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Preface: How to Watch This Book

A videographic book is likely an unfamiliar format, combining videos with the written word, working together to convey ideas and offer an experience. As you’re reading the book—which is only available in a digital format, as the printed page cannot embed video—you will encounter embedded videos within the written text. You should play them as you encounter them, before reading ahead, as the author has structured the written text and videos to be experienced in the sequence they appear in the book.

The book is published on the digital platform Fulcrum, which allows the media elements to be viewed in a few different ways. It is best to watch the videos full-screen rather than in the small embedded window within the text, ideally on a computer or external monitor rather than a phone or tablet screen. To access full-screen videos, you need to click the link in the caption beneath each video or the F symbol in the upper-right corner of each video. This will take you to a separate resource page for the video, where you can access full-screen videos as well as transcripts of the spoken words within the video.

Headphones or decent external speakers are also recommended to experience the full sound design of each video. Many of the videos use onscreen text that can interfere with the optional captions—in those cases, the live transcript function can help viewers read the audio. All of these features will be accessible within the video’s resource page. After watching a video, refer back to the main book to continue reading the written text.




1 Introduction: The Chemistry of Character in Breaking Bad

This is not a conventional book, and thus it requires a bit of explanation before getting to a more conventional “introduction.”

The book is first and foremost a work of videographic criticism, meaning the ideas are primarily expressed using moving images and sounds to create video essays. It also uses written text to provide context for the videos, as well as diving into those theoretical concepts or reflections on process that are best explored via writing. The videographic portions of this introduction present the material and ideas that are best conveyed via that format, while saving other points that best fit the written format for this corresponding text. Go ahead and try it out here—watch this video, following the viewing instructions laid out in the preface, before reading any more:


  
  [image: Still image placeholder for video essay.]


  Fullscreen video and transcript


  Video: Introducing the Chemistry of Character in Breaking Bad



As suggested in the video (which is not typical of the other video essays in this book), talking about my own background and its relevance to this project does not require videographic form—in fact, it feels a bit awkward to present your academic credentials via sounds and images. So, I’ll pick up the thread in prose.

One of the challenges of doing video essays about television is the sheer volume of footage, as long-running series can accumulate dozens of hours of episodes that are daunting to manage in a video editing platform. My solution was to follow a technique developed by my colleague Christian Keathley for teaching videographic work: when in doubt, impose limits on yourself. I decided to limit my focus on the series to one core conceptual area: exploring the issues of character in Breaking Bad over multiple videos via this videographic book format, allowing me to immerse myself in a full television series more efficiently and produce a range of chapters that hopefully add up to more than the sum of their parts. I’ll note that the audience for this project is presumably familiar with Breaking Bad, as the videos present narrative events without spoiler warnings—as mentioned in the video above, the program’s long-standing popularity will hopefully invite a large number of viewers who have watched at least some of the series to watch and read this book, while alienating comparatively few who don’t wish to be spoiled.

In explaining “why me?” I should also acknowledge my institutional privilege and status—as a full professor at an institution with flexible scholarly expectations, and working in a highly supportive and collaborative department, I had absolutely nothing to risk by devoting years to an experimental and innovative project like this. Middlebury College has a generous academic leave policy that gave me the dedicated time needed to immerse myself in the footage for months at a time, a freedom that was strengthened by the generous support from the NEH–Mellon Fellowship for Digital Publication in 2022.

All of these factors made this ambitious and nontraditional project feasible. My hope is that other scholars in less privileged positions will build on this precedent to be able to pursue their own forms of innovative and nontraditional scholarship—and that many other videographic books will follow from this one. While not all will focus on television, I do think that the longer-form model is particularly conducive to the scope of serial television.

I should also acknowledge my personal privilege and status in relation to the topic. Like Walter White, I am a middle-aged, straight, white American cis-man who has faced few obstacles to my education and professional development. That identity along with my professional reputation and title confer a significant amount of authority to my analyses, and I believe that one side effect of videographic criticism is that the identity of the creator (especially when their voice or physical body appear in a video) factors more directly into how ideas are received. In a few videos, I’ve worked to undercut my own privilege and authority, but it’s important to acknowledge its inevitable impact in a way that’s tangibly different from conventional scholarship (and also consistent with the majority of YouTube video essayists, who typically speak with the voice of white male authority, if not expertise). I hope that the ideas and approaches covered within the book make their cases independently of my own positionality as much as possible.

Having answered the four key questions posed in the above video—Why character? Why Breaking Bad? What’s a videographic book? Why me?—I will turn to some of the more typical terrain of a book’s “introduction,” diving into the conceptual and theoretical concepts that will be explored in the rest of the project. In analyzing characterization, I am drawing both on the ideas I explored in Complex TV (which built on the foundational work on character written by Roberta Pearson and Murray Smith) and newer scholarship that has engaged the specific issues explored in individual case studies, most notably Margrethe Bruun Vaage’s excellent book, The Antihero in American Television. My book generally minimizes citationality in its scholarly discussions, except for Chapter 6’s discussion of the challenges of citations in videographic form and direct use of scholarly references in the chapter’s main video. Instead, the book ends with a comprehensive bibliography listing the diversity of sources that informed my work, both in terms of analytic concepts and videographic approaches.

In addition to not engaging much with specific citations, few chapters offer broad theoretical claims or generalizable ideas beyond the specific analyses. This is by design, as I aimed to make this project different from most of my other scholarship, like Complex TV, which has worked to develop broader models and frameworks for understanding television genre and narrative. This book is more of a work of media criticism, applying various ideas and theories to a case study to explore what we can learn from close analysis. After having produced the subsequent 12 chapters, I can reflect a bit on what emerged from that analysis that points toward broader concepts concerning television characterization, which can also serve as an overview of the book’s contents.

The chapters in this book exemplify three different approaches to understanding television characterization, with most videos straddling multiple approaches. The first approach considers character construction and presentation, analyzing the formal elements that work to convey the people who inhabit Breaking Bad’s fictional world. These analyses look at specific elements such as the coloration of costumes in Chapter 3, the sounds that define Mike Ehrmantraut in Chapter 4, the use of staging, composition, and focus in a scene between Hank and Marie in Chapter 10, and the usage of recording technologies in Chapter 11. Analyses of construction extend beyond visual and sonic elements to consider dramatic structures and cues, like reconsidering Skyler’s arc in Chapter 7, the development of Jesse and Jane’s relationship in Chapter 8, and the techniques used to introduce new characters in Chapter 12. Every chapter offers at least some exploration of character construction, largely because the videographic form calls such attention to the sounds and images used to present characters that it is hard not to notice choices the series makes in its formal presentation. Additionally, even though no chapter is explicitly about performance and acting as a core element of character construction (aside from a brief addendum in Chapter 9), nearly every video offers evidence of the impact that performance has in characterization, making it a constant if understated factor that runs throughout the book.

A second approach to understanding characterization foregrounds the role that viewer engagement plays in constructing characters from the formal cues presented by the series. Much of this approach builds on Murray Smith’s foundational analysis in Engaging Characters, where he analyzes how viewers constitute film characters through the three processes of recognition, alignment, and allegiance. I directly consider these processes in Chapter 2, where viewers are situated to contextualize characters within genre norms and structures; in Chapter 7, by creating an experimental version of the series aligned exclusively with Skyler White; and in Chapter 12, in detailing how new characters are introduced for viewers to engage with. I also explore character engagement via serial memories in Chapter 9, analyzing how our recollections of previous events allow viewers to constitute character interiority. Viewer engagement also extends to the specifics of fandom, as with Chapter 5 where I mimic the viewer-created format of the fanvid to explore how fans engage with Jesse’s character. These concerns about viewer engagement peak in Chapter 6, which considers how alignment and allegiance both create and violate norms of character sympathy, as well as countering a common misreading of some Breaking Bad fans who sympathize with Walt’s monstrosity. Additionally, many videos situate viewer engagement by foregrounding my own responses to the series, highlighting how I react to a character’s death in Chapters 8 and 9, or locating my own engagement with a character in Chapter 11.

The third approach to characterization situates figures within broader cultural contexts and systems of representation. Such analyses often foreground markers and representations of identity categories, as with Chapter 3 situating Walt’s arc within norms of whiteness and masculinity, or Chapter 7’s retelling of Skyler’s story with the normatively feminine sphere of melodrama and “the woman’s film.” Other discussions of identity representations are more secondary to the core thrust of videos, as with Chapter 6’s pushback on Walt’s toxic masculinity or Chapter 8’s account of the gendered norms prevalent in Jesse and Jane’s relationship. Other cultural contexts derive from broader media norms, as with Chapter 2’s discussion of genre that situates Breaking Bad within the 21st-century television industry, film precedents, and the cultural statuses of the categories “character study” and “prestige drama.”

