American Novel Interactive

Content

Using the program THE AMERICAN DREAM: NOVEL REFLECTIONS ON AMERICA as its inspiration, Thirteen/WNET New York proposes to create a comprehensive new Web site that will examine the modern American novel, which reached international preeminence in the 20th century in the hands of literary masters, ranging from Nathaniel Hawthorne to Zora Neale Hurston to Mark Twain to Willa Cather.  

Thirteen’s Interactive & Broadband Unit will create an elegant and substantial online companion site that will enhance the educational experience of the film as well as explore the broader themes of the novel in America. We will use the tools of the Internet to illustrate how novels re-tell the story of this country and explore the American character, experience, and identity. By engaging the User with stories of immediate interest that are dramatic and compelling, the Web site will make connections between literature and life.

The site will aim to encourage thought and discussion of relevant issues in American literature and show that the American novel is a constantly evolving way in which we attempt to understand ourselves and our country.

The American novel cross-references all humanities disciplines and lends itself easily to treatment by interactive media. The American novel is composed of reflections and re-formulations of other narratives, including the refashioning of genres and other literary forms, manipulations and re-employments of histories, historical records, biographies, other non-fiction books, eyewitness accounts, film, television, and other forms of media.

The very nature of the novelistic enterprise allows us to explore the humanities content in a manner not available through a traditional linear broadcast. Using the interactive medium we can examine the themes, language, cultural influences, personal histories, and historical frameworks through traditional interactive methods such as interactive timelines and multimedia essays; audience participation such as polling and User surveys; broad appeal methods like educational games; and finally, more recent methods such as audio and video podcasting.

Format

An extensive Web site will expand the reach of the broadcast program’s content and use the wealth of research, resources, and series script materials in an effective, enhanced manner. By engaging the User with stories of immediate interest that are dramatic and compelling, the Web site will make connections between literature and the other disciplines of the humanities including history, the arts, religion, ethnic studies, and the social sciences.  

As Professor Leslie Fiedler has said, “the series should respond to the child’s cry in all of us to ‘tell me a story.’ ” The Internet not only has the power to tell these stories – they also allow for a User-defined experience in exploring them more deeply. Using the themes and rich content found in the American Novel series development as a point of departure, we will create a rich Web component to provide more in-depth analysis of the novels, authors, themes, and time periods which chronicle the American experience. 

Through the broadcast of one program, THE AMERICAN DREAM, we will steer viewers to an innovative Web site where the thematic lenses developed for the original series are captured and brought to life using new and emerging technologies.

Interactivity

The presentation for the Web component can be broken down into three main sections: 

Explore – This area will contain more traditional approaches to the content including a timeline of important literary movements, authors and novels, and a thematic breakdown and analysis of the content developed for the American Novel series.

Interact – This section will allow the User to take the information covered in the Explore section and participate in a number of online activities. 

Communicate – We will provide numerous tools that will allow Users to take surveys, ask questions of authors and experts, and participate by contributing their own stories and selections of books that have inspired them. 

Explore

Timeline: 1800-2000 - 200 Years of the American Novel

To provide a framework for all of the content to be collected for the Web component, we will create an overarching timeline of the American novel. The timeline will scroll through the 19th and 20th centuries and include photos of the authors and brief biographies; photos and explanations of important places, people, and artifacts; and audio and video content, where available.  

We will also include information about American Literary Movements – The Beats, the Harlem Renaissance, Southern Gothic, and others. For each movement we will provide an introduction, an analysis of the themes, style, and historical context. These will also feature representative authors and perhaps excerpts from representative works. A further layer can provide a view to what was happening in the United States, as well as the world, during each time period – giving the Users a wider lens to the the events that may have informed and influenced the novel. 

Six Novel Ideas: Narrative Themes that Reflect the American Experience

We will use the themes from the proposed series as a lens to explore the American novel throughout its history.  These themes are:

The American Dream explores how novelists have dealt with money and class, wealth, poverty and the nature of success and failure in America. 

From Melting Pot to Mosaic considers the immigrant novel as a window into America’s cultural and economic history. 

The Color Line sees how American novelists have dealt with the issue of race, as our fiction evolved to encompass a range of multi-ethnic voices.

Crises of Faith looks at novels that examined religion, the rebellion against it, and the search for meaning and moral guidelines in the modern world. 

Violence illustrates how stories of violence and terror enable Americans to grapple with – and perhaps lay to rest – some of the most painful memories of our collective history. 

The Forbidden surveys American works of fiction that have excited the wrath of citizens, and sometimes, the legal system. 

For each theme, we will include an essay written by a noted author and/or scholar. 

Interact

Who Am I?

This feature will be derived from the characters and story lines from the novels explored on the site and in the program. One possibility is to present Users with scenarios or lines from various books and ask them to identify the characters. This could feature audio files, wherever available. 

Symbols in American literature

This activity will examine the use of symbols in the American novel. We will choose up to twenty novels and illustrate through matching, multiple choice, and video, text, and audio explanations the nature of the symbols, the background on their meaning, and also provide associations to the larger fabric of American history and culture. Here is an example of two of the strongest symbols from The Great Gatsby.

· In The Great Gatsby Nick compares the green bulk of America rising from the ocean to the green light at the end of the dock. 

