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for Vaughn, who is always ready to watch
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Introduction

Shelley S. Rees

All of the contributors to this volume are fans of  Mystery Science Theater 3000 ( MST3K). I suspect that few others would be willing to spend this much time with the show, as it is a puzzling text that resists easy classification. Among viewers for whom the conceit makes sense,  MST3K  is hilarious, but others will find it impenetrable. When I screen episodes in my classes, many students howl with laughter, but at least one, invariably, will ask, “But what  is  this?” 

WHAT IS  MYSTERY SCIENCE THEATER 3000? 

 MST3K  was “humbly formed in a series of meetings and bad lunches at a tiny, last-rated independent TV station in Minneapolis,” 1 KTMA-TV, where it aired from November 1988 to May 1989. The show was picked up by the Comedy Channel (later renamed Comedy Central) in 1989 and ran seven seasons before moving to the Sci-Fi Channel in 1997, where it aired three more seasons. The Sci-Fi Channel continued to broadcast re-runs of the final three seasons until 2004. The writers also produced a full-length feature film in 1996,  Mystery Science Theater: The Movie. The show received eight CableACE nominations, one Peabody Award, and two Primetime Emmy nominations. 2

The show’s opening theme3 sketches the framing plot: a pleasant young janitor, first Joel Robinson (Joel Hodgson) and later Mike Nelson (Michael J. Nelson), is kidnapped by mad scientists and shot into orbit on a satellite. The “Mads” relay wretched movies to the satellite, one per episode, and measure the effects of those movies on the hapless viewer’s psyche, but Joel/Mike escapes much of the trauma by viewing the films with sentient robots whose mockery of the experiment mitigates its threat. This limited information leaves many questions unanswered: Who are these scientists and for whom do they work? Are they sending food to the satellite? Where is their lair, “Deep 13”? Why doesn’t NASA detect the satellite? Why doesn’t anyone report Joel or Mike missing? The theme is not merely shy with detail; it also employs a series of deferrals designed to rebuff further inquiry. For example, the lyrics offer the nonsensical time marker of “the not too distant future / Next Sunday A.D.,” 4

1
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 Shelley S. Rees

a nod and a wink to the show’s futuristic science fiction context that also allows the writers to avoid locating the action within a specific time period. If the show always occurs “next Sunday,” it remains ever a week ahead of the observer, coyly glancing back, inviting us to keep following though we will never catch up.  MST3K’s resistance to temporal positioning creates a sense of constant movement, of leaping from one next Sunday to another—but that movement remains confined to a satellite, conflating diachronic trajectory with synchronic orbit and comprising yet another layer of semiotic dissonance for viewers to process. 

The show’s writers are notorious for withholding “science facts.” In one issue of the fan publication  Satellite News, writer and producer Trace Beaulieu (who also operated and voiced the puppet Crow T. Robot and played mad scientist Dr. Forrester) responds to questions in a column ironically titled “Fun Facts to Know and Tell,” in which he dispenses no facts, fun or otherwise. 5 After being peppered with questions about the satellite’s thrusters and other details, Beaulieu finally answers, “Look. I don’t know. OK?” In a 1999 issue of  Satellite News, the show’s creator, Joel Hodgson, admits to confusing audiences purposefully, beginning with the show’s title. When asked about the meaning of the number “3000,” 

Hodgson replies, “I just wanted to pick something that would sort of jar and captivate people. They would hear 3000 and think it was the year 3000. I was hoping it would sort of disorient them and prepare them for the strange message they were about to receive.” 6 Moreover, the theme song ends with the famous lines, “Repeat to yourself, ‘It’s just a show / I should really just relax,’” 7 a playful rebuke of those of us inclined to query the text for meaning. But is “disoriented” and passive truly the optimal state of mind in which to view  MST3K? Further, what “message” 

does a show so adept at deflecting interrogation transmit, and to whom? 

 MYSTERY SCIENCE THEATER 3000  AS CULT TELEVISION

One category in which critics often place  MST3K  is the elusive “cult television”; in fact,  Entertainment Weekly  online ranks the show at number four in its list of “26 Best Cult TV Shows Ever.” 8 Classifying a show as

“cult” implicates its audience more than its other characteristics, as most television scholars agree that “cult shows attract loyal fans but in fewer numbers than the more highly rated shows that constitute the mainstream,” 9 such that “the common characteristic is found not in the texts but in their viewers.” 10 As Le Guern explains, “The mode of reception, rather than the mode of production or textual characteristics, seems best to define cult film.” 11 Cult television fans tend to identify strongly with their chosen text, viewing episodes multiple times and embracing their chosen show as a vehicle for resisting the conformity implied by mainstream programming. As Le Guern further argues, 
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It helps to think of cult practice as a specific type of constitution of a cultural heritage (to which the arrival of the video recorder contributed a great deal), as the distinctive assertion of tastes that are too often summarily labeled as kitsch or immature, and as the valorization of new forms of cultural expression and mediation (in particular television) that call into question the oppositions between popular and high culture and between minor and major arts and genres, as well as the passivity attributed to popular audiences. 12

In effect, then, the cult television phenomenon exemplifies the ideal popular culture audience, resisting hegemonic culture and empowering viewers to participate in that resistance. According to Dean, fans of MST3K  in particular are “emblematic of the late-20th-century celebration of individual agency and the powers of the audience” 13 as well as “the ways that power and point of view are negotiated between a pop cultural work and its audience.” 14

As a model of irreverence toward authority,  Mystery Science Theater 3000  offers several levels of resistance that may attract such a cult following. Joel and Mike are described in the opening theme as “not too different from you or me” and “a regular Joe,” respectively. This information is characteristically unspecific, but the effect is to situate the kidnapped blue-collar worker as an Everyman who “has been manipulated by institutional forces larger than himself.” 15 Audience sympathy tracks with Joel/Mike, representing the average, hardworking citizen oppressed first by his bosses, the mad scientists, and then, more covertly, by the cultural establishment that deems film superior to television and drama superior to comedy by virtue of genre, without regard for the individual merit of particular texts. For a 2012 story about the “new breed of TV drama,” a GQ  interviewer asks Matthew Weiner, the creator of  Mad Men, “Nowa-days nobody would struggle with feeling inferior for working in television instead of movies, the way someone like  The Sopranos’ David Chase once did, right?” Weiner replies that “there’s still a hierarchy” and goes on to explain, “It would start with poetry, then go theater, novel, then film, and then TV, then maybe radio.” 16  Mystery Science Theater’s response to this hierarchy: a television show in which a “regular Joe” exposes and ridicules weeks upon weeks of the most execrable films imaginable. It may be so that “when television is bad, nothing is worse,” 17 but conflate good television with terrible film, and television wins the day. 

Similarly,  MST3K  dismisses the privileging of tragedy over comedy—a hierarchy harking back to Aristotle and reflected still in the paucity of comedic Best Picture winners—by appropriating films that take themselves seriously as drama and “recontextualizing them into a new work”:18 in short,  MST3K  refashions everything it touches as comedy and, most important, ennobles the altered result as a superior-quality text. 
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READING  MYSTERY SCIENCE THEATER 3000

Ideal viewers of  MST3K  must navigate its deliberate ambiguity, be erudite enough to appreciate gags such as an extended skit about Ingmar Bergman’s cinematic oeuvre, and have the humility and patience to accept that they will never understand every joke shouted by the “riffers.” 

(I have in fact watched the show with people who find the latter unpalat-able, lamenting that they don’t understand half of what they are hearing.) The staggering breadth and depth of the references encompassed by the MST3K  text precludes any one viewer’s having ready access to more than a fraction of them.  The Mystery Science Theater 3000 Amazing Colossal Episode Guide  includes an appendix of “The Fifty Most Obscure References,” 

which includes everything from local jokes about Midwestern vacation spots and radio hosts to number 12, “Isn’t that how Aeschylus died?”; number 28, “I’m gonna get me a piece of bottom land” (from  The Grapes of Wrath); number 35, “There goes a narwhal” (from “Rock Lobster” by the B-52s); and number 34, “Who’d have thought the old man to have so much blood in him?” 19

Clearly  Mystery Science Theater  allows for—even demands—an equally expansive array of critical approaches, and of course this collection cannot boast anything near an exhaustive study. We do hope to complement and encourage other scholarly approaches to this invigorating, challenging text. To that end, we offer three sections of critical works. The first, titled “Rhetoric and the Empowered Audience,” includes four chapters that address  MST3K’s function as an exercise in rhetorical resistance. 

Chapter 1, “The Audio-Visual Palimpsest: Rhetoric, Poetics, and Heteroglossia in  Mystery Science Theater 3000,” by Ben Wetherbee, applies Bakhtin’s theory of heteroglossia and the democratizing effects of multiplicity and hybridity in novels to  MST3K. Wetherbee argues that “MST3K’s form poses a beguiling rhetorical situation wherein the text itself comprises multiple voices, but arranges these voices within a rhetorical hierarchy that anticipates audience sympathies.” Wetherbee identifies the full text of  Mystery Science Theater  as a palimpsest, a layering of the voices from the film being screened by the show with the voices of the riffers and, ultimately, the voices of the audience. He concludes that the symbiotic composite text resulting from  Mystery Science Theater’s film/television hybridity establishes a dialogic context in which readers may focus on rhetorical implications—on what the text  does—as opposed to arbitrary categories of “high” or “low” culture. 

In chapter 2, “Mystery Science Theater 3000  and the Restricted Universe of Popular Culture Production,” Jef Burnham and Joshua Paul Ewalt approach the in-theater segments of the show as artifacts of popular culture production, specifically with regard to the show’s construction of prefab-ricated weapons of rhetorical resistance for audiences. Aligning themselves with popular culture theorists John Fiske and Michel de Certeau, 
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who see the space created by pop culture texts as inherently political, these authors place  MST3K  in that frame as well, identifying its particular

“equipment for resistance” through its positioning of Joel/Mike and the irreverent robots as intermediators between the hegemonic text of the film and the passive viewers. Ultimately, they argue, the relationship between text and audience is inherently combative, a power struggle between hegemonic textual authority and viewer autonomy, and  MST3K

is a weapons dealer, offering “stock, preinvented resistances” that help its fans “resist the culture industry with relatively little rhetorical invention.” 

Neal Stidham’s chapter, “Down in Front! Interpretation, Performance, 

‘Shadowramma,’ and the Hermeneutics of  Mystery Science Theater 3000,” 

discusses the ways in which  Mystery Science Theater 3000  alters the films it appropriates. Stidham explains that viewers of  MST3K  do not realize that some elements of films mocked by the show can result from the show’s editing choices, not from the films themselves; for example, details of a scene may be obscured by the silhouettes of the riffers across the screen, or plot details may be elided when the film is edited for the show’s time constraints. Beyond these literal modifications to the original films MST3K  screens, the acts of interpretation performed by the riffers also contribute to the intertextuality of the result. In effect, the treatment of a film by  MST3K  imposes an “intervening layer of commentary” between the text of the film and the audience’s interpretations, “which both insulates the audience and distorts the movies themselves,” but the ultimate interaction between film, television show, and audience “represents intertextuality writ large, a practical demonstration of just how many cultural elements even a cinematic clunker can evoke.” 

One of the most beloved aspects of the  MST3K  experience is its inclusion of “shorts” at the beginning of some episodes. These short films, with topics ranging from embarrassingly vapid educational videos about personal hygiene to extended product advertisements, reveal much about the 1950s America in which most of them were produced. Sean Kennedy’s chapter, “‘My Life Is a Hollow Lie’: Riffing the Sexism of the Past in  Mystery Science Theater 3000,” discusses the ways in which MST3K’s riffers use their postfeminist sensibilities to expose and eviscer-ate normalized sexism as it appears in several of these short segments. 

Using the Pingree-Hawkins “Sexism Scale” for reference, Kennedy assures us that, while  MST3K  may present itself as frivolous and apolitical, it reveals a progressive agenda in its scathing ridicule of patriarchy and of the messages of gender conformity promoted by the self-help films. In fact, by resurrecting these artifacts of 1950s gender roles—in which girls and women appear as ornamental or servile—and exposing them to scorn, the show encourages its viewers to reflect upon the accomplishments of feminism and social justice as well as the goals we continue to pursue. 
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Part II of the collection presents three chapters that analyze  MST3K

through distinct generic traditions. The most obvious (and thus often unexamined) quality of  MST3K  is that it is funny, at least for those viewers who get the show’s brand of humor. One can reach back to Aristotle to investigate the implications of categorizing a particular text as comedy, but chapter 5, “‘Do You Even Live Here?’: Regionalism, Humor, and Tradition in  Mystery Science Theater 3000,” by Claire Schmidt and Laurel Schmidt, uses a subgenre of comedy studies to analyze the show’s use of regional humor. In their article, Schmidt and Schmidt establish  MST3K

within that comedic subgenre and explain how the show’s writers, themselves denizens of the Midwestern United States, employ their cultural backgrounds as “in-group humor” for their fellow Midwesterners while simultaneously inviting “outsiders” to enjoy humorous regional stereotypes. The authors apply theories of folk humor and regionalism to MST3K’s local jokes, taking time to explain some of those jokes to outsiders and ultimately establishing the show as a serious and well-considered exemplar of the genre. 

Further,  MST3K  is so often discussed as a rhetorical artifact that we might forget that it is also a science fiction narrative. In chapter 6, “How to Make Robot Friends: Mocking Technophobia and Technophilia in Mystery Science Theater 3000,” Kevin Donnelly investigates  MST3K’s place within the science fiction tradition of technophobia, identifying several episodes of the show that screen films in which robots either threaten their human creators or suffer the Pinocchio syndrome of craving full humanity—or both. Donnelly analyzes the reactions of the show’s robots, Crow and Tom, to these traditional science fiction robot roles, concluding that  MST3K’s robot characters represent a more “hopeful vision” of an egalitarian relationship between humans and the machines we create as they disdain both the violent and the obsequious onscreen robots. Donnelly’s work explains how the show’s reimagining of the technophobia trope exemplifies the way in which  MST3K  performs and revises generic traditions. 

The final chapter in part II, “Your Experiment This Week: The Attack of  Mystery Science Theater  and Moral Imagination (in Color),” by John Venecek, compares  MST3K’s treatment of B movies to literature’s role in constructing moral imagination for readers. According to Venecek, theorists and audiences take for granted that “great” fiction contributes to an understanding of moral choices, but  MST3K “returns a sense of moral relevance to films that are frequently dismissed as camp or cheese by reminding us of the strangeness, complexity, and humanity that exists at the heart of these movies.” In essence, the show’s jibes perform “the unintentional favor of defamiliarizing” the tired plotlines of low-budget older films, providing the  MST3K  audience an opportunity to confront new interpretations and glean new moral inspiration from their recontextualized material. 
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Finally, our third section addresses postmodern and intertextual readings of  MST3K. Though  MST3K  may not strike one as an obvious text for classroom use, it can be a versatile pedagogical tool. I have used it in undergraduate English courses to facilitate discussions about narrative framing, resistant reading, hegemony and master narratives, and intertextuality. Anyone who finds this surprising will be stunned by chapter 8, Walter C. Metz’s essay, “‘This Isn’t Yorick, It’s George Goebel’:  Mystery Science Theater 3000  Does  Hamlet,” in which he argues that the  Mystery Science Theater  episode featuring a wretched German television production of Shakespeare’s  Hamlet “teaches us how to watch  Hamlet.” According to Metz,  MST3K’s mockery of this canonical tragedy reconstructs it as comedy. Recontextualizing a text to make it strange and thus vulnerable to new modes of reading remains a crucial strategy for postmodern interpretation; Metz’s palimpsestic reading acknowledges  MST3K’s version of Hamlet  as a legitimate text in its own right, an intertextual creation that exemplifies “the value of  MST3K  for the academic study of Shakespeare and contemporary mass media culture.” 

The collection ends with chapter 9, “Mystery Science Theater 3000  as Metafilm: Postmodern Narrative Readings,” in which Nathan Shank examines  MST3K  as “a media consciousness that is critical of popular television.” Shank goes on to establish  MST3K  as an example of metafiction with singular implications for postmodern approaches. He argues that MST3K’s brand of metafictional parody incorporates generic science fiction tropes into its narrative—such as locating its action in the “not too distant future” and establishing a good/evil dichotomy between Joel and the mad scientists who kidnap him—and uses them to refine the way its viewers engage with fictional minds. Through its self-conscious metafictional construct,  Mystery Science Theater  moves beyond mockery of out-dated cinema to present “a potent critique to 1990s media culture.” 

NOTES

1. Trace Beaulieu, Paul Chaplin, Jim Mallon, Kevin Murphy, Michael J. Nelson, and Mary Jo Pehl,  The Mystery Science Theater 3000 Amazing Colossal Episode Guide (New York: Bantam, 1996), vii. 

2. “FAQ: The Basics,”  Satellite News, http://www.mst3kinfo.com/mstfaq/basics.html. See also “Mystery Science Theater 3000,” Internet Movie Database, http://

www.imdb.com/title/tt0094517. 
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6. “20 Questions Only Joel Hodgson Can Answer,” interview,  Satellite News, Spring 1999, http://www.mst3kinfo.com/satnews/brains/20q.html (accessed 15 Nov. 
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7. Hodgson and Weinstein, “Mystery Science Theater 3000  Theme Song,” 25–26. 

[image: Image 68]

[image: Image 69]

[image: Image 70]

[image: Image 71]

8

 Shelley S. Rees

8. “26 Best Cult TV Shows Ever,”  Entertainment Weekly  online, http://

www.ew.com/ew/gallery/0,,20620965_21199110,00.html (accessed 26 Aug. 2012). 

9. Roberta E. Pearson, “Observations on Cult Television,” in  The Cult TV Book: From Star Trek to Dexter; New Approaches to TV Outside the Box, ed. Stacey Abbott, 7–19

(Berkeley, CA: Soft Skull, 2010), 9. 

10. Roberta E. Pearson, “Kings of Infinite Space: Cult Television Characters and Narrative Possibilities,”  Scope, Nov. 2003, http://www.scope.nottingham.ac.uk/article.php?issue=nov2003&id=262&section=article (accessed 20 Dec. 2012). 

11. Philippe Le Guern, “Toward a Constructivist Approach to Media Cults,” trans. 

Richard Crangle, in  Cult Television, ed. Sara Gwenllian-Jones and Roberta E. Pearson (Minneapolis: Minnesota University Press, 2004), 7. 

12. Le Guern, “Toward a Constructivist Approach to Media Cults,” 12. 

13. Michael Dean, “Frame Work, Resistance, and Co-optation: How  Mystery Science Theater 3000  Positions Us Both In and Against Hegemonic Culture,” in  In the Peanut Gallery with Mystery Science Theater 3000: Essays on Film, Fandom, Technology, and the Culture of Riffing, ed. Robert G. Weiner and Shelley E. Barba (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2011), Kindle edition, 2033. 

14. Dean, “Frame Work, Resistance, and Co-optation,” 2038. 

15. Dean, “Frame Work, Resistance, and Co-optation,” 2089. 

16. Brett Martin, “The Men behind the Curtain: A  GQ  TV Roundtable,”  GQ  online, June 2012, http://www.gq.com/entertainment/movies-and-tv/201206/roundtable-discussion-matthew-weiner-vince-gilligan-david-milch#ixzz2G5qc3bCy (accessed

10

Dec. 2012). 

17. Newton N. Minow, “Television and the Public Interest,” 9 May 1961, American Rhetoric Top 100 Speeches, http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/newtonmin-ow.htm (accessed 19 Dec. 2012). 

18. David Ray Carter, “Cinemasochism: Bad Movies and the People Who Love Them,” in  In the Peanut Gallery with Mystery Science Theater 3000: Essays on Film, Fandom, Technology, and the Culture of Riffing, ed. Robert G. Weiner and Shelley E. Barba (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2011), Kindle, 1716. 

19. Beaulieu et al.,  The Mystery Science Theater 3000 Amazing Colossal Episode Guide, 161–171. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Beaulieu, Trace, Paul Chaplin, Jim Mallon, Kevin Murphy, Michael J. Nelson, and Mary Jo Pehl.  The Mystery Science Theater 3000 Amazing Colossal Episode Guide. New York: Bantam, 1996. 

Carter, David Ray. “Cinemasochism: Bad Movies and the People Who Love Them.” In In the Peanut Gallery with Mystery Science Theater 3000: Essays on Film, Fandom, Technology, and the Culture of Riffing, edited by Robert G. Weiner and Shelley E. Barba. 

Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2011. Kindle. 

Dean, Michael. “Frame Work, Resistance, and Co-optation: How  Mystery Science Theater 3000  Positions Us Both In and Against Hegemonic Culture.” In  In the Peanut Gallery with Mystery Science Theater 3000: Essays on Film, Fandom, Technology, and the Culture of Riffing, edited by Robert G. Weiner and Shelley E. Barba. Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2011. Kindle. 

“FAQ: The Basics.”  Satellite News. http://www.mst3kinfo.com/mstfaq/basics.html (accessed 10 November 2012). 

Hodgson, Joel, and Josh Weinstein. “Mystery Science Theater 3000  Theme Song.” Music by Joel Hodgson and Charles Erickson, 1988. 

Le Guern, Philippe. “Toward a Constructivist Approach to Media Cults.” Translated by Richard Crangle. In  Cult Television, edited by Sara Gwenllian-Jones and Roberta E. Pearson, 3–27. Minneapolis: Minnesota University Press, 2004. 

[image: Image 72]

[image: Image 73]

[image: Image 74]

[image: Image 75]

 Introduction

9

Martin, Brett. “The Men behind the Curtain: A  GQ  TV Roundtable.”  GQ  online, June 2012. http://www.gq.com/entertainment/movies-and-tv/201206/roundtable-discussion-matthew-weiner-vince-gilligan-david-milch#ixzz2G5qc3bCy (accessed 10 December 2012). 

Minow, Newton N. “Television and the Public Interest.” 9 May 1961. American Rhetoric Top 100 Speeches. http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/newtonmin-ow.htm (accessed 19 December 2012). 

Pearson, Roberta E. “Observations on Cult Television.” In  The Cult TV Book: From Star Trek to Dexter; New Approaches to TV Outside the Box, edited by Stacey Abbott, 7–19. 

Berkeley, CA: Soft Skull, 2010. 

———. “Kings of Infinite Space: Cult Television Characters and Narrative Possibilities.”  Scope, November 2003. http://www.scope.nottingham.ac.uk/article.php? 

issue=nov2003&id=262&section=article. 

 Satellite News, print archives, vol. 5, no. 2 (Holiday 1993). http://www.mst3kinfo.com (accessed 12 November 2012). 

“20 Questions Only Joel Hodgson Can Answer.” Interview.  Satellite News, Spring 1999. 

http://www.mst3kinfo.com/satnews/brains/20q.html (accessed 15 November 2012). 

“26 Best Cult TV Shows Ever,”  Entertainment Weekly  online. http://www.ew.com/ew/

gallery/0,,20620965_21199110,00.html (accessed 26 August 2012). 

[image: Image 76]

[image: Image 77]

[image: Image 78]

[image: Image 79]

[image: Image 80]

[image: Image 81]

[image: Image 82]

[image: Image 83]

 Part I

Rhetoric and the Empowered

Audience of  Mystery Science Theater

 3000

[image: Image 84]

[image: Image 85]

[image: Image 86]

[image: Image 87]

[image: Image 88]

[image: Image 89]

[image: Image 90]

[image: Image 91]

ONE

The Audiovisual Palimpsest

 Rhetoric, Poetics, and Heteroglossia in  Mystery Science Theater 3000

Ben Wetherbee

Imagine, if you would, this chapter read aloud. Imagine, too, yourself sitting a row behind Crow, Servo, and Mike (or Joel if you prefer)1 in an otherwise empty theater. The three of them, of course, take every opportunity, every pause between sentences, every prolonged breath, to interject and make light of my inflated academese, snicker every time a book-ish buzzword like “hegemonic” or “problematize” crops up, and scoff at my very need to theorize a dumb TV show. They gleefully lampoon my writing style, my status as a scholar, even my masculinity. I can hear Crow wisecracking, “This guy really breaks down the nerd-geek binary.” 

Something like that. 

If you’re a fan of  Mystery Science Theater 3000 ( MST3K), I can assume not only that these circumstances feel familiar, but that you’d be more inclined to laugh along with Mike and the ’bots than shush them. The game is rigged: Who would rather listen to a Foucault-citing blowhard who drops terms like “palimpsest” and “heteroglossia” than a trio of well-cultured but fun-loving quipsters? Who would prefer analysis to satire? Not an  MST3K  fan, that’s for sure. 

In proposing this scenario, then, I disserve myself. If readers successfully imagine Mike and the ’bots’ running commentary atop my own prose, my ethos, the performance of my own persuasive character, is shot. My rhetorical theory cannot compete with their wit, nor my erudi-tion with their sense of humor. This reality, however, only confirms the 13
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argument I wish to make, that  MST3K’s form poses a beguiling rhetorical situation wherein the text itself comprises multiple voices but arranges these voices within a rhetorical hierarchy that anticipates audience sympathies. I may relegate myself to the low end of this hierarchy, but this self-subordination will demonstrate my arguments all the better, and perhaps provide a few laughs along the way. In the spirit of  MST3K, and in recognition that academics need to laugh at themselves more often, that’s a sacrifice I’m glad to make. 

Let the heckling begin. 

THE AUDIOVISUAL PALIMPSEST:  MST3K  AND THE QUESTION OF

PRINT METAPHORS

This chapter seeks to examine the remarkably innovative form of  MST3K

through the lenses of rhetorical criticism and Mikhail Bakhtin’s dialogics. 

I divide this study into four sections. This one, the first, supplies a lexical and conceptual framework for thinking about what characterizes MST3K’s form in the first place, and what makes it effective. The second introduces Bakhtin’s concept of  heteroglossia  as a key tool for thinking about  MST3K’s form, and its form in relation to other texts, and the third, which is the most theoretically substantial, extends the Bakhtinian reading of  MST3K  to consider intersections between rhetoric and poetics and to conduct a comparative analysis of  MST3K’s rhetoric with that of Fyodor Dostoevsky, an author Bakhtin champions for his democratic form. 

In the conclusion, I consider the lessons learned from posing this odd juxtaposition between  MST3K  and Russian literature and pose several suggestions for rethinking the work of rhetorical criticism. 

The title of this chapter stems from a simple observation: that even now, even in the digital age as many presage the death of the book, our thinking is still print based enough to necessitate linguistic and literary vocabulary in the discussion of audiovisual media. Despite critiques of auteur theory, filmgoers and critics still grant authorial clout to names like Federico Fellini and Martin Scorsese; scholars like David Bordwell and Seymour Chatman discuss film narration via the attention-focusing camera eye; 2 and others invoke ideas of “film language” as pioneered by Christian Metz and rooted in the linguistic theory of Ferdinand de Saus-sure. In college classrooms, teachers of writing and rhetoric use film and television pedagogically, while teachers of film still insist that their students write alphabetically about film and television. 3 Roland Barthes, in a 1964 article, remarks that “today at the level of mass communications, it appears that the linguistic message is indeed present in every image: as title, caption, accompanying press article, film dialogue, comic strip balloon. Which shows that it is not very accurate to talk of a civilization of the image—we are still, more than ever, a civilization of writing.” 4 Over a
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half century later, the paradigm remains. Film, television, and advertisements continue to couple images with verbal discourse, and newer modes like YouTube videos, blogs, and web-based news outlets only perpetuate the same trend in new settings. If anything, the proliferation of free, available web space for would-be authors around the globe has strengthened alphabetic writing’s omnipresence; writing, in turn, continues to affect our thinking about television and film. 

Nowhere is this fusion of verbal and imagistic discourse more apparent than in  MST3K, but the show tends to confound the comparisons between written and audiovisual modes (the novel to the fiction film, the short film to the short story, the documentary to the argumentative essay, etc.).  MST3K’s bizarre composition challenges rote comparisons between the written and audiovisual. Does  MST3K  even have a written analogue? 

And if so, how does one account for its hybridity? 

Before addressing these questions directly, I want to recognize the importance of  MST3K’s formal innovations, which deserve much of the credit for the show’s many successes: its ten seasons of airplay on Comedy Central (1989–1996) and the Sci-Fi Channel (1997–1999), the feature film ( Mystery Science Theater 3000: The Movie, 1996) inspired from the series, and its devout legions of fans who can quote from  Manos: The Hands of Fate  or  Space Mutiny  at will. The show’s brilliance stems from its fusion of two distinct modes, a movie (usually a bad narrative fiction film) and an audio commentary track synced with three silhouettes in the corner. One silhouette is a human’s—either the show’s creator Joel Hodgson or his successor Mike Nelson—and two are of robots, Crow and Tom Servo. The show’s overarching narrative confines Joel and later Mike to the Satellite of Love, a bone-shaped spacecraft equipped with a full-sized movie theater but no means of escape, wherein the protagonists are forced by the evil Dr. Forrester, and in later seasons his mother, Pearl, to watch one shoddy B movie after another as part of a diabolical experiment on the limits of human sanity. Neither Joel nor Mike can control when the movies start, the show’s theme song explains, because Joel

“used those special parts to make his robot friends.” 5 How “special” 

these parts truly are remains in doubt, though, since Crow is built from a bowling pin and hockey mask webbing, among other knickknacks, while Servo’s body was once a gumball machine. 

This story arc is so contrived, so self-consciously harebrained, that its real purpose becomes quite clear under any scrutiny: The narrative rationalizes Mike and the ’bots’ place in the corner of the screen; it justifies the form. In most television, the inverse is true. Most shows adopt a conventional formal structure that allows for what Seymour Chatman calls the “narrative of resolution, [wherein] there is a sense of problem solving, of things being worked out.” 6 Each episode poses a problem, which the characters have a half hour or hour to resolve before the credits roll. 7  MST3K, by contrast, enacts what I’ll call a narrative of  continuum; it
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concerns itself less with raising and resolving problems than with sustaining a certain form week after week. If shows like  Law and Order  and The X-Files  emotionally gratify viewers by introducing and resolving one crime, puzzle, or other problem per episode,  MST3K  gratifies through the steadiness and longevity of its humor. This comic “metatheater,” notes King, “makes us aware of how the very form of popular films and television tends to trivialize everything it touches.” 8  MST3K’s own form, in turn, trivializes the narrative forms of its pop cultural fodder: it sterilizes the narrative of resolution under a continuous bath of satire. 

But, returning to literary analogies, the question of  MST3K’s written analogue remains unanswered. At first impression, the show seems most like a novel—a bad one—peppered with sardonic annotations. Given perennial comparison of films with novels and  MST3K’s reliance on film texts, the annotative analogy seems a logical step, and King agrees: “Joel and his robots are like living footnotes on the bottom of the screen, commenting on whatever film or television show we are watching them watch.” 9 It is this very  liveness, though, that confounds the footnote metaphor. One can, and usually does, easily skip over footnotes, which stall and interrupt the flow of a written narrative; they are optional and leave the preexisting narrative structure intact. But watching  MST3K, one can’t very well “not read” the commentary.  MST3K, thus, is more palimpsestic than annotative: the commentary is not written under or alongside the original text, but  over  it, effectively fusing the two modes into a single hybrid, multivoiced text. The metaphor even extends visually; the show projects the silhouettes of Mike and the ’bots not under but  over  the screen, where they often gesture at the mise-en-scène or pretend to reach out and prod characters on-screen. Thus, we can refer to the commentary and the movie each as separate  components  of an episode of  MST3K, but not, since they form a simultaneous, unified audiovisual experience, as different  texts. This biform composition that  MST3K  takes, the audiovisual palimpsest, deserves attention for its unique rhetorical assets. I will return to this topic below. 

HETEROGLOSSIA IN  MST3K

 MST3K’s palimpsestic form takes on especial significance when juxtaposed with the theory of Soviet linguist and literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin. Bakhtin’s “thousands of astonishingly various yet curiously harmoni-ous pages” 10 of scholarship range in their subject matter from sociolingu-istics to philosophy to metacriticism, from novelistic form to specific authors like Rabelais and Dostoevsky. Unsurprisingly, his work has attracted cross-disciplinary attention, and scholars in rhetoric, literature, communications, comparative religion, and elsewhere have appropriated Bakhtin’s blanket theory of “dialogism,” which sees language as net-
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works of “utterances,” or individual speech acts by individual subjects, each of which “is a link in a very complexly organized chain of other utterances.” 11 Linguistic or literary form, for Bakhtin, is meaningless if divorced from its communicative function and ideological connotations. 

This dialogic perspective transfers to Bakhtin’s criticism on the novel. 

The novel, for Bakhtin, dramatizes or performs the ideological tensions and interconnected voices at play in its society of origin: “Oppositions of individual wills and minds are submerged in  social  heteroglossia, they are reconceptualized through it. Oppositions between individuals [in the novel] are only surface upheavals of the untamed elements in social heteroglossia.” 12 Bakhtin coins this term,  heteroglossia, to denote “a diversity of social speech types (sometimes even diversity of languages) and a diversity of individual voices” within a social plane; the novel, for Bakhtin, can be defined as “artistically arranged” heteroglossia, which emerges through authorial speech; narratorial exposition; characters’ dialogue; and “inserted genres” like letters, articles, and orations. 13 Such modes stand in for their social counterparts, and their relative autonomy preempts authorial monologism. 

One curiosity of Bakhtinian studies, though, is the dearth of scholarship applying concepts like  utterance  and  heteroglossia  to audiovisual media. Two notable exceptions are Robert Stam’s book  Subversive Pleasures: Bakhtin, Cultural Criticism, and Film (1989) and Martin Flanagan’s  Bakhtin and the Movies: New Ways of Understanding Hollywood Film (2009). 14 Both authors make commonsensical but astute applications of Bakhtin’s writings to film theory. Flanagan explains that, for instance, “it is possible to speak of film as a kind of utterance because . . . it is not only the producer of meaning but also the site and recipient of meanings projected back onto it by its dialogic communicant and adversary, the spectator.” 15 In a complementary analysis, Stam sums up Bakhtin’s link between social and novelistic heteroglossia, but includes other media in the equation: “A given linguistic community shares a common language, but different segments ‘live’ that common language diversely. The role of an artistic text, be it a novel, a play, or a film, is not to represent real life ‘existents’ but rather to stage the conflicts inherent in heteroglossia, the coincidences and competitions of languages and discourses.” 16

The relevance of Flanagan and Stam’s insights to  MST3K  is virtually self-evident. Mike and the ’bots vocally embody Flanagan’s spectator as they “project” meaning back onto the movies screened before them, thus illustrating the thorniness inherent in any dialogic situation. In Bakhtin’s words, “The speaker [or filmmaker] strives to get a reading on his own word, and on his own conceptual system that determines this word, within the alien conceptual system of the understanding receiver.” 17

Here, the commentators not only reject most movies’ utterances and

“conceptual systems” wholesale, but they voice their own antagonistic utterances in reply, undercutting the movies’ intended meanings in favor
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of their own ironic and satirical countermeanings. They prove that Flanagan is correct, potentially, to refer to the spectator as a film’s “adversary.” 

But with  MST3K, this relationship only constitutes half the story. The show’s grand irony is that, even as Mike and the ’bots ruthlessly malign these movies, as they joke that, for instance, the director’s name is an anagram for “direct-to-video,” or that the star is “a makeup-less clown,” 18 the movies and commentators are codependent. They  need  each other. Without the movies, Mike and the ’bots’ satirical utterances would have no dialogic referent—they would be incomprehensible and impossible—and without the apparatus of  MST3K, these movies would drift into obscurity, their straggling VHS copies packed into the dusty corners of attics and used video emporiums. The commentators forge a paradoxi-cal relationship, at once antagonistic and symbiotic—hostile but mutually beneficial. 

This relationship depends on heteroglossia, and nowhere is heteroglossia more self-apparent than in  MST3K. Novelistic multivoicedness, as Bakhtin demonstrates, can also be self-apparent—in characters’ dialogue, for instance, or in epistolary exchanges—or it can be subtle and transpar-ent when, for instance, Dickens inserts small ironies, parodies, and expressions of a character’s consciousness into his otherwise straightforward narration, creating a “hybrid construction” that “belongs, by its grammatical (syntactic) and compositional markers, to a single speaker, but that actually contains mixed within it two utterances, two speech manners, two styles.” 19  MST3K, of course, creates its own breed of hybrid, but nothing so nuanced. The simultaneous utterances found in MST3K, again, belong not to a single grammatical structure like the narrated paragraph, but to a palimpsest; its multiple voices are easily dis-cernable, but still inseparable from the composite text. Every movie comprises its own heteroglossia (though, in the case of most  MST3K  fodder, a poorly wrought one), a tangle of voices filtered through the screen “eti-quette” filmmakers use to frame and organize their characters’ utterances. 20 Atop that framework,  MST3K  places the satirical utterances of Mike, Crow, and Servo. Like novelistic heteroglossia,  MST3K’s only makes sense as a reconceptualization of social heteroglossia; the movie, which usually antedates the commentary by decades, will reflect the social voices and ideological tensions of its time and culture of origin. A sci-fi yarn like  Prince of Space (1959, aired on  MST3K  in 1997), cheesy as it is, reflects legitimate feelings of angst and exuberance toward the advent of space travel and the possibility of alien life. In hindsight, such emotional naivety seems as childish as the movie’s dubbed dialogue and third-rate sets, which, as Crow mentions, curiously resemble those of the original Star Trek. The latter-day commentators’ voices also stem ideologically from their own time; Mike and the ’bots, positioned nearly forty years in Prince of Space’s future, are more technologically cynical and mature than their dialogic victims, both in their understanding of space travel and
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their cinematographic standards. They easily gain the edge in winning the viewers’ favor. The composite text of  MST3K: “Prince of Space” was aired, after all, in the 1990s, not the 1950s. 21

RHETORIC AND POETICS, HIERARCHY AND POLYPHONY; OR, MST3K  VS. DOSTOEVSKY

There is no doubt:  MST3K’s is a rhetorical form. The savvy with which Mike and the ’bots elevate their own heteroglossic voices above those of the movies they watch, the way they capitalize on select viewers’ amused condescension toward bad and dated movies, suggests rhetorical know-how of near-Ciceronian caliber. The rhetorical situations inherent in classical oratory and modern-day television, of course, differ enormously, but it is Cicero, the patriarch of Roman rhetoric, who writes that the ideal rhetor (rhetorical practitioner) must know when to, among other things, 

“divert the attention of the audience from the point at issue; [to] frequently provoke merriment and laughter; . . . [and to] put himself on terms of intimacy with his audience.” 22 Mike and the ’bots do nothing if not dis-tract from any would-be seriousness in the movies they lampoon, “provoke” ample “merriment and laughter” in the process, and, above all, effortlessly identify themselves with their viewers on more intimate terms than almost any other television characters can muster. This final rhetorical maneuver is of no small importance according to Kenneth Burke, who writes, “You persuade a man only insofar as you can talk his language by speech, gesture, tonality, order, image, attitude, idea,  identifying  your ways with his.” 23

I can attest. Not only am I a twenty-something male, ironic connois-seur of bad movies, and privy to most of the pop cultural references Mike and the ’bots scatter about their commentary; I am also, like Mike and Joel both, a Midwesterner and identify with their laid back, often deadpan humor. Mike, whose later seasons of  MST3K  I grew up watching, speaks my language; I  identify  with him. And though  MST3K  confounds more conventional rhetorical analysis—that is, it seems uninterested in arguing  any specific thesis aside from a certain ironic attitude toward filmgoing—Mike has certainly persuaded me, over the years, to like him, to empathize with him and the ’bots, and, of course, to keep watching the show (religiously, in fact). I was surprised recently to learn that, unlike me, the “real” Mike Nelson votes Republican, reads the  National Review

“cover to cover,” and considers  The Passion of the Christ  the best film of 2005. 24 Though perhaps unintentionally, Mike had duped me into believ-ing we shared a common wavelength, a common set of blue-collar, Midwestern sensibilities that exceed the discursive space of  MST3K  to encompass politics, and certainly taste in movies .  My error, though, reaffirms
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the effectiveness of  MST3K’s rhetoric. Despite actual differences between the flesh-and-blood Mike Nelson and myself, Mike’s ethos won me over. 