Taken together, these different approaches suggest the breadth of meanings evoked under the umbrella term “character.” We can explore the polysemy of this term videographically as well. I produced a video about character in Breaking Bad for the TV Dictionary project, a collaborative videographic series launched by Ariel Avissar (2022). The prompt for these brief videos is to take a single term and explore how its multiple dictionary definitions might be illuminated by clips from a television series. My contribution does double duty as part of that online series and as part of this introduction:
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  Fullscreen video and transcript


  Video: TV Dictionary: Character



This video points toward the second conceptual framework organizing the book as a whole: it manifests a broad range of videographic rhetorical styles with the goal of highlighting and expanding the breadth of possibilities that this scholarly mode might offer. The contrast in the approaches offered by the introduction’s two videos is by design. The first is highly explanatory, using the desktop documentary and voiceover styles to convey specific details, examples, and information. The second video uses onscreen text to offer dictionary definitions, but is far more evocative and suggestive in tone, playing with juxtapositions between literal meanings and impressionistic clips from Breaking Bad to provoke connections. Both fall under the broad umbrella of videographic criticism (as do many more styles and rhetorics), but each offers its own distinctive impact on viewers.

In one of the first theoretical writings on videographic criticism, Christian Keathley influentially suggested a continuum between two “registers” of rhetorical possibilities: explanatory and poetical (“La Caméra-stylo”). Explanatory videos are rooted in language using voiceover and/or onscreen text to analyze their subject matter in ways that are in line with long-standing scholarly and critical traditions. At their worst, explanatory videos can feel too beholden to the norms of conventional written criticism or academic lectures, disregarding the communicative and affective potentials of their sounds and images; however, the explanatory register is an important dimension of most videographic work, including nearly all of the videos in this book. Some chapters are more overtly explanatory, such as the voiceover-driven account of Walter’s character arc in Chapter 3, the scholarly discussion of sympathy in Chapter 6, or the detailed descriptive narration driving Chapter 10’s close analysis. Other chapters take a more minimalist approach to linguistic analysis via sparing use of onscreen text, as in Chapters 4, 9, and 12. Even when the explanatory register is downplayed, the overt goal of all of these videos is to expand and deepen the way we understand Breaking Bad, and the use of analytic language is an important dimension throughout.

The poetical register draws upon the aesthetic power of the source materials used in videographic criticism—because moving images and sounds are the constitutive elements of video essays, those materials can have an impact on viewers that surpasses the analytic frameworks in which we situate them, much more than the residual effects when reading traditional written accounts of those moments. Additionally, many of the videographic techniques used in this book evoke additional aesthetic responses: juxtapositions and interplay between images and/or sounds, the use of music, patterns and repetition, manipulations of scale or images, and even recording original footage. Some videos are lodged more firmly in the poetical register, such as the quick-cut rhythmic editing in Chapter 5 that conveys our emotional connection to Jesse, or Chapter 7’s use of dual-screen juxtapositions to retell Skyler’s story. But even highly explanatory videos use aesthetic choices to create emotional responses in viewers, like Chapter 2’s analysis of genre that employs videographic techniques to elicit humor and playfulness that goes beyond standard written essays. One poetic element that most of the videos use is soundtrack music, which is nearly exclusively taken from Dave Porter’s Breaking Bad score; the background music was chosen to reinforce the mood and tone of any given video, an effect (and affect) that few written essays can generate. Thus, throughout the book, I made videographic choices to simultaneously evoke the feelings and sensibility that each video was aiming toward, as well as bringing out the elements from the source material that amplified the analytic elements driving each chapter.

More than a decade after Keathley’s influential naming of the explanatory-to-poetical continuum, I believe that a third point has emerged on this map of videographic modalities: the exploratory impulse. This modality is rooted more in the process of videographic creation than just in the resulting video, as exploratory videos use the video editing platform as a laboratory for doing experiments to yield unlikely and unplanned discoveries, rather than expressing a critic’s already-formed ideas in a videographic format. Most video essays have an exploratory dimension, as the visual juxtapositions, nuances of voiceover performances, and design choices all add new layers to critical ideas—elements of every video in this book emerged out of unplanned discoveries made within the Adobe Premiere Pro platform—but some videos embrace an exploratory dimension far more than others. As I and others have previously written about, much videographic criticism emerges from embracing parameters that delimit forms of expressions, or derive from algorithmic procedures that create deformative experiments that may not be initially driven by a specific critical idea or argument (see Keathley, Mittell, and Grant, The Videographic Essay; Mittell, “Videographic Criticism as Digital Humanities Method”; Mittell, “Deformin’ in the Rain”; O’Leary, “Workshop of Potential Scholarship”). Chapters 3, 6, 7, and 9 each include shorter supplementary videos that operate in this experimental form, demonstrating possible approaches to the material that were either abandoned or emerged from the main thrust of the chapter via a different exploratory modality. Chapter 11 explores an experimental dimension by pushing the boundaries of explanatory rhetoric beyond its breaking point to discover what might emerge. Chapter 13 is the most explicitly exploratory and parametric, embracing a deformative approach to characterization through an experimental question that goes beyond the content of the book: what does Breaking Bad look like without any characters at all?

If we imagine a triangular map of the Explanatory–Poetical–Exploratory registers, we could place each video in this book somewhere in that space, and hopefully none would fall in the exact same location. It would be hard to imagine one video that sufficiently spanned all of these different possible videographic rhetorics and registers without becoming a lengthy incoherent mess. Thus, the underlying logic of this videographic book as a series of chapters with fairly independent combinations of videos and writing allows for a productive breadth in tone and approach, while still striving for an overall cohesive sensibility and set of concerns. This approach takes inspiration from Ian Garwood’s discussion of a “monographic mindset” in his own iteration of a videographic book, Indy Vinyl, where his fragmentary and highly variable set of videos coalesce into a “rhizomatic quality…allowing multiple points of entry that mitigate against the building of a clearly charted complex argument” (Garwood, “From ‘Video Essay’ to ‘Video Monograph’?”). As my first videographic book, and the first published entry in this series of the same name, I am reluctant to suggest that this is the preferred model for organization, focus, or breadth to be embraced by this new form; rather, I offer it as one possibility among many, and look forward to seeing a range of new styles, registers, and modes emerge under the conceptual banner of the videographic book.


Some Notes on Methodology

It’s common to have a section on methodology in a book’s introduction, discussing archival practice, data collection, statistical models, or whatever underlies the scholarly approach driving the book. It is similarly common for readers to skim forward if they are not invested in that particular form of academic practice. For this book, my primary method is editing footage from Breaking Bad in Adobe Premiere Pro, and the following methodological walkthrough visualizes how I did it. If you are not interested in pulling back the curtain on such techniques, go ahead and jump to whichever chapter interests you the most, as they can be viewed in any order—the accompanying text in each chapter does presume that you will be consuming the chapters in the order they are presented by referring to “previous” chapters’ ideas or approaches, but these connections are not essential to understand the videos themselves. But if you want a brief look within my Premiere project to get a sense of how such a set of videos came together before diving into the core of the book, watch the brief video below:
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  Fullscreen video and transcript


  Video: A note on method







2 Breaking Genre

The initial outline for this book, written more than a year before opening up Adobe Premiere to explore the footage, was divided into two parts. The first focused on a range of conceptual elements from television studies as applied to Breaking Bad, such as transmedia storytelling and serialized temporality, while the second half would each dive into a single character to explore facets of characterization in the series. This video was designed to conclude the first half, offering a segue into the second section by focusing on both genre and the concept of the “character study.” It is the only video originally planned for the first section that I actually produced, as I shifted to focus more intently on characterization throughout the entire project even before working through the series in Premiere.
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  Fullscreen video and transcript


  Video: Breaking Genre, or how to categorize Breaking Bad



The ideas in this video are designed to be presented as accessibly as possible, as befitting an early chapter in the book. In thinking about the role of genre, I was also interested in various genres of video essays, as part of the project’s goal to explore a wide range of videographic styles, modes, and techniques. “Breaking Genre” was produced with the goal of following a particular “YouTube style” of video essay, embodying energetic and playful voiceover-driven argumentation. There has been a long-standing split between the popular model of YouTube video essays that foreground humor, entertainment, and accessible ideas, and the more seriously scholarly and experimental tones found in academic videographic works that are more commonly posted to Vimeo. There are many excellent YouTube video essayists whose work deserves more consideration within academic circles, including Lindsey Ellis, Harris Brewis (hbomberguy), Natalie Wynn (contrapoints), and Michael Tucker (Lessons from the Screenplay), and thus I knew that I wanted to embrace a YouTube style for at least one of the chapters of this book.

In particular, I was inspired to emulate the amazing work of Grace Lee (“What’s So Great about That?”), one of my favorite YouTube video essayists, while acknowledging that I’ve certainly fallen short of her heights. In particular, her excellent “What Isn’t a Video Essay?” served as a direct inspiration in trying to offer a fast-paced sense of humor that married in-depth analysis to a playful sensibility. In many ways, this style is outside my academic comfort zone, but I found that it allowed me to embrace creative facets that typically are absent from most scholarship: a playful sense of humor, absurdist asides, use of screen-captured visual design, running gags, and a manic energetic performance. While I’m happy with the product that emerged, the amount of careful work needed to pull off this style was quite overwhelming. So, let me offer my utmost respect to Grace and other YouTubers who work in this style on a regular basis.




3 Walter’s Whiteness
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  Fullscreen video and transcript


  Video: Walter's Whiteness



For the book’s first character study, I aimed at making a video that follows convention, both in terms of the mode of analysis and videographic style, and thus it needs little written elaboration. Exploring Walter White’s character arc from a cultural lens, foregrounding analysis of race and gender, is not meant to be highly original or unique in its ideas (see Cowlishaw; Harris; Johnson). But by condensing this type of cultural analysis common to media scholarship into a fairly brief video essay, “Walter’s Whiteness” strives to be an accessible account of the character’s underlying cultural politics that will also provide an underlying foundation for many of the chapters to come (especially Chapter 6, which tackles some of the ways that Walt was misread by viewers). This video also offers the book’s broadest narrative scope, charting the main character’s entire arc from pilot to finale in 12 minutes, again providing a contrast to many more tightly focused or experimental chapters to come.

