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The Fourth Annual MeCCSa Postgraduate Conference was my first academic conference and
I would advise any postgraduate who, like myself is considering doing a PhD, to attend the
next one as it turned out to be a completely inspirational event. This annual conference is a
coming together of postgraduate students working within media, communications and
cultural studies in order to share not only their cutting-edge ideas and research within this
broad field of enquiry, but also the practicalities of undertaking a PhD and beyond. The
location was UWE's Frenchay campus, a large modern venue on the northerly edge of
Bristol, which can appear somewhat bleak, particularly during what was shaping up to be the
wettest July on record. But as the conference got underway and delegates dried out, a friendly
and informal atmosphere ensued.

The programme was structured around 68 papers based on delegates' PhD research and some
MA dissertations. These were grouped thematically into nineteen panel sessions that ran
concurrently throughout the two days. It was only possible to attend around eighteen papers,
so selection was difficult. Two further options in the first day's programme were workshops
on Teaching and Research Funding. Plenary sessions on both conference days took place
after lunch with the keynote address on day one being 'The PhD Experience and Finding
Employment' given by Libia Villazana (University of the West of England), Dr Farida Vis
(The Open University) and Dr Lincoln Geraghty (Portsmouth University). Keynote speeches
in the second day's sessions were 'Publish or Perish?' by Professor Stuart Allan (University of
the West of England), 'Adventures With Digital Video' by Professor Michael Chanan
(Roehampton University, London) and finally, 'The Raindance Film Festival', a presentation
by Elliot Grove, the festival's founder/director. Estella Tincknell, who is Head of the School
of Cultural Studies at UWE, opened the conference with a welcome address in which she
gave a brief history of cultural studies and encouraged delegates in their 'continued
engagement with the political'.

It would be impossible here to offer a comprehensive overview of the panel sessions. They
were wide-ranging in subject matter, intellectual discipline, and were culturally diverse, the
latter being a reflection of the conference as a whole. In pursuing my own interests, however,
I picked up on two recurring themes, democracy and identity. The first panel session I
attended, 'Online Citizens and Democracy', included a critical analysis by Chen Li
(University of Glasgow) of the technologies and news content of blogs and discussion
platforms devised to overcome censorship surrounding China's Golden Shield Project,
otherwise known as The Great Firewall of China. Not only does the 'shield' to some extent
isolate netizens internally, we were told, it leaves the overseas Chinese with a lack of credible
information sources on internal affairs and a consequently increased reliance on news



bloggers. As part of a case study, Chen demonstrated the analytical approach to news
coverage and news gathering used by Hong Kong blogger Mr Roland Soong whose English
language website ESWN, whilst remaining unblocked in mainland China, has become an
essential source of information for China watchers within the western media.

Einar Thorsen (University of the West of England) considered the extent to which the BBC's
interactive news website delivered 'democratic value' and 'civic engagement' during the
British general election of 2005, prompting a question from the audience – is the internet
actually anti-democratic? Other democracy issues came in the form of, for example, how
local newspapers report on current anti-war activism in their area, a shift in government
perception of the British public from 'citizens' to 'consumers' in relation to public service
broadcasting, and the citizen producer in the shape of the BBC's Video Nation website.

On identity, Cathy Baldwin (University of Oxford) described the methodology of her
investigation into the relationship between media consumption and identity formation
amongst people in England, which she described as 'media studies through an anthropological
lens'. We were told that a major part of her research involves spending eighteen months
living and working in Swindon. Her intent is to carry out a fully-fledged anthropological
fieldwork study that will enquire into everyday media consumption in people's homes and
public spaces within Swindon's various communities. 'Imagining Britishness', a paper by
Joanna Rydzewska (University of Swansea) textually analysed two films by Pawel
Pawlikowski, Last Resort (2000) andMy Summer of Love (2004), probing into both the
traditional notions of British identity and changing notions in relation to Britain's European
identity and devolution. Other identity issues ranged through 'Syncretisation and Identity:
Redefinition in the Ghanaian Diaspora of London', a paper by Richard Kpabi (University of
Westminster); 'Representations of Identity in the Hong Kong Press' by Mengmeng Zhang
(Loughborough University); 'Dressing Up as Vampires: Virtual Vamps Negotiating Female
Identity in Cyberspace' by Maria Mellins (St Mary's University College) and 'Little
Englander', a textual analysis of the television sitcom Fawlty Towers as a microcosm of
Britain, delivered by Matthew Bartley (University of Sunderland).