Mike and company would do Cicero proud, too, in the area of rhetorical form. Cicero recommends that the rhetor invest herself in composing attractive parts, but an altogether more attractive whole: “If . . . anyone likes a loose style25 let him by all means use it, but in the manner of one who should take apart the shield of Phidias: if anyone ever takes it apart, he destroys the beauty of the composition, but not the charm of the several pieces.” 26  MST3K’s palimpsestic form, as I have said, owes its success both to its unity and biformity: the different “parts” are “charming” in their own way, the commentary for its wit, and the movie for the ironic pleasure one can take in its ineptitude. But they are not meant to be taken apart. The “beauty” lies in the whole, the fusion of the two, the strange antagonistic symbiosis of their marriage. 

The relevance of Cicero and Burke’s rhetorical theory to  MST3K  needs little further elucidation, but here I reach a conundrum as I return to Bakhtin. Cicero, a statesman and attorney, lived and breathed rhetoric. 

Burke made his mark reviving rhetorical criticism in the humanities. 

Bakhtin, by contrast, as an academic persecuted under Stalinist despot-ism and exiled for six years to the backwoods of Kazakhstan, saw rhetoric as the enemy. 27 In his writings, Bakhtin makes rhetoric the villain and poetics its heroic counterpart. This dualism dates back to Aristotle, whose Rhetoric  and  Poetics  are often paired in one volume, but he, in contrast to Bakhtin’s good-bad binary, saw the two as complementary. In book 3, chapter 11, of the  Rhetoric, for instance, Aristotle quotes liberally from Homer to illustrate the power of “making [audiences] see” through kinet-ic imagery, similes, and metaphors; 28 here, the poet’s tools may serve rhetoric, just as poets’ figurative language may “succeed” or “fail” based on rhetorical execution. 29 Cicero, too, sees metrical propriety as integral to the “well-knit” speech and devotes the latter half of his treatise  Orator to a discussion of rhythm, citing numerous poets as models. 30 Bakhtin, to be fair, also sees rhetoric and poetics as interlinked, though he sets up a discernible hierarchy between the two:

The novel, and artistic prose in general, has the closest genetic, family relationship to rhetorical forms. And throughout the entire development of the novel, its intimate interaction (both peaceful and hostile) with living rhetorical genres (journalistic, moral, philosophical, and others) has never ceased. . . . But in this uninterrupted relationship, novelistic discourse preserved its own qualitative uniqueness and was never reducible to rhetorical discourse. 31

If Bakhtin’s use of “reducible” hints at his pejorative definition of rhetoric, he makes the case more clearly several pages on in the same essay:

“All rhetorical forms,  monologic  in their compositional structure, are oriented toward the listener and his answer.” 32 And elsewhere, finally, 
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he hammers in the last nail: “In rhetoric, there is the unconditionally innocent and the unconditionally guilty; there is complete victory and the destruction of the opponent. In dialogue the destruction of the opponent also destroys the very dialogic sphere where the word lives.” 33 The binary Bakhtin erects, then, doesn’t exactly divide rhetoric and poetics—

the poetical novel, as he says, necessarily subsumes and artistically organizes rhetorical genres—but rather divides rhetoric and  dialogue. The former, for Bakhtin, is militaristic, shortsighted, and “monologic,” while the latter is diplomatic, enduring, and accounts for ideological diversity. 

This division leads Bakhtin to valorize Dostoevsky as the paladin of what he calls the  polyphonic  novel. In the opening pages of  Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, Bakhtin offers this summation of Dostoevskian heteroglossia:

The character is treated as ideologically autonomous and independent; he is perceived by the author as a fully weighted ideological conception of his own, and not the object of Dostoyevsky’s finalizing artistic vision. In the consciousness of the critics, the direct and fully weighted signifying power of the characters’ words destroys the monologic plane of the novel and calls forth an unmediated response—as if the character were not an object of authorial discourse, but rather a fully valid, autonomous carrier of his own individual word. 34

One page later, Bakhtin defines “a genuine polyphony” as “a plurality of independent and unmerged voices and consciousness”; 35 polyphony, thus, is a special, egalitarian breed of heteroglossia that avoids subordinating its individual voices to the author’s “finalizing artistic vision.” The Dostoevskian novel, then, exemplifies dialogism par excellence; not only does it reject rhetorical finalism, it creates an even plane of discourse wherein the characters’ utterances can hash out differences freely—free of authorial tampering, free to be plural, equal, and democratic. 

But are Dostoevsky’s novels really arhetorical? I will argue not. I want to note, first, that Bakhtin’s distaste for rhetoric was culturally and historically specific. Kay Halasek observes, 

Bakhtin cannot confine rhetoric to only conservative, polemic purposes, as his own historical poetics points out, for rhetorical texts have subverted and continue to subvert hegemonic social forces. In Russia during his day, however, the novel—not public oratory or debate—was the preeminent genre of such subversion, hence, Bakhtin’s privileging of the novel. 36

Dostoevsky’s is, of course, an epitomic literary voice of subversion. In his own time, Dostoevsky’s intellectualism and heteroglossic pluralism was perceived as a threat to tsarist autocracy, and the Russian state forced its renowned novelist, like Bakhtin after him, into years of exile. 37 That Dostoevsky’s novels influenced the social and public sphere might in itself, for some, classify them as rhetoric: no text bereft of persuasive power, 
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after all, will get its author banished to Siberia. Also, one must admit that any artistic arrangement of rhetorical forms, no matter how democratic or egalitarian, involves its own rhetorical decisions. If the effort to elevate some elements of heteroglossia and denigrate others, as we see to an extreme in  MST3K, might persuade viewers or readers to identify selectively with these voices, efforts toward polyphony are equally rhetorical in their attempt to foster a holistic perspective and far-reaching empathy. 

This is true of film as well as literature. In his book, Flanagan devotes one chapter to a study of polyphony in David Mamet’s  House of Games, arguing persuasively that the movie grants ideological autonomy to its primary characters, thus inviting a plurality of interpretations and sympathies. 38 We might observe polyphony, too, in movies like  Traffic,  Crash, Syriana, and  Babel, which divvy up the narrative space among a large cast of important characters. 

Whether it constructs polyphony like Dostoevsky’s or hierarchies like MST3K’s, I have alluded to a rhetorical force, an invisible hand that arranges heteroglossia, decides who will speak, when, and with what power. This concept closely resembles what Wayne Booth calls the “implied author,” a term he coins in  The Rhetoric of Fiction  to carve out a middle space between the real flesh-and-blood author and her literary construc-tions—the narrator, characters, plot, and so forth. The implied author represents the rhetorical self-presentation of the real person; “[he]

chooses, consciously or unconsciously, what we read; we infer him as an ideal, literary, created version of the real man; he is the sum of his choices.” 39 And while Booth embraces the word “rhetoric” and Bakhtin resists it, the two seem to share a tacit understanding. What Bakhtin really admires in Dostoevsky, what fuels his nearly 300-page celebration of the author’s poetics, is the creation of an implied author so egalitarian, so  fair  to his characters, that his own biases fade into the mixture of voices. Writing before Bakhtin’s book on Dostoevsky was translated to English, Booth arrives at a similar conclusion: In  Crime and Punishment, we sympathize with Raskolnikov in a peculiarly intense fashion from beginning to end; we wish passionately, though without much hope, for his happiness and fear the punishment which our interest in cause-and-effect patterns demands. We sympathize with others, too, particularly Sonia. Those aesthetic frauds, tears of laughter, are prominent throughout, but we do not experience them as isolated, sentimental moments, divorced from our intellectual hungers and rewards. 40

Booth, like Bakhtin, admires the implied “Dostoevsky’s” investment in multiple characters, but also in his successful manipulation of rhetorical forms, the “hungers and rewards” of raised and satisfied expectations. 

What perhaps neither Booth nor Bakhtin acknowledge adequately enough is that, if the reading of Dostoevsky is a rhetorical situation, it requires the right kind of receptive reader to accept the author’s implied
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self and his polyphonic rhetoric without protest. This helps explain why Vladimir Nabokov derides Dostoevsky as harshly as Tom Servo might a schlocky  Godzilla  clone, declaring, “His sensitive murders and soulful prostitutes are not to be endured for one moment—by this reader, anyway.” 41

Those who lionize Dostoevsky, though, will likely agree with Booth that “like the universally desirable ‘sublime’ pursued by Longinus, the quality pursued by Bakhtin is a kind of ‘sublimity of freed perspectives’

that will always, on all fictional occasions, be superior to every other.” 42 I buy this point happily, but I believe Longinus also helps explain the appeal of anti-polyphonic texts like  MST3K. In  On the Sublime, he writes, 

“For the true sublime naturally elevates us: uplifted with a sense of proud exaltation, we are filled with pride and joy, as if we ourselves had produced the very thing we heard.” 43 Is  MST3K  sublime, then? The show’s ironic spirit would resist the classical rhetorician’s highfalutin praise, but die-hard fans of  MST3K  do receive a sense of joy equivalent to Longinus’ final criterion: thanks to the metatheatrical “mise en abyme  of watching someone on television watching a movie,” 44 as well as Mike and company’s uncanny ability to identify themselves with a certain viewership, viewers tend to feel  in on it  when watching  MST3K. Booth explicates this sort of rhetorical appeal in  A Rhetoric of Irony: “Moments of this kind are possible when the [implied] author is sure that  we know that he knows that we know— which is to say, the author and the audience stand together watching the characters from above as they make their mistakes.” 45 Booth refers to novelistic irony here, but  MST3K’s sense of irony is analogous. When Mike, for instance, repeatedly likens a photo of a character’s dad in  The Final Sacrifice  to Miami Dolphins hall-of-fame running back Larry Csonka, and later, as the camera cuts to an analogue clock, comments, “Of course, the clock is set to  Miami  time,” he invites the viewers up into a privileged, lofty space. Mike, the ’bots, and the audience share clandestine laughs about Larry Csonka while the movie plods on obliviously. The commentators and audience bond at the movie’s expense. 

My analysis so far, though, begs the question of where, if at all, we can even locate Booth’s “implied author” in an audiovisual text. Auteur theory awards the director authorial status, but that way of thinking has crumbled under criticism from those like Barthes and Michel Foucault; the latter would assert that the director’s function, like the print author’s, is only to “characterize the existence, circulation, and operation of certain discourses in society,” not to represent a true individual. 46 Where one assigns directorial status in  MST3K  remains unclear, anyway, because the movie lampooned in each episode has one director, and the episode itself another. Chatman, though, offers an enlightening synopsis: The implied author, who is “reconstructed by the [viewer] from the narrative,” is always present, “though there may not be a single real author in the
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ordinary sense: the narrative may have been composed by committee,” as in most cinema. 47 In a separate study, Chatman maps out the authorship of John Huston’s adaptation of  The Red Badge of Courage, noting that the

“real authors” include Huston, but also the MGM executives, producer, musical composer, and of course Stephen Crane—not to mention the actors, cinematographer, set designers, and others. 48  MST3K, to be sure, is a similar animal, especially if one accounts for the original filmmakers whose movies Mike and the ’bots lampoon. But in reconstructing the implied author from the text, as Chatman advises, we arrive at several definite conclusions: (1) because the show’s form repudiates the narratives of the movies it uses, the implied author exists outside these movies; (2) in giving Mike and the ’bots the final word (they can respond to the movies, but the movies can’t respond back), the implied author allies itself with the commentators; and (3) in pitting witty and likable heroes against these bad movies, it asks viewers to identify with the former. 

Booth himself suggests that “every  successful  film does have what might legitimately be called an ‘implied author,’ or if you prefer, an ‘implied center’—that is, a creative voice uniting all of its choices.” 49 In this respect, I think  MST3K  succeeds wonderfully. Episode after episode, it establishes a consistent “center,” “author,” ethos, heteroglossic hierarchy, or whichever term you prefer; its “character” and sense of humor are consistent, and it knows its audience. 

As I praise  MST3K  for the successful hierarchy it erects between its movies and commentators, though, I want to avoid creating my  own hierarchy. Rather than suggesting that a  MST3K- style heteroglossia rhetorically surpasses polyphony, or vice versa, I want to position the two in a comparative heuristic for analyzing the rhetoric of narrative texts. The graph might look something like that in figure 1.1. Each pole has its rhetorical strengths. Polyphony, as Bakhtin says, excels in fragmenting the monologic plane of the novel or film; it allows characters to hash out their differences autonomously; it creates a balanced verisimilitude tail-ored to the complex dramatization of conflicts within social heteroglossia. It begets “serious” art.  Pure  polyphony may never truly exist—there will always be some hint of an ideologically motivated implied author at the helm—but Bakhtin is, in my view, correct to admire Dostoevsky’s work, the rhetorical affordances of his style, and his democratic attitude toward his characters.  MST3K  yields a different pleasure, which I have already discussed in detail. It engages the viewer intimately, ushers her into a privileged space, and lets her “in on the joke.” It pleases more immediately and humorously than the polyphonic text but is sometimes ill equipped to tackle “serious” subject matter. It begets parody and satire. These are two extremes, and most narrative texts fall somewhere in between. Such a rhetorical heuristic, I think, can help critics break free of such constricting binaries as “high” versus “low” and art versus kitsch, or pulp, popular culture—focusing not on what the text  is, or how
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“good” it is, according to a set of ideologically predefined criteria, but what it  does, to and for its readers/viewers. As one who unapologetically prefers  MST3K  to Victorian literature, anyway, I find myself predisposed to value such a heuristic. 

CONCLUSION: WHAT DOES  MST3K  TEACH US ABOUT

RHETORICAL CRITICISM? 

My own biases aside, rhetorical analysis of  MST3K  does seem to yield important lessons for rhetorical critics. Heretofore, the application of rhetorical criticism to audiovisual media has often led to lofty mission statements against the oppression of the masses by media conglomerates—

statements epitomized, perhaps, by Janice Hocker Rushing and Thomas S. Frentz’s assertion that “to practice criticism from an ideological viewpoint . . . is to perform the morally significant act of fighting oppression by unmasking the rhetorical strategies that maintain it.” 50 I don’t disagree with Rushing and Frentz; indeed, if it acknowledges ideological contexts, rhetorical criticism cannot pretend to work in a moral vacuum. 

Often, though, rhetorical critics seem content to simply uproot a movie or television show’s “ideology” and then hold it up as a marker of whether the text in question is good or bad, right or wrong, “progressive” or

“oppressive.” Such a method tends to oversimplify the nature of ideology—many movies and television shows, I would argue, evince a mixture of progressive and problematic ideological premises—and also tends to ignore the rhetorical mechanics that allow texts to evince ideological premises persuasively in the first place. For instance, the recent movie Birdemic: Shock and Terror (one lampooned to perfection by the  MST3K

alumni at RiffTrax), puts forward a clear “progressive” environmentalist message, but the movie’s script, acting, and special effects are so laugh-ably bad that they quash any attempt at persuasion. We can point to Birdemic’s ideology, but so what? The movie will never persuade any-body of anything, except that amateur CGI is hilarious. 

Figure 1.1. 

Comparison between  MST3K’s and Dostoevskian Narrative Rhetorics
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So, my concern here has been more with form than ideology or morality. Of course, both ideology and morality are themselves implicated in form, as Bakhtin demonstrates in his veneration of Dostoevsky’s work for its democratic heteroglossia. Dostoevsky’s is a  moral form, Bakhtin would say.  MST3K’s form is democratic in its own way, too, I would argue: Mike and the ’bots, by vocally antagonizing the movies they watch, animate the notion of active spectatorship in a way that can “liberate” 

 MST3K’s viewers as they, in turn, feel entitled to riff over movies they watch. (I, anyway, can hardly sit through a movie without making a snide remark every ten minutes—thanks,  MST3K.) The paradigm of the propagandistic media and the sedate, receptive masses, then, no longer holds in  MST3K’s world. More to the point, though, I want to argue for the importance of analyzing how texts—be they  Crime and Punishment  or MST3K: “Space Mutiny,”  Citizen Kane, or an Obama campaign ad—compose persuasive rhetorical forms. This means looking past “what is this text arguing?” into the intricacies of “how  is this text arguing?” A central question in such analysis, it would seem, is how the reader or viewer infers the implied author, and how (or if) the implied author wins acceptance or approval from its audience. 

In the pursuit of such inquiry, finally, I think there are two binaries that we need to learn to resist, or at least complicate. The first is that which Bakhtin himself dubiously invokes—rhetoric versus poetics. This pair should not be seen as combatants but dialogic perspectives to be applied in juxtaposition and unison: we should think about the rhetoric  of poetics, and the poetics  of  rhetoric, not just about rhetoric  and  poetics. 

This is an old discussion, and the likes of Booth, Stanley Fish, and Terry Eagleton have amply demonstrated the overlap between the pair. I merely want, here, to extend the same thinking toward audiovisual media. 

The second binary I wish to unsettle is between “high” and “low” art. 

This chapter is, to my knowledge, the first (and likely last) to ever juxtapose  MST3K  with Dostoevsky; academics tend to consider nineteenth-century Russian literature and American comedic television worlds apart. Simply put, we don’t slap nineteenth-century texts, pell-mell, alongside those composed over a century later in a different continent, and we certainly don’t consider the “high” art of literature on the same plane as the “low” art of television. 51 Yet I find the heuristic method that results from comparing the rhetorics of  MST3K  and Dostoevsky quite compelling. Rather than classifying texts in terms of refinement, or even their time of origin, I prefer a classification based on comparative analysis of rhetorical mechanics that accounts for  how  a text interacts with its audience, and in what contexts. Sometimes, it would seem, the most enlightening comparisons examine the most disparate texts. 
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 Mystery Science Theater 3000  and the

Restricted Universe of Popular

Culture Production

Jef Burnham and Joshua Paul Ewalt

A dusty blue convertible cruises along the streets of a Los Angeles ravaged by biological warfare. The convertible sidles up in front of a movie theater, the marquee reading woodstock. The convertible’s operator, Col. 

Robert Neville, MD, the last man on earth, gazes up at the marquee and announces, “Great show—held over for a third straight year.” After threading the film and starting the projector himself, Neville sits alone in the theater, watching Michael Wadleigh’s 1970 documentary about the three-day music festival with his foot propped up on the seat ahead of him. During the screening, Neville interacts with a man in the film, copy-ing him word for word. He then makes a sarcastic comment in the direction of his only moviegoing companion, the machine gun at his side. 1

This scene, from  The Omega Man, reflects the way many of us interact dialogically with media texts, a relationship that communications theorists argue is the very essence of popular culture. 

Like Neville before them, Joel Robinson and Mike Nelson of television’s  Mystery Science Theater 3000 ( MST3K) direct  their  media commentary toward machinery, namely their robotic pals aboard the Satellite of Love. The series’ creator, Joel Hodgson, in fact took his inspiration for MST3K  in part from the above scene from  The Omega Man. The series follows Joel Robinson (played by Hodgson himself) and later Mike Nelson (Michael J. Nelson) held captive aboard the Satellite of Love and forced by mad scientists to watch the worst movies ever made. Two distinct types of segments comprise each episode: the in-theater seg-31
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ments, wherein the characters watch that week’s movie experiment, and the host segments, a series of skits interspersed throughout the movie and bookending the episode. The in-theater segments account for the bulk of the episodes’ running time. In them, Joel or Mike and their robotic cohorts, Tom Servo and Crow T. Robot, appear in silhouette at the bottom of the screen, as though the audience at home were sitting behind them in a movie theater. Here the trio provides a running commentary for each film they view, consisting of some seven hundred wisecracks per episode. For viewers of  MST3K, these in-theater segments uniquely alter their role in the standard models of ideological production in popular culture. 

In this chapter, we will analyze the in-theater segments and the audience responses to these segments according to the traditional models of popular culture production put forth by John Fiske and Michel de Certeau. We begin from the assumptions of Fiske and de Certeau: that media audiences can and do actively resist the ideological standpoint of media texts, that media reception is a condition of political dialogue. Audiences mock the blatantly melodramatic fare of soap operas or the Lifetime Network, and take meanings from  Diff ’ rent Strokes  other than that of white oppression. 2 From the perspective of these popular culture theorists, then, resistance defines the relationship between a mediated text and a viewing audience. While the stronger, more organized forces of the hegemonic power bloc create consumer texts, audiences function as an army utilizing microtactics to resist this oppression. 3 Reading texts from this standpoint involves reading them simultaneously for the socio-ideological power embedded in textuality as well as audience resistance. 

Applying this model to  MST3K, we argue that the series modifies the essence of popular resistance. We suggest that the in-theater segments of Mystery Science Theater 3000  construct a “restricted universe of popular culture production,” wherein one unified text contains the entire process of popular culture production. Here, the intermediate audience of riffers, representing the guerilla resistances of the weak, lampoons the B movies they are forced to watch, representing the strategies of the powerful. This forces the secondary, at-home audience of  MST3K  to adapt to restricted opportunities for media resistance. While previous  MST3K  research situates the at-home audience as passive observers of the riffers’ active resistance, we argue that the at-home audience participates by appropriating the products of the intermediate audience, the riffs, as “equipment for resistance” in their everyday lives. 4
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PAST EFFORTS AT UNDERSTANDING

 MYSTERY SCIENCE THEATER 3000

Our analysis focuses on the in-theater segments as containing an intermediate audience that creates, for the secondary audience, restricted opportunities for popular resistance. Such an analysis, however, requires approaching the in-theater segments as entirely separate entities from the host segments. The majority of articles to have previously approached the series have attempted to address both types of segments in a single analysis. However, as those few who have analyzed the host segments independent of the in-theater segments have revealed, the two types of segments serve very distinct purposes. 

Sean Griffin in particular presents an accurate independent assessment of the host segments in “Play MST-y for Me.” Given the host segments’ focus on the characters’ direct address of the at-home audience and playful criticism of the week’s films, Griffin likens them to the host segments of “shock theater” television showcases for sci-fi/horror movies that have persisted since the 1950s. Griffin states that shock theater hosts such as Zacherley and Elvira, as well as those on  MST3K, address the audience in a manner that is “pseudo-discursive, while still not engaging in a direct dialogue with the viewer/fan.” 5

In comparison, the in-theater segments actively restrict the extent to which the secondary (at-home) audience can directly confront the riffers of the intermediate audience. R. L. Rutsky details the way in which the critical, in-theater segments of the series never allow the viewer to confront the characters face to face as they do in shows such as  Beavis and Butthead (1992–1997) . Beavis and Butthead  alternatively positions the audience toward Beavis and Butthead’s television set on which the music videos they criticize play and toward the characters themselves mocking said videos. In this way, the characters become just as much an object of mockery as the videos they watch.  MST3K’s refusal to allow the secondary audience to confront the characters of the intermediate audience produces a unique form of dialogue between the secondary audience and the text. The secondary audience must adapt and find new ways to dialogically address the inherent meanings of the series, and, in doing so, create a popular culture product. Truly, the interesting questions regarding the in-theater segments are dialogic in nature. 

However, the majority of past research begins with monological assumptions, positioning the secondary audience as a wholly passive audience. John King, in “Mystery Science Theater 3000, Media Consciousness, and the Postmodern Allegory of the Captive Audience,” suggests that audiences learn to build a dialogical relationship between themselves and the culture industry by viewing this inherently instructive series. 6

This analysis depicts the series as a panacea to the cultural problematic of an audience of thinning intelligence, unable to critically reflect on public
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discourse. King’s argument that  Mystery Science Theater  instructs an audience in the methods of responding to mediated texts relies on an assumption that its meanings are absorbed by the auditors. Ironically, King’s assertion that the series provides dialogic education depends entirely on the belief that audiences will passively accept the meanings of this  one particular series (without dialogic interaction) as they learn to resist others. 

While King does provide compelling insights into the relationship between  MST3K  and postmodernity, we believe beginning from a dialogic perspective offers more accurate insights regarding both the series’

formal novelty and the role of the secondary audience. If we accept MST3K  as a popular culture text and postulate that the dialogical construction of popular culture results from an ideological battle with the culture industry, a number of interesting questions arise about the fan culture surrounding  MST3K. Specifically, we ask two questions: First, how does the media format of  MST3K  alter the traditional dialogic interaction between an audience and a cultural text in the ideological construction of popular culture? Second, what specific behaviors does the fan culture adopt in their adaptation to this unique format? 

THE IDEOLOGICAL PRODUCTION OF POPULAR CULTURE

To answer the first question, we turn to the work of Fiske and de Certeau to outline the traditional means by which audiences resist and engage with media texts. These theorists assert that popular culture functions as more than merely a set of mass-produced texts benefiting the bourgeois in society. Instead, popular culture serves as the space in which the ideological resistances of the weak confront the forces of domination. In this space, Fiske argues that the production of resistant meanings to culture industry texts by audiences elevates said texts into popular culture. 7 Popular culture then functions as more than a collection of media texts. It is an abstract political entity characterized by battles between those who control society and those whose interests come into conflict with the hegemonic order. 

De Certeau depicts this dialogic interaction as a battle between the

“strategies” of the powerful and the “tactics” of the weak. 8 He argues that the powerful in society can use organized strategies of hegemonic oppression to create texts that position individuals to accept the status quo. At the same time, however, De Certeau positions the “weak” as equally powerful through their involvement in the tactical process of enunciation. 9 Just as human beings possess a language set from which they can enunciate phrases, marginalized groups utilize cultural texts to enunciate resistant meanings and form their own fan cultures. Fiske provides the consumer’s tearing of blue jeans as an example of such tactical
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behavior. The organized powerful have created a commodity to be sold (jeans) with ideological implications (evoking the western myth), and the unorganized, guerilla users of that commodity resist its mythic meanings and transform it into a product of popular culture (by ripping or tearing the expensive jeans and, in doing so, denying the legitimacy of the myth it evokes). 10 Thus, both de Certeau and Fiske situate popular culture production as an inherently  productive  process. 

THE RESTRICTED UNIVERSE OF POPULAR CULTURE

PRODUCTION IN  MST3K

 MST3K  contains the entire process of popular culture production in one text, constituting a “restricted universe of popular culture production.” 

Not only does the series contain the strategies of the power bloc as evidenced by the B movies the riffers are forced to watch, but it also presents the tactics of resistance performed by the weak and the oppressed, as evidenced by the intermediate, riffing audience. In other words, the series explicitly illustrates the constitution of an implied audience in a particular text, as well as the means by which that interpellation is resisted. 11

Thus, the series subsumed the entire process of ideologically constructed popular culture into a single text. As a result,  MST3K  relieves viewers of their customary role in the process by employing an intermediate audience to produce resistant meanings for them. 

An analysis of episode 622, “Angels’ Revenge,” reveals the dual processes of ideological oppression and traditional audience resistance as reflected in the series. 12 In Burke’s terminology, “Angels’ Revenge” 

serves as a “representative anecdote” wherein we can speak for the series through one specific episode, using the implications emerging from our critique of this episode to stand in for the series as a whole. 13 The episode presents the series at the peak of its popularity, having premiered less than six months after the series’ first fan convention, the ConventioCo-nExpoFest-a-Rama held in September of 1994. Thus “Angels’ Revenge” 

represents a point at which the fan culture had been established and organized around the meaning-making processes of  MST3K. 

Angels ’ Revenge  and the Construction of the Masculine Subject Position The film  Angels ’ Revenge  itself represents the first step of popular culture production: the culture industry attempts to produce an ideologically oriented audience. Specifically, the film works by way of the interpellation of the masculine subject position. The first shot of the film depicts six women dressed in tight, white jumpsuits. The film situates the women as action heroes, but their bodies are those typically fetishized by the masculine imagination. In terms of the semiotic gender code, the film
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 Angel ’ s Revenge  contains a hidden assumption that the viewer should find entertainment in the viewing of females who perform typically masculine acts of cinematic heroism, fighting criminals and blowing up buildings. 

Indeed, after the first action sequence, the narration begins: “I bet you’re wondering what a nice girl like me is doing on the roof of this building. Well, to tell you the truth, I’m wondering that myself about now. . . . I’m a schoolteacher.” The filmmakers here attempt to constitute a masculine audience. The narrator provides a suggested interpretation for the opening sequence that depicts these women performing the actions of the traditional masculine hero: disbelief. The narrator vocalizes that she cannot understand why a female would be playing the role of action hero. The signs of “nice girl” and “schoolteacher” recall patriarchal roles for women. These roles require girls to be “nice” not dangerous or violent, to “educate” not rescue. Thus, the film implies an interpretive strategy that works from traditionally male-dominated views on gender roles. As such, assumptions of masculine mockery and disbelief define the film’s audience. 

This mockery of female empowerment continues throughout the film. 

In one scene, the schoolteacher, April, proposes to a friend her plan in which the women will destroy a drug production facility. April cannot find her map of the facility at first and resorts to dumping the entire contents of her purse onto a table to locate the sketchily hand-drawn map. All the while, April insists she is a “very organized person” and that the “map is perfect in every detail.” After the obvious disconnect between April’s statements and the reality of her actions, she asserts, 

“Women really can make a difference!” The female hero’s unorganized and sloppy planning only further refutes the theme of female empowerment. 

Furthermore, any difference the women make in the film relates to two different themes: the protection of children and the fetishization of their bodies. The women embark on their heroic journey in the first place in the interest of protecting children, specifically from drug dealers. Additionally, April plays the role of “educator.” The constant references to the “protection” and “education” of children signifies an allusion to the myth of Republican Motherhood, wherein nurturing the civic responsibilities of children figures as the sole purpose of women to a democratic public. Thus, the signs inherent in the film collectively work to signify a myth characterized by traditional female behaviors. As such, the audience implied by the film is a group willing to adhere to the masculine ideological tenets of that myth. 14

Finally, any actions the heroes initiate, or changes they put into place, rely on their sexualization. They have to “shake their bods,” as they say, in order to succeed in their acts of heroism. In most of these cases, the female body is subjected to the masculine gaze as the scantily clad female
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body moves uncomfortably into male space. For example, the women, dressed in bikinis, intercept a shipment of drugs by seducing the men sent to protect the shipment. In doing so, the filmmakers position the female body as both the object of masculine gaze and that which stands between children and threats to community values. In presenting the objectified female body as tied to the myth of Republican Motherhood, the interpellated audience exists in relation to a heteronormative masculine subjectivity and gaze. 

 Tactical Resistance

The goal of a popular audience is to resist such interpellation. While this would normally fall on the audience at home, the intermediate audience of riffers in  MST3K  fulfills this role instead. As Barry Brummett and Detine Bowers state, “an understanding of how texts create subjects or objects can also create more awareness of how the discursive construction of [a subject position] is  struggled over  rather than simply dictated by discourse” (italics in original). 15 In other words, the creation of the masculine subject position, through the association of disbelief with female heroic action and the signified allusion to the myth of Republican Motherhood, should be seen as something both created in ideologically powerful discourse and dialogically resisted by an audience. In the case of this episode, the riffers, as opposed to the at-home audience, negotiate the subject position. 

Crow, for instance, works to “critically interrupt” the implications of the masculine subject position. The implied subject position in a text constitutes one of the most powerful features of a discourse. 16 Crow, with his resistant comments, verbalizes the subject position. This denies the subject position the hegemonic power it derives through implication and thus deems it able to be resisted. Early in the film, for instance, when images of large-breasted women fighting crime in tight clothes confront the audience, Crow states, “That’s it! I’m giving in and looking at the breasts.” In doing so, Crow makes the implied masculine position, which

“gives in and looks at the breasts,” visible. Thus, Crow makes visible that which gains its power from invisibility. 

In this way, the riffing serves throughout the episode as the producer of guerilla resistant tactics that verbalize and interrupt the hidden attempts at reproducing the masculine subject position necessary to a film such as  Angels ’ Revenge. Earlier in the film, one of the female heroes climbs the stairs of a tower framed in a low-angle close-up accentuating her buttocks, to which Crow responds, “Hey, you’re giving away the plot.” In another scene, near the end of the film, the camera pans down a waterfall to reveal a swimming hole wherein our heroes are bathing themselves, laughing and giggling. Clearly, the ideological implications of this constitute the male gaze, but before the at-home viewer can point
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this out, Crow announces, “And now, ladies and gentlemen, the reason this movie was made!” By verbalizing the ideological subject implications of these scenes, the intermediate audience effectively resists the implied masculine social construction of female objectivity, elucidating what otherwise remains hidden in the text. 

These moments of tactical resistance occur throughout the episode. In addition to constituting a masculine subject position through gazing upon the female body, the film also employs an overt tokenism replete with racial stereotypes. Among the heroes, the filmmakers present one Asian American woman and one African American woman. The Asian American heroine is of course skilled in the martial arts, while the African American woman is asked if she “plays basketball.” If this represents the “strategies” of the power bloc inherent in the culture industry product, the intermediate audience provides a number of resistances. 

Upon encountering Keiko, the Asian American heroine, Tom Servo ex-claims, “And here is our token Asian!” And when another character asks the African American heroine if she plays basketball, Mike Nelson responds, “Oh, this film would offend even one-celled organisms.” 

In short, the episode featuring  Angels ’ Revenge  encapsulates the dual processes of oppression and resistance, a characteristic of the entire series. The film the riffers view represents the hegemonic order of the culture industry, while the comments made by the riffers represent the popular audience placing “into another person’s text the ruses of pleasure and appropriation.” 17 In other words, the intermediate audience produces the resistant meanings necessary to turn  Angels ’ Revenge  into popular culture, an effect that  MST3K’s riffing had on many films that might have gone otherwise unnoticed. The secondary, at-home audience witnesses both the attempts of the film industry at constituting an oppressive masculine subject position and the resistance  to  that subject position. 

But if  MST3K  incorporates an intermediate audience and positions  them as the producer of resistant meanings, what does this leave for the viewer at home? 

USING  MST3K  AS EQUIPMENT FOR RESISTANCE

In order to understand the ways in which the secondary audience adapts to interacting with this restricted universe of popular culture production, we trace the symbolic reaction of fans of the series. We look to the symbolic discourses that surround  MST3K, the “tertiary texts” that allow fans to dialogically interact with the television series. As Fiske states, “popular culture circulates intertextually, among . . . primary texts (the original cultural commodities), secondary texts that refer to them directly (advertisements, press stories, criticism) and tertiary texts that are in constant process in everyday life.” 18 The tertiary texts surrounding  MST3K  reveal

[image: Image 193]

[image: Image 194]

[image: Image 195]

[image: Image 196]

 The Restricted Universe of Popular Culture Production 39

that the at-home audience adapts to the presence of the intermediate, resisting audience by appropriating the riffs and using them for what Burke terms “equipment for living.” 19 Working from Burke, Brummett states that a mediated text becomes equipment for living insofar as it articulates, explicitly or formally, the concerns, fears, and hopes of people and insofar as the discourse provides explicit or formal resolution of situations or experiences similar to those which people actually confront, thus providing people with motives to address their dilemmas in life. 20

Combining the theories of Burke and Fiske, we argue that the secondary audience of  MST3K  adapts to restricted opportunities for producing resistance by taking the tactics already produced by the riffers and using them as “equipment for resistance” in their everyday lives. 

Specifically, the secondary audience of  MST3K  uses the products of the intermediate audience as equipment for resistance to manage an important tension. In de Certeau’s terms, the audience, excluded from the process of popular culture resistance, still finds ways to actively “poach” 

on the series. To this end, they appropriate the preinvented riffs to simultaneously resist the culture industry in their everyday lives while relin-quishing the responsibility of rhetorically inventing those resistances. 

Riffing, in this sense, becomes a set of preinvented rhetorical topoi appropriated by the at-home audience for use in their everyday lives to resist various cultural rules of discipline and civility. 

 MST3K’s tertiary texts reveal numerous accounts of audience members taking ownership of riffs and using the guerilla resistances for their own purposes in their everyday battles with the culture industry. For instance, commenters on  MST3K-related YouTube videos express the enjoyment of utilizing appropriated riffs in everyday life. One user, commenting on a clip of the series’ final episode, “Danger: Diabolik,” states, 

“This episode holds a special place in my heart. . . . We use many of the quotes in our daily lives.” 21 Audience members provide additional anecdotal evidence of this in a discussion thread on the  MST3K  fan site,  Satellite News. In this thread, titled “Blurting Out MST3Kisms,” MSTies share stories of utilizing riffs as equipment for resistance in everyday contexts, specifically in situations wherein said riffs are inappropriate. One fan wrote, 

I’m the lead singer for a heavy metal band and we were playing at an all-ages club. Cursing was strictly forbidden. At one point my guitarist leaned into his microphone and said, “It’s f***ing hot up here.” Without thinking, I blurted into my microphone, “Language, Bernice!” You could suddenly hear a pin drop in the club and even my bandmates were staring blankly at me. So I mumbled the name of the next song and launched us into it as fast as I could. 22
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Here, the individual takes the resistance produced by the intermediate audience (“Language, Bernice!”) and does with it as he pleases despite the inappropriateness to the social context. Some members of the fan culture even go so far as to prepare appropriated riffs in the event of particular real-life interactions. Another fan on the discussion thread admits, “When someone comes up to me to ask me something, I’ll wheel around as if caught by surprise and say ‘I’m not an alien!’ or ‘I’m not a communist!’ or, if it’s an attractive woman who approaches me, ‘I don’t live with my mother!’” 23 Again, the resistance is preinvented. The user displays no concern for the rhetorical invention of the resistance or its appropriateness in the social context. Instead, they use these stock phrases without discernment, allowing them to resist, yet shirking the responsibility of rhetorically inventing a unique message of resistance. 

In addition to utilizing these riffs for resistance in the viewer’s everyday life, the riffs also become rhetorically influential when the users view films featured on the series without riffer commentary. As evidenced in the comments associated with YouTube videos of the non- MST3K  versions of these films, fans utilize the prepackaged resistance produced for them to interpret and resist the film. On a clip of  Manos: The Hands of Fate, for instance, fans utilize comments from the episode itself, writing “Let’s sing something from Pearl Jam,” “My core temperature’s dropped,” and, 

“In summary,  Manos: The Hands of Fate.” 24 Again, the audience member shirks the responsibility to produce his or her own resistance. 

