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Recreation (NBC 2009-2015) and Louie (FX
markedly different tone of humour from postmode;
(o mark o new trend in the American sitcom. Showr
continued his exploration of human Kindness in Broo,
2013), which treats the cops it is about %
and The Good Place (NBC 2016-) a high- cep
poses the questions: ‘What does it mean
Louie has been quite influential, and
ing with” in the Louis CK-produce m{v
Better Things (HBO 2016-) and One Mississ ipp
two comedies the viewers are vxted ]@E
Notaro, respectively, and their everyda: ;?ih
thetics has perhaps not been as influential
(FOX 2016-) where animated characters
to dwell on the alienated relationship betwe
trace this development of ‘laughin, ]
like the British sitcom Catastrophe (Channe
Like Me (ABC 2013) whi a:&;‘;la_u
human characters in their searciitfé?’h“

gramme
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¢ conservativeness and subversiveness in 1980
Ties (NBC, 1982-1989), The Bill Cosby Shoy,

domesti

Family

and Roseanne %

in The Simpsons (FOX, 1989-present) and Seinfeld (NBe, (gn 99&)
> 1 989-199

Sitcoms Suc
(ABC, 1988-1997) and the postmodem irony | 198¢ g 8
of the
the 00's excesses of mockumentary embarrassment in ¢ 1
asm (HBO, 1999-present) or The Office — An Americay, l;;b Your
2005-2013) and intertextual play and self-reflexivity in |; . ’fP{ace
Serubs (ABC, 2001-2010) and 30 Rock (NBC, 2006-20 l;e action Sitcon,
changes, humour changes. In the next section, we turp ) ). Just s g
of the most recent tonal shifts of humour in a more delai]cdr attentiop W cly
contemporary sitcom formats: the intertextual and self-ref; analyss op
Community, the stand-up-based genre-defying Louie and lhexm live oy
Parks and Recreation. € mock\,mm"y

Nihyg;,

FROM AN AESTHETIC OF FARTS TO HEARTS

Community, a comedy created by Dan Harmon, is ;
misfits attending Greendale community college. 'lell::;t:nﬁr:ul)iof‘ﬂmm"‘
study group and eventually become friends. It centres on the ll:i n‘e ?:m
Jefl (Joel McHale); the overachieving, young girl with a fonnl: .:w
to Adderall Annie (Alison Brie); the political correct idealist and h;l:“n
Brilta (Gillian Jacobs); the stupid jock Troy (Donald Glover); the divored
?(t:)]usewig] turr)lcd s‘;uﬂen;o S:irllcy (Yvette Nicole Brown); the ’old. Tacist pig
hevy Chase); and the borderline Asperger, pop-
e perger, pop-culture geek Abed (Dany
The programme is often heralded for its clever self-reflectiveness, intertex-
tual play and meta-referentiality (see, e.g., Emily Nussbaum's top ten listal
2010, Entertainment Weekly's list of the top twenty-five Cult Shows fromhe-
past twenty-five years). Community has episodes spoofing everything fon
Louis Malle's (1981) film My Dinner with Andre (‘Critical Film Studie
2:19), Ken Burns documentaries (‘Pillows and Blankets’ 14:3) o spaghetl
Westerns (‘A Fist Full of Paintballs’ 23:2) and zombie movies (‘Epidenot
ogy' 6:3). With its use of parody, pastiche, intertextual play and irony
tified as some of the central characteristics of postmodern aosthelic
likes of Eco (1993), Huyssen (1986) and Jameson (1991) = Comn
at first glance, be conceived o be a postmodern sitcom Indeed, CO
’hzm many aesthetic similarities with other live action comedi
3;\0 jfﬂ Rock and animation comedies like Family Guy, with thelr
i g(;;:zlnr cultural references, irony, pastiches, parodies d
theipi mcv’:' Family Guy appears the most postmodern in
as a point of comparison in our analysis of Comm

The Joke That Wasn 't Funny Anymore s

ontends Family Guy’s use of parody, 'm'my' and pastiche results
orf Agic realism and should be updcrstood in light of the ‘concerns
d of on 92¢" (2009, 63). Drawxqg on Jameson’s argument about
e S westhetics and culture she continues: "!'he fact that Family Guy
0! emoxher prime time sitcoms are SO sophisticated intertextually is
and M anxieties {hat the postmodern writer experiences. The postmod-
due 10 ef els there is nothing left to say’ (63). Family Guy has translated
et fiern notion into an aesthetic often criticised for being blank and
(his poscfme‘r’mi nly, Trey parker and Matt Stone have, for instance, criticised
pty: for relaying t00 much on gag humour that has nothing to do with
Family G'(‘é illespie and Walker 2006). Crawford continues to argue that the
the storY ¢ Family Guy lies in its aesthetic deconstruction.