Film and Television Studies were variously represented, for example, in panels 'Sexual
Repressions in Cinema'; 'Film and Theatre'; 'Alternative Film'; 'Uses of Music and Sound in
Film'; and 'Television Audiences'. Norman Taylor (University of the West of England)
investigated a new textual analysis of film in his paper entitled 'The Engine of Narrative, or Is
There a Machine in the Ghost?: Revisiting Film as Anthropology'. The paper made notable
reference to the film The Matrix, together with the claim made by philosophers Zizek and
Deleuze that film itself is a form of thinking and discussed the philosophy of a textual
analysis that approaches a film as an 'artefact which has a social role as cultural prosthetic
and affects conceptual changes in the way people think by enunciating an anthropological
relation to machines in general'. Othniel Smith (University of Glamorgan) delivered a paper
entitled 'The Playwright as Filmmaker: History, Theory and Practice'. He explained that after
analysing the work of a number of playwright/filmmakers, for example, Preston Sturges,
Rainer Werner Fassbinder and David Mamet, he, as a working playwright and TV dramatist
himself, made three short films. He theorised this practice in the 'Live Cinema' manifesto and
showed clips from two of the films to demonstrate his aim of replicating the intensity of live
theatre through potent writing and performance together with the use of long, uncut takes and
minimal post-production. Within documentary film theory, Eamonn Kelly (University of the
West of England) discussed 'Representing the US Black Power Movement in Documentary
Film' and how that is understood today. The paper concentrated on two films, Agnes Varda's



Huey and Leonard Henny's Black Power We're Goin' Survive America. Both films were made
in February 1968 for the film co-operative American Documentary Films and both document
a rally, held in Oakland, California, to free Black Panther leader Huey Newton who was on
trial for killing a policeman. Eamonn demonstrated how each of the documentary filmmakers
had 'mapped' into the subject their own specific politics and ideas of what US black militancy
represented at that moment in time.

Generally the panel sessions I attended were editorially very well conceived. Papers in each
session complemented one another and provoked some interesting debates, and the
conference pack, which contained abstracts of all the papers and delegates' contact details,
facilitated networking and further discussions during the breaks.

After a very healthy lunch served in the Street Café on day one, everyone gathered in the
main lecture theatre for 'The PhD Experience and Finding Employment', a keynote delivered
from three different perspectives. Libia Villazana (University of the West of England) who
had only the day before handed in her doctorate thesis, emphasised the importance of finding
the right PhD supervisor. Dr Farida Vis, a researcher at The Open University, gave a
presentation in the form of a survival guide to 'Doing Early Career Research in Media,
Communication and Cultural Studies', offering invaluable advice and information on career
planning, publishing, networking and funding. The third speaker, Dr Lincoln Geraghty, a film
studies lecturer at the University of Portsmouth, bolstered the confidence of delegates
thinking of entering the teaching profession by advising 'Don't be scared when you go for the
interview, more likely they'll be scared of you, the new kid on the block'. All three speakers
stressed the importance of getting published. As a full-time researcher Farida Vis stated that
the expectation was to publish at least 2.25 journal articles per year. All of which linked
neatly to the following afternoon's plenary sessions which opened with Professor Stuart Allen
(University of the West of England) on 'Publish or Perish?'.

The last of the plenary session speakers at the conference were Professor Michael Chanan
(Roehampton University) on 'Adventures with Digital Video' followed by Elliot Grove of
The Raindance Film Festival. These two speakers, I thought, created an interesting and
controversial end to the conference as they spoke from diametrically opposed positions.
Interspersed with personal historical anecdotes such as using black and white 1/2 inch
videotape in the 1970s with no technological means of editing it, Michael Chanan, who is a
documentary filmmaker, talked through the phenomenon of technological convergence and
its implications across the range of media practices from modes of production to the vastly
increased means of dissemination and access via the internet. He discussed, for example, self-
publishing books and videos through a site called lulu.com, and the impact of YouTube and
other such sites that have provided a platform for free expression within digital video
production creating a breakdown of industry film formats and traditional ways of viewing.
Chanan speculated that convergence is possibly the real promise of democratisation, offering
the freedom to work outside the market and its constraints. Although he acknowledged such
independent practice will earn no-one a living, he concluded 'we should half-believe that the
digital world represents a kind of utopia just off the horizon which is truly democratic and
which will really oil the wheels of the public sphere and take us in new directions.'

It should have come as no surprise, therefore, that when Elliot Grove took to the podium and
asked 'Who would not want to see their film premiering in a movie house in Leicester
Square?', Michael Chanan said he wouldn't. The rest of us, however, chose to go along with
Elliot's fantasy in suspension of disbelief. After a brief introduction to the Raindance Film



Festival, the main thrust of Grove's presentation was independent filmmaking as commodity
production, in other words, knowing your market and operating leanly within it. With words
of advice for budding filmmakers such as: make your film specifically for the distributor's
film buyer, create your press kit before shooting, and take a leaf out of Tarantino's press kit
by telling everyone 'what an amazing genius you are, because no-one else will', his
presentation proved an informative, enlightening and entertaining end to the conference and
finished with a screening of 'The World's Shortest Film Festival', a collection of 15 second
shorts produced for the Nokia Shorts competition in association with the Raindance Film
Festival.

The conference concluded at about 5.30pm and delegates dispersed, once again into the rain.
For me, meeting people in the breaks had been as important a part of the whole event as the
papers and presentations. Before attending, I had imagined that doing a PhD would be a
solitary affair with few people to consult, but now I have witnessed a MeCCSa conference in
action I can see how easy, necessary and enjoyable it is to network with and be part of this
diverse community.