One reviewer on the Internet Movie Database (IMDb) responds to the extent to which the fans of  Mystery Science Theater 3000  approach the films presented on the series with rhetorical topoi produced for them by the riffers. The reviewer states, 

I’m getting really tired of people reviewing movies on here based solely on what they viewed on T.V. Especially movies people saw on Mystery Science Theater 3000. Now, I am not saying that MST3K is bad, I think it’s great! It’s just that when someone watches the show, and reviews the movie shown, they have no imagination of their own. I’ve read reviews for movies shown on MST3K that directly quote the show. The people have no new material to joke about and are confined to what Joel or Mike or Tom or Crow find funny because they cover everything in the movie. 25

This reviewer accurately appraises the extent of the riffers’ role in resisting the culture industry texts screened in  MST3K. With some seven hundred jokes per episode, the riffers produce a near complete set of preinvented rhetorical resistances for the films they screen. Thus, they create a restricted universe of popular culture production that forces the at-home viewer of  MST3K  to adapt. The  MST3K  audience responds by appropriating those guerilla tactics and using them as their own. Since the majority of movie and television dialogue appropriated by fans does not originate
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as a means of cultural resistance, the appropriation of riffs by the  MST3K

fan culture results in an extraordinarily unique form of rhetorical appropriation. 

CONCLUSION

 Mystery Science Theater 3000  has thus altered the nature of popular resistance in two ways. It subsumes the entirety of the traditional model of popular culture production discussed herein into a single text, and it uses that text to offer audiences stock, preinvented resistances to the culture industry. As such, fans of the series resist the culture industry with relatively little rhetorical invention. Although the series no longer graces the airwaves, the practice of riffing persists in Cinematic Titanic and RiffTrax. 26 Such professional riffing allows us to manage the tension between fulfilling our duties in resisting the culture industry and the mental stress these duties create. We need our equipment for resistance, for we  must resist, but having someone else resist for us on occasion allows us to

“really just relax.” 
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THREE

Down in Front! 

 Interpretation, Performance, “Shadowramma,” and the Hermeneutics of  Mystery Science Theater 3000

Neal Stidham

EVERYONE’S A CRITIC

Modern hermeneutics, 1 or the study of interpretation, includes the act of interpreting as itself an object of interpretation, making the act recursive and self-aware. Most people, however, rarely engage in such self-critical analysis of their own viewing tastes and experiences; there are, in fact, those who reject the need for critical analysis of entertainment altogether. 

 Mystery Science Theater 3000 ( MST3K) replays B movies but also comments upon them, both in the familiar sense from which the term “commentary” is derived vis-à-vis the now common phenomenon of the DVD

commentary track, and also in subtle nonverbal, visual, and technical ways; the show’s format requires that the films in question be edited, sometimes for content but far more often cut to fit the show’s time slot, and each such editorial decision, no matter how seemingly innocuous, alters the text of the film and thereby the many possibilities of its reception. 

 Mystery Science Theater 3000  itself pays homage to a genealogy of entertainment arising from raucous fair shows and vaudeville up to the series’ closest ancestor, the drive-in theater, which Mary Morley Cohen identifies as a catalyst for “changing spectator practices” in post–World War II America. 2 The show’s lineage thus absorbs both the kitsch of the subject matter and the sensibility of an atmosphere of unfettered engage-45
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ment with film (and with its environment and fellow spectators). Perhaps more than any other show of its time,  MST3K  faithfully transplants the oeuvre of the drive-in to its inheritor, the living room couch, and even presages its subsequent descendants in new media: “Television, historically an extremely passive way of consuming media, could become something else, a hybrid form of professionally produced content and crowdsourced comments.” 3 As television supplanted trips to the movies, the

“challenge” to “classical conceptions of spectatorship” instantiated by the drive-in persisted:

Classical cinema imposes middle-class standards of consumption, preventing audiences from interacting with each other and reacting collectively to the film. It imposes a “discipline of silence” whereby audience members are asked to sit politely in the darkened theatre and are discouraged from talking or commenting aloud on the film. Far from demanding this type of genteel spectator, drive-in theatres encouraged their audience to do all the things proscribed in conventional theatres. 

At the drive-in, spectators could smoke, eat, talk, and make out, and many ads and programmes encouraged them to do so. 4

This permissive atmosphere migrated to the home as television facilitat-ed the delivery of entertainment without the need to go out. Interestingly, we may also observe a commentary on the part of the silhouettes that play such an integral role in the  MST3K  formula: they are visually marked as sitting in a conventional, “classical” cinema with rows of rounded seat backs, but in their rebellion against their captivity, they also rebel against the implied strictures of the viewing situation and thereby tacitly encourage viewers to do the same. 

Does  MST3K  function both as an agent of interpretation of the awful films around which the “experiments” are constructed, and of its own active participation as intermediary in the process of transmitting and reshaping the films en route to the viewers at home? Yes and no. To interpret is by definition to stand between the transmitter of information and its recipient, and in a very physical sense, the interpolation of the silhouetted commentators at the bottom of the screen filters the experience of the film as it goes from the screen to the viewer. 5 On the other hand, just as the layers in a digitally manipulated image are ultimately

“flattened” and merged into a single two-dimensional artifact, the very existence of the darkened row of theater seats and their hapless captive audience irrevocably alters the film both in the act of viewing and after the fact. Once one has seen and heard the Satellite of Love’s denizens tear into a piece of awful cinema, the experience remains imprinted on the viewer’s consciousness, even if only in the recollection of the odd retort. 

The show’s gaze does not rest solely on the film of the week, either; its postmodern sensibility includes self-awareness and even self-mockery. 6

There is no shortage of winking nods to the home audience through the
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fourth wall (who even has a name—Cambot) about the artificial nature of what is transpiring on-screen. On the other hand, though, crucial editorial interference with the texts themselves—namely, editing of the films projected onto the blue screen in the mock theater for both content and time—goes unmentioned throughout the show’s run. The show as an entity does not fully acknowledge its own critical role: interpretive emen-dation receives no attention, while the criticism underlying the verbal humor is downplayed by the comedians themselves. There permeates the series a distinct reluctance to adopt the too-serious mantle of “critic” in favor of “jester.” 

The dichotomy of serious critical discourse versus irrelevant comedy is a false one, though, and the phenomenon occurs in part because the role of the critic as an auxiliary organ of interpretation, a rarefied fringe element, has been supplanted by the concept of the egalitarianism of opinion—by the critic as everyman, and everyman as critic. Greg Taylor summarizes the trajectory of the shift, which started, interestingly, with the rise of the creative critic:

Beginning in the 1940s, key vanguard critics pioneered new models of film appreciation, providing a vision of critic as creative artist, as opposed to distanced judge: now even seemingly  un exceptional movies could be matched to highbrow aesthetic norms and indeed offered as vehicles for a more active, creative, and implicitly empowering form of spectatorship. . . . Yet if Manny Farber and Parker Tyler are all but unknown to today’s film scholars, it is hard to imagine film scholarship, or indeed  Mystery Science Theater, without them. 7

Rather than the critic as an impassive arbiter of value, the critic becomes, in the twentieth century, an involved participant in the production of art, and this sea change carries with it the possibility that the film itself may not bring any special artistic merit, but that it may be imbued with such in the act of interpretation. Critics are, in fact, “making art  out  of movies” 

as opposed to finding it in them. 8 However, the more performative the critical act is, the more likely that the interaction becomes unforeseeably complicated. 

It perhaps seems unusual in the wake of experimental post-postmodern new media to pay such consideration to the textual engagement of a relatively static television program from the 1990s, but such an approach is important because of implications gleaned from other fields, from epis-temology to quantum mechanics. One of the predominant questions of the scientific community in the twentieth century arose as “the measurement problem,” simply formulated and inculcated into pop consciousness as the Schrödinger’s cat thought experiment. Briefly, scientists have empirically verified that the act of observing an event has itself a direct impact on the event. 9 While the applications vis-à-vis physics are largely confined to a microscopic scale, philosophical ramifications abound for
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students of literature, who may be tempted to ask whether their reading of a text alters it in some way. Roland Barthes suggests this is the case in one way, in the sense that a work does not fully form as a text until it is read;  Mystery Science Theater 3000  demonstrates that this can be true in other ways. 10

TEXTS: HOW TO MAKE THEM WORK FOR YOU

AT HOME OR ON THE JOB

When Roland Barthes reaches back to the etymology of the word “text” 

as a justification for his specific conceptualization of the notion of intertextuality, he both defines and performs that act—that is to say, Barthes’s definition of text is itself an example of what he means by text. A work becomes a text when it ceases to be a stand-alone entity independent of context. That etymology—“text” comes from  textere (Latin, “to weave”) from which we also derive the word “textile”—is appropriate because a text is woven in the mind of the audience, as metaphorical threads made of words and images are perpetually entangled with prior connotations, memories, moods, and biases. Because “the text extends very much further than the literary work,” there must be some kind of “production” 

involved in readerly engagement; that “extension” doesn’t come into being spontaneously, after all. 11 In the essay “Lesson in Writing,” Barthes concludes by speaking of Bunraku puppet theater and of Brecht, and of the live theater in general, but he could just as easily from the position of our readerly chair be speaking of the Mystery Science Theater:12

As in the modern text, the stressing of codes, references, discontinuous observations, anthological gestures, multiplies the written line, and this not by virtue of some metaphysical appeal but by the play of a combin-atory set which opens in the entire space of the theater: what is started by the one is continued by the other, unendingly. 13

Even the most meticulously crafted novel or film cannot be properly conceived as a final product, because it will undergo further construction in the private mental space of each reader or viewer. All observation is interpretation; there is no objectivity. 

In attempting to address this interplay, though, there are those who would seek to define criticism according to narrower definitions. There has long been a sense that criticism is a rarefied skill, guarded by an elite cadre of trained professionals and implicitly exclusive. Interestingly, this notion has been preserved both by those who deem themselves professional critics and by those among lay viewers who hold an anti-intellectual stance toward textual criticism in general, dubbing it “overthinking” 

what they frame as disposable and ultimately inconsequential entertainment.  MST3K  directs this attitude most pointedly at itself in the theme
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song at the beginning of every episode: “Repeat to yourself, ‘It’s just a show, I should really just relax.’” The academic critic (for such a person has, until the Internet age, characteristically flaunted his or her scholarly credentials) defends the necessity of his or her vocation as an act of cultural self-awareness, showing a society what its art says about itself. 

Barthes iterates what  Mystery Science Theater 3000  demonstrates: that textuality is distinct from literariness, so to speak, because of the spontaneous nature of texts. The quality of being a text depends at least in part on some nature inherent in the work and cannot be reduced easily to such commonplace divisions of new work versus old, for example: The Text is not to be thought of as an object that can be computed. It would be futile to try to separate out materially works from texts. In particular, the tendency must be avoided to say that the work is classic, the text avant-garde; it is not a question of drawing up a crude honours list in the name of modernity and declaring certain literary productions

“in” and others “out.” 14

In more immediate terms, a B movie concocted for drive-ins full of neck-ing teenagers is not automatically disqualified from being a text. Barthes might disagree, as his articulation carries with it an implication that textuality is a binary value, either possessed or not: “There may be ‘text’ in a very ancient work, while many products of contemporary literature are in no way texts.” 15 But for the active reader, “text” is a verb independent of the presence of a smart phone; interaction with the work creates texts on the fly. 

 Mystery Science Theater 3000’s audience loves the show because of its fierce intertextual engagement. Some even attempt to continue to build and expand the texts: there are currently two extant projects to provide encyclopedic annotations to the series. These online works circumvent the normal inherent limitations of textuality—namely, the reference base of the reader—by crowdsourcing the work of annotation. The  Distributed MST3K Annotation Project (DAP) uses wiki software to allow any virtual passers-by to contribute (and moderate) explanatory entries, while  The Annotated MST, a more modest affair, is the work of one central annotator supplemented by reader contributions. 16

THE DEEPEST CUT: SCENE OMISSIONS, 

INTENTIONAL AND OTHERWISE

Before discussing further, let us look at an empirical demonstration of the practical impact of  Mystery Science Theater 3000  on the reception and formation of texts out of the selected films.  MST3K  episode 424, featuring Manos: The Hands of Fate, is one of the most well-known episodes of the series, but for a long time, a central fact about the movie was unknown to nearly everyone who had seen it only as an  MST  experiment: henchman
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Torgo was meant to be a satyr, not merely deformed, but the row of foam-board silhouettes at the bottom of the screen during the film segments of the  MST3K  episode obscured the character’s feet, which were to have been cloven hooves. While one might acknowledge that leaving the film in its original state might have deprived the episode of some of its best jokes, the omission is more important for how it highlights the alterative nature of the  MST3K  format. Rather than merely commenting on a cinematic work (and the phrase is used very loosely here), the riffing of the shadows in the theater actively changes the nature of what is experienced on-screen. Specifically, the act of riffing on and thereby interpreting the film creates three consequences: details that would normally influence the audience’s own interpretation are elided, as in the example above; other details that filmmakers may have meant to be unimportant become magnified outside of their intended context; and viewers experience the film at a distance created by the intervening layer of commentary, which both insulates the audience and distorts the movies themselves. 

As a result of overlaying comedic commentary or editing a film print to fit a television show’s length, parts of the work become elided or even erased. We may divide these cuts into two varieties, which can be termed

“expository” and “nonexpository” cuts. The expository cut removes a scene or sequence that directly contributes to the unfolding of the plot; the omission of that portion of the film makes one or more of the subsequent segments seem to be non sequiturs as a result of the caesura. There are many more examples of details removed from films by the process of creating the “experiments” that largely arise from the editorial necessities of producing a show. The show’s version of  Mitchell  contains a particularly notable example. When Kevin Murphy as Tom Servo quips near the finale, “Hey, guys, wasn’t John Saxon in this movie?” his wisecrack gets a good laugh but foregrounds the omission of an entire scene: John Saxon’s character Walter Deaney was killed in a confrontation with the title character, but that scene was cut to allow time for the frame segments on the bridge, thereby creating the very disappearance that the characters then comment upon. 17 This type of elision occurs frequently during the series’

run as a result of the need to conform strictly to a ninety-minute format with commercial interruption. In episode 904, “Werewolf,” a sex scene in which ostensible protagonist Paul exposes love interest Natalie to his curse of lycanthropy is omitted; as a result, during the film’s conclusion, when Natalie is revealed to be a werewolf, the revelation comes as a complete surprise. 

Such expository cuts may be as significant as those above, but not always; sometimes the effect is secondary to the viewer’s textual construction except in the way of embellishment. The Rhino DVD release of Eegah  includes both the  MST3K  episode and the uncut theatrical film; the latter incorporates a feature by which one can reintegrate the film seg-
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ments removed to conserve the episode length. Among the portions cut to fit the film into the episode’s ninety-minute framework, additional dialogue early in the film between the principal characters and the man at the club likened by Crow to William Faulkner is excised as unnecessary exposition, as is a portion of the scene showing Roxy and Tom in the desert, in which a joke concerning his pocket radio’s tendency to switch on unexpectedly is set up. A remnant of this can be seen in the televised episode during a sequence in which Tom stumbles in the sand, bumping the (now unseen) radio and causing a brief burst of chaotic music, which the hapless Tom apparently silences with a fist to his own thigh. The silhouettes in the theater react with simultaneous puzzlement at this but make no direct comment. 18

The preceding example could in fact be qualified as a nonexpository cut, which is one in which the attempted narrative construction of the film is not impeded. These often appear to be continuity or editing gaffes on the part of the filmmakers, and may even be treated as such by the robots and their human companion. The difference in the ramifications of the cut allows the performer to place the cut in an ironic, self-aware light. 

One never wants to call attention to the fact that one has significantly damaged the plot of a film one is mocking as, among other things, mud-dled and plotless; it ruins the comedy. 

The assumption of transparency by the Best Brains crew—that they present the films without alteration, and that all flaws perceived or actual are artifacts of the film rather than intervention by the transition to a different format—tellingly reminds us of the invisibility of interpretation. 

Like a classic optical illusion that can be seen as one of two different objects, a cinematic work—even clumsy and embarrassing turkeys—contains the potential to be viewed from different perspectives to yield unique readings. Also like an optical illusion, a particular resolution can be pointed out to viewers who fail to perceive it initially, and once it is seen, it can’t be unseen. A viewer might not normally notice a resemblance between one of the old-looking teens in  The Giant Gila Monster  and Larry Miller, but once it is pointed out by Tom Servo, the correspondence is forever woven into the various threads that make up the audience’s text. 

MISTAKES WERE MADE

The physicality of the silhouetted seats in the theater stands out among the various ways in which the material artifact of the film undergoes alteration by the act of observation, but other significant instances arise. 

Technical errors in the films themselves, glaring or otherwise, are often highlighted by exaggerated response from the riffers. While the performers are often inadvertently responsible for caesurae in the visual text of
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the film (and equally often unaware, or at least without comment upon it), poor editing or framing in the films frequently garners special attention. The name of musical group “The Other Three” is cut off at the right side of the screen in the credits to  Monster-a-Go-Go, which prompts a moment of guessing and stammering by Tom Servo as he attempts to complete the elided name. Other times, the performers—again, Kevin Murphy’s Tom Servo in particular—have uttered some sort of interjection at a sudden cut or the absence of some frames of film. The opening scene of the aforementioned  Monster-a-Go-Go  serves as one example; an even more iconic instance of this comic hyperbole occurs during the short film preceding “Viking Women vs. the Sea Serpent” (episode 317), “The Home Economics Story.” The joke in this case actually becomes recursive, as Servo’s interjections culminate in a “hi-keeba” (an inside joke exclamation originating from the obscure first-season episode “Women of the Prehistoric Planet”), which foregrounds not only the sharpness of the series of jump cuts that preceded it but the repetitive and absurd nature of the responses themselves. Rapid cuts often denote action and intensity, and their application to a set of visual cues related to Midwestern domesticity is as jarring intellectually as the frames themselves are to the eye. 

I DID IT MY WAY: CONSCIOUS INTERACTION WITH THE TEXT

Directorial choices, especially those rather poorly considered, are an easy target for such attention. Speaking with  The AV Club’s Keith Phipps, Joel Hodgson and Jim Mallon recall a famous example of such a sequence from “Lost Continent” (episode 208):

JH: It’s true. It’s so hard, because you have to screen the movies and pick one, but even then, you’re not really thinking about going in and dropping in lines the whole time. Sometimes you encounter a movie like that where you go, “Oh wait, I didn’t realize there was so much rock-climbing, so much of nothing really going on.” 

JM: That was a really cool moment. I remember the comedy then shifted to be very self-conscious, self-reflective about why exactly the filmmaker is forcing the audience to climb the mountain with these guys. Because it was so excruciatingly boring, and therefore painful. 19

Few examples of inept filmmaking can equal the rock climbing scene—

twenty-five minutes in length total—and by implication, few sequences can force the level of self-awareness Mallon refers to. Even in retrospect, Trace Beaulieu, in the same interview, considers the show’s format to be expansive rather than restrictive:
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TB: There was a lot of room in that show. It was 90 minutes long, two hours with commercials. I remember sometimes thinking, “Man, that just doesn’t do it for me at all.” But it didn’t matter. It wasn’t like we were a 22-and-a-half-minute sitcom where everything is so intensely scrutinized; there was space. 20

In some ways, this “space” Beaulieu mentions is an integral part of the show, providing time to leave in material that would normally be excised. It is fortunate that the show takes on films predominantly from the 1950s and 1960s, not simply because they were available for very low licensing fees or even free in the public domain, but also because comedic interpretation frequently arises from the performers’ reactions to anachronistic cultural values that might otherwise be edited out in order to sanitize the material for family viewing. Sexist or racist remarks and behavior by a character on-screen often elicit a “boo” or disapproving retort from the collective shadows at their feet, as happens more than once in “Mitchell.” In one instance, Deany refers to the burglar he murders as a “wetback,” which prompts objections from Joel and the robots, as does Mitchell’s leer at Deany’s maid later in the film. 21

Films from the 1950s and 1960s, especially the “mental hygiene” category of shorts, provide fodder for such callbacks in ample quantities. 22

The importance of being removed temporally from one’s subject factors into Gadamer’s hermeneutical thinking:

To Gadamer, the tension between the present and the past is itself a central, and even in some ways fruitful, factor in hermeneutics: “A placement between strangeness and familiarity exists between the historically intended, distanced objectivity of the heritage and our belongingness to a tradition. In this ‘between’ is the true place of hermeneutics.” The mediation of hermeneutics, then involves both that which was historically meant and tradition. 23

Critics cannot divorce themselves from their own context in time. Indeed, the act of interpretation is inherently subjective, implying both an interpreter and a lived experience constituting a bricolage that informs the interpretation. 

Unintended intrusions into the film such as the blurry clipboard in Manos: The Hands of Fate  likewise receive sharp notice, but these are potentially more interesting from a hermeneutical perspective because they aren’t always immediately noticeable to the viewer; for example, the shadow of a boom mike appears in the background of a living room shot in  Teen-age Strangler, which itself might have been innocuous and remained beyond the threshold of the audience’s attention, but once the error is called out by Tom Servo, it is nearly impossible to miss in subsequent viewings. Thus, an element the director would have wanted to hide as seamlessly as possible is instead foregrounded and becomes an

[image: Image 253]

[image: Image 254]

[image: Image 255]

[image: Image 256]

54

 Neal Stidham

integral part of the perception of the film as a whole. (Other such booms appear during the dinner scene in  Mitchell  and the sailboat scene in  Parts: The Clonus Horror, for instance; in each case, the error goes from inconspicuous to unavoidable once commented upon by one of the performers.) Since the text is composed by the interlayering of projected image and viewer perception, the interpretive act of watching the film is con-taminated, so to speak, by foregrounding these errors and forcing their inclusion into the bricolage of the audience. 

In some cases, the riffers go even further, and rather than simply include the film’s gaffes as foregrounded elements of the viewing experience, the performers expand upon the world of the film as offered within the confines of its frames. Some occur only briefly, such as this exchange from “The Home Economics Story”:

Crow: It says “Piggy” on the wall over there. 

Joel: Where? 

Crow: [head gestures to the right, out of frame] Over there. 24

In other cases, however, the technical mistake not only intrudes on the film but is welcomed into the framing narrative of the experiment as well. 

When an editing mistake in  Gunslinger  breaks the cinematic illusion of verisimilitude regarding the reality of the town’s false fronts, this crucial blunder not only becomes a recurring joke but also forms the kernel of one of the interstitial sketches. Rather than accept the premise that the town in the film isn’t real, Tom Servo concocts an absurd explanation involving quantum mechanics, teleportation, and time travel and proceeds to demonstrate to the consternation of his crewmates. 25

While this manner of textual play seems at first glance to be a momen-tary and ephemeral phenomenon, only relevant for the time needed to convey a joke and then cast aside, such fragments inevitably become woven into the text for the audience and are thereafter inextricable. These comments might even take on a life of their own as when, during the film, they become the source of a running gag, further reinforcing their presence within the text. Some such details take on even further solidity in the audience’s text, overshadowing the actual artifact of the film. Torgo as a character became a recurring extra on  Mystery Science Theater 3000, beginning with the final bumper segment in the  Manos  episode itself, where Torgo appears delivering pizza to Deep 13. Over time, Torgo (as portrayed by Michael J. Nelson) would be worked further into the show’s continuity; his initial appearance would be recalled by a hanging joke resolved an entire season later, and the character would make a final appearance to usher Frank from the show in episode 624, “Samson vs. the Vampire Women,” with an allusion to Gandalf from  The Lord of the Rings. 
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The character would be thus reinterpreted over time in the context of several tropes, not only that of the evil henchman, but metatextually of the recurring cameo, the guest appearance, and the comic relief. Taken as a whole throughout the series’ entire body of episodes, the “text” of Torgo that evolves in the reader’s mind far outstrips that portrayed solely in the work  Manos. 

MILES O’ INTERPRETATION

As the intrepid riffers of the Satellite of Love would put it, “Yes, but what does it mean?” The  Mystery Science Theater 3000  format stretches the performativity of criticism far beyond the capabilities normally available to the everyman critic, who might launch sporadic, extemporaneous retorts at the film from the comfort of a couch. Such empowerment obviously has its appeal, both for the viewers and for the performers themselves, as both groups have found themselves revisiting the act again and again. It is no surprise that Kevin Murphy immediately launched a project of immersing himself in novel forms of cinematic spectatorship in  A Year at the Movies  soon after the show’s demise, nor that the show’s alumni would largely regroup around two very similar projects, RiffTrax and Cinematic Titanic. RiffTrax in particular encourages an antiestablishment vibe in providing piercing commentary to major commercial blockbusters, while Cinematic Titanic keeps the spirit of communal comedic engagement alive through its touring live shows. 

The emancipation of the viewer as critic has had demonstrable cultural impact in the wake of the series and in fact gathers steam rather than depletes as time goes on. On a purely mercantile level, new DVD collections of episodes regularly appear, attempting to archive the show’s exhaustive run, and yet demand remains high; older collections and unre-leased episodes garner triple-digit prices or circulate as treasured boot-legs online. The show’s intellectual repercussions likewise persist. Hodgson expounds on a comment by Beaulieu in the AV Club interview in which he acknowledges the ways in which  MST3K  contributed to the liberation of critical exercise, albeit in unintended ways: TB: Well, [the show]’s now being used as a reference. When you see a movie review on TV, they’ll go, “This movie really needs the  Mystery Science  treatment.” So it’s become that kind of tag now. Which is—I guess that’s a compliment. Slightly complimentary. 

JH: One thing that’s happening is social media. Where people are working on social TV and social media, where you can watch something with a group of people online and talk and do. . . . It just seems like this common thing, people like to watch things together, they
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don’t have to be in the same place to do it. And I just feel like the idea of commentary—they weren’t doing commentary for videos when we were doing  Mystery Science Theater—and so I think the idea of a running commentary while media is playing, we were the first to do that. 

And I think that’s pretty common, whether it’s people commenting on a YouTube video—right now it’s typing, but eventually it’ll be talking and video conferencing, so it’ll be like that. Not that we created it or anything, but people who are familiar with what we do are kind of participating with that a little bit. They’d be doing it anyway, but I think it’s interesting that it’s possible we were the first ones to do that. 

Jim sometimes mentions that back when we were doing it, the screen was sacred. They didn’t even put bugs up on the screen unless there was a tornado warning, you know? We kind of violated that space and imposed our thing over the top. That’s another thing that’s really common now, where your screen is just getting crowded with announcements and bugs and roll-ins for movies. 26

By becoming performers, critics become opened to criticism themselves. 

At the same time, however, the codification of a formula, a rubric through which active critical engagement might occur, apparently reso-nates strongly with audiences. The advent of Cinematic Titanic demonstrates the power of the visual component of the formula—silhouettes interacting with the screen—while RiffTrax taps into the audience’s empowerment to take part in the riffing, via the iRiff feature, which allows for submission of fan-made audio or video commentary. 

Kevin Murphy calls  MST3K  a “drift net for the culture” in the Rhino DVD interview included with “Merlin’s Shop of Mystical Wonders,” and in the metaphor the flotsam and jetsam caught in the net would be the trivia and effluvia of popular culture on an enormous scale, stretching back not only to the beginning of current memory, but to historical record. 27 One can find not only fleeting pop stars, fads, and catchphrases archived in the show’s banter, but history, science, religion, and literature from the Western record are carved into the consciousness of the show and its viewers, via references to Descartes and Darwin and Luther and Marlowe. Even with a woefully small selection of only sixty-five of the show’s episodes available for analysis, the concordance-like index at  The Annotated MST  contains nearly five thousand entries. We come full circle back to Barthes, as the reference-per-show average (given variously as ranging from three hundred to seven hundred by different sources) represents intertextuality writ large, a practical demonstration of just how many cultural elements even a cinematic clunker can evoke. 

At first blush, it would seem that we have become eternal critics, but that assessment is not quite accurate in that what is revealed is not a recent process or transformation. In effect, we have always been critics, because the act of observation and the fact of intertextuality require us to
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be so. The difference is twofold: the process of discernment—what works

“merit” critical attention—has shifted, and the qualification for the role of critic has been liberated. As appalling as it may be to the staunch defend-ers of the elitist critical stance, everything is a text that can be read, and as much as the critically averse consumer may deny it, everything will be read as a text. Even as the denizens of the Satellite of Love resist the elevation to the status of critic through modesty and even outright self-deprecation, both on- and offscreen they liberate themselves and others to be critics through the act of riffing. The “everyman” quality described by Taylor28 finds its ultimate expression in the three silhouetted figures at the bottom of the screen, led by “a guy named Joel, not too different from you or me, . . . just another face in a red jumpsuit,” as the longest-running version of the theme song assures us. 29 Yet this “average” quality is alloyed with the elite training of the academic critic, for the Best Brains crew are a palpably erudite crew of writers, throwing out off-the-cuff references to such obscure scholarly subjects as Siegfried Kracauer in

“The Home Economics Story,” or Ulrich Zwingli in the Rhino DVD interview, just to name two out of myriad examples. Even the character of Joel Robinson, ostensibly an ordinary janitor, constructed three robots with artificial intelligence promptly upon being jettisoned into space, using only what was on hand and without compromising the function of his satellite/cell. The subtle positive message here is that not only is everyone qualified to be a critic, everyone is more capable or savvy than they might seem to be. A more succinct and agreeable argument against the division of criticism into compartmentalized obscurity is difficult to find. 

While John King may describe with a hint of lament the “cultural exhaustion” of the show, it may also be said that  Mystery Science Theater 3000  is continually renewing itself. 30 Its devotees keep it alive by “circulating the tapes” and contributing to a vibrant online fan community; its creators find themselves returning to the tried and true formula of mocking films for willing audiences. Most importantly, though, the text of the show continues to weave and reweave itself in the minds of viewers, always evolving into something new from the synthesis of personal experience and cheesy film. 

NOTES

1. I’m speaking of hermeneutics here as if it were a cohesive and monolithic discipline, when it is nothing of the sort. Hermeneutics is a multifaceted field with differing philosophies and approaches enfolded within it: Robert E. Palmer devotes an entire chapter of his  Hermeneutics  to laying out “Six Modern Definitions” of the term, and even spends nearly a whole page of his foreword mentioning the points of view as to whether the word should or should not have a final “s” appended to it ( Hermeneutics: Interpretation Theory in Schleiermacher, Dilthey, Heidegger, and Gadamer, Studies in Phenomenology and Existential Philosophy [Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1969], 33–45; xii). As gripping as these matters are, they are beyond the scope of
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this chapter. Needless to say, for more than the cursory explanation proffered here, one would need to find more suitable sources; those seeking any substantial information are directed to Kurt Mueller-Vollmer,  The Hermeneutics Reader: Texts of the German Tradition from the Enlightenment to the Present (New York: Continuum, 1985) for further reading. 

2. Mary Morley Cohen, “Forgotten Audiences in the Passion Pits: Drive-in Theatres and Changing Spectator Practices in Post-War America,”  Film History  6, no. 4

(Winter 1994): 470–486. 

3. David Carr, “Talking Back to Your TV, Incessantly,”  New York Times, 15 Mar. 

2010, B1. 

4. Cohen, “Forgotten Audiences in the Passion Pits,” 471. 

5. It is ironic that the verb “to interpret,” which in its most literal sense means to explain something in one language to someone else speaking a different language, has itself lost its full etymology; it is uncertain even what language the root “pret-” arose from, or what it exactly means. 

6. Hans-Georg Gadamer acknowledges this as a necessary aspect of interpretation in his essay “On the Problem of Self-Understanding” ( Philosophical Hermeneutics, 2nd ed., trans. and ed. David E. Linge [Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008], 45):

“First of all, as a hermeneutical task, understanding includes a reflective dimension from the very beginning. Understanding is not a mere reproduction of knowledge, that is, it is not a mere act of repeating the same thing. Rather, understanding is aware of the fact that it is indeed an act of repeating.” While Gadamer certainly did not have puppet-driven sarcasm directed at low-grade movies in mind when writing, his point is borne out. 

7. Greg Taylor,  Artists in the Audience: Cults, Camp, and American Film Criticism (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001), 7. 

8. Taylor,  Artists in the Audience, 4. 

9. For those who can’t get enough recursion, observation also affects observation. 

Gadamer’s emphasis on self-awareness as an integral part of interpretation is mentioned in the previous note; Rosenblum and Kuttner also deal with the implications of quantum mechanics and the measurement problem on physics by offering nine different interpretations of what the observed phenomena mean with regard to the field of knowledge in Bruce Rosenblum and Fred Kuttner,  Quantum Enigma: Physics Encounters Consciousness (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 156–166. Of particular interest is the “transactional” model, in which the indeterminacy of an unobserved phenomenon propagates both forward and backward in time. “The future thus affects the past. This does, of course, alter the way we look at what’s happening” (Rosenblum and Kuttner 164). While it would be hyperbolic at best to suggest that  MST3K  retroac-tively affects the movies it presents, the show does affect perceptions of its subjects going forward.  Hobgoblins, for instance, gained a twisted sort of second life after being featured in episode 907; it was remade as  Hobgoblins 2  as well as issued on DVD. The disc even includes the impromptu “Hobgoblins” song sung by Mike and the robots during the experiment. It is likely this flick would have faded into obscurity but that the notice concomitant with appearing on  MST3K  attracted enough media attention to fund the movie’s revival. 

10. Roland Barthes,  A Barthes Reader, ed. Susan Sontag (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1982). 

11. Barthes,  A Barthes Reader, 386. 

12. Joel actually refers to the theater aboard the Satellite of Love as “the Mystery Science Theater” in the invention exchange segment of episode 207, “Wild Rebels,” 

though it is unclear how deliberately this should be taken, as the delivery appears to be a spontaneous ad-lib prompted by momentarily stumbling a line. But it’s just a show, and I should really just relax. 

13. Roland Barthes, “Lesson in Writing,” in  Image-Music-Text, trans. Stephen Heath (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1977), 313. 
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14. Roland Barthes, “From Work to Text,” in  Image-Work-Text, trans. Stephen Heath (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1977), 156. 

15. Barthes, “From Work to Text,” 156. 

16. The Distributed MST3K Annotation Project, http://www.dapcentral.org; The Annotated MST, http://www.annotatedmst.com. 

17. “Mitchell,”  Mystery Science Theater 3000, dir. Trace Beaulieu (Los Angeles, CA: Rhino, 2001), DVD. These sorts of cuts made by Best Brains are distinct from altera-tions to a film made prior to their interaction with the film, although such changes also inevitably influence the reception of the film presented in the experiments. One of the most well-known examples can be seen at the beginning of the two films acquired from Film Ventures International— Cave Dwellers (episode 301) and  Pod People (episode 303). Joel and the robots even incorporate the opening credits sequence of  Cave Dwellers  into the first bumper segment and the title into a joke midway through the film (“Thirty-five minutes into the film and we’re finally at the first plot point”), but the film was not originally intended to be called  Cave Dwellers — originally  Ator l’ Invinci-blie 2, released as  The Blade Master  in English-speaking countries—and the relative insignificance of the titular savages attests to this. 
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FOUR

“My Life Is a Hollow Lie” 

 Riffing the Sexism of the Past in  Mystery Science Theater 3000

Sean Kennedy

For the past two decades,  Mystery Science Theater 3000 (or  MST3K) has not only made audiences laugh by simultaneously representing and mocking popular culture, but it has also liberated and educated those audiences by publicly criticizing the societal values of yesterday and today. Mocking the past is one of the key aspects of camp, as outlined by Sebastian Heiduschke in his commentary on  MST3K: “Camp mocks the ostensibly out-dated items of a past pop culture, and  MST3K  is a prime practitioner of this style of cultural critique.” 1 Indeed, a large portion of  MST3K’s comedy comes from pointing out differences between today’s culture and that of the 1950s. 

This chapter will focus primarily on the many short educational “hygiene films” on which the  MST3K  crew riff, as well as how these films perpetuate sexist female stereotypes, particularly as juxtaposed with the values of a post-second-wave feminist society.  MST3K’s commentary on these films, primarily those from the 1950s, serve not merely as humor and entertainment, but as criticism of the values expressed in the shorts and as illustration of how those values have changed and evolved. 

The various shorts featured in  MST3K  tend to represent what 1950s society deemed the “ideal,” as well as pointing out any problems that threatened this ideal. In an interview with Generoso Fierro and Jason Begy of the Singapore-MIT GAMBIT Game Lab, Trace Beaulieu and 63
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Mary Jo Pehl discuss their preference for the educational shorts on which they riffed versus the full-length movies:

Beaulieu: I love the shorts. I think those are just a special, special world that you enter. 

Pehl: Yeah, I would agree. Because they’re short, there’s a whole different momentum to them. And the ones we did just had the right energy of enough space between the dialog and really capturing the essence of what was going on, the hygiene of the 50s and how they were trying to indoctrinate you. So to look at it through the contemporary lens was a lot of fun. But I agree, the shorts. 

Beaulieu: Perfect length, very digestible, and just what a terrific target that those things are. 2

This commentary on the educational shorts featured in  MST3K  demonstrates two of their inherent features that make them “easy targets” for riffing: their brevity and their intended purpose, the latter of which was an attempt to identify and correct what 1950s society deemed “wrong” 

and to achieve what it felt was ideal. The vast majority of these shorts focus entirely on white, middle-class citizens who either live or want to live the so-called “American dream” of a decent job (in the case of men), a wife who is devoted to her kitchen, and the average 2.5 children. 

In order to gauge the level and nature of sexism represented in each short, I will be referring to the Pingree-Hawkins “Sexism Scale,” established in 1976 by Suzanne Pingree, Robert Parker Hawkins, Matilda Butler, and William Paisley to analyze the representation of females in advertisements. According to the authors, the “consciousness scale for media sexism” includes five levels:

Level I: Woman is a two-dimensional, nonthinking decoration. 

Level II: Woman’s place is in the home or in womanly occupations. 

Level III: A woman may be a professional, but her first place is the home. 

Level IV: Women and men must be equals. 

Level V: Women and men as individuals. 3

Most of the shorts tend to feature women in the context of Level I, in which “the woman is portrayed as being less than a person, a two-dimensional image,” or Level II, in which “traditional strengths and capacities of women are acknowledged, but tradition also dictates ‘womanly’

roles.” Often, if women are not explicitly portrayed as sex objects, such as in the shorts “Body Care and Grooming” and “Design for Dreaming,” 

then they are shown almost exclusively in the kitchen, as in “Once Upon a Honeymoon” and “A Young Man’s Fancy.” 

[image: Image 297]

[image: Image 298]

[image: Image 299]

[image: Image 300]

 “My Life Is a Hollow Lie” 

65

One example of Level I sexism represented in these shorts can be found in “Body Care and Grooming.” This short film from 1948, intended for college students to inform them about basic hygiene, contains several instances of objectifying women and stressing conformity over individuality, the subjects of many of the  MST3K  crew’s jokes. For example, near the beginning of the short, the narrator interrupts a young man studying for exam week, encouraging him to “put down that notebook and take in some of the beauties of nature,” that is, the young women on campus, implying that women are decoration. 4

In addition, the narrator shames one young woman for her hygiene and sense of style as she passes by, carefully reading a book with a pencil tucked behind her ear:

But wait a moment young lady, how did you get into this picture? You see, we’re trying to prove a point about nature and beauty, and you’re not exactly helping, you know. Look at your hair, look at that blouse, and the way that skirt hangs, and those socks. Sorry, there must’ve been a mistake. You don’t seem to be exactly the type to make this guy behave like a human being. 

