, the political themes in his fiction sharpened. To 
an increasing degree Hammett was transforming the urban hard-boiled detective 
story — which he had done more than anyone during the Twenties to create — into 
Prohibition-era social criticism.103 The Glass Key deepens Hammett’s work in the 
whodunit form and discloses the “anarchic violence at the center of this recogniz 
ably American world” (Shulman 416) of corporate power and money politics. In 
particular in The Glass Key Hammett investigates the deepening convergence of 
capitalism and state power — a disturbing signature of European fascism — dur 
ing the widening social chaos of the Depression in the United States.

In 1930 when Hammett was finishing The Glass Key, Huey Long was in his 
third year as governor of Louisiana. He had seized control of Louisiana’s patron 
age system to create an unprecedented political juggernaut backed by the state 
police, which he employed as a private army. To intimidate political opponents, he 
posted National Guard troops around the capitol and governor’s mansion. Hold 
overs from previous administrations were forced off state boards and commissions 
and replaced with compliant appointees. Long packed the courts with loyalists 
who ran on his ticket and owed him allegiance. He mixed political payoffs with 
strong-arm tactics to dominate the legislature and ram bills into law. He engaged 
in bitter fights over utility rates and refinery taxes, the latter issue leading to a 
heated impeachment vote and trial in 1929. After the state senate narrowly failed 
to convict Long of charges of bribery and malfeasance, the Kingfish moved ahead 
with a daring power grab. Knowing that state law prohibited him from succeeding 
himself as governor, he ran for the U.S. Senate in 1930 with two years left in his 
gubernatorial term. The Long senatorial campaign engaged in unprecedented ex 
tortion to extract contributions from oil companies, road-construction firms, and 
building contractors. All state employees were forced to contribute 5% of their 
salaries to the “deduct box” or lose their jobs. Exorbitant royalties, commissions, 
and fees were attached to state contracts. Such graft and plunder allowed the Long 
machine to build a huge political war chest, to be used to finance campaigns, pay 
kickbacks, and buy votes. Long easily won the 1930 senatorial election while con 
tinuing to serve as governor until early 1932, when his hand-picked successor took 
office in Baton Rouge.114

The Glass Key takes place during an election year in a Prohibition-era East 
Coast city. It is not named but resembles Baltimore, Hammett’s hometown. In the 
novel it is a city notable for its thoroughgoing corruption, which expresses itself 
most vividly in brutal politics and a well-oiled spoils system. The mainspring of 
the plot is the beating-death of a state senator’s son, which occurs in the opening
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pages. Throughout the novel the most likely suspect is Paul Madvig, a brawler 
from the immigrant class (apparently Slavic). He has fought his way up the seedy 
hierarchy of bootleggers and grafters to gain control of “the city and state govern 
ment” (Hammett 137). Although he holds no elected office, Madvig controls the 
votes. As everybody knows, he is “’the man that runs the city’” (172). Madvig is a 
wealthy businessman who owns the East State Construction & Contracting Com 
pany, which thrives on rigged contracts (for example, rail and sewerage projects) 
from the city. His booming construction business serves as a front for his criminal 
interests, including gambling, bootlegging, bribery, and larceny. During the novel 
Madvig acquires and disposes of politicians much as he shuffles his company’s 
sewer contracts (25, 58). This acrid joke sums up the foul civic processes por 
trayed in The Glass Key and makes the point — from Hammett’s left-wing per 
spective — that there is no essential distinction in America between politics and 
organized crime. Also, since Madvig sees little difference between his casino and 
his construction business, The Glass Key further emphasizes the essential oneness 
of gambling and capitalism.124

Mention also might be made of the linkage between the name of Madvig’s 
casino, the Log Cabin Club, and the long-standing political legend of the log cabin. 
This American mythology fuses sturdy frontier virtues like self-reliance and rug 
ged individualism with log cabin living, which purportedly confers Lincolnesque 
qualities of honesty and idealism. Indeed, Huey Long — who despised manual 
labor— portrayed himself as being bom in a log cabin near the village of Winnfield 
in hardscrabble north Louisiana.135 As part of the overriding scorn for American 
political institutions in The Glass Key, the Log Cabin Club serves not as a source of 
democratic values but as an urban locus of greed, hypocrisy, and crime (the mur 
der which drives the plot occurs steps away from it).