Anglo-French Cinematic Relations Since
1930
Anglo-French Cinematic Relations Since 1930 conference, University of Southampton, UK,
14 – 16 September 2007

A report by Jonathan Driskell, King's College, London,
UK

Whereas the cinematic exchange between France and Hollywood has been much discussed,
little academic work has concentrated upon Anglo-French cinematic relations, despite the
close geographical and historical relationship between the two nations. Responding to this
dearth is an AHRC-funded research project led by Lucy Mazdon at the University of
Southampton entitled 'French Cinema in Britain since 1930'. In conjunction with this,
Mazdon and Catherine Wheatley hosted a three-day conference, which aimed to embrace all
aspects of the cinematic relationship between France and the United Kingdom during the
sound cinema period. In addition, the conference was organised along with a special
exhibition, 'French Cinema in Britain, 1930-present' and a series of screenings at the nearby
Harbour Lights Cinema, making the event a multifaceted treatment of its topic.

Indeed, the 27 papers delivered – by established academics as well as those at the beginning
of their careers – tackled the subject in a variety of ways. The papers used a range of
methodologies including star studies, industry and economics, history of style and audience
research. A number of papers also drew upon a wealth of archival materials, rediscovering
lost stories from each nation's cinematic past. Whereas many centred their investigations
upon films, others located other revealing sites where Anglo-French cinematic relations are
constructed and consumed: film festivals, magazines, TV commercials and film censorship
boards, to name a few. As well as covering this range of perspectives and materials, the
conference succeeded in providing a comprehensive treatment of an ambitiously large
historical period. Whilst contemporary cinema seemed to receive the most attention, other
decades were attended to in detail – in particular, the 1930s and 1960s.

The conference was able to boast three accomplished keynote speakers: Sarah Street
(University of Bristol), Robert Tombs (University of Cambridge) and Ginette Vincendeau
(King's College, London). Tombs's paper opened the conference with an overview of French
and British perceptions of each other during the twentieth century. Dealing with films in a
cursory way, Tombs, a historian, provided a lucid historical foundation to the conference's
ensuing debate over shifts in mutual perceptions between France and the United Kingdom.
The other two keynote papers narrowed the focus onto particular aspects of Anglo-French
cinematic relations. On day two, Vincendeau's paper examined British perceptions of the
French Resistance, through analysis of the 1980s/early 1990s television sitcom 'Allo 'Allo and
the more recent film Charlotte Gray (Armstrong, 2001), based on Sebastian Faulks's novel.
She highlighted the persistence of certain British stereotypes of the French, such as, for
example, instances of French males possessing a 'weak' and 'feminised' masculinity, a quality
that is not only utilised for comedy value in 'Allo 'Allo, but also to emphasise the strength of



the eponymous British female protagonist of Charlotte Gray. The final keynote paper, which
wrapped up the conference on the third day, was Street's 'New Waves, New Publics?: The
Nouvelle Vague, Frenchness and British Cinema', in which she examined the influence of
French cinema on the British New Wave of the 1960s through reference to, amongst other
films, Room at the Top (Clayton, 1959) and The Greenage Summer (Gilbert, 1961). Here she
discussed the influence of French Poetic Realism as well as the presence of French stars in
these films (Simone Signoret in the former and Danielle Darrieux in the latter).

All three papers dealt expertly with issues of representation (particularly of gender and, of
course, nation), making them an ideal foundation for the other papers which used a similar
framework. Work focusing on British views of the French included Steven Allen's
(University of Winchester) talk on representations of the French in British school comedies,
Jonathan Driskell's (King's College, London) discussion of the British films of the 1930s
French film star Annabella, Steven Gerrard's (University of Lampeter) analysis of national
sexual stereotypes in Carry On, Emmanuelle (Thomas, 1978) and Amy Sargeant's
(University of Warwick) examination of representations of the French and French cinema in
British TV commercials. Discussing French and British actresses, such as Juliette Binoche
and Kristin Scott-Thomas, William Brown (St. Andrew's University) not only considered
British representations of the French, but also French representations of the British. Indeed, in
terms of representational issues, the conference was well-balanced, with roughly an even
number of papers considering French views of the British as vice versa. For example, Leila
Wimmer (King's College, London) talked about the British actresses Jane Birkin and
Charlotte Rampling, Murray Pratt (University of Sydney) discussed the United Kingdom's
place in the 'Eurospace' depicted in the films of Cédric Klapisch, and John Lechte (Maquerie
University) considered the different angles on Englishness presented in three French New
Wave films: François Truffaut's Les Deux Anglaises et le Continent (1971), Alain Resnais's
Smoking/No Smoking (1993) and Marguerite Duras's India Song (1974).