The insulting objectification of this young woman continues when the scene shifts back and these “negative” aspects of her appearance are fixed, according to the narrator, giving ample opportunity for the latter to, as Joel puts it, “find new ways to shame her.” There are two primary differences between the young woman before and after this shift: one is in her appearance—her clothes and hair are adjusted to more suitably fit the film’s high standards of beauty and humanity—and she is no longer diligently studying her book with her pencil tucked behind her ear at the ready. The implication here is that, not only should women dress appropriately in order to meet society’s standards of beauty and to make men

“behave like human beings” (or as Joel adds, “you know, to make him grope you and paw at you”), but they should avoid diligent studying in favor of attracting men. 

Many of the  MST3K  crew’s comments point out the objectification of women as nonthinking decorations, as well as the persistent emphasis on conformity. For example, “Body Care and Grooming” stresses (via situations such as the one described above) that in order to be deemed appropriate in the eyes of society, one should avoid being conspicuous, because, as Crow sarcastically comments, “expressing individualism is just plain wrong.” Further, after the young woman above is “corrected,” the young man is more than willing to approach her. Although we do not know what he says to her, Crow doesn’t hesitate to provide a likely opening line: “Uh, excuse me, I couldn’t help but notice how much you look like everyone else.” The  MST3K  crew, through their humorous quips, stress the antithesis of “Body Care and Grooming,” that women
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are not mere objects or decorations and that individuality can and should be expressed, values that differ greatly from the society of 1948. 

One of the few shorts featured on  MST3K  that comes close to Level III on the consciousness scale is “The Home Economics Story,” “in which an intrusive narrator follows a young girl through her decision to attend college and her educational career at Iowa State College.” 5 Unfortunately, though, the only careers chosen by any of the women in the film are exclusively “womanly” roles—in this case, wives, teachers, fashion designers, interior designers, and food preparation specialists—so this short more aptly represents Level II sexism. Crow even jokingly claims that one of the women “could never be an engineer; don’t make me laugh,” 

satirizing the typical perspective of 1950s society and emphasizing the realities of the woman’s choice of career, that she would likely be limited to one of the more “womanly” roles. The humorous nature of most of the comments from Joel and the ’bots are explained by Tedholm: The context of late 20th-century viewing, occurring after second-wave feminism and the obsolescence of many programs of home economics study, provides the humorous context for many of the comments made by Joel, Tom Servo, and Crow as they situate the film’s vision of empowered young women working with the cultural truth of female oppression, sexism, and hegemony. 6

These comments take place in the form of quips about the expectations these women might realistically have about the positions that society has deemed appropriate for them. For example, when the film appears to place a great deal more assumed importance on being a wife over having a career by telling the story of “Carol, who is now Mrs. Bill Johnson, 

[who] took a general home economics course, not one which would lead to professional employment, but one which fitted her for that very important career of being Mrs. Johnson,” Joel and the ’bots openly “boo” this information, including some mimicry of her husband by sardonically yelling, “I don’t want my wife working! Get me a beer!” and “What the hell is that? . . . How much did that cost? Well, bring it back!” These humorous comments from the  MST3K  crew illustrate the kind of life Carol may have had in the early 1950s by succumbing to societal pressure and marrying instead of pursuing a career, a home that would be what Crow refers to as “a dungeon.” 

Further, since Kay, the main character in “The Home Economics Story,” is interested in teaching, she spends a great deal of time with children, and Joel takes the opportunity to mimic one of the young female students by squealing “What!? We have to be subjugated to men!?” evidently teaching the girl a likely truth about her future while simultaneously criticizing this future. This is just one example of how, as Tedholm states, the  MST3K  riffs “work both with and against” the impulse that educational mental hygiene films have “to limit discussion patterns by
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funneling youths into acceptable behavioral patterns.” 7 Yet another example is Crow’s simple comment that, rather than working on home appliances, the women would more likely be “treated like an appliance.” 

The realities of life as a 1950s female graduate of a home economics program at such a university are shouted at the screen by Joel, Crow, and Tom Servo, undermining and critiquing the Level II and Level III sexism prevalent in the short. 

The literal dreams and fantasies of the heroines in “Design for Dreaming” and “Once Upon a Honeymoon,” however, hardly contain anything outlandish or ambitious, primarily focusing on improvements in the kitchen or home setting. These two similar shorts are primarily indicative of Level II sexism on the Pingree-Hawkins scale, since they stress that a woman’s proper place is in the kitchen and home context, although, as we will explore later, the  MST3K  riffs also emphasize evidence of Level I sexism in “Design for Dreaming.” 

Mary, the newlywed wife in “Once Upon a Honeymoon,” sings at length about her wishes and desires, but practically all of them involve house decorations and better appliances in the kitchen, suggesting that her dreams are no bigger than these. 8 The emphasis on Mary’s telephone use in the short suggests another female stereotype, one which implies that women love to talk to each other on the telephone so much that a telephone in the kitchen would be a fantasy of any housewife. Since Mary is meant to represent the everywoman, as are most women in these educational shorts, we can deduce that women are not expected to want anything outside the home, that her ambitions should keep her there, and that it would be absurd for a woman to desire a career, an artistic achievement, fame, or even money. She sings, “I wish the faucet wouldn’t drip all day!” to which Crow replies, sarcastically, “Aim high, sister!” pointing out the absurdity of such a meager wish. 

Even though the plot of this short film, a “delightful musical made to promote color telephones as a decorator accessory in the home,” is ostensibly about the difficulty that Jeff, Mary’s husband, has in coming up with a new tune to satisfy his employers, Mary has significantly more screen time. 9 And even though Jeff is identified as the musician in the household (being the one who is employed and paid to compose music), Mary sings and interacts with music far more than her husband does. 

And yet, despite her obvious musical aptitude, she remains a housewife who fixes her husband meals that he doesn’t eat (due to stress) and concerns herself only with the kitchen and house decorations, even in her strongest fantasies. In fact, the only aid Mary gives in actually coming up with the new tune is her repeated attempts to call Jeff’s employers, creating a rhythmic, repetitive sound on the all-too-prominent telephone, which inspires Jeff, quite accidentally. 

Crow, Tom Servo, and Joel’s successor, Mike, comment on this odd lack of cooperation between two musically gifted people, and in doing so, 
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they reveal the Level II sexism prevalent in “Once Upon a Honeymoon.” 

Mary retreats into the kitchen and begins to sing the lyrics to the “Wish-ing Song,” for which Jeff is trying to compose the tune. As she begins to sing, Mike mimics Jeff by shouting, “Honey, I’m trying to compose in here, if you could keep it down?” which points out the irony of the situation, a husband and wife who should be working together, segregat-ed to their respective portions of the house, as dictated by 1950s society. 

Because Mary is a housewife rather than a collaborator, without a career of her own, this places her in Level II on the Pingree-Hawkins scale, since her apparent place is in the kitchen and home context, a place that Mike, Crow, and Tom are quick to criticize for its sexist nature. 

Though there is quite a bit of commentary from Mike and the ’bots in

“Once Upon a Honeymoon,” there is significantly less (at least in-theater) in the startlingly similar “Design for Dreaming,” at least in regard to a woman’s perceived place in society. However, this short has a great deal of similar evidence of what 1950s society deemed appropriate for women to fantasize about. Presented as a young woman’s dream, this General Motors advertisement from 1956 demonstrates “the world of tomorrow,” 

specifically displaying the cars, clothes, and kitchens of tomorrow. 10

While our heroine is interested in all of these things, her interest seems rather narcissistic. The appeal of the cars is less about practicality and more about style, hence the juxtaposition of various new cars with cloth-ing fashions to match them. So, when she is first presented with an invita-tion to attend the motorama, she complains, through song, that she hasn’t

“got a single thing to wear,” upon which she is immediately given a lovely new gown, which pleases her because now she’ll “be the talk of the town,” illustrating that, in her fantasy, she is concerned about superficial appearance and other women being envious of her. 

Similarly, her interest in the cars at the motorama seems to be based on appearance rather than performance, as her idea of trying out the cars only seems to involve her climbing in the front seat and posing in it, after which she declares, “I think we ought to buy it!” The implication, illustrated by the word “we,” is that she demands the car without the intention of paying for it herself, a sentiment reinforced by Mike’s comment, 

“Yeah, great, I guess I could sell my plasma every Tuesday,” and declara-tion that “she’s a high maintenance date.” This implied self-centeredness is further emphasized by the masked man in the short carrying the heroine to most locations, about which Tom Servo quips, “Geez, no wonder they need a car; he has to carry her everywhere.” 

Our protagonist is carried into the “kitchen of tomorrow,” immediately after another comment that is telling of 1950s values regarding a woman’s place in the home. After exiting the back of a brand new Cadillac, the heroine suddenly appears with an apron around her waist as a male voice yells, “Hey! Your apron is showing! Better get her into the kitchen quick!”—the implication being that she belongs there—and she pretends
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to faint in the masked man’s arms. While in the futuristic kitchen, she decides to bake a cake with the revolutionary technology that enables her to have more free time on her hands so that there’s “no need to be chained to the stove all day.” What does she do with her newfound free time? She retreats to the bedroom to try on new clothes, her interests purely focused on fashion and superficial aesthetics, just as Mary’s are. 

After the dreamer is finished modeling tomorrow’s new fashions, she announces, “The kitchen of tomorrow is calling me,” and returns to her apparent proper place. 

Most of  MST3K’s commentary on “Design for Dreaming” takes place outside the theater during the show’s many host segments, which, in this episode, include a magical teleporting woman who appears on the Satellite of Love and can only understand words spoken through song—as the protagonist of “Design for Dreaming” sings all of her lines—a parody of the short rather than a direct commentary on it. This form of commentary emphasizes the Sexism Scale’s Level I nature of the short, depicting the female protagonist as merely an object, indecisive, unable to think for herself, and sexualized in a variety of wardrobes. All of this is revealed in addition to the Level II sexism prevalent in the short, as evidenced by the protagonist’s kitchen and domestic duties, which she is still expected to perform. 

Even in advertisements with more elaborate story lines, such as “A Young Man’s Fancy,” the woman’s role in the kitchen is taken for granted by all characters. 11 This rather lengthy short focuses on young Judy, a teenage housewife-in-the-making who obsesses over impressing her older brother’s friend from college, Alexander, namely through her cooking and housekeeping skills. At the beginning of the short, Judy is ironing the laundry while listening to music on the radio (she switches it off as soon as the news comes on). From that point until the end of the short, we never actually see Judy do anything except perform household chores such as vacuuming, cleaning, or preparing food; obsess over her looks; try to impress Alexander; or snap at her brother on a whim. 

We as the audience do not know whether Judy is in school or employed, as she mentions neither and is never seen studying for class or working outside of the home context. All that she appears to care about are electric appliances, food, and boys. Her frequent angry spats with her brother and quick shifts in mood paint her as flighty and emotionally unstable, a rather harmful portrayal for any young women watching. 

Equally harmful is the sexist title, “A Young Man’s Fancy,” implying that impressing young men should be a young woman’s goal in life. 

Even though we can sometimes see the males in the short take it upon themselves to help with some of the domestic duties, such as making sandwiches and washing the dishes (Alex himself admits that the dishes

“used to be [his] job at home”), the impression is that they only do so because the modern electric appliances advertised by the short make
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such chores easier. Judy even jokes that her father “kind of fancies himself quite a cook since we got an electric range, doesn’t he?” implying that without these modern conveniences, men would not have the ability or inclination to perform domestic duties. Judy’s father insists that she go out and have a nice time with Alex, to not worry about the dishes, as he will take care of them. Tom Servo reacts with ironic commentary, playing the role of the typical 1950s father, indignant at having to perform domestic duties, asking, “Why don’t I strap on some heels and a wig, the way I’ve been emasculated?” 

However, these minor challenges to the stereotypical gender roles of the 1950s represented in “A Young Man’s Fancy” pale in comparison to the ways in which the short reinforces those stereotypes, and Mike and the ’bots are there to point them out again and again. For example, whenever Judy’s older brother Bob inquires about food, the  MST3K  crew portrays him as a 1950s male who takes it for granted that a female in the household—his mother or his sister—will prepare the food for him. Thus, after Bob asks about lunch several times, Crow chimes in with “Hey, make with the chow, broads,” mimicking Bob as he enters the kitchen to eat. Also, when Alex asks if he can help with the dishes, Bob announces, 

“No KP duty around here, Sergeant,” to which Tom replies, “We got dames to do that.” 

Judy spends most of her screen time in the kitchen, both because the short is designed to display the many wonders of the modern electrical appliances therein and also because media from the 1950s, such as educational shorts, so frequently portray women in the kitchen, reinforcing the idea that it is their place. However,  Mystery Science Theater 3000  challenges this idea by making several references to the kitchen as a “prison” 

or “dungeon”; for example, when Alex asks Judy if she notices anything about her kitchen, Mike cuts in, “Uh, it’s a prison?” 

The perceived woman’s place is further emphasized in shorts featured on  MST3K  that were specifically aimed at children in an attempt to “indoctrinate” them, as Mary Jo Pehl states. 12 While trying to instill good behavior and habits in children, as in the case of “Appreciating Our Parents,” the shorts often teach them early on that women are meant to be housewives devoted to domestic duties rather than present in the work-place. 13 “Appreciating Our Parents” encourages children to make life easier on their parents by being “a part of the family team” and helping with some of the domestic duties, albeit mostly to save money in the household. The narrator of the short describes observations from young Tommy’s perspective as he notices how domestic duties are accomplished all around the house in an attempt to make children appreciate those accomplishments; as Tom Servo says, “It’s called guilt, and boy does it work.” 

Most of the commentary from Joel and the ’bots in “Appreciating Our Parents” serves as a critique of Tommy’s mother’s domestic role, point-
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ing out her subservience to “the man,” as well as the possibility that she isn’t entirely happy with her role, as she cannot speak for herself in the short. Tom Servo announces that she “leads a quiet life of desperation,” 

and as she begins the housework, the narrator points out that she

“[makes] everything spic and span,” to which Joel adds, “while suppress-ing her own dreams,” suggesting that she might have a desire to do something outside of the home context. When she starts ironing, Tom jokes that this is “the most satisfying part of her day,” a joke that, nonetheless, becomes a depressing realization when her day is examined by the viewer; according to Crow, “she’s in what we call a rut.” 

The absurdity of a woman in a driven career environment, at least in the context of the 1950s, is made apparent by Crow’s interjected response to the film’s line, “all the things Mother did while [her husband] was at work”: “Well, I isolated that nucleotide today.” This juxtaposition of a housewife performing scientific breakthroughs shouldn’t be absurd, and indeed wouldn’t be today, but by placing this joke in the context of 1950s society represented in “Appreciating Our Parents,” it unfortunately becomes absurd. Crow’s comment is humorous because it is placed in the context of a pre-first-wave feminist society; it would not have the same impact otherwise. 

Additionally, via  MST3K’s commentary, the subservient image of the housewife in the 1950s—always willing and eager to please—is juxtaposed with the more modern idea that even a mother can find her role unfulfilling and eventually resent her child for robbing her of “her hopes and dreams.” As the mother goes “up to Tommy’s room to straighten it,” 

Tom Servo jokes that “she chokes back the bile of resentment,” and as Tommy realizes how tired his mother must be at the end of the day, Joel chimes in with “tired of Tommy.” The possibility that Mother might feel resentment toward Tommy for making her life harder seems rather un-thinkable in the context of 1950s society, but  MST3K  helps to juxtapose this society with today’s, comparing the two and mocking the former to perform social commentary. Thus, when the film’s narrator exults, “The table [is] cleared, the dishes [are] washed and put away, and the whole kitchen [is] cleaned up,” Tom Servo exposes the oppressive underside of this domestic bliss, adding, “by a woman with no career outside the house.” 

“Appreciating Our Parents” again places a 1950s female strictly in the context of the home, demonstrating a Level II frame of reference. The stereotypical message that this is a woman’s proper place is further embedded in the minds of the viewers of this didactic short because of how young they likely are. The presumed young age of the intended audience of “Appreciating Our Parents” makes  MST3K’s comments that much more important in the context of not only entertaining, but also educating its audiences through the social commentary prevalent in its riffs. 

[image: Image 325]

[image: Image 326]

[image: Image 327]

[image: Image 328]

72

 Sean Kennedy

“Appreciating Our Parents” and the other mental hygiene films featured on  MST3K  can be considered representative of the time in which they were made. In order to examine the vast differences between values and standards of 1950s society and those of today, these short films provide ample evidence of these differences. The Pingree-Hawkins “Sexism Scale” is a useful benchmark by which to measure the sexism of the past, and each of the shorts examined displayed at best a Level III type and at worst a Level I type of sexism in their content. That is, typically these 1950s shorts represented women as “two-dimensional, nonthinking decorations,” or implied that the “woman’s place is in the home or in womanly occupations.” 14

Through the attention that these educational shorts received on MST3K—since otherwise they would have been thrown away or lost to the passage of time—we are made aware of the historical problems of pre-first-wave feminist society, of which these films were a part and as outlined by the Pingree-Hawkins “Sexism Scale.” Through the commentary by Joel/Mike and the ’bots, we are made aware of just how much progress we have made, as well as how much we have yet to make. 
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FIVE

“Do You Even Live Here?” 

 Regionalism, Humor, and Tradition in  Mystery Science Theater 3000

Claire Schmidt and Laurel Schmidt

More than twenty years after it first aired,  Mystery Science Theater 3000

( MST3K) is beginning to receive its share of scholarly inquiry. Despite being listed in  Time’s top one hundred television shows and winning a 1993 Peabody Award, the show retains a “cult” status (so designated by TV Guide, which ranked it as one of the top fifteen cult TV series of all time), and few academic studies have considered  MST3K. Film and media scholar John King has explored the postmodern and the allegorical in the show, while Douglas Rushkoff takes an Aristotelian look at the pleasure of recognition for the  MST3K  audience. Jessica Royer employs theories of the feminist gaze to conclude that the show, despite verbal gestures toward female empowerment, is simultaneously empowering and degrading. Building on these studies, our chapter tackles a different set of questions from a different angle: Why is this show funny? Who laughs and why? And what are different  MST3K  audiences getting in exchange for laughter? 1

These questions matter, not only for an understanding of the show, but also for an understanding of its fans—ourselves. As sisters growing up in rural Wisconsin in the 1980s and 1990s, the authors became fans of MST3K  from an early age; growing up with the show, it is hard for us to remember a time before Joel, Mike, and the ’bots. We developed a MST3K-centric language of our own that we used to communicate with each other and other followers of the show that remains incomprehen-77
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sible to those who did not obsessively watch  MST3K. Early on, we learned to appreciate the distinction between insiders and outsiders, those who were devoted fans who would endlessly debate the relative merits of Joel versus Mike, and whom you could advise, without fear of a suspicious look, to “watch out for snakes!” As Wisconsinites growing up in an era of television shows such as  Seinfeld,  Frasier,  Cheers,  Murphy Brown,  Full House,  The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air,  Saved by the Bell,  Baywatch, Beverly Hills 90210,  The Golden Girls, and  Married with Children, it was a rare and glorious thing to see our own beloved Midwest represented on television. 2 As we reveled in familiar place names, accents, and references, what we failed to realize at the time was that even within the fan base for the show there are “insiders” and “outsiders”: those who harbor a deep understanding of and familiarity with the Midwest, and those who simply don’t. The jokes, quips, and references that draw on Midwestern regional identity serve to connect insiders and strengthen the shared cultural identity through the pleasure of recognition and a sense of belonging; as Rushkoff points out in his essay “You Are Not Alone: MST3K,  Lost in Space, and the Reality of Science Fiction,” “the more obscure the media reference, the more profound the bond between those of us who shared it.” 3 And, of course, as humor scholar John Morreall notes, 

“to understand our laughter is to go a long way toward understanding our humanity.” 4

It is essential to consider the ethnographic dimensions of  MST3K  in order to understand the way its humor is constructed. The regionalism of the cast, writers, and audience is an integral aspect of the show—one that has been emphasized in interviews by cast members and writers Kevin Murphy and Michael J. Nelson as a crucial element to the show’s success5

—yet it remains unexplored by scholars. The regional humor in  Mystery Science Theater 3000  not only communicates culture but also participates in ongoing traditional artistic expression. In this chapter we focus on one episode from season 8, “The Giant Spider Invasion,” and one episode from season 4, “The Day the Earth Froze,” which draw particularly heavily from Midwestern traditions of humor. 6 We argue that  MST3K  uses traditional Midwestern humor and folklore in the riff tracks and sketches, and that its use of folklore and folk humor is not limited to parody or stereotype but instead exemplifies “active tradition bearing”—the active participation in an artistic process that updates and reinvents traditional practices in order to fulfill psychological and social functions for participants. The regional humor of the show helps to police boundaries between insiders and outsiders, producing the pleasure of recognition and a repudiation of stereotypes for insiders, and a very different pleasure of recognition and appreciation of Midwestern kitsch (like that commodified by Garrison Keillor’s  Prairie Home Companion) in outsiders. Our chapter moves the discussion toward an understanding of  MST3K’s

“cult” status as a function of audience response to regionalism, and pro-

[image: Image 353]

[image: Image 354]

[image: Image 355]

[image: Image 356]

 “Do You Even Live Here?” 

79

vides an initial explication of the form and function of the show’s use of traditional humor. Of course it is important to recognize that humor works in many ways, and oversimplifying humor is a danger. As folklorist Elliot Oring asserts, “Humor is crafted ambiguity and ambiguities do not easily yield certainties.” 7 However, one thing that we can be certain of is that, given the show’s nationwide popularity, regionalism is not the only contributing factor to  MST3K’s humor. Nonetheless, the scope of the show and the content of the gags make it clear that their Midwestern origin is important to the creators, thereby making it important to followers of the series. 

Until now, scholars have not explored  MST3K’s use of Midwestern humor and folklore. The show was born on local cable access channel KTMA, which Murphy described in an interview as the “bottom-rated UHF independent station in Minneapolis and St. Paul.” 8 Thus, many of the wide-ranging references to music, foodways, oral tradition, places, and people can be traced to the Upper Midwest—particularly Wisconsin and Minnesota. Preeminent Midwestern folk humor scholar James P. 

Leary notes, “Upper Midwestern folk humor conveys a preoccupation with peoples, places, speech, and events peculiar to the region and sometimes mysterious to outsiders.” 9 Leary goes on to observe, “Regional folk humor concerns characters, settings and themes familiar and significant to longtime dwellers in particular places. And through regional humor a place’s people, however varied, debate, create and acknowledge who they are, and who they are not.” 10 As such, the regional humor deployed on  MST3K  participates in a larger, ongoing, and continually evolving tradition of humor that works to both reaffirm and complicate regional identity and regional stereotypes, as we will discuss further below. 

 MST3K  occasionally uses traditional formal jokes native to the Upper Midwest, most notably the Sven-and-Ole joke, as used in episode 617, 

“The Sword and the Dragon.” 11 The use of this joke pays tribute to the long-running Ole-and-Lena and Sven-and-Ole joke cycles12 but spins the traditional joke in a way that simultaneously reinforces and defies stereotypes of the Upper Midwest. The joke is told during a host segment in a parody of an Ingmar Bergman film, beginning with Mike holding up cue cards reading “A Joke by Ingmar Bergman,” “Based on an Idea by August Strindberg,” and “From the Writings of Henrik Ibsen.” The segment is black and white and features uncomfortably long pauses between the lines of the joke. The lines are delivered in a parodied heavily accented speech of the recent Scandinavian immigrant, always a feature of the Ole-and-Lena type joke (the characters in which are interchangeably Swedish or Norwegian), but here the lines are delivered very slowly and with absolutely flat affect. Signature Bergman elements like the sound of wind and the ticking of the clock are juxtaposed with the images of the ’bots delivering the well-known lines in extreme deadpan. The joke works as a parody of Bergman, which feels appropriately incongruous because of
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the European movie the ’bots are watching between host segments. The viewer laughs perhaps first out of nervous anticipation during the painfully long pauses between lines, but further laughter finds its roots in the regionalism of the sketch. The joke succeeds because of the juxtaposition of “high” culture (Bergman’s virtuoso films) with two levels of so-called

“low” culture: television and Midwestern folk humor. Outsiders may recognize that something particularly Midwestern is happening on the screen and find it mildly amusing as a confirmation of stereotypes held by non-Midwesterners, but insiders, those with working cultural knowledge of the joke cycle, recognize that the show is playing on the stereotype of the dumb square head (a Scandinavian ethnic slur) as embodied in Sven and Ole, while also reminding the audience that American outsiders often perceive Scandinavian American culture through a chauvin-istic lens. The Midwestern viewer laughs from recognition of a familiar joke placed in an unexpected, incongruous context. As Leary notes, “Folk humor juxtaposes opposites and reverses expectations,” 13 and here the audience’s expectations are confounded, as the joke presents the audience with “low-culture” ethnic humor, wrapped in a parody of “high-culture” film, and viewed through the low-status lens of the American cable television show. Thus, this sketch simultaneously reaffirms and complicates regional identity. 

The pleasure of recognition in regional folklore generated by  MST3K

can be found in the repeated references to Midwestern place names and public figures during the riff tracks and host segments. The late U.S. 

senator Paul Wellstone and former governor Jesse “The Body” Ventura, both from Minnesota, and former Wisconsin governor Tommy Thompson are often “identified” in crowd scenes. The audience laughs at the incongruity of these public figures appearing in forgotten B movies. 

Viewers familiar with these regional celebrities laugh from a sense of recognition at the uncanny resemblance of actors to politicians whose decisions affect their lives. Small Upper Midwestern towns like Cross Lake, Baraboo, Gleason, Rhinelander, and Tomah likely elicit no reaction from outsiders, but people living in the region not only recognize the names but may experience a feeling of satisfaction from hearing these familiar place names in a national context, just as a lead singer or national politician receives cheers for merely speaking the name of the town they visit. Mike wears a University of Wisconsin–Stout T-shirt in  Mystery Science Theater 3000: The Movie; his apparent proud status as an alumnus (though in actuality the actor did not attend UW–Stout, enrolling in near-by UW–River Falls, known as “Moo U” for its animal science programs) is immediately recognizable to Wisconsin and Minnesota residents, who are likely aware that Stout is self-described as Wisconsin’s Polytechnic University, with an emphasis on industrial arts and technical training. 

Because the school is part of a traditional four-year higher-education system but has a focus on applied technical training, both traditional univer-
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sity and technical school alumna can easily relate to Mike. Reference to UW–Stout’s regional reputation as a subpar party school immediately triggers a humorous response for local viewers and creates a sense of insider bond with Mike in the minds of the Midwestern audience. While an outsider (non-Midwesterner) might recognize Mike’s shirt as that of a small state university, few outsiders would have strong mental associa-tions with the university. The characters regularly engage in “typical” 

Midwestern activities, including Mike’s stint as a temp at the Burnett County Cheese Co-op in episode 821, “Time Chasers,” while references to “raging Packer fans” are frequent throughout the series. In Joel’s guest appearance in episode 1001, “Soul Taker,” he tells Mike he has been

“managing a Hot Fish Shop” in Osseo, which could be interpreted as either Osseo, Wisconsin, or, more likely, Osseo, Minnesota. The regional phenomenon of the Hot Fish Shop is recognizable to residents of the Upper Midwest as an instance of regional foodways both embraced and decried on the show and by its Midwestern audience. 

Along with hot fish, frequently referenced in  MST3K  are lutefisk, fish boils, hot dish, casserole, cheese curds (deep fried and otherwise), kielba-sa, Chex party mix, mayonnaise, “a dish to pass,” and jerky; jokes per-taining to these regional foodways are staples of the northern European and Russian episodes (“The Day the Earth Froze,” “Jack Frost,” “The Sword and the Dragon,” “Sinbad”), and these references walk a fine line between regional humor for regional people, and hixsploitation (Midwest-ploitation?), humor that reinforces rural stereotypes. What makes these references to regional foodways significant is that food and identity are linked, and at times, a great deal of anxiety is attached to traditional foodways. 14 Stigma often attaches itself to poverty foods, particularly those regional foods that are outside of the commodified mainstream foodways. The anxiety that surrounds “gross” foods like lutefisk, her-ring, deep fried cheese, and sausages fuels humor, as the writers of the show make use of shared anxiety to produce shared inside humor. 15

“THE DAY THE EARTH FROZE” 

The  MST3K  episode “The Day the Earth Froze” is noteworthy for the use of regional humor and the emphasis on Midwestern-Scandinavian culture that are apparent in the commentary. The 1959 film is based on Finnish folklorist and author Elias Lönnrot’s  Kalevala, compiled from Finnish folklore and oral tradition. The Scandinavian characters and my-thology give Joel and the ’bots ample fodder for Midwestern jokes based upon regional entertainment, sports, foodways, and dialect. 

In multiple episodes,  MST3K  makes reference to  A Prairie Home Companion, a long-running public radio program based in St. Paul, Minnesota. One of the most extensive homages to the show occurs in “The Day

[image: Image 365]

[image: Image 366]

[image: Image 367]

[image: Image 368]

82

 Claire Schmidt and Laurel Schmidt

the Earth Froze.” Accompanied by snores and yawns, Servo, parodying Garrison Keillor’s recognizable voice, somnolently murmurs, And that’s the news from Lake Woebegone, where the men are strong, the women are good-looking, and the children are above average. 

Butch Thompson’s going to come out with the band, they’re going to do a medley of songs about cats. Then Jim Ed Poole will do some cat sounds and then another episode of Watching Paint Dry. Then Claudia Schmidt will come out and try to fill the gap in her teeth, and Pat Donohue and Peter Ostroushko are going to favor us with the story of the Swede who didn’t like meatballs. 

To outsiders unfamiliar with  A Prairie Home Companion, the joke typifies dull, Midwestern public broadcasting. Non-Midwesterners who are familiar with the radio show appreciate the parody on another level through their recognition of the references to Pat Donohue, Claudia Schmidt, Peter Ostroushko, and Butch Thompson, all regular performers on the show; Ostroushko and Thompson were both involved in  A Prairie Home Companion  since the show’s inception in 1974. Midwesterners, especially Minnesotans, may greet the joke with an even greater sense of recognition and pleasure if they are familiar with local radio shows; Jim Ed Poole is a persona that Garrison Keillor created for Tom Keith, one of the sound effects performers for  A Prairie Home Companion, when the two men worked together on Minnesota Public Radio’s  The Morning Show prior to the creation of  A Prairie Home Companion. Non-Midwesterners may also recognize that a joke referencing Swedish meatballs, presumably a folk food, has been made, but Midwesterners may recognize this as a reference to a cycle of ethnic jokes, many of which are quite dirty. 

Like foodways, alcohol consumption is an understudied part of regional culture and plays an important role in local humor. However, alcohol consumption creates ambiguities (leading to humor) because of the complex relationships between marketing, tradition, addiction, entertainment, social status, and other cultural factors. “The Day the Earth Froze” alludes to Midwestern beer consumption, but rather than focusing on jokes about stereotypically drunken Midwesterners, Joel and the ’bots allude to the beer-brewing industry by singing “From the Land of Sky-Blue Water,” which was used as an advertising jingle for the St. 

Paul–based Hamm’s Brewery, which overlooked a neighborhood known as Swede Hollow. By focusing on the economic importance of beer brew-eries in the Midwest, the show permits Midwestern viewers to renegotiate the stereotype of regional drunkenness by reminding viewers of the other cultural and socioeconomic functions that beer serves. Yet the show does not hesitate to draw from established stereotypes;  MST3K  frequently alludes to drunken Packers fans and interrogates the relationship between alcohol and entertainment. 
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In contemporary American society, regional boundaries are often self-policed by sports allegiance. Rivalries are strongest between adjacent regions, and sports allegiance plays a significant role in identity construction. As with any topic that carries anxiety, jokes about sports teams, fans, and players abound, especially in “The Giant Spider Invasion,” 

which, as we will discuss, was aired the year after the Green Bay Packers won the 1996 Super Bowl. Recorded three years prior to this victory, “The Day the Earth Froze” nonetheless pays particular attention to rivalries between the Green Bay Packers and the Minnesota Vikings. The episode also contains esoteric sports references, such as a quip comparing the film’s antagonist to Ray Nitschke, a linebacker who retired over twenty years earlier after spending his entire career as a Green Bay Packer. Such references reinforce the insider/outsider divide by playing into regional sports fanaticism. 

Perhaps the most blatant regional reference in “The Day the Earth Froze” is the self-styled “Scandihoovian sketch.” Scandihoovian is American slang for someone of Scandinavian descent, and this sketch consists of a series of jokes relating to stereotypical Midwestern weather and dialect, all delivered in a Midwestern Scandinavian accent. This lengthy joke, which parodies a Midwestern conversation about a bliz-zard, typifies regional dialogue by interspersing such phrases as “oh yah hey” and “oh cripes,” and use of improper grammar such as “it was just so ding-dang cold I go outside, the stuff in my nose just freeze right up” 

and “then we seen where all the schools was closed.” These speech patterns may be immediately recognizable to both outsiders and insiders, perhaps in part due to the 1996 film  Fargo, which prominently featured characters using broad, at times caricatured accents of the Scandinavian Minnesota/North Dakota border. By using exaggeratedly open vowels, rearranged syntax, and regional expressions, the sketch creates a lengthy portrait of a stereotype. 16 At the end of the dialogue, Servo, in his normal mellifluous voice, says, “The Scandihoovian sketch, Ladies and Gentlemen,” in the tone of a showman or announcer. With the abrupt change of tone and syntax, he calls attention to the constructed nature of the sketch, discouraging viewers from resting easily on their stereotype. By highlighting the difference in regional speech and “standard” speech performed by the actors, the sketch suggests that regional speech can be put on and discarded at will by the speaker. By demonstrating the element of choice and ownership, the sketch calls laughter from any who suppress their native accents, not just those of “Scandihoovian” descent. 

“THE GIANT SPIDER INVASION” 

More than perhaps any other episode in the history of  MST3K, episode 810, “The Giant Spider Invasion,” relies on folk humor of the Upper
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Midwest.  The Giant Spider Invasion, directed by Bill Rebane on a budget of $300,000, features spiders from outer space that fall to earth and mutilate residents and cows in northern Wisconsin. The film itself, like  MST3K, works within a network of stereotypes about Wisconsin and its residents, and the writers of  MST3K  take advantage of ample fodder for mockery. 

The film features scenes of actual farms and fields, cows and farmhouses, taverns and diners, small-town festivals and country roads, as well as many small tarantulas that emerge from intergalactic geodes and one ersatz man-eating giant spider. The characters are described by the ’bots as “rednecks” and “dumb cheeseheads” for whom events “befuddled my dumb cracker mind!” The show’s regional focus blooms in this episode, as the writers take on places and characterizations from their own region. 

“The Giant Spider Invasion” draws heavily on shared fanaticism for the Green Bay Packers to make many regional jokes. 17 As previously discussed, sports allegiances play an important role in cultural identifica-tion, and jokes playing on such intense sports devotion are abundant. 

Specific team players are highlighted, riffing, “Brett Favre at home,” during a shot of the main family’s farm. Packers fans would automatically recognize that Brett Favre is not from Wisconsin, though his rural Missis-sippi roots make him vulnerable to the same jokes about squalid rural poverty, and those fans might laugh from the irony of the comment. 

Non-Packers fans might merely see a joke mocking a nationally known quarterback. Similarly, a reference to Wausau, Wisconsin-born “Crazy Legs Elroy Hirsch” reminds Wisconsinites of the 1940s running back’s time spent playing with the University of Wisconsin Badgers before being transferred to the University of Michigan and eventually drafted by the Chicago Rockets, while non-Midwesterners are likely to remember him, if at all, for his eight seasons spent with the Los Angeles Rams. 

Like “The Day the Earth Froze,” this episode shows an awareness of the importance of beer to Midwestern culture and humor, but it does so in a distinctly disparate fashion. The metonymic notion that Wisconsin drinks a lot of alcohol provides the basis for running jokes throughout

“The Giant Spider Invasion”—for example, describing northern Wisconsin as “drunk.” During shots of a crowd fleeing a small-town festival pursued by a giant spider, the ’bots yell “Free Mumia! Free Beer! Free Packers!” conflating social justice, regional foodways, and regional sports. During slow moments in the commentary, Mike and the ’bots fill in with “Packers won the Superbowl! Whooo! Go Packers!” Later Crow remarks, “This is where you’d find a crocheted beer can hat,” simultaneously playing on the notion that the rural Midwest is tacky, folksy, fond of crafting and sports, and, above all, consumes beer at all times. 

This episode is rife with jokes about traditional Midwestern pastimes, legal and otherwise. A mutilated cow is described as “cow-tipping gone horribly wrong.” Both a stereotype about the rural Midwest and an actual pastime of real rural juvenile delinquents, the practice of pushing over
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sleeping cows is the basis for much informal observational and conversa-tional folk humor in the region. A reference to Tommy Bartlett’s water show (a reoccurring joke used by  MST3K  writers, also mentioned in episode 314, “Mighty Jack,” and episode 907, “Hobgoblins,” among others), a longtime staple of entertainment at the Wisconsin Dells, is immediately recognizable to anyone who has traveled the I-90/94 interstate in Wisconsin, Illinois, and Minnesota. 

As an actual Wisconsin resident, though he was born in Illinois, Mike Nelson’s presence has the effect of directly personalizing the deprecating Wisconsin jokes (while other cast members are also of Midwestern origin, within the reality of the Satellite of Love, Mike is the only explicit Midwesterner). By drawing attention to Mike’s home state with such comments as “Must be like a homecoming for you, eh, Mike?” the show forces audience members to scrutinize the validity of humor at the region’s expense by reminding the audience that their beloved Mike was a Wisconsin resident. Viewers already relate to Mike, who, like his prede-cessor, Joel, has a low-status position in society, which “marks him as some sort of Everyman [with whom] we are meant to identify,” and who is at the mercy of absurd forces larger than himself. 18 The jokes at the expense of the Midwest are also at Mike’s expense, and viewers are reminded of that and of their own affinity for Mike and possibly, by extension, the Midwest. Mike’s Midwestern origin is further underlined by the badge he wears on the arm of his jumpsuit during this episode’s skits, which displays the Wisconsin flag; interestingly, he wears the badge only in “The Giant Spider Invasion,” perhaps to show an unspoken solidarity with Midwesterners in the face of self-imposed relentless mockery. At one point he refers to the town residents in the film as “everyone I ever went to high school with,” and he tries to defend the state by saying, 

“There are a lot of good things that come from Wisconsin, like fireworks and cheese and, um, fireworks.” Outsiders, particularly those driving north to escape to Wisconsin during the summer tourist season, get the joke because of the barrage of interstate billboards advertising legal fireworks and cheese curds for hundreds of miles before the Wisconsin border. Their stereotypical perception of Wisconsin as a hedonistic haven of pyrotechnics, delicious but forbidden deep-fried food, snowmobiles, and minigolf, existing only for the pleasure of richer, more sophisticated vacationing people from the south, is confirmed by Mike’s loss of words to defend his state. However, Wisconsinites may laugh out of chagrin, recognizing the stereotypes about themselves held by outsiders. While insiders have to accept the general ignorance about their state’s traditions and history (with the obvious exception of cheese, beer, cheap legal fireworks, and the Green Bay Packers), this still may produce anxiety and frustration for some, from which they can find an escape through laughter at their own misfortune. Mike thus calls attention to this stereotype
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and, by exposing it through mock acceptance, incites shared laughter among insiders. 

