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    INTRODUCTION


    “Turn down your lights (where applicable)”


    “We’ve got movie sign!”

 
    With these words, Joel (or Mike, or Jonah, or Emily) descends, along with robot pals Tom Servo and Crow T. Robot, into the Mystery Science Theater, a secret cinema located deep within the bowels of the Earth-orbiting Satellite of Love (named after the Lou Reed song). Once there, the trio suffers through some of the cheesiest B- and Z-grade movies ever made, cracking jokes the entire time to preserve their sanity. This torture is all part of a devious experiment overseen by a rotating cast of evil mad scientists, starting with Dr. Clayton Forrester and his assistant Larry Erhardt, who was later replaced by TV’s Frank. This evil duo eventually gave way to Clayton’s wicked mother Pearl Forrester and her dimwitted henchmen Professor Bobo and Brain Guy (aka Observer), who in turn passed the reins to Clayton’s daughter Kinga Forrester, her lovesick lackey Max (aka TV’s Son of TV’s Frank), and Pearl’s defective clone Synthia.1


    In 1988, quirky standup comic Joel Hodgson settled in Minneapolis, Minnesota, where he teamed with producer Jim Mallon to create Mystery Science Theater 3000 (or MST3K for short), a little “cow-town puppet show”2 that initially aired on Minnesota UHF station KTMA.3 When developing their idea, the duo drew inspiration from a diverse group of influences that included the 1960s radio comedy troupe the Firesign Theater, Canadian sketch comedy show SCTV, long-running British sci-fi series Doctor Who, children’s program Matty’s Funnies with Beany and Cecil, and the films What’s Up, Tiger Lily?, Silent Running, and The Omega Man. The duo then enlisted the help of fellow comics Kevin Murphy, Trace Beaulieu, and Josh Weinstein, who all worked diligently to make MST3K a reality. Debuting on KTMA on November 24, 1988, the new series immediately resonated with viewers throughout the Land of 10,000 Lakes.

 
    Despite its smalltown origins, MST3K has since emerged as a venerable pop cultural institution that remains beloved to this day, and it has numerous spinoffs and imitators across a variety of media platforms. The series, which proudly boasts a do-it-yourself attitude that aligns with the punk culture prevalent at the time, would go on to influence internet culture, particularly in terms of the rise of comment sections and social media sites such as Twitter and Instagram, which allow everyday people to (often anonymously) speak back to media producers and celebrities in numerous ways. In addition, MST3K introduced the concept of riffing (i.e., making snarky and sometimes observational quips) to the wider populace, encouraging the rise of a diverse array of dedicated riffers, both amateur and professional, who keep the tradition of heckling movies and other media alive and well in the twenty-first century. The series shaped the sensibilities of several professional and amateur comedians, many of whom launched podcasts devoted to reviewing and mocking bad movies, including The Flop House, We Hate Movies, and How Did This Get Made?


    These days, the spirit of MST3K lives on in the style of humor employed by YouTubers like Markiplier and the Game Grumps, comedy troupes such as Master Pancake Theater and Incognito Cinema Warriors XP, and even professional wrestlers like Colt Cabana and the Good Brothers, aka Karl Anderson and Luke Gallows. Cabana, along with a rotating cast of comedians that includes Brendan Burns, Marty DeRosa, and John Hastings, often hosts a live comedy show called “Colt Cabana and [guest host] Do Comedy and Commentary to Bad Wrestling Matches,” in which they riff on disastrous wrestling matches. The Good Brothers, meanwhile, hosted the short-lived WWE-produced YouTube series Botch Club, cracking wise while watching the sports entertainment giant’s “most hilarious bloopers and blunders.”


    Even the members of the horrorcore rap group Insane Clown Posse—alongside special guests like actor/musician Corey Feldman and professional wrestler Scott Hall aka Razor Ramon—got in on the act, riffing on music videos under the banner of Insane Clown Posse Theater.4 Additionally, the popularity of Ugandan commentator/narrator V.J. Emmie, who gained cult fame thanks to his riffing on the Wakaliwood productions Who Killed Captain Alex? and Bad Black, as well as the appearance of international knockoffs such as the Russian “Project ‘Popcorn,’” reveal that the show’s outrageous attitude and infectious humor transcends both national and cultural boundaries.


    This book traces MST3K’s history from its humble beginnings as a beloved local UHF series to its rise as a cult sensation airing first on the Comedy Channel (later Comedy Central) and then the Sci-Fi Channel (later Syfy), up to its recent high-profile resurgence as a popular Netflix original series and a touring live show. We wrap things up with a discussion of the Gizmoplex, MST3K’s dedicated streaming service that launched in 2022. Along the way, we consider the show’s place within different historical, social, and cultural contexts to uncover how its unique brand of Midwestern-inflected humor came to influence the tone and techniques of subsequent generations of comics and media creators during the first three decades of the twenty-first century. The methods that the show’s creators used to parody a wide variety of targets—including self-important celebrities, “bad” movies, newspaper comic strips, flash-in-the-pan trends, overzealous fans, and more—remain evident across the contemporary media landscape.