Videographically, this chapter is also quite standard in its approach: explanatory voiceover narration provides the analysis, while sounds and images provide material examples for the spoken ideas. But the approach aims to be more than just an “illustrated lecture”—the analysis of colors, for instance, could not be convincingly made without images charting Walt’s wardrobe transformations or the presence of key colors in props and costumes. Additionally, the moments from the series offer an emotional charge designed to enliven what might otherwise be a fairly flat piece of television criticism. Even in following a much more limited videographic palate than chapters to come, I hope that “Walter’s Whiteness” suggests a level of engagement that justifies the use of video essays as this project’s analytic mode.

Long after making this video, I created another more experimental videographic account of Walter White’s character arc. The Danish film journal 16:9 publishes a series of short video essays called “169 Seconds,” and the editor Mathias Bonde Korsgaard invited me to contribute an entry to the series based on my Breaking Bad project—here is the resulting video, “Trimming Time in Breaking Bad,” published in February 2023, presented with its original contextualizing introduction from the journal:
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  Fullscreen video and transcript


  Video: Trimming Time in Breaking Bad



In devising this video, I wanted to lean into the parametric possibilities of the journal’s series, foregrounding temporality and the numeric dimension of 169 seconds and 16:9. Retelling Walter White’s arc in less than 3 minutes could not be done narratively, but rather the aim was to convey both his personal transformations and emotional states by focusing on momentary visual signifiers. The numeric dimension dictated the video’s form: 16 video clips from Breaking Bad, with a new one appearing every 9 seconds. Hopefully between the formal constraints and the resonance of simultaneously seeing him at every stage throughout the series, this video is able to evoke the affective experience of Walter White’s story.

Special thanks to Ariel Avissar, Ruth Hardy, Christian Keathley, and Mathias Bonde Korsgaard for their feedback on drafts of this piece.




4 The Sounds of Silent Mike
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  Fullscreen video and transcript


  Video: The Sounds of Silent Mike



A challenge of making videographic work about Breaking Bad is how to convey one of the program’s most important facets: patience. For a series known for high-tension action sequences, a good deal of time is spent portraying very little happening: characters waiting for their next move, undertaking a slow-moving tedious process, or otherwise being more dormant than is typical for television drama. But videographic criticism is built on editing things down, distilling them to key moments and creating juxtapositions that move quickly and efficiently. Thus, it is a challenge to portray the temporal patience represented on Breaking Bad, and the patience demanded of its audience, in a video essay.

“The Sounds of Silent Mike” tries to tackle this challenge by placing the focus on sound, especially Mike Ehrmantraut’s nonverbal sounds and silences. By calling attention to such silences, viewers of the video will hopefully become attuned to the importance of patience in watching Mike—whether he is skipping stones in a river or methodically clearing a building of cartel enemies. For viewers of the series, our memories and impressions of characters are often tied to specific sounds; and, for Mike, his sonic signature ranges from silence to short words, sighs, and grunts, all presented with a sense of patience. Videographically, sporadic textual captions provide the analytic work to guide viewers in listening carefully, avoiding voiceover or other videographic manipulations to encourage viewers to pay attention to silences and slow pacing.

While it is never explicitly mentioned in the video, Mike’s characterization stands in contrast with other characters in the series largely through their different approaches to sound. This contrast is particularly stark when compared to Walter White and Saul Goodman (aka Jimmy McGill in Better Call Saul), both of whom are noted by their propensity to talk their way out of problems, often impatiently. Both Walt and Saul/Jimmy possess the ability to convincingly lie at will, and they both use that talent to escape tough situations. In contrast, Mike often accomplishes his goals in silence, whether quietly taking down enemies in a warehouse or escaping the cops in a playground.

Of course, Mike’s voice and nonverbal sounds are dependent on Jonathan Banks’s performance, building on both his natural gravely tone and his interpretation of Mike’s sonic presence and performative patience. The video does not try to differentiate what elements come from Banks versus the writers’ narrative designs versus the production (and post-production) team’s efforts—clearly these techniques and choices reinforce each other, creating a distinctive sonic footprint. In total, this video strives to make us aware of the net effect of these elements, both in constituting Mike’s character and contributing to a larger appreciation of the program’s use of sound and pacing.




5 Poor Jesse

Videographic criticism is all about remixing audiovisual material to say something new about a film or television series. But such remix practices predate the contemporary boom of video essays by many decades. Found footage documentaries and essay films have explored these practices within more formal realms of media creation, while the robust vernacular practices of fan remix have been a staple of cultural production for as long as mass media has been available to remix. The fanvid, typically a music video featuring footage from television and/or film rhythmically edited to a piece of popular music, is one of the most prevalent genres of fan remix culture. Francesca Coppa, in her exceptional multimedia book about the format (complete with dozens of embedded fanvid examples), offers an account of fanvidding that highlights how each vid is “a new multimedia object that tells a story, creates an interpretation, stages an argument, and/or produces a feeling” (23–4). This chapter presents Jesse Pinkman in the form of a fanvid, striving to accomplish all four of those goals.


  
  [image: Still image placeholder for video essay.]


  Fullscreen video and transcript


  Video: Poor Jesse



First, per Coppa’s four functions, this vid strives to retell the story of Jesse Pinkman, at least as presented in Breaking Bad (not including the sequel film El Camino or his prequel appearances in Better Call Saul’s final season). It presents the story from his first-person perspective, anchored by Jesse listening to music in a scene from “Thirty-Eight Snub” [4.2], suggesting that we are witnessing his subjective recall of how he got to this point of personal desperation—as well as predicting where he might be going. While some vids present a revisionist story or relocate the subtext into overt text (or paratext), “Poor Jesse” works within the vid subgenre of character studies, activating viewer memories of Jesse’s series-long arc. It is hard to imagine how someone who has not seen Breaking Bad might comprehend this story, as nearly every image is a shot of Jesse’s face meant to evoke specific moments in the series as well as trigger viewer feelings about the character.

Beyond the chronological recapitulation of Jesse’s character, “Poor Jesse” builds on the foundation of comprehension to provide insight into Jesse’s character. As Coppa writes, vids “are an interpretive art form made for an audience that is familiar with the visual source and that wants to think and feel new things about it” (8). Often the interpretive level of vids emerges through the juxtaposition of source images with the video’s primary linguistic content, the song’s lyrics. I will admit that my popular music listening, which is a significant part of my life and my primary realm of personal fandom, has an odd blindspot for lyrics—I can know a song extremely well, even to the point of singing along with it, but not be able to explain anything about the lyrics’ content or meaning. As one of my favorite bands, I love Wilco’s lyrics for how they sound with the music and the images they conjure, but I’d be hard pressed to say what “Handshake Drugs” is actually about. Yet the lyrical images seem to fit Jesse’s character quite well—beyond the obvious reference to drug dealing, phrases like “I was buried in sound,” “I looked like someone I used to know,” and “If I ever was myself, I wasn’t that night” capture Jesse’s frequent moments of losing himself in harrowing circumstances.

The song’s chorus foregrounds one key facet of Jesse’s persona: “It’s okay for you to say what you want from me / I believe that’s the only way for me to be / Exactly what do you want me to be?” These lyrics evoke Jesse’s willingness for others to define him, especially his mentor and surrogate father “Mr. White.” But it’s not a peaceful acceptance of this relationship, as Jeff Tweedy repeats the final line in a desperate plea for guidance around the 4:00 mark of the video—just as the narrative catches up with the moment in Breaking Bad when Jesse listens to the song, making everything that follows a self-fulfilling vision of what Jesse might become. Is this exactly what Mr. White wants him to be?

Coppa’s third function of vids is to “stage an argument,” which most directly parallels the goals of scholarly videographic criticism. Certainly, compared to most of the other videos in this book, “Poor Jesse” lacks an overt argument as a standalone video—there are other vids that are much more argumentative in their rhetoric, largely through asserting revisionist takes on representational politics or advocating for the possibilities of fandom itself. However, I share Katherine Morrissey’s contention that in advocating for the value of vids, “we tend to over-represent the critical aspects of vids” in lieu of validating more conventional fanvids that have an affirming relationship to their source materials (in Creekmur et. al., 167). Thus, I did not strive to create a vid that is overtly argumentative or politically revisionist, but one that celebrates a character whom I love somewhat uncritically—but in that celebration, I offer my own interpretation of the character and my connection to him. Instead, my video’s more pointed arguments are better understood through the broader context of this book and what this video does within a larger work of videographic criticism.