FOLKLORE, HUMOR, AND ACTIVE TRADITION BEARING

The use of folklore and folk humor in  Mystery Science Theater 3000  is not limited to parody of regional speech, foodways, and jokes but exemplifies “active tradition bearing,” the active participation in an artistic process that updates and reinvents traditional practices in order to fulfill psychological and social functions for groups of people. 19 The format of MST3K  is particularly well suited to active tradition bearing. As Leary notes, “Regional identity lives in everyday conversation,” and the conversational, collaborative joking presented to the audience masquerades as lifelike ribbing among friends. 20 By interacting as friends, the ’bots, Mike, and Joel constitute a casual yet accepting community that can be entered or replicated by the audience; as Sue Silverman writes in her essay “I Was a Prisoner on the Satellite of Love,” the members of this community “are the ones with whom I want to live, the ones whom I want for my family.” 21 While the quips, references, and jokes made on the show are the painstaking work of writers, the overall effect achieved is one of spontaneous creativity within the boundaries of humorous, friendly, and at times pointed conversation. The environment produced on  MST3K  is a simulation of everyday observational humor and, as such, relies on the conventions and rules of this form as it is performed in

“real” life. This format allows the show to function as an active tradition bearer. 

One example of active tradition bearing in the show is the canoe/

board gag, used twice in host segments during the course of the show, in

“San Francisco International,” episode 614, and “The Giant Spider Invasion.” In “San Francisco International,” Mike shows the robots how to do this classic comedic gag (used by, among others, Monty Python’s Flying Circus in the  Live at the Hollywood Bowl  film) using a board. Mike assumes the role of teacher and authority on all things comedic (as Joel does in episode 307, “Daddy-O,” when he instructs the ’bots on the classic “spit take” gag or in episode 301, “Cave Dwellers,” where he teaches the ’bots about the fine art of foley). As a former prop comic, it is unsurprising that Hodgson assumes the role of informal teacher and mentor in Midwestern humor, and Mike, replacing Joel, carries on this legacy as teacher of human folkways. Folklore is passed on by example and noninstitutionalized instruction, and here Mike becomes a teacher to both the ’bots and the watching audience. In the later episode, Tom Servo performs the board gag again, this time with a canoe on his head while he pontificates on the concept of portaging. The use of the canoe ties the sketch to the Upper Midwest and its abundant lakes and rivers, as does Servo’s speech on
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“portage,” not only an aspect of canoeing, but a common place name in the Midwest (Portage, WI; Portage, MI; Portage, IN) due to the European river-based exploration of the region during colonialism. This twice-used sketch not only demonstrates the variation within limits that signifies folklore, but the ongoing evolution of folk humor. 

The creators of  MST3K  demonstrate an awareness of their status as tradition bearers through their commitment to share the show, indicated by the encouragement they give viewers to “Keep Circulating the Tapes” 

in the final credits of every episode through the end of the fourth season. 

The show itself subverts the capitalist norms of watching television as it airs, as it is served to the viewer, and the creators of the show know that their audience tapes (now digitally encodes) the shows and shares them informally among friends, acquaintances, and strangers off of the Internet. Bypassing official control, the show encourages its fans to take ownership of the episodes in a quite physical (and not quite legal) way, returning them to localized control. 

Non-Midwesterners are able to derive a Hobbesian sense of satisfaction from their recognition of outsider status. Hearing regional speech patterns identified with terms like “square head” may give outsider viewers the feeling of “sudden glory” that comes from finding oneself superior to and  not like  the caricatures displayed on the screen. In other words, the self-deprecating nature of much of  MST3K’s regional humor enhances laughter of superiority. Interestingly, the most blatant references to the Midwest, those which are mostly likely to be recognized and understood by outsiders, are indeed those that are the most self-deprecating. The mockery inherent in jokes such as “Escape to Wisconsin” during a pan over a heavily wooded scene in “The Day the Earth Froze”; sarcastically quipping “You can see why Frank Lloyd Wright wanted to live in Wisconsin” in the midst of jokes about Wisconsin residents being un-showered, drunk, and uneducated during “The Giant Spider Invasion”; or parodies of Midwestern accents are obvious and comprehensible to both insiders and outsiders. The humor in these jokes lies in poking fun at the region’s stereotypes for a quick laugh. Less obvious allusions, which are less likely to be understood by outsiders, are unapologetic. 

Like Richard Corliss, we agree that the cast and writer’s “job is to entertain, so they mock what they may well respect.” 22

When Servo quips, “Where’s Gleason?” in “The Giant Spider Invasion,” the show’s writers simultaneously draw attention to the unknown quality of the rural Upper Midwest and explode that unknown aspect by actually showing the town of Gleason to the audience through the movie itself. By selecting  The Giant Spider Invasion, filmed entirely in Wisconsin, the show’s writers give outsiders a view of the rural north woods Wisconsin of the 1970s. That which was previously unknown to much of the country is brought to the big screen in a Bakhtinian inversion, and while the ’bots continually make fun of the people, places, traditions, and
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stereotypes, the show defies the notion of “flyover country” by confront-ing the audience with the often disregarded Midwest. Leary suggests that at times jokes about the Upper Midwest are enhanced by “their impenetrability by outsiders.” 23  MST3K  seizes upon this impenetrability of Midwestern humor and makes certain jokes understandable to the outsider audience while simultaneously playing to the appreciation of regional humor by the insider audience. As Leary notes, “Told about, by and for Upper Midwesterners, such jokes are valued as fictions that bear essential truths about their shared reality. Together they constitute an important means of creating, acknowledging, and sustaining a rural and small-town world of beer, winter, tavern sociability, religion and gustatory delights.” 24 However,  The Amazing Colossal Episode Guide  provides us with some insight into the writers’ attitude toward impenetrable references. Appendix 2 of this guide lists and explains “The Fifty Most Obscure References,” and many of these references involve the Upper Midwestern region of the United States. 25 Circle Pines is frequently referenced without explanation in multiple episodes, but the guide reveals that this is a Minnesota town, and writer/actor Mary Jo Pehl’s hometown. 

References to the Dells (as discussed above) and riding the “ducks” (or

“dücks,” as referenced in “The Day the Earth Froze”) refer to what the guide describes as “the ubiquitous amphibious vehicles indigenous to that paradise of water playlands, that miniature golf hotbed—the Wisconsin Dells.” 26 The list also includes references to hamburgers from a Minneapolis diner; the bizarre House on the Rock in Spring Green, Wisconsin; a Minnesota public radio host; and several Minneapolis comedians. Explaining these inside jokes to outside audiences may not actually contribute to the audience’s level of laughter, but it does demonstrate the writers’ awareness of the boundaries created (and removed) by the regional humor, and their willingness to turn outsiders into insiders. 

John King asserts that  MST3K  became a cult hit because it was “a television refuge for intelligent members of the comic book and sci-fi crowd, and in part because it could be taken for an allegory of existence in a corporate-controlled media-state,” 27 but we would like to suggest that in addition to these possibilities,  MST3K’s cult status stems at least in part from its regional focus. For many, there is an element of sheer joy at seeing one’s home state, even home town, referenced on national television, and for many of us native to or living in the Upper Midwest, these moments of joy at seeing ourselves on television have been few and far between. Aside from generic depictions of Wisconsin in  That ’70s Show, Happy Days, and  Laverne and Shirley; the national broadcasts of the Green Bay Packers; and horrified media coverage of Wisconsin serial killers like Ed Gein and Jeffrey Dahmer, the Wisconsin dweller rarely recognizes him- or herself on national television.  Mystery Science Theater 3000, however, draws from local people, places, and folklore and emblazons its sketches, riffs, and references with living culture, immediately recogniz-
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able, familiar, and dear, and distinctly separate from Hollywood depictions of the Midwest. 

NOTES

1. See John King, “Mystery Science Theater 3000, Media Consciousness, and the Postmodern Allegory of the Captive Audience,”  Journal of Film and Video  59, no. 4

(2007): 37–53; Jessica A. Royer, “What’s Happening on Earth?  Mystery Science Theater 3000  as Reflection of Gender Roles and Attitudes toward Women,” in  Fantasy Girls: Gender in the New Universe of Science Fiction and Fantasy, ed. Elyce Rae Helford, 115–133

(Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2000); and Douglas Rushkoff, “You Are Not Alone:  MST3K,  Lost in Space, and the Reality of Science Fiction,” in  Prime Times: Writers on Their Favorite TV Shows, ed. Douglas Bauer, 142–151 (New York: Crown, 2004). 

2. The authors were too young for such classics as  Happy Days  and  Laverne and Shirley, and  That ’70s Show  had yet to debut. During the late 1980s to mid-1990s, the television show  Roseanne  is another notable exception, being set in Illinois, as is  Home Improvement, which was set in Detroit, Michigan. 

3. Rushkoff, “You Are Not Alone,” 144. Here, Rushkoff puts  MST3K’s shared bond of collective knowledge and humor firmly in the past, but we would argue that it continues to live and thrive on Internet forums and blogs, on YouTube, and through file-sharing sites such as the Digital Archive Project. The basis of the show, riffing on existing movies, has been reinvented by ex- MST3K  cast members through such projects as Cinematic Titanic and RiffTrax. 

4. See John Morreall,  The Philosophy of Laughter and Humor (New York: SUNY

Press, 1986), ix. 

5. In an interview included in  The Mystery Science Theater 3000 Collection, Vol. 5: Kevin: “I think staying in the Midwest was crucial to the fact that the show did so well.” 

Mike: “Absolutely essential . . . the point of view was so Midwestern.” 

Kevin: “A nice bonus is that none of the executives wanted to come out to the Midwest. They just thought it was this savage tundra where people have mullets and drink beer all the time and beat each other, which—

Mike: “is true.” 

Kevin: “—is pretty much the truth.” 

6. “The Giant Spider Invasion,”  The Mystery Science Theater 3000 Collection, Vol. 10.2

(Los Angeles, CA: Rhino, 2008), DVD; “The Day the Earth Froze,”  Mystery Science Theater 3000, Comedy Central (16 Jan. 1993). 

7. Elliot Oring,  Jokes and Their Relations (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1992), ix. 

8. In an interview included in  The Mystery Science Theater 3000 Collection, Vol. 5 (Los Angeles, CA: Rhino, 1988), DVD. 

9. James P. Leary,  So Ole Says to Lena: Folk Humor of the Upper Midwest (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2001), 4. 

10. Leary,  So Ole Says to Lena, 248. 

11. “The Sword and the Dragon,”  Mystery Science Theater 3000, Comedy Central (12

Mar. 1993). 

12. See Leary,  So Ole Says to Lena. 

13. Leary,  So Ole Says to Lena, 248. 
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14. As an intense example with much higher political stakes, consider the debates about humor and fried chicken, watermelon, and chitlins for people of African American descent. See Dave Chapelle, “Grape Drink,”  For What It’s Worth, dir. by Stan Lathan (Culver City, CA: Sony Pictures, 2004); Patricia Turner, “Church’s Fried Chicken and the Klan: A Rhetorical Analysis of Rumor in the Black Community,”  Western Folklore  46, no. 4 (1987): 294–306; and Doris Witt, “Soul Food: Where the Chitterling Hits the Primal Pan,” in  Eating Culture, ed. Ron Scapp and Brian Seitz, 258–287 (New York: SUNY Press, 1998). 

15. See Alan Dundes,  Cracking Jokes: Studies of Sick Humor Cycles and Stereotypes (Berkeley, CA: Ten Speed Press, 1987), and Alan Dundes,  “The Kushmaker” and Other Essays on Folk Speech and Folk Humor (Burlington, VT: Proverbium, 2008), for a discussion of shared anxiety producing shared folk humor. 

16. See James P. Leary,  Wisconsin Folklore (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1998), for a discussion of regional speech patterns. 

17. See Leary,  Wisconsin Folklore, for a disquisition of Green Bay Packers jokes and folklore. 

18. King, “Mystery Science Theater 3000, Media Consciousness, and the Postmodern Allegory of the Captive Audience,” 42. 

19. Thomas A. Green,  Folklore: An Encyclopedia of Beliefs, Customs, Tales, Music, and Art (Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 1997), 802. 

20. Leary,  So Ole Says to Lena, 6. 

21. Sue Silverman, “I Was a Prisoner on the Satellite of Love,”  River Teeth: A Journal of Nonfiction Narrative  7, no. 2 (2006): 67–82. 

22. Richard Corliss, “Play MST for Me,”  Film Comment  31, no. 4 (1995): 26–33. 

23. Leary,  So Ole Says to Lena, 6. 

24. Leary,  So Ole Says to Lena, 6. 

25. Trace Beaulieu, Paul Chaplin, Jim Mallon, Kevin Murphy, Michael J. Nelson, and Mary Jo Pehl,  The Mystery Science Theater 3000 Amazing Colossal Episode Guide (New York: Bantam Books, 1996). 

26. Beaulieu et al.,  The Mystery Science Theater 3000 Amazing Colossal Episode Guide, 163. 

27. King, “Mystery Science Theater 3000, Media Consciousness, and the Postmodern Allegory of the Captive Audience,” 37. 
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SIX

How to Make Robot Friends

 Mocking Technophobia and Technophilia in  Mystery Science Theater 3000

Kevin Donnelly

Beneath the layers of terrible makeup, plastic computer consoles, and ridiculous costumes, the B and C movies screened on  Mystery Science Theater 3000  offer a glimpse at one of our most profound concerns: the fear of machines. In many of these hastily filmed worlds, the violent actions of robots (or computers, or machines, or machine aliens, or robot aliens) hint at a concern that submissive machines might one day awake, become conscious of their own servitude, and turn on their human ex-ploiters. Such classics sent to destroy Joel Robinson’s mind on  MST3K

include the apocalypse caused by dysfunctional machines in  Warriors of the Lost World, the horrors of nuclear energy and ambitious spaceflight in The Incredible Melting Man, and the all-powerful titular weapon of  Laserblast  that, like Tolkien’s ring, eventually drives its wearer insane. Like so many of their more expensive and respected sci-fi brethren, the terrible sci-fi films submitted by Dr. Forrester and TV’s Frank, or the “Mads,” 

offered a weekly vision of modern technophobia. 

Despite the mayhem caused by animate machines within the darkened theater of the Satellite of Love, there is a contrasting vision of technology presented in the  MST3K  characters themselves. Cast into space and forced to watch these horrible movies and their presentation of a world made uninhabitable by technology, Joel spends what seems to be very enjoyable time in the company of two intelligent and sentient machines. Crow T. Robot and Tom Servo, his two primary companions, are 93
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as willing as their creator to dish out terrible puns and obscure references, and are savvy purveyors of pop culture with an abundant supply of the very human traits of irony, sarcasm, and humor. The only threat to Joel might be a gradual weariness from the ’bots’ obsessive comic cynicism, a unique problem in the cinematic history of man and machine. Joel is the ’bots’ master and creator, yet the sometimes worn themes of robot sci-fi that are depicted on screen—the god complexes, the longings to be human, the master/slave tropes—are largely absent in the machines of MST3K. Not only do the ’bots not destroy Joel, they often mock both the rebellious and servile machines in the movies. Indeed, it may be hard to think of a piece of popular entertainment that presents such a complex and ultimately hopeful vision of the relationship between man and machine as that found each week on  MST3K. 

Why is the movie technophobia so absent in the show’s sci-fi characters? What is it about these robots that makes them so lovable (it is, after all, the Satellite of  Love)? Why are Tom and Crow so different from the machines on-screen, who always seem to run amok, regardless of whether the film is a big-screen blockbuster, a critical darling, or a straight-to-video mess? Answering such questions could help understand the fer-vent (if limited) enthusiasm for  MST3K  and may also point toward a more nuanced appreciation of our experience with machines than what sci-fi films typically present. Is it possible that a show as thoroughly sci-fi as  MST3K, yet one that so relentlessly makes fun of the trappings of the genre, better explains our relationship with machines than the genre itself? 

I think so, and in what follows, I hope to articulate a few ways in which  MST3K  subverts the conventional sci-fi vision of machines. I begin with situating the schlock sci-fi screened on  MST3K  within a larger literature on technophobia. While the length and success of  MST3K  might allow for an exhaustive investigation of vengeful and angry machines throughout the show’s ten seasons, I have chosen two episodes from the first season, “Robot Holocaust” (episode 110) and “Robot Monster” (episode 107),which offer in its most striking form the contrast between the MST3K ’bots and the on-screen machines. Finally, I examine the recurring feature of the “invention exchange,” where Joel and the Mads swap ideas for new machines, each of which typically is representative of our hopes and dreams for machines. At each point, I believe, the creators of  MST3K

offer a more profound vision of technology than either the films being skewered or the more polished film classics these B movies try to emulate. 1

Before setting out, it should also be noted that  MST3K  is not an example of classic  technophilia  either, the ultimately utopian vision where robots and machines allow for leisure and human flourishing, 2 or even as a salve for political unrest. 3 This vision, which extends at minimum back to Francis Bacon’s  New Atlantis (and which receives its best send-up in
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Woody Allen’s  Sleeper), in fact is parodied by the ’bots almost as much as the vindictive machines. Tom and Crow are not about to turn on Joel, but they are also, on a functional and productive level, basically useless. Tom has no usable arms and must be carried by Joel; Crow uses his split-bowling-pin mouth to blab and his mobility to make mischief; Gypsy has no arms and requires constant repairs (to say nothing of love). With one notable exception, all of the ’bots on the show look nothing like our worst fears  or  our greatest desires. 4 For all their eccentricities, the machines of MST3K  are unflinchingly, determinately normal. 

ROBOT FRIENDS

Why does Joel build the ’bots? Though historical background on the characters’ origins is mostly limited to the opening theme song, we know that they were originally created in order to ease Joel’s loneliness in space. 

Sent into exile for the purpose of “monitoring his mind” by the mad scientists of the Gizmonic Institute, Joel immediately responds by creating the ’bots out of “special parts” aboard the spaceship. Yet the moment of creation for his “robot friends” is not without its sacrifices. As the song intones, 

Now keep in Mind Joel can’t control

when the movies begin or end

because he used those special parts

to make his robot friends. 5

Joel clearly does not regret his choice to exchange the “special parts” of the ship that could more conveniently deliver the films for friendship. 

Though without the ’bots the zaniness and arbitrariness of “movie time” 

would not exist, the friendship is worth the loss of order and efficiency. 

As Joel notes often in the first season, “I’m all alone except for the com-panionship of my two robot friends which I designed.” 6

How different this vision is from the long literary tradition of the origins of machines and robots. Stretch back to the golem, or to Bacon’s charmless priests working in the House of Solomon, or to  Frankenstein, and rarely are new machines, especially those modeled on human behavior, meant to be solely companions. Following the dominant scientific narrative of the West, we have hardly expected friendship from our machines, but instead productivity, efficiency, and, maybe above all, convenience. 7 Is this oversight, then, the source of our technophobia and why fear is never part of Joel and the ’bots’ relationship? 

Several theories have been offered for why we fear our machines. The most obvious fear, and the one with the longest historical pedigree, is the humanist fear that we will become machines ourselves. Such is the vision found in Charlie Chaplin’s  Modern Times, when the repetitive, mechanical
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movements of tightening bolts result in an involuntary tic and (we can imagine) an inability to think and act human. This fear may have been true for Chaplin, and for the many humanists across the political spectrum who warn of a posthuman future today, 8 but it is difficult to discern this form of technophobia in larger swaths of the industrialized world, to say nothing of underdeveloped countries. Many may worry about being merged with a machine, but the promotion of machines that link into one’s ear, attach to one’s hand, or, in a notable series of ads in 2009 for the Motorola Android phone, create a hybrid of man and machine, might indicate that this fear has long since disappeared. In other contexts, the potential for liberation from defined gender roles may outweigh any loss of the “artifact” of the historical human. 9 Many may now agree with McLuhan that our machines are extensions of our bodies, but we may no longer care. 10

Michael Ryan and Douglas Kellner have offered another explanation for technophobia on film, one that locates the fear in a predominantly conservative vision of change and technology. Here technology is seen as a threat that “negatively affirm(s) such social values as freedom, individualism, and the family” and that threatens the “bedrock of unchanging authority.” 11 This kind of film, exemplified by  Logan’s Run, proudly juxtaposes the freedom found in uncorrupted nature with the socially and technologically engineered world of the technocrat and visionary. It is therefore change itself that is threatening, and any possible uses to which new machines may be put are all equally bad. While many films un-doubtedly fit this billing, concern over the powers of technology and robots are hardly the province of conservatives. In the films of  MST3K, in fact, the evil machine forces fit the profile of progressives as often as reactionaries. Joel’s concerns surely are not eased because Tom and Crow are such righteous supporters of “unchanging authority.” 

Perhaps our concerns can be found in the vision most famously articulated in Aldous Huxley’s  Brave New World, updated by Neil Postman, of a concern that technology is making our lives easier, but not necessarily better, but this theory seems vitiated (or maybe validated) by each new Apple release party. 12 No one seriously expects their modern technologies of convenience to revolt, yet the  animate  machine endures as a fear in sci-fi film. It may be, then, that our exploitation is our greatest moral concern, and we fear only machines made to serve. As Mark Crispin Miller has noted, our fear of robots breaking free of their chains is not only obvious in the etymology of the word “robot” (from the Eastern European term for serfdom) but in how we design our machines: somewhat lifelike, but not too much so. Summarizing the justification for decades of sci-fi movie success, he writes, “The fear of robots is no crude superstition, but a psychological response with a complete history.” 13

Like most fears, it may be what we truly want that is most disturbing. 
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But what  does  Joel want, exactly, and should it disturb him? Should he be afraid that the ’bots will, like soma or television or an endless store of apps, lull him into a state of apathy and disengagement? Or should he be concerned that they will one day become conscious of their forced servitude and kill their master? Based on almost six years spent together in space, probably not. The ’bots never threaten (except in jest) to take over the Satellite of Love, and they actively mock the very vision of machines as a submissive but potentially rebellious force. In the introduction sketch of “Catalina Caper” (episode 204), for example, the ’bots reveal to Joel their model robots. After offering bedtime prayers to R2-D2 and Robocop (“who got a raw deal”), Joel chides them to remember Twiki, the infa-mously annoying robot pal of Buck Rogers and an example of the servile machines the ’bots ridicule in the films. “Aw, do we have to, Joel?” is the whined response. Twiki is just one example of “technological boosterism,” which imagines a world made better through simple, efficient machines. 14 Though Twiki may look small and unassuming, the ’bots on MST3K  know that our fear of machines originates in the thoroughly domesticated machine. Subverting technophobia, it seems, requires mocking technophilia. 

DON KNOTTS: THE FUTURE OF ROBOTS

If Tom and Crow are too nuanced for either technophobic fears of deraci-nated robots or technophilic visions of convenience, the same appreciation for subtlety cannot, it must be said, be found in the machines depicted in the movies mocked by the  MST3K  crew. Perhaps the best example of the ’bots’ rejection of the extremes of dystopian nightmare and utopian technological boosterism occurs during the screening of  Robot Holocaust. In the 1986 film by Tim Kincaid, a “radiation event” has caused the death of most humans and led to a postapocalyptic world where robots are in control and humans work as “air slaves.” In obvious nods to classic technophobic films  The Terminator  and  Mad Max, a combination of human ambition (nuclear weapons) and machine sentience has led to a true revolution of the machines. For all its faults,  Robot Holocaust  is a handy compendium of techonophobic tropes and is therefore ripe for the

’bots’ brand of humor and condescension. 15

After an intolerable credit sequence that nearly bores the ’bots out of the theater, Kincaid introduces two archetypal machines that might represent our historical technophobia and technophilia. On one hand there is

“Tork,” the evil robot assistant to the machines (more Hal than Skynet) that have taken over the planet. Tork, looking “like a cross between Miles Davis and a crawfish,” 16 is silent, efficient, and productive, whipping the air slaves on command and showing no trace of human emotion. With his empty gaze and mechanical voice, he could be (and in fact likely was)
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based on decades of classic sci-fi robot overlords: former slaves turned masters, their rule is as effectual and cold as their previous subservience. 

In the same opening sequence, however, Kincaid also introduces the annoying, obsequious, and oddly named Freebot, who serves mostly as a lackey to the human heroes. Freebot’s performance is highly derivative of C-3PO, with expressions ranging from fawning and devoted to neurotic and cowardly. While he may complain and dawdle like his famous fore-runner, he eventually submits to the humans’ requests and functions as a typical robot of convenience for the rebel group. 

Crow and Tom quite simply hate both of these robots and in their mockery articulate the absurdities of both technophobia and technophilia. Freebot in particular is the source of unremitting criticism from the

’bots, as he repeatedly sacrifices himself for the good of the mostly clue-less and vain humans. In one scene, Freebot self-destructs in order to disable an electric fence that guards the evil robot leaders’ compound. 

Using neither cunning nor creativity, he simply merges his circuits with the electric grid, electrifying himself in an act that draws laughter from Tom and Crow. Freebot’s antics exasperate Tom and Crow, who often try to cover their eyes as their fellow machine lurches about, relegated to a spectator for most of the movie’s battle scenes. As Crow notes during one particularly cringe-inducing fight scene in which Freebot is caught in the compound’s plumbing, “In the future, all robots will act like Don Knotts.” 

While the sycophantic Freebot annoys Tom and Crow, Tork’s ruthless henchmen the Destructobots do not fare much better, as the ’bots reject their silent, charmless, and insistent killing spree. The exact opposite of Freebot, these machines show no emotions, effectively executing their new task (killing humans) as well as their old task (serving humans). As the Destructobots wreak havoc and kill the human rebels, spinning in circles with swords extending from their arms, the ’bots do not cheer on this group of liberated robots. Instead of identifying with the vengeance of a liberated robot class, Tom and Crow implore their creator Joel not to let them turn into Destructobots. Crow first pleads, “If we ever act like this, Joel, please shut us down,” while Tom assents: “Yeah, take us out.” 

While they may mock the servant Freebot for following the orders of witless human masters, a violent revolution on the order of Tork and the Destructobots seems just as unappealing. 

While the content of the movie allows Tom and Joel to satirize the standard portrayals of the two types of machines, they poke further fun at the conventions of the genre in a sketch performed during one of the intermissions. The ’bots often use the intermissions to make fun of the thematic obsessions of sci-fi, though usually in ways that reassure Joel that he has nothing to fear. In segment 2 of “Robot Holocaust,” the two

’bots enslave Joel, pretending to march him through the deserted apocalypse like the evil Tork and the air slaves. Joel (here christened “Animal-
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Boy Geekor”) may seem to be suffering the fate of the ambitious engineers found in  Robot Holocaust  and the sci-fi genre writ large, but the entire scene is only in fun, and the humor of the bit relies on the fact that even casual viewers of the show could not take the enslavement seriously. Tom (“the Bloodletter”) and Crow (“the Hunter”) have no interest in turning Joel (or humanity) into slaves and ask only for a bit of delight in exchange for Joel’s freedom. After a coin trick, “Geekor” is released, and the crew goes back to making fun of another poor sci-fi genre flick. 

“Robot Holocaust” reveals that  MST3K  was presenting a novel vision of humanity’s relationship to machines even in its first season of national distribution. The audience learns that Joel has little to fear from his creations, but he cannot expect them to be completely subservient either. The

’bots have nothing but contempt for the stereotypical machines of destruction, but they also recognize that they are more than a self-sacrific-ing machine like Freebot. They lack the resentment of the efficient killer robots like Tork or the Destructobots and, notably, show no tolerance for simple servitude. It is safe to say that no robot holocaust will be coming to the Satellite of Love. 

THE ROBOT WITHOUT A HEART

If  Robot Holocaust  allowed the ’bots to dismantle one of the primary clichés of the technophobic genre—the slave revolt— Robot Monster  provided the means to tackle another recurring sci-fi theme: the machine who wants to be human. 17 Here the SOL crew try to follow Phil Tucker’s 1953 film about a gorilla-like alien “robot” with a diver’s helmet (“Ray-mond Burr  is  Dr. Cornelius”) who has single-handedly destroyed most of the population of earth. In a stunning coincidence, however, it turns out that the last eight people on earth happen to live just a few caves away. In tracking down the last humans, the robot monster—cleverly named Ro-Man—begins to question his decisions, falling in love with one of the remaining women. Though Ro-Man’s awakening is meant to provoke questions of identity and of the fundamentals of human existence, something that semi-sentient robots like Tom and Crow might appreciate, the sniveling equivocations of Ro-Man provide only pathetic fodder for jokes. 18

When Ro-Man’s emotional breakdown occurs late in the film, the

’bots seize on the absurdity of Ro-Man’s moral conscience after he has just finished killing the other two billion inhabitants of earth. As lively and funny robots who have no desire to become human—and with clearly much better taste than the humans who actually made  Robot Monster—

Crow and Tom mock Ro-Man’s cri de coeur. During the film’s penulti-mate scene, in which Ro-Man questions his destiny, he launches into a soliloquy on the nature of the separation between man and machine: “To
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laugh, think, feel . . . why are these things not part of the program? At what point on the graph do ‘must’ and ‘cannot’ meet?” Rather than question their own “programs,” Tom and Crow nearly fall out of their seats laughing. 

Ro-Man is eventually defeated by two people pounding on his back (the destruction of the universe may have been easier before Ro-Man gained a conscience), but he is finally killed by a superior robot alien who chastises Ro-Man for wanting to be human. In what is meant to be a heartbreaking scene of a machine’s failure to become human—in debt to the Tin Man and anticipating the great dramas of Data, the Replicants, and countless other striving machines—the ’bots choose to make a joke about the production values of the movie: “Hope the [gorilla] suit wasn’t a rental.” Ro-Man is pricked and does in fact bleed, but the great humanist melodrama could not be further removed from the wisecracking robots that we might expect to share Ro-Man’s longing. 

After laughing off the attempt of one of their brethren to achieve full human consciousness, the ’bots seize another opportunity to satirize the clichés of cinematic machines in the final sketch segment of “Robot Monster.” Here the ’bots hatch a plot to kill Joel, with Crow serving as the robot commander (with a cheap window frame serving as the view screen) instructing Tom in the murder. When Tom feigns protest, Crow responds: “Just do it; we will kill the humans like we always see in the movie.” Perhaps confusing his genres, Tom approaches Joel with the line, 

“I am here to kill you, Mr. Bond,” upon which Joel, momentarily panick-ing, thrashes the tiny ’bot with a chair. After apologizing, Joel sets Tom back up on the desk, and Tom explains to Joel that he would be incapable of harming him because of his design. Joel begs for Tom to forgive his mistake and asks, “What can I do to make it up to you?” Tom, perhaps still in his role, repeats that Joel can “make it up by letting me kill you, Mr. Bond,” which results in Tom’s getting smashed over the head again. 

In enacting the role-playing game of possible robot destruction, the crew can hardly keep a straight face. Joel recognizes that the ’bots will not harm him (if only in retrospect), and the supposed killer ’bot Tom can’t remember which cinematic cliché he is supposed to represent. As in “Robot Holocaust,” both the movie’s riffs and the sketches suggest that the robots themselves, as well as the creators of  MST3K, dismiss the fear that robots will want to become like humans or take over the world. The idea of a machine turning on its master is, as always, only a punch line. 

CREATORS AND CRAFTSMEN

Both the films and the sketches from “Robot Holocaust” and “Robot Monster” indicate that Joel does not share the paranoia of the typical creator depicted in sci-fi films. While the show has an interest in keeping
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Joel and the ’bots friends, we may want to inquire as to how their friendship is possible and what sets the ’bots apart from the typical robots of our dreams and nightmares. 

It might be argued that what most distinguishes  MST3K  from other sci-fi is the  conspicuously  cheap production and design. Without anything close to the budget of a Hollywood film, the sci-fi creations within the show (the ’bots) are matched in their formal clumsiness and messiness by the show itself, which begins each week with a rocket launch scene to rival Ed Wood, regularly includes low-tech external shots of a plastic Satellite of Love, and has only two primary sets for a weekly two-hour show. While the B movies on the show suffer from similarly restricted budgets, the sci-fi and horror directors tend to try to cover their tracks, a dissonance between ambition and resources which sets up the movies for humor in the first place. Vision without talent is the hallmark of cheesy cinema, and it is a lesson well learned by the creators of  MST3K, who make clear in the bowling-pin mouths and erector-set spaceships that they are in on the joke. In fact, in comparison to nearly all other sci-fi films, the “special effects” of the show seem more rooted in arts-andcrafts classes and a DIY aesthetic than in formal training in graphic arts, set design, or makeup, to say nothing of CGI and other computerized sci-fi enhancements. 

Evidence of the show’s rejection of traditional technological enhancements can be found in the character of Joel Robinson, the stranded janitor, played by one of the show’s creators, Joel Hodgson. Both Joels seem averse to technology as development, and in fact the ’bots repeatedly make fun of Joel Robinson for his lack of ambition. In one representative sketch, Joel builds a jet pack that hardly lifts him off the floor. Joel is happy, thinking it at least “looks neat,” but the ’bots mock him for not aspiring to more. 19 The show even tends to make fun of its own sense of craft, where the intent of new technologies is mostly driven by a sense of play, wonder, and discovery rather than convenience, productivity, and efficiency. The robots themselves, for example, are made out of the cheapest of materials, barely concealed by a light coat of paint, as Crow himself discovers when Joel builds a spaceship out of equally cheap parts. Before realizing the similarity of design, he tells Joel that his creation is “a piece of junk . . . just a bowling pin, a piece of a lacrosse helmet, and some Tupperware containers.” 20 And yet, despite their humble origins, uniqueness, and resistance to scalability, the ’bots give Joel and the creators, to say nothing of their legions of fans, everything they want. 

The ambitions of Joel and the makers of  MST3K  are clearly at odds with most sci-fi visions of creators and inventors. Creators on film—from Robot Holocaust  to  Metropolis  to  Blade Runner  to  The Matrix—usually explain in long-winded speeches how their technologies will change the world, with the usually unstated assumption that their invention will be mass produced and distributed to a society that shares their interests. 21
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The creator archetype is filled nicely in  MST3K  by the Mads, who have sent Joel into space in an experiment that—presumably—can be used to take over the world. While Joel and the Mads are both creators, they want entirely different things from their creations. 

The comparison between Joel and the Mads might be extended to a comparison between the creators of  MST3K  and mainstream sci-fi film directors. Both kinds of creators are similarly involved in visual cultural production centered on our relationship with technology, yet the creators of  MST3K  show none of the apprehension about technology found in most of the slick and well-produced sci-fi movies from which we have learned to fear machines. The creations of these directors, it seems, are every bit as sleek, efficient, and ambitious as the machine creations found within their movies. 22 It should be no surprise that  MST3K  has none of the technophobia found in the movies of, say, Ridley Scott or James Cameron, two directors with ambitions every bit as great as Eldon Tyrell or the creators of Skynet. 

The ironies of Cameron’s work—technophobia produced by a techno-phile—seem obvious, 23 but less recognized is that major sci-fi films have, by definition, great ambitions, and it should not be a surprise to find that their films are examples of insecurity over great ambition. Like Welles’s Kane looking a lot more like Welles than William Randolph Hearst, many of the classic technophobic films, from Fritz Lang to Cameron, might be read as the fears science fiction directors have about themselves. Is it any surprise that the creators of  MST3K, more craftsmen than visionaries, do not share the same fears? 

The contrast between the visionary creator and the craftsmen creator can be found each week on  MST3K  during a segment known as the invention exchange. The mad scientists, pretty much the perfect distilla-tion of the classic sci-fi villains, send Joel an invention that is invariably evil, involves a plan to conquer the world, or is simply made to annoy people. While there were dozens of exchanges between Joel and the Mads over the years, two examples from the invention exchange illuminate the contrast between two kinds of creators. In the prelude to “Catalina Caper,” the Mads first show Joel their “tank tops,” shirts outfitted with gun turrets, which they proudly claim turns an ordinary boring tank top into

“a real head turner” and sets the stage for “the best beach party since Normandy.” 24 Joel, on the other hand, offers a bazooka tickler that instead of shooting military rounds produces a tickling feather used playfully to annoy Crow. After having so much fun with his tickler, Joel looks to the Mads and asks them why “they must always take something that is fun and make it evil.” After the Mads object, Joel persists in claiming that on the Satellite of Love the goal is to try to make “evil fun.” While the contrast between the two inventions is designed to produce laughs (and allow the crew to build some fun gadgets), the invention exchange does reveal the priorities of two kinds of inventors. Both Joel and the Mads are
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clever, inventive, and technically proficient, yet they use these qualities in completely different ways: the Mads use machines in pursuit of world domination; Joel and the ’bots are trying to have a good time. Driven by a recognition of omnipresent humor and absurdity in the world and lack-ing the Mads’ ambitious vision of the world as rational and controllable, the SOL crew indeed succeeds in making what could be evil into something fun. 

One final example may suffice to show the difference between the kind of creator parodied by the Mads and the creators of the show itself. 

By the fifth-season episode of “The Girl in Lovers' Lane” (episode 509), it appears that Joel’s inventions have become particularly exasperating, and the Mad known as “TV’s Frank” berates Joel for another stupid invention (Doc Martens made for the  Mad  magazine cartoonist Don Martin), one that does not promise a new era or transformation in life, or even a moment of convenience. 25 It is technology completely immune to charges of either technophobia or technophilia, and as TV’s Frank says, “Your invention is ridiculous, absurd, and serves absolutely no purpose.” Then, smiling, TV’s Frank possibly slips into Frank Coniff, cowriter and main contributor of the show in its early seasons. After his stream of vitriol about the useless technology that Joel has created over the years, including the annoying robots that have brought Joel and the show’s audience so much pleasure, Frank looks straight into the camera and says, “I love it.” 

It seems probable to conclude that the creators of  MST3K  share the sense of technological play found in Joel and the ’bots, and that the Mads function as stand-ins for not only  fictional  mad scientists found in the horrible movies the crew watches, but also for the  real  sci-fi directors who ironically (and, in the right frame of mind, amusingly) use the most ambitious technologies to explore their technophobia. 

HOW TO CREATE

The contrasting visions of technophobia portrayed in  MST3K  offer a number of novel ways of thinking about technology. First,  MST3K  reveals that the technophobic tropes of the sci-fi genre might be in part due to the ambitions of those who choose to make sci-fi in the first place. Mad scientists resemble nothing so much as tyrannical directors, and both see technology as the means to realizing elaborate ambitions. Second, the invention exchanges and the ’bots themselves may challenge the predominant view that the moral determinant of technology comes from how it is used, not how it is designed. Technology is always neutral, we hear, but the inventions both created and skewered on  MST3K  seem to have their morality built directly into them based on the intentions of the creators. Finally, we see that the  form  of technology may be more important
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than the content. Nearly every evil machine in the movies comes from a plan of mass production or personal hubris rather than individual crafts-manship. 

