Dear Students,

The issue of depressing literature comes up in lit classes so often, I finally just decided to write you all a letter with some reflections on the whole matter.  So often I walk into a classroom and the first thing someone says is, “Wow, today’s reading assignment was really depressing.’ Or, “Boy, this writer is really down on everything.” Students almost always comment, before anything else, on the darkness, depressing qualities, direness, etc. of work by writers such as Lisa Lewis, Louise Glück, Annie Proulx. Why is this stuff so depressing? Why is literature often so dark?
My first response to such questions is almost always, “Huh? You mean there’s nothing dark, depressing, or dire in the stuff you normally read or watch??” In other words, is there really anything in, say, Annie Proulx’s short stories about Wyoming that isn’t also on network TV every hour of the day and week, or in the great majority of  big budget movies you watch? E.g., sorrow, violence, sex, creepy individuals, people behaving badly? 
These things are depicted almost continuously with various degrees of graphicness and directness on soap operas, daytime movies, reality shows, cop dramas, the evening news—even cartoons. The thing is, we don’t really see it there. We’ve learned, are continually and implicitly invited, to enjoy the bad stuff as “entertainment” even as our awareness is ultimately diverted from it. Why don’t students come into class on any given morning, saying, “Boy, the evening news last night sure was depressing” Or, “Gee, that made-for-TV movie on NBC last night was so full of ugliness and violence.” They don’t come into class with these remarks because that material has in fact been prettified and glamorized. Even wars are made out to be video-game-style entertainment, with cool names such as “A Line in the Sand.” News anchors are heavily made-up, standardized looking individuals who cheer us up, banter with each other, and tell us, with their tele-prompted expressions, what we’re supposed to feel about what is, or should be, often unbearable news.
The difference between what I consider “serious,” “art,” or “noncommercial” literature or film is that the art stuff doesn’t make us feel good or entertained by violence, sorrow, struggle, sexual problems, ugliness, or evil.  These things are not glamorized, made exciting, or muted in such a way as to make us feel numb or reassured. They are not located in characters and situations which are clearly understood as “bad” and not us. Perhaps most significantly, they are not presented to us in a way which allows us not to think about them.  
What I would call “serious” or literary work, by contrast, won’t let us off the hook this way. If there is violence, our attention is forced to it in such a way as to make us have to reflect on why we’re actually watching it. Often, too, the theme of such a work is that violence (or any of life’s unpleasantness) is never, in reality, located outside of us in some bad Other, but is instead inevitably in each of us. Work of this kind is much “harder” because it is emotionally, psychologically, and intellectually disturbing. And, well, most of us aren’t often up to the task of really looking in the mirror.  It’s hard as well because once we recognize that evil is in fact internal and ambiguous, the question arises: how do we take full, human responsibility for such evil? How do we find some way to authentically and usefully redeem it? Such questions, to my way of thinking, or incredibly positive and needed.
Most commercial literature and big-budget commercial films, by contrast, appear to be positive and affirming, but in fact encourage us to avoid or even delude ourselves about reality and so are ultimately extremely destructive.  They are sometimes highly hypocritical in that they continually employ and profit from graphic violence or darkness, but never ask us to reflect on it or take responsibility for it. If anything, they present the stuff to us even while helping us to avoid taking responsibility for it.  We watch it, are excited or grossed out, and then made to feel ok by the end usually because 1) our attention has been variously diverted to one or more subplots—usually pleasant, romantic ones; 2) our attention has been diverted by the ultimately happy, everything’s-ok ending; and 3) the bad, violent characters are in some way punished or overcome by the “good guys,” with whom we are prompted to identify. That is, we are invited to be entertained by the violence and then reassured that only bad people are really violent—not us. We leave the theater feeling satisfied and flattered that our view of the world is right and good and that our own minds, hearts, and souls are pure. 
Consider films such as Gladiator, Braveheart, The Patriot, Tombstone, We Were Soldiers, Avatar, even Twilight.  In each of these stories we get a protagonist—a main character—who supposedly doesn’t want violence, is just a decent guy, just wants to raise a family in peace. But something inevitably happens which then requires that character to become intensely violent in a supposedly justified way. I.e., the entire rest of the film is basically a bloodbath, in which we feel catharsis and smug assurance that the violence we’re watching is “good” violence. That is, we don’t have to feel bad, awkward, sick, or morally culpable for indulging in violent fantasies because the mass-market story has taken away our guilt and encouraged us to feel nothing but satisfaction as we watch the hero slaughter the bad people right and left—all while actually making us believe that the main character is against violence! Nothing in such films generally prompts us to reflect or question. I really enjoy some of the movies I just mentioned (I love some of the actors and the gorgeous historic sets), but I know they are in many ways highly hypocritical kinds of art.