Whilst these papers focused on the role that cinema has played in constructing one nation's
view of the other through the screening of representations to a domestic audience, other
papers focused more on the exchange from each nation's cinema, at the film industry level,
interrogating the way that a relationship has been forged through the numerous instances of
cinematic import/export (films, personnel, ideas/style) that have crossed the Channel. Vincent
Porter (Westminster University/Portsmouth University) provided a comprehensive account of
the exhibition and distribution of French films in the 1930s, an agenda that was pursued
further in a contemporary context in Min J. Lee's (Korean Film Council) paper on the
reception of English-language French films (such as The Fifth Element (Besson, 1997)) and
'non-French auteur' French (co)-productions. British perceptions of French cinema were also
examined in Cécile Renaud's (University of Southampton) discussion of the French Film
Festival UK, in which she questioned the extent to which the festival supported or challenged
stereotypical ideas of French cinema, such as the belief that it is predominantly auteur-
centred. The reception of French cinema in Britain was analysed from a different
methodological perspective in papers by Sarah Leahy (University of Newcastle) and Melanie
Selfe (University of Glasgow) who both utilised audience research. On the final day Geoffrey
Nowell-Smith (Queen Mary's, University of London) contributed to this strand of
investigation through his account of the emergence in British cinema culture of discourses on
the French New Wave. Collectively, these papers highlighted the variety that has
characterised British perceptions of French cinema since 1930, beyond deified notions of
France's auteurs and film movements.



The movement of films from one country to the other also prompted discussion on the issue
of the adaptation of films for foreign audiences, a concern that was dealt with in Charles
O'Brien's (Carleton University) paper on the French version of Hitchcock's Waltzes from
Vienna (1934) and Sonali Joshi's (Independent Scholar) discussion of film subtitling. In
considering French views of British films, these two papers helped to balance the
conference's slight bias towards the reception of French cinema. Indeed, more papers
focusing on French views of British cinema would have been extremely productive, enabling
the conference to address the perennial question of whether French people are interested in
British cinema (a question that is often linked to Truffaut's statement that the term 'British
cinema' is an oxymoron!).

Papers were not only concerned with the crossing of films from one side of the Channel to
the other, but also the movement of film personnel and cinematic influences. In addition to
the panel on the transnational careers of a number of French and British stars (Brown,
Driskell and Wimmer), Robert Murphy (De Montfort University) discussed Truffaut's British
film Fahrenheit 451 (1966), for which the French director worked in a national cinema that
he had been famously critical of. Charles Drazin's (Queen Mary's, University of London)
paper on Alberto Cavalcanti's wartime propaganda film, Went the Day Well? (1942),
discussed the hitherto unexamined international influences on what has been seen as an
extremely British film. Other papers explored the movement of cinematic ideas between the
two nations. In addition to Street's discussion of French influences on the British New Wave,
Elena Von Kassel (University of Paris Nanterre) highlighted the importance of French
surrealism to the quintessentially British Humphrey Jennings, and Reidar Due (University of
Oxford) examined the French influence (amongst other nations) on Schlesinger's Darling
(1965). In addition, Henry K. Miller (Birkbeck College) discussed the dialectic between
British and Parisian ideas existing within the writing of Raymond Durgnat, an Anglo-Saxon
critic who was well versed in French theoretical debates in the 1960s.

Another type of paper took a different approach to discussing Anglo-French cinematic
relations by locating a phenomenon common to each cinema, and exploring each nation's
response to it. For example, Daniel Biltereyst (University of Ghent) discussed the different
censorship strategies used in Britain and France (as well as other countries) to the French
New Wave in order to highlight cultural differences between the two nations. Similarly,
examining the 'ghetto' in the French La Haine (Kassovitz, 1995) and the British Bullet Boy
(Dibb, 2004), James Morrisey (Queen Mary's, University of London) discussed differing
national attitudes to multiculturalism. In addition, Christophe Dupin (Queen Mary's,
University of London) compared the British National Film Library and the French
Cinématheque Française, whilst discussing the cooperation between their founders Ernest
Lindgren and Henri Langlois. There were not many papers focusing specifically on such
cinematic co-operation between France and Britain. However, this was a topic that was also
explored by Justin Smith (University of Portsmouth) in his talk on the Anglo-French film co-
production agreement between 1965 and 1979.

With such a wide-ranging set of papers, the conference was able to address many key features
of the cinematic relationship between France and Britain. Canonic aspects of each nation's
cinema were discussed, but in fresh ways – for instance, papers on the French New Wave
questioned its 'Frenchness' by identifying British influences. A strength of the event was that
it brought together top scholars of each nation's cinema; the discussions that took place
proved to be productive forums for specialists in each field to exchange knowledge and ideas.
It was therefore a shame that not many academics working in France attended the conference,



as this would have introduced another useful dimension to such discourse. Whilst the
conference was generally extremely successful in its depth and scope, there seemed to be a
couple of slight biases. For example, greater emphasis was placed on the cinematic relations
constructed through film rather than television and other media, an imbalance that was only
addressed in papers by Vincendeau and Sargeant. In addition, although the 'Anglo' in the
conference's title was referring to the whole of the United Kingdom, little attention was paid
towards the non-English British countries. However, such minor blind-spots only serve to
highlight that the event has revealed a vast and fruitful area of study and one that will
certainly receive further examination in the future. A number of the papers will be published
in an edited anthology, providing a foundation for such work. Undoubtedly this will become
an essential guide to this important but overlooked area of inquiry.



