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Timey Wimey Stuff: Introduction to Time on TV

Lorna Jowett, Kevin Robinson and David Simmons

‘The representation of time within individual television texts relates to larger concerns in the media environment’

(Booth, 2012: 5)

If someone travelled back in time and, say, killed Hitler, would this change the past? Would it wipe out our present? Countless TV episodes and series have taken this science fictional ‘what if...?’ question as their focus, presenting complex concepts about time and how it works to wide audiences. Moreover, in the twenty-first century, time seems to be increasingly malleable in relation to TV: television drama now operates as anything from a weekly episode taking up a one-hour slot, to a webisode five minutes long; cult audiences often ‘binge’ on DVD box sets, watching episodes in rapid succession rather than waiting a week for the next instalment. It seems therefore not just appropriate but imperative to examine the nature of time on television, and especially its contribution to cult genres like science-fiction, fantasy and horror.

Time as a television concept has been an under-discussed area, at least until very recently. While there have been numerous publications on television shows which have utilized notions of time, little has been written which considers the concept in the wider arena. For example Doctor Who is much discussed as a television product and a cultural phenomenon but little is written about its presentation of time specifically. Similarly, although screen and narrative time have been explored in film studies, there has been comparatively little said of these in the context of television time, particularly when presented as, for example, flashback or alternative perspectives on the nature of time. When we proposed this collection on time in television, there were no other existing publications. There are now at least two. Paul Booth’s Time on TV: Temporal Displacement and Mashup Television (2012), as the title suggests, examines how representations of time on television have been affected by and seek to negotiate broader technological and social changes that affect our understanding of time. Digital culture, he argues, as well as a range of social networking and online communications have introduced new forms of media and new aesthetics, while also ‘remaining tethered to old processes and uses’ (Booth 2012: 8, original emphasis). While Booth analyses certain conventions (such as temporal displacement via flashback or flashforward) in particular television texts, he does so in order to form an argument about digital culture and social change. The other recent book dealing with TV time is Time and Television Narrative: Exploring Temporality in Twenty-First Century Programming, edited by Melissa Ames (2013), and is a wide-ranging collection with sections on industry, the cultural moment, narrative structure, genres, formats and audiences.

Our project here is somewhat different, though clearly it overlaps with both of these books. Popular television, and particularly those productions notionally categorized as cult TV, is replete with examples of time as a concept, a narrative component, a telefantasy trope and a televisual construct. These essays explore aspects of time as presented in a range of television texts, from classic to contemporary. Addressing children’s drama, cult horror and science-fiction, to name a few, this collection explores the narrative and cultural significance of time on television via the presentation of a series of case studies, held together by an emphasis on telefantasy. While Ames’ collection restricts itself to twenty-first century television, in order to make a case about shifts in television production, structures and consumption, chapters in this book cover a number of contemporary and classic productions, demonstrating how time has always been an important aspect of television drama. Chapters examine particular aspects of how we experience time from the affective (nostalgia, memory), to the chronologic (apocalypse, immortality) to the structural (flashbacks, reboots). Our contributors approach the topic from a variety of perspectives and disciplines, applying psychoanalytic theory or philosophy, examining form and structure, or situating the TV shows within the contexts of industry, production and authorship, thus offering a variety of perspectives on associated television cultures and narratives. The aim is to provide the student reader with a source of varied discussion in support of key concepts within television studies and also the wider study of genre, while for the casual reader the essays provide accessible explorations of familiar shows and concepts.

Underpinning the analysis offered by the various contributors to this book is awareness of certain key elements in television drama. In the rest of this introduction, we sketch in what we see as the three most important contexts that inform the chapters that follow: the conventions that have arisen and developed in television to represent time; industry developments that affect how time is negotiated in television drama; and how nostalgia has become a significant element of both content and consumption in terms of television.

Conventions of Time on TV

Television has an established set of conventions for representing and dealing with time. Some are derived from storytelling in general, others from other visual media like cinema. Thus audiences are familiar with how montages, ellipses, flashback and even flashforward operate. Viewers can, for example, tell when what we see is intended as a memory (a flashback) from a different time frame than the present because of certain cues, visual, aural or structural. The nature of television also means that backstory has enhanced importance, often taking on more significance than it might have in, say, a 90-minute movie. Character development in television frequently relies on what we know about a character’s history, their past experiences and relationships, and their origins (see Gwyneth Peaty’s examination of Once Upon a Time 2011–, for instance). With a long running television drama, audiences might even have years of televized narrative to draw on when responding to characters and plotlines viewed at a given moment (as with any soap opera, or with a long-running science-fiction series such as Star Trek which first aired in 1966 and finished with prequel series Star Trek: Enterprise in 2005). Thus while some types of TV have each episode reset to default for the start of the next instalment, in others, history or series-memory might form part of complex narrative arcs that develop serially. Many drama series that draw on that memory include ‘previously on’ segments at the beginning of an episode, to remind viewers of significant events from earlier in the year, or even longer ago. Such reminders can also select and highlight particular memories, perhaps even reordering or revaluing a particular instance in terms of its relative significance.

All of these conventions contribute to the complex narratives and spectacular narrative aesthetic now common in ‘quality’ TV drama. Viewers of such series take pleasure in working out – or simply keeping up with – the narrative twists and turns of any given show. As Booth notes, ‘temporally complex television “plays” with narrative, forcing the audience to reconstruct the plot from fragments of story scattered around the discourse’ (2012, 33). Approaching narrative complexity from a different angle, Matt Hills observes how official and unofficial episode guides indicate the complexity of narrative structures and the many strategies available for reordering and apprehending these narratives. We can thus see, he argues, such guides as tools ‘to manage seriality’ in a complex serial narrative ‘and make its repetitions and differences, its temporal unfoldings, more orderly and immediately present to fans as “archived” knowledge’ (2005: 192). As Hills points out, this can also be an effective commercial strategy for DVD sales, with ‘collections’ of episodes organized around particular themes or characters (like the Barnabas Collins collection of Dark Shadows 1966–1971 episodes).

In addition, some TV shows engage with epic timescale (miniseries such as Roots 1977) that can span generations and take in several different time periods. Such timescales offer the pleasures of period drama as well as of epic narrative: costume, sets and character reflect the given period and establish atmosphere. Vampire television uses its vampire characters as a means of doing this, either more or less frequently as the style of the series and perhaps the budget allows (see Lorna Jowett’s chapter). Series engaging with the fantastic might even use the concept of time travel as a means of moving into such a period setting. This can also extend to tackling the cultural attitudes and expectations of a different period, as Nicola Allen demonstrates in her evaluation of Life on Mars (2006–2007) and Ashes to Ashes (2008–2010). Other dramas might dip into different periods on an episodic basis, such as Quantum Leap (1989–1993), a series mentioned by several of our contributors.

The continuing and the domestic nature of television also mean that it can offer more sense of ‘real time’. TV productions of all kinds align themselves with the season, offering special holiday episodes which are frequently notable ‘events’ in the calendar of television, attracting large audiences: the Doctor Who Christmas specials, for instance. Television drama, like other forms of TV, can also readily respond to or reference current events as well as history. Science-fiction series Fringe (2008–2013) includes several parallel worlds or timelines and in one of these New York City retains its Twin Towers. In
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