The emphasis on gambling in The Glass Key begins in the first line, which 
describes a game of craps: “Green dice rolled across the green table, struck the rim 
together, and bounced back” (3). Such references stress the instability of the wider 
world, in which chance rules human life and all relationships. Also, since the ca 
sino displaces city hall as the site of de facto authority and power, political ideals 
like democracy and justice are turned into illusions, not to be taken seriously and 
in fact dangerous to hold. In the casino mentality of The Glass Key only luck, the 
fix, gain and loss are real. In addition everything is commodified and on sale for 
the highest bidder to purchase. Symptomatic of economic and social chaos, family 
ties likewise are illusions, more destructive than sustaining. In the dirty world of 
power politics and insider capitalism, fathers murder sons, daughters incriminate 
their fathers, and fathers pimp their daughters. Intimate relationships are similarly 
perverted, as gray-haired men marry wives barely out of school. Indeed, all sexual 
relations between men and women are tenuous and often demeaning or destruc-



110 Popular Culture Review

tive. No one in The Glass Key rises above this pervasive pattern of manipulation, 
acquisitiveness, and exploitation, and all the major characters “commit a serious 
wrong, which usually involves betrayal” (Wolfe 138).

In general, appearances are duplicitous in The Glass Key, except to the one 
character who can see through them, Ned Beaumont. Beaumont is described ex 
plicitly as “clear-eyed” (46). He has sharp vision, as Hammett indicates through 
the description of Beaumont’s rooms, “high of ceiling and wide of window, with a 
tremendous mirror over the fireplace” (16). His is an uncharacteristically bright 
and airy dwelling situated high above the foul city streets, which are occluded by 
the ever-falling “oyster-colored lines of rain” (12). Although his perceptions are as 
clear as the large windows in his apartment, Beaumont’s life is precarious — as 
fragile as glass. The instability of his existence is demonstrated when the cab in 
which Beaumont is riding is involved in a three-car collision in New York City. 
The crash leaves him uninjured but “white faced and shivering” (28) in the back of 
his taxi. Significantly, during the wreck Beaumont is pelted by “a shower of bro 
ken glass.” The shattered glass is an indication that his ability to perceive with 
clarity is vulnerable and contingent. Not only does Beaumont’s life hang by a 
thread in this soulless world, but also he is psychologically brittle and self-destruc- 
tive. He thinks of himself as “just something that’s being kicked around” (23), like 
the tumbling dice in a game of craps. In his masochistic self-perception, Beaumont 
is a battered loser in a game ruled by luck, most of it bad. Hard experience has 
convinced him that the only life-skill worth having is the ability to endure pain. 
“Might as well take your punishment and get it over with” (5) to be ready to lose 
again — this is Beaumont’s philosophy (Leenhouts 75). His gaunt frame, sallow 
face and hacking cough suggest tuberculosis, worsened by heavy indulgence in 
liquor and tobacco. As biographers have pointed out, Beaumont bears a strong 
resemblance to Dashiell Hammett (Johnson 87).

Beaumont is a gambler, not a detective, yet he solves the murder at the heart of 
the plot. Much like other Hammett characters who are professional detectives, 
Beaumont clings to a strict code of conduct that makes no pretense to conventional 
morality or even legality. His code consists of not lying to friends, not dodging 
responsibility for his mistakes, and not losing his nerve when things go wrong. But 
Beaumont on occasion can be, without remorse, as deceptive and manipulative as 
the inveterate liars and frauds in the novel. For example he plants fake evidence, 
disposes of genuine evidence, gives false information to the police, and persuades 
witnesses to withhold truthful testimony. He justifies his actions through his inside 
knowledge that the legal system is completely venal and law enforcement is crooked 
from top to bottom. In this Hobbesian world the only authentic morality is to make 
bad people suffer for their evil or stupidity — and these are often officials who are 
paid to enforce the law. To achieve this rough justice means that Beaumont at
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times must turn vigilante and scourge the wicked. Beaumont also directs this harsh 
morality on himself. He endures savage beatings and brushes with death (includ 
ing attempted suicide) as penance for his own missteps. He stoically accepts such 
punishment because he has brought it on himself through folly or miscalculation.

At the end of the book Beaumont remains alive and nominally free, if sickly 
and without prospects for a healthier, longer, or more fulfilling life. The narrative 
leaves him staring into a blank future — represented by the empty doorway de 
picted in the last sentence of the novel — and holding no expectation that his 
isolation will lessen, even though he now has a female companion. If anything, 
Beaumont has broken the strongest interpersonal tie in his life by ending his friend 
ship with Madvig. This rupture seems far too severe for the hysterical heterosexual 
love offered by Janet Henry ever to heal. Indeed, Janet’s timid sexuality seems to 
have been awakened only by the collapse of her conventional class and gender 
ideals. Her disenchantment sends her into the arms of Beaumont, a gambler and 
political fixer who seems largely indifferent to her sexual promise.