Joel’s creations, however, to say nothing of each episode of  MST3K, are irredeemably unique. They are technology as craft rather than technology as engineering, and as David Edgerton has argued persuasively in  The Shock of the Old, they are the kind of technology that is around us all the time, but which we often ignore at the expense of following the proclamation of technological visionaries. 26 As the harmony between creator and creation found on  MST3K  reveals, this form of technology—

the personal, the handcrafted, and the funny—should give us no cause to fear our machines. 

NOTES

1. Though not directly referenced in this chapter, the yeoman’s labor of various MST3K  Internet contributors to catalog the shows has been essential to the project. In particular the Digital Archive Project for  MST3K, their incredible wiki the Official MST3K  FAQ, and  Satellite News  have been invaluable. 

2. See in particular Neil Postman,  Technopoly: The Surrender of Culture to Technology (New York: Knopf, 1992), 5; Ellen Ullman,  Close to the Machine: Technophilia and Its Discontents (San Francisco, CA: City Light Books, 1997); Gordon Graham,  The Internet: A Philosophical Inquiry (London: Routledge, 1999), 11; and Daniel Dinello,  Technophobia! Science Fiction Visions of Posthuman Technology (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2005). 

3. See Larry Diamond, “Liberation Technology,”  Journal of Democracy  21, no. 3

(2010): 69–83. 

4. Before examining why it is that Joel’s ’bots do not revolt, there is one possible exception to the rule of harmony aboard the ship: the elusive and stoic Cambot. While Joel and his ’bots laugh it up in the theater, and Gypsy does whatever it is that Gypsy does, Cambot alone is responsible for running most of the equipment and is, indeed, the reason we see the show. Only glimpsed in the introduction, Cambot is the nearest the show comes to presenting the kind of quiet slave machine that appears so often in sci-fi films. Cambot is efficient, bringing us the show every week, but rarely, if ever, joins in the fun on the Satellite of Love .  Though Cambot never does betray Joel or the ship, it may be interesting to note that in the rabid and dedicated fan base of  MST3K, there are several conspiracy theories as to Cambot’s allegiance. It has been widely speculated that he is a plant for the Mads or may be a sleeper ’bot ready one day to destroy the ship. Though we can never know what Cambot has in mind, it may be instructive that the lone source of technophobia found on the show is located in the one machine that never talks and does all of the work. 

5. Joel Hodgson and Josh Weinstein, “Mystery Science Theater 3000  Theme Song,” 

music by Joel Hodgson and Charles Erickson, 1988. 

6. “Robot Holocaust,”  Mystery Science Theater 3000, Comedy Channel (23 Jan. 

1990). 

7. See Geoff Simons,  Robots: The Quest for Living Machines (London: Cassell, 1992); J. P. Telotte,  Replications: A Robotic History of the Science Fiction Film (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1995); and Michael Adas,  Machines as the Measure of Men (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1990). 

8. See Bill McKibben,  Enough: Staying Human in an Engineered Age (New York: Times Books, 2003), and Francis Fukuyama,  Our Posthuman Future: Consequences of the Biotechnology Revolution (New York: Picador, 2002). 

[image: Image 457]

[image: Image 458]

[image: Image 459]

[image: Image 460]

 How to Make Robot Friends

105

9. Donna Haraway,  Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature (New York: Routledge, 1991). 

10. Marshall McLuhan,  Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (New York: New American Library, 1964). 

11. Douglas Kellner and Michael Ryan, “Technophobia,” in  Alien Zone, ed. Annette Kuhn (London: Verso, 1990), 58. 

12. Neil Postman,  Amusing Ourselves to Death: Public Discourse in the Age of Show Business (New York: Viking, 1985). 

13. Mark Crispin Miller,  Boxed In: The Culture of TV (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1988), 286. 

14. David Edgerton,  The Shock of the Old (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 4. 

15.  Robot Holocaust, directed by Tim Kincaid (Beverly Hills, CA: MGM, 1986). 

16. Trace Beaulieu, Paul Chaplin, Jim Mallon, Kevin Murphy, Michael J. Nelson, and Mary Jo Pehl,  The Mystery Science Theater 3000 Amazing Colossal Episode Guide (New York: Bantam, 1996), 14. 

17.  Robot Monster, directed by Phil Tucker (New York: Astor Pictures, 1953). 

18. “Robot Monster,”  Mystery Science Theater 3000, Comedy Channel (2 Jan. 1990). 

19. “The Human Duplicators,”  Mystery Science Theater 3000, Comedy Central (26

Dec. 1992). 

20. “The Human Duplicators.” 

21. See Patricia S. Warrick,  The Cybernetic Imagination in Science Fiction (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1980), 28–42, and Annette Kuhn, ed.,  Alien Zone (London: Verso, 1990). 

22. See Christopher Frayling,  Mad, Bad, and Dangerous? The Scientist and the Cinema (London: Reaktion Books, 2005). 

23. See Dana Goodyear, “Man of Extremes,”  New Yorker, 26 Oct. 2009, http://

www.newyorker.com/reporting/2009/10/26/091026fa_fact_goodyear. 

24. “Catalina Caper,”  Mystery Science Theater 3000, Comedy Channel (13 Oct. 1990). 

25. “The Girl in Lovers' Lane,”  Mystery Science Theater 3000, Comedy Central (18

Sept. 1993). 

26. Edgerton,  The Shock of the Old. 
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SEVEN

Your Experiment This Week


 The Attack of  Mystery Science Theater  and Moral Imagination (in Color)

John Venecek

I was recently involved in a conversation with a group of friends about how we seem to be slowly turning into our parents, part of an ongoing discussion we have been having for the past decade or so. The tone was quirky and lighthearted at first. I noted, for example, that I have become increasingly picky about where I get seated at restaurants and think nothing of asking to be moved to a better table or even leaving—one of my father’s signature traits that I have now made my own. However, things took on a more serious tone as the conversation inevitably turned from a discussion of mere quirks to deeper issues that we continue to grapple with into our adult years. At one point, a fellow English major and movie buff turned to me and said one word: “Affliction.” Without having to ask, I knew exactly what he was referring to—Russell Banks’s powerful novel (and later movie) about a man struggling to overcome the influence of his abusive father. 1 While none of us were dealing with anything quite that intense, the allusion is nonetheless apt. References such as these have had a place in our conversations for years, as if the lessons learned from books and movies have been stored away for instant recall when we encounter an appropriate real-life situation. 

This anecdote exemplifies the concept of moral imagination. Although not strictly relegated to the realm of literature (it is also commonly applied to business, legal, and medical ethics), literary works help shape our worldviews by exposing us to a wider array of possibilities for deal-107
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ing with the moral and ethical dilemmas that we may encounter in our own lives. When we actively engage with a work of literature, for example, we are provided the opportunity to try out different roles by immersing ourselves in their fictional worlds. In the case of Banks’s novel, we have a situation that most readers can relate to at some level: people trying to deal with dysfunctional families and overcome the scars of their past. While the main character in the novel (Wade Whitehouse) ultimately fails tragically, he succeeds insofar as his actions serve as a model for readers who will (hopefully) be better prepared to cope with similar situations in their own lives. His limitations, in effect, serve as a source of moral knowledge by instilling in us new levels of understanding of our own drives and limitations. 

While I am hardly the only person prone to peppering conversations with the occasional allusion to a favorite book or movie, my filmic imagination also includes a surprisingly vast array of references to the world of B movies—more specifically, B movies as viewed through the lens of Mystery Science Theater 3000. My imagination has, in essence, been shaped as profoundly by movies like  Pod People,  Zombie Nightmare, and  The Brain That Wouldn’t Die  as it has by the great authors I absorbed in college. In fact, when someone references a novel like  Affliction, I’m just as likely to recall  I Accuse My Parents, a low-budget 1940s movie about a kid named Jimmy who unwittingly gets involved with a group of gangsters in an ill-fated attempt to impress a girl. 2 When Jimmy goes on trial for murder, he accuses his self-involved alcoholic parents for not spending enough quality time with him when he was young. The movie ends with a finger-wagging judge proclaiming that Jimmy’s story should serve as a reminder to parents everywhere: don’t let what happened to him happen to you! Such simplistic, hackneyed moralizing is commonplace in B movies. 

If they were more successful in their delivery, they could be considered classic morality play. However, as I will discuss throughout this chapter, the flaws that typically act as barriers to serious examination can, in fact, provide an opportunity, if not a challenge, for audiences to make sense of the carnage created by these poorly executed movies. In effect, they do us the unintentional favor of defamiliarizing traditional story lines, and as a result they provide an opportunity to reevaluate the relevance of the themes we might otherwise take for granted. I will examine how  Mystery Science Theater 3000  takes on this challenge and, in so doing, highlights not only the strangeness of these movies, but also the humanity and complexity at the core of these classic, often archetypal story lines. 

WHAT IS MORAL IMAGINATION? 

Bruce Janz defines moral imagination as “the recognition that better moral decisions are made when we both have better knowledge and also
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when we are able to see a set of possibilities of reconfiguring that knowledge. So the moral stance which insists that there are only two options (you’re either with us or against us, for example) is not evidence of a better moral calculus or higher ideals, but of a lack of moral imagination.” 3 Our moral judgments are culturally conditioned and rooted in intuition. However, “a greater moral imagination recognizes the conflicted nature of some of our intuitions, and the role that adequate knowledge, and reasoning about that knowledge, can play in forming action.” 

While we typically base our judgments on knowledge that informs how we respond to given situations, Janz points out that “our knowledge is often superficial, driven by insufficiently examined questions.” 4 Further, 

“The Enlightenment dream of total rational mastery is an illusion—there is always something in our peripheral range, and the more deliberately we try to rationally comprehend the world, the more that slips into peripherality.” 5 Put simply, if our imagination is underdeveloped, or insufficiently nuanced, we imagine that there are fewer options available to us, and the stronger we attempt to rationalize our choices, the fewer alternatives we are likely to consider: “One’s moral universe is imagined, not simply given, in the sense that moral options are made available or realistic partly through our ability to imagine them.” 6 The role of moral imagination, then, is “to try to change one’s habits, or ask oneself weird questions, to try in some way to place oneself in a different perspective so as to regard events from another point of view. ” 7

Literary works provide particularly effective venues in which to examine moral imagination because they play on complex character relations and themes while simultaneously questioning common beliefs and societal norms. Noël Carroll emphasizes this point when he asserts that

“art and literature, by destabilizing reigning ideas, often elicit social debate by functioning as counter-examples, undercutting, subverting and disconfirming common belief by designing thought experiments, like  The Third Man, whose possibility the reader recognized, upon reflection, refutes prevailing opinion.” 8 Literature, he argues, enters public discourse

“at the level of ordinary experience” and is not typically “directed at moral philosophers, but plain readers who deliberate about living problems by consulting maxims derived from what passes as commonplace wisdom.” 9 This point recalls Janz’s claim that the illusion of “rational mastery” can actually stunt one’s ability to think creatively about real-life problems by forcing one’s responses to conform to a specific system of thought. Reason is guided by constructs that dictate how we  ought  to act in certain situations, but no single system can take into account the entire range of responses to a given situation. Rather, the versatility of a well-cultivated imagination helps us think outside the realm of societal norms by encouraging us to consider outside perspectives in a compassionate and contemplative manner. When we are fully engaged with a work of
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literature, we enhance our moral sensibilities by assuming the role of the Other, thereby opening ourselves to a wider array of possibilities. 

In Carroll’s view, works of literature serve as thought experiments that confront audiences with the limitations of their worldviews and, in so doing, encourage them to think creatively about possibilities they may not have otherwise considered or even been aware of—those that, to use Janz’s analogy, lie just outside our peripheral vision. 10 Thought experiments need not have a cohesive argument or provide a solution to a specific problem; to claim they do would be counter to the assertion that works of literature derive much of their value from their ability to counter common beliefs and arguments. Rather, they “promote reflection” 

and “energize thought” by throwing one back on one’s cognitive resources, probing them, and eliciting a conclusion.” 11 Much of this occurs during “the reflective afterlife” of the work, a concept Carroll borrows from Peter Kivy who also talks about literature in terms of thought experiments. In his conception, the literary experience is not a neat, clean, systematic process. Rather, it is a “gappy, sloppy sort of thing.” 12 In other words, appreciation of literature is not “self-contained.” Most novels, for example, cannot be read and fully digested in a single sitting. Readers are accustomed to starting and stopping as they read and can do so without breaking fictional time. Kivy does not use the terms “gappy” and “sloppy” in a negative sense, as in lazy or uncritical. Rather they are essential characteristics that create spaces (or gaps) for reflection that occurs in what he terms the “afterlife” of the work. While it is debatable whether we experience other art forms and performances in quite this same way, I would suggest that the sloppiness Kivy speaks of is pertinent to film in general and to the way audiences experience  Mystery Science Theater 3000

in particular. 

WHAT DO B MOVIES DO? 

Up to this point, we have been examining moral imagination with respect to classic or “good” works of literature. However, the question now becomes, does this theory apply to bad works, especially the types of

“cheesy” movies featured on  Mystery Science Theater 3000? 13 In her semi-nal essay “Notes on Camp,” Susan Sontag states, 

The pure examples of Camp are unintentional; they are dead serious . . . the essential element is seriousness, a seriousness that fails. Of course, not all seriousness that fails can be redeemed as Camp. Only that which has the proper mixture of the exaggerated, the fantastic, the passionate, and the naïve . . . the hallmark of Camp is the spirit of extravagance. 14

She further adds that “things are campy, not when they become old—but when we become less involved with them, and can enjoy, instead of be
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frustrated by, the failure of the attempt.” 15 There is a direct correlation between Sontag’s descriptions of camp and how the creators of  Mystery Science Theater 3000  chose movies to feature on the show. They did not choose films that were poorly made for the simple amusement of making a bad movie; they chose works that were not only bad, but that made serious attempts to be good and, in some cases, even great. 16 Trace Beaulieu, who played the roles of both Crow T. Robot and Dr. Clayton Forrester, has said, “The movies that work best for our show are the ones that straightforwardly proclaim, ‘this is the best movie you’re ever going to see’—though they are clearly not.” 17 This pretense of making a great movie is in keeping with the “spirit of extravagance” that Sontag describes above, and which is so apparent in many of the films featured on Mystery Science Theater 3000. 

Serious fans of  MST3K  would maintain that there is more to the show’s appeal than the simple joy of watching late-night TV and poking fun at bad movies. In fact, much of the show’s allure is based on the often satirical nature of the jokes, as well as the rapid-fire riffs that contained obscure cultural references and “callbacks” to earlier episodes. This is, in fact, one of the keys to the show’s success: not only does the seemingly spontaneous nature encourage multiple viewings, but to some extent the show can be personalized by each viewer who feels a sense of fulfillment when she gets an obscure reference. As Trace Beaulieu notes, it’s about finding  your  joke, “and your joke is in there somewhere.” 18 Much of the early criticism of  Mystery Science Theater 3000  has focused on its satirical slant. Long, for example, states that  MST3K’s “special quality has something to do with candor and truth. You might call it a kind of—video verite.” 19 Sean Griffin adds that “MST uses its structure to acknowledge marginal readings of the films by non-mainstream audiences, as well as to critique the sexist and racist assumptions of the films.” 20 Further, Joel and the ’bots “often root for the ‘wrong’ side—such as mourning and protesting the death of lions or tigers that are killed by Hercules.” In instances such as these, the opposition expressed by the crew “often goes beyond comic heckling to a more consciously political subversion of the implied subject position.” 21 In a similar vein, Joel Hodgson has said, “We handle violence with boredom. We punch a hole in the reality that the films were made in. People find that pretty liberating.” 22 Jim Mallon, one of the show’s producers who also played the role of Gypsy, notes that the writers “practice a sweet form of satire—gentle, but with an edge,” and that “the show mirrors the human condition—that, as Joel and the ’bots are forced to watch these terrible movies, we are all sort of forced to take life as it is on this planet; we have to watch terrible ‘productions’ that we can’t control. And the way we survive is through our freedom to comment on what’s happening around us and our ability to find some humor in it.” 23
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While the writers were aware that they were creating a glorified puppet show, they were also unwilling to play dumb, so to speak, and realized that they were writing for an audience that “doesn’t want to be drowned by the manipulation art of TV and other media.” 24 Kevin Murphy, who Hodgson says “has the mind of a boy who stays up late and reads  The World Book Encyclopedia  and remembers everything,” has always been a close reader of literature, an approach he applied to his work on  MST3K  in order to, as he says, “get a lot closer—inside the movie.” 25

While their deconstruction of the movies may be perceived as cynical by some, the writers never strove to be cruel or to offend, and when they did push the boundaries, they could get away with it because the audience knew their heart was in the right place: “The robots are somewhere between savants and really sort of moronic children,” Murphy says. 

“They’re a drift net not only for the culture but for the idiosyncrasies of everybody’s life.” 26 Paul Chaplin further notes that the attitude of the cast and writers was to encourage viewers to recognize that these movies were labors of love and their creators “put their heart and souls” into them. “I hope everybody involved with these movies understands that we just really love them for having made these movies.” 27 However, my focus is less on the content of the jokes—satirical or not—and more on how  Mystery Science Theater 3000  returns a sense of moral relevance to films that are frequently dismissed as camp or cheese by reminding us of the strangeness, complexity, and humanity that exists at the heart of these movies. 

In addition to the “spirit of extravagance” noted above, Sontag also claims that camp cannot be moral: “Time,” she says, “liberates the work of art from moral relevance, delivering it over to the camp sensibility . . . 

time contracts the sphere of banality.” 28 Many of the films featured on MST3K, outlandish as they may be, are based on classic, even archetypal, story lines. Such examples include the sword and sandal movies (the Hercules  series,  Cave Dwellers,  Deathstalker); the space operas ( 12 to the Moon,  Manhunt in Space,  Phantom Planet); remakes of classic fairy tales ( The Day the Earth Froze,  Jack Frost,  The Magic Voyage of Sinbad); and, of course, the myriad of giant insect, monster, and alien movies that became Mystery Science Theater 3000  staples ( The Giant Gila Monster,  Werewolf, Attack of the Eye Creatures). In Sontag’s conception, as failed works of art these films have lost whatever moral relevance they once had, and therefore they have been reduced to the realm of camp where any pleasure in viewing them is derived from how spectacularly they fail. It is my contention, however, that by botching them so badly, their creators have provided audiences an opportunity to consider them anew and, in keeping with Janz’s conception of moral imagination, “to ask [themselves]

weird questions, to try in some way to place [themselves] in a different perspective so as to regard events from another point of view.” 29 Likewise, David Foster Wallace, a self-proclaimed TV junkie, has stated that, 
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while television rarely challenges viewers, the role of literature is “to comfort the disturbed and disturb the comfortable . . . to give the reader, who like all of us is sort of marooned in her own skull, to give her imaginative access to other selves.” 30 Further, “We all suffer alone in the real world; true empathy’s impossible. But if a piece of fiction can allow us imaginatively to identify with characters’ pain, we might then also more easily conceive of others identifying with our own.” 31 Wallace refers to the virtues of literature as “redemptive” and “nourishing” and claims that one of the benefits of engaging with serious literature is that it forces the reader “to work hard to access its pleasures, the same way that in real life true pleasure is usually a by-product of hard work and discontent.” 32 Finally, echoing Janz, “It’s almost like we need fiction writers to restore strange things’ ineluctable strangeness, to defamiliarize stuff.” 33

While I am not suggesting that B movies should be considered serious literature, I am suggesting that, when viewed through the filter of  Mystery Science Theater 3000, they accomplish some of what Wallace claims is the role of good literature: they challenge audiences by shaking things up, by making familiar stories strange again. Where the sloppy production values—stale acting, cheap costumes, washed-out colors, and bad dubbing—typically act as barriers to serious examination, within the context of  Mystery Science Theater 3000, these same flaws are critical entry points through which viewers start to reconsider the stories’ classic themes and generate new interpretations. James J. Clauss discusses this point in his analysis of  Hercules Unchained, which stars former bodybuild-er Steve Reeves and was one of the many Hercules movies featured on Mystery Science Theater 3000. Clauss notes that the movie is actually based on the classic Greek dramas  Oedipus at Colonus  and  Seven against Thebes. 

However, the “wooden acting and thought-defying dialog” place it in the realm of the surreal, where, rather than ignore or dismiss the disconnect between subject and mode of presentation, we can experience the resulting discord and ask, “What can this mean?” 34 He adds that “this conflict between the epic and the cartoon, the mythic and the banal, the heroic and the stupid in  Hercules Unchained  creates a dynamic tension that, like the production of Dadaist and Surrealist artists, problematizes our perception of what is serious and what is nonsensical by inviting us to observe, evaluate, and critique our response to the irreconcilable.” 35

Forcing viewers to ask “What can this mean?” is an important step in engaging moral imagination that is stressed by Wallace: “TV and the commercial-art-culture’s trained [today’s readership] to be sort of lazy and childish in its expectations. But it makes trying to encourage today’s readers both imaginatively and intellectually unprecedentedly hard.” Despite his fascination with contemporary television culture, Wallace asserts that “audiences are still hungry for something commercial art can’t provide.” 36 While B movies may be able to feed part of this hunger, it is doubtful that they can completely satisfy it on their own. Returning to
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Clauss’s analysis of  Hercules Unchained, he notes how it both “invites us to emulate Hercules in ultimately choosing heroic identities and goals in life but, at the same time, alienates us by representing this universal, though also intensely personal, quest as a mythological travesty acted out by a former Mr. Universe, scantily clad bimbos, and a cast of fifth-rate actors, from whom we are further distanced by poor dubbing.” 37 While the surreal nature of these movies may succeed in engaging viewers and encouraging them to start asking “weird” questions, many of the same barriers discussed above persist in preventing full engagement and serious analysis. 

 Mystery Science Theater 3000, however, helps fill the void by adding a much-needed human element to the experience, which allows audiences to become more fully involved with the featured films. This authentic human experience is, of course, a key factor in any work of art and is generally what is missing from works that we dismiss as mere camp or cheese. Even in dark times, Wallace notes, “the definition of good art would seem to be art that locates and applies CPR to those elements of what’s human and magical that still live and glow despite the time’s darkness.” “Good literature,” he continues, “could have as dark a worldview as it wished, but it’d find a way both to depict this dark world  and to illuminate the possibilities for being alive and human in it.” 38 The role of art, then, is not to provide solutions for the problems we face in dark times, or even to point out what specifically is wrong with the culture we live in. The point, for Wallace, is to show what it means to be human: “If you operate, which most of us do, from the premise that there are things about the contemporary U.S. that make it distinctively hard to be a real human being, then maybe half of fiction’s job is to dramatize what it is that makes it tough. The other half is to dramatize the fact that we still  are human beings, now. Or can be.” 39 In a similar vein, Martha Nussbaum maintains that literary narratives allow readers to contemplate humanity more extensively than rational moral theory alone. Literature, she explains, encourages us “to imagine what it is like to live the life of another person who might, given changes in circumstance, be ourselves or one’s loved ones.” Good literature, she continues, “is disturbing in a way that history and social science writing frequently is not. Because it summons powerful emotions, it disconcerts and puzzles. It inspires distrust of conventional pieties and exacts a frequently painful confrontation with one’s own thoughts and intuitions.” 40 Well-crafted narratives, then, confront audiences with the limitations of their own worldviews and encourage them to question what passes for common wisdom. These narratives engage both emotions and the imagination while affording audiences an approximation to an authentic experience that they would not otherwise be likely to have. Such experiences, vicarious as they are, provide insight into the lives and times of others and, in turn, help illustrate how our thinking has been shaped by cultural norms. 
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Tracking how this would work on a large scale would be a difficult, if not impossible, task. Just as every viewer of  MST3K  has the opportunity to “find their own joke,” they also have the ability to personalize their viewing experience by applying those jokes to their own lives. However, Sue William Silverman provides interesting insight into how the process might work in her personal essay, “I Was a Prisoner on the Satellite of Love.” 41 Organized as a drama complete with a cast of characters, Silverman’s essay shows how  Mystery Science Theater 3000  helped her through one of the most traumatic periods of her life: a move with her husband from her native Atlanta to Michigan. Along the way, she recounts her experience with lighthearted observations about some of the superficial differences between Michigan and Atlanta, but she does so by interject-ing the voice of Crow into her descriptions:

During the drive to the coast I notice many trees still bare [ “Enjoy our bleak landscape,” I hear Crow say. ], whereas in Georgia spring rains are funneling toward summer. 

And upon arriving at her new house:

Inside, the carpet is electric green. Pepto-Bismol pink paint drenches walls clogged with sad clown paintings. [ “When knickknacks ruled the world,” Crow groans. ] The kitchen is decorated in a heart-and-duck mo-tif. [ Sue, sotto voce: “Country-psychedelic Victorian on crack.” ]. 42

As her essay moves into more serious territory, specifically her abusive childhood and the cracks that are starting to appear in her marriage, Silverman notes that “the Bad movies on  MST3K  are emblematic of dysfunctional families everywhere.” 43 She focuses specifically on  It Conquered the World, a 1956 science fiction “thriller” that is notable for featuring three actors who would go on to bigger and better things: Peter Graves, Lee Van Cleef, and Beverly Garland. The movie also includes one of the all-time great movie monsters, a refuge from Venus that stands about two feet tall and has an enormous head that looks like “a giant Vlasic pickle with horns.” The movie is, of course, a disaster, but as is the case with most of the movies featured on  MST3K, “the actors play it straight, as truth. No one winks, no one (except Joel and the ’bots, of course) inserts even a touch of irony into the film. No actors groan or smirk at the inconsistencies. No one shatters the facades.” 44 There is perhaps no better example of this lack of irony than Graves’s monologue in the film’s final scene:

He learned almost too late that Man is a feeling creature. And because of it, the greatest in the universe [music soars]. There can’t be any gift of perfection outside themselves. And when men seek such perfection they find only death, fire, loss, disillusionment. Men have always sought an end to toil and misery. It can’t be given. It has to be achieved. 

There is hope, but it has to come from inside. 45
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This speech is replayed during the final host segment, this time back in the Satellite of Love with the crew basking in the warm glow of a portable TV, the ’bots in their robes, and Joel eating (appropriately) a TV dinner. 

As the scene rolls, the ’bots focus intently on the TV while Joel, in a nurturing manner, shares a bite of his dinner with each of them. Joel nods in agreement as Graves utters the lines, “There is hope, but it has to come from inside.” Then, looking somewhat overwhelmed, Joel says “hea- vy” 

as he cuts back to the Mads who are also watching the scene at their dinner table, Dr. Forrester almost sobbing and Frank so focused that he can barely lift his fork. 46

In another context, scenes such as this would be roundly dismissed as pure camp by modern audiences—just another bad sci-fi flick with a cheesy monster and a heavy-handed, tacked-on message. However, as Silverman points out, the treatment this final scene is given on  MST3K

strips it of its campiness and makes it relevant in a very real way: “I see no irony at this moment between a human and two robots—with a sentimental voiceover from a grade-B movie—it’s the most loving moment I’ve witnessed on television. This is the true American family.” 47 While it may be tempting to dismiss Silverman’s fixation with the show as mere escapism, the extent to which these movies—complete with their goofy monsters and unremarkable superheroes—have colored how she views the world encapsulates many of the key components of moral imagination. The humanity that is teased out of them through their treatment on MST3K  strips them of their banality, thereby restoring in them a sense of moral relevance that, in Sontag’s conception, had previously reduced them to the realm of camp. To help illustrate this point further, we can turn to the end of “Mitchell,” a classic episode that is given further significance as the show where the torch was passed from Joel to Mike. The transition is handled as a play on the final scene of  The Wizard of Oz  with Joel being projected back to Earth in an escape pod rather than returned to Kansas in a hot air balloon. As he jettisons into space, aimlessly working the controls just as so many movie astronauts have before him in their cardboard spaceships with their invisible space shields, the ’bots plead for him to come back: “What’re we supposed to do without you? Who’s going to teach us about what it is to be human and stuff?” But Joel has taught them all he can: “At this point, you guys know as much about it as I do. . . . Be strong and true. I love you!” 48

CONCLUSION

To what extent literature can serve as a source of moral knowledge has long been a point of contention. One of the common criticisms levied against such claims is that literature is not typically thesis based and therefore does not contain sustained arguments that strive toward gener-
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al or implied truths. Carroll notes that the “no-argument argument” 

works in two ways:

The first is that artworks, where they contain or suggest general truths, do not argue in their behalf; at best they merely assert or imply them. 

The second point is that the critical discourse that greets artworks does not typically lavish attention on arguing for or against the truths alleg-edly disclosed in the artwork. 49

Conversely, when a work of literature  does  advance a thesis, the story exists primarily to support the argument and is “cooked from the get-go.” 50 In other words, “The story cannot confirm or authenticate its thesis, where it has one. So the fiction, when it is underwritten by some general truth, cannot afford genuine knowledge, since however true its claims may be, they are never justified.” 51 While a full analysis of this argument is beyond the scope of this essay, I want to reiterate a point made earlier: As thought experiments, the goal of literature is not to provide evidence for and confirmation of existing views, but rather to shake up audiences’ beliefs by encouraging them to question established ideas. This is accomplished by engaging with the works we encounter in a thoughtful and reflective manner so as to cultivate imagination and expand the scope of our moral thinking. Again, in Wallace’s view, the role of literature “is to give the reader, who like all of us is sort of marooned in her own skull, to give her imaginative access to other selves.” 52

The myriad of bad movies presented as weekly “experiments” during MST3K’s ten seasons provide a sort of bizarre overview of the human (and in many cases, nonhuman) condition. While most of the movies are completely vapid and cliché ridden, the strange array of puma men, pod people, giant Gila monsters, crawling eyes, and crazy mixed-up zombies turns out to be particularly effective in revitalizing our imaginations and rejuvenating the way we think about our place in the world—or, to take a final point from Silverman’s analysis, all those weekly experiments and countless hours spent with the  MST3K  crew amounted to one long lesson in how to live without hypocrisy. 

In his discussion of monsters and moral imagination, Stephen Asma states that “the monster is a virtual sparring partner for our imagination.” 53 I would extend this analogy to include the whole spectrum of movies featured on  Mystery Science Theater 3000. The show often resembles a sparring match, with the crew returning to the satellite after a particularly brutal movie looking like they barely survived twelve rounds in the ring. Asma goes on to note, “We use the imagination in order to establish our own agency in chaotic and uncontrollable situations.” This point echoes one made earlier: that the  MST3K “experiments” are, in fact, challenges to the audience to make sense of the carnage left in the wake of these bad movies. Rather than starting with a well-wrought work of literature where we can reflect on the story’s themes, 
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symbols, and characters, we are left to do the heavy lifting ourselves:

“Our ethical convictions,” Asma claims, “do not spring fully grown from our heads but must be developed in the context of real and imagined challenges. In order to discover our values, we have to face trials and tribulation, and monsters help us imaginatively rehearse.” 54 But why monsters—or giant insects, leeches, or aliens for that matter? Because, when it comes right down to it, we are as flawed as these movies and the characters in them. Monsters remind us of our own flaws and vulnerabil-ity while “showing us examples of dignity and depravity without preaching or proselytizing.” We have been trying to kill monsters in literature at least since the Enlightenment, when it was believed that “rationality will pour its light into the dark corners and reveal the monsters to be merely chimeric.” 55 However, recalling Janz one last time, this drive toward rational mastery is a dead end, as is the belief that, once we embrace difference, monsters will cease to be relevant in the modern world. 

While it is true that we need to embrace difference in order to become more aware of and sensitive to other selves, we need not strive to  destroy all monsters. We will always be flawed, and therefore our imaginations will always need sparring partners—and who better to have in your corner than the crew from the Satellite of Love? 
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EIGHT

“This Isn’t Yorick, It’s George Goebel” 

Mystery Science Theater 3000  Does  Hamlet Walter C. Metz

As a postmodern phenomenon of American basic cable television,  Mystery Science Theater 3000 (Comedy Central and Sci-Fi Channel, 1988–1999) offers cultural studies a fertile space for analysis. Its placing of snarky spectators at the bottom of a television screen to comment on old movies of dubious quality quickly developed a cult audience, one that continues to celebrate the show via an extensive set of DVD releases. In this chapter, I am not interested in the general qualities of  Mystery Science Theater 3000

( MST3K), which are indeed intriguing, but instead in one particular episode from season 10, in which the villain Pearl Forrester (Mary Jo Pehl) beams up to Mike Nelson (Michael J. Nelson) and the robots—Crow and Tom Servo—a 1962 West German television adaptation of William Shakespeare’s  Hamlet (1601). 1

For a show that revels in the bad quality of its movies, this is the most remarkable choice for parody of all of the episodes. Having won a game of three-card monte, Mike smugly believes he has defeated the mad scientists’ scheme, finally getting to choose, not wretched movies such as Santa Claus Conquers the Martians (Nicholas Webster, 1964) and  Manos: The Hands of Fate (Harold P. Warren, 1966), commonly listed as among the worst movies ever made, but instead “the greatest drama of all time.” 

As the winner of the card game, Mike nonchalantly tells Pearl to send him any of the film versions of  Hamlet, suggesting Kenneth Branagh’s (1996), Franco Zeffirelli’s (1990), or Laurence Olivier’s (1948). However, what Mike does not realize is that the audiovisual adaptation machine for 125
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 Hamlet  is so extensive, Pearl can easily find an excruciatingly awful version with which to torture anew the denizens of the Satellite of Love. 

The collision of a great piece of canonical drama, which Harold Bloom claims went a long way toward “the invention of the human,” with the cheesy, sardonic aesthetics of  MST3K  raises important questions in adaptation studies. 2 Should the West German  Hamlet  television show be distinguished from the worst films ever made? Does the riffing done against the show perform a different function than when deployed against other films with less artistic pedigree? Would the addition of this show into the canon of Shakespearean audiovisual media enhance our understanding of the adaptation process? My answer in each of these cases is yes. 

 HAMLET, TELEVISION, AND PEDAGOGY

Since the mid-1990s, I have been teaching a freshman-level humanities course titled “Theater and Mass Media,” in which I use intertextuality to understand the relationship between the high canonical drama antholo-gized in textbook readers and the contemporary films and television shows with which my students are sometimes already familiar. The pedagogical gimmick of the course is that I use student familiarity with popular culture as a Trojan horse, getting students to interrogate the significant questions about the meaning of fictional texts. For example, to get students to ponder existential philosophy in Samuel Beckett’s  Waiting for Godot (1952), I use the episode of  Seinfeld (NBC, 1989–1998) titled “The Chinese Restaurant.” 3 This allows students, with as little bother as possible, to frame the complex issues of the play in reference to characters whom they know well (George, Jerry, Elaine, and Kramer) before trying their ideas out on characters to whom they are just being introduced (Vladimir, Estragon, Lucky, and Pozzo). 

I begin the course with two lectures about  Hamlet, one about the course they might think they are about to take, which typically has a title such as “Film and Theater,” and the other about the course that I am actually going to teach. In the first, I parody a literary studies–based fidelity methodology that positions  Hamlet  as a piece of high literature and for which the film adaptations serve merely as textual reinforcement of the superiority of literature to film. Thus, this lecture only considers films titled  Hamlet  and proceeds through a canon of “important” films, including the ones Mike Nelson on the Satellite of Love is so smugly sure Pearl is about to send him, by the Shakespeare and film titans: Olivier, Zeffirelli, and Branagh. 

However, in the next lecture, “Intertextuality and  Hamlet,” I demonstrate to students that if one chooses the films and television shows because they are interesting, rather than because they are called  Hamlet, a completely different set of questions about Shakespearean cinema’s  medi-
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 acity4 emerges. My typical objects of study are the  Gilligan’s Island  episode, “The Producer” (CBS, 1966), in which the castaways perform a musical version of the play for a Broadway producer (played by Phil Silvers);  Clueless (Amy Heckerling, 1995), in which a seemingly ditzy young woman quotes Polonius’s line, “To thine own self be true,” correctly, schooling a snooty college-educated woman, explaining that while she does not know her  Hamlet, she does know her Mel Gibson; and  The Last Action Hero (John McTiernan, 1993), in which a young boy, bored in English class watching Olivier’s film, dreams up a trailer to  Hamlet  in which Arnold Schwarzenegger plays the Danish prince, who blows up Elsinore with incendiary bombs after answering the query, “To be or not to be,” in the negative. 

Over the past dozen permutations of the course, I have held the most recent  Hamlet  intertext I have been able to discover in order to embed an assessment question on my course’s final exam. Every year, at least one new  Hamlet  adaptation or intertext comes to light, so I am able to measure how much my students are learning from the course’s instruction in analytical methodology by blindsiding them with new  Hamlet  clips during the final exam that are not yet part of the course lecture and discussion material. Examples of these new encounters in the past have included Aki Kaurismaki’s  Hamlet Goes Business (1987), which students were asked to compare to the Ethan Hawke  Hamlet (Michael Almereyda, 2000), set in a corporate office building, and in which the Danish prince delivers the “To be or not to be” soliloquy in the action section of a Blockbuster video store;  The Wild and the Wooly, a late 1960s spaghetti western as much about  Hamlet  as it is about Sergio Leone and Clint Eastwood; and  The Queen of Sheba Meets the Atom Man, a 1963 experimental film directed by Ron Rice in which beat poet Taylor Mead walks out of a Manhattan screening of Olivier’s  Hamlet, goes home, and performs his own version featuring an immense naked African American woman and avant-garde superstar Jack Smith (famous for his banned 1963 film,  Flam-ing Creatures). 

For the most recent incarnation of the course, in Fall 2009, I at first was at a loss for what film to show for my final exam. My children at home became enamored of  MST3K, so we watched all of the episodes on DVD. 

When we got to the West German  Hamlet  episode, in which Ricardo Montalban voices Claudius, I knew I had found my quarry. As the course begins with an intensive study of  Hamlet  and ends with an investigation of postmodernism, I found the collision between the play and the postmodern television show a perfect match. During the final exam, I showed three one-minute clips and then had the students write an essay in answer to the following:

The film clips you are about to watch are excerpted from a television show called  Mystery Science Theater 3000, in which robots are forced to
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endure really bad movies. The movie they are watching in this case is from a 1960s performance of  Hamlet  aired on West German television. 

The show was originally broadcast in German, but later dubbed into English (with Ricardo Montalban from  Fantasy Island  as the voice of Claudius!). Use what you have learned in this course to describe how intertextual methods allow you to analyze both the version of  Hamlet on the robots’ movie screen and  MST3K  itself. What kind of  Hamlet  is this? How does it compare to the other  Hamlet  films we have studied? 

What issues of nationalism in  Hamlet  are engaged by a German transla-tion of Shakespeare dubbed back into English? How do these questions relate to the larger practices of  MST3K? Is this show classical, modernist, or postmodern? Why? To which plays already studied in this course would you compare  MST3K? 

