24: Jumping the Shark Every Minute?

“When all the archetypes burst out shamelessly, we plumb Homeric profundity. Two
clichés make us laugh but a hundred clichés move us because we sense dimly that the
clichés are talking among themselves, celebrating a reunion.”

— Umberto Eco, “Casablanca: Cult Movies and Intertextual Collage”

This month, most network television shows, new and returning, will begin
their seasons. The most timely of all series, however, Fox’s 24, won’t be back until
January. For the third year in a row, 24 will not return until the new year, giving Joel
Surnow and Robert Cochran and the other makers of the hit terrordrama’s sixth
season time to have enough episodes in the can for unbroken weekly airing, January
to May, of an entire day in the life of Jack Bauer.

Day 5 (Season Five) of 24 was better than ever. Commencing fourteen months
after Day 4 (Season 4), 5 was a killer: Jack Bauer, as we knew though the world did
not, was still alive, but former President Palmer was assassinated and Michele
Dessler, Tony Almeda, Lynn McGill, Edgar Stiles, and score of nameless bit players
would die. Secret Service Agent Aaron Pierce had emerged as perhaps the most
interesting minor character in televison. Chloe scowled better than ever. POTUS
Logan proved to be a more detestable wuss than on Day Four, morphing into a creepy
hybrid of Richard Nixon and George W. Bush. FLOTUS Martha was irresistibly
unhinged and wonderfully capable of testing her

husband’s spineless mettle.
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No doubt about it, 24 has become a cultural Wo:;ldKiling

-

phenomenon. A big screen version is in the works
for 2008. Kiefer Sutherland has re-upped for three
more seasons and made the cover of the Rolling
Stone. During last spring’s debate (inspired by the
harsh criticism of several retired generals) over the

status of Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, a

commentator was heard insisting that Rummy

! The following is a somewhat revised version of the afterword to
Reading 24: TV Against the Clock, edited by Steven Peacock (forthcoming
from I. B. Tauris).
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couldn’t care less — not being a deeply conflicted “Jack Bauer” type. (Had he ever
watched the show? Jack Bauer conflicted? The CTU agent capable, in a LA minute, of
decapitating a man, torturing his own ex, shooting an innocent wife in the leg—
conflicted?). And in June the right’s Heritage Foundation staged a discussion of the
series featuring members of the cast and real Homeland Security chief Michael
Chertoff (Fessler).

| have watched every hour of 24, heard every nervous tick, from the
beginning, and almost from the outset | have told anyone who cared to listen that |
would probably never write about the series. A scholar-fan of such television
programs as Buffy the Vampire Slayer, The Sopranos, Deadwood, Twin Peaks, The X-
Files, and Lost, my strong preference has been for Quality television offering richly
imaginative, genre-bending, abundantly intertextual teleuniverses with fascinating,
inimitable characters and inspired writing. It’s not that | didn’t like 24 — indeed |
loved it and still do, but as a guilty pleasure. As a lapsed English professor now
immersed in television studies, | was especially enthralled by the capable-of-any-
savagery Jack Bauer, who, | was shocked to learn in the Season One tie-in book,
earned a B.A. in English at UCLA. But 24 itself, despite its English major hero, didn’t
seem to call for a close reading.

In basic agreement with an observation in Steven Peacock’s collection on the
series that 24 “both seems like quality television and the farthest thing from it,” |
have felt no need to engage the series in any other way than as a fan. And yet other
essays in Reading 24 offer remarkably ingenious and cogent discussions of such
topics as 24’s innovative use of split-screen in the context of the history of Western
art; its political themes in light of its sponsors and the popularity of the SUV;
women’s narrative authority in a very male story; the post Abu Ghraib ethics of its
reliance on torture; and Chloe’s Asperger’s Syndrome.

Though | have watched 24 ardently, my suspension of disbelief for a series
“often fantastic and excessive in spite of its appeals to realism” (as an essay in
Reading 24 puts it) has not always been willing. My attachment has not prevented me
from (like most viewers) staring in disbelief at the off-the-scale implausible perils of
Kim Bauer, incredulously questioning the time it takes in the 24verse to cross Los
Angeles by car or return to the city from the Mojave, wondering how CTU could be so
ludicrously incompetent, puzzling how Mike Novick could serve so many roles in so
many administrations, wincing at Terri Bauer’s soap-operaish amnesia (and

pregnancy), Chase Edmunds’ secret love child, or Jack’s miraculous return from the
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dead and astonishing on-the-run recovery from an addiction to smack, mystified at
the tendency of each day’s breakneck events to peak, like clockwork, at the top of
the hour, and achieve climax at the end of 247

In a famous passage in The Poetics Aristotle had observed (with Greek tragedy
and not television narrative in mind) that “With respect to the requirements of art, a
probable impossibility is to be preferred to a thing improbable and yet possible.”
“[P]lot,” the Greek philosopher was convinced, “must not be composed of irrational
parts. Everything irrational should, if possible, be excluded; or, at all events, it
should lie outside the action of the play. ... But once the irrational has been
introduced and an air of likelihood imparted to it, we must accept it in spite of the
absurdity.” Does 24 pass Aristotle’s test?

In the age of the Internet we have a new name for the failure to do so. Thanks
to Jon Hein’s popular website (and later book) Jump the Shark, it has now become
common, after a telling moment on Happy Days when the Fonzie actually did leap
over said marine predator, to speak of the moment when a good television show goes
bad — when we realize our “favorite show has lost its magic, has begun the long,
painful slide to the TV graveyard. . . .” 24 has, of course, inspired its own entries on
the website, but revealingly the majority of visitors have insisted the series has yet
to take the leap.

It is hard to believe that those

who find 24 still shark-free are watching

““ H the same series | am. 24, a show that
experiments radically with the nature
and form of televisuality, has likewise

taken shark-jumping to a new level. By

jumping the shark incessantly, like

clockwork, 24 has transformed the vault
into a leap of narrative faith in which the viewer, as breathless and unremitting as
the story itself, plunges on, untroubled by doubt or disbelief, misgivings or qualms.
Umberto Eco was thinking of one of the great, transcendent films when he observed
that “[t]wo clichés make us laugh but a hundred clichés move us because we sense
dimly that the clichés are talking among themselves, celebrating a reunion.” The

equally transcendent 24 is such a reunion.

2 For an especially perceptive reading of each and every episode of 24,
taking special note of improbabilities and inconsistencies, see M. Giant’s
always snarky Television Without Pity recaps.
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