For a bleak noir work regarded by contemporary reviewers as an apolitical 
thriller, Hammett’s novel has a distinct topical edge. The novel is set during Prohi 
bition (1920-33), which was enacted by Congress to uplift society by banning 
alcohol and reducing crime. Instead, it created modem American “organized” crime, 
caused an epidemic of public bribery, and led to widespread civic corruption and 
cynicism — all of which Hammett depicts. Furthermore, The Glass Key seems 
strikingly to anticipate Warren’s All the King's Men in portraying the Prohibition- 
era rise of a Huey Long-like political dictator. Indeed, The Glass Key may be the 
first in the series of “Huey Long” disguised historical novels leading to All the 
King’s Men. As has been noticed previously in Warren scholarship (Cunningham 
35-36), detective-novel formal similarities exist between The Glass Key and All 
the King’s Men. Beaumont is a hatchet man who serves the interests of Paul Madvig, 
much as Jack Burden serves Willie Stark. Both political henchmen work as dirty- 
tricks specialists for their bosses, who themselves rely on extortion and kickbacks 
to stay in power. Ned Beaumont is political enforcer and ruthless campaign strate 
gist. Jack Burden keeps a little black book containing dirt he has dug up to black 
mail the Boss’ opponents.

But the similarities between Burden and Beaumont run deeper than their roles 
as sleuths. Both men hold nihilistic philosophies. Jack believes in the Great Twitch, 
a mechanistic godhead who controls human destiny. Under the rule of the Great 
God Twitch, “all life is but the dark heave of blood and the twitch of the nerve” 
(Warren 311), Jack tells us. Ned is less educated but more blunt. “I don’t believe in 
anything” (169), he states flatly. Lacking belief, Beaumont clings to personal fi 
delity, and his deepest loyalty is to Paul Madvig. Madvig, he says, lifted him out of 
the gutter and set him on his feet again. In return Beaumont is willing to do almost
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anything for his benefactor, including cover up his crime if it turns out that Madvig 
is a murderer (146).

The one thing Beaumont will not do is to allow Madvig to pretend he can gain 
acceptance into the local aristocracy (however vicious its pretensions might be). In 
both All the King ’s Men and The Glass Key, the political boss (Willie Stark, Paul 
Madvig) falls for a woman of patrician standing (Anne Stanton, Janet Henry), and 
both politicians try to rise above their class to win her. In each case the attempt is 
self-defeating. In both novels the refined woman’s sexuality is stimulated less by 
longing for the politician-suitor than by disillusionment with her formerly revered 
politician-father (Governor Stanton, Senator Henry). Her discovery of her father’s 
corruption destroys her sense of innocence and eroticizes her. In both books the 
agent who provides her with this shattering knowledge of paternal guilt is the male 
sleuth (Jack Burden, Ned Beaumont), who discovers criminality beneath the aris 
tocratic veneer. At the end she turns to this man as a romantic partner to fill the 
emotional void left after her father has been displaced. By a Freudian transference, 
Jack/Ned becomes sexually appealing to Anne/Janet precisely because he has dis 
credited her father. In turn both men offer a cold, lonely masculinity that attracts 
these disillusioned women. They chose these men as romantic partners at least as 
much to free themselves from the infantilizing influence of their domineering fa 
thers as to establish independent adult relationships.

These intertextual similarities strongly suggest that The Glass Key was a di 
rect influence on All the King ’s Men. To be sure, Warren’s novel draws heavily on 
the conventions of the hard-boiled detective novel as the plot leads Jack Burden 
through a web of guilty secrets. More certain yet is that Paul Madvig in The Glass 
Key is the first Long-like character in a fictional chain that leads to Governor Stark 
in All the King's Men. True, Madvig is not an elected office-holder. But he controls 
his state’s political machine in a way that is just as iron-fisted as Stark’s domi 
nance -  or as the despotism of any of the disguised “Huey Long” dictator-politi 
cians in other American novels of the Thirties and Forties.

Indicating the extent of Madvig’s power, a portrait of the state governor hangs 
for all to see at the second-floor landing (4,140) of Madvig’s speakeasy. The sug 
gestion, of course, is that the casino displaces the statehouse and that Madvig is the 
real authority figure in a skein of vice from the gutter to the capitol. The novel’s 
plot is set in motion by Madvig’s effort to reelect a veteran state senator, Ralph 
Bancroft Henry, whose hold on office has weakened. Madvig’s effort to rescue 
Henry’s fading political fortunes has nothing to do with the senator’s merit as an 
office-holder; it is merely a ploy for Madvig to get close to Henry’s pretty blond 
daughter, Janet. So eager is the senator to accept this unexpected political boost 
that he panders her to Madvig, a man whose crude sexuality incites Janet both to 
hatred and self-hatred, for she falsely encourages him to please her domineering
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father. Much of the action in the novel is driven by the dynamics of the upcoming 
election and Madvig’s heavy-handed efforts “to re-elect the whole city administra 
tion” (69) along with Senator Henry.

