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Angeles on April 13, 2013 at the University of 
Southern California. The conference posed two 
sets of questions. First, what do academic scrutiny 
and critical inquiry reveal about our criteria for 
defining and evaluating popular culture? Second, 
how does academic thinking help to define and 
inform both our understandings of popularity and 
the extent to which scholarly inquiries might be 
determined by academia’s tastes and biases, as well 
as by popular trends? 

Given the broad nature of this theme and 
the myriad entertainment genres, media forms, 
and methods of production encompassed by our 
understandings of “popular culture,” the organizers 
produced a guest speaker series in the weeks leading 
up to the conference date.  Utilizing the School of 
Cinematic Arts’ vast network of industry relations, 
Picturing the Popular hosted four satellite events to 
expand its investigations into popular culture into 
a semester-long project.  Each event aimed to put 
into productive dialogue the scholastic priorities 
of Critical Studies and the creative interests of 
the guests by devising an appealing academic 
framework for students to engage the subject of 
popular culture.

The first event, titled “An Evening of Online 
Comedy,” assembled members from a variety of 
comedy troupes currently producing short-form 
material for the web.  This large panel included 
the writers and performers Ben Gigli and Michael 
Rousselet from 5-Second Films; Michelle Glavan 
and Dana Pacheco from Awkward Kids; James 

Picturing the Popular
Editors’ Introduction

That there has often been disconnect between 
what is popular with mass audiences and what is 
“popular” or considered noteworthy by the academy 
need hardly be stated. Good criticism, as television 
scholars Ethan Thompson and Jason Mittell have 
recently asserted, “applies a model of thinking to 
a text in order to expand our understanding and 
experience of it,”1 a definition that applies to 
writing for both scholarly and popular audiences. 
Scholars of film, media, and popular culture have 
long grappled with finding the most productive 
ways to negotiate the potential discontinuities 
between the popularity of an object and its 
cultural or artistic merit. The popular object has 
been derided, as in Theodor Adorno’s assessment 
of popular music; it has been recuperated and 
reconsidered, as in Cahiers du Cinema’s cinephiliac 
response to Hollywood genre films.2 Over the past 
few decades, approaches such as fandom studies 
have opened up further spaces for scholars to 
consider not just the texts themselves, but what 
media consumers do with them. Perhaps, however, 
scholars have less frequently given explicit 
interrogations of the relationship between the 
ivory tower and the objects it celebrates, vilifies, or 
complicates. 

This issue of Spectator is thus devoted to 
evaluating and resituating lenses of inquiry—
both popular criticism and academic assessments. 
The essays selected for inclusion were initially 
presented at the seventh annual ZdC Graduate 
Conference, Picturing the Popular, held in Los 
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Ashby from Saturday Morning Breakfast Cereal 
Theater; and Daniel O’Brien, Jack O’Brien, and 
Michael Swaim from Cracked.  Energetic and 
funny, but also highly informative, the panel 
discussed the creative and monetary freedoms 
(and limitations) of working on the Internet.  
The speakers contended that web comedy, once 
a stepping-stone to more mainstream outlets 
like film and television, is now central to how 
comedy is produced, marketed, and consumed.  
In self-deprecating fashion, they also discussed 
the difficulties of enforcing copyrights and the 
viciousness of online comments sections.  The 
conversation was co-moderated by Dr. Benjamin 
Wright and series organizer Mike Dillon.

The second event featured a special advance 
screening of the blockbuster sequel GI Joe: 
Retaliation, presented in 3D, followed by a 
conversation with director Jon M. Chu, executive 
producer David Ellison, and actor Joe Mazzello.  
Moderated by Dr. James Boyda, the discussion 
focused broadly on dominant trends in an industry 
that relies heavily on sequels, remakes, and 
franchise “reboots.”  The guests spoke candidly 
about the critical failures of Retaliation’s 2009 
predecessor The Rise of Cobra and the kinds of 
feedback and pressures from fans they took into 
consideration when adapting this high-profile 
creative property.  They also shared their predictions 
of what production and marketing methods will 
determine mainstream Hollywood filmmaking in 
the near future – all valuable insights from industry 
insiders sensitive to approaching tides of change.  
Chu, Ellison, and Mazzello are all former SCA 
students and were eager to relay their experiences 

of life after film school to the aspiring filmmakers 
in the audience.