Reception Studies Society
Reception Studies Society, Bi-Annual Conference, University of Missouri, Kansas City,
USA, 27 – 29 September 2007

A report by Brian Faucette, University of Kansas, US

The increasing desire to understand how people interact with images and texts was one of the
major topics for discussion at the Reception Studies Society conference held in Kansas City,
MO. The event was hosted by the film department at the University of Missouri in Kansas
City in conjunction with the Reception Studies Society. It spanned two days with papers that
focused on literary approaches to reception studies as well as papers that addressed the
current state of reception study in cinema, and how in fact cinema studies would benefit from
utilizing reception as a methodological approach.

The plenary address presented by Janet Staiger, an authority on reception studies within the
discipline of film studies, attempted to theorize and bridge the gap between reception studies
as a method within cinema and that of other disciplines, such as literature and cultural
studies. The title of her paper was 'The Revenge of Film Education Movement: Cult Movies
and Fan Interpretative Behavior.' In this paper, Staiger first addresses how through the
internet fans have been able to create spaces for discussion of films. Discussions which in
large part she argues are the result of film becoming an academic discipline and the fact that
in the age of home video and DVD, more and more viewers are able to see films multiple
times. In order to craft this theoretical approach that differs from cognitive film theory, she
traces how Hollywood and educators collaborated throughout the 1930s and 1940s to create a
more discerning mass film audience. This trend is interrupted, she argues, by the effects of
the post-World War II boom and the migration from the cities to the suburbs, thus creating a
smaller audience potential for films. An offshoot of this development was the creation of a
film business that catered to smaller adult audiences and to mass teen audiences.

In the 1970s and 1980s, as a result of home video, more and more viewers become dedicated
to single films, and to display their knowledge and love of the films will engage in activities
such as closely analyzing the film through multiple viewings, memorize all the dialogue, and
use the film to create their personality or an alternative approach to the film's master
narrative. All of these practices, she argues, can be theorized by the term 'emotion on
demand' because what she believes these fans are invested in is not so much the film but
attempting to recapture the emotional response to their first encounter with the text, in a
fashion similar to how we think about music and its effect.

All of these behaviors for Staiger result in viewers who are deeply invested in films, to the
point of crafting an interpersonal relationship with the film. Thus it becomes crucial within
film studies to analyze the fans, the films and the emotional experiences which viewers
associate with the films.

In keeping with the spirit of viewing reception studies as a beneficial methodological
approach across disciplines, the conference included papers on literary matters such as how



readers from both sides of the Atlantic interpreted and received books. This idea was
addressed on the panel 'Receiving Victorian and Early Modern Literature' that was presented
on Friday September 28. One of the papers entitled 'The Sad Second Volume: Victorian
Responses to the Three Volume Novel' presented by Troy Bassett (Indiana University-Purdue
University) examined how the phenomenon of the 'three volume novel' was received by
readers within the Victorian period. In the paper he argued that for readers of the period, the
three volume novel was viewed negatively because in many cases the second volume was
written to merely satisfy the demands of the lending libraries rather than the actual readers.

A second literary approach was discussed through the panel entitled 'Transatlantic Readers:
The Audience for the Novel in the US and Britain 1750-1860.' Sandra Vasconcelos
(University of Sao Paulo, Brazil) presented a fascinating paper entitled 'Crossing the Atlantic:
English Novels in Nineteenth-Century Brazil' where she explored how French and British
novels influenced the later novels crafted by Brazilian writers and impacted how these novels
were received by the reading public at the time.

The first of the panels addressing cinema and reception was entitled 'Receiving Modern
Cinema.' Papers presented on this panel included research on the recent trend of German
films that depict the horrors and fascination with East Germany as Joseph Militello argued in
his paper 'From Ostalgie to Ostphobie: Comparative Eastern and Western Responses to
Recent 'East German' Cinema.' Theoretical and practical approaches to re-thinking remakes,
in particular that of Gus Van Sant's 1998 remake of Hitchock's Psycho, were discussed by
B.R. Sebok, a graduate student from the University of Texas at Austin in his paper
'Rethinking Remakes: Postmodernity, Identity, and Structuring Discourse - A Reception
Study of Psycho.' Katherine Haenschen, a graduate student from the University of Texas at
Austin, explored how quantitative and qualitative approaches may be incorporated into film
studies in her paper 'Quantifying Audience Knowledge and Expectations: Results of an In-
Theater Survey of Filmgoers.'

The second of the 'Receiving Modern Cinema' panels examined how reception studies can
both illuminate and challenge standard/acceptable readings of films. Rebecca Gordon's (Reed
College) paper 'Cross-Cultural Responses to Hiroshima Mon Amour ' analyzed how critics
and audiences of the 1950s reacted to and understood this complex film directed by Alain
Resnais. She argued that the film was engaging with 'modernism' even as it was trying to
make the horrors of the atomic age more accessible to viewers of the period, thereby creating
a paradox which has plagued the film since its initial release.

