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par•a•dise (paŕ-uh-dīs) n.

1.
A place of ideal beauty or loveliness.

2.
A state of delight.

3.
Paradise, Massachusetts (town, FIPS 55520)
Location:  42°40677’ N, 70°81223’ W
Population (4587):  25408 (7633 housing units)
Area:  17.3 sq. mi. (land), 41.8 sq. mi. (water)
Zipcode(s):  02587

— opening legend for Stone Cold
Bearing heavy baggage, Jesse Stone drives cross-country to Paradise, Massachusetts.  To Paradise, Stone brings drunkenness that cost him a job with the LAPD, obsession with the wife he has lost to careers and affairs and divorce, grief for his old dog soon to die, resistance to facing his failings and feelings, plus disregard of rules in the way of justice.  “Jesse” is from the Hebrew for “wealth.”  Is this name an ironic reference to Stone’s baggage; or does it note his talents for survival, detection, and justice?  Jesse is played by Tom Selleck, an actor known for tough but sympathetic cops, cowboys, and detectives in dramatic series and movies made for television.  As a result, he has even become a corporate representative of CBS Television.  Like Charlton Heston before him, Selleck also has become known as a spokesman and board member for the National Rifle Association.  They have been similar as heroic, macho figures, although Heston’s career centered in cinema whereas Selleck’s has centered on television.
It is surprising that Jesse Stone’s sad, old SUV manages the trip; and it is amazing that a job as Paradise Chief of Police awaits a man as damaged as Jesse.  A competent predecessor has left for no clear reason, and the Town Council has inexplicably hired Stone instead.  He is to lead only three officers, none especially experienced; but the town is small, and its policing is less about major crimes than reassuring appearances for Boston commuters and seasonal tourists.  Paradise is a beautiful place, the police “force” is smart and respectful, then Stone lucks into an affordable old house on the seashore.  Stone is a clever and rugged guy, with a wry tongue.  He has learned the craft but also the politics of policing in the big leagues of Los Angeles.  He works with great skill and will to make a new life for himself in a town where its name is mostly its condition.  What a wonderful turn of events!  What could go wrong?
Answers to this question tell us about the political myth-making implicit in American television.  In turn, that can clarify contributions of television analysis to theories of politics.  The logics that link communication media and technologies to dramatic forms and political implications are loose, elective, and historical rather than deductive or deterministic.
  So the politics are more cultural, conventional, and stylistic than creedal and ideological.
  Moving their title figure from a notorious city to an idyllic town, the Stone series of television movies puts a noir protagonist of realist politics into an earthly paradise supposedly better suited to epic heroism and idealism – but supposedly lacking in neither.  As Stone and Paradise learn otherwise, we learn about the affinity of American television for epic politics.  We also learn about their tension with the political realism and existentialism of noir as a popular genre.
1. Argument

American television has mostly been episodic and serial in structure, while American cinema has not; and this has political implications.  Even on “the small screen” of television, episodic politics are principally epic politics; and serial politics are primarily idealist politics.  Both epic and idealist politics favor mythic archetypes over settings that develop historically and characters who develop psychologically.  In aesthetical and political as well as historical and psychological terms, therefore, the “realism” on American television has largely been limited to news and documentaries.  Or at least that has held until the advent of so-called “reality television” and a few of the far-better-funded series on such cable channels as AMC, FX, HBO, Showtime, and TNT.  Even then, the cinematic form most renowned for “realism” in the time of television has seldom surfaced on TV, save for the replays of noir and neo-noir films shot first for theatrical release on “the big screen.”  Series made for TV feature hosts of hardboiled and other detective shows, but few articulate the aesthetics or the politics of noir.
The scarcity of noir on American television is a cultural and political curiosity.  It is especially provocative since the initial cluster of classic noir and the later genre of neo noir are principally inventions of American cinema, although with crucial help from European talent.  In the time of television, many of its American programs have issued from the same people, places, and studios as many American movies.  We know these sources of television and movies loosely, collectively, and colloquially as “Hollywood.”  The main argument here is that one of the likely reasons for the surprising scarcity of Hollywood noir on Hollywood TV is a resistance to that popular genre’s realism and existentialism that lurks in the episodic and serial structure of American television.
A signal exception is the noir series of made-for-CBS movies based loosely on the Jesse Stone novels by Robert B. Parker.  I argue that this series is an exception that proves the rule.  So far there have been eight movies about Stone in Paradise, at nearly ninety minutes each.  They help us see what happens when affinities of Hollywood TV for epic and idealist politics interact with noir’s increasingly generic politics of realism and existentialism.  They do this by adapting Parker’s thought experiment of moving a fired veteran of the LAPD cross-continent to lead a tiny police force in Paradise – as an imaginary, small-town exurb of Boston.

Generic noir explores the politics of awakening morally ambiguous “protagonists” to resistance of corrupt systems that encompass them.
  The Paradise series relocates noir tropes from the prototypically postmodern civilization of a big but decentered city to the archetypal and televisual contrary in a community still consonant with picket fences.  Paradise is a fabric of epic tropes, and each film in the series functions as a TV episode in the story of Stone as a noir figure transplanted to Paradise.  What results are television experiments in epic noir, and these inflect in telling ways the existentialist and realist politics crucially generic for neo noir.

Neo noir often melds with other popular genres in specific movies to produce fantasy noir, gangster noir, horror noir, scifi noir, super noir, and so on.  Yet epic noir is rare.  Some three hundred neo-noir films (in English) have been released since 1980; but aside from the eight Paradise movies made for television, only one or two percent of neo-noir films are epics as well.  In the Paradise series, epic ingredients help shift noir from its early urbanism and constructivism into moments of environmentalism and naturalism.  Many epic elements in the Stone shows help move noir from insistent realism toward resurgent idealism.  And epic tropes in Paradise turn noir from a nearly Nietzschean misogyny toward a kind of feminism.  As noir’s lone knight of justice, the hardboiled protagonist is arguably all along a crucial, if isolated, figure of idealism in a genre otherwise inclined toward political realism; so to find idealist politics in neo noir need not be a major surprise.  Even for neo noir, however, feminist politics appear prominently in only twelve to fifteen percent of films in the last three decades.  The environmentalism and naturalism of epic-noir politics in Stone’s Paradise are similarly remarkable.  Accordingly the project here is to advance an analysis of epic-noir politics in the Paradise programs – to show how analyses of television can contribute to theories of politics.

2. Noir

Neo noir as a popular genre prospers in many media from the 1980s onward.  It stems from classic noir as a film cluster in the 1940s and ’50s, which traces in turn to gangster films and tales of hardboiled detection in the 1920s, ’30s, and ’40s.
  Politics of hardboiled detection start with vaguely Marxist exposés of big-city corruption.
  In general, they tell of tough little guys who fight for justice that must remain minimal and momentary.  Gangster movies put their macho men of honor even more inescapably into the midst of crime.
  Then noir movies use spider women and other femmes fatales to trap their male “protagonists” within fateful trajectories.
  These men are too aware of their complicity and too ironic in their talk to count as mythical or historical “heroes.”
  Still they drive the action by resisting valiantly the noir systems of corruption that they cannot defeat fully.
  Neo-noir movies conventionalize and existentialize many of the recurrent figures and impulses of classic noir, while in the end letting roughly half of their realistically doomed protagonists off the final hooks that these films grimly foreshadow.

Classic noir is a cluster of 140 or more American movies released between 1941 and 1958.  As a group, they were neither produced by film makers nor viewed by Americans at the time as exercises in a popular form like horror, gangster, or western films.  Due to World War II, early noirs were seldom seen soon abroad.  Only after the war did French critics who were catching up on American films recognize so many similarities among these movies that they named them collectively as “noir,” meaning “black” as in “bleak,” for their shared looks and outlooks.  Critics began analyzing devices crucial for these films, even as the critics noted that American film-making was turning away from featuring those devices.  Sometimes the critical literature reads as though there were nearly no noir-like movies released in the United States for the next two decades, but that was far from true.  Gradually the older movies, the further films, and the critical comments interacted with makers and viewers of Hollywood films to feed the construction of “neo noir.”  For more than three decades, the new noir has operated as a popular genre like fantasy, romance, science fiction, or war movies.  For rosters of classic-noir films, noirs in the interim, then neo-noir movies, see the ending appendices.
The argument here is about the politics of neo noir as a popular genre available since 1980 or so for cinema, television, and other media.  As a critical cluster rather than a popular genre of films, classic noir is much more miscellaneous and much less conventional than neo noir.  This matters because the politics of popular genres are in the uses of their conventions.  It also matters because the conventions – hence the politics – of popular genres are made and shared widely in our culture, rather than staying the special preserve of a few commentators.
Of films released in English in the United States between 1980 and 2012, I’ve analyzed some 300 where neo-noir conventions predominate.  No doubt, I’ve missed at least a few that I’d count if I were to view them tomorrow.  No doubt, I’ve included at least a few that other viewers would not credit as neo noir, even according to my take on the conventions.  And no doubt, I’ve excluded several handfuls of films widely – but mistakenly, I’d argue – claimed for current noir by various commentators.  (Many of these mistakes seem to stem from thinking about noir only in terms of the diffuse atmospherics that sufficed for canons of classic noir as constructed by critics looking back on personal favorites.)  The presence and prominence of conventions must be judgment calls based on careful articulation of the genre’s conventions:  its stock characters, scenes, and settings along with its shared looks, sounds, and strategies.  My project for neo noir as a genre is not a few case studies or even a sample but a decently complete census:  one good enough to permit inferences from rough portions or percentages.

Because noir begins in cinema, an eye on neo-noir films is more than helpful in making sense of neo-noir politics on television.  Because I can’t pretend to the same coverage of TV, a focus on the Stone movies is similarly useful.  Like many television programs, each Stone film is an episode in a chronologically arranged series.  The production values never exceed high-end television, and the overall length is about the same as many a cable-series season.  The star and several of the other main actors have been television fixtures:  not only Tom Selleck as Jesse Stone but Viola Davis as Officer Molly Crane, Kathy Baker as Officer Rose Gammon, Kohl Sudduth as Officer Suitcase Simpson, Stephen McHattie as Homicide Commander for the State Police, William Devane as Jesse’s psychiatrist, and Saul Rubinek as Town Councilor Hasty Hathaway.  On the other hand, construction of each episode as a made-for-TV movie can make some of the comparisons with cinematic noir more exact – and some of the political lessons more confident – than they otherwise might be.
That said, I need to add that the Stone movies could turn out to be a startling portion of episodic noir on television, or at least American television.  So far, only two or three other American series strike me as predominantly neo noir:  Twin Peaks (1990-91), Terminator:  The Sarah Connor Chronicles (2008-09), and The Killing (2011-12).  It’s easy to suppose I’ve missed some – even many – others.
  Yet the classics of moral ambiguity, hardboiled detection, police procedure, systematic corruption, or foreboding ethos that occasionally get named are surely not noir by genre:  not Breaking Bad (2008-13) or Dexter (2006-13), not The Wire (2002-08) or NYPD Blue (1993-2005), not even Miami Vice (1984-90).
  Even Twin Peaks, from noir meister David Lynch, might be more horror than neo noir – making that series similar to such scifi programs with intermittent noir touches as Millennium (1996-99) and The X-Files (1993-2002).  Of course, The Sarah Connor Chronicles themselves sprang from three cinematic exemplars of scifi noir; and The Killing is an American remake of Denmark’s Forbrydelsen (The Crime, 2007-present).  Not so incidentally, the Denmark series stands with movies made from the Stieg Larsson Millennium Trilogy as epitomes of “Nordic noir,” which infuses police procedurals, detective tales, and similar thrillers with moral ambiguity and brooding tones possibly meant to compensate for omitting many other conventions of neo noir.

There is no doubt, though, that Robert B. Parker wrote hardboiled detection; and before he died early in 2010, Parker wrote nine such novels about Jesse Stone in Paradise.
  Parker is even better known for his hardboiled-detection novels about Spenser and Hawk, inspiring the television series Spenser:  For Hire (1985-88), with Robert Urich in the title role.  Urich later made four Lifetime movies as Spenser, and Joe Montagna made three movies in that role for A&E.  But these mostly go to show that hardboiled detection need not be done as noir on film, and seldom is on television.  Even in movies, dramas of hardboiled detection get genred mainly as thrillers.  This is all the more likely for the forty Spenser novels because they are seldom subtextual or otherwise subtle about Parker’s politics of race, sex, family, culture, violence, psychiatry, or even food.  The Stone novels are higher-concept, perhaps pushing their uses of literary conventions to do more of the political work.  A hardboiled detective moves from the Big City, Sin City home of cinematic noir to a small-town paradise opposite in coast and culture.  The novels explore what happens to him and to paradise.  Through the eight Stone movies, we also can explore what happens to noir as it interacts with television.