These efforts mean squeezing campaign contributions from businessmen and 
pressuring ward bosses to deliver votes (62-3). They include pulling all the strings 
in City Hall. The District Attorney, Michael J. Farr, is a client politician whose job 
is either not “to do much Paul wouldn’t tell you to do” (151) or to “jump through 
hoops” (155) at Paul’s command. Similarly, Chief of Police Rainey is on-call to do 
Madvig’s bidding. In the novel’s main subplot, Madvig decides to break the power 
of a rival racketeer, Shad O’Rory, by ordering Chief Rainey to raid O’Rory’s speak 
easies (61). Top police officials like Captain Doolan are unhappy with this order, 
because O’Rory has been paying them well to look the other way, and these raids 
disrupt the payoffs. O’Rory’s sense of betrayal leads him to retaliate by starting a 
crime wave to make Madvig’s city officials look bad. O’Rory also puts up large 
amounts of money to buy votes to tilt the election and even gives $10,000 to Ned 
Beaumont to frame his boss in the Observer, the anti-Madvig newspaper. O’Rory 
does not know that the frame is itself a set-up. Because Madvig controls the courts, 
Judge Phelps can be counted on to issue a midnight ruling to halt the presses at the 
Observer. The phony anti-Madvig story will never be published, and the editor is 
driven to suicide. Other high office-holders, men with names like Rutlege and 
Brody (155) owe their positions to Madvig and depend on him for their reelection.

However, at the end of The Glass Key Paul Madvig reverses himself. Instead 
of reelecting his slate, he plots to send his entire ticket of ‘bastards” (203) to defeat 
at the polls. He does this in retribution for their disloyalty to him during the power 
struggle with O’Rory. The next four years will be spent, he vows, assembling an 
even more crooked crew of candidates who will know their places when Madvig 
puts them in office. Thus, despite the solution to the crime that set the plot in 
motion — Senator Henry is arrested after confessing to murdering his ne’r-do- 
well son — there is no lessening of political wheeling and dealing, only the prom 
ise that it will continue to intensify in the years to come.

In sum, The Glass Key paints a sordid picture of civic corruption under Boss 
Madvig. Hammett characterizes him as a political gangster who views democracy 
as just another racket. Except for its East Coast location, the urban setting of The 
Glass Key offers no substantial difference from Personville, the hideous western 
city known as “Poisonville,” where Hammett’s first novel Red Harvest (1929) is 
laid. Poisonville’s evil lies in its greed for money and power. This noxious mining 
and manufacturing town is presented in Red Harvest as the logical end-point of 
laissez-faire capitalism. In Poisonville the “businessman and gangster have be 
come indistinguishable” (Bentley 65). The same holds true in The Glass Key, with 
the addition that now the gangster has become indistinguishable from the politi-
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cian — as many observers came to feel about Huey Long. No one owes any respon 
sibility to public institutions or, for that matter, the public. Unemployment, regres 
sive taxation, and workers’ rights — all pressing political issues of the era — are of 
no concern to elected officials. Business as usual continues in the world of The 
Glass Key because gangland and city hall remain the same regardless of the out 
come of elections. One corrupt administration will replace another, but graft will 
keep on as before. There is no expectation that American government or casino 
capitalism will become any less dishonest as long as would-be dictators like Paul 
Madvig — or the real-life Huey Long in Louisiana — remain in power to make a 
mockery of representative democracy, separation of powers, and due process.

Eastern Washington University Philip Dubuisson Castille

Notes
1. Lewis’ novel appeared in October 1935, a month after Long’s assassination. But it was written earlier 
that year, when Long was stepping up his campaign for the Democratic Party presidential nomination 
in 1936.
2. Hammett met Heilman in 1930, several months after completing The Glass Key. New Orleans was 
her hometown. See Layman, Selected Letters 80.
3. Hammett’s biographer Richard Layman seems too hasty when he concludes that “The Glass Key is 
remarkably apolitical” (118). On the contrary the novel seems strikingly leftist in its mordant treatment 
of bourgeois democracy and free enterprise. Hammett’s social themes and the anti-fascist tendencies of 
the crime genre are discussed by Robert Greene in his entry on Detective Fiction in the Encyclopedia o f  
the American Left 191-92.
4. Long’s misuse of power is documented in Hair’s The Kingfish and His Realm: The Life and Times o f  
Huey P. Long.
5. In The Glass Key American corruption is symbolized by illegal gambling, which functions as a 
distortion of licit capitalism and sanctioned government. Following the lead of Hammett’s fiction, 
many detective novels of the Thirties and Forties — and numerous films noirs adapted from them — 
continue this sardonic pattern of imagery. See Krutnik 252-53.
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The Alcoholic Isolation 
and Fall to Self-Destruction in 
Edwin Arlington Robinson’s 

