
 

 

Prehistory (Introduction to Teleparody) 

 

Th is  i s  parody 's  miss ion :  i t  must  never  be a fra id  of  go ing 

too far .  I f  i t s  a im i s  true,  i t  s imply  heralds  what  others wi l l  

later  produce,  unb lushing,  wi th  impass ive and  assert ive 

grav ity .  

Umberto Eco,  "Preface"  to  Misreadings  
 

“The writ ing  o f  a  novel  i s  a  form of  the  loss of  creat ive l iberty .  .  .  .  In  

turn,  the  reviewing of  books i s  a  servi tude st i l l  less nob le.  Of  the 

wr iter  one can at  least  say  that  he  has enslaved h imself —by  the theme 

selected.  The cr it i c  i s  in  a  worse pos it ion :  as the convict  i s  chained  to 

h is  wheelbarrow,  so the rev iewer i s  cha ined to the work rev iewed.  The 

wr iter  loses h is  f reedom in  h is  own book,  the  cr i t ic  in  another .”  

Stan islaw Lem (as  quoted by Stanis law Lem in  A Perfec t  Vacuum  

 

Every  gr eat  wr iter ,  Borges once noted  enigmatical ly  in  an essay on Franz  

Kafka,  "creates  h i s  precursors" (365).  But  does every  new art  form as wel l? Every  

new cr i t i ca l  form? Whatever  the f ic t ions  that  make up th is  vo lume actual ly  are (and 

even the ed itors  wi l l  adm it  they are not  ent i re ly  certa in,  though as a  g loss we have 

thought  o f  them as “prophet ic/prophylact ic”  cr i t ic i sm),  they are  not  without  

precedent.  They  have not  on ly  cursors  (those col leagues who complained at  a  

nat ional  conference where some of  them were  presented  that  we had “gone 

too far !” )  but  precursors.  

I f ,  for  example,  some of  these te leparodies make fabu lous use of  the 

footnote and the scho lar ly  commentary  as d iscurs ive forms,  wel l  d id  not  

Vlad imir  Nabokov in  Pale  F i re  (1962),  a  “novel”  compr ised o f  a  30 page poem 

fo l lowed by  150+ pages of  mock -pedant ic  annotat ion,  pave the way?  

I f  our  supposedly  academic vo lume taken  as a  whole stra ins credu l i ty  and fa i l s  

to  pass the “duck test ,”  i t  i s  not  the f i r st .  In  the June 25,  1996 i ssue of  The V i l lage 

Voice  was it  not  possib le to  read an announcement of  a  for thcoming a lready 

publ i shed tome very  akin  to  the present  one?  

 

Re/bound:  S lavery  and Liberat ion  in  the Wor k of  Dennis  Rodm an  

To be publ i shed last  year  by  Rout ledge  
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“Essays”  for  Re/Bound we are  told  in  a  conclud ing whimsical  note “must  be  

submitted in  accordance with  The Ch icago Bu l l s  Manual  o f  Sty le . ”  

I f  these pages contain  occas iona l  enigmat ic  references to  other  non -ex istents 

(books,  for  example,  that  wi l l  not  be pub l i shed for  severa l  decades,  or  futur i st ic  
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media developments)  in  a  strange loop of  interconnect ing f ic t ions,  they are  in  good 

company .  For  do we not  f ind in  Douglas R.  Hofstadter’ s  award -winn ing Gödel ,  Escher,  

Bach :  An Eterna l  Go lden  Braid  an  equal ly  loopy,  vaguely  famil ia r  annotated 

b ib l iography  entry?  

 

Gebstadter,  Egbert  R.  Copper,  S i lver,  Gold :  An Indestruct ib le  Meta l  Al loy.  

Perth :  Acid ic  Books,  1979.  A formidab le  hodge -podge,  turg id  and 

confused—yet remarkab ly  s imi lar  to  the present  work.  Professor  

Gebstadter’ s  Shandean  digress ions inc lude some excel lent  examples o f  

indi rect  se lf - reference.  Of part icu lar  in terest  is  a  reference in  i ts  wel l -

annotated  b ib l iography to an i somorphic,  but  imaginary  book.  (748)  

 

I f  Te leparody’s  rev iewers have read and cr i t iqued books that  are  not  yet ,  they 

imitate  genius. 1 For  has not  the impossib ly  po lymathic  Po l i sh  sc ience f i ct ion 

mastermind Stanislaw Lem authored two ent irely  comparab le  books:  A Perfect  

Vacuum (1971),  a  col lect ion of  “per fect  reviews of  non -existent  books”  