All these movies use Jesse Stone as their titles, so we do well to name them by subtitles.  The first four rework Parker novels:  Stone Cold (2005), Night Passage (2006), Death in Paradise (2006), and Sea Change (2007).  The next four are products of Selleck and Michael Brandman:  Thin Ice (2009), No Remorse (2010), Innocents Lost (2011), and Benefit of the Doubt (2012).  Sea Change gained Selleck an Emmy nomination for acting.  At this writing, it’s unclear whether there will be more Stone movies.
  But it is clear how the first eight are neo noir, individually and collectively; and that’s a good place to begin political analysis of the Stone shows.  So let me use a network of neo-noir conventions refined in contrasting hundreds of recent neo-noir films to hundreds of somewhat similar movies genred overall by thriller, gangster, horror, or other conventions instead.  Most of these neo-noir conventions are consensual among cinema commentators; the ones I add get a little more explanation (thus justification) along the way.
(1) Neo-Noir Conventions of Character
Popular genres cohere as networks of conventions, meaning that the presence of none of its familiar figures is a necessary or sufficient condition for including a work in a particular genre.
  Still if neo noir were to have a sine qua non, it would be a protagonist too complicit in corruption to be heroic in spurring the action.  As his name suggests, Stone was imagined by Parker to be about as hardboiled in character and hardball in deed as they come.
  (The CBS movies make him more accommodating, but not much.)  Yes, neo-noir protagonists are often hardboiled, but far from always.  Moreover hardboiled, hardball – that is, politically realist – protagonists are a dime a dozen in thriller, gangster, horror, and war movies that are not in any pervasive way neo-noir.  The telling trait is that Stone is an ambiguous mix of vices and virtues:  exactly the kind of male who drives the action in most neo-noir films.  This makes Stone similar to such noir protagonists as private detective Jake Gittes (Jack Nicholson) in Chinatown (1974) and The Two Jakes (1990), police detective David Mills (Brad Pitt) in Se7en (1995), and bodyguard Creasy (Denzel Washington) in Man on Fire (2004).
From the start, Stone is implicated in related sets of corrupt systems that he tries to police.  Early or eventually, all too many of their corruptions are evident (to us) in him.  Yet he’s not initially aware of many of these systems, their corruptions, or his complicities.  The eight films (episodes) show him awakening (more fully) to (resistance of) these troubles, his involvements, and their systematicity.  The social systems criticized by neo-noir are often the sorts analyzed by Hannah Arendt, Peter Berger, Michel Foucault, Erving Goffman, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Jean-Paul Sartre, and other theorists attuned to existentialism.
  Among the systems especially prominent in neo-noir films so far are bureaucracy, capitalism, celebrity culture, social class, colonialism, consumer society, criminal justice, drug war, family, gangs, national security, patriarchy, and suburbia.  The travails of a protagonist map the operation of a film’s focal system and specify its principal corruption(s).  In L.A. Confidential (1997) and Mulholland Dr. (2001), protagonists are beset by celebrity cultures corrupted by addiction and exploitation; in Femme Fatale (2002), celebrity culture corrupts the protagonist through crime and treachery; in Where the Truth Lies (2005), celebrity culture corrupts with polymorphous perversity; in Domino (2005), celebrity culture undoes the protagonist with boredom from the ready-made life also excoriated by existentialists.
  Traffic (2000) and Savages (2012) show the drug war riddled with crime, addiction, and treachery.  Swordfish (2001), Syriana (2005), and Déjà Vu (2006) explore the systematic interdependence of terrorism and the war on terrorism.
Consonant with the existentialist fascination with extremes of human experience, the corrupt systems in neo-noir films are sometimes less institutional, perhaps more philosophical, psychological, even epic.
  Insomnia (2002) and Seven Pounds (2008) explore guilt as a system (not just a condition) of corruption.  Payback and The House of Sand and Fog (2003) dramatize vengeance as a system (not just an act) of corruption.  21 Grams (2003), The Next Three Days (2010), and Source Code (2011) treat troubles arguably systemic for life.  Edward Scissorhands (1990) and The Human Stain (2003) trace corruptions possibly systematic in humanity.  And so on.  Corrupt systems appear in many non-noir movies, and they are staples of conspiracy thrillers as well as dystopias.
  Still they are the most specifically political figures of neo noir as a popular genre, where they are too important to existentialist and realist politics to slight.

To display the systematicity of corruption in particular institutions, policies, traditions, conditions, experiences, philosophies, and other targets of political interest, neo noirs embody their systems in bosses who epitomize each system’s sinister operation.  John Huston’s Noah Cross is the boss of Chinatown’s corrupt system of water politics.  Typically neo noirs evoke further aspects of their systems in the minions who assist the bosses, the fixers summoned by bosses from the margins to handle unusual threats, the sleepers who take part unaware, the baits deployed by the systems to lure potential resisters from hiding, and the gambits used by the systems to defeat those resisters.  These are existentialist tropes for analyzing noir systems.
As neo noir, each Stone movie shows how the protagonist shares in a system and its corruption then comes to recognize and resist it.  The systems and their corruptions differ in each movie.  In the eight Stone shows to date, six different systems surface.  When Sea Change and Innocents Lost assail systems featured earlier, each movie provides a different take on its  system’s characteristic operation and corruptions.  Depending on our analytical perspectives, the six systems suffer more than ten different corruptions.  These systems and corruptions get symbolized by eight bosses, with several reappearing as the series proceeds:

	Stone Movies
	Social Systems
	System Corruptions
	System Bosses

	Stone Cold
	socioeconomic class
	boredom and power
	Andy Lincoln, retired inventor

	Night Passage
	community
	crime and politics
	Gino Fish, mobster

	Death in Paradise
	patriarchy
	authoritarianism,
sexism, and
domestic violence
	Leo Finn, mobster;
Hank Bishop, father; and
Jerry Snyder, husband

	Sea Change
	socioeconomic class
	exploitation
	Gino Fish, mobster

	Thin Ice
	love, family, and
 friendship
	self-interest (as
favoritism, greed,
and inattention)
	Gino Fish, mobster; and
Carter Hansen, councilman

	No Remorse
	everyday life
	sociopathy
	Gino Fish, mobster

	Innocents Lost
	system of justice
and rehabilitation
	self-interest (as
favoritism, greed,
and inattention)
	Dr. Parkinson, clinic director;
Gino Fish, mobster; and
Carter Hansen, councilman

	Benefit of the Doubt
	system of justice
	organized crime
	Hasty Hathaway, mob boss


One of the many ways in which the Stone movies work together as a television series is that all but the first personify their systems with a mob leader.  By the second film, this becomes a more or less continuing character:  mobster Gino Fish (William Sadler).  He is prominent in five of the seven episodes where “his” mob is a metonym for (aspects of) the corrupt system that Stone soon comes to detect and contest – but stays slow to diagnose and disrupt directly.

Three of the eight Stone shows provide more than one system boss.  In each, the non-mob bosses evoke other operations and enact other corruptions of the shared system.  Family patriarchs Hank Bishop (Edward Edwards) and Jerry Snyder (John Diehl) respectively enact the sexism and domestic abuse that add to the violent authoritarianism of mobster Leo Finn (Steven Flynn) as corruptions of endemic to the patriarchy resisted by Stone during Death in Paradise.  The human affection featured in Thin Ice suffers the systemic self-interest of greed enacted by Fish.  But its other boss – of self-interest – is Paradise Councilman Carter Hansen (Jeremy Akerman).  Hansen pursues favoritism for his son-in-law and pushes the police to maximize revenue from a speed trap rather than investigate a cold case of kidnapping clear across the country.  The susceptibility of the justice system to corruption by organized crime focuses Benefit of the Doubt, the eighth film.  But even before that, the seventh Stone movie engages the less sensational corruption of justice and rehabilitation by systemic self-interest.  In Innocents Lost, corruption from crime is aggravated by corruption from favoritism, greed, and inattention that allows victims to fall through the cracks.  Again the Paradise Council pushes dubious priorities; and the mob victimizes people for monetary gain.  Moreover Dr. Parkinson (Mark Blum), as Director of the Tranquility Clinic, lets his facility neglect rehab clients, making them prey to addiction, debasement, and crime.
Actually there turns out by the end of the eighth movie to have been something of a boss of bosses all along.  This figure has been systematically behind most of the corruptions of Paradise that Chief Stone has come to recognize and resist from the first movie onward.  At long last, Stone learns that Hasty Hathaway is the (top) boss of the regional mob that encompasses Boston and Paradise.  Like the purloined letter, Hasty has been hiding in plain sight as the Paradise car dealer who even led the Town Council in hiring Stone.  This revelation helps explain Stone’s recruitment from firing, disgrace, and alcoholism in L.A. to replace a respected, healthy chief in Paradise:  Hasty wanted someone too beset by other troubles to notice fully what was happening beneath his nose.  The movies have Stone suspicious of Hathaway as at least a little larcenous, but mainly they treat him as comic relief.
The nickname implies that Hasty takes advantage of people giving him all too quick a glance to see him for who and what he really is.  In other words, his concealment depends on his getting, even cultivating, little re-spect.  His given name of Hastings might reinforce this, at a colloquial glance; yet its etymology from Old English reveals him as a “son of the severe, violent one.”  What a way to evoke the series preoccupation with patriarchy as authoritarian and abusive of women!  Furthermore the family name of Hathaway links him through Old English and Welsh – not only to heaths and paths – but also to strife, contention, and war.  At a longer look, “Hastings Hathaway” appears a potent mythic label for the boss of organized crime, both in the big city of Boston and the small town of Paradise.  With the whole series also working as a single neo noir, the boss of Paradise as a corrupt system is a bastion of its social establishment, its business network, and its government.  Diss him, if you will, as a car seller, a cuckold, a bit of a buffoon; but he secretly superintends the regional crime syndicate.
In this late perspective, Finn and Fish join the many other minions of Hasty’s system.  Hasty has meant for Stone to be one of them, protecting Hasty’s home town or base; but he has wanted Stone to stay unaware of helping Hasty’s criminal organization.  This has made Stone a system sleeper, in various ways, throughout the series.  That holds also for others in the system of justice:  Stone’s officers, local lawyer Abby Taylor (Polly Shannon), the medical examiner recruited by Stone, even some members of the Boston Police and the Massachusetts State Police.  Likewise Jake Gittes does not comprehend until the very end of Chinatown how he has been advancing the systematically sinister interests of Noah Cross and company.  As the truly hardboiled detective in Paradise, by contrast, Stone is among the first to awaken to Hasty’s overarching system of corruption and resist it.  This doesn’t eradicate Stone’s sins or troubles, including his inadvertent services to Hathaway and the crime syndicate; thus this doesn’t exactly make him a hero.  But it does make him the protagonist of this neo-noir series.
Four of the individual movies develop additional sleepers, perhaps to underscore how easily people can become complicit in corrupt systems.  Death in Paradise features the writer Norman Shaw (Gary Basaraba) as a celebrity and sexual predator.  Yet that movies displays how organized crime has been taking advantage of Shaw’s celebrity and predation to serve its further interests, while having him stay oblivious to its operation until he becomes one of its murder victims.  Similarly college student Lewis Lipinsky (Mike Erwin) serves as a clerk at the rehab mill that Dr. Parkinson directs as the Tranquility Clinic in Innocents Lost.  Deciding to ignore Parkinson’s orders and answer questions from Stone, it starts to dawn on Lipinsky what he’s been abetting; and he seems ready to take Stone’s concluding advice that Lipinsky seek work elsewhere to keep putting himself through school.  And in the last two programs, Thelma Gleffey (Gloria Reuben) keep the books at Hasty’s car dealership without seeming to notice that Hasty is a criminal, let alone the crime boss.  (She also becomes Stone’s trusted friend and sexual partner, leading us viewers to trust that she’s not in league with Hasty.)
Sleepers are part of the system; and they share in its corruption – even if they are good in many ways, even if they later resist and escape the system, or even if they become liberated and redeemed.  Lipinsky might escape, and Stone at least resists; but Shaw doesn’t awaken in time to avoid murder by the larger system, and Taylor dies unaware of her unfortunate role in it.  The very corruptions of neo-noir systems are what engage some participants, who then become bosses and minions.  Such systems lure unknowing participants with distinctive baits then entangle them continually through gambits that can come to characterize each system.  In each movie about Stone, he is either the focal participant drawn into the film’s system, or he is a representative participant who is apt to feel at least a little tug from the system’s main attraction to many of its participants.  A roster of baits, gambits, and minions can be telling:
	Stone Movies
	System Baits
	System Gambits
	System Minions

	Stone Cold
	women (Abby Taylor)
	sex and friendship
	Jesse Stone, police chief

	
	women (Candy Pennington)
	sex through rape
	Bo Marino, football star
Kevin Freeney, football player
Troy Drake, Bo-Kevin friend

	Night Passage
	employment
	new start in paradise
	Jesse Stone, police chief

	
	
	payoff and retirement
	Lou Carson, former chief

	
	
	payoff and power
	Joe Genest, mobster

	Death in Paradise
	power over women
	patriarchal authority
	Jesse Stone, police chief

	
	
	
	Lovey Norris, mobster

	Sea Change
	money
	bribery and blackmail
	Jesse Stone, police chief

	
	
	
	Alan Garner, mobster
Terry Genest, mobster
Hasty Hathaway, criminal

	Thin Ice
	affection and advantage
	impersonal rules to
conceal personal gain
	Jesse Stone, police chief

	
	
	
	Alan Garner, mobster
William Butler, police officer

	No Remorse
	normality (as an absence
of differentiating patterns)
	apparent randomness
to conceal patterns
	Jesse Stone, police chief

	
	
	
	Alan Garner, mobster
John Kelly, mobster

	Innocents Lost
	minimizing troubles
	easy “solutions”
	Jesse Stone, “retired” chief

	
	
	
	William Butler, police chief
College Administrator
Public Defender
Mrs. Van Aldan, divorcé
Amanda, Fish assistant

	Benefit of the Doubt
	employment and
personal fulfillment
	working in plain sight
	Jesse Stone, rehired chief

	
	