“Mr. Flood’s Party”

Edwin Arlington Robinson’s “Mr Rood’s Party” has enchanted and delighted 
readers of poetry for decades. Perhaps its appeal lies in its poignant descriptions of 
the pains and frustrations of getting older; perhaps it has something to do with the 
poem’s remarkable viscerality; perhaps the poem is appreciated simply because it 
describes a rather sentimental interlude in the life of a lonely old bachelor who 
gets throughly soused while trudging home (see Appendix A for a complete ver 
sion of the poem). I would suggest, however, that, while all these perspectives 
indicate a commendable appreciation for the piece, they do not take full account of 
its remarkable capacity to portray the overwhelming confusion that is integral with 
aging, alcoholism, and depression, most especially as that confusion has a direct 
relationship to the A. A. model of disease and addiction. In this regard, then, per 
haps a detailed socio-critical explication might help us to appreciate the poem’s 
genius even further. At the same time, such an approach might also provide a more 
comprehensive perspective on the crippling effects of long-term, abusive drinking 
among our senior citizens.14

As the poem begins, it is late and a rather scholarly old hermit named Eben 
Rood has gone to town to fill his jug and is now making his way home. Eben is a 
disheveled and somewhat eccentric fellow; and, as we get to know him further, it 
becomes evident that his intoxication and solitary circumstance reflect the painful 
relationship between alcoholism and aging, abandonment, and loneliness. Eben 
has apparently developed a very curious relationship with his jug; and, on the 
particular evening that we meet him, the old man has been drinking a good deal 
from it and is way over his limit. Our first reaction might involve some degree of 
sympathy. After all, he is a rather heroic though inebriated pilgrim who has very 
little to look forward to, who feels quite maudlin, and who has been left to grow 
old alone in an uncaring world. But this is not entirely the case. It is important to 
realize that Eben’s intoxication and isolation are very much of his own making; 
and, in fact, it appears that the old man has chosen to leave the village and live a 
solitary life in order to grow old and self-destruct in alcohol unobserved.

Eben is not a very happy man. On the particular evening that we meet him, he
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is in no great hurry to get back to his hermitage; and, indeed, as he trudges up the 
road, his arrival home is delayed even further when he stops unexpectedly and 
looks warily around. At first, this is something of a mystery; but it quickly be 
comes evident that the old fellow is planning on taking a private nip from his jug 
and carrying on just a bit. We should not be surprised, then, if he is strangely self- 
conscious, because he has probably been thinking for some time about taking that 
drink-though, judging by his behavior, he has already had a good many other 
drinks farther back down the road. In any case, we may assume that the old man is 
concerned that someone might have seen him take those early drinks and take 
another before that; and therefore he would most certainly be concerned that some 
one might be watching him now as well. Perhaps this kind of thinking might seem 
rather odd and paranoid; but, since he is already quite bibulous and since, as we are 
soon to discover, he does indeed have a drinking problem, we should not be sur 
prised that the old fellow would not want anyone to measure his intake — that is 
simply a very natural part of the alcoholic mind set.

We might also note that when Eben pauses, he is neither in the village nor 
home. He is between places both metaphorically and literally; so that, in a sense, 
he is absolutely nowhere, as if suspended in a kind of limbo between life and death 
as well as between society and the hermitage. This is suggested obliquely in Eben’s 
ascent to his lonely hermitage away from the village, as if he were seeking some 
kind of balance between heaven above and mortal life below. In living above the 
town, then, old Eben has figuratively stationed himself above all earthly affairs, 
both egotistically and physically; and his painful upward trek to his mountain hut 
suggests a literal determination to distance himself from humanity in a concerted 
withdrawal from society and the companionship of Tillbury Town where he had 
gone to fill his jug.15

And so, Eben begins to talk to himself and proposes a drink to himself and 
reminisces about himself to himself and insists on another drink to himself. While 
there is a certain humor underlying all his self-talk, one also wonders if perhaps 
the old man drinks literally to his addiction and his dual Jekyll and Hyde nature. 
Except for the other duality implicit in the reflected light of the harvest moon, 
suggesting perhaps his own harvest of years, he appears caught, both literally and 
figuratively, in darkness and in confusion. This is particularly evident in his long 
hike down the road to fill a jug that will likely be nearly exhausted from drink after 
drink before he gets home. Like Sisyphus and his infamous stone, the old man 
pushes up the mountain, drinking as he goes, only to very likely find that he must 
eventually return down the mountain to fill his jug, only to have to return back up 
the mountain, drinking as he goes, only to have to return again.

