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Abstract: I pose that there is a yet undefined television trend encompassing some recent series that have attracted fervent followings, which is tied to narratives that elicit sublime responses in the absence of certainty. My research question, which aims to offer a concrete foundation for further scholarly research, is as follows: What are the defining characteristics of “obscure television”? Prominent titles with these features include The X-Files, The OA, Supernatural, Lost, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Sense 8, Fringe, Legion, The Killing, Orphan Black, Bates Motel, Riverdale, American Horror Story, The Outer Limits, Goosebumps, and Night Gallery. The existing scholarly research hardly points to a theory that could wholly and exclusively unite all of the shows I mentioned, even though those shows share a distinct dramatic obscurity, and does not come close to explaining the existence of clusters in the 1990’s and 2010’s. For the purpose of filling that gap, and making it possible for scholars to investigate the trend in its manifestations’ cultural contexts, I will watch and analyze several television series that exemplify the trend, and consider my findings in light of relevant scholarly conversations. This will result in an annotated list of the defining characteristics of “obscure television.”





Introduction:

I pose that there is a yet undefined television trend encompassing some recent series that have attracted fervent followings, which is tied to narratives that elicit sublime responses in the absence of certainty. An examination of the history of television suggests that it may mostly have its roots in Twin Peaks, but its characteristics and their functions are currently as obscure as the content of its included programs. Mentioning some glaring similarities between some television shows, with no further elaboration, does little in the way of enabling further scholarly research, so my research question aims to offer a more concrete foundation for such inquiry: What are the defining characteristics of “obscure television”?


Background:

Stranger Thing, Black Mirror, and Westworld are three recently released television shows with dedicated fan bases that share important qualities. The first two shows mentioned have garnered huge internet followings, and in the company Nielsen’s attempt to determine Netflix ratings, it found that the first episode of Stranger Things’s second season was watched by 15.8 million people within three days of being released (Koblin).  Westworld, meanwhile, broke HBO’s record for the most-watched first season of an original show (Andreeva). All three are marked by a thorough narrative obscurity. Stranger Things poses specific questions about unique supernatural events in a story that is otherwise comfortably embedded in tropes borrowed from prominent storytellers in the 1980’s such as Stephen King, Steven Spielberg, and John Hughes (The Duffer Brothers). Black Mirror’s various dystopian visions reflect identifiable commentaries of contemporary technoculture, but the world events that lead to and result from every episode are largely unknown (Brooker). The obscurity of Westworld pertains to the reality of Westworld itself, and the rules that apply to that reality (Nolan). This obscurity, common to all three shows, contributes to a sublime effect, whose features are mirrored in several other television programs. Other prominent titles with these features include The X-Files, The OA, Supernatural, Lost, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Sense 8, Fringe, Legion, The Killing, Orphan Black, Bates Motel, Riverdale, American Horror Story, The Outer Limits, Goosebumps, and Night Gallery. These titles have clusters in the 1990’s and 2010’s, further demonstrated by the recent revivals of Twin Peaks and The X-Files, and the impending revival of The Twilight Zone. These distinct clusters could have simple explanations in the realms of marketing and cycles of television writers’ interests, or they might have deeper roots in the interaction between popular entertainment and sociocultural trends. 
There are many texts that pertain to the common thematic, aesthetic, and narrative qualities of these shows. The Sublime: A Reader in British Eighteenth-Century Aesthetic Theory offers wide-ranging theoretical explanations for the sublime – an aesthetic quality that permeates these shows and is considered to partly involve the quality of obscurity (Ashfield and De Bolla). From a somewhat less broad vantage point, these shows are products of American technology, which David Nye argues altered the nature of the popular sublime (Nye). As well as being the products of technology, many of them deal with the experience of technological otherlineness, a topic illuminated by Nye’s book and by some entries in Beyond the Finite (Hoffmann and White). On the topic of depictions of technology in art and entertainment, there is a rich body of literature dedicated to science-fiction television (SFTV), including The Essential Science Fiction Television Reader (Telotte) and Science Fiction: A Guide for the Perplexed (Vint). As with any television trend, this one’s evolution surely reflects on general changes in television as a medium. Lost, among other shows, is discussed in Complex TV: The Poetics of Contemporary Television Storytelling in the context of how television’s changes have facilitated more complex television narratives (Mittell).
Unsurprisingly, much scholarly writing has analyzed these obscure, complex shows on an individual basis. In his essay “Black Mirror Commentary: On the Importance of the Imaginative Forward Glance,” Doug Hill discusses Black Mirror’s societal role of countering the perceived benevolence of technology’s “magic” by imagining a future in which that magic is horrifyingly misused (Hill). Twin Peaks and Twin Peaks: The Return have been discussed in terms of topics ranging from the woods motif to incest and atomic war (Shimabukuro, Bainbridge and Delaney, and Metz). The Twilight Zone has similarly been the subject of much critical analysis, such as Erik Mortenson’s writing on how its visuals comment on the Cold War, and an extraordinary amount of scholarly writing has focused on analyzing Buffy the Vampire Slayer through various lenses (Schwab). Other scholars have made basic comparisons between some of these shows, such as their commonality of being influenced by (or, in early programs such as The Twilight Zone and The Outer Limits, influencing) the writing of Stephen King (Hansen and Brown). 
Lenora Ludwon is one of the first scholars to take an innovative approach to these shows. Instead of analyzing Twin Peaks’s themes internally, Ludwon uniquely discussed the series as the first true example of a genre new to television, in her essay “Twin Peaks and the Television Gothic.” She argues that there is such a thing as the “Television Gothic,” akin to the already established Literature Gothic and Film Gothic, and further that Gothic elements can be detected in series including The Twilight Zone, The Outer Limits, and Night Gallery, although not to the same extent as in Twin Peaks. Her specific description of the Television Gothic is compelling, but inevitably an incomplete framework for my purposes; publishing this article in 1993, Ledwon could not have taken into consideration the enormous impact Twin Peaks would have on television programming, an impact that continues to this day (Eliana).
The existing scholarly research hardly points to a theory that could wholly and exclusively unite all of the shows I mentioned, even though those shows share a distinct dramatic obscurity, and does not come close to explaining the existence of the aforementioned clusters. The question of why those clusters exist is too far-reaching for me to directly come to an answer, as it requires extensive research into sociological trends since the trend of obscure television first emerged. Before the possibility can be made available for scholars to sociologically explain the powerful appeal of this television trend, its exact definition must be established – and only from there will an understanding of its appeal will emerge. 