	
	Gino Fish, mobster
Amanda, Fish assistant
Henry Uppman, Fish lawyer


These neo-noir systems – complete with their characteristic corruptions, baits, gambits, bosses, and minions – clarify the dynamics of Paradise.  In a kind of weak irony, these turn out not to be all that paradisiacal.  They privilege not only the usual culprits of crime, class, money, and other machinations of power but especially the abusive, patriarchal exercise of power by men over women.  Each Stone movie interweaves investigations of two or three focal crimes that parallel each other enough to detail the corrupt system at issue.  Of the eight movies, only No Remorse and Benefit of the Doubt have no focal crime against women; while four of the Stone movies attend entirely to crimes against women.  (No Remorse focuses instead on homosexual jealousy in a male triangle of sex and advantage, while Benefit of the Doubt concentrates on its revelation of an encompassing system and boss.)  Such attention to “women’s issues” by the Stone series is uncommon in neo noir, and it strikes me as an elective effect of setting Stone’s policing in “paradise.”  Other peculiarities of the Stone series converge on such an inference.
Neo-noir films typically target their protagonists for (further) entanglement in their corrupt systems.  Neo noirs conventionally engage their usual male protagonists through the beauty, wealth, or wiles of women.  The intensified involvement often dooms the protagonist, so noir theory treats such a focal female as a “femme fatale.”  Since there are deadly women in many other kinds of films, it is helpful to notice that a specific subtype predominates in neo noirs, where “spider women” weave webs of deceit to entrap male protagonists before they figure out how deeply embedded in the system they are becoming.  As a potentially deadly attractor through sex and deception, a spider woman epitomizes a defensive strategy of bait and switch by the corrupt system that would dupe a male sleeper and subdue a male resister.  Seldom is the spider woman also the system boss; instead she is used by the system just like its other functionaries.  Yet her power over the male protagonist is typically great.  Accordingly her prominence in a neo-noir film is often second only to the male protagonist, whom she more or less seduces into (further) service to the system’s corruption.  Evelyn Cross Mulwray (Faye Dunaway) is Chinatown’s spider woman; Irene (Carey Mulligan) is Drive’s (2011).
For the Stone series as a whole, as for each of its movies, the femme fatale who lures and spurs Jesse further into trouble is Jenn (Gillian Anderson), his former wife.  Whether she is a spider woman is debatable, in part because there are several peculiarities that suit Jenn to playing Eve for Jesse in the epical conditions of Paradise.  In the novels, Jenn stays in L.A. for a few volumes but then moves to Boston; in the movies, she stays on the west coast, arguably making his break with her greater and his new start even cleaner.  In both, though, Jesse still talks a lot with Jenn by telephone.  He serves her as friend, confessor, refuge, and protector.  This keeps him all too tethered to her and his love for her.  She does seem to love him in her own, limited way; and she might not be deceptive in the manner of a spider woman, because her self-involvement and her tactics for exploiting Jesse are clear to both of them in her calls.  Still she entangles him in emotional webs of titanic strength.  Moreover their strands parallel many of the patriarchal plotlines that trouble ties of males and females throughout Paradise, let alone Boston.  At times, Jenn seems for Jesse a kind of strange attractor, a black hole in his life:  a sucking absence more prominent and consequential than even his friends in Paradise.  She “appears” in each episode only as a telephone conversant, a disembodied voice, save for Benefit of the Doubt, when she just gets mentioned in a therapy session for Stone.  The overall decline in Jenn’s calls seems a carefully calculated measure of how well Jesse himself is doing.
Every episode has at least one woman who attracts Stone sexually, even romantically; but none supplants Jenn as Jesse’s love.  In Stone Cold and Night Passage, this is Abby Taylor, who is murdered before these first two movies end.  Sybil Martin (Sean Young) in Sea Change and Amanda (Christine Tizzard) in Benefit of the Doubt are good-bad girls familiar from neo noir; and they intrigue Stone, but he doesn’t sleep with them.  Also in Sea Change, Leeann Lewis (Rebecca Pidgeon) bids briefly to eclipse Jenn as the femme fatale and spider woman for Jesse; yet her moment soon passes.  During Thin Ice, No Remorse, and Innocents Lost, Stone seems to sleep with Sidney Greenstreet (Leslie Hope) of Internal Affairs for the Boston Police; but as her great noir name hints, theirs is sexual play more than anything deeper.  Almost as parody, Stone’s longest sustained attraction is to Sister Mary John (Kerri Smith), developed in Death in Paradise, Thin Ice, No Remorse, and Innocents Lost.  Such unusual limits on Jesse’s links to every noir candidate for a femme fatale who might doom him to defeat by the system seem televisual and paradisiacal twists on neo-noir conventions shaped over hundreds of films.
In the Stone movies, therefore, Jesse is the central sleeper lured into each system with telling baits, gambits, and women that differ from one show and system to the next.  Only by Benefit of the Doubt, the last movie to date, does the overarching system boss for Paradise have reason to worry that such resources might be insufficient to defeat Stone’s determined (if not always well-directed) resistance.  When mistakes or resistance seem to imperil continuation of a system, a neo-noir fixer gets summoned from the margins by its boss.  Recourse to a fixer is an unusual, even desperate move, since fixers are costly – not only to the system’s coffers but also to the boss’s (reputation for) power and thus to the system’s vital sense of invulnerability.  Only in the eighth movie, as Stone shows an unhealthy interest in Hathaway, does Hasty as system boss assign an assassin to track and ambush Jesse.  But this is a small-town paradise, so Stone spots the outsider right away.  His jokey name of Arthur “Art” Gallery (Robert Caradine) signals that his looking will trump his shooting, with neither entirely effective.  Still his bullets do help Hasty and his ill-gotten gains escape Stone – at least for the moment.
The Stone series also includes many of the other, arguably lesser characters routine for neo noir.  Since the setting is Paradise, the two “damaged males” are residents nearly as new as Stone:  writer Norman Shaw and Mr. Thompson (Robert Racki), the military veteran who is expert with IEDs and starts Benefit of the Doubt by assassinating William Butler (Jeff Geddis) as well as Anthony D’Angelo (Vito Rezza) of the Paradise Police.  Also like Shaw, Thompson is soon murdered by the organized criminals who have just used him.  And since the setting is Paradise, the “deranged males” are rich outsiders merely visiting for the season.  Harrison Pendleton (Nigel Bennett) abuses young Cathleen Holton (Mika Boorem) in Sea Change, and Andy Lincoln (Reg Rogers) helps his wife murder in Stone Cold.  She (Jane Adams as Brianna Lincoln) is the only deadly female in the series, whereas there are twelve “deadly males,” not including Stone:  a proportion is ordinary for neo noir.  But there are twelve male victims and sixteen “female victims,” reversing a conventional ratio to suit the paradisiacal sensitivity to violence against women.  The contrasting neo-noir figure of a “helpmate homemaker” gets a humorous and reinforcing twist when the Stone series fills that role unmistakably with a male dog:  Boomer (uncredited) in Night Passage and Reggie (Joe the dog) in the other seven shows.

(2) Neo-Noir Conventions of Action
Scholars of neo noir have given much less direct attention to its conventions of action, yet these can be especially important for its politics.  The most discussed convention of noir structure is the long plot loop often claimed to characterize classic noir.  Many a neo noir, too, begins with the protagonist in deep trouble.  Without resolving that situation, the film soon cuts abruptly backward in time, often marking the new beginning with a screen legend to say “four hours ago,” “three days before,” “two years earlier,” or the like.  Then most of the movie returns the protagonist step by step to the opening scene of peril, enabling viewers to see how his action in a corrupt system has brought him to the point of somewhat deserved damage, disgrace, or death.  Resuming the pivotal scene, now seen as chickens come home to roost, the film completes the protagonist’s devastation as signaled from the start.  Or, nearly half the time in neo noirs, the film lets the protagonist somewhat surprisingly off the hook so long prepared for him.  Crash (2005) and Broken City (2013) have their protagonists pay the piper, while Fight Club (1999) and Reindeer Games (2000) spare their leads for something new.
This classic loop is the platform for explaining several other actions conventional for neo noirs, even when these films lack such a long loop or any at all in the plot.  In part, this is because neo noirs often seek functional equivalents of the classic loop with several flashbacks, dreams, fantasies, time jumps, even alternate realities.  But it is also because the related tropes of action for neo noirs can substitute at times for such departures from linear plots.  All three moves are evident in the Stone series.  Stone Cold is the first movie; then the series jumps back to Night Passage, letting this second movie – based on the first Stone novel – function a lot like a long loop from classic noir.  For Night Passage shows how Stone crosses the country to start his career anew as Paradise Chief of Police, even though the initial movie has him already on the job.  Then the third movie, Death in Paradise, proceeds from the end of Stone Cold to show Jesse inextricably up to his neck in crime plus other troubles in Paradise.  And these continue through the eighth movie’s late revelation – and escape – of Hasty Hathaway as system boss.
The individual movies each use sizable helpings of other devices that generate effects similar to a long loop in the plot or shorter but more frequent flashbacks.  Moreover the sixth and seventh movies feature recurrent flashbacks too.  No Remorse shows us viewers many a noir “flashback” in dream or imagination, some in classic black-and-white, as Jesse consults for the State Police in reconstructing parking-structure murders in Boston.  These brief scenes follow Stone’s principle of overcoming obstacles to inference or even evidence by “going back to the beginning.”  Over and over, he reimagines opening scenes of three seemingly random crimes in the same locale to get a sense of how they connect otherwise.  Then Innocents Lost provides several flashbacks to Stone’s earlier encounters with suicide Cindy Van Aldan, as guilty memories overshadow diverse activities in his present to “replay” their interactions.
Not only in themselves but also in their coherence with many other neo-noir tropes in the series, these devices contribute to a generic sense of doom impending throughout for this protagonist and his town.  The retrospective structure of a long loop in the plot means that, from the start, we’ve seen the protagonist in such terrible trouble that it’s hard to see how he could escape unscathed when the film finally returns in the end to his opening scene of peril.  The glory of many a neo noir is a voiceover narration that introduces or comments on its key events in retrospect.  With the emblematic protagonist a hardboiled detective, the emblematic voiceover for neo noir is wry; with a paradigmatic mood of fated doom, the voiceover for neo noir is often world-weary too.  But many neo noirs lack any voiceover narration, and others assign it to characters bound to sound different from the paradigm.

The Stone movies have no voiceover narration, but their voice and dialogue for Jesse are often wry and sometimes world-weary.  Many Stone scenes feature the snappy repartee sometimes notorious in neo noir.  Parker’s novels draw praise for snappy, snarky dialogue:  more like theatrical banter than the idiomatic rhythms of speech prized by George Higgins and Elmore Leonard.  Plenty of Parker’s verbal formulas and catch phrases find their ways into the Stone movies, even when they have left behind Parker’s plots.  Due to Parker as well as Selleck, Stone’s is a distinctive voice readily recognizable as a neo-noir detective’s.  As a neo-noir protagonist, Stone often cracks wise – but is otherwise laconic, sometimes leading others to respond in kind.  In Benefit of the Doubt, this ramps up, with Stone a font of wry, terse remarks that spur especially his psychiatrist, Dr. Dix, to follow suit.

By Jeff Beal, the scores of the Stone movies are bluesy, brooding, and pot-boiling music in ways standard for neo-noir cinema.  They make palpable an atmosphere of fateful fortune.  (The main theme is a beautiful, driving, haunting piece of neo-noir music:  one of the best I’ve heard.)  Other figures of fateful fortune in the Stone movies increase as the series proceeds.  The early, playful talk of “coply intuition” grows more serious, strange, and bleak as it shifts from Stone to his protégé, Suitcase Simpson.  When Jesse is out as Paradise Police Chief in Innocents Lost, he wards off the fear that he’s finished forever with pursuit of justice as a police officer by muttering repeatedly that “fate won’t do that to me.”  Then in Benefit of the Doubt – which is full of ironic jibes about guesses, hunches, and such – Stone also talks twice and darkly about fate.  Neo-noir films often rely on dialogue to complement voiceover narratives, musics, and plots to foreshadow trouble or outright doom for their protagonists.
Sometimes in a neo-noir film, its corrupt system comes into an emblematic crisis that its protagonist provokes or experiences.  Borrowing from Shakespeare’s Hamlet as the Ur-plot for generic noir, we can think of such tumult as marking “time out of joint.”
  Some of the resulting neo-noir scenes show a holiday unhinged:  Christmas disrupted by domestic abuse then police rioting early in L.A. Confidential, Independence Day ironized toward the end of Hannibal (2000), a Festival of Fools run rampant to climax In Bruges (2008), or Thanksgiving hijacked for the showdown of Deadfall (2012).  Each of the last four Stone movies unhinges its times in ways less blatant than targeting holidays, but clear enough all the same.  Even so, the main dynamic of time out of joint for the Stone series turns on the protagonist seeking a fresh start in Paradise, where he finds instead an intensified personal responsibility for crimes that beset others, especially women.  Like its many of its namesakes, Paradise imagines itself as a holy-day sustained enough for its escape from ordinary, troubled time to become a place.  It is true that policing Paradise, like working with his psychiatrist, helps Stone face his troubles.  Yet he can neither end nor tame them, and Paradise is for Stone a holiday place unhinged.
Some baits and gambits of corrupt systems appear as specific people in neo noirs; but more often, they take shape in scenes.  By far the most frequent and prominent gambit in neo noirs is framing:  as a device of plot, it implicates characters (often the protagonists) for deeds – usually crimes – they did not commit.  The Stone movies include at least fourteen explicit or implicit acts of framing, and only the first movie has none.  Aside from these acts of framing, tied to the corrupt systems specific to each movie, the plot that emerges overall for the series implies Hathaway to be a master of positioning others to take the fall for him.  Stone stops or solves many crimes that have been orchestrated behind the scenes by Hasty, but Jesse does not adequately detect Hasty’s role in most of them until the eighth film is heading for home.
A related neo-noir convention oddly neglected by commentators, although observed far more often than not by movie makers, is the wake-up call.  The protagonist is typically a sleeper at the chronological (rather than narratival) beginning of events in a neo-noir movie.  In other words, he is unaware of the focal system, its corruptions, or at least his own part in them.  Then something occurs that could, should, and (eventually) does start to alert him to what’s happening systematically and how it involves him.  Asleep in bed in The Limit (2003), May Markham (Lauren Bacall) is awakened by a gunshot, followed by the neighbor’s knock on her door; and she soon finds herself caught in gangster machinations.  Thus noirs neo as well as classic often literalize the figure of the sleeper, and they do the same for the trope of the wake-up call.  Ringing at night in The Maltese Falcon (1941), a bedside phone informs Sam Spade (Humphrey Bogart) that his partner has been murdered; and this starts awakening him to the film’s sinister plot.  It’s not easy to alert some protagonists to their peril, and many get more than one wake-up call.  The protagonist in Fight Club gets three phone calls in his kitchen, and the protagonist in The Art of War II (2008) gets three calls in his apartment.  A classic title for neo noir could be The Cellphone Rings Thrice.
The recurrent calls and answering-machine messages from Jenn keep reminding Jesse of his largely unpacked personal “baggage,” as Officer Molly Crane puts it in Stone Cold; and these troubling entanglements of love, sex, and gender roles are Jesse’s principal shares in the continuing, systematic concern of the Stone movies for patriarchal politics of sex and family.  Across the eight movies, Stone also receives many calls, directly at home or passed through a dispatcher at work, to alert him to specific crimes impending, ongoing, or over but only then detected.  No Remorse foregrounds difficulties in landline and cellphone access to his house, and the details of this troubles are rich in political as well as psychological symbolism.  Jesse also gets a few of his wake-up calls from dreams, a device familiar from many neo-noir films, and from other communication media such as letters.

The Paradise Police seem to know in principle or intuitively that sleeping on the job, even figuratively, is an insidious danger for police.  Especially in Sea Change, but also in the surrounding movies, there is insistent attention to coffee, coffee-making, and cappuccino.  In Sea Change, Stone has no coffee to make at home.  Then there is no coffee for Rose Gammon to make at the police station.  Then Stone reads a newspaper item about a man arising after many months from a “coma in Italy,” even as Simpson continues comatose from injuries in the previous film.  Crane, Gammon, and Stone have been taking turns at reading and talking for hours on end to Simpson, as they try to spur his brain into awakening.  Later Simpson sits suddenly bolt upright and barks “cappuccino,” to the horror of a candy striper.  Then Leeann Lewis offers coffee to Stone, forgets it’s there, and starts making some anew.  Will he awaken to who she is and what she’s done?  Does she want him to?  Simpson turns out to awaken with a new-found “coply intuition” of his own, to rival or trump the capacity that Stone has named and claimed before.  His new talent for sensing key conditions and information, along with his new attunement to cappuccino, might suggest a categorically greater awareness of what’s happening.  On the other hand, Stone and the police station being recurrently out of coffee might parallel his poor instincts for the two cases at issue in this film.  Simpson’s new “coply intuition” seems to compensate for Stone’s momentary incapacity for it.  The series interest in awakening Stone to the larger system of troubles in Paradise even produces lame, intermittent jokes about the availability and responsibility at the police station for providing the coffee that might make Jesse (and others) more alert.  The coffee motif in several of the Stone movies plays with the neo-noir conventions of sleepers and wake-up calls.