Old Eben begins his speech, quoting a romantic poem, singing a maudlin 
song, and toasting himself as he goes along. To get just the right perspective on
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things, the old man paces away in the reflected light; extends his hand — a nice, 
dramatic gesture; transforms the roadway into a stage — as an intoxicant, he would 
love stages and a dramatic sense of things; and begins to talk to himself. The bird 
of time “is on the wing,” the old man says. No doubt, he would know The Rubaiyat 
well. It would be a favorite poem for anyone who feels maudlin, bibacious, and 
scornful of consequences and the capriciousness of fate. Eben is all too aware of 
the carpe diem perspective in Fitzgerald’s masterpiece, and he is aware also of its 
very direct reference to his own condition and his prospects for the future. Indeed, 
he seems to exhibit very little concern about consequences and all his tomorrows, 
except that, from his perspective, the only thing that can be held up to any kind of 
guiding light is his jug; and, as for his future days, they lead invariably and unre 
lentingly to loneliness and emptiness and death. That is not a pretty picture; and, 
that, apparently, is reason enough to drink — at least for old Eben. And so, he 
addresses himself very politely — as if in the company of a special friend who was 
deserving of just the right protocol and tenderness,

“Well, Mr. Flood, we have the harvest moon 
Again, and we may not have many more; 
the bird is on the wing, the poet says,
And you and I have said it here before.
Drink to the bird.” He raised up to the light 
The jug that he had gone so far to fill,
And answered huskily: “Well, Mr. Flood,
Since you propose it, I believe I will.”

Having confessed to the pressures of the passage of time and previous occa 
sions with his jug and his impending death — and having then toasted himself 
politely in the middle of the road, Eben argues with himself rather superficially 
about having another drink — and another. It is interesting to note that he feels that 
this urging to intoxication must be premised on a bit of old-fashioned etiquette, if 
only for the sake of civility. “Only a very little, Mr Rood,” he chirps to himself. 
Only we know that Flood has had a great deal more than a very little already, and, 
like his name in the ebb and flow of life, he is becoming flooded in liquor, even as 
his life ebbs away.

As it turns out, Eben has begun feeling rather maudlin about finalities and the 
harvest of years. It is easy for us as readers to acknowledge and sympathize with 
his pains and disappointments in old age; but it is apparent that Robinson is not 
simply content to present a bathetic portrait of an old man who doesn’t have many 
years left. Rather than do that, he has chosen to heighten our appreciation for the 
futility of Eben’s circumstance by injecting a mock heroic element. With obvious
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tongue in cheek, the poet tells us that Eben is a shadowy compatriot of Roland’s 
ghost, that like the tragic Roland, he too is a scarred and armored knight, that he 
too has managed to hold on “as if enduring to the end”. He writes of Eben that,

Alone, as if enduring to the end 
A valiant armor of scarred hopes outworn,
He stood there in the middle of the road 
Like Roland’s ghost winding a silent horn.

This chivalric costuming of the old man, while sympathetic enough, is also 
fraught with overstatement and melodrama. In truth, of course, Eben could not 
possibly be a knightly shadow of Roland: his “end” involves no great epic; it em 
braces no chivalric battle. While he raises his jug up to his mouth, that very jug 
hardly resembles the silent, epic horn that Roland raised to his, nor is the old 
fellow engaged in princely combat for a sacred cause like his ghostly compatriot. 
Admittedly, his situation does indeed appear rather hopeless; and, perhaps, as with 
Roland, it may be too late for much hope, but this is in an alcoholic sense, not from 
the standpoint of chivalric combat. In point of fact, while the old man is something 
of a gentleman and addresses himself to himself by his last name, he is no liege. 
He is only a tired and befuddled old intoxicant who has wrapped himself in such a 
haze of booze and melancholia that his thin shield of armor, such as it is, offers 
very little protection from the pains of a reality check or loneliness or the insults of 
aging.