The aesthetic function of Community’s intertextual pla.y and use of parody
and pastiche, however, does not appear to be decon'stmcnon. It n‘nber appears
{o function as an aesthetisation of the. characters’ quest for ﬁxequhxp and
community. Take, for example, the episode ‘Contemporary American Poul-
ry! (21:1). The entire episode is more or less a pastiche on Goodjellas (Mar-
o Seorsese, 1990) from the (freeze) framing and camera movemenis '# the
doo-wop music and the voice-over. The plot centres on something as silly as
chicken fingers. The student-cafeteria’s chicken fingers are immensely popu-
Jar and run out fast. Goodfellas-style, the study group takes control of the
production and distribution of the chicken fingers, tumning it into a neat black
market operation. As Abed states in his voice-over: ‘The entire campus
controlled by our group. Our group is controlled by chicken and the d".ckm
is controlled by me’. However, not everyone is happy with Abed oblaining
so much power as the chicken finger cook/mob-leader. Jeff, the study group §
:nofﬁcial leader starts to sabotage Abed’s operation. In the inevitable come-

own between the two, the episode ; A
is revealed to depict something as real and raw as Abed's strugele M:'v::
un-diagnosed Asperger syndrome; Abed and Jeff share an lnmdlblr{“ S
moment, deepening the characters’ relationship and their elﬂt'm)l‘:ich° T
other. As such, what at first seemed like just another Goodalel pi:lzln Abed’s
seends into a character-developing vehicle for Abed and hllhl‘m nates
struggle to connect to other humans. Indeed, the €P oS : {o make genu-
more general level, as it exposes and thematises (he fing with the viewers

§
ine human connections and communities, ths ¢ o

= agh parody and pas-

 emotion and affect through most visible in

emotionally,

‘ Community's articulation !

tche, and hepein lie its difference o Fami G108 £ gy and Noctumel
lh? sitcom’s animated episodes and M“‘“"“m;..gyl.daom” of Jeff
Vigilantsm’ (3:9),the programme featud ¢ {her childhood U
and Shirley playing foosball as they work ‘
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represent the last heyday of Successfu]
work television before the arrival
NBC’s Must-See TV ‘Thursday nj
episodes of various sitcoms back-
be regarded as one of the most suc,
to a particular slot of
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fictional version of |
Kramer (Michael Ric
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Thus, Selnfeld 1 indeed drenched i POBImModery

humour 18 first and foremont observaio hic gy
and very often nerves as an end in fiyey. s dimanceq, hlnhll;/yj%"h

Louter Drunk, Angry and Humanly Imperfecy

I1; then, the humour performed in Selnfeld is *cold
of Loule (FOX, 2010-) might dcrlvc/fronlmsac:;;ld"‘:e |n'““° that u"""h
performed with warmth. Louie CK has developeg (l"d but lsnevm.h
dates Loule and Licky Loute (HBO, 2006), The ey, g 10 gy
season before being cancelled, tried 1o combine the l'm d.:lch on| or oy
sltcom look, recorded in front of g live audience Wil;l ol i
language, Loute, CK's second attempt af the genre,'provecl.dull ;
In itself, it would be an interesting task (o compare (he co: :T ;
of both of CK's sitcoms to determine why his first attempy f:ile:id
audience, but it extends the scope of this chapter, In this section, wgl'ofm.
the acsthetics, narrative and performance style of Loule with oy e
analysis of Seinfeld. )
Loute is produced as a single-camera hybrid sitcom, A hybrid sitg
abandons the traditional generic features of sitcom, such as (he laughis
track, multi-camera shooting style and theatrical setting. On an aeslete
narrative and performance level, it successfully borrows from other genrs