Yet two of the most telling riffs on the convention of the wake-up call in the Stone movies are the ones that sidestep it.  When alarming, awakening information is most crucial, it usually gets delivered to Stone in person and in private by a police officer, a councilman, or particularly by Captain Healy (Stephen McHattie), Homicide Commander of the State Police.  With Healy, this device is probably meant to make camera time for a popular character who otherwise would be too easy to keep off-screen (somewhat like Jenn).  Nonetheless it carries important political implications, indicating early and insistently that Paradise police need outside resources, and especially that Paradise crimes are embedded in much larger systems.

The other Paradise play on the convention of the wake-up call is when it’s notably missing.  (Compare the dog that didn’t bark for Sherlock Holmes.)  Then something terrible happens abruptly, without warning to Stone or viewers.  Talking to Healy in a car parked in the rain in Thin Ice, Stone and Healy get shot from a side window by an ambusher who turns out to be Teddy Leaf (Fulvio Cecere).  To begin Benefit of the Doubt, Chief Butler and Officer D’Angelo pull their cruiser onto a little lookout at the side of a coastal road; then the car explodes into flames.  And to end that movie, Stone walks to meet Hathaway, when a shot from assassin Art Gallery misses Jesse’s head – only because he flinches in holding onto a coffee cup that happens to slip accidentally in his hand.  (Jesse Stone’s luck is pretty good in his Paradise.)  When bad things happen to Stone without warning in Paradise, it’s because he’s stayed deaf and blind to the corrupt systems that encompass him.  Or we might recognize these sudden assaults as wake-up calls, for neo noirs do so when such attacks awaken protagonists rather than put them permanently to sleep.  Wry tongues are frequent results; and in neo noir, we might say, whatever doesn’t kill you makes you smarter.
Erupting gestures, especially abrupt acts of violence like the three just evoked, are common in neo noirs.  This helps make neo noirs comfortable fits with thriller and horror conventions.  Aside from the dramatic advantages of shock and suspense in holding viewers, surprise moves that radically disrupt lives can symbolize the unfathomable preponderance of power that corrupt systems typically have over any and all of their participants but especially their sleepers.  The defense mechanisms of these systems are particularly attuned to aiming bolts from the blue at resisters, who often have a diffuse sense that doom approaches but do not anticipate exactly what threats loom where.  Throughout the Stone movies, violent acts are often sudden and surprising.  Seldom do viewers, let alone characters, expect most of the shots, physical assaults, or dead bodies to be seen in a Stone show.
Systems monitor their processes and units, especially potential resisters.  Awakening to resistance of a corrupt system, the neo-noir protagonist has strong reason to monitor right back.  This makes surveillance of sins a familiar motif of neo noir.  In the early Stone movies, Jesse cracks that he’s the police chief, so he knows everything.  Even so, the main surveillance involves how people in the small town of Paradise keep eyes on one another, gossip, and thus know most sins of their neighbors, past or ongoing.  Every one of the movies has Stone tailing suspects and criminals tailing victims.  No Remorse uses grainy black-and-white surveillance videos of parking-structure murders and convenience-store robberies, not only to solve those crimes but also to make the movie more visibly noirish.
The No Remorse videos help Stone’s detection in two different ways:  with the robbery videos, the key is who he sees twice; with the murder videos, the key is who doesn’t appear.  This leaves the movie’s alignment of the videos peculiar, strange, tense, even transient in that the parallels are productive but they yield no principle of inference.  Such strange and telling alignments are “syzygies,” from the ancient Greek word for “spouses.”
  That history has special resonance for the Stone series, with its tense and transient alignment of Jesse and Jenn as well as its persistent focus on patriarchal disorders of family, gender, and sexual relations.  The neo-noir take on systematic corruption is that it generates sinister syzygies.  To discern and resist a corrupt system, let alone escape or defeat it, can depend in part on spotting its sinister syzygies or even turning them against the system.
American television loves dramas with several plotlines that complement each other to evoke a show’s topic or theme.  The Stone series is standard for police and detective TV in investigating two or three crimes that align, sometimes surprisingly, to reveal a social trouble.  Then the Stone movies treat the trouble as systemic, even (sometimes especially) in Paradise.  Startling alignments that betray systemic corruption are signs of neo noir.  In Stone Cold, for example, the high-school boys who rape Candace Pennington (Alexis Dziena) are led by an advantaged and bored “football hero.”  He and his friends parallel the Lincolns as a rich and bored couple who cope with the meaninglessness of their lives by murdering people on a lark.  The more Stone looks into the Lincolns, the clearer it becomes to him and us that their killings arise from many of the same sexualized power-plays that spur the high-school rape.  This is a surprising alignment because the murder targets had seemed maddeningly whimsical, even random.  We learn that the very prosperity of Paradise leaves it vulnerable to sexual power-plays, and Death in Paradise connects its three patriarchal crimes to economic conditions too.
Innocents Lost constructs two strikingly different sets of troubles for Cindy Van Aldan (Eileen Boylan) and Charles Morris (Ben Watson).  It makes her a victim and him a predator.  Then, however, it brings their cases into momentary alignment as the justice system rushes to judgment in both.  As a detector of systemic, underlying troubles, Stone does not settle for the surface appearances.  He is able and willing to face the roiling complications and implications that lurk beneath easy impressions.  Again he makes himself a thorn in the system’s side by taking personal responsibility for seeing through its disguises for (sexual and family) disorders pervasive in his community.  Detecting misconceptions and cover-ups in the Van Aldan case, he looks harder for them in the Morris case.  Then he learns the deeper resonance of the two.  Spotting a sinister syzygy has enabled Stone to open a window on sexual politics in Paradise.
Another convention of scenes for neo noirs is the appearance of whirling machines such as fans, helicopters, or a tape recorders.  As figures, these seem to fit neo noirs because their operations enact symbolically the circular, self-sustaining operations of a system.  When we see a still fan, with blades not spinning, the neo-noir implication is that some system is not working smoothly or at all for the moment.  Tape players and recorders are especially telling, for they appear in interrogation rooms, on answering machines, as videocassette equipment, and otherwise involved in producing and reproducing confessions, testimonies, and similar messages crucial to dramas of detection.  In homage to the great musical theme (and figure) for The Thomas Crown Affair (1968, 1999), I think of these tropes as windmills of the mind.
Jenn’s telephone exchanges with Jesse are sometimes like interrogations, and they increasingly involve the whirling tape recordings of Stone’s answering machine.  Twice inside the building for the Paradise Police, Death in Paradise shows us a wire-enclosed fan on a tall pole in the background; and the fan is not turning.  These are times when the police are not moving effectively to stop or solve the movie’s focal crimes of patriarchy.  Thin Ice offers a conventional scene of neo-noir interrogation and narration when Greenstreet uses, then turns off, a double-reeled recorder in a glass-walled room with Venetian blinds.  She is questioning Stone about his recent shootings on the job.  Just after Stone returns to work as Police Chief in Benefit of the Doubt, we see an old table fan sitting still in a box in his recently former office:  it might symbolize how Stone in particular and the Paradise justice system in general has been disabled and sidelined when Stone has been “retired” as chief.
Scenes of self-making and self-masking are also conventional for neo-noir movies.  In political terms, arguably, this is because a protagonist develops in awakening to a corrupt system and has urgent reasons for concealment in resisting it.  Such scenes are especially memorable in most of the super-noir films, which meld neo noirs with superhero sagas.  Usually there is a self-making scene or two when the lead character acquires special powers and revels in them, and frequently there is a self-masking scene or two when that character acquires a masked costume then experiences implications of wearing – or losing – the mask.
  Self-making is crucial to Stone’s project in moving to Paradise, but we might think that Stone is distinguished by a principled refusal of self-masking.  From the first movie onward, some of the more amusing scenes show Stone pointedly acting as he sees fit when he knows this isn’t what’s wanted.  Yet Jesse’s talks with Jenn and especially his psychiatrist insistently show a man trying out new attitudes in trying to remake himself.  In many movies, masking a police officer involves working him undercover, with a fake identity.  Stone does none of that, and he seldom takes much care to stay concealed when tailing suspects.  Still he seems mightily masked from himself, and his scenes with the psychiatrist show them investigating this.  It seems likely that self-masking is endemic, even intrinsic, to especially hardboiled detectives:  their thick shells are masks.
Stone’s psychotherapist used to be a policeman.  This helps him serve as a sounding board for Stone.  But Dix is skilled, too, at the same intrusive and provocative techniques of investigation that Stone practices especially well.  Thus the psychiatry scenes often show the two investigators trying to learn about Stone by spurring him to changes as well as replies.  Classical detectives analyze clues to solve crimes already completed; hardboiled detectives intervene into the midst of crimes to detect and disrupt them.  When corruption is systemic, but the detective doesn’t know it, the intervention is apt to go awry:  probably serving the system rather than resisting it.  That’s what happens with Jake Gittes in Chinatown, and so memorably that its title names one of the seven kinds of plots conventional for neo noir.  Whatever the kind of neo-noir plot, though, any neo-noir project of detection is likely to be hardboiled; and therefore neo noirs often include scenes of provocative detection.  These have investigators leak or falsify information to spur telling responses – on the spot or soon enough – from possible criminals, sinners, or other opponents who might serve the corrupt system being detected or resisted.  Stone does this so much and with such relish  that Healy often scolds him playfully for “stirring the pot,” and that might be an even better name for this neo-noir convention.
As mentioned, seven kinds of overarching plots dominate neo noirs to date.  There are Hamlet Dramas, where the protagonist’s challenge is to become his own man, or not.
  There are Chinatown Tales where the protagonist is slow to learn and so stays dominated to the end by a corrupt system that eludes him.  There are Faust Myths, where the protagonist becomes his own cautionary tale by going beyond his abilities to get beauty, charisma, fame, fortune, power, or the spider woman then failing in a disastrous way.
  There are Payback Plots, where protagonists become caught in systematizing vengeance.
  There are No-Exit Narratives, where corrupt systems give awakened resisters No Way Out (1987).
  There are even Superhero Sagas, where super powers enable protagonists to escape corrupt systems or at least liberate other people from them.  (Keep in mind that neo noirs often twist away from their fated ends – to let nearly half the protagonists off their hooks.)  And there are Quixote Quests, where well-meaning protagonists ill-attuned to their situations wreak havoc as well as justice.
  Put into Paradise an L.A. cop with deep and persistent troubles, and the best we could expect from him are Quixote Quests.  So it is no surprise that these are exactly what we get from the series as a whole and each of its movies.
Five endings for protagonists bring neo noirs to their conclusions.  When corruption becomes systematic, any great success in resistance becomes unlikely.  The protagonist seems fated to fail in any effort to free the whole society from the corrupt system, escape from it, or even sustain much resistance.  Neo noirs often foreshadow doom, and doom is what some of their protagonists soon suffer.  Rare is the neo-noir protagonist whose resistance soon ends in death yet still gains that person a new and better sense of meaning for life experienced earlier as insignificant.  A peculiar ending for the title character (Keira Knightley) in Domino (2005) makes that protagonist in point.  But when a protagonist awakens to systematic corruption and resists it to his end, even if that’s death, he earns recognition for the resistance.  In neo noirs, though, protagonists sometimes escape the clutches of the system.  Occasionally they even flee with the formerly deadly females (or males), who’ve become ready to depart the system.  This is what happens to end the first release of Blade Runner (1982), when Deckard (Harrison Ford) and Rachael (Sean Young) fly from the gloomy future of L.A. into the green country beyond.  Typically it takes special powers or resources to free a whole populace from a corrupt system, but such liberation is the outcome of many super noirs and a few other neo noirs as well.  Plainly Stone neither liberates Paradise nor escapes from it, but his resistance to its corrupt systems is long and distinguished.
 (3) Neo-Noir Conventions of Setting
The setting of a work for cinema, television, or theater is the look, sound, components, and significance of its places.  These provide the surroundings and presentations for a work’s characters and their actions.  Consequently a popular genre is also defined by its conventions of setting.  If a film’s setting is not neo-noir, the genre is much more likely to be a thriller.