Back down the road where he might find an element of sanity and fellowship 
in the common ground of humanity, we learn that the village has closed its doors 
and that Eben has become something of a pariah. He can expect no living wel 
come. Only its dead are perceived as offering him a phantom salutation:

Below him, in the town among the trees,
Where friends of other days had honored him,
A phantom salutation of the dead 
Rang thinly till old Eben’s eyes were dim

Old Flood might fancy that he is hearing a sentimental ovation. In his intoxi 
cated state and through his alcoholic tears, he would probably love a sentimental 
ovation — especially one that was rather morbid, for that is a characteristic of the 
intoxicated perception. In truth, however, the phantom ovation — like the phan 
tom ghost of Roland—is histrionic, a pathetic and rather sentimental hallucination 
that only confirms the old man’s loneliness and the depths of his overcharged sen 
timentality and intoxication.
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In any case, consider how Eben treats the jug he has gone so far to fill, for it is 
of no small importance to him. Robinson tells us that he lays it down, “...as a 
mother lays her sleeping child,” that he cradles it with a perverse tenderness, “know 
ing that most things break” (1. 28). We are reminded that Eben himself is cradled 
between life and death, even as he is cradled between the town and the upland 
hermitage. When Eben drinks, then, he is also setting himself “down.” The jug is 
his “road,” his harvest, his alcoholic bottom. For Eben, then, life, his circumstances, 
his liquor are all much the same. They are connected irretrievably to his jug. No 
wonder then that he treats it tenderly. It is his ultimate progeny and his final legacy.

And so the old fellow takes another drink, makes another speech, rationalizes 
a bit about the last time he got drunk in the middle of the road, and welcomes 
himself home, although he is really only in the middle of the road. And then, fol 
lowing one more drink, he closes his tender little party by singing, “For auld lang 
syne” — to himself, although it is a song of fellowship. His choice of music is 
horrifically sentimental. Bums’ poem, appreciated by some, has more recently 
degenerated to a mawkish New Year’s ditty, and is perhaps best endured by mid 
night celebrants who have three sheets to the wind.

It is interesting to note that the fact that Eben is entertained by two moons 
during the song doesn’t seem to bother him in the least. We may assume that he is 
quite accustomed to double vision — proof positive of his stupendous intake. In 
fact, the ‘lunacy’ of two moons is very likely enjoyed in much the same way as he 
enjoys his two selves.16 Symbolically, they reflect perhaps the few or so odd re 
maining years of Eben’s own life ; and, in that regard, they tell us a good deal about 
the falsehood of the old man’s life and fate and his circumstance as an ambiguous 
and blurred reflection of opaque reality, suggested obliquely in the blue light of the 
two orbs above him.

The melancholy of the moment and the last notes of the song provide a good 
reason — although he doesn’t really need one (but consistency is not one of Eben’s 
virtues, anyway) — for raising the jug once again, though regretfully, to the light. 
By this time, the old man has become flooded — though he still proceeds to argue 
again about how much he should drink as a matter of propriety. We might remem 
ber, of course, that as a man with a serious drinking problem who is already very 
intoxicated, Eben doesn’t really need a reason for drinking or for adding a bit more 
to his intake. It is likely that he has always had a reason for drinking; and, it is also 
likely that, were he to run out of reasons—be it loneliness, old age, injuries, injus 
tices — he would probably drink anyway, because that is the nature of alcoholism 
and that is the nature of abusive drinking.17

As the poem closes the old man enters the final depressing stages of drunken 
ness. His bleak shaking of the head affirms his realization that nothing works, that 
he is entangled in a hopeless, numbing world that leads nowhere, neither up nor
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down, and that perhaps, as Shakespeare noted, his life has deteriorated into “...a 
tale...signifying nothing.” The poem’s ending stands in vivid opposition to the sen 
timent presented in the opening scene. This, then, is the old man’s actual future — 
not fellowship or birds or booze or songs, but a fate that is bleak, hopeless, intoxi 
cated, pointless.

In writing “Mr. Flood’s Party,” Robinson very likely described drunkenness 
as he personally had experienced and understood it.18 Whether he meant to de 
scribe a charming little party with a bleak ending or a pathetic alcoholic with no 
future may not be the point. Consciously or not, Robinson has invited us into one 
of the most critical areas of the alcoholic mind and shown us its twisted percep 
tions, its self-destructiveness, its isolation, its denial, and, even, its insanity. In so 
doing, he has presented a richly textured, clinically accurate portrait of a man who 
is fast approaching the most destructive and hopeless stage of his disease.