Student responses to these questions, written as the last thirty-minute segment of a two-hour exam, were generally creative and intelligent, demonstrating both that students were able to wield the methodologies of the course, but also that they understood the basic course content about  Hamlet  and postmodern theory. Student 1, who earned a final grade of C in the course, wrote, “[ MST3K  concerns] the overall watching of a performance, as  Hamlet  did in the play to see if he had been de-ceived.” Student 2, who earned a final grade of A, wrote, “[The  MST3K

 Hamlet] expands the play into a film (unlike John Gielgud’s 1964 version), uses stark lighting to emphasize the psychological turmoil, and frames the cinematography for psychological effect. For example, the [“To be or not to be”] soliloquy consists of one shot, a close-up on Hamlet’s eyes, the so-called ‘window to the soul’ with boards blocking the rest of his face in a sort of reverse mask.” Student 1’s answer creatively connects two very different texts around the issue of performativity, a topic of concern in the course when I lectured about  Gilligan’s Island  almost three months earlier. Student 2’s answer draws back on specific course content—John Gielgud’s 1964 film version of  Hamlet, which I discussed during the course’s first lecture because that film records the play in a street clothes rehearsal—and also conducts effective visual analysis of how aesthetics and theme connect. In short, the results of the imbedded assessment demonstrate that students of varying critical abilities left the course with skills in connecting theoretical methods to filmic textual examples. It is my purpose in this chapter to similarly demonstrate the value of  MST3K

for the academic study of Shakespeare and contemporary mass media culture. 

 HAMLET, CANONICITY, AND  MST3K

I begin with these pedagogical examples because what I am about to say about this  MST3K  episode will sound absurd to Shakespeareans and other traditionalists. I believe that Joel Hodgson’s show offers a terrific
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teachable moment, and that, further, its riffing, despite its sarcastic, seemingly indifferent comic tone, teaches us how to watch  Hamlet, informed by the many more serious Shakespeare films which came before it. In short,  MST3K  works on multiple levels to engage the critical questions that we academics believe are important to consider when analyzing Shakespeare. It is what postmodern television critic Jim Collins calls

“hyperconscious,” engaging the world not only self-reflexively, in a modernist sense, reflecting on the nature of textuality itself, but knowingly joking about its own place in a long-running set of popular transforma-tions of the most performed and studied play in the Western tradition. 5

The  MST3K  episode of  Hamlet  works on two levels simultaneously. 

First, its fictional characters make jokes while they watch the West German television version. Second, the fictional characters, while they are not watching the show, engage in all sorts of comic business, going so far as to reenact scenes from  Hamlet  not offered by the Germans. However, most simply, the  MST3K  version of  Hamlet, like many other episodes of the show, offers funny commentary on the lack of quality of the text being beamed before their eyes. Fundamentally, this circumstance bends the genre characteristics of Shakespeare’s play. The robots’ joking turns our watching of  Hamlet  into a comedy, a radical break from the tragic structure and function of Shakespeare’s play as it is presented by those dour Germans. 

 MST3K  is certainly not the first text to turn  Hamlet’s generic position on its head. Indeed, it is not even the only television show to have done so. In 1967, Sherwood Schwartz turned  Hamlet  into a musical comedy on Gilligan’s Island, in which the castaways put on a musical featuring Polonius, Ophelia, and “the rest” in order to attempt to get rescued from the island, failing miserably as they do in every other episode. At one moment, Gilligan-as-Hamlet gets confused and tells Ophelia to “get thee to a notary.” 6 This joke is replicated on  MST3K: during the same scene between Hamlet and Ophelia in act 3, scene 1, the robots tell Ophelia to “get thee to a bakery,” while on-screen Maximilian Schell–as-Hamlet stares blankly. 

The riffing in the episode of  MST3K  returns frequently to the power of comedy to invade the reception of this overly serious 1960s German  Hamlet. When Horatio, Marcellus, and Bernardo confront the ghost at the beginning of the film, the composition of the image as a result of the staging—the three characters form a diagonal line—coupled with their awkwardly short haircuts, causes the jokesters to claim that these guards must be the Three Stooges. 

The jokes fly fast and furious as in most outings of the show. However, in this case, many of the jokes replicate complex analyses of  Hamlet  in prior media texts. The first time we see Hamlet, the robots begin, “To be or not to be.” A riffer shouts, “Not yet,” indicating that they will have to be patient for the point in the performance when Hamlet actually will
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deliver that soliloquy. Later in the film, as Hamlet is about to enthuse, 

“The play’s the thing wherein I’ll catch the conscience of the king,” one of the robots speaks for him: “Now is the winter of our . . . . Damn, wrong play.” 

This joke replicates that which begins another postmodern television show’s engagement with Shakespeare’s plays. In the opening to the

“Atomic Shakespeare” episode of  Moonlighting, David Addison (Bruce Willis) arrives in Padua, “or an incredible facsimile,” a subtitle tells us, to begin the story of Petruchio and Kate from  The Taming of the Shrew (1594). 7 However, he begins incorrectly a number of times, for example speaking the “Friends, Romans, countrymen” speech from  Julius Caesar (1599). After three rounds of these false starts, the entire cast shouts

“Wrong play!” at which point David delivers the proper lines from the opening of  The Taming of the Shrew, causing all of the cast members to return calmly to their business in the town square in Renaissance Padua. 

In short, both  MST3K  and  Moonlighting  grapple with the spectatorial desire to witness the characters delivering famous speeches, joking when those expectations come too soon, or from the “wrong play.” As Shakespearean media scholar Craig Dionne suggests, this transplantation of the Bard’s lines, ripped from their original context, used for purposes of aesthetic “up-selling,” which he calls “commonplacing,” is an annoying feature of contemporary American culture, and is a trend against which the  Moonlighting  and  MST3K  jokes rebel. 8

The  MST3K  riffing does not just relate to other postmodern television’s methods for interrogating Shakespeare. Indeed, the episode dovetails with high, canonical  Hamlet  films, such as Tony Richardson’s 1968

version, in which Nicol Williamson plays Hamlet against a young Antho-ny Hopkins as Claudius. As Claudius stands absurdly close to Hamlet, interrogating the boy, one of the robots jokes that Hamlet is thinking, 

“Eew, your breath smells like Havarti,” raising the scatological idea that the bodily affairs of Claudius make Hamlet even less able to endure his vile uncle. 

The Tony Richardson film goes to great lengths to merge Hamlet with the Rabelaisian carnivalesque, as studied by Mikhail Bakhtin. 9 Claudius and Gertrude summon Hamlet and Laertes to their sleeping chamber. 

While talking with the boys, the bedridden but amorous Claudius (Gertrude lies next to him) eats chicken, spits shards of food while he talks, and throws the bones to his dogs on the floor. In short, Tony Richardson’s scene gets us to identify with Hamlet’s revulsion for Claudius through scatological grotesquery. 10

As a very different example of how the  MST3K  riffing invokes other high-culture  Hamlet  film adaptations, Maximillian Schell–as-Hamlet walks around Elsinore, a castle filled with stone columns. When he almost walks into one of the columns, a robot jokes, “Oh, didn’t see that post there.” In this sense, the West German television show shares its
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production design with Grigori Kozintsev’s  Hamlet (1964), another film made during the Cold War, this time in the USSR. Kozintsev’s film relies on stark black-and-white photography to revel in the gray tones of its Elsinore’s granite columns, very similar to those of the West German production. 11

Kozintsev sees Elsinore as a repository of surveillance culture, where everyone seems in the employ of Claudius, spying at all times. In remarkable shots, Hamlet delivers interior speeches from Shakespeare’s play, only to have the camera track slightly to reveal Rosencrantz and Guildenstern behind a column, writing down every word that the Danish prince utters. As Jack Jorgens assesses, “Stage directors have for centuries followed Hamlet’s cue and made Denmark a prison. Kozintsev’s massive fortress, drawbridge, portcullis, and moat, the huge staircases, corridors, and walls serve to dwarf people and close them in.” 12 Jorgens quotes Kozintsev’s own work of Shakespeare criticism— Shakespeare: Time and Conscience—to describe the film: “There are doors the better to eavesdrop behind, windows the better to spy from. . . . Every sound gives birth to echoes, repercussions, whispers, rustling.” 13

The political entombment of Hamlet seems to be the driving thematic motivation of the West German television production as well. However, the robots’ suspicion of this project interrogates the viability of this aesthetic of interior confinement. On the page of a folio text,  Hamlet’s focus on moribund moping may work fine, but for a film project, this individualist ideology creates many problems. Sometimes, a film like Laurence Olivier’s retains the Freudian interpretation, by externalizing these preoccupations. Thus, in an early shot in Olivier’s film, the mobile camera tracks into Gertrude’s bedroom, highlighting an image of obsession with the vaginal folds of the bed’s canopy curtains. However, in films like the West German version, the aesthetic of psychological interior trauma falls flat, visually and narratively. In no sequence is this more startling than the “To be or not to be” soliloquy. As my student so noted in his final exam essay, the production design at this moment emphasizes Hamlet’s isolation within one of Elsinore’s stone staircases. For over a minute, the camera watches Hamlet deliver the speech from low angle, between two stone steps of the staircase. We can only see Hamlet’s eyes during this crucial speech. 

The robots, of course, make no end of fun at this absurd composition. 

Immediately, one of the robots jokes, “Look, Kilroy,” invoking the famous image of a big-nosed cartoon figure poking his nose over a wall. As soon as the words “To be or not to be” are out of Maximillian Schell’s mouth, Mike jokes that this is the “literary equivalent of da da da dah,” 

humming the first four notes of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony. At the moment of the “bare bodkin” line, they all chuckle, “He said bare bodkin,” referencing both the idiocy of Beavis and Butthead, who also annoyingly chuckle at double entendres, but also  The Last Action Hero, in
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which the classroom children laugh riotously at Claudius’s use of the word “bosom.” 

As the “To be or not to be” soliloquy drones on, the robots get very impatient, demanding that Hamlet just “sum up.” After Schell is done delivering the lines, Mike screams, “So I’m a chicken for not stabbing myself. That’s all you needed to say.” In this way, the  MST3K  episode takes to task the aesthetic practice of the West German television show, rendering the “To be or not to be” soliloquy boring through its stony stylistics, emphasizing not the dynamics of Schell’s linguistic performance, but the static nature of his surroundings. 

The  MST3K  episode astutely positions the West German show within a surprisingly wide array of possibilities. During a break from the movie, the robots plan their own version of  Hamlet  as an antidote to the dry-as-dust one they are being forced to watch. Mike worries that it will be a radical avant-garde version, mentioning Heiner Müller’s  Hamletmachine in particular. In this remarkable comment,  MST3K  hyperconsciously positions itself as a populist postmodernism as opposed to Müller’s alienat-ing cultural referencing. For example, at the end of Müller’s play, two men wrap a wheelchair-bound Ophelia in gauze as she delivers the final lines:

This is Electra speaking. In the heart of darkness. Under the sun of torture. To the capitals of the world. In the name of the victims. I eject all of the sperm I have received. I turn the milk of my breasts into lethal poison. I take back the world I gave birth to. I choke between my thighs the world I gave birth to. I bury it in my womb. Down with the happiness of submission. Long live hate and contempt, rebellion and death. 

When she walks through your bedrooms carrying butcher knives you’ll know the truth. 14

Thus, in the space of a few lines, Müller’s Ophelia evokes ancient Greek tragedy; Joseph Conrad’s critique of imperialism; Lady Macbeth, a character from a completely different Shakespeare play; West German radical Ulrike Meinhoff; and Squeaky Fromm, President Ford’s would-be assas-sin. In short, Müller attempts a postmodern version of  Hamlet  that revels in the wild referencing of the late twentieth century. 

For its part,  MST3K  also forwards an allusively rich postmodernity, but for a popular television audience, not those few poor souls who attend radical, avant-garde German theater. The robots tell Mike that they most definitely do not have in mind Heiner Müller as their model. Instead, they are more akin to Charlie Chaplin, rendering comic Hamlets aplenty, “Scuba-diving Hamlet,” an “all furniture Hamlet,” a “bucket-head Hamlet,” and an “all-percussion version of  Hamlet.” Furthermore, the riffing on the play is far more unified and consistent than Müller’s vaguely anticapitalist  Hamletmachine. Mike and the robots mostly lament that the West German  Hamlet  is not as exciting as they expected it to be, 
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derived as it is from the greatest piece of drama in the Western tradition. 

During  The Mousetrap, one of the robots asks Mike, “No chance there will be a jet ski in this movie, is there?” Here, the robots demand some aspects of action cinema to accompany the verbal gymnastics of Shakespeare’s prose. After all, Shakespeare did give us one great swordfight scene, at least. 

Mike and the robots imply that this overly serious  Hamlet  is the fault of German culture. During the gravediggers’ scene, a comic moment in Shakespeare’s play when the working-class characters joke about the tanning of their quarry, the West German film finds little room for humor. 

Mike and the robots rebel against this abuse to Shakespeare’s text, delivering one of the funniest lines of the episode. After the German gravedigger delivers Shakespeare’s joke about the tanning of leather workers’

skin that keeps the body from rotting, without one hint of comedy, Hamlet holds Yorick’s skull and reminisces about his boyhood clown. While Hamlet is similarly dour in his delivery of the “Alas poor Yorick, I knew him Horatio, a fellow of infinite jest, of most excellent fancy” 

(5.1.184–185) lines, the robots interrupt the melancholy with the absurd observation, “This isn’t Yorick, it’s George Goebel!” 

In this way,  MST3K  skewers overly serious culture with comedic rev-elry. When assaulting their typical quarry, badly made science fiction films, this textual practice is very funny, but not particularly socially significant. However, in the case of this West German  Hamlet, the riffing produces a critical intervention, reminding us of the multiple-voiced nature of Shakespeare’s play. While the Germans may emphasize the tragic components of the play, there are lighthearted comedic moments as well, both within Shakespeare’s text and within our encounters with it in the world of film and television adaptation. Branagh’s  Hamlet  chooses popular American comedian Billy Crystal (how many Academy Awards hosts get to be in a Shakespeare movie?) to play one of the gravediggers; O, for a German comedian in the 1960s film to take that role! 

CONCLUSION

So far, I have been emphasizing the first two layers of  Hamlet’s intertextuality in the  MST3K  episode: first, the actual West German television show, and second, the riffing comments made by Mike and the robots, hyperconsciously comparing the 1960s film to other media culture. However, at the third layer, in the interstices between watching the film, MST3K  is essentially a sketch comedy show. It is here that  MST3K  out-performs its competition in terms of astute analysis of  Hamlet  as a cultural phenomenon. 

In particular, after Mike and the ’bots finish watching the film, the wretchedness of the experience has shaken their belief in  Hamlet  as “the
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greatest drama of all time.” As he leaves the screening room carrying Tom Servo, Mike grumbles, “Nice play, Shakespeare.” In such a gesture, Mike authorizes attention to the infinitesimally small critical response to Hamlet  that questions its status as a masterpiece. Most famously, T. S. 

Eliot takes the seemingly outrageous position that  Hamlet  is an overrated play. In a grandiose critical flourish, Eliot labels  Hamlet “the Mona Lisa of literature,” by which he means that “more people have thought Hamlet a work of art because they found it interesting, than have found it interesting because it is a work of art.” As if discussing the boring sequences of the West German television adaptation—lots of close-ups in and around granite blocks of castle, with little editing or camera movement—and not the masterpiece we know as Shakespeare’s play, Eliot claims that “the play is most certainly an artistic failure,” accusing Shakespeare of poor editing: “In several ways the play is puzzling, and disquieting as is none of the others. Of all the plays it is the longest and is possibly the one on which Shakespeare spent most pains; and yet he has left in it superfluous and inconsistent scenes which even hasty revision should have noticed.” 15

However, rather than dwell upon the canonical status of  Hamlet  as an artistic failure as Eliot does, Mike and the ’bots return to an engagement of the play’s status as a failure within the action genre, replicating the thematic stance of a film like  The Last Action Hero. Crow and Tom Servo show Mike their Hamlet action figure. Mike laments, “So, you guys made an action figure?” Mike asks if there is anything remarkable about it. The robots answer negatively, telling him that it has no special features, just a string to make him talk. The last time we see Mike in the episode, he is pulling the string across the ship, hundreds of feet away from the doll. 

Crow explains sardonically, “Hamlet does have some long speeches, Mike.” In this way, the skit details the expectation that a revenge tragedy such as  Hamlet  should feature action, not talking. This is the central critical revision that Shakespeare’s  Hamlet  makes to a simplistic revenge tragedy such as Thomas Kyd’s  The Spanish Tragedy. 

The  MST3K  outing ends with Pearl and her minions gloating over their putrescent choice of programming. However, Pearl is not able to enjoy her victory, because Fortinbras arrives in her lab to lament his having been cut from the West German television show. Pearl comically mistakes the interloper’s name as “Fountainbras” and claims ignorance that he is an important character in Shakespeare’s play, perhaps having watched too many film versions that also cut him out altogether. “I don’t care if you’re pivotal,” growls Pearl. Fortinbras tells Pearl he cannot just wander into  American Buffalo  and ask if they need a Norwegian noble-man. Finally, she seemingly relents, to let Fortinbras share his story. 

However, this is another one of her evil ruses. She offers a vial to Fortinbras, who pours it into his ear, apparently not having learned the lesson of Hamlet’s father’s death, dropping like a stone to the floor, poisoned. 
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Pearl ends the skit and the episode, lamenting, “Is it me, or am I a magnet for these idiots?” 

The comedy of this ending sketch raises intriguing questions that dovetail with  Hamlet  criticism in general, and the Shakespeare-on-film tradition more specifically. Fortinbras is often subject to the cutting-room floor of  Hamlet  films. The play, which takes nearly five hours to perform, is often cleaved in half to fit the confines of the commercial feature-film tradition (commonly, two hours or so). Since the “To be or not to be” 

soliloquy, and Olivier’s tradition of the psychological  Hamlet  film, position the play as resonant with Western individualism, often the political half of Hamlet, featuring the intrigues of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern and the subplot of the Norwegian-Polish war, is vastly diminished in these films. With the exception of Kozintsev’s Soviet  Hamlet, Fortinbras’s role is often either completely excised or vastly reduced, odd given that he takes over the kingdom at the end of Shakespeare’s play. 

The one great exception to this is Kenneth Branagh’s film, a full-text version of the play. 16 Branagh uses two major strategies for highlighting the advantages of the complete text. First, he employs famous actors to play frequently cut characters. Gerard Depardieu plays Reynaldo, a spy Polonius sends to keep track of Laertes, perhaps the least remembered and most insignificant character in all of  Hamlet. As Mark Thornton Burnett assesses, Branagh’s casting astutely mixes British actors with vast Shakespearean credentials with major Hollywood stars (among them, Jack Lemmon):

A legitimating imperative would also appear to lie behind the casting of John Gielgud (Priam) and Judi Dench (Hecuba) in non-speaking appearances, and an intertextual dimension is certainly detectable in Charlton Heston’s cameo role as the Player King. By drawing upon the pooled resources of Stratford-upon-Avon dignitaries, and of Hollywood “epic” veterans, Branagh, with typical audacity, sets himself up as another epic filmmaker, as a bardic interpreter with impeccable credentials. 17

Secondly, Branagh uses bravura film style to foreground often neglected passages of the play. Branagh films the oft-cut soliloquy, “How all occasions do inform against me, / And spur my dull revenge” (4.4.32) on a soundstage made up to look like an Arctic tundra, zooming the camera from close-up on Hamlet to extreme long shot as the prince whips himself into the frenzy of action, reacting to his corrupt uncle’s decision to allow thousands of Norwegian troops to pass through Denmark to die on a Polish battlefield, a worthless plot of land. 

As Hamlet finishes his rage, “O, from this time forth, / My thoughts be bloody, or be nothing worth!” (4.4.65–66), Branagh’s character is an infinitesimal speck in the film image, immersed in a cold, uncaring world, thus rendering ironic Hamlet’s final resolve to kill Claudius before he
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allows further atrocities to befall the people of the world who suffer as a result of the tyrant’s evil whims. While the comic appearance of Fortinbras at the end of  MST3K  does not rise to this level of angry, antiwar irony, it certainly invokes a sense that Shakespeare’s  Hamlet  must be about something more significant than the individualist ideology of the West German television show’s boring interior  Hamlet. In short, both Branagh’s epic film and the  MST3K  episode point to similar interpretations of  Hamlet  as a political as well as individualist text. 

Finally, it is not my purpose to celebrate  MST3K  uncritically. While the show is very funny and often, as I hope to have demonstrated, quite insightful, it does often suffer from an anti-intellectual malady common to contemporary ironic American culture. In the issue of casting, the robots’ riffing calls attention to Ricardo Montalban as the voice of Claudius, but not Maximilian Schell as Hamlet. During the play-within-a-play sequence, as Claudius storms away from the performance, the robots joke about “soft Corinthian leather,” the ubiquitous joke about Montalban referencing his cheesy Chrysler Cordoba commercials from the 1970s. No mention is made of Montalban’s status as Khan Noonien Singh on  Star Trek (NBC, 1967–1969), that Shakespeare adaptational machine of the late 1960s (in one episode, “The Conscience of the King” [1966], a wandering troupe of space actors presents  Hamlet  on the  Enterprise). More egregious-ly, the robots fail to mention that Maximilian Schell, almost simultaneously to appearing as Hamlet on West German television, won the Academy Award for Best Actor for his role as defense attorney Hans Rolfe in Judgment at Nuremberg (Stanley Kramer, 1961). Before I am lambasted for criticizing a comedy show for not being smart enough,  Judgment at Nuremberg  has its own  MST3K  possibilities, ranging from Captain Kirk himself, William Shatner, as a U.S. army captain to Werner Klemperer, famous from  Hogan’s Heroes (CBS, 1965–1971), as a stock Hollywood German. Not attending to Schell’s star intertextuality misses one attraction of the West German show: like Kozintsev’s Soviet  Hamlet, the television show offers an oddly political  Hamlet, in which the corruption of Claudius’s Denmark has as much to do with Nazi Germany as with Stalin. 

And yet, as this chapter has made clear,  Hamlet  is a rich play from which films of the twentieth century have emphasized many aspects. The MST3K  episode of  Hamlet  is well poised within that tradition. Both its sketch comedy skits and its riffing on the West German television show invoke, and allow productive critical comparison with, important films in the  Hamlet  canon, from Kozintsev’s political version to the psychological dramas of Olivier, Zeffirelli, and Branagh. Maybe Pearl was not so victorious over Mike in denying him those great films as both of them seem to think. 
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NOTES

1. “Hamlet,”  Mystery Science Theater 3000 Collection, Vol. 4, dir. Trace Beaulieu (1999; Los Angeles, CA: Rhino, 2003), DVD. 

2. Harold Bloom,  Shakespeare: The Invention of the Human (New York: Riverhead, 1998). 

3. “The Chinese Restaurant,”  Seinfeld, Episode no. 2.11, first broadcast 23 May 1991, NBC, directed by Tom Cherones and written by Larry David and Jerry Seinfeld. 

4. If you will, a portmanteau of “media” and “mendacity.” 

5. Jim Collins, “Television and Postmodernism,” in  Channels of Discourse Reassembled, ed. Robert C. Allen, 327–353 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1992), 335. 

6. “The Producer,”  Gilligan’s Island, Episode no. 3.4, first broadcast 3 Oct. 1966, CBS, directed by Ida Lupino and written by Dee Caruso and Gerald Gardner. 

7. “Atomic Shakespeare,”  Moonlighting, Episode no. 3.7, first broadcast 25 November 1986, ABC, directed by Will Mackenzie and written by Glenn Gordon Caron. 

8. Craig Dionne, “The Shatnerification of Shakespeare:  Star Trek  and the Commonplace Tradition,” in  Shakespeare after Mass Media, ed. Richard Burt, 173–194 (New York: Palgrave, 2002), 187. 

9. See Mikhail Bakhtin,  Rabelais and His World (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1968). 

10.  Hamlet, directed by Tony Richardson (Culver City, CA: Columbia Pictures, 1969). 

11.  Hamlet, directed by Grigori Kozintsev (Soviet Union: Lenfilm Studio, 1964). 

12. Jack J. Jorgens, “Grigori Kozintsev’s  Hamlet,” in  Shakespeare on Film, 218–234

(Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1991), 228. 

13. Jorgens, “Grigori Kozintsev’s  Hamlet,” 163. 

14. Heiner Müller, “Hamletmachine,” in  Hamlet-Machine and Other Texts for the Stage, ed. Carl Weber (1977; Cambridge, MA: Performing Arts Journal, 2001). 

15. T. S. Eliot, “Hamlet and His Problems,” in  The Bedford Introduction to Drama, ed. 

Lee A. Jacobus, 6th ed., 397–400 (Boston and New York: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2009), 399. 

16.  Hamlet, directed by Kenneth Branagh (Beverly Hills, CA: Castle Rock Entertainment, 1996). 

17. Mark Thornton Burnett, “The ‘Very Cunning of the Scene’: Kenneth Branagh’s Hamlet,”  Literature/Film Quarterly  25, no. 2 (April 1997): 78–88. 
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 Mystery Science Theater 3000  as

Metafilm

 Postmodern Narrative Readings

Nathan Shank

Memorable and light, the theme song of  Mystery Science Theater 3000

( MST3K) sets the narrative in motion. It sketches the core plot of the show, allowing new viewers instant access to the ongoing journey of Joel’s outer space imprisonment by identifying him, however loosely, as

“a guy named Joel” who has been shot into space by his bosses because they “didn’t like him.” But the final stanza points to the metafictional, or self-conscious, tendencies of the show by exhorting viewers to forego wondering about “science facts” like how Joel acquires air and food on his satellite and “repeat to yourself, ‘It’s just a show.’” 1 Indeed,  MST3K

thematically foregrounds metafictional techniques. A fertile area of scholarly inquiry,  MST3K’s self-reflective stylistics open up new understand-ings of  MST3K  itself and postmodern metafiction as a whole. In this chapter, I will explore this strange new world of metafictional scholarship in  MST3K. 

Most of the criticism about  MST3K  that can be scrounged on the Internet and in selective journals focuses on its eleven-season tenure, the cast changes it enjoyed (including the main actor swap), the amount of work that went into the production of the detailed script, the types of humor involved, or more critically, its satire of television and film. But I want to point the study of  MST3K  in a different direction. Although I briefly discuss the humor of the show as it intersects with self-consciousness, I mainly focus on metafiction and parody as formative narrative structures 139
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in  MST3K. I begin by analyzing how its metafictional2 strategies function on both content and structural levels. Next, I discuss metafiction as parody. I then go on to outline a few effects that this high concentration of metafiction has on the show’s social and literary status. 

COVERT AND OVERT METAFICTION

Our culture is the culture of meta, the culture of metapolitics, metalan-guage, metarhetoric, metaliterature, metacriticism, metadrama, meta-poetry, metafilm, metatelevision, metafiction. 

—Luigi Cazzato3

The meta, or self-reflective, phenomenon pervades  MST3K. Two terms provide a useful distinction to this discussion of self-conscious fiction: covert  and  overt  metafiction (see table 9.1). Those readers academically familiar with metafiction will also be familiar with Linda Hutcheon’s long-standing development of these terms. Hutcheon argues that overt metafiction is outright and explicitly self-conscious. If an author wrote, 

“Hello, reader,” she would be using overt metafiction. Covert metafiction is only implicitly self-conscious, as when the “process is internalized, actualized; such a text is self-reflective but not necessarily self-conscious.” 4 For example, in  The Truman Show, when the presence of Truman’s life-as-film makes us think of the movie as film, the film has employed covert metafiction. Inexplicit properties of the text that make the reader or viewer aware of the text as text also fall under covert metafiction. The problem with covert metafiction is that, more than overt metafiction, it depends on the reader or viewer for whether or not the self-reference is actually communicated. 5 Covert metafiction thereby sets up an interpretive gesture that lends itself to  poesis, which is what Hutcheon calls the reader’s “process of [meaning] making.” 6 Typically, metafiction is composed of commentary from a character who realizes that she is in a story, a narrative device that usually falls under overt metafiction and occurs in what I will label the  content  of the show. In contrast, a narrative itself may be contrived in a way that leads the viewer to become aware of the show as a fictional construct. These kinds of covert metafictional levels occur in the show’s  structure. Two levels, structural covert and content overt, stand out as  MST3K’s most salient metafictional categories. 

Indeed, the structural covert level underscores the content overt level and compounds its self-consciousness. In the text of  MST3K, the content overt level manifests through remarks made by Joel, Crow, and Tom. 7

[image: Image 601]

[image: Image 602]

[image: Image 603]

[image: Image 604]

Mystery Science Theater 3000  as Metafilm

141

Table 9.1. 

Covert and Overt Metafiction

Structural Covert

Structural Overt

Content Covert

Content Overt

How It

The way the text is The setup of the

Material of the

Self-reference

works

configured creates show employs

show uses

in dialogue

self-reflectiveness linguistic self-

parody to

indicates the

reference

provoke self-

show’s self-

awareness

consciousness

Example

Silhouetted

Vignettes on

Frame narrative

Character

characters

Satellite of Love

themes as

comments that

that make fun of

parody of the

are explicitly

the movie being

mocked film; 

metafictional

watched

genre parody

Poesis:

Continual

Blurring of the

Experience of

Experience of

The

awareness of the

distinction

humor that

humor that lets

meaning- status of  MST3K

between narrative

critiques the

the viewer get

making

as artifice

frames

genre and

outside the

effects of

mass-media

ideological

 MST3K

culture

structures of

on the

mass media

viewer

Structural levels abstractly relate the viewer to the show. The first structural level deals with the notorious design of the  MST3K  characters imposed over the movie screen. Expressed in this setup, the very premise of MST3K—mocking film while using the film medium to do so—entails structural covert metafiction. The viewer is in constant exposure to metafictional reference through the silhouettes of Joel, Crow, and Tom in the theater watching cheesy films. Like the characters, viewers too are trapped within a mock-prison media context. Lashed to a set of diachronic manacles, viewers are unable to escape, unless they leave the context of the show itself. Critics enjoy referencing this part of the show, among them John King, who aptly remarks, “Joel and his robots, then, are like living footnotes on the bottom of the television screen.” 8 Even if a viewer resists “reading” these embodied footnotes—that is, resists listening to every comment made—she cannot help noticing that they are there. 9 The silhouettes maintain a presence on the screen, even if the viewer allows them to withdraw into the periphery. 

As King goes on to note, this setup exemplifies the metafictional structure of mise en abyme, the device that draws attention to different narrative frames. 10 It is commonly described with the metaphor of the infinite mirrors structure in which one mirror reflects another which reflects the previous one ad infinitum. This form fits  MST3K  in a limited way, since the viewer watches someone on television who is watching a movie. 

Although an obvious and sustained level of self-awareness in the film, mise en abyme is “covert” because it comes through the narrative’s structure without any explicit linguistic self-reference. 11 This metafictional de-
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vice takes on primary importance because it is continuously present visually during the show, except for the interludes when the characters return to the main cabin of the Satellite of Love to escape the horrible films. 

The stories that take place back on the bridge of the Satellite of Love, though they seem to depart from the metafilmic setting, actually stand out as a second level of metafiction. These, however, fall under the category of structural overt metafiction. In fact, these excursions often cannot avoid provoking the viewer’s awareness of the television medium. Many of the episodic story lines taking place in the Satellite of Love explicitly mock the shows they have been watching. Joel, Crow, Servo, and sometimes Gypsy dress up as the characters in the show they were just watching, furthering the two-tiered parody and the awareness of the different frames at play. These scenes usually intentionally caricature the movie being parodied, although the characters often become wrapped up with whatever plot the frame narrative has begun before they even started watching the cheesy film. Because Joel and the ’bots use explicit linguistic clues to reference the mocked movie in terms of the parallel plot structure of  MST3K  itself, they constitute structural overt metafiction. 12

The difference between structural overt metafiction (plot or linguistic parallels between the mocked film and the  MST3K  episode) and content covert metafiction (thematic or design parallels) is sometimes difficult to pin down. For example,  MST3K’s mock-up of  Devilfish, the story of some hapless Floridians who fall prey to a sea monster, contains a similar plotline in its  MST3K  frame narrative. 13 When Joel begins to make fun of dolphins, a hostile band of dolphins threatens to attack the Satellite of Love. This episode plays on the dolphins-are-friendly cliché and lets the themes of both stories parallel each other, which evokes metafictional awareness. Though the dolphin sketch tends more toward a content covert metafiction, if the viewer chooses to think about the comedic architec-tural parallels between the Satellite of Love plot and the  Devilfish  plot instead of being immersed into the stories themselves, then this  MST3K

mock-up could be considered structural overt metafiction. In other words, the application of overt or covert to metafiction often lies in the eye of the viewer and whether or not she interprets signs as explicit or implicit. 

Take another example of this gray area, one that leans more toward the structural overt level of metafiction, since it operates more by similar-ities in the plots than by themes. The  MST3K  crew parodies  The Robot vs. 

 the Aztec Mummy, a miserable film combining mummy horror and rugged robot science fiction. 14 The plot of the frame narrative follows a bunch of demonic space-based “chowchows” that attach themselves to the hull of the Satellite of Love, which of course looks like a bone. The chowchows are meant to be mock-ups of the mummy/robot sci-fi combination. The main characters even try to get rid of the dogs using techniques similar to those that the heroes of  The Robot vs. the Aztec Mummy
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use to defeat enemy monsters. Likewise, bon mots alluding to the mix of mythologies make amusing comparisons, such as the Satellite of Love’s being referred to by the chowchow leader as the Great Dog Bone. The reflexivity of  MST3K’s structural overt metafiction allows for these jokes to be acknowledged by the viewer, presenting one side of the show’s self-aware humor. 

PARODY AS METAFICTION

When the movie starts showing you parts of itself, you know you’re in trouble. 

— MST3K: “Laserblast” 15

Besides structural levels, metafiction overtly comes through the content of  MST3K  in the form of direct parody. Apart from the way in which MST3K  takes advantage of the visual synchronicity and visual mise en abyme abilities of film, which are structures of implicit metafictional self-reference, the content matter of  MST3K  overtly teems with parody. Now, it is nothing new to say that the whole show is based in parodying filmic conventions, but we might push that observation in a new direction, asking how that parody creates metafictional awareness. One way is by looking at the rhetorical dimensions of text and audience. In order to access the humor, a viewer has to understand the text being parodied and the text performing the parody. The audience’s knowledge of the genre and conventions of the two texts provokes them into an awareness that produces parody. Metafiction releases the humor of parody, and the two come together in the show to make a genre that cannot be explained by either of the two terms in isolation, but should be considered together as metafictional parody. The overt level of metafiction in  MST3K  forms a shade of parody that not only mocks, but makes the viewer aware of that mocking. 

Parody is the driving force of  MST3K, and most fans could list dozens of examples, many of which emphasize the metafictional components of its parody. The theme song contains covert metafictional parody, for example. By recalling the expected settings that would open a typical science fiction narrative,  MST3K  mocks the “a long time ago in a galaxy far, far away” trope by locating its action “in the not too distant future.” Also at work in the show’s premise is the parody of its arc plot, the broad narrative in which each episode falls. It follows two evil scientists performing experiments on Joel as a means to world domination. This is itself a parody of the cheesy science fiction movies that  MST3K  critiques. 

The cliché is detailed through the use of robots, outer space, and an evil villain with a henchman. The framing narrative parodies by both its absurdity and its typical good-guy/bad-guy narrative expectations. Such conventions constitute content covert metafictional parody. 
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Next, metafictional parody comes into overt play through the various comments made by Joel and the ’bots. A typical example occurs in “Eegah!” an episode about a giant barbarian caveman, when Tom says, “Joel, Joel, I’m being punished for something—I know I am! I didn’t ask to see this movie!” 16 In “Cave Dwellers” the  MST3K  crew keeps telling the cast to get out of the way of the script. The film  Pod People  opens with several different seemingly unrelated scenes, so the  MST3K  characters pretend to be watching several movies at once, a joke repeated in a number of the show’s episodes and, in itself, a mockery of textual multivalence. 17

Parody via these recurring character comments stands as what King calls “reflexive in-jokes,” which is often content overt metafiction. 18 In

“Eegah!” after a character in the film urges the others to “Watch out for snakes!” from offscreen, the  MST3K  crew insert the same phrase at op-portune moments throughout the remainder of the episode. In “Laserblast” they make  Star Trek  allusions throughout, combining both the frame narrative plot (incidentally, also structural overt metafiction), which mocks the robot Nomad from the original  Star Trek’s episode “The Changeling,” and verbal parodies, such as when Crow says, “This movie boldly states what it’s going to do and then does it.” All these moments entail content overt metafictional parody, and as such, they evoke a particular brand of humor that guides the viewer outside the ideological structures of mass media. 

As stated, much of the parody in  MST3K  derives from the viewer’s awareness of the show as a show. If viewers did not understand that the metafictional crossing of frames through parody is what makes  MST3K

ironic, they would not understand the humor. And as lovers of the show eager to share with friends will attest, certain people do not get it at all. In MST3K, parody depends on metafiction. 

EFFECTS

What [metafiction] does is to re-examine the conventions of realism in order to discover—through its own self-reflection—a fictional form that is culturally relevant and comprehensible to the contemporary readers. 

—Patricia Waugh19

My loose typology of metafilm in  MST3K  and its connection to parody leaves us with only a set of theoretical divisions. To articulate the purpose and meaningfulness of metafictional parody, I now discuss three effects that this reading highlights. The first argues that  MST3K  provides a media consciousness that is critical of popular television. The second explores how  MST3K  aids in transitioning metafiction into a conventional trope of postmodernism. The final point demonstrates how metafictional parody refines the way we read fictional narrative minds. Taken
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together as effects that build on each other, these varied consequences of MST3K’s metafictional parody suggest the key role the show has played in recent American culture. 

First, metafictional parody in  MST3K  leads to an awareness that critiques popular film. King points to this sociocultural implication of MST3K  when he argues that metafilm “fosters ‘media consciousness’

[which] makes us aware of how the very form of popular films and television tends to trivialize everything it touches.” 20 In other words, the metafictional elements in  MST3K  improve its ability to offer cultural critique. By joking about serious moments in films,  MST3K  brings to mind how the popular film genre itself devalues culture by appealing to low tastes. Self-consciousness of the generic conventions that  MST3K  mocks allows the audience to recognize cliché, both from the viewpoint of the formal film elements and from the viewpoint of the ideologies embedded in the movies that the  MST3K  characters ridicule. Declaiming pop culture as obsessed with the unimportant,  MST3K  exaggerates the unimportant through its parody. More than merely an amusing diversion,  MST3K

brings a potent critique to 1990s media culture. 

One might protest, “But if it’s also a bad show, then can it really present a critique of the media? If we can’t tell what is parody and what is the show, how can the critique stand?” The point is valid. However, MST3K  is not offering a cleaned-up alternative to the critique it is making; it is merely leveling an assessment that mass media culture is overly trivial. A show can confront problems without solving them. The metafilm in some ways purifies this critique of possible self-contradiction. By having explicit self-reference to its show-ness, it lays bare the fact that it uses the same method it declaims. But even as  MST3K  brings down some conventions, it elevates others, which is the subject of the next effect of metafictional parody. 

