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         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 reruns 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 theme[3]  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]  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,
      

      
         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, “Nowadays 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.
      

      
      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 unpalatable, 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 prefabricated weapons
         of rhetorical resistance for audiences. Aligning themselves with popular culture theorists
         John Fiske and Michel de Certeau, 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 eviscerate 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.
      

      
      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
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