Methods:

Before I apply the information contained in the relevant books and essays to the aforementioned television shows, I will watch all of those shows in their entirety, and write analytically about the characteristics they have in common. Next, I will consider how the scholarly conversations about science fiction, television, and the sublime might help me to deconstruct the effectiveness of those characteristics.
In order to get a more personable account of the popular and academic responses to the shows in question, I will arrange to interview – in person and by telephone – enthusiastic fans of the shows and scholars of television media studies. I will ask scholars who work at my school for information on which scholars to contact and how to get in touch with them, and I will use internet ads to recruit ordinary fans for interviews. The texts and conversations may direct me to studying additional books, essays, television shows, and films during the process.


Expected Results:

When I report on the results of this research, it will be framed as a list of characteristics that define the trend which includes the shows I listed in “Background,” along with any other shows I find to be relevant. I will flesh out explanations of each characteristic with elaborations on what signifies it, how it affects the audience, and how it relates to to other aspects of filmmaking. Discussions of examples from the shows will be included, in addition to supporting evidence from the texts and interviews. I will also include details of how the trend’s characteristics manifest differently in different clusters of programs. All in all, my research paper will amount to a thorough academic account of “obscure television.”

Conclusion:

	Some recent television series share a distinct narrative obscurity, which is also present in many older series. I aim to thoroughly define the television trend of this obscurity. There exist scholarly texts on the sublime, science fiction, and television as a medium, as well as analyses and comparisons of some relevant shows, and those texts offer valuable insights. However, there is no scholarly definition of the trend as a whole. For the purpose of filling that gap, and making it possible for scholars to investigate the trend in its manifestations’ cultural contexts, I will watch and analyze several television series that exemplify the trend, and consider my findings in light of relevant scholarly conversations. This will result in an annotated list of the defining characteristics of “obscure television.”
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Budget

	books

	$100

	television series
	$100


	internet ads for fan recruitment
	$125
[bookmark: _GoBack]

	

	total: $325




Because of the extensive viewing and reading required for this research, I anticipate that it will take eighteen months to complete.

