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Intt'oduction

Reailing Culture

"To write this stuff, you have to read like hell and watch a lot of television."
So says Matt Wickline, a comedy writer on the staff of Late Night tuith Daaid
Letterman, explaining how he gets ideas for Letterman's jokes and routines.
Those of us who, like Wickline, were born after World War II have probably
been raised on popular culture. We're likely, that is, to have watched a lot of
television, seen a lot of movies, heard a lot of pop songs, glanced at a great
many ads. As college teachers and students, we are now also asked to read
continuously, seriously, and widely. This combination-media culture plus
a habit of reading-can be a powerful one, not only for comedy writers but
for critics. And thai is what we ask you to become in this book critics of the
culture that has produced David Letterman, the Bcrach Boys, ]ames Dean,
and microwave popcorn.

To consume the products of popular culture requires no instruction. We
already know how to watch television, operate a tape player, scan the pages
of a magazine, or go out to the movies. But criticism differs from consump-
tion. A critic is concerned with appreciating, understanding, connecting, and
talking back to the media. A consurner simply uses the products of the
media-for enjoyment, for information, or as part of a daily routine. There
would be nothing wrong with this if the media were not also tryir-rg to use
us. But as audiences for the mass media we are often quite useful to others.
\Mhen we're watching the evening news, or flipping through the pages of a
magazine, or listening casually to the radio in the morning, we are part of
the production of a valuable commodity-a mass audience that can be pack-
aged and sold to adveriisers. Ordinarily we think of packaging as something
done to products. But we ourselves are packaged when, for exarnple, Rolling