The third event, “An Evening with the 
Adult Film Industry,” focused on mainstream 
pornography and was the first of its kind at SCA.  
It featured Vivid Entertainment founder and co-
chairman Steven Hirsch, veteran adult film actor 
Ron Jeremy, and adult actress and former Vivid 
contract star Allie Haze.  Moderated by Dr. David 
Lerner, the discussion ranged widely from the 
cultural and political stakes of representing sex, 
the gender dynamics of the industry, the impact 
of pornography on digital consumer technologies, 

and adult film’s curious, symbiotic relationship 
with Hollywood.  Of particular note was a lengthy 
analysis of controversial legislation passed recently 
in Los Angeles County that mandates the uses of 
condoms on pornographic film sets, a measure the 
guests oppose.

Lastly, the Picturing the Popular guest 
speaker series – with additional sponsorship from 
USC’s Institute for Multimedia Literacy and 
the Annenberg School for Communication and 
Journalism – hosted Dr. Mark Campbell, a.k.a. DJ 
Grumps, a 2011-2012 Postdoctoral Fellow in the 
Improvisation, Community, and Social Practice 
Institute at the University of Guelph.  Campbell 
presented “Turning the Tables 2.0,” a performance-
lecture featuring turntables, a mixer, and Serato 
software.  Exploring the theories of Sylvia Wynter 
and Edouard Glissant, the presentation promoted 
and demonstrated non-normative understandings 
of human life through altered audio, musical 
selection, samples, interviews, and video materials; 

Panelists for An Evening Of Online Comedy 

Executive producer David Ellison, director Jon M. Chu, and actor 
Joe Mazello discuss GI Joe: Retaliation
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a subsequent conversation was moderated by 
Dr. Shana L. Redmond.  Campbell’s work is 
the subject of “Talking Across the Tables,” an 
interview conducted by conference co-organizer 
Lorien Hunter for inclusion in this issue.

The Picturing the Popular conference 
proper encompassed three panels, a roundtable 
discussion, and a keynote presentation. Opening 
the conference was a panel entitled “Criticism 
and Canons,” moderated by Dr. Thomas Kemper, 
Associate Professor of Cinematic Practice at USC. 
Seeking to understand how popular texts and the 
dialogue surrounding them become canonized, 
papers addressed formations of critical and popular 
discourse. Dr. Priya Jaikumar, Associate Professor 
of Critical Studies at USC, moderated the second 
panel, “Decentering the Popular,” which shifted 
focus away from Hollywood and examined 
production and reception in minority and non-
American contexts. The third panel, “Critical 
Literacies,” was moderated by Dr. Tara McPherson, 
Associate Professor of Critical Studies at USC. 
Papers on this panel interrogated the relationships 
between media objects, academic and popular 

criticism of them, and how canonization of texts 
and theory impact our understandings of popular 
culture in the academy and elsewhere. Each of 
these panels is represented by at least one paper in 
this volume. 

Following the panels, a roundtable discussion 
on “Pedagogy and Popular Culture” brought 
together four scholars whose research and teaching 
work engages with and interrogates popular 
culture: Dr. Nitin Govil, Assistant Professor of 
Critical Studies at USC; Dr. Virginia Kuhn, 
Associate Professor of Cinema Practice at USC 
and the Associate Director of USC’s Institute for 
Multimedia Literacy; Dr. Suzanne Scott, Mellon 
Digital Scholarship Postdoctoral Fellow, Center 
For Digital Learning + Research, Occidental 
College; and Sarah Banet-Weiser, Professor of 
Communication at USC Annenberg School for 
Communication and Journalism. Moderated by 
Brett Service, Ph.D. Candidate in Critical Studies 
at USC, the panelists discussed best practices and 
classroom strategies for teaching popular culture 
as well as research and publishing strategies for 
digital media-centered works. The conference 