such as television drama, soap or reality TV. The premise of Loue s

like a sibling to Seinfeld. Louie CK plays a fictional version of himsfs
quite successful stand-up comedian living in New York City, divorced wd
sharing custody for his two daughters, There arc a few recurring
most notably his daughters, his friend and, at times, love in
(Pamela Adlon). Although they are not featured as regular recurin
characters, the sitcom also includes his brother Robbie (Robert Ke
shockingly young-looking agent Doug (Edward Gelbinovich) an
Janet (Susan Kelechi Watson). The plots and storylines do not ollo®
ear structure; instead, the episodes are fragmented, consistin
sequences, similar to a stand-up comedian's dramaturgy. Just
Jeld, actual footage of Louie CK performing in comedy clubs Im
of the episodes. However, Louie is less a show about
more about CK's own fictionalised accounts of how to reconcl
‘single-dad’/'stand-up comedian’ personas. Explorations ° ‘
clally feature various meta-narratives commenting on
with many actual comedians playing fictionalised versions
On an aesthetio level, Zoule departs significantly froch{
sitcom-ness of Seinfeld: instead of laughter track or sing!
style, Louie opts for a sophisticated mixture of
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. ematic mise-en-scene of the more recent films of Woody Allen
and the c";:iors" Allen’s regular editor, co-edits the series). In a way, the
Susan E. o “eqlxence perfectly encapsulates this dichotomy: it captures
series intr ilis way to work, ascending from the metro stop at Washington
Loule ¥ T:'n to the streets of Chelsea and grabbing a slice of pizza before
Squarc, 2 |;|cg stairs to the Comedy Cellar. CK’s demeanour is passive,
descending orld-weary and contradicts the chirpy cheerfulness of Jerry
tful, even W ;
m?ugh d in his series. Similarly, the theme song, a re-recording of [an Lloyds
deinkild 8 ‘Brother Louie’ (an excerpt from the lyrics: ‘Louie, Louie, Louie
|97?g 3008 /Louie, Louie, Louie you're gonna die!") sets the tone for the
s S ies and could not be further from
melancholic, often l;lhnrgnc tone of the series and could no

's slap-bass happiness.
se};’ifni sSe?r;feld ung Louie fictionalising the same world — the life of a
stand-up comedian in New York City — their dcplcllons. could not be more
different. Where the experiences of Seinfeld's protagonists are drenched in
sitcom wackiness and populated by artificial characters Who‘mogﬂy serve
as targets for the distanced and cynical mockery of Jerry and his friends, the
world of Louie consists of gritty New York streets and apartments, the !!lﬂbby
and narrow backstage areas of comedy clubs, populated by '.ﬂ‘{'h’""‘_’ P’:’f
ple. The tonality of the series is fuelled by its main protagonist’s r"lm’d
oscillation between personal doubt and s:l:lf-loa!hi:s olll::e one hand and a
desperate search for love and human kindness on the other.

Returning to our analogy of performance temperature in the 3“‘:];":’ m
Louie serves as a striking example of what Mills identifies L gk
between serious and comic modes of sitcom performance, ';']!‘:’nic T
com performance is not purely comic performance, just as a Sfinlerprotive
mance, in theatre, stand-up, film and radio, often uses a m;e?; willing to g0
modes’ (2005, 90). To illustrate the length lo_wlncb Lou ;1 qenre and how

10 display the serious mode of performance with the ’"‘;: Jike to single out
this influences the comedic tonality of the show, We :‘::s ‘nto his old friend
dsequence of the episode ‘Eddie’ (9:2). Here, Lomehc ias not seen in years.
and fellow comedian Eddie (Doug Stanhope) v~vmm|;efore Eddie got jen_lous
The two started out together as young Cm“‘"q”w and invites Louie (0
of Louie’s success and broke with him. N°“"B|::d;: has truly hit rock bottom:
ake a nightly drive, Louie soon realises that E When they stop at an open
is livi . is an alcoholic. form and actu-
15 living out of his car and is die goes 0n 0 it
Mike show in a small club in Brooklyn. Eg‘m way back to the mm‘: T
;lly delivers some funny mnlet;inl. but °“lm 0 i‘;o Bl e
rooklyn Bridge looming in the : t of self-p
thinking Ofen?ing his life. He indulges g:;;—bat's ﬂxewf’"‘;";‘um' o
L don’t want anything. I don’t wan! o ourbed by the enli™®
Want goes, that's bad". Louie, Visily

= _‘ -
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Chapter g
delivers a monolo,

ue in whij
outlook on Jife: 5 clibe Sficlon Eddiers faily,
reg

Fuck you, man, | got my reas i

they are, l‘am not just l)llandinog":jh'con:';/::‘yl‘;.‘l'rm.ked fard

Hm'/c a drink of Water, and get some slee; e D

again like everybody else does «+. You kno‘:/ wnk? :