Classic noirs have been known in important part for low-key lighting that displays faces in strong contrast to deep shadows.  The images feature chiaroscuro – as pronounced, often intricate patterns of light and dark – from shadows cast by Venetian blinds, fans, grills, stairwells, and such.  The camerawork includes exotic and estranging angles reminiscent of horror.  Some classic noirs use “subjective cameras” for long looks at what a character sees rather than the character himself.  The black-and-white film for classic noirs ranges from grainy to glossy, depending on how gritty or garish the aesthetic and political realism is to be.  All these devices draw many a classic noir close to a “realistic” form of horror.
Neo noirs are inspired by classic noirs, but technologies and tastes have changed since the middle of the twentieth century.  Cinema is now more likely to favor 3D than grayscale, and even television might be going that way.  In forming a popular genre, neo noirs have been almost certain to sideline black-and-white movies in favor of conventionalizing other looks in color.  New kinds of cameras and devices for moving them have made exotic angles more common for most genres, and computer graphics have done the same in every way for more exotic images.  Technical advances in sound effects and “surround sound” also shift the ambitions and boundaries of genres.  Yet the generic interests of neo noir still include looks and sounds consonant with aesthetic sophistication, moral ambiguity, and political realism.
  Developing neo noir as a popular genre has involved intriguing experiments with bleaching, saturating, even oversaturating colors; with computer editing and graphics; but especially – along with hardboiled detection in literature – with reworking tropes and politics when the settings move from big cities to suburbs or small towns, to swamps or prairies or deserts, to lands of snow or midnight sun, and so on.  Likewise neo noirs have explored amalgamations with many other popular genres – from fantasy and science fiction to martial arts and epics.
Notwithstanding their epic setting in the small town of Paradise, the Stone movies are also unmistakably neo-noir in their looks, sounds, and other elements of setting.  Chiaroscuro continues to be conventional for noir as a popular genre.  Many interiors of the Stone movies are dominated by complex patterns of light and dark, often from sunlight through Venetian blinds.  As in many neo noirs, this holds especially for law-enforcement settings.  A derelict ship that serves two of the Stone movies as a port equivalent of the mean streets and alleys used for gritty or garish realism by other noirs becomes a chiaroscuro feast for the eyes.  In less urban settings, neo noirs replace mean streets with roads stretching ahead to horizons or unspooling almost endlessly, whether before or behind the protagonist.  The Stone series uses Night Passage to put those roads behind Jesse for good; and it sidelines the auto eroticism that sometimes fills neo noirs with fancy cars.  As the series proceeds, its exteriors increase their chiaroscuro from grills, stairwells, and the like.  The videos and dreams in some shows even go grainy black-and-white to yield classically noirish chiaroscuro.  Thus Stone Cold features the grainy, jittery videos by Andy Lincoln as noir snippets, often strikingly in grayscale.
Framing as a prominent device of neo-noir plots finds visual reinforcement in neo-noir shots that pointedly “frame” key characters in doorways and other enclosures.  These frames force perspectives on the characters and confine them in ways similar to totalizing systems.  The Stone movies have generic shares of such shots, sprinkling them throughout the series.
Neo-noir dynamics of social alienation, self-making, and self-masking suggest settings with glasses, mirrors, ponds, and other objects for reflections or refractions.  Mirrors and reflections are prominent in presenting Stone in every movie but Death in Paradise.  It turns instead to refracted images of Norman Shaw that hint at his sexual exploitation of adolescent writers.  In many of the Stone movies, Jesse uses rear-view and side-view mirrors of cars to help in tailing suspects; and he does the same to help detect when he is being tailed.  He uses reflections in storefront windows for the same purposes.  In the violent coda to Sea Change, Jesse leans over his mantle to straighten a treasured photograph of Cardinal shortstop Ozzie Smith – whereupon Jesse spots the reflection of mobster aiming to shoot him.  Alerted to this threat, Stone is able to duck and dive to safety, before returning fire to kill the assassin.  More often in his house by the shore, Jesse seems to try to find himself in the bathroom mirror.
The Stone movies are usual for neo noirs in using some estranging cameras, especially for establishing shots and scenes of violence.  The subjective cameras occasional in neo noirs are occasional in the first six Stone shows as well.  Yet they are important for Innocents Lost and crucial for No Remorse, when Stone is using his imagination to reconstruct or project the murders at issue.  In neo noirs, sounds of sophistication and turbulence are conventional for the soundtracks.  As already remarked, the Stone patter is plenty ironic; and the Stone music is pure noir:  bluesy, brooding, and pot-boiling across its several themes.
Purging rain is prominent in the looks and sounds of neo noir.  In fact, rain is rare in Los Angeles as the big-city home of classic noir.  Worse, rain in New York does not so much wash away scum (the Taxi Driver’s forlorn hope) as coat the oil and other spills to make that city’s mean streets into a shimmering wonderland of reflections, distortions, and distractions.  See Conspiracy Theory (1997).  So the noir notion that its rain can arrive reliably to climax and symbolize the cleansing of streets, cities, or souls is a blatantly artificial conceit.  It is a trope of moral and political idealism in a genre that announces itself as an opposing realism.
Possibly all the more because they are set in Paradise, at least seven of the eight Stone movies include a purging rain or a neo-noir equivalent.  (Sea Change is the exception, but neo noir set in boats or ports that has protagonists leaping into the water to escape tight spots is apt to treat the immersions as symbolizing prospects of redemption.)  The one rain in Night Passage is during Jesse’s cross-country trek.  Just as a downpour begins, he calls Jenn from a booth.  This hints that distance from her could help heal Jesse, but won’t help much as long as he’s walled off from the rest of the world – and protected from pain by drinking booze.  The one rain in Stone Cold occurs with Abby in Jesse’s bed, just before a phone call alerts him to a second man murdered by the serial killers.  It implies that Jesse’s friendship with Abby, consummated by sex, starts to cleanse him a bit of his L.A. marriage and other baggage.  But Death in Paradise is when Jesse’s corner-turning on becomes concerted – as an assault on the patriarchy in Paradise and himself.  It begins with sights and sounds of a gathering storm.  A rush of rain ensues; then driving rain stays intermittent in the movie’s first half, as Stone tries mightily but fails badly to purge some Paradise families of patriarchal corruption.  Meanwhile his visions of young Billie Bishop (Carolyn Fitzgibbons) floating in the lake almost demand that Stone purge Paradise after her exile by her father and her seduction by Norman Shaw, let alone her murder by Lovey Norris (Brendan Kelly) and Leo Finn.  Sea Change extends the Stone campaign against patriarchal exploitation and punishment of women.  Apparently its potentially purging water is almost all around but ineffective with Jesse and others still at sea.
Rain is dense and sustained for much of Thin Ice too.  The opening scene pours rain onto the “stakeout,” when Teddy Leaf tries to assassinate Healy and Stone.  Stone later accosts Leaf in a restroom stall and plunges his head into the toilet, implying that even its water could be cleansing by Leaf’s low standards.  But Teddy doesn’t turn over a new leaf, so Stone eventually stages a talk with Simpson in a drenching rain.  This lets Leaf as Stone’s tail mistake Simpson for an informant whom Leaf must kill.  Then Stone follows Simpson out of the rain and into an apartment building, where Stone waits to cold-cock Leaf and frame him for breaking-and-entering.  This is a third felony for Leaf, enabling the justice system to purge Paradise for decades of another murderous man who mistreats women for a living.
The only rain in No Remorse is at the end:  drizzle at the family funeral for a woman murdered capriciously by a killer trying to obscure the motive for another murder.  Already having provoked a mob murder of the killer, Stone observes the funeral from a distance.  The ending drizzle might mark how cleansing or consolation is little, late, and largely insufficient, even in Paradise.  By contrast, rain suffuses Innocents Lost, perhaps symbolizing how Stone’s forced retirement as Paradise Police Chief puts him into purgatory.  But he’s soon back on the job in Benefit of the Doubt, where it rains on Jesse driving, just after his reinstatement early in the movie; and it rains midway through the movie, as Reggie first climbs onto Jesse’s bed to tighten their bond and as his thinking improves on the latest murders.  A little grace is his.
Not exactly in a nutshell, that’s how the Stone movies are noir.  Still my account omits many telling details of the Stone movies and of neo noir as a popular genre.  Eight movies or television shows are inclined to contain multitudes of interpretable particulars, many packed with implications of genre and therefore politics.  Any popular genre of cinema or television soon includes hundreds of works, many with twists for the genre’s conventions.  This does not mean that most viewers recognize any interest in most of the conventions, let alone their political connections.  But watching popular cinema and television for personal enjoyment involves making decent sense of them; and that depends on using genre conventions to spot and understand what’s happening with whom, when, where, how, and why.
  Politics are readily available at these levels of myth, which is to say, story and symbolism.
  In this way, people can and do learn lots of political patterns, principles, expectations, and explanations.

3. Epic

Already we’ve started to see how the Paradise movies are epic and how that ties to television, but it’s time to be more systematic about it.
  When writing develops, oral stories start becoming literature.
  (Myth is from the ancient Greek for a story uttered by the mouth.
)  Most of the earliest myths that endure are the epics or sagas of gods, heroes, and humans that say who we are, whence we’ve come, and sometimes where we’re going.  Early epics of the west include The Iliad, The Odyssey, The Aeneid, The Bible, The Song of Roland, The Poetic Edda, The Prose Edda, Le Morte D’Arthur, and many more.  Epic is arguably the first literary form in western civilization and some other civilizations too.  Thus epic is a (maybe the) major source of all later literary forms in the west.  If Shakespeare’s Hamlet is the Ur-plot for neo noir as a popular genre, epic might be the Ur-literature for all popular genres.  But a literary form need not begin as a popular genre nor become one.  Even in literature, no popular genre is more than a few centuries old.  So Hamlet antedates all noir, and classic noir precedes the gradual conventionalization of neo noir into a popular genre.  Likewise early epics long predate the emergence of epic as a popular genre.  Still the popular genre of epic existed for the earliest movie makers, who foregrounded it – let alone the earliest television producers, who didn’t.
All this probably reinforces an initial impression that any link of “epic” to the Paradise movies is likely to be distant, weak, or misleading.  In ordinary talk, after all, epic is apt these days to mean spectacular and portentous:  bigger-than-big in whatever ways matter most.  With movies and events, epic calls to mind a cast of thousands making world history.  The Paradise series is none of that.  Like most American television, its scope is modest, its cast is concise, its subjects seem to stop well short of world-historical.  Even so, the Paradise movies participate amply in the conventions of epic as a popular genre.  Epic conventions arise from setting the movies in Paradise, plotting them as Quixote Quests, and suiting the series to American TV.
As a genre, epic is especially prominent and popular in recent films from Hollywood.
  At least seven epics débuted in 2012:  Cloud Atlas, Django Unchained, Les Misèrables, Life of Pi, and Lincoln plus initial episodes of The Hobbit and The Hunger Games.  All seem categorically more daring, showy, and momentous than the Paradise movies.  Yet all join the Paradise series in featuring many conventions of epic as a popular genre.  Likely the grandest epic among series current on American TV is HBO’s Games of Thrones (2011-present).
  Again its popular conventions of epic surface with surprising prominence and power when we take a further look at the Paradise movies.  As a result, more obvious epics share much political myth-making with the Paradise series.  Together they can teach us about the present and practical relevance of epic politics to ordinary people in their everyday lives.  May we say in consequence that political theorists have epic reasons to analyze episodic series on television?

(1) Epic Conventions of Setting
Epic conventions in the Paradise series start with its setting.  As the movies construct it, the setting of Paradise, MA plainly lacks the grand scale conventional for epics.  In western civilization, though, paradise is epic in character and significance, whatever the scale.  This holds from the holy books of monotheisms in the beginning, to canonical visions of Dante and Milton in the middle, to our popular cultures in the present.  The Paradise novels treat Stone’s new home as his little piece of heaven in principle or potential, then they develop the idea in concept and dialogue.  The Paradise movies do the same while adding epic tropes of editing and cinematography.  As a popular genre, epic features settings that ache with beauty or plenty, deprivation or devastation, fresh starts or thrilling consummations, and so on.  In cleverly contained ways, the Paradise series attends to this set of conventions in every movie.
Many of the exterior establishing shots in the Paradise series overflow with beauty; and the editing often sustains them in order to steep viewers in the visual pleasures of the town with its quaint streets, the neighboring shores and waters, the spectacular sunsets, the autumns of New England, and the like.  For the camera, all this is Paradise.  Film epics are generally vivid in cinematography, with sweeping vistas and fully or overly saturated colors.  Paradise vistas are seldom vast, save for the ocean.  But it’s the community and the intimacy of Paradise, not the horizons, that are to be epic for Stone.  Moreover the Paradise colors and exteriors are exceptionally vivid and idyllic for network television in the United States.  These departures from neo-noir are striking, because most Paradise images contrast categorically with the gritty or garish realism generic for noir.  The catch here is that some directors do experiment with strongly saturated colors as neo-noir codes for their movies.  Tony Scott showed keen interest in such cinematography for neo-noir – along with hand-cranked cameras, jazzy editing, even playful labels on the screen.  And Scott’s True Romance (1993), Spy Game, Man on Fire, Domino, and Déjà Vu make for a terrific run of neo-noir films.  But the Paradise scenery and colors clearly stay epic because they link not at all to neo-noir experiments in camera movement, editing, or computer processing of footage after it’s shot.
Another neo noir noted for strident colors is Blue Velvet (1986).  It comes to mind all the more because it’s notorious for finding noir in small-town, increasingly exurban realms of motley houses with tidy yards and a white picket fence or two.  ’Twas nasty in Blue Velvet to discover noir in such a setting, notwithstanding the purity and power of the colors.  In 1999, American Beauty and The Matrix both took noir suburban, the first literally though the second not; but they have left Middle America ripe for noir ever since.  Noir did begin in and about the Big City.
  Our new century knows noir in many settings, however, making it ready for Paradise – not only as a bedroom and vacation community, but especially as a site for epic. Classic noirs occasionally complement the Big City with an exotic hinterland, like Mexico in Touch of Evil (1958, 1998), the Orson Welles effort later returned to his editing intentions for re-release.  Nonetheless it’s useful to recognize in neo noirs a more sustained interest in the politics of corrupt systems outside big-city settings.
The Paradise series loves opening and other long gazes at the natural beauties of the coastal setting in Massachusetts.  It dwells on sunrise and sunset silhouettes of Stone’s house near the shore.  It prizes the small town’s motley palette of colors posed against bright skies.  It thrills to rainstorms gathering themselves, thumping down on inlets and trees and streets, then sweeping out to sea.  For all the corruptions in it, noirs have throbbed to scenes of cities being built and undone by their own machinations; and this fits the constructivist politics of films determined to parse and punish the ambitions of would-be builders who lack the sense or skill to master urban(e) ways.  Neo noirs often teach needs for better, fuller constructivism.  But popular epics find counters to such corruptions in natural virtues of the kinds that loom large in Aristotelian philosophy and republican politics.
  Then these epics find them in the “nature” that humans have distinguished from themselves and located outside the big city.  The Paradise movies (unlike the novels) connect this sort of naturalism to an outdoorsy type of environmentalism that shows Stone enjoying the scenery and protecting the idyllic beauty of Paradise as little more than a quaint, somewhat village on the sea.
To explore corrupt systems in an epic, idyllic, or at least idealized community, is not unprecedented or sharply surprising for generic noir.  Ironically, if not sarcastically, we might say that even the top cops and crime bosses collaborate constructively in Paradise.  Is this what makes it so?  Lou Carson’s collaboration with Hasty Hathaway is outright corrupt, to be sure; but we should not miss that Carson seems to have done a fairly good job of policing Paradise, save for turning a profitably blind eye toward various crimes for money by Hathaway.  Stone’s policing reveals that Paradise keeps most of its organized crime visible only at arm’s length, in Boston.  The inference worth considering is that the best, or at least the most pleasant, settings available to us merely keep most of their corruption out of sight.  From Hathaway’s standpoint, the advantage is that out of sight is out of mind, which can make crime a comfortable and limited business in Paradise.  From Stone’s viewpoint, the advantage is that the location and focus of Gino Fish in Boston, rather than Paradise, lets those two men work out a cordial (if wary) cooperation that holds through the seventh movie.  Fish helps Stone solve and even prevent crimes in Paradise.  This makes policing about as good as it can get for Stone, for he knows with Fish and Hathaway that no place – no matter how good – stays long without crime that can become severe.