One level of argumentation emerged through the choices I made to produce this video—namely, the decision to use the fanvid format to offer a character study of Jesse. While I knew I wanted to include fanvids in this book’s spectrum of videographic rhetorics, the decision to use the format for Jesse’s case study was driven by my understanding of Jesse as “fan favorite.” As discussed in Chapters 6 and 7, Breaking Bad fandom has been a fraught realm in terms of how some viewers regarded Walt and Skyler, but there was broad consensus that everyone loved Jesse (and that loving Jesse was a morally appropriate way to engage with the series). This video tries to capture various reasons why I believe Jesse captured our collective sympathy: he often suffers for other people’s actions; he aims to help others, especially children; he feels tremendous guilt for the repercussions of his behavior; and despite all the ordeals he goes through, he remains humane and unbroken. Moreover, it is Jesse’s expressive face, as portrayed by Aaron Paul, that conveys his sincerity, his empathy, and (all too rarely) his joy. By focusing nearly exclusively on shots focused on Jesse’s face, this vid argues for its centrality in our fannish connection to the character. The retelling of Jesse’s redemptive and cathartic arc through the emotional window of his transforming face over the years reminds viewers of how we travel through Jesse’s pains and moments of growth, only to arrive at a final moment of exhilarating freedom that comes with deep costs.

The second level of argumentation concerns what a vid can do as a piece of criticism. Crucial to the form’s argumentative possibilities is Coppa’s fourth function: “produce a feeling.” My primary goal in assembling this vid was to capture the feelings evoked by Jesse’s character and convey my affective response to viewers. This emphasis on affect is an argument, both in terms of how viewers’ emotional connection to Jesse matters in our moral allegiance to the character, and in terms of highlighting the importance of affective response in consuming remix videos, whether in fannish modes like vids or more formal scholarly pieces found throughout this book. Coppa captures the crucial role of emotion in vidding via a passage worth quoting at length:


A vid’s meaning is not only analytical—or rather, analytical meaning is rarely the crucial part. While vids do tell stories, make arguments, and create interpretations, they are not—to paraphrase Walter Pater—a mere translation of fiction, essays, or criticism. Rather, vidding is its own art, and one that by design affects the body and creates feeling, as music does….Vids as an art form are concerned with somatic, emotional meaning, not secondarily but simultaneously with the pleasures of analytical insight. Pater praised music as the highest art for its perfect blending of matter and form. Similarly, vids make us feel as well as think. They can even can show us how feeling and thinking—the body’s way of knowing and the mind’s way of knowing—are intertwined, or perhaps actually the same thing. This integration of thinking and feeling, of mind and body, is also, in our dualistic and hierarchical age, one of the grounds for considering vidding a feminist art. (35–6)



I won’t weigh in on the relationship between “Poor Jesse” and feminism (although I do offer another vid in light of feminist criticism in Chapter 7), but I definitely attempted to make a vid that intertwined feeling and thinking. While the collection and sequencing of Jesse’s images are designed to provoke memories and affections in viewers, much of this video’s affective power is borrowed from the music, and I’ve found that most vids similarly leverage and integrate music’s emotional weight for their own ends. I chose “Handshake Drugs” largely because it captured so much of what I felt about Jesse through the musical style over the lyrical content—the song starts with a shambling acoustic guitar and bass groove, gradually crescendos with layered harmonies and three electric guitars trading solos, and concludes with a wall of sound that eschews rhythm and tonality. The musical shift from straightforward charm to overwhelming chaos captures my sense of Jesse’s emotional arc, and I felt like this song could provide the emotional backbone for this character study. I listened to more than a dozen different live recordings of the song (like I said, I’m a fan!), looking for the one that best sonically captured this emotional journey. I settled on a performance from the band’s 2009 live concert film Ashes of American Flags, with the added conceptual benefit that I was remixing music from a video source.

I hope the affective power of this vid, through the combination of Breaking Bad’s visuals and Wilco’s music, extends into analytic insights, engagement with Jesse’s story, and justification for publishing a fanvid as a part of a work of scholarly videographic criticism. I know that my own experience making this video has forever linked one of my favorite characters with a great song from one of my favorite bands, deepening my experiences in consuming both media.




6 Sympathizing with Storytelling

An enduring challenge for videographic criticism is how to present citations. Scholarship is partly defined by its reliance on other academic work, building on those foundations of established knowledge to expand and refine our ideas. Thus, one of the key distinctions between scholarly publications and in-depth journalism or nonfiction writing is the overt use of citations, following one of the many styles developed for specific disciplines. But what is the equivalent of MLA or Chicago style for video essays?

We have yet to create a uniform style for the form, and I think that’s a good thing—the breadth of videographic techniques and approaches should allow for a range of ways to indicate the use of other people’s work. I tell my students that there are many reasons why we cite sources: to provide readers an avenue to learn more about a given topic; to enter into an academic dialogue with other scholars; to “show our work” in a way that increases confidence that the ideas and information in an essay are based on the strongest possible material; and to give credit for other people’s work in informing our own.

Throughout this book, I have aimed to credit the sources that I am building on, but to do so in a less overt way than in most academic writing, where the presence of copious citations can make writing feel too mechanical or distanced from everyday readers. I have included a full bibliography at the end of this book, in which I list all of the various sources I’ve drawn on in producing these videos and writing these supplemental commentaries. I embed formal citations in the accompanying written commentaries to indicate specific sources that a given chapter is engaging with. And, in some instances, the video itself indicates relevant sources via closing “works cited” lists or overt references in voiceover or onscreen indications. This chapter uses the most overt citation style via onscreen captions, because it fits with the video’s specific goal to engage with a body of scholarship around sympathy, suspense, and viewer engagement.
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  Fullscreen video and transcript


  Video: Sympathizing with Storytelling 



This video’s citationality points toward another one of the goals of this chapter: how to deal with the enigma of Breaking Bad’s approach to character sympathy and morality, making this chapter the most overtly theoretically engaged of the book. I’ve previously written about Walter White in the context of the broader trend of television antiheroes, considering how and why viewers want to spend time with such a monstrous figure (and why many fans seem to mistakenly regard him as an admirable hero) (Mittell, “Lengthy Interactions with Hideous Men”; Mittell, Complex TV). For this video, I wanted to build off that work as well as an important book that was published after my previous writings, Margrethe Bruun Vaage’s The Antihero in American Television. I try to capture and apply her ideas in the video, incorporating insights from Vaage along with other writers like Murray Smith and Noël Carroll, but integrating them into my own voice, as I believe including lengthy quotations in videographic form is more off-putting, especially to non-academic audiences. If I were to include quotations in the video, I would include this key point from Vaage, which works better in this written commentary:


Narrative desires in relation to suspense sequences should not be seen as high-level, cognitively reflective thoughts about one’s story engagement [per moral allegiance], but are rather very simple expressions of what we want stories to do. The narrative desires we have regarding suspense are perhaps best described as an attitude we take toward the story: we want stories to engage us. (76)



The other significant citation in this chapter is from Emily Nussbaum, who coined the concept of “bad fans” to describe television viewers who root for antiheroic monsters like Tony Soprano and Walter White, and then extended her analysis back to those who watched All in the Family and saw Archie Bunker as a validation of their “conservative values” manifested in the freedom to voice racist, misogynistic, homophobic, etc. slurs (Nussbaum, “That Mind-Bending Phone Call”; Nussbaum, “Fandom’s Great Divide”). I don’t dive deeply into the bad fan phenomenon in this video, choosing instead to highlight how Breaking Bad is designed to elicit our sympathy and engagement without rooting for Walt—in the video, I use “we” to refer to generic viewers, attempting to assert a shared experience even while knowing that there are fans who watch with a very different model of sympathy and engagement.

I regarded Walt as an unsympathetic figure who grows into a much more monstrous villain, which felt like the “natural” reading of the series on my first viewing; this viewpoint was deepened by making another video to explore his persona in a more impressionistic and less analytic way. I produced the short piece “Knock-About” two years before “Sympathizing with Storytelling,” and the juxtapositions at the root of this video certainly found their way into my longer analytic piece.
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  Fullscreen video and transcript


  Video: Knock About



“Knock-About” was directly born out of an exercise in juxtaposition. My colleague Christian Keathley and I developed a short-format exercise to help teach students and colleagues how to make video essays called the Videographic PechaKucha (Keathley, Mittell, and Grant). It is a highly parametered exercise requiring the assembly of ten 6-second video clips from a single source, arranged over a 1-minute audio excerpt from the same source. The goal is to learn how to use video editing software to make unusual and unexpected exploratory discoveries by sticking to the arbitrary parameters, seeing what happens when you place clips together without the flexibility to control timing and rhythm. I made a PechaKucha early in this book’s process, based on a simple idea about contrast: place moments of Walter White’s physical humiliation atop the audio clip that many fans view as his most “badass” moment: the “one who knocks” speech from “Cornered” [4.6]. PechaKuchas are typically not designed to be publishable videos, but rather exploratory exercises leading toward discovery and experimentation; nevertheless, I share this early experiment here to demonstrate how it later expanded into “Knock-About,” and how even the simplest juxtapositions can reveal interesting insights into the series.
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  Fullscreen video and transcript


  Video: A Breaking Bad PechaKucha 






7 Skyler’s Story: A Videographic Miniseries

Probably Breaking Bad’s most controversial and volatile characterization is Skyler White, who is maligned and mistreated both by Walt within the narrative, and by many of the program’s fans outside of it. Viewer disdain for Skyler crossed over into abusive social media, and even into misogynist threats against actress Anna Gunn herself. The situation rose to such a fevered pitch that Gunn took to the opinion pages of the New York Times during the show’s final season to declare “I Have a Character Issue.” Series creator Vince Gilligan has retrospectively reflected that “the show was rigged, in the sense that the storytelling was solely through Walt’s eyes, even in scenes he wasn’t present for” (quoted in Sacks; see also Pinedo).

