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And now for something completely differeni—a man with three buttocks.
—Monty Python’s Flying Circus

We've tried not to talk down to children. [Many} Saturday moming
cartoons . . . assume kids aren’t intelligent and won't notice if [they] are

inconsistent, illogical and poorly made. We respect kids—their intelligence,
their humor. . . . We're trying to make a better product.
—The producers of Rugrats'

Tra ~-as always gotten a bum rap from television critics. I would like to salvage
the avuignation “trash,” for it offers one of the best ways to describe and under-
stand televisual excess. If we dispense once and for all with the notion that trash
is a moral judgment and consider it an art historical and iconographic tool, then
one of television’s favored guises makes more sense as a historical phenomenon.
Peter Jennings not withstanding, trash television did not begin with Rock-and-
Rollergames, Thunder and Mud, or American Gladiators. These were merely mani-
‘estations of television’s increasing penchant for loading up the space in front of
‘he camera with as much clutter and cast-off material as could be mustered. The
white-trash country-and-western spectacle Hee-Haw in the 1960s, Monty Python’s
mported Flying Circus, and Sanford and Son in the 1970s were but three early
:xamples of the same televisual mode that would be later celebrated by academ-
<s as cutting-edge in Pee-Wees Playhouse in the 1980s. If signature television
:xaggerates authorial intent and loss-leader television exaggerates history and nar-
ative, then trash television baits the viewer by exaggerating space into overwhelm-
ng proporticns. Its exhibitionist mantra? *Let’s get physical.” Its zesthetic maxim?
‘One man’s bohemia is another man’s garbage dump.”

1. . sensitive boutique of the designer, the domineering marquee of the spec-
acle, and the mass-market packaging of digital franchising, we must admit, once
ind for all, to the importance of an additional televisual paradigm: thrift-shop
ideo. Within this guise, the power of a show is directly proportional to the sheer
wum®~~of objects, items, surfaces, and bodies that a producer can stuff into the
fud.. .pace. Liberating trash from its moral definition also reveals that the thrift-
hop paradigm is free from the bias bound in traditicnal notions of high and low
ulture, Seen from a semiotic point of view, then, Pee-Hees Playhouse is little
ifferent from low-culture schlock like Hee-Haw, WHF Professional Wrestling,
ruts All-Stars, and Knights and Warriors. They all seek to overwhelm the viewer
Ot with narrative or history, but with physical stuff and frenetic action. From a
¥stems theory point of view, this kind of communication is dominated by infor-
“ational noise. There simply is no background. Everything is channeled up front.
¢en from the perspective of the garage-sale aesthetic mastered by many discrimi-
atmg viewers, however, this kind of spatial overload is one of the chief plea-
wres that comes from the televisual tube. As any weekend warrior will tell you,
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