Presumably, superior policing will out, however, with Stone discerning by the middle of the eighth show that Paradise’s own Hathaway is actually the area’s top crime boss.  Then he escapes Stone at the end of the eighth episode.  There goes that noir ambiguity again, even in the midst of Paradise!  Like Sidney Greenstreet of Internal Affairs for the Boston Police, we also do well to notice the noir fact that killings skyrocket with Stone in Paradise.  Hardboiled detectives in literary series operate in specific, often recurring locales.  Often those detectives use their local knowledge to detect crimes and combat criminals.  This makes detectives and their locales almost one.  These detectives mostly stay put, save for occasional novels about them as fish out of water, and booksellers index the resulting book series not only by author and detective names but also by the detection place.  Other hardboiled detectives take jobs throughout the country or around the world.  Then each crime investigation just is a setting investigation:  how detectives and readers learn a lot about what holds together a place (city, culture, institution, etc.) or practice (banking, building, bookmaking, etc.) – and makes it tick.  The first kind of investigator knows the place and tries to improve it by intervening to disrupt its crimes.  The second kind learns the place by intervening to disrupt its crimes, and he might or might not learn it to be a setting he could or should try to improve.  Can either kind of noir policing make Paradise better or even leave it as good, that is, as Paradise?

Stone and his setting seem skillfully constructed to split the difference between these two templates of hardboiled detection, just as Stone and his new home seem clearly intended to interrogate the easy opposition between noir and paradise.  In Georg Simmel’s sense, as the one who comes to stay, Stone is truly a “stranger in Paradise.”
  The Stone questions are how he changes Paradise in the process, or doesn’t, and how it changes him – or not.  Does Stone bring noir to Paradise, or was it (always?) already there for him to find?  Does Stone disrupt the patriarchal crimes he investigates in Paradise, and start to undo the perverse system of gender oppression and exploitation that seems to have defined Paradise from the beginning; or does Stone reinforce the Paradise patriarchy by policing only some of its worst excesses?  Feminist critics of Christianity might see the Stone movies (even more than the novels) as watching a recovering patriarch stumble into the Garden of Eden, only to face some of the most brutal origins and products of the very sexism he has started to undo in himself.  Can he undo that corrupt system in Paradise and himself at the same time?  Will he succumb to his situation and learn to fit right in?  Or will he merely smooth the sharpest edges of patriarchy in his setting and himself?  Well . . . what moves does epic as a genre encourage him to make?
(2) Epic Conventions of Action
By convention, generic epics feature warrior politics.
  The genre typically configures these as the nomadic politics of warlords and their tribal conclaves, or it civilizes them as the imperial politics of great kings and their courts.
  Most often, however, epics make these into platforms for the heroic politics of liberating incipient peoples from corrupt tyrants.  All three routes lead epics into the politics of defining communities.  By genre, epics focus accordingly on community founders, destinies, exemplary deeds and heroes, crucial virtues and vices, plus dynamics of oppression and exploitation on the one side as well as liberation or at least resistance on the other side.  As this hints, the politics of taking sides also loom large in epics.
The conventional scenes of action associated with these epic politics are legion in the Paradise movies.  To spot and interpret them, however, we need to trace the twists in each convention that translate it from settings with literal warlords, emperors, and liberators to their epic equivalents in a Paradise specified instead by a town council, a police department, a high school, a car dealership, a bank, a marina, the nearby metropolis of Boston, and so on.  Many of the translations are fairly easy.  The assassinations, ambushes, and battles familiar from epics become the shootings that warn, wound, and kill in Paradise, where some happen in every episode.  Yes, gun battles with at least two on a side might be closer equivalents to wars against thousands of enemy combatants, especially if political implications depend on strategic or tactical deployment of multiple fighters on each side.  And admittedly, there are few gun “battles” in Paradise.  (Again, that’s part of how it is Paradise.)  Yet much of what other epics do politically with battles in war is still done with shootings in the Paradise series.  Many a generic epic puts its hero into a (pre-modern) single combat, a (modern) duel, or a (post-modern) face-off; and the Paradise shootings often seem straightforward instances of those variants of the epic convention of armed assaults or other struggles to the death.
Scenes of enemy deception – to show the “good guys” misdirecting the “bad guys” or vice versa -- need even less adjustment from wars and courts to crimes and town councils.  In the Paradise series, there are several handfuls of such scenes.  But it might be telling that they almost exclusively present Stone and other police contriving the deception of criminals rather than the other way around.  For the most part, the Paradise episodes plot and present action from police perspectives.  Thus police and viewers alike learn of deception by criminals more from inferences than observations.  The only Paradise movies that show us criminals as they plan and conduct their crimes is Stone Cold.  In Paradise, apparently, the sources of crime are so mundane and familiar – greed, favoritism, and patriarchy, for example – that they are easy to infer.  The boredom and caprice of the Lincolns in Stone Cold might need to be seen directly to be believed, because these motives seem perverse beyond a humanly achievable paradise.  Or maybe at most a town that claims the name of Paradise can keep everyday sins off-stage.
Prophecies are a staple of epics, whereas they are unusual in crime shows.  Neo noirs do use a range of fateful devices to foreshadow doom for their protagonists, but noir senses of realism seldom make room for acts of clairvoyance.  Without being mystical about it, Paradise movies treat “coply intuition,” guesses, hunches, even predictions in ways akin to prophecies.  These come principally from Stone and Simpson but occasionally from others.  Even though Stone is gently ironic about his own foresight and Simpson’s, while Healy openly ribs Stone about his vaguely oracular pronouncements, the plots mostly fulfill these prognostications.  The epic convention is to make good on prophecies in punning or other ways that frustrate ill-conceived but concerted attempts to prevent them from coming to pass.  Even that aspect of prophecy holds in the Stone movies.  In Thin Ice, the mother of an newborn abducted long ago from Arizona comes to Massachusetts seeking police help to track her child.  Listening to the mother, Gammon is sure in her bones that the nationally famous “Baby Blue” has gone to Paradise.  After brain trauma in an earlier episode, Simpson preternaturally “knows” that the child has died.  In an epic mode, both “prophecies” prove right, and in several senses.
Speaking of listening, it’s another scene standard for epics.  Their generic wisdom is that listening carefully to others – in the sense of paying close attention to their ideas, logics, and motives – is a skill and thus a mark of the astute leadership a community requires.  The first episode in the second season for Game of Thrones virtually starts with young Bran Stark (Isaac Hempstead Wright) being taught by his aged advisor why and how to listen to others.  This is not an interrogation that pressures somebody reluctant to be truthful or forthcoming; interrogation is a stock scene for police procedurals and hardboiled detections but not epics.  When Stone grills a football player about a rape, we witness a scene of interrogation, not listening.  But when Stone invites police and visitors into his office to talk with him, we see scenes of listening; and there are one or two important examples in just about every episode.  It’s suggestive that Niccolò Machiavelli’s primer for realism in politics analyzes listening – in addressing advisors.  But the nicely updated rules for realist success in politics formulated by Christopher Matthews neglect listening.
  Epics know better.  And it’s telling that, as the host for many years of national television talk shows, Matthews is not renowned for his listening.

A conference is a further convention of epics.  It involves antagonists talking directly to each other on behalf of their communities, and its overt purpose is a deal to stop bloodshed or other loss by arranging some kind of cooperation.  Of course, a conference can be a ruse to cover a different agenda; yet epics treat conferences as important preliminaries, interludes, or conclusions for epic struggles.  Such a conference could be a (pre-modern) parley, a (modern) negotiation, or a (post-modern) facing.  A conference is an occasion for listening, yet an epic conference can include many additional dynamics of politics familiar to courtiers and realists.  When Gino Fish appears as system boss, Stone confers with him; although they also meet for one side to inform the other, without attention to a new bargain.  As noted in considering the Stone movies as noir, politics in Paradise don’t avoid shooting or even murder; but they do feature moral, constructive cooperation between the police chief and a nearby crime boss.
Community is the political preoccupation of epic, and communication is the gist of community.
  To listening and conference scenes, epics add speeches to rally communities for great efforts.  As William Wallace in Braveheart (1995), Mel Gibson appeals passionately to fight for Scotland.  As U.S. President in Independence Day (1996), Bill Pullman makes a ringing call to defend humanity from alien invasion.  Without girding for war, can a police chief rally his town or even his officers?  Even in Paradise?  None of the Paradise movies is the kind of thriller that assaults a town or otherwise puts its survival at stake.  Yet it’s at least arguable that Stone spurs rallies more modest in size and emotion.  Does he?  Not exactly . . . but sort of . . . well, it’s hard to say.  True, Stone never talks to Paradise as a whole.  Still he does rally other members of his police community with effective words of pep and support.  These go to one and two officers at a time.  So if we see these as twists on epic addresses, we see his police colleagues as emblems of the larger community of Paradise.  It’s debatable whether to do this.
Less iffy are some connected scenes that cut two ways at once in conventional epics.  Scenes that demonstrate pecking orders and scenes that turn on paying tribute both show power dynamics of warrior politics that connect them to courtly styles of personal conduct.
  Epics use pecking-order and paying-tribute scenes to specify who asserts and accepts what claims of obedience, deference, and respect by whom.  Accordingly they also use these scenes to spotlight who rejects or deflects such claims, how, and to what effect.  Both sorts of scenes are prominent throughout the Paradise movies.  These use pecking-order scenes to show how Stone understands Paradise government and society in particular as well as patriarchal order in general.  He is selective but not grudging in obedience, deference, and respect.  He is not, in other words, the kind of “maverick hero” beloved for half a century in American movies for spurning rules and hierarchies.
  Stone heeds and even defends some authorities; he is clever about circumventing orders from others; and he openly defies a few.  Seldom, though, does Stone pay tribute to anybody about anything.  This contrast in how Stone treats these closely related conventions of epic politics suggest that Paradise is a place with power and authority – but also a place where everybody is due (and should insist on) the fundamental respect and functional independence that strongly limits deference, let alone rank obedience.
In epics, scenes of celebration or commemoration conventionally become emblems of the specific communities at issue.  These scenes are sometimes rites and sometimes syzygies, but the syzygies are seldom sinister in the noir sense.  The rites (with practiced repetition) and the syzygies (with surprising fortuity) gather nearly the whole community in ways that testify to its virtue and vitality.  Epic rites include weddings, feasts, festivals, funerals, parades, and parties.  The opening wedding in The Godfather (1972) and the closing wedding in The Return of the King (2003) work thus, as do the ceremonial coda for Star Wars (1977) and the ghostly coda for Titanic (1997).  Furthermore the ending feast for Return of the Jedi (1983) includes the dead as well as the living.  Epic syzygies are more miscellaneous.  O Brother, Where Art Thou? (2000) pivots on a campaign dinner that just happens to have the whole company of players crossing paths at a crucial moment in the film.  Places in the Heart (1984) shows a long string of emblematic moments in a Southern community’s struggle through the Great Depression, then it culminates in a church service where a camera slowly scans the pews to show again all the community’s people, living and dead, as its places in the heart.  The final episode of Scrubs (2001-10) shows the focal Dr. Dorian (Zach Braff) walking down a corridor to leave the hospital as he sees (one after another, on both sides) virtually every person (living and dead) who has crossed his path during that long television series.
  Love Actually (2003) opens and closes with scenes at Heathrow Airport, where the film’s myriad lovers converge accidentally and momentarily – unknowing the first time but greatly heartened the second.
The Paradise movies show no regular conclaves of police, as with the beloved opening roll call in episodes of Hill Street Blues (1981-87).  Nor do they show any ritual syzygies for the town.  Instead they rely on gatherings of Jesse with two or three others in his band of police.  Sometimes these are unplanned, with the Paradise police converging on crime scenes.  Often, though, they’re scheduled in advance – with Simpson or (once) Stone bringing donuts to sites that shift throughout Paradise rather than favoring the police station.  Do these amount to a moving feast?  They seem to split the difference between rites and syzygies, another instance of noir sensibilities inflecting epic alternatives in politics.
Might splitting the difference between epic conventions emerge as a winning strategy for noir in Paradise?  In scheduling and subject, the police meetings in Paradise respond for the most part to developments that threaten the integrity of the Stone-led band of police.  The donuts mark these gatherings as celebrations of this small community, seemingly emblematic (especially for Jesse) of Paradise as a whole.  Yet these are working sessions as well – reaching beyond merest affirmations of the community toward further actions that seek to save and advance it.  That turns out to be equally true of rites and syzygies that grace many other epics.  Important projects launch from the weddings in The Godfather and The Lord of the Rings.  The syzygies in Love Actually spark then fan many of its romances.
If we ask what plot seems most epic, the answer is the quest.  In an epic quest, a hero seeks something of great significance to himself and his community, surmounts great troubles to attain it, learns along the way that its meaning is other and greater than has been thought, then graces his community with both the attainment and the learning.  In Gladiator (2000), General Maximus Decimus Meridius (Russell Crowe) gets stripped of his calling, his family, his freedom, his fortune, and his health.  He is laid low as a slave in Africa, forced to fight as a gladiator merely to live another day.  Eventually he quests for revenge against the corrupt emperor of Rome who engineered this.  Surviving many battles, temptations, and treacheries, he learns that defeat of the emperor can defeat the empire and restore the Roman Republic.  Maximus kills the emperor but dies from a poisoned blade, reuniting him in the Elysian Fields with his family, and ridding Rome of his charisma as an obstacle to re-forming the republic.

