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Dr. D. Scott Diffrient

NETFLIX STUDIES: TV in the Twenty-First Century

Reading Response #4

“Although Aristotle believed that plot was the most important part of a story, characters and their
interrelationships dominate television stories” (Victoria O’Donnell, Television Criticism, p. 80).

WHAT IS TELEVISION ACTING?
According to Merriam-Webster Dictionary, acting is “the art
or practice of representing a character on a stage or before
cameras.” A more suggestive definition reminds us that
acting involves the physical and emotional labor required to
portray a character within a storytelling medium. As one
particular type of storytelling medium, television presents
certain challenges for actors, who are required to interpret
their characters in front of cameras and for the screen over
a sustained period of time (weeks/months/years). Indeed, as
many media scholars have pointed out, the camera is the
single element that most radically differentiates the TV
actor’s performance from the stage actor’s performance.
Also, a comparative lack of lengthy rehearsal time (which is
a necessity in theater as opposed to film and television) and
a reliance on out-of-continuity shooting (in which scenes are
filmed in a different order in which they appear in the
finished film) distinguish screen acting.

Having already devoted time to the
study of mise-en-scène, we now turn
our attention to one of the key
elements of this all-encompassing term,
focusing on the ways that actors’
gestures, facial expressions, costumes,
makeup, and performative decisions
contribute to the meaning-making
experience unique to television.

Before undertaking this assignment, you should complete the following: [1] watch the first six episodes
of BoJack Horseman (season one); [2] watch the first episode of Flaked; [3] watch the first two episodes
of Arrested Development (season four); and [4] read the assigned chapter from Jason Mittell’s book
Complex TV: The Poetics of Contemporary Television Storytelling. That chapter, entitled “Characters,”
can be found in the Readings folder on Canvas, and it concerns an often-ignored aspect of television.
Specifically, Mittell asks us to consider the centrality of TV characters (and the performance of TV
actors) in the creation of complex, compelling narratives. Focusing on the three distinct performances
given by actor Will Arnett in the abovementioned Netflix programs, you should explain how your own
understanding of those shows is impacted by his (and his characters’) actions, behaviors, and words.

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER
In this week’s assigned reading, Jason Mittell explores some of the
ways in which television actors are able to create compelling,
multifaceted characters while forging a strong relational bond
between those fictional entitles and audiences who might, on
occasion, see them as “real” people. As he explains, “actors have
varying degrees of creative authority and collaborative ownership
of their ongoing characters, marking a difference from both the
literary model of single authorship and typical film models of
stand-alone character development rather than television’s
ongoing serial performances.”
Based on your viewing of three Netflix series starring Will Arnett,
explain how that actor’s distinctive physical and/or vocal traits are
used to enhance our understanding of his characters’ backgrounds
and emotional states. Do we as viewers have access to the inner
thoughts of Gob (in Arrested Development), Chip (in Flaked), and
BoJack (in the animated series of the same name)? If so, how?
Stated differently: What are some of the ways in which his
characters’ interiority is “fleshed out” or externalized?
Why, according to Mittell, is the term “identification” inadequate
in conveying the complexity of viewer-character connections?
Which three terms does the media scholar Murray Smith (who is
quoted by Mittell) introduce as alternatives to the “identification”
model, and are those concepts sufficient in explaining your own
relationship to the characters played by Arnett? That is, did you
experience one or more of those three modes of viewer-character
connection while watching the assigned episodes of Arrested
Development, Flaked, and BoJack Horseman?
On a more fundamental, subjective level, did you “like” Arnett’s
characters and/or his characterizations? Why or why not?
If you were tasked with recasting his roles in those programs,
which actors would you choose as replacements and why? In
considering this question, recall Mittell’s comment that “there are
industrial incentives to associate a program with actors who can
be used to promote the series, serve as its public face, and be
contractually committed to appear for years at a fixed salary.”
Why, from a creative and/or commercial standpoint, might
defining a program by its core characters (and the actors who play
them) be a potential problem for TV writers and producers? And
why, according to Mittell, is that “especially true of comedies”?
What are some of the ways that a viewer’s engagement with particular TV characters might extend through the
“interceding gaps” of serial television, which is normally spread out over several episodes of (potentially)
multiple seasons? Have you ever engaged in such paratextual extensions? Having watched at least a half-dozen
episodes of BoJack Horseman, do you think the title character evinces any noticeable changes? Or does he
remain relatively stable/consistent over the course of those six episodes? What are the differences between
“character growth,” “character education,” “character overhaul,” and “character transformation”? What is an
“anti-hero” and why has this figure become such an entrenched part of contemporary television programing?
(particularly in complex, serialized narratives)?

Post your response on CANVAS (in the Discussions area) before the 10:00 p.m. Wednesday, June 13