In Complex TV, I analyzed how Breaking Bad’s antihero characterization helped foster a legion of “bad fans,” as coined by Emily Nussbaum and discussed in Chapter 6, who channeled their toxic masculinity toward Skyler (“That Mind-Bending Phone Call”). I also proposed a narrative experiment: what would Breaking Bad’s story look like if told from Skyler’s perspective?


We perceive Skyler mostly from Walt’s point of view, which starts as loving affection tempered with growing frustration as she serves as an obstacle to his self-realization as a “real man” via his criminal alter ego Heisenberg. If we regard the series as a gangster drama in which Walt’s success in the drug enterprise is the purported goal, then Skyler may be an obstacle. But complex serials feature multiple story threads that invite us to follow and shift character connections; thus, if we retell the series focusing primarily on Skyler’s character’s arc, Breaking Bad becomes a very different type of gendered tale, offering a melodramatic account of deception, adultery, and ultimately an abusive, dangerous marriage. (254)



I played out this experiment via the written word, recounting five seasons of narrative events and character developments within a few pages. That section of my book felt intellectually provocative but ultimately unsatisfactory, lacking what I find most compelling about Skyler as a character, and not capturing what I loved about watching her in Breaking Bad. Yes, I’ll admit it—I love Skyler White, and want to express that affection as both a fan and scholar.

Videographic criticism can harness the emotional power of sounds and images, of performances and pacing, which I use here to offer a more immersive and aesthetically engaging narrative experiment than my academic writing. In my earliest conceptualization of this book, a videographic version of this idea was one of my first chapter ideas. Thus, I present “Skyler’s Story: A Videographic Miniseries” to express my love for and fascination with Skyler White. [The sound design uses stereo panning, so headphones or spatially separated external speakers are highly recommended; these videos also benefit from using captions, so enabling them in the Fulcrum resource page is recommended.]
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  Fullscreen video and transcript


  Video: Skyler's Story: Episode 1



I tried to use videographic techniques to create as striking of a version of Skyler’s story as I could. My first instinct was to recut the entire series into a feature-length “woman’s film” version focused on Skyler, emphasizing the melodrama by foregrounding her sacrifices, constrained agency, and the abuse she suffers at Walt’s hands. To that end, I evoked an intertextual link by using the opening theme music to 1937’s Stella Dallas, a quintessential maternal melodrama, as well as shifting to black-and-white as the music swells. But simply cutting together some of Skyler’s key scenes would have been too challenging to fit within the confines of a 2-hour timeframe in any way that provided her character the nuances she deserves, as well as being unlikely to create a narratively compelling aesthetic experience. (Case in point: the 2-hour fan edit version of the series that functions mostly as a celebration of Walt’s badassery, while marginalizing Skyler even further.)

Given that this chapter is an experiment, I decided to work in the experimental mode. To distinguish it from a fan edit, as well as offering temporal efficiency, I adopted a dual-screen format that creates a much more disorienting and challenging viewing experience. The dual-screen format does take a bit of time to adjust to, but can lead to a comprehensible and rich viewing experience—often the two parallel moments provide counterpoints in characterization and dramatic tension that makes the edit feel more nuanced than a pared-down rewatch. But I fully anticipate that this viewing experience might be too alienating and confusing for some—this chapter probably appeals to a narrower slice of viewers than most others. Despite the challenges of dual-screen viewing, I do find that the video captures the aesthetic and emotional dimensions of Skyler’s story much better than my written synopsis did, and I found myself quite moved and enraptured while repeatedly reliving her story during the editing process.
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  Fullscreen video and transcript


  Video: Skyler's Story: Episode 2



I shared early drafts of this project with some trusted colleagues who helped me push forward, tweak key moments, and rethink the structure. Most importantly, Ariel Avissar noted that the feature-length scope might be an impediment to viewing, and suggested I embrace the televisual by breaking them up into episodes. I followed his brilliant advice, creating one episode for each of the five seasons of Breaking Bad, mimicking television episodes by starting with teasers that lie outside the story’s chronology (and deviate from the dual-screen formal parameter). As is typical of serialized television, the episodes grow more complex and lengthy as they proceed, from 13 minutes to distill Breaking Bad’s shortened seven-episode first season, to an epic 48 minutes to wrap-up the 16-episode final fifth season. Hopefully, the compelling narrative and character depth warrants the increasing length as the miniseries proceeds.

Another suggestion, from Will DiGravio, pointed toward another televisual feature: using previously on recaps starting in the second episode. I took that opportunity to lean into even more videographic experimentation rather than maximizing comprehension—hopefully, viewers will not need many reminders of preceding story information, as much of the experience of watching “Skyler’s Story” requires viewers to relive the character’s moments as originally experienced during Breaking Bad. I initially published these episodes online on a daily basis across the week of February 7 to 11, 2022, evoking American television’s original site of serialized melodrama—daytime soap operas. Now, as compiled in this book, the episodes can be watched in quick succession, but I hope viewers will still pause between entries to experience the five videos as separate episodes in an overarching miniseries, rather than a compiled marathon of more than 260 minutes.
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  Fullscreen video and transcript


  Video: Skyler's Story: Episode 3



Retelling Skyler’s story through video is certainly more emotionally and aesthetically rich than a verbal recounting, but it faces distinct limits posed by the original footage. Breaking Bad is undoubtedly Walter White’s story, and thus our experience of Skyler is nearly exclusively defined by her relationship to him, responding to her husband’s many secrets and betrayals, and making choices in reaction to his actions. Skyler has a life outside of Walt’s shadow, but we only get brief hints about her ambitions as a writer or her side-hustle on eBay before Walt’s diagnosis and behavioral shifts come to define our entire experience of her character. In comparison, the series portrays Jesse as having more agency and independent relationships outside of his connection to Walt, while what we see of Skyler is nearly exclusively as “Walt’s wife.” Even her affair with Ted is framed as a reaction to the turmoil with Walt, as she is not granted her own desires and ambitions outside her familial role. Thus, even as I re-edited the series to foreground Skyler’s story, we still experience her actions as reactive to Walt, as that is all that the footage offers. The crucial difference with this edit is that our focus is tight on Skyler, even in scenes with Walt, and we are immersed solely in what she knows, rather than aligned with him in keeping secrets from her.

What might we make of these limits and choices? Skyler’s characterization is shaped by Breaking Bad’s gendered focus on a man descending into the hyper-masculine world of crime, standing in tension with the feminized domestic family life that she represents. While I do believe that Vince Gilligan and the other creators intended Skyler to be, in Anna Gunn’s words, “a woman with a backbone of steel who would stand up to whatever came her way,” the very design of the protagonist-driven narrative necessitated that her reactions to Walt defined her—it’s about whatever comes her way, rather than her independent choices. We could imagine a version of Skyler’s story that presented her life beyond what we see in Breaking Bad, with more footage of her professional life, friendships, creative work, parenting, and even her marriage as experienced outside of Walt’s transformations. But videographic criticism cannot create such footage, and thus my editing is limited to the raw materials that the series gives us—the alternative is the realm of fan fiction, a possibility via writing that videographic work does not offer (yet). Personally, I find Gunn’s spectacular performance, engaging visual compositions, and vivid dramatic writing sufficient to make Skyler a compelling character in her own right, but certainly we need to acknowledge Breaking Bad’s omissions.
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  Fullscreen video and transcript


  Video: Skyler's Story: Episode 4



The opening of episode 4 of the miniseries, replaying a scene from the aptly named episode “Cornered” [4.6], places Skyler at a literal crossroads: she must make a decision to follow her lawyer’s advice (and her conscience) and escape her marriage to the self-proclaimed “danger,” or stay home to navigate both her family and increasingly criminal professional life. She chooses the latter, even though we know (as does she) that it is the wrong choice. While she proclaims that she must “protect this family from the man who protects this family,” both Breaking Bad and “Skyler’s Story” make it clear that her choice is not the morally preferable one.

According to Linda Williams, melodrama is the “drive to achieve moral legibility in the eventual resolution of the [narrative] suspense” (524). At this point in the narrative, we feel the tension between Skyler settling into being a supportive spouse and business partner to Walt, and her recognition that she and her kids will not be safe as long as Walt remains tied to his life of crime, which she is becoming increasingly enmeshed in. Seasons 4 and 5 are Breaking Bad at its melodramatic peak, as experienced through Skyler’s story—we yearn for her to find safety outside of Walt’s dangerous presence, while also thrilling at her ability to succeed as his accomplice in negotiating the car wash purchase, effectively run their business, and help Ted evade criminal prosecution. “Skyler’s Story” does not match the standard pacing or content of conventional soap operas or other television serial melodramas, but it offers a similar emphasis on high-stakes situations where women face perilous circumstances, and strive to endure and overcome their challenges.
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  Fullscreen video and transcript


  Video: Skyler's Story: Episode 5



This harrowing final episode sees Skyler at her most emotionally fraught, swinging between extreme fear, anger, isolation, disdain, and numbness—contrasts that often manifest in direct dual-screen juxtapositions, highlighting her volatile situation. The first half of season 5 sees Skyler in the position of an abused spouse, manipulated and threatened by a dangerous husband and forced to find small ways to resist or withstand his domination, which plays out in a number of heightened dramatic scenes. We know from Breaking Bad that Walt’s criminality has risen to a new level of amoral ruthlessness; while Skyler does not directly see that side of his behavior, “Skyler’s Story” reminds us that she can sense his moral corruption and disregard for others, while she feels trapped by both her business and family partnership.