Along our way, we have learned that each of the Paradise movies, like the series as a whole, is plotted as a Quixote Quest.  This twists the epic convention to make the quester a fool who mistakes the obstacles or even the object of his quest.  In some tales, he’s a holy fool; in others, a damn one.  In some dramas, he’s benighted; in others, he’s fortunate.  And so on.  (Numerous permutations of human folly are available to inflect an epic hero and his quest.
)  Hung up on Jenn, Stone is a fool for love; and this visibly warps his judgment in the movies.  Maybe worse, Stone is fooled for far too long, far into the eighth movie, by Hasty Hathaway.  Stone’s overarching objects are to defeat organized crime and undo violent patriarchy.  Yet he misconceives Leo Finn then Gino Fish as the area crime boss, and his noir sensibility misses that organized crime centers under his nose in Paradise rather than in the big city of Boston.  As a neo-noir fool for the love of a spider woman, Stone even misjudges in many cases the momentum of patriarchal oppression, exploitation, and violence.  He sends many “messages” to deter patriarchs from further violence; but most of his threats, beatings, and investigations work only too late or too little.  On the other hand, Stone helps undo several patriarchs and punish others, to protect many women.  Eventually he even chases away Hasty Hathaway.
The Quixote Quest is peculiar as a conventional plot, because it participates more or less equally in epic and neo noir.  It’s another way for Stone in Paradise to split the difference between counterposed conventions of epic and noir as popular genres.  Outside noir, though, the Quixote character is genuinely heroic, if quirky or misguided.  He is flawed in judgment, and the flaws can even be fatal for the Quixote figure.  (Hence we might wonder whether to recognize as a fool the hero of ancient Greek tragedy, whose signal excellence is also his fatal defect.)  Nevertheless an epic Quixote is pure of heart and noble in character, whereas a neo-noir protagonist is mixed in motives and morals as well as performance.  Whatever Stone has become for a while in L.A., where he seems to have fallen pretty far from morally admirable or even professionally competent, he climbs slowly, laboriously back toward some heroism in Paradise.  The movies show him hitting at least a couple of kinds of bottoms in Night Passage, when he seems to consider suicide in Santa Monica then drinks himself stupid for the job interview in Massachusetts.  From his hiring onward, however, Stone gets better in almost every way, albeit raggedly and with relapses.  As the name has promised, Paradise proves good for Stone.  By the end of the eighth movie, he’s still far short of newspaper – let alone epic – heroism.  But he’s getting better than your average protagonist, at least in neo noir.
(3) Epic Conventions of Character
By this point, we’re well into analyzing Stone in Paradise as the Quixote character in epic.  Generic epic includes other families of conventional acts, plots, settings, and characters; but from here, the shortest road home is to stick with the Cervantes template, since it seems the best epic fit to Stone in Paradise.  By noir inflection, Stone is not only an idealistic fool but also an alcoholic, an obsessive, and a violent vigilante.  Yet the Quixote figure still suits him.  The Paradise movies are made for American television, after all, and their star is Tom Selleck.  While we might get the fateful feeling that Stone is bound to fail in some important ways, we don’t really feel that he’ll die a failure, much less in the movie of the moment.  ’Tis television too, and not epic or paradise alone, that helps Stone split the difference between a noble hero and a benighted protagonist.  In epic terms, Stone is a lonely, foolish champion of justice.
Epic threats are not mere dangers, and epic villains are not just opponents.  Typically epic enemies of the hero and his community are mortal sins personified; social atrocities and political travesties naturalized into storms, swamps, pests, plagues, quakes, deserts, droughts, or other relentless troubles; as well as community dooms made literally monstrous.  Quixote is infamous for tilting at windmills that he mistakes for enemy knights, marauding giants, and menacing monsters.  For this and his romancing of a mostly imaginary woman, we think him insane:  no longer in the most minimal touch with practical realities.  With admiration as well as sympathy and impatience, Panza shares this sense of Quixote for most of the saga, only to lapse into insanity himself toward his epic’s end.  Because Quixote fights for classical virtues, however, we should pause to recognize that windmills were a leading edge of the modern industry that continues to eclipse classical cultures almost the world over.  In his own folly, Stone mistakes some of the system minions for crime bosses, and he alienates town councilors one after another.  Still we should pause to note that his campaign for justice manages along the way to help avenge, protect, or even liberate quite a few women in Paradise and Boston.  Maybe Jesse is better attuned than we might suppose to the more insidious monsters around.
Cervantes has Don Quixote speak of the main female figure in his quests as Dulcinea.  As his idealized love, she is his radically romanticized vision of a local peasant girl, who has a different name and character than he imagines for her.  Quixote does not know or speak to her, and he glimpses her only in passing.  She stays almost entirely off-stage in the novel, but she is still the shining star of his adventures.  According to Quixote’s sidekick, “Dulcinea” is in fact a tall, loud, strong, lusty woman with a lively, slashing sense of humor.  The Paradise movies (even more than the novels) keep Jenn off-stage.  From what we hear of their phone conversations, Stone’s noirish knowledge of her human flaws and betrayals coexists with his idealizing love of her feminine beauties, needs, and possibilities.  Like Dulcinea to Quixote, Jenn’s actual talents and ambitions probably seem more assertive and masculine than the residually macho imagination of Stone can readily face.  As a spider woman, Jenn does focus at times on manipulating Jesse, whereas Dulcinea attends not at all to Quixote.  On the other hand, Dulcinea inhabits an ironical epic only, whereas Jenn is a neo-noir character as well.
Jenn can manipulate Jesse in important part because he wants to see her as an epic Damsel in Distress.  Then Jesse can become the St. George who rescues her from the Dragon.  Jenn, too, likes this fantasy, up to the point when it impinges on her autonomy, a.k.a., power.  Quixote also seems drawn in the abstract to such epic possibilities, although the real woman at the edges of his stories does nothing we know to lure his imagination in these directions.  In Paradise, Jesse stays attracted to treating Jenn that way, as long as their geographical and professional gap keeps him just talking about it rather than acting on it.  (The novels differ, bringing Jenn all too soon to Boston.)  As we meet him in the movies, Jesse is trying to leave his St. George aspiration behind with Jenn in L.A.  In Paradise, he takes care to pick women who’ve known the distress of divorce but who’ve come through it flying colors.  Abby Taylor, Sidney Greenstreet, and Thelma Gleffey are remarkably successful, self-sufficient females.
It’s possible to read Parker’s novels about Stone as a psychosexual exploration of the hardboiled detective.  Jesse’s principal defect is said to be how “obsessive” he is about Jenn, and the movie’s psychiatrist implies that Stone is unduly possessive of her.  Even though the books endorse monogamy from male and female perspectives where marriage is concerned, they also insist on adult sexual freedom outside marriage.  Moreover they seem to insist on adult psychological freedom – from obsession and possession – inside marriage.  The novels leave this principle carefully poised between patriarchal wish-fulfillment and an incipiently feminist exploration of how women want the independence and respect that Jesse struggles to give Jenn.  According to the novels, Stone is remarkably tough but also sentimental; and he’s loved for both.  The movies show the same, yet they feature Stone as a vigilante foe of the most obnoxious operations of patriarchy.  This aspect of Stone is available in the Parker novels, but their keener interest in friendly and recreational sex for men and women leaves them seeming more macho.  Therefore the movies arguably go beyond the Parker novels in developing some elements in the Paradise politics of female (not just sexual) liberation.
Once Quixote slides into divine folly and turns to questing, Sancho Panza becomes his squire and sidekick.  Readers love Panza for his practical outlook, his earthy sense of humor, his debunking commentary on Quixote’s deeds and ideas, yet his staunch loyalty to the noble but deluded knight.  Panza does not come into Quixote’s service until well into adulthood, and Panza sustains a full family life of his own to counter-balance Quixote’s questing.  In all these respects, he’s the model for the police officers who work – usually three at a time – with Chief Stone in Paradise.  They stay in better, more practical and realistic, touch with the town and its council than does Stone.  Like Panza in la Mancha, Crane, Gammon, and Simpson, if not exactly D’Angelo, are clever and fast learners.  Moreover their priorities are mostly in the right places.  But like Quixote, Stone is the knight, who knows about quests and adventures.
By convention, the neo-noir protagonist is notoriously a lone knight of justice.  In epic improvement on that desperate condition, Paradise gives Jesse Stone a mentor, partners, even a sister.  All these figures join Jesse on (some of) his quests for justice and women’s liberation.  Hence they act in important respects as epic sidekicks.  All these figures are somewhat ironic in outlook and wry in speech, even as they admire and even share aspects of Jesse’s idealism.  Notwithstanding their many individual differences, which make for more enjoyable TV, they seem individually and collectively modeled on Panza.  They are epic but earthly companions and helpers for the hero; and every potential star in the firmament of community memory is likely to need them, especially insofar as he is a fool.  What’s fascinating is that neo noir, too, has lately branched out to conventionalize mentors, partners, even sisters.  It’s been doing so as it forms such hybrids as superhero noir (or super noir, for short) and martial-arts noir (or eastern noir, for short, from comparing martial-arts films to westerns).  In light of the feminist (or at least anti-patriarchal) politics that emerge in the Paradise series, it’s particularly telling that all three of these kinds of characters are important to recent experiments in feminist noir.
As epic coalesces into a popular genre, Carl Jung’s archetype of the Wise Old Man becomes its conventional character of the mentor.
  Think of Ben “Obi-wan” Kenobi (Alec Guinness) and Yoda (Frank Oz) as mentors for Luke Skywalker (Mark Hamill) in Star Wars, Old Ptolemy (Anthony Hopkins) as mentor for the title character played by Colin Farrell in Oliver Stone’s Alexander (2004), or Dr. King Schultz (Christoph Waltz) as mentor for the title figure played by Jamie Foxx in Django Unchained.  In Paradise, Stone’s mentor becomes Dr. Dix.  Not only is Dix a Wise Old Man who serves Stone personally as psychiatrist, but Dix is a former cop who mentors Stone professionally in police procedure and crime psychology.  As mentor, Dix is sometimes a sounding board to help Stone think through his own ideas.  Other times, Dix answers questions or even volunteers suggestions about particular cases.
A partner or more emerges from the sidekick when popular epics engage democracies.  A mentor is a senior disciplinarian who drills the potential hero in epic virtuosities.  Then the mentor advises the pupil after he’s graduated from training adventures to full-fledged quests.  A partner is a colleague who shares actively in some of those quests.  To the Paradise Police, Stone adds further partners:  Captain Healy of the State Police, Detective Greenstreet of the Boston Police, and Dr. Peter Perkins (John Beale) as Medical Examiner for Paradise, which he continues to serve as a pediatrician.  In epic as a popular genre, quests are not just for lonely heroes anymore; quests are for bands of adventurers too.  And in epic noirs such as the Stone movies, the help makes the quests more successful than outcomes for other kinds of neo noirs.
With their defeat or doom amply foreshadowed, and with corrupt systems closing in on them, the best that noir protagonists usually can do resist with some virtuosity and leave the rest of us with their cautionary tales.  Classic noirs are notorious downers, their endings seldom light.  Less than half of neo noirs since 1980 have happy endings of escape, meaning, or liberation; and forty percent of these upbeat conclusions trace directly to ways that super powers in super noirs, super technologies in scifi noirs, or even magic in fantasy noirs enable neo-noir protagonists to elude realistic likelihoods of doom readied throughout their movies.  Yet feminists noirs, which feature female protagonists to undo the misogyny conventional for classic and neo noirs, manage happy endings more than three-fourths of the time.  Implicated in this stunning reversal of fortunes is the support typically available to female champions for justice.  More than half have male mentors or partners to help the lead females, and fully half have a sister who doubles the female lead to enable feminist strategies of “sisterhood.”
  All these function in part as super powers or epic helpers for neo-noir’s female protagonists, who remain relatively few – but numerous enough define a new hybrid or sub-genre of neo noir.
In Stone, the Paradise series has a male protagonist; but he’s working through therapy and policing to undo his own and his society’s dynamics of patriarchy.  In Paradise, noir can overcome its misogyny; or at least, that is the epic hope of the Stone movies.  They provide a striking, amusingly over-the-top kick in this direction by giving Jesse something of a feminist “sister.”  Like Stone, she particularly defends young women from ravages of patriarchy; and she doubles his efforts in a different orbit that intersects his.  Sister Mary John (Kerri Smith) is a nun who runs a shelter for runaway, abused, and otherwise troubled girls.  In four of the Paradise movies, she provides crucial help to Stone.  In one, they even have something like a dinner date, suggesting strong mutual attractions.  Yet Stone seems especially unsure what to make of this.  Neither quite knows how or whether to proceed, while the movies encourage us viewers to chuckle gently and sympathetically at their perplexity.  This subplot plays a bit like the “romance” between Luke Skywalker and Princess Leia (Carrie Fisher) in Star Wars.  Still the political lesson is that, in this epic Paradise, noir gets less lonely, bleak, and sexist.
4. Television

Detailed attention to genre politics in the Jesse Stone series of television movies can tell us about politics that are important to comprehend yet hard to fathom in other ways.  These are the politics of stories, symbols, and styles rather than ideologies, institutions, and policies.  In their everyday lives, few people are strongly attuned to ideologies, institutions, or policies that they associate with governments and politics.  By contrast, stories, symbols, and styles are the very stuff of everyday interaction, information, entertainment, and more.  They are the cultures in which we swim as ordinary people, and they are thoroughly political.  Stories are crucial to political memory and community, symbols to political meaning and reasoning, and styles to political identity and action.  Stories, symbols, and styles readily lead and turn into each other; taken together, they comprise the cultural politics of myth and myth-making.  To study popular genres of novels, movies, video games, and TV shows is come to terms with the myths by which we live and politick.
  This is one good set of reasons to study the politics implicit in popular entertainment by “mass media.”
  Our popular cultures are where much of our political myth-making proceeds.
When the focus falls instead on ideologies, institutions, or policies, it is less clear that analysis of popular entertainment in cinema or television can be highly helpful.  Political ads and news are primary events for political ideologies, institutions, even policies:  overtly and directly, we produce and receive ads and news as political acts of ideology, institution, and policy.  Few other kinds of shows on television and films in theaters work that way.  At best, they are secondary events for ideologies, institutions, or policies.  Even when entertainments dramatize happenings in government institutions, the events are fictional, parasitic on what occurs in other arenas.

The question becomes why we should study fictions to understand realities.  Why not focus directly and exclusively on the realities themselves?  The supposition is that fictions are distortions:  that they are bound (if not always designed) to mislead about realities.  But even if we reject the premise, and we should, issues remain.  Imagine that some writers, directors, producers, and such can make dramas that show at least a little of what we did not already know about political realities.  Why not have the fictionalizers share their knowledge in facts and theories that tell it in terms as clear, direct, literal, evidenced, and truthful as possible?  Yes, facts and theories might themselves be “fictions,” by root meaning, because they must be “made or invented.”  But shouldn’t theories at least learn as directly as they can from realities and facts – not indirectly from novels, movies, and television series?  We who would improve theories of politics by analyzing dramas and narratives do well to confront these challenges.