Even a film such as Jurassic Park has to be understood as somewhat questionable in these terms. There is the stock “bad guy” who is creepy and evil (and, of course, physically unattractive). (I’m thinking of the guy who tries to steal and sell the dinosaur DNA/sperm/embryos or whatever). We know he is evil and he of course gets satisfyingly punished before the story is over (ripped to shreds by a dinosaur). We are never encouraged to understand him or recognize him in ourselves. And we sit through long segments of terrifying violence without in any way being prompted to wonder why we are actually enjoying such violence.
Ok, this doesn’t mean, of course, that any work of art—whether film, literature, or anything else—can easily be categorized as “purely” commercial or non-commercial, purely light or serious, purely “nonart” or “art.” Jurassic Park, it can be argued, actually encourages us to question a number of hard human realities, such as the potential of seemingly innocent science to endanger humankind and indeed the whole planet. The wealthy grandfather character who builds Jurassic Park, tampering which the laws of genetics and evolution for the sake of theme-park entertainment and commercial profit,  is depicted as almost infantile. We can even argue that the film interrogates commercial culture because we see how the drive for entertainment and a buck is, in the end, terrifyingly destructive.
I would finally propose, however, that while Jurassic Park is a really interesting and genuinely “good”  film—a combination of light entertainment, terrific technical skill, as well as possibly serious political critique—there are films which accomplish the latter with much more intensity, complexity, innovation, and integrity. This doesn’t mean that I won’t ever watch Jurassic again, that I wouldn’t recommend it to someone, or that the whole aim of studying literature/film is to categorize everything into reductive “Great” or “not Great” categories. What it means is that, as a teacher, I may want to expose students to an alternative kind of art. If we’re doing pop culture analysis, or taking various culturalist, Marxist, Feminist, Archetypal, or post-colonial approaches to class readings, something like Jurassic would probably be a great choice. If I want to expose students to material mostly stripped of commercial appeal and which is more innovative, risk-taking, and demanding of its audience, though, I’d likely select something different. While the films of Steven Spielberg can yield terrifically illuminating and challenging discussion, study, self-examination, and introspection, I would argue that most of his films, on their own terms, do not primarily encourage such a response.  The films of David Chronenburg, as an extreme contrast, are difficult and disturbing in way that requires active, engaged feeling and thought about the film and our relationship to it.  They cannot be watched passively and the pleasure one derives from them is on quite a different order. 
I try to mix kinds and “orders” of material in my classes.  In Contemporary Women Writers, we do read work which is comparable to Jurassic Park in its mixture of commercial-noncommerical qualities; e.g., Foxfire, Breaking and Entering, Wyoming Stories, etc.  I think it’s my responsibility as teacher, however, to offer students work they wouldn’t normally or easily encounter in the commercial mass marketplace. When I pick up Lisa Lewis’s poems, I know that I’ll be in the presence of someone actively dealing with real issues without flattering herself or fantasizing easy answers or endings.  When I pick up Annie Proulx, I know I’ll be following an individual’s uncompromising investigations into who she is and who all of us are, separately and together, in a way which affirms what is gorgeous in life without avoiding the real horrors. I know I’m in the presence, that is, of something rare and good. I guess you could say I’m “entertained” by the struggle of a writer such as Proulx (and her characters—think of Ottaline Touhey in “Bunchgrass”) to authentically and honestly own up to life’s messiness, loneliness, and ugliness. I’ve experienced too much pain and crap in my own life to believe that easy answers are possible, and I’m moved by the struggle of others to deal with the same, real life material. Sure, I watch a lot of what I consider junk TV and film (believe me—a lot!), sort of as a vacation from the world and my own head. But I don’t respect much of it, or ultimately find it affirming in any real way—despite the omnipresence of happy endings. Some of it might even be considered an insult to what life truly is. 

          How’s that for a “a notion”? :  most of the commercial art we are fed on a daily basis is an insult to life and an insult to our humanness.

But the literature we’ve been reading for class, by contrast, honors life and humanness—in all of their weirdness, messiness, scariness, beauty, marvelousness, mystery, and sorrow.
That, my dear children, is why I assign “dark literature.”
Cheers,

Your Teacher
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