Once Walt quits the drug business, at around 18 minutes into “Skyler’s Story,” the dynamic shifts to the couple being united in defending their business interests in matching beige wardrobes—the transition is fairly abrupt in this edited version, but it highlights the emotional compromises that Skyler has undertaken to guarantee her family’s survival and rationalize her oversight of a massive drug fortune, even in turning against Hank and Marie. The emotional climax of both Breaking Bad and “Skyler’s Story” comes from the footage of the epic episode “Ozymandias” [5.14], but this edited version focuses on Skyler’s trauma, fractured relationship with Marie, and willingness to fight back against Walt to protect her children. While Walt and Jesse both receive closure in the series finale, Skyler is left to suffer in a final moment of reaction, constrained by Walt’s crimes and lacking agency for her own situation—a melodramatic end for a morally compromised character.

Within this book, “Skyler’s Story” has a parallel video in Chapter 5’s “Poor Jesse”: both retell the entire narrative arc of a central character (whom I love). While I avoided conventions of fan edits for “Skyler’s Story,” “Poor Jesse” embraces the genre of the fan music video. Taken together, these videos speak to different ways that viewers can remix a series to create a tribute to a character, evoke compelling affective responses, and unlock aspects of the original series (as well as shining a light on its limitations). While I doubt I will ever again undertake such extended labor to retell a character’s story as I have done with Skyler, I hope the experience of viewing the resulting miniseries offers a fraction of the satisfaction I have taken from immersing myself in her story.

But there is an epilogue. As I was working on “Skyler’s Story,” my colleague David Miranda Hardy asked if I might make a “synopsis” version of the miniseries, as certainly many viewers would not undertake hours to consume the set of videos in their epic entirety. That idea kept bouncing around in my head as I completed and posted the series, and I tried to envision the role of a shorter Skyler video in the larger project. The approach that took hold was to capture the harrowing emotions that overtake Skyler, especially in the final season, and create a video that both reminds viewers of her story and creates a nightmarish non-narrative viewing experience. Thus, I present “Skyler’s Story: Nightmare Edit”:


  [image: Still image placeholder for video essay.]


  Fullscreen video and transcript


  Video: Skyler's Story: The Nightmare Edit 



In editing this video, my first inspiration was to try to create an experience resembling the final act of Mulholland Drive for Skyler, where the narrative fractures and her identity is upended. I soon realized that trying to renarrativize her story out of the series footage was not going to work, but I did want to capture a Lynchian affect as inspired by both Mulholland Drive and Twin Peaks: The Return. Then I listened to a Sharon Van Etten song that captured exactly what I was going for—her epic ballad of an abusive relationship, “Your Love is Killing Me.” This felt like Skyler’s perfect musical accompaniment, with Van Etten’s brief appearance in Twin Peaks: The Return as an ideal intertextual link.

As I began to edit, I realized what I was doing: creating a fanvid remix of my own “Skyler’s Story” series. Thus, this video is, in many ways, more of a second-order paratext rather than a direct remix of Breaking Bad. I tried not to embrace as much of a pure “fanvid” aesthetic as I had strived for in “Poor Jesse”; instead, I interspersed more dialogue and longer scenes from the series alongside Van Etten’s music, decentering the lyrics a bit more than for Jesse’s Wilco song. While it might be less of a traditional fanvid formally, centering our attention on a woman’s experience and reframing her trauma embraces the feminist focus of vidding that Francesca Coppa discusses. The final 20 minutes of “Skyler’s Story” episode 5 struck me as the most powerful part of the miniseries, culminating her arc with the climax of Breaking Bad’s masterpiece episode “Ozymandias,” and thus I built this edit around that episode and Skyler’s other harrowing classic “Fifty-One” [5.4]—both of which were majestically directed by Rian Johnson. I hope that these videos recapture some of the emotional power and deep engagement with Skyler found in those two original episodes.




8 Anatomy of a Relationship: Jesse and Jane
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  Video: Anatomy of a Relationship: Jesse and Jane



When rewatching Breaking Bad and organizing relevant clips for this project, I considered doing a video about Jane Margolis to explore how the series handles short-lived secondary characters. As I began working with the footage, it became clear that her existence as a character was solely in connection to her relationship with Jesse, not as an independent figure with her own scenes and story moments. That raised a question: How does a television series construct a relationship? Relationships are intangible and ever-changing, but nearly every story is built on them. Thus, analyzing the very meaningful yet limited relationship between Jesse and Jane seemed like a useful topic to explore.

While scholars have certainly analyzed the specific techniques that films and television use to portray characters, I found no literature that offers a similar formal account of the relationships between characters (see Eder et al., Characters in Fictional Worlds; Pearson, “Anatomising Gilbert Grisson”; Pearson, “Chain of Events”). Furthermore, since so many of the ways that relationships are constructed and conveyed—gestures, glances, objects—are subtle visual cues, the topic seemed particularly apt for videographic criticism. I decided to open up my videographic toolbox to a wide range of techniques and styles, including voiceover, onscreen text, multiscreen, and varying speeds, all to guide attention to the varying ways that a relationship is built and made to matter to viewers.

I will also note that having posted most of the videos in this book to both Vimeo and YouTube as they were produced, this is the only chapter to have any degree of “virality”—as of January 2024, it had more than 35,000 views on YouTube, more than 40 times the number of views of any other videos from this project (although not an impressive number in the broader realm of YouTube video essays). I can only speculate on some of the reasons why this video seems to have gained traction—its focus on Jesse is more appealing and less divisive than some of my other videos; it uses a straightforward explanatory style rather than embracing poetic or exploratory techniques; it tackles a topic that viewers may be genuinely curious about, presented in a way that feels like people learn something new. Regardless of why, I’m gratified that this one seems to have “crossed-over” outside of the academic realm.




9 What’s Walt Thinking? Mind Reading and Serial Memory in Breaking Bad
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  Fullscreen video and transcript


  Video: What's Walt Thinking? Mind Reading and Serialized Memory in Breaking Bad



This was the first video I made for this project, and, in the spirit of series television, it functioned like a pilot—less in launching the “narrative” of the book, but in offering a prototype for what the chapters might feel like. In 2017, I had been developing ideas for this project by imagining possible structures and contents in a word processor. I knew that things would only really come to fruition by working in Adobe Premiere Pro to explore Breaking Bad’s footage via videographic practices, but I had to write grant proposals for my 2018–19 academic leave using more conventional scholarly tools. I received none of those grants, but in summer of 2018 I was free to start working videographically to see where the project would take me. While I knew that I wanted to watch the entire series in Premiere to discover relevant footage and patterns, I also wanted to dive into a more self-contained project to test-drive what working with Breaking Bad might yield.

Thus, in June of 2018, I was co-directing an iteration of the Scholarship in Sound and Image workshop at Middlebury College, as detailed in my co-authored book The Videographic Essay: Practice and Pedagogy. Alongside the participants working on their projects, I took advantage of the creative and supportive environment to create a draft of “What’s Walt Thinking?” Unlike most of this book’s other videos, this chapter was directly inspired by my previously published writing. In Complex TV, I wrote the following (building on the work of Blakey Vermeule and Lisa Zunshine on mind reading and literary characters):


Instead of relationships cuing our allegiance to Walt or numerous flashbacks to his originating backstory, we instead have our own memories of who Walt used to be, as long-term viewers can recall him as being decent and ethical, if boring and depressed. Our serial memories help sustain lingering allegiance, despite his irredeemable acts along the way. Such memories help us understand the characters in micromoments as well, given that Breaking Bad features many scenes with minimal dialogue that invite us to think along with the characters. Through a long-term investment in a series, viewers accrue knowledge and experiences about characters that allows us to mind read our own version of their internal monologues. For instance, in the opening two-minute scene from the fourth-season episode “Open House” [4.3], nothing really happens: Walter White comes to work in the meth lab, drinks coffee, notices the newly installed surveillance camera, and gives it an obscene gesture, with the only dialogue a muttering “Son of a …” And yet for serial viewers sharing Walt’s memories from more than 30 previous episodes, we can read [Bryan] Cranston’s subtle cues and infer Walt’s raging interior drama that contradicts the lack of exterior action—we infer his contempt toward the workaday life he tried to escape via the drug game, evoking his feelings toward his old car-wash job from the pilot. His one moment of pleasure comes while drinking coffee made in an elaborate contraption, as he fondly remembers its quirky architect, former coworker Gale. This joy turns to grief as he thinks about Gale’s recent death, then to guilt when he remembers that he is directly responsible for ordering Gale’s murder. In typical Walt fashion, guilt turns to indignant anger, as he rationalizes his own acts and convinces himself that he is actually the victim—an anger confirmed and further stoked by discovering the camera. The scene concludes with Walt channeling his anger and sense of outraged victimization into an impotent attempt to fight back, represented by the obscene yet ineffectual gesture and reminiscent of many other times he has raged against people purporting to be his superiors. While different viewers might construct their own particular accounts of Walt’s interior emotional state, through the power of serial memory we can overcome television’s limited access to character interiority and provide a subjective account of tightly aligned characters. (156)



One of the recurring challenges of both film and television scholarship is the length of description needed to capture what happens in a given scene, while also knowing that such writing always falls short of the goal to capture the subtleties and experiences of the source material. (Of course, descriptive writing does more than just neutrally describe a scene, and thus I’m not arguing that its role in media criticism should be minimized.) Videographic criticism overcomes some limits of description by presenting the original material in manipulated form, allowing both the experience of the source to coexist with the critical insights. I took it upon myself to recreate this paragraph videographically, trying to convey the role of serial memory and mind reading that I had previously written about, while creating a vivid and engaging experience. I played with various videographic techniques until settling on floating onscreen text alongside the embedded flashbacks to represent viewer (and character) memories, while avoiding voiceover or other ways of directly conveying my ideas. I found the prototype to be effective, both capturing the experience of the scene and conveying my analytical approach.