(books,  Lem impl i es,  he  had a lways meant  to  wr i te but  had  not  got ten 

around to) ,  and  Imaginary Magnitude (1981),  p refaces for  books that  

wi l l  be  wri tten in  the 21st  century. 2 “L iterature to  date has  to ld  us o f  

f i ct i t ious characters,”  Lem exp la ins .  We shal l  go further :  we s ha l l  dep ict  

f i ct i t ious books. ”  In  such a  development  Lem discerns “a  chance to 

regain  creat ive l iberty ,  and at  the same t ime to  wed two opposing 

sp ir i t s—that  of  the bel letr i st  and that  o f  the  cr i t ic”  ( A Perfec t  Vacuum 

4) .3 

                                           
1 Although the precedent I am about to cite is Pol ish, and more than 

one of our teleparodists is  Engl ish, t here may be something dist inct ly 
American about our enterprise. As the historian Daniel  Boorst in has observed, 
American discourse is characterized by a way of speaking about things in 
which “what may be is contemplated as though it  were in actual  of taking  

place” as i f  they already existed. Our book dispenses with formal it ies.  
2 “Reviewing non-existent book is not  Lem’s invention,” Lem tel ls  us; 

“we find such experiments not only in a contemporary writer,  Jorge Luis 
Borges (for example his “Invest igat ions o f the Writ ings of Herbert  Quaine”), 
but the idea goes further back—and even Rabelais was not the fi rst to make 
use of i t ” (A Perfect  Vacuum  3).  

3 Elsewhere Lem wonders aloud:  
 

If no phi losopher named Schopenhauer had ever existed and i f  Borges 

had invented in a story a doctrine cal led "The World as Wil l ," we would 
accept this as a bit  of f ict ion, not  of the history of phi losophy. But of 
what kind of f ict ion, indeed? Of fantast ic phi losophy, because it  was 



The Collected Works of David Lavery 4 

 

 

I f  these te leparodies p lay  matchm aker to  art i s t ic  and cr i t i ca l/scholar ly  

impulses through the medium of telev is ion,  the  fo l lowing  nupt ia ls  are not  the f i r st  o f  

their  k ind.  Nor  are they  the f i r st  to  b lur  the  boundary  between real  scholarsh ip  and 

parody .  

The reader wi l l  no doubt  reca l l  the grave commotion  caused  several  years 

back by the pub l icat ion in  the cul tura l  stud ies journa l  Socia l  Text  o f  an art ic le 

(“Transgress ing the Boundaries :  Toward a  Transformative Hermeneutic  of  Quantum 

Gravity”)  by  NYU physic i st  Alan D.  Soka l .  When Sokal  subse quently  revea led  in  Lingua 

Franca that  h is  essay was in  fact  a  parody,  a  hoax in tended to  expose the nakedness  

of  postmodern  cr it ica l  emperors,  a l l  he l l  broke loose.  

Soka l  was not  the only  scholar  at  p lay  in  the 1990s.  Lawrence Douglas and 

Alexander George  authored an h i la r ious put -on  cal led “Freud’s Phonographic  Memory 

and the Case of  the  Missing Kiddush Cups”  (pub l i shed in  Tikkun ) ,  a  send -up of  

scholar ly  d iscourse that  inc ludes a  footnote  c it ing an essay  by Father  Terence 

McFeely ,  S .  J .  ent i t led “The Mamm ary  of  Things  Past :  What  is  Beneath Freud ’s  S l ip ,”  

publ i shed in  The  Journa l  of  Gen ita l  Theory .”  As Douglas expla ined in  a  back page 

p iece in  The Chron ic le  o f  H igher Educat ion ,  the i r  attempt  at  humor,  per fect ly  

recognized  by h is  own mother,  who found it  h i l ar ious,  was subsequent ly  c ited with  

great  ser iousness by  severa l  scholars —possessing t in  ears equal  to  those of  Soc ia l  

Text ’ s  editors—who had  not  gotten the joke.  

When th is  book was in  development,  the ed itors  posted for  a  t ime some of  

these te leparodies o n the web to fac i l i ta te  ed it ing .  One of  the in ternet  search 

eng ines d iscovered  the otherwise b l ind  s ite,  and a  sur fer  who discovered my own 

contr ibut ion  to th is  book (a  review of  a  book  on  Baywatch ) ,  ca l led at tent ion to the 

supposed  author,  a  former acquai ntance of  me,  of  one of  the essays  in  that  book . 4 

My col league,  congratulated  on h is  recent  pub l icat ion,  and e -mai led me to inquire  

how he had come to publ i sh  an essay that  he d id  not  remember ever  having writ ten .  

With ease I  exp la ined that  I  had merely  ap propr iated  h is  real  name as the f i ct iona l  

author  o f  a  make bel ieve essay in  an imaginary  book which I  was pretending to  

rev iew.  He was not  amused,  and I  removed his  name.  

                                                                                                                              
publ ished nonassert ively. Here is a l i terature of imaginary ideas, of 
f ict ional values, of other civi l izat ions—in a word, the fantasy of the 
"abstract." (“Todorov’s” 220)  

 
Our teleparodists, we might suggest, are pract icing “fantast ic crit ic ism.”  

4 As the reader wi l l  soon discover, our authors sometimes use  real 
names (though only with permission), and sometimes change names to 
protect the innocent.  
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Nor are  we the f ir st  to  send -up te levis ion.  Perhaps televis ion lends i tse lf  to  

parody .  After  a l l ,  as  Mark Cr i sp in  Mi l ler  argues,  the  medium “does  not  el ic i t  our  rapt  

absorpt ion or  hearty  agreement,  but  .  .  .  actua l ly  f lat ters us for  the very  boredom 

and dist rust  wh ich  i t  inspires in  us.”  Te lev is ion,  in  Mil ler ’ s  deeply  cyn ica l  view,  

“so l ic i t s  each  viewer’s  a l leg iance by ref lect ing back h is/her  own automatic  

skept ic i sm toward TV” (194) .  I f  TV “der ides and  conquers”  ( in  Mi l ler ’s  tel l ing 

phrase)—if,  that  i s ,  i t  i s  inherent ly  inc l ined toward sel f -parody —it  i s  possib le that  

any ser ious (or  mock -ser ious)  considerat ion of  i t  wi l l  seem to be a  put -on.  

I  grew up read ing  the br i l l iant  televis ion parodies 

in  Mad Magaz ine  ( recent ly  col lected in  book form).  

Today,  the a lways h i lar ious  onl ine humor newspaper The 

On ion master fu l ly  parod ies te levis ion schol arsh ip.  In  one 

p iece,  “Report :  Mankind ’s Knowledge of  TV Tr ivia  

Doub l ing Every  Three Years,”  we learn that  research  

conducted by Rutgers University ’s  Center  for  Media 

Stud ies ind icates  that  “spec ies fami l ia r i ty”  with  

te lev is ion minut iae i s  rapid ly  increasi ng and improving in  qua l i ty .  The Onion quotes 

Mark  Bennett :  “ I t ’ s  no longer a l l  that  impress ive to  know that  two d if ferent  actors  

p layed Darr in  on Bewitched.  .  .  .  To impress these days,  you’d  have to know that  

there  were two Mrs.  Kravi tzes.  Or  two Louise Tates.  Or  that  Jerry  Sein fe ld  was on  the 

f i r st  season of  Benson.”  In  “Report :  TV Helps  Bu i ld  Valuable Look ing Sk i l l s”  we learn 

(th is  t ime from NYU’s Center  for  Media  Studies)  that  adu lts  “who grew up in  homes 

without  televis ion” have “d i ff icu lty  star ing  b l ankly  a t  th ings for  longer  than a  few 

seconds.”  In  fact ,  

 

they f requent ly  sh i fted their  gaze and focus around the test ing environment,  

often engaging others in  the room in  conversat ion and general ly  mak ing a  lot  

of  d isrupt ive no ise and movement.  Te levis ion  enriched adu lts,  however ,  cou ld  

s i t  and look at  anyth ing:  a  spot  on the cei l ing,  a  f i re -a larm box,  a  stack  o f  

magaz ines on a  tab le.  

 

But  i t  hasn’t  just  been humor z ines  that  have parodied te levis ion.  In  p ieces that  

might  wel l  be included in  th is  vo lume,  w e f ind  such a  major  in te l lectua l  as  the I ta l ian 

semiot ic ian  and novel i s t  Umberto Eco parody ing  te lev is ion scholarship  in  such 
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journa l i s t ic  p ieces  as “How to Be a  TV Host”  and  “The Phenomenology o f  Mike 

Bongiorno.” 5 

 

Lawr ence Douglas ’  perp lex ing  exper ience  with  scholar ly  f i ct ion led h im to surpr is ing  

conclus ion :  “For  a l l  our  savvy and theoret ica l  sophist icat ion,  we have lost  the 

capacity  to  make very  s imple judgments about  a  text —such  as,  for  example,  whether 

i t  c la ims to be true or  intends  to  make us laugh . ”  We t rust  Te leparody wi l l  produce 

no such confus ion .  
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