What advantage is there even in scrutinizing recent entertainments on Washington politics, such as The West Wing (1999-2006) or Scandal (2012-present)?
  If we want to learn about ideologies of liberals and conservatives, institutions like Congress and the Presidency, or policies for banking and healthcare, we could expect to do better by interviewing the likes of Aaron Sorkin, Shonda Rhimes, and Lawrence O’Donnell.  Then we could go directly for their knowledge of ideologies, institutions, and policies; then their devices of dramatization could not distort or distract.  When we center on how people make and live political myths, however, we can see primary and important politics in the dramatization and its devices.
Theory and philosophy present ideas in argument; drama and story feature characters in action.  Even when cinema, television, or other dramatic forms develop ideas and pursue arguments, as they sometimes do more expressly than others, their particulars and qualities come primarily from who does what, when, where, and why.  Accordingly dramas do not merely reproduce any explanations of action that might inform them so much as test, twist, extend, or confound those logics.  Interactions of characters to engage us can cohere in ways that exceed philosophies of their own dramatists, let alone theories of contemporary analysts.  Hence political theorists can learn from fictional dramas and stories in ways that exceed their learning possible from scientific reports, factual histories, or participant testimonies about our political ideologies, government institutions, and public policies.  By analyzing specific works and popular genres of cinema, television, or other entertainments, political theorists can learn directly about the political myth-making that pervades the everyday lives of ordinary people.
But why television?  Well . . . what’s television?  For purposes of political implications, especially, technologies alone do not take us far in defining media.  Technologies alone are too plastic in their development and flexible in their use to determine all that much about media.  To contrast cinema and television by screen size, storage technology, or projection device no longer can work as it did only a decade ago.  Cultural forms matter for differentiating media, even though some cultural constructs – such as popular genres – cross many media.  So here let’s ask more specifically, if less comprehensively:  why focus on American televised dramas rather than the feature-length films from Hollywood?  Or for related purposes:  what politics come to the fore when we focus on Hollywood TV?  In answering these questions, we should learn about the implicit politics that are especially significant in televised dramas, the reasons for that significance, and the possible contributions of these lessons to our theories of politics.
As neo noir became a popular and prominent genre in American cinema, toward the end of the twentieth century, it still did not prosper in American television.  It isn’t especially difficult to do technically on television, but noir series remain rare.  The idea here is that this recommends a neo-noir series for comparing political myth-making in American television to Hollywood movies, and the CBS series of movies with Jesse Stone in Paradise seems suitable to compare with neo-noir films in English since 1980.  So what do the comparison particulars suggest about political myth-making in dramas on American TV?
A first inference is that American television resists realism as a philosophy and a style of politics.  The Paradise series works energetically, self-consciously, and skillfully to blend its noir conventions with a contrary idealism implicit in epic conventions.  The apparent scarcity of noir series on American television suggests that the medium includes an elective, cultural reluctance to pursue the genre’s politics of either existentialism or realism.  Yet American TV has lots TV dramas focused on existentialist politics, including attention to social systems.  So there’s little doubt that the distaste is for sordid aesthetics, preemptive violence, whatever-it-takes morals, and routinely downbeat endings:  in short, political realism.

Does the resistance to realism arise in important part from a penchant of American television for the politics of idealism?  In the Paradise series, idealism seems a major dynamic in limiting the noir realism of Jesse Stone.  The idealism comes from the series commitment to conventions of epic as well as noir.  Do American TV dramas have some formal but elective affinity for epic conventions, thus epic politics, especially idealist politics?
Any noir is unusual in American television, but epic noir is rare even in Hollywood movies.  Aside from the Stone series of movies for television, epic noir runs no higher than two percent of neo-noir films in English after 1980.  My firm nominees would be only three:  Magnolia (1999), Crash (2005), and All the King’s Men (2006).  Of the noir hybrids I’ve noticed, epic noir is rivaled in rarity only by fantasy noir, which also seems conventionally inclined to leaven noir realism with strong doses of political idealism.
	Noir Hybrid
	Portion of Neo Noir

	epic noir
	1-2%

	fantasy noir
	1-2%

	gangster noir
	2-3%

	martial-arts noir
	2-4%

	spy noir
	2-3%

	horror noir
	7-10%

	scifi noir
	10-13%

	super noir
	13-16%

	feminist noir
	12-15%


I should add that there is double-counting, for these hybrids overlap at least a little:  Edward Scissorhands is horror noir and scifi noir, Catwoman (2004) is super noir and feminist noir, etc.  The only noir hybrids that offset their noir affinity for realist politics with a second affinity for idealist politics are epic noir and fantasy noir.  This, too, is decent – not conclusive – evidence that American TV dramas have cultural inclinations toward political idealism, probably in important part through elective dispositions toward epic form.
Another reason to think these links likely is a strong formal connection between epics and episodes.  It is a tie of time.  A phrase like “epic time” brings to mind epochs, even eons; it evokes origins and destinies, beginnings and ends;  thus it connotes founding, foundering, collapse, or apocalypse.  In time, too, epics are somehow vast and momentous.  Yet the how is sometimes surprising, because the temporal units of epics can be small and intimate.  These units are episodes.  An episode is an component occurrence that stands mostly as an emblem of the entire, encompassing, typically epic complex of events.  It is not mainly a chronological step meaningful for getting us from the previous step to the next one in a longer march from start to finish:  that’s for history instead.  Early epics tell of communities and their heroes in a string of stories, each tale complete in itself but sharing some characters, settings, or concerns with some other tales in the series.  Conflicting details across the component tales keep them from an order that can be strictly chronological.  The motley narratives of an early epic find a close equivalent in the episodes of a generic epic, which can be enjoyed one after another but out of any originally presented order because each is a decent microcosm of the whole series.
In American television, most programs (even news, I’d argue) are primarily episodic.  This is to say that the seriality of American television is not historical in the Darwinian sense of one small moment after another, with larger patterns appearing only in retrospect.  From Hill Street Blues onward, many TV series in the United States have featured story arcs longer than an episode, some as long as whole seasons of shows.  Yet most of these series continue to include many one-off, stand-alone episodes, and most of these series continue to overlay the longer narratives onto shows still viewable as independent episodes.
  M*A*S*H (1972-83) fans can enjoy its shows re-run in almost any order, and CSI or Law & Order watchers have been able to dip intermittently but enjoyably into the several concurrent series run or re-run from those prosperous franchises, even though they typically rely in part on longer story arcs.
Instead the seriality of American television is historical in a Hegelian, teleological way.  Seldom is this telos Aristotelian:  viewable all along as developing in readily recognized stages from acorn to oak, with the end clear almost throughout.  Hoping for long success over many seasons, not even showrunners for American television usually know in advance detail when or how their series are to end, let alone how get to there.  Complications of commerce and production prevent Aristotelian teleology.  Each TV series in America tends rather to gain overall shape and potential as it proceeds, with its trajectory affected along the way by the viewer disposition to see individual shows and the longer dramatic arcs as emblems of an emergent whole formed by the full series.  By a similar logic, political theorists already know where I’m going with this:  Hegelian philosophy and politics are idealist, so even the familiar seriality of American TV gives advantages to idealism over realism and other political styles.
A scarcity of neo-noir series, a Hegelian kind of seriality, and a penchant for episodes all show cultivated inclinations of American television for idealist rather than realist politics.  These TV dispositions to idealism arise in important part from a structural bias toward epic.  TV times are subtly epic in preferring episodes and series.  On top of that, TV characters are incipiently epic in favoring archetypes over individuals who develop realistically in historical and psychological terms.  The claim is not that characters usual for American television fail to change at all across their shows or seasons; it is that they gradually reveal characteristics that stay consistent with their mythic templates rather than showing traits that change their types altogether.  Rather than present personalities as trajectories of changes that transform major characters, American TV tends to keep focal characters within their kinds:  its Gandalfs stay gray rather than sometimes turning white, whether abruptly or gradually, on-screen or off-.

Because western civilization is teleological, the contrast between archetypal characters gradually detailed and historical characters realistically developed can be difficult to call in practice.  Few viewers fail to see Marshal Matt Dillon (James Arness) in Gunsmoke (1955-75) as an epic, archetypal hero.  Like Chief Stone, Marshal Dillon is the strong, silent type made more approachable.  But how should we view Al Swearengen (Ian McShane) in Deadwood (2004-06)?  The western drive is to see unfolding consistency as oneness of character.
  This discerns in retrospect how Al’s acts and traits cohere as a ruthless but loyal man who adjusts to rapidly changing circumstances.  Yet viewers in my circle of conversants more often see Swearengen as man pushed by loyalty, illness, and opponents into more cooperative politics than before, “growing” him from a ruthless villain into someone with redeeming virtues.

Likewise the first season of The Killing leaves unclear, at least to me, whether Sarah Linden (Mireille Enos) is changing in character even as we watch or is merely revealing her complications to us through an exceptional string of twists and turns.  Nor can I tell from the first season whether The Killing is taunting us with repeated recontextualizations of slowly accumulating information about a secretive but enduring character in Stephen Holder (Joel Kinnaman).  Instead it might be developing his character as a cop coming through crises of addiction, career, marriage, and maybe more that are remaking him.  Don’t forget, though, that The Killing is noir, inclining it toward realism in ways and degrees unusual for dramas on American television.  In any event, the punch line is familiar.  Some cases might be hard to classify, yet the overall proclivity of American TV for archetypal over historical characters is another of its affinities for epic, which more readily yields idealist than realist politics.
Note that Linden is not a lone knight of justice.  She has a policing partner in Holden, although she doesn’t always want him.  Each episode in the Paradise series gives Stone three to five collaborators, and most of them repeat from one movie to the next.  This helps satisfy an apparent American craving in the last half century for regular casts of characters in TV comedies and dramas.  Anthology series such as Playhouse 90 (1956-60), with different casts for disconnected productions from one week to the next, have been as rare as neo-noir series.  Instead American TV loves small networks of friends; and in epic terms, these are bands of adventurers rather than lonely questers (even with sidekicks).  They are how American TV can give us crabby, gabby, or needy leads more often than strong, silent, self-sufficient types.  The stark reserve and objectivity of early epic heroes like Achilles is closer to the wry stoicism of hardboiled detectives like Stone than the bantering of bands of brothers and sisters on most American dramas of detecting, policing, litigating, doctoring, educating, and so on.  Gangster series such as The Sopranos (1999-2007) and Boardwalk Empire (2010-present) might resemble noirs in many other ways, but continuing gangs as regular casts of colorful characters who chat cleverly within the group give gangster shows a generic advantage over neo noirs with lone champions of justice.  Give a lone resister of corrupt systems a sidekick, and those two ease toward Quixote conventions and the epic politics of idealism.  Give a lone resister of corruptions a team, and it morphs toward an epic band of adventurers on idealist quests.
One of the simplest truths about dramas on American television is that viewers prefer happy endings.  It’s one of the most powerful truths about  dramas on American television, because it’s a big part of what “everybody knows” in Hollywood.
  This doesn’t distinguish American television from American cinema, of course, because Hollywood also knows that its film-goers prefer happy endings.  Yet many genres popular in American movies rely more on endings that thrill, chill, outrage, terrify, ironize, or even help cleanse sadness by catharsis that has viewers wallowing for a while in grief and despair.  Half the time and more, endings for neo noirs are downers; and these have been doing well for Hollywood.  But noir TV with conventional endings has not.  The ending of Twin Peaks is not so much depressing as weird, but it certainly isn’t happy.  The season resolutions for The Killing are coy and downbeat.  The Sarah Connor Chronicles are stuck from the start with a sad ending, in the sense that they lead into the grim conclusion for the third film in the Terminator series.  So the TV series ends with an apocalypse to reframe the rest; and it lingers on an image at once mysterious, threatening, and thrilling.  The sensibility is much less neo-noir than scifi-horror.
Horror films from Hollywood are rampant; they’ve prospered and proliferated for decades.  Some of these play with happy resolutions, yet their codas typically hint that the monsters stir anew.  Otherwise resolutions for horror movies in recent decades are mostly, emphatically “unhappy.”  American television currently likes horror series a lot more than noir.  Perhaps viewers find dark-and-scary better than bleak-and-depressing.  One way or another, though, the conventional wisdom about happy endings dominating American TV seems to have merit.  Even news shows tend to end with upbeat items of “human interest.”
Let’s end this essay into noir in Paradise by asking what the conventional demand or expectation for happy endings might mean for the politics we can learn from American TV.  And let’s notice that happy endings, as Americans see them, do not promote idealist politics.  From Machiavelli to Matthews, political realism projects happy endings for virtuosos in the crafts of force, fortuna, fraud, and other public relations.  The realist recommendation to do whatever it takes to endure and prevail comes with a realist expectation that the ends will justify the means.  Neo noir might be regarded as idealist in the end because it so insistently shows realist politics by resisters of corrupt systems coming to bad ends.  Neo noir might be seen as idealist in the end because it so often shows how means become ends, condemning rather than justifying realist endeavors.  Or neo noir might be treated as idealist in the end because it sometimes grants resisters the late escape that must come as grace and redemption.  Yet an ending note of idealism, in criticism of realism throughout, does not suffice by itself to make a drama’s ending “happy” in the American sense.  Ending happiness turns out to be a more global property than the label might imply.  It participates in the pervasive ethos of a drama; and when that’s realist, so’s the ending, most of the time.  Happy endings have no special tie, not even loose and elective, to idealist politics – or popular epics, for that matter.  Happy endings do not a paradise make.
Yet happy endings have encouraged the development of neo noir as a Hollywood genre.  Realist and existentialist politics admit of happy endings, but just not in classic noirs.  In part, those films were selected for clustering and naming in the first place because they depart from the happy endings otherwise prominent even in the Hollywood movies of the 1940s and ’50s.  As a group, classic noirs were not particularly popular in the United States when initially released.  Some did very well, some didn’t, and many were “B” releases made on the cheap by the standards of the time – hence not even expected to make out like bandits at the box office.  Neo noirs gradually made much, much more room for happy endings; and this enabled noir to conventionalize itself into a popular genre.  It’s hard to become a popular genre in America if few works of the kind become popular, and it’s hard to become a popular genre of movies in America if next to none of these movies can be anticipated to end happily.  It’s intriguing that ending happily almost half the time hasn’t opened American television to much neo noir, even as that shift seems to help make neo noir prominent in Hollywood films.
Arguably the audiences differ more than the media.  Even in America, significantly different sets of people focus on TV and film – with overlap, of course.  Even shared viewers bring different expectations to television than cinema, and these help construct each medium.  To be sure, by definition, media never operate in themselves, apart from their communicators or communicants.  And the first principle of the rhetorical analysis practiced in these pages is to start with the audiences.  A great advantage in exploring the political myth-making in uses of conventions by popular genres is that we audiences – we ordinary people – are makers of  these conventions, these genres, these myths.  To start with the politics in popular genres of TV or cinema is to start, in part, with their viewers.  To study the politics of interest in happy endings and other aspects of popular entertainments is to make sense of them in terms of the whole works, genres, media, and cultures where the devices appear.  For us at the moment, the main implications of happy endings for American television spring from this recognition:  TV moves depend on larger styles and myths, those are political, and they are why analysts should be working frequently with television.  It can help us comprehend our political myth-making as a popular mode of political theorizing.  Is this a happy ending?
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