After finishing the video’s first 5 minutes, I decided that the chapter needed another example to reinforce and expand the analysis. In looking for a companion scene featuring Walt’s silent interiority, I quickly settled on the scene from “Phoenix” [2.12] where Walt watches Jane die. Few moments are as essential to our understanding of Walt’s character arc, all conveyed without significant dialogue but reliant on our shared serial memories of Jane and Jesse’s interactions with Walt. Additionally, as one of the most emotionally harrowing scenes in the series, I hoped that exploring it via this minimalistic videographic style would retain its emotional power—and certainly my experience screening this video to audiences suggests that it is not an easy one to watch. Unlike the first half of the video, I developed the ideas for the second half videographically, seeing where the footage and its juxtapositions took me rather than having a written script to follow, modeling the process that I would use for nearly every other video in this book.

A month after completing the draft of this video, I learned that this latter scene was quite memorable for Bryan Cranston as well—the opening pages of his memoir A Life in Parts begin with him narrating Walter White’s thought process as he watched Jane die, then shifting to recount his own experiences as an actor during this scene. While putting his text onscreen would be too much to read alongside the scene, Cranston’s audiobook narration seemed ideal for a voiceover track to accompany the visual. Thus, I made an extended version of “What’s Walt Thinking?” to incorporate Cranston’s narration—but it definitely made the video worse, violating the videographic style and the wordless power the scene. However, I do think the effect of listening to Cranston’s narration while watching the scene is interesting on its own terms. Therefore, I offer the extended ending of that failed version here as a “bonus feature” to conclude the chapter, extending the paratextual scope to integrate Cranston’s memoir into the consideration of the scene and its affective power.
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  Fullscreen video and transcript


  Video: Alternate Ending to What's Walt Thinking?






10 Focusing on Hank (and Marie)

Videographic criticism allows for a level of close formal analysis that is challenging to execute in written scholarship. As discussed in Chapter 9, written description can become boring if overly detailed, but close analysis requires a high level of precision and detail. Scholars often embed still frames from films or television to augment written analysis, but such images are poor substitutes for the original footage, especially when trying to examine camera movement, blocking, performance, or other aspects of moving images. Thus, for this video, which I previously published in the online journal Mise-en-scène, I undertake a type of close formal analysis of a single scene that is particularly well-suited to videographic criticism.
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  Fullscreen video and transcript


  Video: Focusing on Hank (and Marie)



In analyzing this scene, I wanted to use videographic tools as subtly and invisibly as possible, allowing our focus to remain on the images and my voiceover analysis; using captions to reveal fast-forwarding and reversing seemed to fit the approach to mimic how I might analyze such a sequence in a classroom context. Likewise, I use understated shifts in image scale to resize the image to both guide our focus and demarcate an analytic frame. I hope that the experience of watching this piece does not feel like a highly mediated video essay, but rather captures the direct intimacy of both the scene and the practice of close analysis.




11 Recording Bad
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  Fullscreen video and transcript


  Video: Recording Bad



As discussed in Chapter 1, one goal of this book was to survey a range of videographic techniques and rhetorical modes to exemplify the breadth of different ways that video essays might examine television. I identified one particular technique I wanted to experiment with that was completely new to me: filming myself directly addressing the camera. Such a style evolved from YouTube vlogging, where speaking to a camera had become a very popular mode of expression; video essay creators and channels like Lindsay Ellis, hbomberguy, Contrapoints, Folding Ideas, Thomas Flight, and Kyle Kallgren all cultivate onscreen personas through their direct address. As I argued in Chapter 2, academic videographic criticism should work to more fully intermingle with YouTube styles, and thus I wanted to integrate direct address into one of these chapters.

Academic video essays rarely incorporate original footage of the critic into their rhetorical modes, but there are a few standout examples that influenced this chapter. Chloé Galibert-Laîné’s “Watching The Pain of Others” is an exemplary long-form video essay that primarily operates in the desktop documentary format, but since she is analyzing The Pain of Others, a nonfiction film that primarily reuses videos of YouTube vloggers, she uses footage of herself in a way that puts her in conversation with the film’s subjects. The result is a masterful video that employs a great deal of ambiguity and reflexivity, qualities that were definitely inspirational for this chapter. Kevin B. Lee has long pushed the boundaries of videographic form through his innovative desktop recordings as well as shooting original footage—his 2014 video “Talking with Siri About Spike Jonze’s Her” is a particular favorite of mine, shooting footage of him speaking with his phone about the film. Lee’s 2020 video “Explosive Paradox” takes the rhetoric of videographic criticism even further away from its remix foundation, as it offers a commentary on the film Platoon and its reception, while exclusively using original footage of Lee speaking to the camera and filming the location where he first watched the film as a child—the only footage from Platoon is a clip played on an iPad, which Lee shoots as it lies on the ground, with reflections partially obscuring the screen. “Explosive Paradox” raises questions about where the boundaries for videographic criticism lie, as the incorporation of original footage invites comparisons to documentary traditions as well as the essay film.

“Recording Bad” does not extend those boundaries of videographic criticism particularly far, as it is clearly focused on the footage from Breaking Bad as both analytic object and remixed source material. It does push another boundary, however: the norms of scholarship. One of the great possibilities of videographic criticism is a video’s ability to embrace ambiguity and playfulness in ways that invite skepticism of its own claims. A landmark example of this ambiguous model is Christian Keathley’s “Pass the Salt,” which presents analytic arguments that stretch the boundaries of plausibility up to (and maybe beyond) the breaking point; Keathley’s video directly inspired my own videographic work in this ambiguous mode with “Adaptation.’s Anomalies.” I wanted to feature at least one video in this book whose analytic claims were ambiguous and uncertain—given that Walter White’s direct address videos are marked by dubious claims and outright lies, I thought this would be the best topic for such a form.

The design of this video was transformed over the course of the project due to external forces. When COVID-19 hit in 2020 and put a pause on my videographic process, this chapter was planned but not executed. Over the course of the next two years, our experiences and understanding of speaking into a camera changed for me and many others—not only did I spend hours recording and editing footage of my own face delivering lectures about television criticism, but, like most of us, I spent a great deal of time watching others directly address cameras to converse via Zoom. Thus, my plan for this video shifted to capture the post-pandemic reality where it is hard to watch someone speak to a camera without imagining teleconferencing, a possibility that Galibert-Laîné presaged in her 2019 video. While Zoom has not yet emerged as a major approach within videographic rhetoric—although Ian Garwood has opened up some excellent possibilities through “Slap That Bass Zoomed” and other experiments—I hope the ending of “Recording Bad” inspires others to explore the possibilities of both direct address and its everyday incarnations.




12 Introducing Characters: Lydia and Todd

A particular challenge for an ongoing television series is how to add new characters to its ensemble late into its run. For programs with minimal serialization, such as family sitcoms or police procedurals, such introductions are typically made to reinvigorate an ensemble or replace a departing actor, often with mixed results. Probably the most infamous example of such an introduction was Cousin Oliver on the final season of The Brady Bunch, a character shoehorned into the family to provide a burst of youth to counter the aging Brady kids—the failure of this strategy prompted it to be later termed “Cousin Oliver Syndrome” to mock this tendency on family sitcoms (Riesman et al.). Such a ploy was sufficiently recognizable as to allow Buffy the Vampire Slayer to mockingly play with the device via the introduction of Buffy’s previously unmentioned younger sister Dawn in its fifth season, a retcon later explained by supernatural magic (Mittell, Complex TV, 86–7).

For a series with more elaborated serialization, adding new characters often involves expanding the scope of the storytelling. One extreme version of such expansions is The Wire, which notably added another institutional realm and an associated large group of characters each season on top of its core portrayal of the Baltimore police and drug criminals featured in the first season (which had already introduced at least 30 significant characters): dock workers in season 2, politicians in season 3, middle-school students and staff in season 4, and the Baltimore Sun newsroom in season 5. As I have discussed previously, The Wire embraces a centrifugal approach to storytelling, spreading its fictional scope across an expanding palette with an unprecedented expansive cast of characters (Mittell, Complex TV, 222–23). Adding characters to this ongoing storyworld was an ongoing process that becomes regularized throughout its run.