’((;l coup{e. loudly argulng walks by and /nlern;p};: L,I;,re

yo:vcn ll x;‘]cen You in m:cnl.y years, and yoy're righf”; &‘;'. l'en Man,
- -« I hope you fion.l kill yourself, . [ real] d' Lk m"""b‘:l.l'

I gotta pick up my kids in the moming, Yottt I gota £ hop

After the fragmented nature of the epjsod

I e’s +
CK’s performance as passive observer, PIet Up 0 this pojy and

among other things subyly o
dr‘mlung 100 much ¢fieq il

; . the apath
(and Seinfeld) is filled with a detached desire for life, As Tl\,/acr}i’ti‘:rm

It would be so casy for the scene to become preachy. It would be easy to deflte
it, to lower the stakes and puncture the tension, to assure us that, nah, Eddie not
really going to off himself in a crappy motel in Maine, Instead, Louie never
relents on the idea that this s a dead-serious moment, and it has he characler
Louie make the case for life in a drunk, angry, humanly imperfect way.

This kind of acting, then, which refuses (o sacrifice all of a characters' -
tions and contradictions for a joke or a laugh (like the more postmoderm St
Jeld), and is primarily interested in portraying authentic emotions in Nll?*
human beings, is metamodern and what we call ‘warm performance sty

PARKS AND RECREATION: TAKING ON THE TOW{‘
ol
The transition from cold to warm performance style, we Wm
shift from a postmodern 1o a metamodern tone and unllbillty-'. il

and Loule both represent a warmer tone of humour that We
metamodern, The metamodern tone of humour seems o en
sentiment and world view, and like the metamodemn .
“Inspired by o modern naiveté yet informed by postmodern 5

(1
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ourse consciously commits itself to an impossible possibil-
nd van den Akker ZOIQ, 5): N .
nt — and the constant oscgllauon b.et.w:een qalvelé and scepli-
commitment to the impossible possibility ~ is perhaps particu-
and the NBC'’s critically acclaimed mockumentary comedy Parks and
4 ted by Greg Daniels and Michael Schur. It centres on the
i es of the Parks and Recreation Department in the small
life of tbe emr;)lo‘);;ee Indiana. Through six seasons, viewers have been able
fctional (o;vn :in cha;'acter, dedicated civil servant and the assistant director
10 follow‘k?J ': artment Leslie Knope (Amy Phoeler), fight to ﬁll‘a hole and
Ay I.’ar a :rk organise a Harvest Festival, run for city council and fight
pe "::r cil:y ct’)uncil seat under the threat of a recall \./ot.e.
. ;‘;Iiapl sets Parks and Recreation apart as a ‘ct.Jmedy is its focus not "“z,
ee. For a sitcom to focus on an entire to ; [
E::llly, sitcoms focus on the family, a group of f"}ends ora ;vkoiga::mi:
situations in the sitcom usually arise in a domgs.nc or a wol lzm e
thus the fictional world of the sitcom has tradmom'llly bﬂi;l e
family, the family of friends or the work place family (M:h :ome scaing
characters seem to only interact with the core ensemble ‘;’ e otal 0%
characters and guest stars. Parks and Recreqﬂon with its \:cs(:hur Revons
emment has a rather unique all-encompassing yorldu?bin.dmma The Wire
compared his sitcom to the expansive socio-political 2012). Like The Wire,
(HBO 2002-2007) in terms of scope (sce Rosenberg 25 P e gy
the bureaucracy in Parks and Recreation is someumue — a giant waste of
imational and — as Leslie’s libertarian boss Wollk(ii :‘g,ﬂ servants are mostly
money. Unlike The Wire, though, bureaucracy ‘.’Zw
represented with sincerity and as something p? s(lls-é). The Park dcpm'm“:
Take, for example, the episode ‘Sweetums sw;eetums, and is SUppose
has struck a deal with the local candy rac?;ii;ls stands. When it furs ‘:;;'
10 start selling its energy bars from °°"°:ose com syrup and are “:(;;',he
that the energy bars only contain high ﬁ“:nn inda Jones) :;yr;osk_ How-
unhealthy, Leslie and her friend me‘nuﬁ;n the public of the h”:,fpawnee e
deal by hosting a town meeting {0 clear that the dmf:n; bad, why did
ever, during the town meeling"l'|e cit?;lﬂs argues: ‘LSBT B0 plained how
happy eating sugar, as one 0 slie an corporation,
Jea?l::ymnk:git ugre so good?' Even 3 Lo let the ‘l:gﬁmﬁfwed
bad the energy bars are, the °mze$ith sugay " that's all we can do”.
Sweetums stuff [their] ch"fmnwe informed the izens of Pawnee, but she
Leslie mutters: ‘We did ourJ the € pether they want her to
Leslie's idealistic spirit i © o
still continues fighting for