    Indeed, MST3K aligned with or directly paved the way for numerous aspects of modern life, from the highly referential filmmaking of directors like Quentin Tarantino and Steven Spielberg, to humorous commentaries by YouTubers and Twitch streamers such as the Nostalgia Critic and the Angry Video Game Nerd, to real-time online discussion and liveblogging of everything from appointment television to professional wrestling matches to political debates. The riffing techniques pioneered by MST3K helped provide media practitioners and consumers with the tools needed to engage in the sort of active, critical media consumption and production that is essential in the present moment, as they assist media consumers around the world in developing both media literacy and communal vocabularies for practicing everyday media criticism. Such skills not only assist audiences in navigating the increasingly intertextual and metatextual media landscape of contemporary society, but also provide opportunities for people to gain the sort of cultural capital needed to develop and maintain personal brands, a core skill in the age of participatory media and fan cultures.5


    We also take a deep dive into the post-MST3K projects produced by the show’s creators and cast members in the years after the show initially went off the air. These official spinoffs include the early 2000s humor webzine Timmy Big Hands, as well as the movie riffing projects the Film Crew, RiffTrax, Cinematic Titanic, and the Mads. These ancillary projects kept the show’s comedic sensibilities alive after executives at the Sci-Fi Channel canceled the series, an act that, at the time, seemingly ended MST3K once and for all. Yet the success of these offshoots, combined with the show’s well-received relaunch—first on streaming giant Netflix and later its own proprietary streaming service the Gizmoplex—demonstrate that MST3K’s humor and outlook have become thoroughly embedded within the culture at large. Furthermore, these projects all helped to establish the type of referential, metatextual humor that has become popular during the current post-postmodern age.6 As such, they all helped facilitate, either directly or indirectly, the rise of the numerous disciples and imitators of MST3K that currently exist and enjoy massive popularity among niche audiences the world over.


    Ultimately, this little cow-town puppet show is not directly responsible for the contemporary culture of speaking back to media texts. However, few shows can boast the enduring cult popularity and lasting influence of MST3K, and the series’ legacy has only grown in the two decades since its initial run ended. The show’s cultural significance extends far beyond its enduring critical acclaim and devotion from its passionate fanbase. Instead, MST3K’s profound cultural impact lies in its visionary modeling of an accessible, artistic, and active way of consuming popular culture that would come to characterize media production and participation in the forty-plus years that followed the show’s inauspicious debut on a tiny UHF station in wintry Minneapolis. Join us, won’t you, as we explore how MST3K contributed to the development of the twenty-first-century media landscape.


    To paraphrase the show’s creators: “We’ve got book sign!”

  

  
    CHAPTER ONE


    “THERE WAS A GUY NAMED JOEL”


    The KTMA Years


    Though born in Stevens Point, Wisconsin, on February 20, 1960, Joel Hodgson spent most of his formative years roughly one hundred miles away in Green Bay, Wisconsin, home of beer, bratwurst, and beloved football team the Packers.1 Raised in an Evangelical Christian household, the precocious Hodgson quickly developed an interest in entertaining that was fueled in part by the plays and events staged by a local church.2 By the time he reached seventh grade, Hodgson had embarked on a career as a magician and ventriloquist, devoting much of his time to building his own puppets and performing at local events.3 Upon graduating from Ashwaubenon High School in 1978, Hodgson packed up and moved to St. Paul, Minnesota, to study media at Bethel College.4 There, Hodgson took a class on the theater of the absurd, which inspired him to incorporate comedy into his magic act,5 and in 1981 he won the Bethel College Campus Comedy Contest. The following year, Hodgson won the first annual Twin Cities Comedy Invitational, cementing his decision to move to Los Angeles and try his hand at becoming a professional standup comedian.6


    Hodgson quickly made a name for himself thanks to high-profile appearances on Late Night with David Letterman, Saturday Night Live, and an HBO Young Comedians special.7 His act revolved mainly around the wacky “inventions” he claimed to have created in his Mystery Science Lab.8 These included the cordless tin can telephone (two empty Campbell’s soup cans adorned with antennae), the pocket mohawk (a


    

    

    

 
    

    “THIS IS THE SATELLITE OF LOVE, IT’S A SPACE STATION OF MY OWN DESIGN”: CREATING MST3K


    

   
    

    

    
 
    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    “OOH, VERY SCARY, I’M TREMBLING”: THE INFLUENCE OF HORROR HOSTS ON MST3K


    

    
    

    

   
    

    

  
    “FORCED TO WATCH THEIR OWN MOVIE . . . HOW HORRIBLE”: DEFINING MOVIE RIFFING


    

    

    

    

    

    

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

     
    “PLEASE PUT YOUR BRAIN UNDER THE SEAT IN FRONT OF YOU”: THIS IS MST3K
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