Few series follow The Wire’s ever-expanding model, such as Game of Thrones broadening its geographic scope or The Leftovers relocating the main characters each season; instead, most serialized dramas focus on a smaller defined ensemble of characters defined by a single location. A more typical approach within serialized drama can be seen in The Sopranos, where the focus remains consistent on Tony Soprano’s interwoven dual family units of his personal domestic family and professional mafia crime family. Most of that core cast remained constant for all six seasons, with the notable exception of Tony’s mother Livia, who was written out after two seasons due to the death of actress Nancy Marchand; her familial role was largely replaced by the addition of Tony’s sister Janice to the ensemble during the second season. Yet most seasons introduced one or more new characters, primarily as antagonists, rivals, or collaborators for Tony: Richie Aprile and Furio Giunta in season 2; Ralph Cifaretto and Gloria Trillo in season 3; Little Carmine Lupertazzi and Carlo Gervasi in season 4; Tony Blundetto and Phil Leotardo in season 5. Most of these characters only last one or two seasons before dying or otherwise leaving the story, allowing their narrative roles to be filled by others to refresh the dramatic stakes.

Introducing new antagonists each season, often referred to as the season’s “big bad” after Buffy’s establishment and explicit naming of this structure, allows for continued drama and renewed storytelling momentum. Many series, especially those foregrounding crime stories, embrace a similar approach to adding new characters as antagonists each season to raise the dramatic stakes, including Dexter, Justified, The Shield, Boardwalk Empire, Homeland, and Stranger Things. In each of these series and more, the addition of new characters complicates established relationships and generates new story material to sustain the serialized drama.

Breaking Bad does not follow a seasonal big bad model. I have argued that the series is structured by an opposite force than The Wire, exhibiting “centripetal complexity” by pulling everything toward the “gravitational center” of Walter White’s psychology and characterization (Mittell, Complex TV, 223). While certainly Walt faces a series of adversaries in his progression from chemistry teacher to drug kingpin, the narrative structure is not designed to foreground these antagonists as in other comparable crime dramas. The closest the series comes to a big bad adversary is Gustavo Fring, who is introduced briefly in season 2 before becoming Walt’s employer and rival; season 4 is the only one that is structured around the defeat of an adversary, as Walt’s proclamation of “I won” in the season’s final moments signal the end of the Fring era.

This video considers the aftermath of that victory by looking at how season 5 resets its narrative stakes once Walt sits atop the Albuquerque drug world. As with most series, Breaking Bad introduces new characters to create fresh dramatic situations, bringing Lydia Rodarte-Quayle and Todd Alquist into Walt’s orbit and eventually onto his team as part of Heisenberg’s drug empire; neither character serves as the season’s “big bad” (arguably Walt serves that role himself), although both get pulled deeper into Walt’s orbit and ultimately die as part of his climactic revenge plot. The video takes a close look at the strategies that the producers use to introduce these characters via writing, performance, and production techniques, offering contrasting dramatic styles in presenting their personalities.


  [image: Still image placeholder for video essay.]


  Fullscreen video and transcript


  Video: Introducing Characters: Lydia and Todd



In many ways, this was my most challenging video to finish, as I grappled with the overarching question that troubles so many academic analyses across all formats: “So what?” I knew that I wanted to make a video about the introduction of new characters, as it is a crucial facet of serial television storytelling that differs from the models developed to analyze films. Murray Smith emphasizes that film characterization requires recognition, as viewers need to differentiate a character with narrative significance from an extra or a figure who appears only fleetingly, and films use a range of techniques to help guide audience comprehension (Engaging Characters). For ongoing television series, this recognition process is even more complex because many characters appear only briefly before disappearing by the next episode, or they might reappear after a longer hiatus unlike anything in a standalone film—for instance, Elliot Schwartz appears once in the first season of Breaking Bad, then reappears years later in the final two episodes of the series. By charting the ways that Breaking Bad introduces Lydia and Todd as two late-stage characters, I hoped to provide an analytic framework for understanding this process across television storytelling.

However, I could not find a way to explore the specific techniques from this case study in sufficient detail, while also arguing for the broader significance of this process on television without making an overly long video that lost its analytic focus. After playing with many drafts and versions of the video, I decided to lean into the written component here to provide the broader context and framework for the specific analysis—hence the lengthy preamble before the video. Each aspect of this chapter tries to do what each format does best: the video offers a detailed account of specific moments and choices from the series while conveying the impact and experience for viewers, while the writing situates this analysis in broader contexts of scholarship, media history, and comparative strategies between Breaking Bad and other series (as well as reflecting on my own methodology and process). One of my overt goals for this book was to have every video be able to function on its own, distributed through Vimeo and YouTube, coherent and effective (and hopefully enjoyable) on its own terms. I hope that this video meets that bar, even as I know that this written commentary is needed to fully accomplish my critical goals. But that is one of the key benefits of this videographic book format, allowing writing and video to work together in an integrated presentation.




13 Object Oriented Breaking Bad

This final chapter in a book about characterization features no characters—or at least no human characters. It is predicated on a question that I posed somewhat playfully: Might nonhuman objects function as characters in Breaking Bad? Certainly, objects have a degree of visibility that is atypical of most television series—not only is one specific object, crystal meth, the catalyst for much of the plot, but the program’s visual composition often focuses on objects or provides unusual shots from their point of view. Other videographic critics have made videos compiling and exploring these stylish images, but I found that they did not sufficiently catalog the presence of objects in the series, nor capture the range of how objects function visually (see Bunting; kogonada).

This video offers a broad account of objects in Breaking Bad, presenting them using a deformative logic. As I have written about previously, deformative criticism is an exploratory approach within the digital humanities that seeks to apply algorithmic parameters to source material to create something new and unexpected (Mittell, “Videographic Criticism as a Digital Humanities Method”; Mittell, “Deformin’ in the Rain”). The outcome of a deformation is not (necessarily) designed to make an argument, but to see the material in a new light and create an original cultural object out of the resulting manipulations (see also Mittell, “Frankenstein’s Television”). Thus “Object Oriented Breaking Bad” presents its ideas in a much more exploratory, experimental, and experiential approach than most videos in this book.
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  Fullscreen video and transcript


  Video: Object Oriented Breaking Bad



If any video in this book needs written commentary to be contextualized as scholarship, it is probably this one. The presence of the extended quotation from Bruno Latour is the only overt nod to scholarly discourse, although I must say that it is presented in the spirit of questioning rather than answering. I find the philosophical approach to object-oriented ontology (which Latour does not actually adhere to), as well as Latour’s own actor-network theory and its emphasis on nonhuman actors, to be rather opaque and hard to grapple with as a media critic. I decided to include the reference to “object oriented” in the video’s title and the Latour quotation about objects and actors to provide some provocation about how we might engage with objects in a television series, not as an analytic code to unlock deeper meanings.

Instead, the underlying theoretical approach that this video promotes is the power of deformative criticism. The video’s manipulations create a new object, which hopefully reveals something about the series as well as serving as an engaging video on its own terms. Understanding the video’s deformative logic and procedures will hopefully help to open up both its method and potential meanings. The video’s concluding captions describe the parameters used to construct the deformation: “includes all Breaking Bad shots lasting at least 1 second where non-vehicular objects appear centrally without any human/animal presence in the frame; arranged in chronological order; time remapped to match musical rhythm.” Although not explained explicitly, the excerpted clips were then arranged in a 2 × 2 grid, cut to the song “Baby Blue” by Badfinger, which is the concluding music in the series finale (referencing the object of blue meth that came to define Walt’s life and death). Although I strived to have the parameters make all the choices for me, I did have to make some judgment calls, such as treating the water in a swimming pool as an object, but not doing the same for shots of houses or vehicles. I included photographs as not violating “human presence,” as the photo itself bears a material objectivity that warrants inclusion. But, as much as possible, I minimized my own human agency in selecting and conforming the clips, following the parameters (which were fully human-made) to allow the exploratory video to embody its own nonhuman logic.

What might the video mean? Like fanvids discussed in Chapter 5, the meanings in such an exploratory compilation are more impressionistic and subjective in viewer experience than for more explanatory videos. I find the effect of watching this video evocative both of individual memorable moments from the series—the pink bear floating in the pool, the ticking clock marking the synchronized prison killings, the final automated machine gun—and in conforming to the larger narrative, replaying the series without people. In each case, I think about how each object played a role in both the story that unfolded in the series and the storytelling that presented the events to us. More than most television series, Breaking Bad presents a fairly limited cast of characters inhabiting a highly material world, where props and settings embody a distinctive presence that significantly impacts the narrative; I find that this video helps evoke that presence and remind us of why objects matter so much in the series.

But your impressions and meanings may vary. And that seems like an apt place to conclude this book. Videographic criticism thrives as a mode that encourages more ambiguity, experimentation, and affective engagement than most traditional written scholarship. I fully expect that some of the videos in this book might strike readers as less than satisfying as scholarship, or even raise questions as to whether they are scholarship at all. But I hope that each makes an impression, provoking thoughts and feelings that may be atypical of most academic books. Certainly, the process of making each video changed how I thought and felt about Breaking Bad, and if this book can share some of those experiences with viewers, I will feel satisfied with the endeavor.
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Fonts

Since videographic work uses typefaces as a key design element, the two primary fonts used throughout these videos deserve credit:


	Heart Breaking Bad, created by Allison James, recreates the opening Breaking Bad title design: https://www.fontspace.com/heart-breaking-bad-font-f18062.


	ITCFranklinGothic LT Pro, licensed by Adobe, is the font used in Breaking Bad’s credits; these videos mimic the program’s use of green tint in letters to match elemental symbols.
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