T & L Audience

Thelma & Louise - Audience Notes

There are four areas of audience that you need to be familiar with:

· Target Audience (a breakdown of the target audience)

· Mode of Address (how the text speaks to the audience)

· Preferred/Differential Readings (the message the text wants to communicate)

· Audience Appeal (how the text appeals to the audience)
You also need to be able to describe the pleasures audiences might take in watching the film

1. Target Audience

Target Audiences for films are analysed through their segmentation (the different categories they fall into), e.g.

· Age

· Gender

· Interests

· Social class

· Political / social attitudes

· Their preferences for either Mainstream or Art-house films
Thelma & Louise caters for a wide and varied target audience made up of several different segments. The film aims for broad appeal in order to maximise profits. 
Firstly, there is the mainstream multiplex audience that enjoys thrillers and action films and would be attracted by the film’s fresh take on the road movie genre and its dramatic narrative. The age range for the target audience would be from 20-40, as that age group is more likely to identify with the two protagonists – younger audiences may find it hard to identify with the life situations of the two women, as may older audiences (who are also less likely to go to the cinema). The demanding narrative and themes of the film, along with the violence and swearing, would challenge young audiences and be more suitable for an audience of 15 and over (the BBFC rated the film 15). However, the film’s overall theme of escaping from an oppressive situation is one that audiences of any age can in principle identify with.
Unusually for mainstream Hollywood cinema, the film appeals primarily to females. The film is unashamedly told from a female point of view – the two women leads have agency and they shape the narrative of the film in a way that men usually do in mainstream cinema; the film adopts a ‘female gaze’ by positioning the audience in the subjectivity of the two women (for instance by dwelling much more on the pleasures of Brad Pitt’s half-naked body than on any woman’s); and men are almost universally represented as stupid, arrogant and/or violent. 

However, many men also enjoyed the movie. Stereotypically, males are more likely to enjoy action movies, and the film has enough tension, humour and dramatic violence to appeal to a mainstream male audience that enjoys thrillers and action movies. 
The audience can be described further as a middle class ABC1 audience with the interest and means to go out to the cinema. The lifestyle afforded to this target audience means they are familiar with both mainstream and art-house films, and are able to enjoy the film’s subversion of the traditionally masculine genres of the road movie. Art-House audiences may enjoy the film’s skilful visual design and cinematography, and the lack of complete resolution in the narrative structure is likely to appeal to their sense of themselves as active, intelligent viewers. Art-house audiences enjoy watching a film more than once, and there are a number of features of Thelma & Louise that would encourage this: the complex drama of the unfolding relationship between the two women; the witty and intelligent screenplay; the visual flair of the film evident in its stylish cinematography; and the film’s complex and challenging themes which are left partly unresolved by its poetic, open ending.
Other Audiences

The film would also appeal to:

· Fans of director Ridley Scott (previously known for films such as Alien, Blade Runner etc.)
· Existing fan base of Susan Sarandon and Geena Davis

2. Mode of Address

The mode of address is the way a film ‘speaks’ to (addresses) its audience.

The dominant mode of address in Thelma & Louise is a unified and indirect mode, a mode typical of fiction films. It is unified because the film follows one clear narrative path, tracking Thelma and Louise in their journey from the start to the end of the film. It is indirect because there is no voiceover, no captions, and at no point do any of the characters directly speak to the camera. Instead the audience is positioned on the women’s side of the story simply by the way the camera follows them through the film, so that the audience comes to identify with their perspective and share their point of view (the targeted audience of women will particularly identify with their journey away from the stifling conformity of their ordinary lives towards empowerment and freedom).
At times, we cut away from the women in order to follow the progress of the police investigation but this does not detract from the unified mode of address – we only see what is happening in the investigation in order to give us a clearer understanding of the predicament of the two main characters and we never leave them for long.
3. Preferred and Differential Readings
All films expect their audiences to respond to the characters, themes and ideas of the film in particular ways – they have a preferred reading that they want their audiences to share. However, there are always some audience segments who will disagree with this preferred reading – maybe they do not share the social or political assumptions of the film-makers, maybe they do not share the same interests or sense of humour as the filmmakers (imagine a 5-year old watching Pulp Fiction, or a member of the Ku Klux Klan watching Twelve Years a Slave ...). When audience segments interpret a film in a way that contradicts the preferred reading, it is known as a differential reading.
Task 2:

Complete the following table of possible preferred and differential readings for Thelma & Louise.
	
	Preferred Reading
	Differential Reading

	Thelma
	Meek, submissive housewife (at first) who gradually breaks free of her oppressive life, first through traumatic events (the attempted rape; the shooting of Harlan) and then increasingly through her own agency (sleeping with JD; taking control after he steals the money). Audiences are expected to identify completely with Thelma’s journey of transformation. 
	Weak and easily led – at first she allows Darryl to boss her around, then her childishness and lack of responsibility forces Louise to save her by killing Harlan and finally she seals the women’s fate by carelessly allowing JD to steal their money. Her transformation into an armed robber merely marks out her lack of character – she completely imitates JD and plunges them even further into trouble with the law.


	Louise
	World-weary, cynical but loyal older friend of Louise. She stands up for her friend and we are meant to approve, or at least condone, her shooting of Harlan. She also transforms into a free, empowered woman as the narrative unfolds, and audiences are expected to identify with her as they are with Thelma.
	

	Detective Hal Slocum
	
	

	Men in the film (especially Jimmy and Darryl, but also JD and the trucker)
	
	

	Violence
	
	


4. Audience Pleasures / Expectations
Audiences have needs and desires and this text appeals to the audience and offers many viewing pleasures. The audience would gain pleasure from the:

· Exciting road movie narrative that provides the pleasure of escapism from audiences’ ordinary lives.
· Performances of actors.
· Witty and memorable screenplay by Callie Khouri.
· The skilled direction of Ruidley Scott.
· The distinctive visual style of the film.
· New approach to a familiar genre (road movie/crime film).
· Strong feminist message of empowerment and resistance to sexism.
Task 1





On blank A4 paper, create a mind-map or spider diagram showing all the different audience segments appealed to by the film, and the reasons why each group would like the film.
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