m disc

" Ihis sentime

cism, ar i
larly evident

Recreation; ©

t or its (:ill.z°
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Chapter 9

or not, The ;
city councijsgliso_n SIX storyline — whey
banning CnOrmo‘ilt;on (lj) e among thaﬂgry Citizeng W
the citizens® best Soda cans — s e[ er things
st in in - s Les;
Parks and Recreation g:l il Guy and ;:flmate] Ses hop i W for
informing the tone o f’hum'"mmﬂy, and Louie Jje s":f]d and :JOb.
. our adj €
Postmodernism s often assznd RE difference Ofse.-nlit::qn
eny

narratives, a dishelief ; ciated wi
, a disbelief in Wwith th,
Progress and r
€ason,

is replaced by deco,
: nstruction, j
was in the late 198 e Y. nostalgia ang pip;
sitcoms like MarrieO; ﬁfSI nslated into agh:n:;g lism. Thig g .
; o eVentua;‘]J;l”" Children (FOX 1987 119 ;’f,. )d)’sﬁmc(iona'nfamﬂy
into the blank and en¢; T , Rosean,
: ! entire] .~ e and
to1 Rt in Commun y cold Sej
live by a ‘this is going to hel] b:;”’ 1: ‘:;:-V and Recreatiop :ﬁfli,::fi Fan.
. s el e seem

scussed earlj

e e :;l:i: :::s p:;:;eps _thel perfect manifestation of

L ents, ctively. Whe) i

:,hm:e ey s 15: ;::;gﬂ;d with finding ‘a reason to ll?vle:‘?l:l;dh::;z

sy ) ' orTow. :
€Ir commitment to impossjble possig?l,i(:is:scmracms =

CONCLUSION

Tracing tendencies j
(oﬁen—conﬂic!r'lcws 2o
terise both the hist
Our case studie story of the genre and the co

i ntem ican si
temporaries of omef :r Z and Recreation, Louie anﬂmcnz,ﬁzn elncan e
feldesque 77 Lea omedies, including (to mention a fi -” M
; s s 0, ary ditons muhidan
! -cam si
wlf'mer' The Big Bang 7'heo and A Half Men (CBS 2003-present) and the
e A ory (CBS 2007-present); a *cold’ cynical ani
2 73 (FOX 2010-presen), sent) and a ‘warm’ one like Bob’s

amily (ABC 2009, i and warm mockumentary site i
present). However, Community, Lo,,,,o T;;ll;f Azgdl,‘z
) ari

e Joke That Wasn't Funny Anymore

- th ts, constantly oscillating between
Mmarion sl.ﬂf::l_;:;t’ :;)athy and desire, naiveté and scepticism.
o and 0" from the coldness of Family Guy and Seinfeld to the

shift 11 ity, Louie and Parks and Recreation, as well as their
yarmth © nh discourse indicates that a shift in comedic tone is
gistinet worl munity ended in 2015 and Louie

yiew al :

i AS Parks and Recreation and Com ! i
Pf“’"le.n : mentioned continued. Parks and Recreation’s
json hiatus,

their legacy is as ( ' '

human idealism is continued in Bro.oklyn Nine-Nine wl?cye the cops

e ond come across as the idealised version of cops — tru¢ civil servants.

o Goim’ Place drives this exploration even further focusing on the afterlife.

?h: answer 10 what constitutes a good person seems to be that there are no

really good people just flawed ones wh? do lt,elr best. Louie’s search and
Jonging for genuine human connections is continued

in Better Things where
viewers follow Pamela Aldon’s everyday struggles as a single mom and
aging actress and One Mississippi as Tig Notaro’s retum (o her home town
{0 deal with the passing of her mum. Like Louie these two programmes focus
on felt everyday situations, like a the death of a parent or the struggles of
single parenting facilitate an a

ffective feeling of lived-in-ness not found in
the postmodern sitcoms

These situation come
specific cultural logic Wi
Vermeulen, this volume) in which sitco
tainment merge the mode of production wi
aesthetics and focus on everyday life. It is here that
and authenticity emerges, reconciling audiences With
but ultimately lovable characters.

Th
eir balancing ac

thin Western capitalist societi
ms as products
th their distinct mockumentary
a clash between 1rony
flawed and complex:




