
eb1tOQ\al comments 

What is English? That question has long been debated, often heatedly. I would hope that the debt ld . a e wou continue and that this issue of the Minnesota English Journal would help heat the fires of the debate since we need to be constantly defining 
our subject which is, as all of us know so comprehens· th t d f • • • ' ive a no e inition can ever hope to encompass it. 

The subject matter of English, always broad, seems to be getting even broader as this issue which focuses on a relatively new aspect--popular cuiture-makes clear. The authors attempt to define popular culture as an integral part of the humanities and to show how it can be taught in the classroom mostly ~n the high school, although much of what is ;uggested is also applicable in the elem~ntary school and in college. The final article in1, this issue, while it does not deal directly with popular culture, does show how adolescent novels can be used, just as popular culture can, to force students to reexamine their values and thereby to become a little more human. 

I would hope, as I'm sure that the authors of t~ese articles would, that they might provoke some disagreement, particularly from those who feel that pop~lar c~lture is not a liberating, mind expanding subject with a place in the English curriculum where we ought to concentrate on the literature that has stood the test of time and that many students will have no other opportunity to explore. 

Your jo~rnal, therefore, would welcome response to these ar~icles, short·or long, just as it would welcome articles, poems, short stories on any t~pic The more articles the editor has to choose from the. more lively and provocative the journai will be. 
~pea~ing of a lively journal, contributors should keep in mind .that a little levity now and ,then would not be out of place, even in these pages. Sometimes we take ourselves too seriously, But serious or humorous all articles will be read with interest and considered for subsequent issues. 
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Writing Themes About Popular Literature: 
Definitions, Classifications, and Applications 

by FRED E. H. SCHROEDER 
Department of English 

University of Minnesota: Duluth 

At first glance, popular culture seems to be easily defined, but hardly worth the effort, It is comm:rcial, trivial, transient and disposable, and most certainly appears to be irrelevant to the classroom, where our_ concerns are with permanent values. But when we begin to realize that our students live in an environment--in some cases a total environment--of popular culture, a second glance seems appropriate. It is, after all, many years now since teachers have presumed that there is no existence for students outside the school, and so! for example, we recognize the importance of understanding the culture of the ghetto children, at least so that we can be more sure of what we have to work with. When such examination has been made, though, teachers may feel dismayed at the separation of the diverse 
cultural backgrounds of their students. 

There are common denominators, though, One is the school, of which more later. The other is popular culture, for it is a fact that the urban ghetto, the suburban split-level, the reservation shanty, or the prairie farm-house alike share Dentyne, 7-up, ~, Reader's Digest and Superman. It is a chaotic_world of material goods, this popular environment, and it may be necessary to define and classify it just for the sake of control. The field of popular culture~~ is now some sev:n or eight years old, and definitions abound and sometimes may seem to conflict, but after some years at the task, I have settled upon the definition implied in the diagram below, which I call a "culture-whe:l:". In terminology it differs from some other definitions_ of the different cultural traditions, but overall it is congruent with such definitions as Russel Nye's in 
his excellent The Unembarrassed~:~ Popular ~ lg America:l°Dial: New York, 1970). 
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or of what the discovery of popular rock music did for 
Broadway, or of what the discovery of art nouveau did 
for popular decor, and you may begin to understand why 
a "serious" scholar can become interested in this com

plicated subject. 

But probably the most complicating force affecting 

these different traditions is that of universal public 
education. The schools repress folk tradition, expunge 
popular traditions and institutionalize cultivated 
traditions. The child enters the school, comic book in 
hand and dialect in mouth, and after twelve years he 
leaves, his comic book hidden in his zipper case note
book, his dialect mitigated into grammatical, if 
crudely ennunciated speech, and his hand holding the 
paperback works of Shakespeare and Vonnegut, "both dead." 