Lisa Siraganian (Southern Methodist University) presented a paper on the phenomenon of
Brokeback Mountain entitled 'How Culture Became Love: Ang Lee's Brokeback Mountain'.
In her paper she argues that the film allows Lee to explore his own feelings of inadequacy as
a transnational filmmaker and a member of the Chinese diasporic community through the
form of queer identities, in particular that of Enis Del Mar (Heath Ledger). Thus she reads the
closet that functions both literally and metaphorically in the film as a metaphor for Lee's own
experiences while also illustrating that the closet serves as a space by which American
masculinity may be legitimated.

The final paper on the panel was presented by Valerie Fazel (Arizona State University). Her
paper entitled 'Shakespeare Films, Blogs, and Active Audience Theory' examined how the
effects of new media are both impacting fan culture and instilling within these individuals the



desire and tools to speak to or about Shakespeare and the numerous filmic adaptations of his
work.

On Saturday there were two panels labelled 'Receiving the Popular' which explored how it
may be possible to apply the practices of reception studies to popular forms of entertainment
besides films and novels.

The first of these panels was held at 10:15 on Saturday morning. The papers presented on the
panel ranged from discussions of how to interpret theatrical presentations like Salome as
Melissa Peck (Purdue University) discussed in her paper 'Performing the Erotic: Aida
Overton Walker's Interpretation of Salome', to discussions of how fans of ABC's television
series Lost engage with the complex narrative and visual style of the show. The paper 'Guys
Where Are We?: Participatory Culture, Collective Intelligence and the Reception of Lost'
presented by Michael Graves (University of Kansas) theorized using Henry Jenkins' concept
of 'participatory culture' and Pierre Levy's 'collective intelligence' how in the age of new
media it becomes vital to re-think how fans are interacting with the texts/media which they
follow on a weekly basis.

The second 'Receiving the Popular' panel was conducted later in the day. Within this panel
there were papers on the reception of British television formats re-crafted for American
audiences as Kevin Sanson discussed in his paper 'No Sex Farce, Please, We're American:
Translating the BBC's Coupling for US Network Television'. A reception study of how young
female viewers react to the glorification of female sexual violence on American television in
such shows as C.S.I. and Law and Order: SVU, presented by Catherine Preston ( University
of Kansas) and entitled 'Does Murder Turn You On?', examines how the fetishistic display of
beautiful young women being murdered effects the self-esteem and expectations of young
women today. The final paper on the panel 'Reading Audiobooks' by Tara de la Fuente
(University of Cincinnati) examines whether it is possible to refer to listening to books on
tape as a form of reading even though there is no visual component involved.

At the close of the conference it is apparent that the methodology of reception studies is one
that possesses the potential to serve all disciplines and not just exclusively film studies.
Furthermore, in a postmodern age it is necessary to re-think and consider how individuals
read and interact with texts and how through that interaction meaning is generated. For
meanings are not generated in a vacuum. They can be crafted by industries, artistic geniuses
or simple individuals, and it is how these meanings are created and understood that must be
continually investigated for the benefit of reception studies as well as film studies.



Identities and Encounters
Identities and Encounters: British Association of American Studies (BAAS) Postgraduate
Conference, University of Manchester, UK, 17 November, 2007

A report by Henry Thompson, University of Manchester,
UK

Around eighty delegates assembled at the School of Arts, Histories and Cultures at
Manchester University on 17 November 2007 to hear a total of twenty six papers from post-
graduate researchers from seventeen institutions across the UK and Ireland. The wide-ranging
programme of papers provided a roller coaster ride of Magic Mountain proportions taking in
topics such as the AIDS 'patient zero' controversy, consumer and women's activism during
World War Two, political influence in and around the Truman and Reagan presidencies, the
nature of religious belief, postmodernism, ethnic labelling and representations of masculinity
in post 9/11 cinema, by way of Herman Melville, Pauline Hopkins, Thomas Pynchon, Daniel
Bell, Spike Lee, Carrie Mae Weems, Barbara Kingsolver and Don DeLillo.

The day was rounded off with a keynote address from Professor Lizabeth Cohen (Howard
Mumford Jones Professor of American Studies, Harvard University, and Harmsworth
Visiting Professor at the Rothermere Institute, Oxford University). Funding support for the
conference was provided by BAAS, the US Embassy and the SAGE (Skills Awareness in
Graduate Education) programme at the University.

The morning session was given over to three panels examining aspects of the 1930s, cultural
memory and women's identity in the twentieth century. In the panel on the 1930s, topics
explored included electoral corruption in Harry Truman's 1934 election to the Senate, the
establishment by the NAACP of the Writers League Against Lynchings, and the development
of the Nation of Islam in Detroit under Ford Muhammad. On Truman, John Matlin
(University of Birmingham) reported on evidence of Truman's willingness to benefit from
fraudulent electioneering and explores the nature of the obligation thus created. Jenny
Woodley (University of Nottingham) provided illustrations of how the NAACP encouraged
short plays, poetry and art as part of a cultural campaign to mobilise public opinion against
lynchings, and Dawn-Marie Gibson (University of Ulster) reported on recently de-classified
FBI material on Ford Muhammad.

In the second panel, examining cultural memory, Richard McKay (University of Oxford)
challenged the prevalent US perspective on the AIDS 'patient zero' debate by providing a
Canadian perspective on the French-Canadian national at the centre of this controversy.
Extending the theme of socially constructed memory, Lewis Ward (University of Exeter)
used Jonathan Safran Foer's novel Everything is Illuminated (2002) as a starting point to
explore issues of generational distance and perspectives on history (in this instance the
Holocaust) and the consequential possibilities for achieving empathy as opposed to
identification. In the final paper, Rebecca Weir (University of Cambridge) revisited a critique
of Herman Melville's Civil War poetry (Edmund Wilson) and concluded that the relevance of



Melville's poetry can be understood when seen in the context of contemporary newspaper
reporting, with implications for our understanding of modern war reporting.

The third morning panel provided three case studies of the presentation of women's identity
and issues in the twentieth century. Sylvia Kölling (University of Manchester) argued that
Showtime television's Queer as Folk, first aired in 2000, attempted to engage with a wider
television audience to build acceptance of portrayals of gay and lesbian sex through the
foregrounding of motherhood as a source of identification and through the avoidance of
characters with additional identifiers that might obstruct the sense of inclusiveness being
constructed – identifiers for example related to colour, income and disability. Helen Mitchell
(Northumbria University) then traced the history from 1971 of efforts to establish a women's
centre on campus at Harvard University and examined the implications of finally securing
institutional funding in 2006.

In the final paper of this panel, Brooke Mann Esparza (Goldsmiths, University of London)
outlined how Pauline Hopkins, through the serialisation of her The Dark Races of the
Twentieth Century (1905), sought to bring an international focus to the turn of the century
debates on the position of African-Americans with the intention of confronting both white
patriarchal oppression and sexism within her own black community.

The post-lunch session included panels on the documentation of identity and experience,
aspects of cultural representation in contemporary literature and visual representations of
ethnicity. In a panel which considered ways in which identity and experience can be
documented or indeed expunged, Jenna Pitchford (Nottingham Trent University) first invited
us to consider the unconventional nature of both the Persian Gulf and Iraq wars and how
'distanced, technologically-mediated combat' impacts the psychological trauma experienced
by combatants. The paper also explored how various narrative forms may allow the
expression of this new kind of trauma. Daniel Robert Koch (Oxford University) then
described the destruction in 1947 of a set of papers and records relating to the Oneida
Community, a commune which prospered in the mid-nineteenth century, and suggested that
the community's experimentation with eugenics through selective breeding represented an
aspect of shared identity that descendents later sought to destroy. This was followed by a
paper from Tom F. Wright (Wolfson College, University of Cambridge) tracing the literary
and cultural significance of the phenomenon of the travel lecture in the mid-nineteenth-
century United States and its contribution to the wider Lyceum movement and establishment
of well-worn national lecture circuits.

The second post-lunch panel explored representational possibilities in the occasional writing
of Kurt Vonnegut, and in the transformational devices and overall treatment discernable in
Thomas Pynchon's Gravity's Rainbow. John O' Brien (University of Leeds) examined the
possibilities for autobiographical representation through the re-use of occasional writings.
This was tackled with reference to Kurt Vonnegut's Palm Sunday: An Autobiographical
Collage (1981), in which original writings were reproduced and then redefined through the
addition of a retrospective linking commentary. The theme of reinterpretation was developed
by Abeer Abdel Raouf Fahim (Durham University) whose paper outlined how morphing and
shape-shifting have been deployed in Thomas Pynchon's Gravity's Rainbow. Drawing
parallels with cinematic digital morphing, the paper explored how the fluidity and covert
nature of these transformations helps express a sense of monstrosity because of the proximity
of those aspects of the representation that are human and with those that are non-human.



In the final paper, David Turton (University of Sheffield) also made use of Gravity's
Rainbow, in addition to the work of RD Laing, in positing a theory of 'complex empathy'
(comprising both cognitive and emotional dimensions) that is based on the experience of
tension that emerges from reading the novel, a tension between detached analysis and
overwhelming immersion. The paper suggested that this empathic aspect of the novel offers
insights into the cultural climate of Nixon-era America.

The third post-lunch panel explored visual representations of ethnicity, and the construction
and deconstruction of identity. Francesca de Lucia (St Hugh's College, Oxford University)
described how director Spike Lee used Do the Right Thing (1989) and Jungle Fever (1991)
both to highlight communalities and discrepancies between Italian-American and African-
American cultures, and to explore a key challenge for Italian–Americans created by the
countervailing forces of assimilation and marginalisation. This was followed by a challenge
to the orthodox representation of race in Western scientific discourse and art. Rebecca Cobby
(University of Nottingham) made reference to two installations by African-American artist
Carrie Mae Weems to illustrate how the artist had sought to challenge the continued
objectification and limitation of the black subject by re-imaging photographs from the
historical record, with the aim of challenging preconceptions about race and identity. Henry
Knight (University of Sussex) then provided evidence of how a self-serving myth of the
California lifestyle had been created and promulgated through the use of fruit labels attached
to the crates used to ship citrus fruits back east in the late 1800s and early 1900s. The paper
examined how stylised images of ethnic minorities were used to exoticise California whilst at
the same time marginalising those minorities, in contrast to the images of progress embodied
in the depictions of citrus groves populated by Anglo-Americans.