Mesa State College Matts G. Djos

Notes
1. In a letter to Witter Bynner written October 14,1921, Robinson said that he had a “prejudiced liking” 
for Flood and was glad Bynner approved of his creation (see page 127 of Selected Letters). In an earlier 
letter to Louis Ledoux on December 14,1920, he writes that Rood has made his “disreputable debut” 
in Nation, the poem having been turned down by Colliers for alcoholic reasons (see page 123 of Selected 
Letters). Robinson seems here to reveal both an element of rebellion against the social order and a 
feeling of kinship with his creation.
2. It is interesting to note that Robinson has chosen to name the little hamlet back down the road for a 
light two-wheeled carriage without a top. The very name suggests a certain openness and vulnerability- 
as is any relationship with society or any kind of human communion. In this case, however, the old 
curmudgeon will have none of such exposure or vulnerability-indeed, we may suppose that he has 
discerned all too well that such vulnerability and openness is integral with the nature of human affairs 
and the price of social intercourse.
3. Joseph Harkey rationalizes Rood’s two moons as symbolic of a dual time frame. He feels that a man 
of Rood’s integrity would not get drunk and would not see double (20). Harkey thus seems to think that 
moral fiber and willpower are adequate defenses against excessive drinking. This may be true for most 
people; but will power and integrity have nothing to do with alcoholic attitudes, except that they don’t 
work. Harkey thinks that he proves his point by noting that Rood has only (!) three drinks during the 
party. Besides, he argues, Rood is trying to escape his loneliness, and he is bitter because his life is 
uncertain. Harkey does not seem prepared to admit that loneliness, bitterness, and a fear of loss of 
control are the hallmarks of alcoholism. It is ironic that, while Harkey thinks he has given reasons why 
Rood is not an alcoholic, he has provided a truckload of evidence suggesting that Eben is an alcoholic.
4. Alcoholics Anonymous describes the puzzling nature of alcoholism (see page 20) and the numerous 
excuses and alibis which an alcoholic is likely to conjure up (see page 23).
5. It is interesting to note that, although Robinson was a known alcoholic, the effects of his disease on 
his thinking and on his writing are frequently discounted and, in some cases, even politely ignored. The 
words “alcohol” or “alcoholism” are rarely indexed in Robinson’s critical canon, and his life-long 
battle with alcohol is usually given short shrift in his biographies. If alcohol is mentioned, it is frequently 
dismissed with a superficial rationale or an apology or two. One of the poet’s finest critics, Yvor Winters, 
wrote that Robinson’s brother, Herman, was “something of an alcoholic” (9), as if there was such a 
thing as quasi-alcoholism. In writing of Robinson, Winters says that the poet was “not dangerously 
addicted” to alcohol (11). In my opinion, there is no such thing as not being dangerously addicted to
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alcohol. Winters goes on to write that, although Robinson resumed drinking after prohibition, alcohol 
would no longer be a problem for the poet (11). It seems to me that, for the alcoholic, liquor is always 
a problem. Full recovery is usually impossible; alcoholics are always in recovery because their battle 
with liquor is almost always a life-long affair {Alcoholics Anonymous 43).
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Appendix A

“Mr. Flood’s Party”

Old Eben Flood, climbing alone one night 
Over the hill between the town below 
And the forsaken upland hermitage 
That held as much as he should ever know 
On earth again of home, paused warily.
The road was his with not a native near;
And Eben, having leisure, said aloud,
For no man else in Tilbury Town to hear:

“Well, Mr. Flood, we have the harvest moon 
Again, and we may not have many more;
The bird is on the wing, the poet says,
And you and I have said it here before.
Drink to the bird.” He raised up to the light 
The jug that he had gone so far to fill,
And answered huskily: “Well, Mr. Rood,
Since you propose it, I believe I will.”

Alone, as if enduring to the end 
A valiant armor of scared hopes outworn,
He stood there in the middle of the road 
Like Roland’s ghost winding a silent horn.
Below him, in the town among the trees,
Where friends of other days had honored him,
A phantom salutation of the dead 
Rang thinly till old Eben’s eyes were dim.

Then, as a mother lays her sleeping child 
Down tenderly, fearing it may awake,
He set the jug down slowly at his feet 
With trembling care, knowing that most things break; 
And only when assured that on firm earth 
It stood, as the uncertain lives of men 
Assuredly did not, he paced away,
And with his hand extended paused again:
“Well, Mr. Rood, we have not met like this
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In a long time; and many a change has come 
To both of us, I fear, since last it was 
We had a drop together. Welcome home!” 
Convivially returning with himself 
Again he raised the jug up to the light;
And with an acquiescent quaver said:
“Well, Mr. Rood, if you insist, I might.

“Only a very little, Mr. Rood—
For auld lang syne. No more, sir: that will do.” 
So, for the time, apparently it did,
And Eben evidently thought so too;
For soon amid the silver loneliness 
Of night he lifted up his voice and sang,
Secure, with only two moons listening,
Until the whole harmonious landscape rang—

“For auld lang syne.” The weary throat gave out, 
The last word wavered, and the song was done. 
He raised again the jug regretfully 
And shook his head, and was again alone.
There was not much that was ahead of him,
And there was nothing in the town below— 
Where strangers would have shut the many doors 
That many friends had opened long ago.
Edwin Arlington Robinson
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