The effect of education on the cultural traditions 

may help to delineate the audiences. Strictly speaking, 
folk culture is a non-literate, oral tradition. Clear
ly, for most people, some experiences are folk generated, 
such as childhood rhymes and games, how to cook an egg, 
how to call a dog, but with each year of formal schooling, 
more and more experiences are institutionalized, mass
disseminated, or mediated through print and the electronic 
media. They cease to be local and direct person-to-
person folk experiences. At the other end of the scale, 
higher education tends to increase consciousness of 
ones own actions and tastes, and it tends to extend 
the cultural environment at least to a national scope, 
but proba·bly more likely to an international, inter
cultural scope with a wide range of historical experience. 
Finally, higher education is marked by a tendency toward 
analysis and definitiono To put all this in simpler 
terms, the cultivated consumer (or patron, if this is 
more flattering) of cultural products has been aided by 
formal education to ask: What--precisely--is this? 
Where does it fit into history? What are its components? 
What is its message or appeal to me? In short, con
scious definition, classification, analysis and response 
are traits of the cultivated audience. This self
awareness and analysis is foreign to the folk and 
popular audience. Foreign, but not inapplicable. 

Traditionally, the schools and teacher outlaw 
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popular works, and yet, it would seem to be far more useful to help young people to apply the tools of cultivation to their dominant environment of mass products rather than to outlaw them. In the rather broad field of "English", this means that the schools might very well look seriously into popular literature. In the remainder of this article, I will be suggesting some methods from the cultivated tradition that may he:p_both teachers and students to understand, discriminate and more fully enjoy popular literature. 

As art, popular literature has few substantial differences from cultivated or "high" literature although the differences in degree can be consid~rable Popular literature and cultivated literature alike empioy formula plots, but in cultivated literature the formula is so obscured by the subtlety and range of characterization and of language, by the multiplication of plots and by the sophistication of philosophical ideas and ' artistic techniques, that it often becomes ridiculous to comment upon the plot formulas at all--for example to dwell upon the fact that Moby Dick!is a sea adventure story. On the o~her hand, contrasfing Moby Dick to popular sea stories may help the readers to understand the nature of Melville's art and philosophy. Formula narrative and its concomitant, stock characters (good guy, bad guy, Augusto, Pantalone, Miles Gloriosus, etc.), consequently, are common to both literary traditions, but they are more salient in popular literature. 

Similarly, while both literary traditions share the three common elements of audience, author, and art work, in popular literature the audience far outweighs the the other elements in importance. The popularity of In His Steps, or Superman comics, or How to Win Friends and Influence People communicates social-psychological information about the audience in its time and place, but in none of these instances is a biographical study of th: author (or_authors, in the case of Superman) especially rewarding. In cultivated literature where individual authors' lives help to illuminate th~ir works audience studies arenext to worthless. The examination' of the readership of Mann's The Magic Mountain or Faulkner's The Sound and the Fury does not help us to understand the works themselves, for they are artistic 
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entities and personal expressions and a:e be~ter roached through examination of technique, imagery, ~l~tory and philosophical-aesthetic biography of the 
author. 

The grey area between the traditions is where most l'terary works are located, and so no easy definitions a~d panaceas are available. Each literary work demands careful thought. All Quiet ~ the Western ~• for e~ample, may be examined as a best-seller Book-of-the Month selection of 1929, as a war novel, or as the personal expression of the artist Remarque. The pop~lar audience approach may be extremely useful for some fine t works A high school class that does not respond to ar • f bl • ·t catcher 1£ ~ Rye may find it pro ita e to exam~ne i as a popular work that spoke intensely to the audi:nce of 1951; indeed, so intensely, that we of that audience have institutional~zed it, under
1
the reasonably safe assumption that Holden Caulfield s concerns were of his age, not of The~• and thus would speak to those £Holden's age a quarter-century after. Such, I suppose, ~s the test of great literature. In their original format and style, the novels of Charles Dickens a:e n~ longer popular· we do not favor long printed stories in weekly install~ents; but for any who will make the effort to read the collected installments (or novel), the large~ess, the universality, the abundance of life, and t~e cl~rity of the Dickensian eye, ear, nose, throat and mind will reveal some reasons for the long-haul popularity of great 

literature. 

All this is prefatory, for the general fact remains that popular literature has few substantial differences from cultivated literature, and that therefore, the approaches to the study of popular literature can be similar to those approaches that help us to und:r 7tan~ cultivated literature. For these, a useful codification was developed by Edgar V. Roberts for his comp~si~ion textbook, Writing~~ Literature,now in i~s third edition (Prentice-Hall: New York, 1973). :his handy book contains eighteen :h~p~ers, :ach showing a valid approach to literary crit~cism! wit~ full explanations and sample themes. I will list his chapte:headings here, and provide a brief comment on possible applications to popular literature in hopes that many 
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more ideas will occur to teachers and students for 
literature which could inch1de everything from Nancy 
Drew mysteries, to Luke Short western, to Rod McKuen 
poetry, and, by judicious extension, to magazine adver
tising copy, television drama and comic strips. 

1. The Surrunary Theme. Especially valuable for laying 
bare the bones of formula ploti. 

2. The Report. This genre includes some analysis and 
personal response from the writer, and will provide 
the freedom a student needs in his first experience 
with a popular literary form, say, a Horatio Alger 
st 1 •1 ry. 

3. Theme of Character Analysis, Rarely applies in the 
usual sense, because popular fiction characters are 
two-dimensional and do not change within a given work, 
But as stock characters, archetypes and symbols there 
may be much to be said, 

4, The Theme About Point of View, Much detective fiction 
is first-person narrative; all mysteries must care
fully control point-of-view; earlier popular fiction 
is outrageously omniscient and iiven to the vocative: 
"Ah! Gentle reader, if only our\hero could see what 
lay ahead!" , 

5. The Theme About Setting. In much popular romance 
and spy fiction, the setting contains an image of 
elegance a~d sophistication for the popular mind; 
landscape is a fascinating variable in westerns. 
In popular literature, why is there no Milwaukee? 

6, The Theme Discussing Ideas, Roberts means "message" 
~r "meaning" by~. Orphan~ ;is blatant about 
ideas, and so is Doonesbury. How about Blondie and 
~ Morgan? Popular fiction is rarely obscure o: 
ambivalent: Good will triumph, but it isn't easy, 

7. The Theme on a Close Reading, Close reading implies 
a carefully wrought text, which is not often the case 
with popular literature. Crose reading can be useful 
as a device for extracting formulae, tag phrases, 
cliches, Tom Swifties: "I ate too much," said Tom 
heavily, 

8, The Theme on a Specific Problem. That is, a problem 
assigned by the teacher, Quite applicable to popular 
literature, 

9. The Theme of Comparison-Contrast, My own favorite 
because it illuminates characteristics of both 
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individuals: Perry Mason and Donald Larrun; As the 
World Turns and The Forsythe Sage: True Grit in film 
and fiction; the Hardy boys and Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern. 

10, The Theme Analyzing Structure. The study of structure 
in both narrative formulae and mythic constructs are 
current advanced problems for serious researchers 
in popular culture. Folk and myth studies~.!!!_ 
Levi-Strauss may be useful. This is not kid stuff. 

11. The Theme on Imagery. The sociological nature of 
popular literature is apparent here. Popular liter
ature images are heavy-handed and conventional, 
Look at the metaphorical characteristics of por
nographic novels, "tough-guy" detective fiction, 
and popular song lyrics, 

12. The Theme Analyzing Tone. Tone is an elusive topic, 
but in popular literature, examine approval and 
disapproval of movements in popular opinion, Is 
the tone of James Bond novels approving of CIA? 
Are westerns "environmental" or exploitive? 

13. The Theme Analyzing Prosody. The technical knowledge 
required for analysis of popular poetry is no less 
than that required for cultivated poetry, yet the 
analysis tends to confirm the conventional design 
of popular verse. The lyrics to modern popular 
songs have more complicated prosody. 

14. The Theme Analyzing Prose Style, Dialect and diction 
are especially valid topics in prose, as are the 
balance between dialogue and description. In novels 
chapter openings and endings are worth examining 
in the light of structure. Popular prose styles 
also seem to tend either toward extremely spare 
styles or toward florid, purple prose. 