Following the mid-afternoon break the final set of three panels provided detailed insights into
aspects of twentieth century history, religious faith, postmodernism and New York. In a panel
with a broad twentieth century perspective, papers were presented on the growth of neo-
conservatism, women's activism during the Second World War, and political influence during
the Reagan years. Nadja Janssen (University of Sussex) traced the influence on the
development of neoconservative thinking of two post-World War Two journals,
Commentary, a monthly journal created in 1945 under the auspices of the American Jewish
Committee, and The Public Interest founded in 1965 by Irving Kristol and Daniel Bell.
Eleanor Capper (University of Liverpool) then examined the development of women's and
consumer activism during World War Two in the National Defence Advisory Commission
and the Office of Price Administration (OPA) and how the leaders of these organisations later
found themselves fending off the charge of being communists. In the final paper, Keith Nottle
(University of Nottingham) provided an insight into the influence of James A. Baker III on
Republican party politics and on the Reagan presidencies in particular.

In the second late-afternoon panel, papers were presented on religious belief in Ezra Pound's
The Cantos, the loss of narrative in Cormac McCarthy's The Road and the nature of
evangelical faith in Barbara Kingsolver's The Poisonwood Bible. Focusing on the Cantos,
Richard Parker (University of Sussex) offered a reading of Ezra Pound's work by using
William James's The Varieties of Religious Experience as a basis for describing Pound's
religious position. The paper further suggested that evidence of Pound's desire for religious
fulfilment can be found in sections of the Cantos. Anthony Warde (University of Sheffield)
then offered a view of Cormac McCarthy's The Road not as a piece of science fiction
portraying the trauma of apocalyptic loss of life, but as a work which highlights the dangers
of a devaluation of representation and the loss of narrative present in the apocalyptic



tendency in postmodern thought that denies any possibility of describing our world. Jennifer
Daly (UCD Clinton Institute) then explored how the stabilities of definitions of self and other
inherent in evangelical faith can break down when definitions of the other begin to break
down. This possibility was examined through the lens of Barbara Kingsolver's The
Poisonwood Bible where changes in the definition of the other provide a basis for
understanding how the nature of evangelical faith is questioned when placed outside of the
familiar.

The third panel in this sequence concentrated on recent representations of New York
including representations of masculinity in post 9/11 cinema and representations of terrorism
in the work of Don DeLillo. Dhiraj Murthy (Emmanuel College, University of Cambridge)
was unfortunately unable to attend but had prepared a paper on field research which explored
the impact and consequences of ethnic labelling of a dance which emerged amongst the New
York South Asian community at the end of the 1990s. Michael Goodrum (University of
Essex) challenged the virtual absence of superheroine and mother figures in post 9/11
cinema. Drawing on psychoanalytic concepts, the paper pondered whether the absence of
these female roles was conducive to a less critical assessment by audiences of the society that
the male roles were portrayed within. In the final paper in this sequence, Robin Whear
(University of Sheffield) compared Don DeLillo's treatment of terrorism inMaoII (1991)
with Falling Man (2006), arguing that in Falling Man, DeLillo sought a much limited scope,
focusing on domestic dislocation associated with 9/11 and drawing back from the wider
cultural and political commentary in Mao II.

In her keynote address Professor Lizabeth Cohen gave a paper titled 'Do Powerful White
Men Need Gendered Biographies? The Case of City Builder Ed Logue.' Professor Cohen
provided a case study of the life and work of post-World War Two urban re-developer Ed
Logue and sought to show how gender provides a useful perspective both on Logue's
personal approach to his work and on the type of work undertaken. The paper contrasted
some of Logue's early large-scale and controversial downtown redevelopments, for example
in Boston, with the much later and smaller work at Charlotte Gardens in the south Bronx. The
paper noted how in the early years Logue exhibited a personal relish for driving large projects
with much of the planning co-ordinated from the meeting rooms of various men's clubs that
Logue was a member of. This thread of male sociability was traced back to Logue's time at
Yale via the US Air Corps. It was suggested that this more masculine approach could be
usefully contrasted with the more collaborative approach adopted at the end of Logue's career
in the low-rise low-density housing developments undertaken at Charlotte Gardens.
Somewhat ironically, this more collaborative approach brought criticisms from some of
Logue's former architectural colleagues who continued to favour large-scale urban
interventions.

Summing up the day, if a unifying theme emerged it was not so much in the wide-ranging
content as in the imprint of solid organisation gifted by Jennie Chapman and Jo Metcalfe
supported by Emma Lowe from the SAGE programme, and in the warm enthusiasm of all
present. Were there any real downsides to the day? Well, not really. We fell into the cold
Manchester night with the day's steady crackle of debate and ripples of applause still in our
ears.