Second,  MST3K  helped usher in the conventional use of the meta tendency in postmodern fiction. Metafiction has long been viewed as an experimental technique, and only recently has it come into common usage in pop culture. 21 Its prevalence in  MST3K  contributes to the argument that it is not something that pops up from time to time in fiction, but rather is now considered a standard feature of postmodern texts. As MST3K  leans toward being critical of culture, it is clearly critiquing something else that is dominant, since this is the role of critique. We can therefore extrapolate that the conventions used in the critique will already be familiar enough for someone to get the parody. This suggests that metafiction is common enough in postmodern cultural production—

even if primarily found in alternative productions—since to get the metafictional parody, the viewer has to be used to the metafictional devices in the first place. 

Critic David Porush notes that “‘Mystery Science Theater’ offers the perfect, postmodern moment.” 22 As a text that provokes a cultural cri-
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tique at the same time that it helps establish previously experimental techniques into a new norm, it marks the progressive changes that have been working in American culture since World War II. 23 This is not to say that  MST3K  caused this shift singlehandedly but rather that it stands as part of it and was one of its pioneers. Many readers will be familiar with the host of works discussing parody, pastiche, and intertextuality as har-bingers of a uniquely postmodern fiction. 24 So, in  MST3K, we unsurprisingly find these same characteristics. 

What’s more, as metafiction critic Patricia Waugh explains, parody can be seen in a progressive light, as knocking out old conventions by mocking them in order to make way for new ones. 25 Metafiction acts as a transitory parodying device, a new convention that replaces the old. The old in this case includes science fiction generic clichés, older cheesy graphics, dialogue that now seems stilted, and other social norms from pre-1990s culture—in short, all those qualities of corny movies that we recognize intuitively. Waugh goes on to confirm that this is the way that genres change: “Parody, as a literary strategy, deliberately sets itself up to break norms that have become conventionalized.” 26 As has been discussed,  MST3K’s heavy use of parody makes it an ideal fit for this kind of cultural shift. 

King reaches this same point through a different line of thinking. He claims, “The timing for such a metashow was propitious, for in the postmodern condition, media exhaustion seemed not just a real possibility, but the equivalent of reality itself.” 27 As the show emerged as a response from alternative, local public access programming to the big networks, it was historically founded as a commercial opposition to the redundancy of popular media that had already, in the eyes of  MST3K’s creators, been bled dry. 

An example of this direct refurbishing of media arrives in the episode

“The Robot vs. the Aztec Mummy.” The episode parodies a number of both sci-fi and horror generic conventions with the typical  MST3K  pa-nache, but also expands its parody to include film clichés that are not genre specific. One of these is the tendency of movies to have newspapers spinning and flashing on the screen as a way of conveying important information. When this happens in the episode, Joel reads aloud from the smaller columns that have nothing to do with what’s being said in the title article. The generic convention of newspaper as headline, we infer, is no longer relevant or interesting. Joel looks for something unintended in the generic convention to find a fresh locus of meaning. By using an old convention in a new way, Joel’s comment releases the previous meaning of the spinning newspaper into the past and triggers on top of it a recy-cled way of creating humor—through the reading of the columns, a snarky literalizing of what was meant to be symbolic. As metafictional parody,  MST3K  helps standardize postmodern fiction at the same time that it critiques outmoded conventions. 
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A third and final effect of metafictional parody suggests that  MST3K

complicates our categories of narrative minds, causing us to readdress the way we think of agents in postmodern texts. This subject has been the rally point for a large influx of discourse over the past ten years and requires some backgrounding. Formative among new theories of mind in narrative that can be expanded by  MST3K’s use of metafictional parody are unnatural narrative minds and social minds. 

Many of these approaches to cognitive narrative theory argue that we tend to understand others by surmising how their minds work on the basis of our knowledge of our own. 28 The audience of any narrative must construct real minds from only partial evidence constantly, by jumping explanatory gaps. 29 Fictional minds, likewise, work this way, since we only get brief glimpses of what fictional characters do or what they believe, so we are forced to understand them with only limited knowledge, as opposed to the fuller, more continuous first-person knowledge we retain about our own thoughts. 

Looking at fiction as a collection of minds leads to certain configura-tions of these minds. One is suggested by Jan Alber and his colleagues who affirm that “unnatural minds force the reader to construct consciousnesses that defy the continued-consciousness-frame.” 30 That is, like the normal way that we make assumptions about other minds based on bits of behavior we see, in fictional productions we assume a continued consciousness of the characters even when they are not on-screen. Unnatural minds differ, though, from real minds in that they have certain knowledge or do certain things through the malleability of fiction that could not be done in real life. Everything from the omniscient narrator who uncovers the most protected feelings of a character to the experimental mind who, metafictionally, kills the author, falls under the rubric of unnatural narrative minds. The reader must think outside humanlike minds to make sense of unnatural narratives. 

The concept of unnatural narrative minds adds to our understanding of  MST3K’s metafictional parody in that the intersection of the original film and the comments made by Joel, Crow, and Servo prevents the viewer from taking either set of minds in a traditional way. Instead of the characters in the mocked film being viewed as other people (that is, with the same depth that we attribute to others in real life), they drop down to mere props that are used to the parodic advantage of Joel and the ’bots. 

However, Joel and the ’bots, too, become a peculiar mix between narrators and characters. They are close to being disembodied, since all we see most of the time are their silhouettes and since they do not interact recip-rocally with the mocked movie characters. Moreover, their role appears to be more akin to humorous commentators than to narrators who control the action or direct our attention. But at the same time that they are characters in their own story, there is a sense that they are more real than almost any other kind of character—which is to say, a viewer feels like

[image: Image 629]

[image: Image 630]

[image: Image 631]

[image: Image 632]

148

 Nathan Shank

they could be in the living room or theater with her, as regular members of the audience. This presence is of course emphasized by the silhouetted structure. To pull this all together, the two frames that the  MST3K  characters occupy—that of being both characters in a cheap sci-fi plot and that of being commentators who change the nature of the film they watch—

coupled with the metafilmic techniques they employ, develop a unique brand of unnatural narrative minds, to which we cannot attribute the kinds of knowledge and predicted actions that we would to someone in real life. 

Drawing on the current cognitive science paradigm which sees minds as socially engaged, Alan Palmer turns our viewpoint toward the social construction and interdependence of fictional minds. 31 This is important in  MST3K, since we do not switch from character to character, but rather take in the parodying characters’ comments at the same time as the original movies’, receiving two layers of social minds. Palmer calls this a doubly embedded narrative, or “the representations of characters’ minds that are contained within the minds of other characters.” 32 Although Palmer’s point is that this kind of layered thinking occurs all the time, the unique way  MST3K’s unnatural narrative minds impose on each other allows the audience to enjoy the interplay of narrative minds so that we can always see how the one is interpreting the other, usually to humorous ends. An even larger analysis of  MST3K  might take this configuration further, looking at the mocked film’s director, minds within the mocked film, and the director and writer of the  MST3K  episodes to see how all their minds play into the formation of the  MST3K  structure. 

Another way of looking at this double layering of social minds is through a more common literary device, focalization—but with a twist. 

As commonly understood, focalization is the tendency of a narrator to position herself more or less closely to a character who acts as a lens through which the narrator relates her story. In discussing how focalization works in image-based genres, Silke Horstkotte and Nancy Pedri argue that images allow for double focalization to occur, when the visuals and text seem to be attributable to different narrators with different perspectives. 33 This is the case in  MST3K, in which the images on the nested screen, focalized in the particular manner that the original cinematographer chose, are overlaid with the focalizing voices of the  MST3K

characters, who orient the show in a new way. You might consider as an example the scene from  MST3K: The Movie  when the particular way the camera focuses in on one of the characters causes the  MST3K  characters to call him “Weenie Man.” Focalization leads to a new vantage for viewing a character’s thoughts, and the embedded narrative minds of  MST3K

draw out these focalizations, through the frames of the original film and the  MST3K  comedy. 

Metafictional parody alerts the reader/viewer to her intuitive knowledge of this layered narration. Unlike many uses of focalization in which
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the narrator need not make apparent the strategies used to depict a certain scene, the metafilmic techniques described above bring awareness to the intersection of the two focalizers, allowing the parody to be more fully enjoyed by the viewer who knows what is going on. Double focalization through metafictional parody in  MST3K, then, suggests a new way of reading the show: characters are a second level of minds who interpret and rewrite the scenes of awful movies. As their jokes apprise viewers that the whole thing is just a constructed fiction, the lens of the MST3K  characters affords those viewers a greater appreciation of the outlandish parody being performed. 

Though only a low-budget, unpolished, bizarre show with a cult following (that allowed it a surprisingly long tenure),  MST3K  is also a complexly constructed set of fictional films that critiques the medium it employs. The Fourth Estate, as the refereeing function of the media is traditionally considered, finds a striking instantiation in the campy and recy-cled episodes of  MST3K. Engaging with a text like  MST3K  requires a look at the frames involved and a careful examination of what kinds of minds are thinking in them. Understanding the humor of  MST3K  means understanding the parody controlled by those minds, and when it comes to finding the right balance between humor and critique, none do it better than Joel, Crow, and Servo. 

NOTES

1. Joel Hodgson and Josh Weinstein, “Mystery Science Theater 3000  Theme Song,” 

music by Joel Hodgson and Charles Erickson, 1988. 

2. Or  metafilmic, which I will use when referencing the film medium as the agent of self-consciousness. 

3. Luigi Cazzato, “Hard Metafiction and the Return of the Author-Subject: The Decline of Postmodernism?” in  Postmodern Subjects, Postmodern Texts, ed. Jane Dow-son, Postmodern Studies 13 (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1995), 27. 

4. Linda Hutcheon,  Narcissistic Narrative: The Metafictional Paradox (Waterloo, Ontario: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1980). 7. 

5. Douglas Hofstadter makes a similar point in  Gödel, Escher, Bach: An Eternal Golden Braid (New York: Vintage, 1979), when he points out that “no sentence’s meaning is completely explicit” (495). We therefore only use overt metafiction to suggest textual moments that are less implicit, rather than fully explicit. 

6. Hutcheon,  Narcissistic Narrative, 20. 

7. See table 1 for these relationships. 

8. John King, “Mystery Science Theater 3000, Media Consciousness, and the Postmodern Allegory of the Captive Audience,”  Journal of Film and Video  59, no. 4 (2007): 37–53. 

9. For example, whether or not you choose to read this endnote is probably imma-terial to your realization that the endnote exists. The case is even stronger in  MST3K

when the characters are interrupting both visual and aural spaces. 

10. King, “Mystery Science Theater 3000, Media Consciousness, and the Postmodern Allegory of the Captive Audience,” 43. 

11. I will grant here that while the characters are present on the screen whenever the bad film is showing, this does not necessarily entail that the viewer will be self-
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conscious of the show (see table 9.1). Some viewers will naturalize the metafictional components and take it all as one un-self-reflective, internally contained fiction. 

12. The fluidity with which these scenes oscillate between mockery and their own show—if indeed a difference can wedge between the two—suggests that the line between what is the mocked film and what is  MST3K  itself becomes blurred. Now, though we can usually tell when parody is occurring and when the characters are furthering their own narrative, the characters’ impersonation of the mocked films draws our awareness back to the film, while during the mocked film, our awareness is turned back to the characters who continually interrupt it. This chiasmus forms moments when the two narrative frames may be perceived as one. 

13. “Devilfish,”  Mystery Science Theater 3000, Sci-Fi Channel (15 Aug. 1998). 

14. “The Robot vs. the Aztec Mummy,”  Mystery Science Theater 3000, Comedy Central (5 Dec. 1989). 

15. “Laserblast,”  Mystery Science Theater 3000, Sci-Fi Channel (18 May 1996). 

16. C. f. King, “Mystery Science Theater 3000, Media Consciousness, and the Postmodern Allegory of the Captive Audience,” 47. 

17. “Eegah!”  Mystery Science Theater 3000, Comedy Central (28 Aug. 1993); “Cave Dwellers,”  Mystery Science Theater 3000, Comedy Central (1 June 1991); “Pod People,” 

 Mystery Science Theater 3000, Comedy Central (15 June 1991). 

18. King, “Mystery Science Theater 3000, Media Consciousness, and the Postmodern Allegory of the Captive Audience,” 47. 

19. Patricia Waugh,  Metafiction: The Theory and Practice of Self-Conscious Fiction (London: Methuen, 1984). 

20. King, “Mystery Science Theater 3000, Media Consciousness, and the Postmodern Allegory of the Captive Audience,” 41. 

21. See Linda Hutcheon,  A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction (New York: Routledge, 1988). 

22. David Porush, quoted in Michael Valenti, “A Robot Is Born,”  Mechanical Engineering  118, no. 6 (June 1996): 50–57. 

23. I am not interested in some kind of incontestable periodization of modernism and postmodernism, but in order to offer a bit of the critical context, here are a few models.  The New Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics  gives the late 1970s as the time of change (rev. ed. [Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993], 794). David Harvey’s well-known study approaches modernism and postmodernism as larger cultural trends and pinpoints the date of postmodernity to 1972 ( The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change [Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1989], vii). Brian McHale locates notable novels of change between the 1950s and 1960s ( Postmodernist Fiction [New York: Methuen, 1987], 14). The fairest assessment is to allow that  MST3K  falls into the time frame generally accepted as producing mainly postmodern works from a stylistic standpoint. 

24. Intertextuality hardly needs to be defended as formative for  MST3K, but a good example comes from “Laserblast” when they tease, “I really want to make a  Dukes of Hazard  joke here.” 

25. Waugh,  Metafiction, 64. 

26. Waugh,  Metafiction, 65. 

27. King, “Mystery Science Theater 3000, Media Consciousness, and the Postmodern Allegory of the Captive Audience,” 38. 

28. See Jan Alber, Stefan Iversen, Henrik Skov Nielsen, and Brian Richardson, “Unnatural Narratives, Unnatural Narratology beyond Mimetic,”  Narrative  18, no. 2 (May 2010): 113–136; Alan Palmer,  Fictional Minds (Lincoln: University of Nebraska, 2004). 

29. Alber et al., “Unnatural Narratives, Unnatural Narratology beyond Mimetic,” 

121. 

30. Alber et al., “Unnatural Narratives, Unnatural Narratology beyond Mimetic,” 

124. 

31. Palmer,  Fictional Minds, 135. 

32. Palmer,  Fictional Minds, 205. 
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33. Silke Horstkotte and Nancy Pedri, “Focalization in Graphic Narrative,”  Narrative  19, no. 3 (Oct. 2011): 330–357. 
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from, 112; MST3K film selection

film, 101–102; visionary compared

and, 111, 115–116, 119n16; Sontag

to craftsman, 102

on characteristics of, 110, 112

criticism and critic: artistic

Carroll, Noel, 109, 110, 117

involvement of, 47; evolution of

Cassato, Luigi, 140

creative, 47; MST3K commentary

change, 96

altering, 55, 57; MST3K commentary

Chaplin, Charlie, 95, 132

downplaying own, 47, 48, 57; 

Chaplin, Paul, 112

narrow view of, 48; as performer, 

Chatman, Seymour, 15, 23

56; spectator as, 55, 56

children, 70–72

Crow T. Robot.  See  robots

Cicero, 19, 20, 27n25

cult television, 2–3, 77, 78, 88

Cinematic Titanic, 55, 56

cultural and social values: art

Clauss, James J., 113

hierarchy for “high” and “low”, 80, 

cognitive narrative theory, 147

126, 130; comedy from

Cohen, Mary, 45

anachronistic, 53; conformity and, 

comedy: anachronistic cultural values

65; Midwestern regional humor

eliciting, 53; drama over, 3; MST3K

and, 81; MST3K shorts analyzing

intertextual reading turning tragedy

past and present, 63, 64, 65–72.  See

to, 129, 130, 131–132, 132–133, 

 also  postmodern and intertextual

134–135.  See also  camp; metafiction, 

reading, MST3K; shorts and sexism, 

MST3K; Midwestern humor and

MST3K

tradition, MST3K; parody

culture, 133–134, 140, 144.  See also

Comedy Channel (Comedy Central), 1

popular culture

commentary, MST3K: on anachronistic

films, 53; antagonistic utterance in, 

DAP.  See Distributed MST3K Annotation

17; audience text altered by, 51, 54; 

 Project
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“The Day the Earth Froze” episode, 78, 

film: in artistic hierarchy, 126; camp

81–83, 87

and MST3K selection of, 111, 

Dean, Michael, 3

115–116, 119n16; editing, 47, 49–51; 

de Certeau, Michel, 4, 32, 34, 39

 Hamlet  adaptations, 126–127, 

“Design for Dreaming” short, 67, 68–69

130–131, 135, 136; “hygiene”, 63, 

 Devilfish, 142

66–72; implied author in, 23; moral

dialogism theory and dialogic

imagination in, 110; MST3K and

interaction: audience, 17, 33–34, 38; 

commentator codependency with, 

Bakhtin’s, 16–17, 21; enunciation in, 

18; MST3K commentary on, 5, 15, 

34; media text and, 31, 34; MST3K

16, 17, 46, 51, 144, 149n9; MST3K

palimpsestic form and application

commentary on anachronistic, 53; 

of, 14, 16, 17; novel and application

MST3K commentary on technical

of, 17

mistakes in, 53–54, 59n25; MST3K

Dickens, Charles, 18

creators on short riffs compared to, 

 Diff’rent Strokes, 32

63–64; MST3K metafiction media

Dionne, Craig, 130

consciousness critique of, 144, 145, 

director and directorial choices, 52, 

146; polyphony in, 22; robots and

101–102, 103

creators in MST3K, 93, 97, 100; sci-fi

 Distributed MST3K Annotation Project

creator in, 101–102; spectator as

(DAP), 49

adversary, 17; technophilia in, 98; 

Donnelly, Kevin, 6

technophobia in, 96, 97, 102; theory, 

Dostoevsky, Fyodor: for Bakhtin and

17; as utterance, 17.  See also

Booth, 21, 22, 24, 26; heteroglossia

audiovisual media; morality or

and polyphonic novels of, 21, 22, 23, 

moral imagination, in MST3K B-

26; implied author in work of, 22, 

movies

25; narrative rhetoric in MST3K

film alteration, MST3K: audience text

compared to, 25; subversive literary

and, 49, 54; commentary in, 5, 15, 

voice of, 21

16, 17, 46, 51, 144, 149n9; expository

doubly embedded narrative, 148

and nonexpository, 50–51; film

drama, 3

editing as, 47, 49–51; intermediary

drive-in theater, 45–46

audience in, 46

Fiske, John, 4, 32, 34, 38, 39

 Eegah, 50

Flanagan, Martin, 17, 22

Eliot, T. S., 134

focalization, 148

 Entertainment Weekly, 2

folklore and folk, 79, 80, 81, 83, 86–88

enunciation, 34

food and foodways, 81, 82

“equipment for living”, 39, 41n4

form, 26.  See also  palimpsestic form, 

ethnographic dimensions, 78

MST3K

“Everyman”, 85

Foucault, Michel, 23

Ewalt, Joshua Paul, 4

Frentz, Thomas S., 25

fans, MST3K, 39–40, 77, 87

Gadamer, Hans-Georg, 53

 Fargo, 83

gender and sex:  Angels’ Revenge

fear.  See  technophobia

position on, 35–36; children

feminism, 5, 63, 66, 71.  See also  shorts treatment in MST3K shorts on, 

and sexism, MST3K

70–72; humanist technophobia

fiction, 147, 148

eased in diminishing roles of, 96; in

Fierro, Generoso, 63

MST3K popular culture production, 

35–38; MST3K shorts on home
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setting and roles of, 67, 68, 69–70, 

for, 81, 85, 86

71, 72; Republican Motherhood

“The Home Economics Story” short, 66

concerning, 36, 37.  See also  women

Horstkotte, Silke, 148

 The Giant Spider Invasion (Rebane), 84, 

 House of Games (Mamet), 22

87

humanism, 95, 96, 96–97, 114

“The Giant Spider Invasion” episode:

humor: folk, 79, 80, 83, 86–88; nature

active tradition bearing in, 86, 87; 

of, 79; stereotypes and, 90n14.  See

Midwestern pastimes lampooned

 also  comedy; metafiction, MST3K; 

in, 84; MST3K Midwestern humor

Midwestern regional humor; 

in, 78, 83–85, 87; sports allegiances

parody

in, 84

Huston, John, 23

 Gilligan’s Island, 126, 129

Hutcheon, Linda, 140

Green Bay Packers, 83, 84

Huxley, Aldous, 96

Griffin, Sean, 33, 111

hybridity, 4, 14, 16, 18

 Gunslinger, 54

“hygiene films”, 63, 66–72

Halasek, Kay, 21

 I Accuse My Parents, 108

 Hamlet (Shakespeare): as action genre

identity: conversation defining

failure from MST3K, 134; complete

regional, 86; “Everyman” and, 85; 

text adaptation, 135; Eliot on, 134; 

food link to, 81; Midwestern

film and TV adaptations, 125, 126, 

regional humor fostering, 79, 80, 81; 

126–127, 129, 130–131, 132–133, 135, 

robot and human, 99–100; sports in

136; individualist ideological

construction of, 83

approach to, 131, 135; MST3K on

ideology and ideological models:

cultural phenomenon of, 133–134; 

 Angels’ Revenge  gender, 35–36; 

MST3K postmodern and

audience engaging and resisting

intertextual reading of, 7, 125–126, 

media, 4, 32, 34, 34, 37–40, 111–112; 

128–129, 130, 131–132, 133–135, 136; 

 Hamlet  and individualistic, 131, 135; 

political component of, 135, 136; 

MST3K as popular culture

prison atmosphere, 130–131; spying

production altering, 32; popular

in, 131; TV, pedagogy, and, 126–128; 

culture, 34; rhetorical criticism

West German adaptation, 125, 126, 

approach through, 25–26

127, 130, 131, 132–133, 135, 136

implied author, 24; in audiovisual

“Hamlet” episode, 129

media, 23; Booth on, 22, 23; 

 Hamletmachine (Müller), 132

Chatman on, 23; for Dostoevsky, 22, 

 Hercules Unchained, 113

25; MST3K compared to

hermeneutics, 45, 53, 57n1, 58n6

Dostoevsky’s, 25; rhetorical

heteroglossia, 14; audiovisual media

presentation of, 22

and, 17; Dostoevskian, 21, 22, 23, 26; 

information and facts, 1–2

movies containing, 18; in MST3K

insiders and outsiders: audience, 80, 

palimpsestic form, 16–18, 24; 

87; in MST3K Midwestern humor

polyphony compared to MST3K-

and tradition, 78, 80, 82, 83, 84, 85, 

style, 24; speech types in, 17, 18

87

Hodgson, Joel, 111; confusion sowed

Internet contributors, MST3K, 104n1

by, 2; directorial choices highlighted

interpretation, 46, 47, 48, 49, 58n5, 

by, 52; on MST3K commentary

58n9.  See also  hermeneutics

impacting criticism, 55; MST3K

intertextual engagement, 49.  See also

commentary inspiration for, 31; 

postmodern and intertextual

MST3K Midwestern regionalism

reading, MST3K
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irony, 23

Mallon, Jim, 52, 52, 111

 It Conquered the World, 115

Mamet, David, 22

“I Was a Prisoner on the Satellite of

 Manos: The Hands of Fate, 49, 53, 54

Love” (Silverman), 86, 115

masculine subject position.  See  gender

and sex

Janz, Bruce, 108, 109, 110, 112

media: audience engaging and

Jorgens, Jack, 131

resisting ideology of, 4, 32, 34, 34, 

37–40, 111–112; dialogic interaction

 Kalevala (Lönnrot), 81

with text from, 31, 34; MST3K

Keillor, Garrison, 82

metafiction TV/film critique

Kellner, Douglas, 96

through consciousness of, 144, 145, 

Kennedy, Sean, 5

146; sexism consciousness scale in, 

Kincaid, Tim, 97

64.  See also  audiovisual media

King, John, 57, 77; MST3K and literary

metafiction: content overt and covert, 

comparison by, 16; on MST3K

140, 144; covert and overt, 140, 

audience interaction, 33–34; MST3K

141–142; culture and, 140; narrative

cult status for, 88; on MST3K form

structures, parody, and, 139, 

and humor, 16; on MST3K

141–142, 143, 144, 146, 150n12; 

metafiction, 141, 144, 146

parody and, 143–144, 144–146, 148; 

Kivy, Peter, 110

in popular culture, 145; reader

knowledge, 108

poesis in, 140; self-reflective nature

Kozintzev, Gigori, 130–131, 135, 136

of, 140, 144; structural covert and

“Laserblast” episode, 144

overt, 140, 141; text and audience in, 

143, 144

 The Last Action Hero, 127, 131, 134

metafiction, MST3K, 7; American

Leary, James P., 79, 80, 88

culture impact of, 144; bridge stories

as, 142; commentary in, 144, 149n9; 

Le Guern, Philippe, 2–3

content overt and covert, 140, 142, 

“Lesson in Writing” (Barthes), 48

144; effects of, 144–149; narrative

frames, parody, and, 139, 141–142, 

life, 96

143, 144, 146, 150n12; narrative

linguistics.  See  vocabulary, linguistic minds reading refined by, 144, 

and literary

147–148; parody and, 143–144, 

literature: in artistic hierarchy, 26, 126; 

144–146, 148; postmodern view

Dostoevsky and subversive voice

from, 144, 145–146, 150n23, 150n24; 

in, 21; moral imagination in, 107, 

self-reflective stylistics for, 139, 140, 

109–110, 112, 114, 116–117; MST3K

143, 149n11; structural covert and

on morality in B-movies and, 6, 108; 

overt, 141–142; structural overt

robot and technology portrayal in, 

compared to content covert, 142; 

95, 96; as thought experiments, 117. 

summary of, 149; television/film

 See also  Bakhtin, Mikhail; 

critique from media consciousness

Dostoevsky, Fyodor; novel; text; 

of, 144, 145, 146; theme song in, 143. 

vocabulary, linguistic and literary

 See also  narrative minds

 Logan’s Run, 96

metafictional parody, 143

Longinus, 23

Metz, Walter C., 7

Lönnrot, Elias, 81

Midwestern humor and tradition, 

MST3K, 89n4; active tradition

Mads.  See  science fiction, technophobia bearing in, 78, 86–87; alcohol and

and technophilia in MST3K

alcohol consumption in, 84; 
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Bergman parody in, 79; episodes

morality or moral imagination, in

evincing, 78, 81–85, 87; 

MST3K B-movies: camp providing

ethnographic dimensions of, 78; 

opportunity for, 112, 113–114, 116, 

folk and folklore, 86–88; food and

117; classic archetypes in, 112; 

foodways references, 81, 82; 

literature and, 6, 108; simplicity of, 

impenetrability of, 88; as “in-group

108

humor” exemplar, 6; insiders and

Morreall, John, 78

outsiders in, 78, 80, 82, 83, 84, 85, 87; 

movies, 6, 18, 108.  See also  film

name and place recognition in, 

MST3K.  See Mystery Science Theater

80–81, 86, 88, 89n2; pastimes

 3000

lampooned in, 84;  A Prairie Home

 MST3K: The Movie, 148

 Companion  homage in, 81–82; 

Müller, Heiner, 132

rhetorical form through, 19; 

Murphy, Kevin, 55, 78, 79, 89n4, 112

“Scandihoovian sketch”, 83; sports

 Mystery Science Theater 3000 (MST3K), 

allegiances in, 84; stereotypes

25, 58n12; academic analysis of, 

fostered in, 83, 84, 85, 87

13–14, 24, 77, 111, 139; on artistic

Midwestern regional humor: alcohol

hierarchy, 3; audience relationship

consumption in, 82; cultural and

with, 3; authority resisted in, 3; 

social values, 81; identity and

conventional TV shows compared

stereotypes fostered by, 79, 80, 81; 

to narrative structure of, 15; as cult

nature and function of, 79; Ole-and-

TV, 2–3, 77, 78, 88; drive-in theater

Lena jokes in, 79; sports in, 83

homage paid by, 45; fans, 39–40, 77, 

Miller, Mark C., 96

87; information limited in, 1–2; 

Minnesota Vikings, 83

Internet contributors, 104n1; 

 Mitchell, 50

intertextual engagement of, 49; 

“Mitchell” episode, 50, 53, 54, 59n17, 

modes, mechanics, and format of, 

116

15–16, 19, 31, 33, 52–53; narrative

 Modern Times (Chaplin), 95

continuum in, 15; narrative minds

monologic, 20

of characters from, 147, 148, 149; 

monsters, 117

narrative of resolution trivialized by

 Moonlighting, 130

humor of, 16; plot and themes in, 1, 

moral imagination: for audience, 

15, 31, 143; reading, 4–7; rhetorical

narrative, and human meaning, 114; 

criticism from, 25–26; spectator

in film, 110; knowledge role in, 108; 

personalization and moral

in literature, 107, 109–110, 112, 114, 

imagination of, 111, 115, 116; 

116–117; monsters and, 117; 

temporal positioning resistance in, 

morality shaped through, 108; 

2; time span, channels, and awards

MST3K on spectator

for, 1.  See also  commentary, MST3K; 

personalization and, 111, 115, 116; 

film alteration, MST3K; metafiction, 

nature and definition of, 108–110; 

MST3K; Midwestern humor and

reason impact on, 109, 118; thought

tradition, MST3K; morality or moral

experiments for, 109, 110; TV

imagination, in MST3K B-movies; 

unstimulating to, 113

palimpsestic form, MST3K; popular

morality: camp excluding, 112; form

culture and MST3K production; 

incorporating, 26; moral

postmodern and intertextual

imagination for shaping, 108; 

reading, MST3K; science fiction, 

rhetorical criticism approach

technophobia and technophilia in

through, 26; technology use  versus

MST3K; shorts and sexism, MST3K

design and, 103
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“Mystery Science Theater 3000, Media

Bakhtin’s dialogics applied to, 14, 

Consciousness, and the Postmodern

16, 17; dialogistic theory applied to, 

Allegory of the Captive Audience” 

17; film and commentator

(King), 33

codependency in, 18; heteroglossia

 The Mystery Science Theater 3000

in, 16–18, 24; implied author in, 23; 

 Amazing Colossal Episode Guide, 4

irony in, 23; narrative rhetorics of

Dostoevsky compared to, 25; 

Nabokov, Vladimir, 23

rhetorical hierarchy and hybridity

narrative, 6; audience moral

in, 4, 14, 16, 18, 19–20, 22, 23–24

imagination through, 114; MST3K

Palmer, Alan, 148

metafiction, parody, and structures

parody: metafiction and, 143–144, 

for, 139, 141–142, 143, 144, 146, 

144–146, 148; MST3K metafiction, 

150n12; MST3K’s continuum, 15; of

narrative structures, and, 139, 

resolution trivialized by MST3K

141–142, 143, 144, 146, 150n12; as

humor, 16; rhetoric in MST3K

transitional instrument, 146

compared to Dostoevsky, 25.  See

pedagogy, 126–128

 also  metafiction, MST3K

Pedri, Nancy, 148

narrative minds: cognitive narrative

Pehl, Mary Jo, 63, 64, 70, 88

theory and, 147; doubly embedded

performer, 56

narrative in, 148; fiction as collective

Pingree-Hawkins “Sexism Scale”:

of, 147, 148; focalization for, 148; 

formation and purpose of, 64; 

MST3K character, 147, 148, 149; 

MST3K shorts and sexism judged

MST3K metafiction for refined

through, 64–65, 66, 67, 69, 71–72

reading of, 144, 147–148; social, 147, 

 Pod People, 144

148; unnatural, 147, 147, 148

poesis, 140

Nelson, Mike: MST3K Midwestern

poetics, 26

regionalism for, 78, 80, 85, 86, 89n4; 

politics, 135, 136

personality and views of, 19, 27n24

polyphony: Bakhtin on, 24; defined, 21; 

 New Atlantis (Bacon), 94

in film, 22; MST3K-style

novel: for Bakhtin, 17, 18, 20, 21; 

heteroglossia compared to, 24; 

dialogistic theory applied to, 17; 

novel involving, 21, 22, 23; pure, 24

Dostoevsky and polyphonic, 21, 22, 

popular culture and MST3K

23; irony in, 23; rhetoric relationship

production: “Angels’ Revenge” 

to, 20

episode in, 35–38; audience

Nussbaum, Martha, 114

resistance and, 4, 32, 37–40; as

audience resistance equipment, 

observation.  See  spectator and spectat-

38–40; as “drift net for culture”, 56, 

orship

112; fan resistance equipment

Ole-and-Lena jokes, 79

appropriation of, 39–40; gender and

 The Omega Man, 31

sex in, 35–38; host compared to in-

“Once Upon a Honeymoon” short, 

theater segments in, 33; 

67–68

intermediate and secondary

 On the Sublime (Longinus), 23

audience within, 33, 34, 35, 37, 

 Orator (Cicero), 20

38–40; race in, 38; restricted

Oring, Elliot, 79

universe of, 35–38; standard

outsiders.  See  insiders and outsiders

ideological models altered in, 32; 

summary of, 41

palimpsestic form, MST3K, 16; 

popular culture and production: Fiske

annotative compared to, 16; 

and de Certeau models for, 32; 
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ideological, 34; media/audience

implied author through

engagement and resistance in, 34; 

presentation of, 22; as monologic, 

metafiction in, 145; robot portrayal

20; MST3K compared to

in, 95; Shakespeare’s work adapted

Dostoevsky’s narrative, 25; MST3K

to, 130

palimpsestic form and hierarchy of, 

Porush, David, 145

4, 14, 16, 18, 19–20, 22, 23–24; 

Postman, Neil, 96

MST3K regionalism and humor

postmodern and intertextual reading, 

through, 19; novel relationship to, 

MST3K:  Hamlet, TV, and pedagogy

20; rhetorical criticism and

in, 126–128; of  Hamlet, 7, 125–126, 

relationship between poetics and, 

128–129, 130, 131–132, 133–135, 136; 

26

 Hamlet  as action genre failure in, 

RiffTrax, 55, 56

134;  Hamlet  as cultural

Robinson, Joel: as craftsman creator, 

phenomenon, 133–134; MST3K

102–103; robot relationship with, 93, 

metafiction providing, 144, 145–146, 

95, 98, 100; technology and, 101

150n23, 150n24; Shakespeare

 Robot Holocaust (Kincaid), 97, 98

adaptation to popular culture in, 

“Robot Holocaust” episode, 94, 97, 

130; shortcomings, 136; tragedy to

98–99

comedy, 129, 130, 131–132, 132–133, 

 Robot Monster (Tucker), 99–100

134–135

“Robot Monster” episode, 94, 99–100

 A Prairie Home Companion, 81–82

robots, 6, 104n4; art portrayal of

 Prince of Space, 18

technology and, 95, 96; as

prison, 130–131

companions, 95; creator of, 100–103; 

 Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics

human identity for, 99–100; 

(Bakhtin), 21

humanist fear of, 95, 96–97; MST3K

film, 93, 97; MST3K show, 93–94, 95, 

race, 38

97, 98–99, 99–100, 101; MST3K

reading, MST3K, 4–7

subverting sci-fi stereotype of, 94, 

reason, 109, 118

97, 98–99, 99–100, 101; Robinson

Rebane, Bill, 84

relationship with, 93, 95, 98, 100; 

recognition, 80–81, 86, 88, 89n2

technophilia in film, 98

 The Red Badge of Courage (Huston), 24

“The Robot  vs.  the Aztec Mummy” 

regionalism.  See  Midwestern regional

episode, 146

humor

 The Robot vs. the Aztec Mummy, 142

Republican Motherhood, 36, 37

Royer, Jessica, 77

rhetorical criticism: artistic hierarchy

Rushing, Janice, 25

eschewed by, 26; form as approach

Rushkoff, Douglas, 77, 78, 89n3

to, 26; ideological approach to, 

Rutsky, R. L., 33

25–26; morality as approach to, 26; 

Ryan, Michael, 96

MST3K impact on, 25–26; rhetoric

“San Francisco International” episode, 

and poetics relationship in, 26

86

 Rhetoric and Poetics (Aristotle), 20

 The Rhetoric of Fiction (Booth), 22

 Satellite News, 2, 39

 A Rhetoric of Irony (Booth), 23

satire, 13–14, 24, 111

rhetoric or rhetor: as adversarial, 20; 

“Scandihoovian sketch”, 83

Aristotle on, 20; audience

Schmidt, Claire, 6

relationship to, 19, 20; audiovisual

Schmidt, Laurel, 6

analysis, writing, and, 14, 16; for

Schrödinger’s cat thought experiment, 

Bakhtin, 20, 21, 22; Cicero on, 19, 20; 

47

[image: Image 681]

[image: Image 682]

[image: Image 683]

[image: Image 684]

 Index

161

science, 2

adversary in, 17; MST3K

science fiction (sci-fi), 101–102, 

personalization and moral

101–102, 103

imagination for, 111, 115, 116

science fiction, technophobia and

speech, 16, 17, 18.  See also  vocabulary, technophilia in MST3K, 6; cheap

linguistic and literary

production in, 101; film robots and

sports, 83, 84

creators, 93, 97, 100; Robinson and

spying, 131

robot relationship within, 93, 95, 98, 

Stam, Robert, 17

100; robot and human identity in, 

 Star Trek, 144

99–100; robot stereotype subverted, 

stereotypes: humor and, 90n14; 

94, 97, 98–99, 99–100, 101; sci-fi

Midwestern and MST3K regional

creator archetypes, 102–103; sci-fi

humor fostering, 79, 80, 81, 83, 84, 

creator treatment in, 101, 101–102, 

85, 87; MST3K subverting sci-fi

102–103; show robots, 93–94, 95, 97, 

robot, 94, 97, 98–99, 99–100, 101.  See

98–99, 99–100, 101; technology

 also  gender and sex; shorts and

treatment and ambition in, 101, 102, 

sexism, MST3K

103–104

Stidham, Neal, 5

Sci-Fi Channel, 1

sublime, 23

Scott, Ridley, 102

 Subversive Pleasures: Bakhtin, Cultural

self-reflection, 139, 140, 143, 144, 

 Criticism, and Film (Stam), 17

149n11

“The Sword and the Dragon” episode, 

sex and sexism.  See  gender and sex; 

79

shorts and sexism, MST3K

 Shakespeare: Time and Conscience

technology: art portrayal of robots and, 

(Jorgens), 131

95, 96; change threatened by, 96; life

Shakespeare, William, 7, 130, 133;  See

impacted by, 96; morality and use

 also Hamlet

 versus  design in, 103; MST3K sci-fi

Shank, Nathan, 7

treatment and ambition regarding, 

shorts and sexism, MST3K: children

101, 102, 103–104; Robinson and, 

and gender in, 70–72; conformity in, 

101; visionaries compared to

65; creators on full-length film riffs

craftsman of, 100–103, 103–104

compared to, 63–64; on gender roles

technophilia, 94, 98.  See also  science

in home setting, 67, 68, 69–70, 71, 72; 
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