15. The Theme Analyzing Historical Period, Particularly 
valuable approach for popular works, which often 
describe what people in a historical period thought 
of themselves. The literary styles of any historical 
period are simplified and magnified in popular letters. 

16. The Theme of Evaluation. A greatremptation in 
popular liter~ture criticism is to judge the work 
absolutely. This results in books-of-the-month 
(for all time) 9n the one hand and much light liter
ature that doesn't seem to measure up to King Lear 
on the other. Evaluation of popular literature 
should always consider relative standards: relative 

9 



to audience, historical period, popular form, etc. 
17. The Review. Edgar Roberts describes this as a free 

evaluation report. I think it could be valuable for 
new- current magazines, comic books and television 
programs. "This Year's Horror Stories• A review of 
new trends," etc. ' 

18. The Theme on Film. This theme Roberts has added 
since his first 1964 edition, and quite rightly so. 
Yet it implies somewhat too strongly that film is 
a literary art form. Insofar as film is dramatic 
and narrative it is indeed a literary form. At 
best, however, film is a visual or an audio-visual 
medium, (which may or may not include dialogue and 
na~rative). ~udio-visual art calls into play many 
skills, techniques, conventions and perceptions 
that are not included in the literary budget of 
critical and creative tools. For some reasons 
literary scholars have made playscripts part of 
their field, and, by implication, the theatrical 
production as well •. s~ ShakesQeare is literatu_re; 
yet, ~trangely, Ver~i is not. ~ightly or wron~ly, 
the literary authority feels th~t music-drama is a 
multi-media pageant, and for him to extrapolate the 
verbal portion would be presumptious. (This doesn't 
bother the musical authority on opera, however: the 
verbal and visual and mimetic elements are often 
but silly trappings festooning the real opera). 
The question is open. Are Eisenstein, Fellini and 
Bergman producers of literature? 

Please understand, I am not setting up precincts 
of jurisdiction. I am only pointing out that some 
kinds of films require--or are open to--studies of 
all the seventeen preceding types exclusive of verbal 
context:~ point-of-view, visual imagery, the 
tone established by musical score, montage style, 
and so on~ The same thing is true of many of the 
popular literary art forms I have mentioned above· 
comics var! all the way from highly literary (lik; 
Or~han Annie or Doonesbury) to highly pictorial 
(like Henry or Flash~) sometimes with a total 

7eparation, as with Prince Valiant, other times with 
+nseparable integration, as with Pogo. Television 
drama, plays and musicals are likew,ise multi-arts 

d . , 
as a vertisements, but all of these may be profitably 
studied for their literary (verbal) content and style. 
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As to film and popular literature, the distinction 
I like to make is that between films and movies. 
Bergman does films, John Wayne stars in movies. 
The popular movie, with its heavy reliance on plot, 
is very close to literature. 

Earlier I stated that as art, popular literature has 
few substantial differences fr-;;;;-cultivated literature, 
and it was on this basis that I recommended Roberts' 
Writing Themes About Literature as a guide for students, 
teachers and researchers, for his theme classifications 
all show usable means toward understanding the art and 
ideas of popular literature. 

But there~ substantial differences between popular 
literature and "high" literature, because popular 
literature is a business more than it is an art. In 
popular literature,~.~ work, and audience tend 
to become producer, commodity, and market, and this 
necessitates some additional ways of studying and writing 
about popular literature (for, after all, only unpublished 
authors write for art's sake exclusively, and proofsheets 
and royalties involve all writers in the business of 
literature), but because the art works of cultivated 
literature are highly individual, for them, Roberts' list 
of approaches may be more appropriate. Faulkner's novels 
are unique and deserve individual study; one can pick an 
Erle Stanley Gardner novel at random for study. 

So let us proceed to add to the list of approaches 
to "Writing Themes About (Popular) Literature." 