· The characters in the novel refer to "the eyes of Dr. Eckelberg" – the now-retired and now-deceased optometrist on the worn down billboard. Doctor T.J. Eckleberg can symbolize three things:

· He symbolizes corruption in society, watching over the valley which contains so much deceit, adultery, violence and grief.

· His eyes represent the eyes of an omnipotent God. 

· And he implies no forgiveness, mistreatment, and decay.

More than a simple matching game or test, the symbols we pull from the twenty novels will each be examined and make connections between literature and life.  

Hypertext Paragraphs

We will create ten interactive excerpts from novels that best illustrate innovation, creativity, and themes and issues discovered through the series’ research.

Some passages from novels will allow the User to click on a word, phrase, or topic to learn more about it, such as the use of dialect in Huck Finn; how Twain was writing in an American voice; how his influences were not European but from the Mississippi of his youth; and how this new voice became a breakthrough. 

In the Their Eyes Were Watching God, we can examine Alice Walker’s role in reintroducing this book to America. We can explore why it fell out of favor and why Zora Neale Hurston became such a forgotten figure. 

Other passages will lead to a more advanced level of enhancement which will include text, audio, stills, animation, historical documents, thematic threads, interviews, and logical links to the other humanities. 

Quiz

The quiz will be a 10-part multiple choice that broadly includes all of the site themes and content. Each will have a photograph/image, along with a brief paragraph explaining the right answer.

Communicate

Using the unique two-way communication of the Internet, we will create a number of tools that allow Users to provide feedback to the series producers, and also provide meaningful discussion amongst peers, and input into the site itself through User-generated content.

My Favorite Novel

In this section we will host a “tag cloud” allowing Users to post stories about the most important books in their lives. A tag cloud (more traditionally known as a weighted list in the field of visual design) is a visual depiction of content tags used on a website. Often, more frequently used tags are depicted in a larger font or otherwise emphasized, while the displayed order is generally alphabetical. Thus both finding a tag by alphabet and by popularity is possible. 
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Here is a sample from AFRICAN AMERICAN LIVES Web site.

As illustrated in the AFRICAN AMERICAN LIVES tag cloud, the essence of family history is the individual story. Here, we've provided a forum in which the User can share their own family's stories, whether they've been passed down over generations or collected as part of an oral history project. To see how the AFRICAN AMERICAN LIVES tag cloud works, please visit http://www.pbs.org/wnet/aalives/stories.html
In the American Novel tag cloud, we will allow users to share their own stories of which novels are most important to them and why. It is a fascinating and sophisticated way to present User-generated content on the site. 

Over time it will continue to grow and create a wide-reaching tapestry of books and the stories behind why they are important to individuals across America.

American Novel Lists

The list has become an important part of American culture. From The New York Times bestseller list to the 100 most popular movie moments on VH1, lists are a simple and engaging way for us to get feedback from our audience.

In this section we will create a number of lists that allow Users to submit and rate different aspects of the American novel. These can include:

· The 100 Greatest Novels

· The 100 Greatest Literary Heroes/Heroines & Villains/Villainesses

· The 100 Greatest Symbols

Viewer Survey

In this section we will ask viewers of the program to submit feedback. We will prompt them to answer questions such as:

· What elements of the program were most meaningful to them?

· Did they like the stylistic approach to the program?

· What are some suggestions on future novels and content that could be explored?

· Would they like to see more programs about the American Novel?

Video and Audio Podcasts

We will create an area that will host audio interviews of contemporary authors, which we plan to update on a monthly basis through the end of 2007, and video interviews with experts who were consulted for the program.   

Educational Component

The Classroom section of the American Novel site will feature three lesson plans designed for immediate use in middle and high school classrooms.

Lesson 1: This plan will focus on the theme of the American Dream and will include video excerpts from the broadcast.

Lesson 2: This plan will focus on the history of the novel in America, tracing its origin to England and showing how American writers changed it to fit the culture of the new world.

Lesson 3: This plan will focus on the American novel as agent of social/political change and will cite THE JUNGLE and two other novels (TBD) as examples. 

Target Audience

Reading is still the single most important way Americans develop critical skills and a complex understanding of themselves and their society. The popular form of reading is fiction, and novels make up 55% of all books that Americans read, according to Gallup Poll. Yet the books that Americans read in great numbers do not tend to be literary fiction. One indication of how television can change attitudes and affect behavior regarding literature is seen in talk-show host Oprah Winfrey’s success in encouraging millions of Americans to read literary fiction. Combining the power of the broadcast medium with the Internet would not only allow  Users at home and in classrooms to experience the power of the American Novel broadcast, it will also allow them to actively engage in the wealth of content crafted by the filmmaking and interactive media teams.

The target audience for American Novel Interactive, is the same audience for the broadcast series. Based on the subject and appeal of American Novel, Thirteen/WNET’s Department of Research determined that the series would be carried by the vast majority of public television stations across the country, reaching 97 percent of all television viewing households.  Excellent carriage such as this, coupled with an ambitious publicity campaign, will ensure that American Novel is viewed by the broadest possible national audience.  In addition to the viewing audience, the education market will embrace this content and add a broader, educational appeal to the content by virtue of the delivery medium. 

