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The Pastoral Turn – Initial Definition 

◦ By	this	term	I	mean	a	doubling	of	both	pastoral	and	turn,	a	double	consideration	of	the	etymological	
slipperiness	of	the	words.	This	begins	with	the	pastoral	as	an	adjective	in	two	senses:		

◦ the	first	related	to	action	describing	the	giving	of	advice	by	an	educative	agent	(a	character	within	the	
programme)	to	their	‘flock’	(where	the	flock	consists	of	characters	within	the	programme	and	the	
audiences	without);		

◦ and	in	a	second	sense,	which	relates	to	the	aesthetics	of	place	where	the	caregiving	described	above	
occurs	within	settings	which	emphasise	the	pastoral	beauty	of	the	rural.	By	‘turn’,	I	mean	both	the	
performative	aspect	–	a	clowning	–	by	agents	who	present	blurred	distinctions	between	their	on-and-off	
screen	personas;	and	the	noticeable	shift	among	an	identified	range	of	recent	British	comedy	
broadcasting	which	evidences	newly	expressed	emphases	on	the	role	of	the	rural	in	relation	to	health	
and	wellbeing. 



Hypothesis 

◦ That notable examples of contemporary British comedy mark tangible cultural shifts which imply 
a move away from: 
◦ Studio set comedy; the sketch format;  
◦ The pastoral as elegiac, romanticised, and set in the past 

◦ And towards 

◦ An understanding of being in green spaces as central to wellbeing 

◦ A nuanced appreciation of the lived experience 

◦ Acknowledgement of economic realities 

◦ Educatively driven narratives 

◦ The compassionate  



Background 

Original interest in This Country 

Observation of recent British 
BBC Comedies 

Internal funding bid – ineligible 

Desire to further work – hence 
VCRG work in progress meeting 



“Though pastoral may die 
in one form it is likely to 

be reincarnated in 
another”. (Cudden: 1999, p. 649) 

“We aspire to be the 
sitcom that Thomas 
Hardy would have 
written.” Crook (2015) 

“the pastoral of human 
life is such that realistic 
claims and modes are 
part of its repertoire”. 

(Alpers: 1982, p. 459). 



TWO PEOPLE 
IN A FIELD 

Theocritus – Idylls 



Routes to Wellness via interaction, invitation, 
and generosity through the Pastoral 
◦ “The pastoral landscape is often imagined as an ideal world of respite from the corruption of the 

court or city, but it is actually the invitation that creates the ideality of that world, which is only 
recognizable through interactions with other people in the landscape.” (Huth:2011, p. 45) 

◦ The proffering and accepting of invitations enable pastoral characters to enact relationships 
between different social groups—insiders and outsiders, haves and have-nots, pastoral 
residents and pastoral visitors. These social relations are at stake in any pastoral invitation, 
which establishes a claim on what is being offered … and on an ethos of generosity and 
hospitality performed by the invitation itself. Rethinking pastoral through invitation reveals not 
just a new understanding of a literary mode but also an insight into how individuals use speech 
to form and re-form communities in relation to the material world. (Huth: 2011, p. 46) 



This Country 
(2017-2020) 

◦ Mockumentary 
◦ Rural setting 

◦ Village life 
◦ Economic realities of lack of access to 
employment, education, housing, cultural 
pursuits. 
◦ Centered upon friendship 

 



Detectorists (2014-2017) 

◦ Comedy drama 

◦ Different locations, predominantly rural 

◦ Centered upon friendship 



Mortimer and 
Whitehouse: Gone 
Fishing (2018-2021) 

◦ Comedy – factual 
◦ Rural setting 

◦ Information heavy – graphics 
◦ Part travelogue 

◦ Centered upon friendship 



Two Figures in a Field 



THE PASTORAL GAZE 



Opening Titles – Series One, Episode 1 

◦ This Country Title Sequence 

◦ Mortimer and Whitehouse: Gone Fishing Opening Titles 

◦ Detectorists Opening Titles 



Routes to Wellness 

Comedy 

•  Physical 
•  Wordplay 
•  Incongruence 
•  superiority 

Phenomenological  
pleasures: 

•  Pastoral gaze 
•  Aural pleasure 
•  Bird song 
•  Music 
•  Sounds of nature 
•  Food 
•  Touch 
•  Movement 

Health education 

•  Heart healthy food 
•  Mental health 

representations 
•  Lifestyle advice 



Key Research Questions 

What relationships exists 
between humour, the rural, 

and wellbeing? 
What are the modes/formats 

of delivery?  

How is the pastoral 
manifested? Does it signal a 

qualitative difference to earlier 
modes of British comedy set 

in rural locations? 

How does the gaze function – 
what are the visual pleasures 

of the pastoral? 

How does the elemental 
function in the texts – 

especially water, earth, air, 
and how does this relate to 

wellbeing? 

How does the soundtrack 
(diegetic and non-diegetic) 

function? How does the 
prevalence of folk music work 
and what is its relationship to 

the pastoral? 

How are folk traditions 
manifested in the texts? How 

does the triad of location, 
tradition, and comedy brought 

together in ways through 
which wellness can be 

explored? 



Initial Research 
Aims 

To define the ‘pastoral turn’ 

To test its validity 

To articulate how it functions as something intimately producing wellness 
(not just reflecting it) 

To argue how the pastoral turn does important work in challenging the 
commodification of wellness 

How part of this work is achieved through the programmes being 
broadcast through the BBC and how this may chime with the Charter 
and Mission (something important when the ethos and the model of the 
BBC is under threat) 



Broader Aims 

To explore whether the pastoral turn is 
more widespread 

To argue how this spread may signal a 
cultural shift in comedy, more generally 
into something more humane 

To undertake audience-based research 
– e.g. with The British Heart 
Foundation 
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