19. The Theme about Conventional Consistency. Popular 
literature conforms to conventions and formulae. 
What is the conventional structure for a Perry Mason 
mystery? How well does this conform? (This theme 
type is familiar to us all: "Does Death of a 
Salesman conform to the conventions of tragedy in 
Aristotle's Poetics?" "Are George Meredith's Sonnets 
good sonnets?" and so on). Consider the teen-age 
girls' novel, the inspirational biography, the 
Readers' Digest anecdote, the Sports Afield hunting 
narrative, the True Romances confession. To identify 
conventions, study the parodies of Leacock, Beerbohm, 
Benchly, Mad and National Lampoon, and look into 
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Writer's Digest and~~ for prescriptions 
for writers. 

20. The Theme about Production and Process. Much 
popular literature must conform to production require
ments: number of pages, type of binding, size of 
columns, price of plates, printing deadlines, and so 
on. At least from Dickens' day on, this has 
greatly affected art style. 

21. The Theme about Economics. Related to the above 
but consider Alexandre Dumas' staccato dialogue' 
after his publisher shifted the pay scale from by
the-word to by-the-page. Most importantly, literary 
economics is a matter of finding what the market 
wants, and then grinding it out fast, imitating other 
best sellers. Statistical examination of sales 
figures, market breakdowns and the like is essential 
to the study of popular literature. 

22. The Theme about History and Development. Because of 
m~rket competition, because oW changing events, popular 
literary forms change rapidly~ Relaxed obscenity 
legislation produced a whole \new a·rea of popular 
mass literature which in form, language and content 
has "advanced" annually. How about the development 
of the character of Snoopy in Peanuts? What is the 
development of the western hero? The international 
spy? The paperback original? (Once more, the 
approach should be familiar to English teachers: 
"What is the history of the sonnet?" "Trace the 
development of the novel.") This 'is also related 
to the two foregoing approaches. How does the 
d:velopment of moveable type, of wood engraving, of 
lithography, of steam printing presses, of photography 
of paperback books, of public education affect the 
development of a popular literary _form and the 
literary audience? 

23. The Social-psychological Theme. The popularity of 
any literary work tells us something about the audience, 
which is the society that has either selected that 
work out of many available and elevated it to 
popularity, or that the producers understand well 
enough to write a work that will be popular. Why is 
a given formula or convention continuously popular? 
What changes in the publid mind throughout history 
have created, transmuted or destroyed popular art 
forms? Great literature tends to respond to major 
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changes in the mass mind and world view, ~sin 
changing from medieval world view to renaissance 
world view. Popular literature tends to respond to 
events that capture public interest: Robinson~ 
Em<lSelkirk, Natty Bumppo and Daniel Boone, :arzan 
and jungle exploration, new wars, heroes, crimes, 
inventions, etc. 
The Classification. Because of the bulk of popular 
output of a given author or in a given genre,~ 
classification (of Tom Swift plots, or of Gothic 
novel heroines and villains, or of condiments in 
popular cookbooks) can be extremely useful in 
evaluating other individual works. 

It might be added that the article ~ou have 
been reading is a classification, and, like all 
classifications of cultural phenomena, it over
simplifies and overdelineates, but like most class
ifications, i~ suggests a basic pattern of order 
that should be helpful to people who are overwhelmed 
by the chaotic boundlessness of a new area of 
interest and investigation. 

If this article has achieved these goals, even in 
small part, it is probably the place and time, rere and 
now, to point out that the literary aspect of popular 
culture studies is only one part of a cultural w~rld of 
pictures, packages, circus acts, dances, automob~les, 
souvenirs phonograph records, cookstoves, clothing, 
garden de~orations, houses, Social Security forms, 
catalogs, games,· sports, and hot dogs: . the study of 
popular"culture is the study of human lives and loves 
and duties and joys as they are contained and reflecte~ 
in the physical and social environment, and su~h, 1 think, 
is a study worthy of anyone who respects humanity. 

1A more complete treatment of this subject may 
be fou.nd in Fred E. H. Schroeder, Joining the ~ 
Race: How to Teach the Humanities (Everett/Edwards, 
Deland, Florida, 1972). $10. Chapter VIII is 
particularly useful. 
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