Steven Hirsch, Allie Haze, and Ron Jeremy with ZdC and USC representatives
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concluded with a keynote presentation by Dr. 
Constance Penley, Professor of Film and Media 
Studies and Co-Director of the Carsey-Wolf 
Center at the University of California, Santa 
Barbara. Dr. Penley’s address, “Picturing the (Very) 
Popular: Pornography,” gave insight into her work 
as a longtime scholar of pornography, including 
teaching undergraduate classes on the subject and 
her efforts as co-producer on HBO Documentaries’ 
Porn 101 with Katie Morgan, which was screened 
as part of the presentation. 

This special issue of Spectator narrows the 

broader conference themes to a more specific focus 
on reception, critical discourse, and meta-texts. 
The issue seeks to speak not about pop culture 
objects in and of themselves, but rather, to provide 
insight through historically and culturally specific 
investigations of how these media objects circulate 
and are disseminated. Though they address a wide 
variety of subjects, the articles included each 
reflect Picturing the Popular’s call to think through 
the multiple meanings that arise from academic 
inquiry into popular culture and to contextualize 
our own interests and biases as scholars. 

 Thus, Mandy Tröger’s essay examines the 
reception of West German and U.S. television in 
East Germany in the 1980s. Working through 
tensions created by the dissemination of these 
capitalist, neoliberal media objects within a socialist 
system, Tröger asserts that much currently existing 
research, predominantly conducted from a Western 
perspective, omits the voices of former German 
Democratic Republic citizens, ignoring how they 
decoded the various media (both capitalist and 
socialist) that they consumed. Arguing that “pop 
cultural artifacts carry explicit ideologies regarding 
how we imagine the very socioeconomic system 
we inhibit,” Tröger concludes that disregarding 

The “Pedagogy and Popular Culture” roundtable discussion

Dr. Constance Penley delivers the keynote address
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how the neoliberal marketplace is represented 
carries potentially dangerous consequences for our 
understanding of popular culture. 

Working on slightly narrower fields, 
Pawan Singh and Raffi Sarkissian each 
analyze contemporary pop culture discourses 
on homosexuality. Singh’s examination of 
Bollywood filmmaker and talk show host Karan 
Johar demonstrates how the “ambiguous queer 
meanings” produced by Karan’s televised wordplay 
and antics provide multiple possible readings, 
both supporting and undermining “the dominant 
model of queer visibility and empowerment in 
India.”3 Sarkissian, arguing that entertainment 
industry awards shows provide a useful snapshot 
of what the industry currently believes to be true 
about itself, analyzes the Academy Awards and 
Emmys through nominations and awards given 
to LGBT roles and LGBT actors. Through 
mapping of characters, roles, genre, and medium, 
Sarkissian concludes that these roles, the way film 
and television academies “reward” them, and the 
rhetoric surrounding awards shows reinforces the 
seemingly outdated binary of film as an active and 
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masculine medium while television is passive and 
feminized. 

Finally, focusing specifically on television and 
expanding the analysis of gender politics, Lara 
Bradshaw and Katie Walsh offer perspectives on 
women in contemporary television. Bradshaw 
examines HBO’s Girls and its critical discourse, 
pointing to the difficulties in reading the show 
fully as either feminist or post-feminist as well 
as in situating it as a properly “quality” object, a 
designation often reserved for more “masculine” 
programming. Walsh, on the other hand, writes 
about the decidedly non-quality reality series The 
Bachelor. Her analysis focuses productively on the 
practices of recapping and live-tweeting, both types 
of labor performed by both fans and anti-fans. As 
Walsh notes, following Mark Andrejevic, though 
recappers and tweeters may be highly critical 
of the show and what Walsh terms its onscreen 
“gender humiliation,” this activity is ultimately 
reincorporated by networks and producers for greater 
profit, undercutting the criticism and encouraging 
producers to engage in more of the same behavior.


